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ONE

SHIPS appeared againgt the black of space, squadrons of destroyers and light cruisersflashing into
exigtence, followed by groups of heavy cruisers, then the divisions of battle cruisers and battleships,
massive platformsfor the deadliest weapons mankind had been able to create. In the distance a bright
gpeck of light marked the star humanity had named Sutrah, so far away that the peopleliving on the
worlds near that star wouldn’'t see the light announcing the Alliance fleet’ sarriva for dmost five hours
ye.

The Alliance fleet, which had jumped into normal space here, appeared to be incredibly powerful asits
formationsfell toward Sutrah. It seemed impossible that something so strong could fear anything. But the
Alliance fleet was running for itslife, and Sutrah, deep within the enemy territory of the Syndicate
Worlds, was but a necessary stepping stone on the way to ultimate safety.

“WE have detections of Syndicate Worldslight warships at ten light-minutes, bearing ten degrees down
to starboard.”

Captain John “Black Jack” Geary sat in the fleet commander’ s seat on the bridge of the Alliance battle
cruiser Dauntless, fedling over-tensed muscles dowly relax asit became apparent he' d once more
guessed right. Or the Syndicate fleet commanders had guessed wrong, which wasjust as good. No
minefields had awaited the Alliance fleet asit exited from the jump point, and the enemy warships so far
spotted posed no redl threat to hisfleet.

No, the mgjor threet to his shipsremained insde the fleet itsalf.

Geary kept his eyes on the three-dimensiona display projected before him, watching to seeif the neat
ranks of the Alliance formation would dissolve into chaotic pursuit of the Syndic ships as discipline gave
way to adesireto getin on akill.



“Captain Degani,” he directed the commanding officer of the Dauntless. *“Please broadcast a demand to
those Syndicate warships to surrender immediately.”

“Yes, dr.” TanyaDegani had learned to hide her reactionsto Geary’ s old-fashioned and (to the thinking
of modern times) softhearted concepts like granting the option of surrender to an enemy force that could
be easily destroyed.

He had dowly learned why she and the othersin the fleet felt that way. The Syndicate Worlds had never
been known for the humanity of their rulers or for conceptslike individua freedom and justice that the
worlds of the Alliance held dear. The unprovoked, surprise attacks by the Syndics, which had sarted this
war, had left abitter taste that till lingered, and over the century since then, the Syndics had taken the
lead in arace to the bottom when it came to win-at-any-price tactics. Geary had been shocked to learn
that the Alliance had come to match the Syndics atrocity for atrocity, and even though he now

understood how that had happened, he would never tolerateit. Heinsisted on abiding by the old rules

he' d known, rulesthat tried to control the rage of war so that those fighting it didn’t become as bad as
their enemies.

Geary checked the system display for at least the tenth time since Sitting down. He' d aready memorized
it before then. The jump point hisfleet had exited was just under five light-hours from Sutrah. Two
worldsin the system were inhabited, but the nearest of those to the fleet was only nine light-minutes from
the dar. It wouldn't seethe arrivad of the Alliance fleet in this system for another four and ahdf hours.
The other inhabited world was dightly farther awvay from the fleet, amere seven and ahaf light-minutes
from Sutrah. The Alliance fleet wouldn’t have to go closeto ether asit transited Sutrah Star System en
route to another jump point on the other side from which it could make the legp to another star.

Around the depiction of the Alliance fleet on the system display, an expanding bubble marked theareain
which something like areal-time picture of events could be evauated. Right now, the fleet could see what
the closest inhabited world had |ooked like four and a half light-hours ago. That was acomfortable
margin, but it also dlowed alot of time for unanticipated eventsto pop up and surprise you when the light
from them findly arrived. The star Sutrah itself could ve exploded four hours ago, and they wouldn't see
the light from the event for dmaost another hour.

“Red shift on the Syndic ships,” awatch-stander announced, unable to keep disgppointment out of his
voice.

“They'rerunning,” Degani added unnecessarily.

Geary nodded, then frowned. The massively outnumbered Syndic force they’ d encountered a Corvus
had nevertheless fought, with only one ship ultimately surrendering but three others annihilated. The
Syndic commander there cited Syndic fleet regulations as requiring that suicidd action. Why arethe
Syndics here behaving differently?“Why?" he asked out loud.

Captain Degani gave Geary a surprised look. “ They’ re cowards.”

Geary managed not to snap out aforceful reaction. Degani, like so many of the other sailors and officers
inthe Alliance, had been fed propaganda about the Syndic enemy for so long that they believed it all,
even when it didn’'t make sense. “ Captain, three of the Syndic ships at Corvus fought to the desth. Why
aretheserunning?

Degani frowned inturn. “ Syndicsfollow ordersrigidly,” shefinally declared.

That was afair assessment, reflecting everything Geary had once known and what he' d seen now. “Then
they’ ve been ordered to run.”



“To report on our arrival in Sutrah System,” Degani concluded. “But what’ sthe point of that? If they’ve
got light units posted at the other jump points, and we can see that as of afew hours ago they did, what
advantage do they gain by having someoneright here? Their report still goes out at light speed, and since
they can’t get through usto the nearest jump point, they won’t be able to jump out quickly.”

Geary brooded over the display. “ True enough. So why?” He took another look at hisfleet’ sformation,
gill holding together, and bresthed a prayer of thanksto the living sars. “Wait aminute.” Within asolar
system, directiona references were aways made to the world outside a ship so other ships could
understand them. Anything above the plane of the system was up, anything below it down. The direction
toward the sun wasright, or starboard, (or even starward as some urged), while the direction away from
the sun was l€ft, or port. Using that standard convention, the Syndic light warships had been below the
position of hisfleet and were now fleeing up and dightly to theleft. Why would they runin away that
brought them closer to hisfleet? Unless running in that way had another purpose.

Geary drew an intercept line from his shipsto the Syndics, the curving course tracing through aregion the
Syndics hadn’t gone through. “Get me area good look at thisarea. Fast.”

Degani gave Geary adartled glance but passed the order on. Geary was still waiting for the reply when
he saw three destroyers and aheavy cruiser suddenly break formation, leaping forward under full
acceleration to intercept the fleeing Syndics. No! Y ou foolsl Without waiting another moment, Geary
keyed the fleet command circuit. “ All units, dter course up three zero degrees. | say again, up three zero
degrees. Immediate execute. There are mines along our projected track.”

Hetook amoment to identify the units that had broken formation. “ Anelace, Basdard, Mace, Cuirass!
Break up from your current courseimmediately! Up three zero degrees. Y ou are entering aminefield.”

Then dl Geary could do was Sare at the display. The Alliance fleet was spread across light-minutes of
distance. The farthest shipswouldn't receive his order for another two minutes. The onesin greatest
danger, those three destroyers and the cruiser Cuirass, wouldn't heer it for at least aminute. At full
acceleration they’ d cover alot of ground in that minute.

A watch-stander on the bridge of Dauntless was making her report in aloud voice. “Anomalies detected
along the track indicated. Assess better than eighty percent probability of stealth minesin the area.
Recommend avoidance course now.”

Degani held up ahand to acknowledge the report, then gazed at Geary, her eyesfilled with admiration.
Geary redlized that the eyes of the other officers and sailors on the bridge reflected the same amazement
aswell asthe hero worship heredly hated seeing, even after months of it. “How did you know, Captain
Geary?’ Degani asked.

“It wasjust too obvious,” he explained, shifting uncomfortably in his seat under the regard of the other
officers on the bridge. “ The warships positioned far enough from the jump point to avoid incoming
enemies but close enough to warn off friendly shipping. Then that course they took, which seemed aimed
at taking usthrough a certain areawhen we pursued.” Heleft off something they both knew, that if this
fleet had been the same one he' d brought into Corvus, most of his shipswould be rushing headlong into
that minefield right now, instead of only four lighter units.

The widespread formation of the Alliance fleet began bending in the middle as the nearest ships reacted
to the order, then as the order reached farther ships, they responded, too. The overall image dmost
resembled amantaray, Geary redized, flexing up in the middle with the “wings’ still drooping lower.

He waited, seeing the three destroyers and the cruiser maintaining their courses, asif the pursuit was all
that mattered. Geary checked the time. Five minutes had passed. Give it one minute for the order to



arrive & the speed of light, then another minute for him to finally see whatever course change the ships
gtarted. That left three minutes, which was way too dow aresponsein an emergency. “Andace,
Basdard, Mace, Cuirass! Alter course upward immediately, maximum turn. We ve detected aminefield
across your tracks. Acknowledge order and start turn immediately!”

Another minute. “How far away are they from those anomalies?” Geary asked, trying to keep hisvoice
leve.

“On current track,” Degani tapped her own controlsrapidly, running the calculation, “they’ll bein among
them in thirty seconds.” Degani’ s voice was cam, disciplined. She had seen alot of Alliance shipsdie, a
lot of Alliance sailorsdie, in her fairly short career. Geary had only gradudly learned that, and redlized
that now Degani was drawing on her experience to numb hersdlf to what seemed inevitable.

Thirty seconds. Too late to even try broadcasting another order. Geary knew some of the commanding
officersin hisfleet weren't redly qualified for command, knew that many others il clung to the idea of
al-out glorious chargesinto the enemy without hesitation or thinking. It would be along time before he
could, hopefully, teach those warriors the value of fighting wisely aswell as bravely. But even knowing
that, Geary wondered what insanity had led those four captainsto ignore his orders and hiswarning
about the minefield. Their minds must be fixed on their chosen targets, oblivious to anything else asthey
tried to close to engagement range.

Maybe the ships would survive in the minefield long enough for another warning to work. Trying to keep
his voice from betraying desperation, Geary called them again. “ Anelace, Basdlard, Mace, Cuirass, thisis
the fleet commander. Y ou are entering a confirmed minefield. Alter course up immediately. Maximum
tum.”

They were entering the minefield now, he knew. Thelight from the four shipswas haf aminute old, so
the shipsthat he could see proud and intact were dready in the minefield, might dready have hit mines.
All he could do was Sare at the display, waiting for the inevitable, knowing there was nothing that could
save the crews of those ships now but an actud miracle. He prayed silently, wishing for that miracle.

It didn’t happen. Exactly one minute, seven seconds after Degani’ swarning, Geary saw his display
reporting multiple explosions as the three destroyers | eading the charge ran into the dense minefield. The
amal, relatively frail destroyers Smply disintegrated under the hammer blows of the mines, shattering into
fragments of men, women, and ships that the smart fuses of unexploded mines smply ignored.

A few seconds after that, Geary saw the Cuirassfindly trying to turn. It wasfar too late, though, as
momentum carried the cruiser into the mines. One punched a crater amidships, then a second blew away
agood part of the stern, then the optical sensors on the Dauntless momentarily lost sight of the cruiser as
the debrisfield from it and the destroyers blocked the view of the destruction.

Geary licked lips suddenly gone dry, thinking of the sailorswho' d just died to no purpose. He blocked
out emotion, concentrating on the mechanics of his next task as he studied the display. “ Second
Destroyer Squadron, you are to make a cautious gpproach to the vicinity of the minefield in search of
survivors. Do not enter the minefield without gpprova from me.” Oddswere therewasv't asngle
survivor. Thefour ships had been destroyed so quickly it seemed unlikely anyone could’ ve reached a
surviva pod. But it was hecessary to ensure no one was left behind to the tender mercies of the Syndic
labor camps.

A dow minute passed. “ Second Destroyer Squadron, aye. Proceeding to search for survivors.” The
voice of the squadron commander was subdued.

Geary took another look at hisformation, al on the new course, rising above the plane of the Sutrah



System, couraing above the minefield area now prominently labeled with danger sgnson the display. “ All
units, ater course two zero degrees down &t time onefive.”

Everyonewaslooking at him, perhaps expecting some speech about the heroism of the crews of the four
ships. Geary stood up, hismouth athin line, shook his head, and walked off the bridge, not trusting his
voice. The dead shouldn’t be spokenill of. He didn’t want to publicly lash the commanders of those
ships as vainglorious foolswho' d murdered their crews.

Even though that was exactly what had happened.

VICTORIA Rione, co-president of the Callas Republic and amember of the Alliance senate, was
waiting for him at the entry to his stateroom. Geary nodded to her with one quick jerk of his head, then
entered without inviting her insgde. She came anyway, standing silently while he glowered at the Starscape
that decorated one bulkhead. She didn’t have any command authority in the fleet, but as a senator she
was a senior enough representative of the Alliance government that Geary certainly couldn’t just throw
her out. Besides, the ships of both the Callas Republic and the Rift Federation, which made up part of his
fleet, would listen to orders given by Rione if she decided to buck Geary. He had to be diplomatic with
thiscivilian politician even when al he wanted to do wasyell a someone.

Findly hejust glared at her. “What do you want, Madam Co-President?”’
“To hear you relieve the anger that is devouring you at the moment,” she replied camly.

He dumped for amoment, then dammed hisfist into the starscape, making it shimmer briefly before
returning to normal. “Why? Why would anyone be so supid?’

“I saw thisfleet at Corvus, Captain Geary. The Syndic tactic would' ve worked perfectly there, before
the training you indsted upon taught the fleet better discipline.”

“Isthat supposed to make mefed better?’ he asked bitterly.
“It should.”

Geary rubbed his face with one hand. “Y eah,” he agreed wearily. “1t should. But even one ship...and we
just logt four.”

Rione gave him a penetrating look. “ At least they presented an object lesson on the value of following
orders”

He stared back at her, wondering if shewas serious. “ That’ s alittle too cold-blooded for me, Madam
Co-President.”

She shrugged. “Y ou have to be redlistic, Captain Geary. Unfortunately, there are some people who
refuseto learn until they see errorsliterdly blow up their faces” Her voicefdl, and her eyesclosed. “As
happened just now.”

So she was affected by the losses. Geary fdt asurge of relief. Asthe only civilian in thefleet, the only
person not under his command, Rione was the only person hefdlt able to confide in. He was beginning to
discover headso liked her, an unfamiliar feding for him after the isolation of being in atime a century
removed from his own. After theisolation of finding himsalf among people whose culture had changed in
many wayslarge and smal from the one Geary had known.



Rionelooked up again. “Why, Captain Geary?| don't pretend to be an expert on the military, but those
four ship commanders had seen that your way of doing things worked. The way the fleet used to fight,
back inyour time. They’ d seen alarge Syndic force destroyed to the last ship. How could they possibly
believe that charging headlong at the enemy was wise?’

Geary shook his head, not looking at her. “Because, to the great misfortune of humanity, military history
isvery often the story of commanders repesting the same unsuccessful way of fighting again and again
while their own forces are destroyed in droves. | don't pretend to know why that is, but it’ sa sad truth;
commanders who don’t learn from immediate or long-term experience, who keep hurling their forces
forward asif causing the same usd ess desths time and again will eventually change the outcome.”

“Surely not al commanders could be like that.”

“No, of course not. Though it seemsthey tend to collect in the highest ranks, where they can do the most
damage.” Geary findly looked over a Rione. “Many of these ship commanders are good, brave sailors.
But they’ ve spent their entire careers being told how to fight oneway. It’ I take awhile to overcome dl of
that hidebound experience and convince them that change is not abad thing. Change doesn’t come easily
to the military, even when that changeisareturn to the professonad tactics of the past. It' s <till change
fromtheway thingsare.”

Rione sighed and shook her head. “1’ ve seen the many ancient traditions that the military holds dear and
sometimeswonder if it thereby attracts too many of those who value lack of change over
accomplishment.”

Geary shrugged. “Maybe, but those traditions can be a tremendous source of strength. Y ou told me
some time back that this fleet was brittle, prone to break under pressure. If | can successfully reforgeit
stronger, it'll bein no smal part because of the traditionsthat | can draw on.”

She accepted his statement without any sign of whether or not she believed it. “I do have some
information that may help to partialy explain the actions of those four ships. Since we left jump space and
the communications net became active, some of my sources have reported that rumors have been spread
through ships. Rumorsthat you, having lost your fighting spirit, would rather allow Syndic warshipsto
escape to fight another day than risk engaging them.”

Geary found himself laughing in dishdlief. “ How could anyone believe that after Kaiban? Wetore that
Syndic flotillaapart. Not aone got away.”

“Peoplewill believe what they wish to believe,” Rione observed.

“Y ou mean like believing Black Jack Geary isamythical hero?’ he asked sourly. “ Half thetime they
want to worship me, thewarrior from the past who' s going to save thisfleet and the Alliance by winning
awar acentury old, and the other half of the time they spread rumorsthat I’ m incompetent or afraid.”
Geary findly sat down, gesturing Rione to a seat opposite him. “So what else are your spiesin my fleet
telling you, Madam Co-President?’

“Spies?’ sherepeated in asurprised tone as she sat down. “ That' s such anegative term.”

“It' sonly negetiveif the spiesare working for your enemy.” Geary rested his chin on onefigt, regarding
her. “Areyou my enemy?’

“You know | distrust you,” Rionereplied. “ At firgt it was because | feared the hero worship that could
make you as big athrest to the Alliance and thisfleet asthe Syndics. Now it’s because of that, and
because you' ve proven yourself avery cagpable man. That combination is very dangerous.”



“But aslong aswhat I'm doing isin the best interests of the Alliance, we're on the same sde?” Geary
inquired, letting some sarcasm show. “1’m worried about what that mine ambush says about our enemy,
Madam Co-President.”

Shefrowned at him. “What doesit tell you about our enemy that you did not aready know?’

“It saysthe Syndics arethinking. It saysthey’re being smart, like when they tricked thisfleet into taking
their hypernet to the Syndic home system so it could run into awar-ending ambush.”

“Which would’ ve succeeded if not for the unlooked-for presence of the century-old hero of the Alliance,
Captain Black Jack Geary,” Rione stated haf-mockingly. “Found on the edge of fina deathin alost
aurviva pod, like an ancient king miraculoudy returned to life to save his peoplein their hour of greatest
need.”

He grimaced back at her. “To you that’ sfunny, because you don’'t have to live with people believing
you're that person.”

“I’vetold you that you are that person. And, no, | don't find it funny at all.”

Geary wished he understood her better. Since being rescued, he' d been in the military environment of the
fleet and had been badly surprised by some of the cultural changes wrought by a century of bitter war.
But hisonly direct contact with civilian culture in the Alliance was Victoria Rione, and she kept much
hidden. He couldn’t tell how much had changed back home and in what ways, and he redly wanted to
know.

But Rioneign't likely to help me better understand Alliance civilian cultureif shethinks| could usethat
knowledge to make mysdf more of athreat to the Alliance government. Maybe someday she'll trust me
enough to unwind about such things. Geary sat forward, working the controls on the table between them
that still ssemed abit unfamiliar, even after monthsin this stateroom. Animage of Sutrah sprang up, next
to alarger display of the stars near Sutrah. “We re going to go through the rest of this system very
carefully. | assumethe Syndicslaid smilar minefields near the other jump points, but we can spot them
and avoid them now that we know to look.”

Rione pointed to symbols on the display. “ Two Syndic military bases? Are either athreat?’

“They don’'t ook like it from what we can see. Obsolete, to al gppearances. What we' d expectina
system not on the Syndic hypernet.” He let his gaze rest on the depictions of the Syndic bases, thinking
about the hypernet that had changed things so much since what he thought of as histime. Much faster
than the system-jump-faster-than-light method, and with unlimited range between the gates of the
hypernet, it had revolutionized interstellar travel and |eft countless star systemsto wither like broken twigs
when they weren’t judged specia enough to justify the expense of agate.

Geary punched the update key, and the latest information on Sutrah System was presented. The only
change wasin the positions of the light Syndic warships, which had lured hisfour shipsinto the minefield.
Those Syndicswere dtill running, heading away from Geary’ sforces at vel ocities edging toward .2 light
speed. They’ d been accelerating so fast that their inertia compensators must be badly stressed and their
crews pinned to their sests by lesk-through. Chasing them would be futile, since they could smply keep
heading away while the Alliance fleet sooner or later had to proceed to one of the jJump points out of
Sutrah, but Geary il felt atide of anger sweep over him at the sght of the Syndic ships, knowing
vengeance was out of the question in this case.

But the Syndic ambush bothered him for reasons beyond that. Rione didn’t seem to understand the
implications. The survivd of the Alliance fleet depended upon Geary making the right decisons and the



Syndic command making the wrong decisions. If the Syndics had logt their overconfidence and begun
carefully planning, then even Geary’ s best moves might fail to keep the Alliance fleet at least one step
ahead of Syndic forces strong enough to deal the Alliance forces a death blow.

Though even thelittle blows could add up. Out of the hundreds of shipsin the Alliancefleet, the four lost
here weren't critical. But the fleet could be nibbled to death over time by taking such losses at Star after
dar, and there were alot of stars between the fleet and home.

He glanced & the display, wishing Sutrah were alot closer to Alliance space. Wishing Sutrah had
somehow miraculoudy gained an unguarded hypernet gate. Hell, aslong ashewas at it, why not wish
he' d died on his ship acentury ago, so he wouldn’t be in command of thisfleet now, with so many lives
and ships depending upon him? Snap out of it, Geary. Y ou had every right to be depressed when they
thawed you out, but you' re past that now.

The communicator chimed for his attention. “ Captain Geary, we' ve spotted something important.”
Captain Degani’ s voice held some emotion he couldn’t quite identify.

“Important?’ If it was athresat, surely she' d have just said that.
“On thefifth world of the system. It looks like alabor camp.”

Geary gave Rione aglance to see how she was taking the news, but Rione didn’'t seem to find it
remarkable, either. The Syndicate Worlds had alot of labor camps, because the Syndicate Worlds
devoted alot of effort to dealing with redl or imagined interna enemies. “Isthere something specia about
it?’

Thistime he could clearly identify the strain in Degani’ svoice. “WEe re picking up communications from
the camp that indicate it holds Alliance prisoners of war.”

Geary dared at the depiction of thefifth world in the Sutrah system. Nine light-minutes from its star, till a
bit over four light-hours from the Alliance fleet. He hadn’t expected to be going near the inhabited worlds
of this system, hadn’t anticipated any delays.

It looked like his plans would have to change.

| hate these meetings, Geary thought for perhaps the hundredth time, which wasimpressive, given that
he' d only had to attend about five of the things so far. Insde the briefing room, the conference table was
actudly only afew meterslong. But thanks to the communications net connecting the ships of the fleet
and the latest virtua presence technology, the table now seemed to run off into the distance, sest after
seat occupied by commanders of his ships. The most senior officers were apparently seated the closest
to Geary, but al he had to do was ook at any officer, no matter how far down the table, and they'd
loom close, identification information helpfully appearing right next to them.

Granted, the conferences had an odd rhythm to them. The fleet had been drawn into amuch tighter
formation for the conference, but because of light speed limitations on the communications, the farther-off
shipswere dill twenty or even thirty light-seconds off. Those were the smalest shipswith the most junior
commanders, of course, the ones who were expected to watch, learn, and keep their mouths shut, so the
delayed-action nature of their interactions had little impact. But even for closer shipsthere could be
severa seconds delay between question and answer, so the participants had learned to speak, pause,
spesk, pause, dlowing timefor interjections and commentsto arrive.



Captain Numaos, commanding officer of the Orion, was staring down his nose at Geary, doubtless il
seething over his own poor performance at Kaliban, which of course Numos blamed on Geary rather
than himsalf. Near Numos sat Captain Faresa of the Mgestic, her expression as acidic as usual. Geary
wondered why Faresa didn’t somehow dissolve the table surface just by glaring at it. In welcome
counterpoint to those two, Captain Dudlos of the Courageous lounged in his chair, apparently relaxed
but with dert eyes, and Captain Tulev of the Leviathan sat Solidly, his dismissve gaze fixed on Numos
and Faresa. Farther down the table, fiery Commander Cresida of the Furious grinned openly at the
prospect of more action, while not far from her gppeared to Sit Colond Carabdi, the senior surviving
Marine in the fleet and another capable and dependable officer.

Actualy stting next to Geary was Captain Degani, the only other person physically present in the
crowded room. Co-President Rione had begged off attending, but Geary knew the officers of the ships
from the Rift Federation and the Callas Republic would provide Rione with afull report of everything that
happened. He suspected she' d avoided being here in person in order to see what he’d say in her
absence.

Geary nodded brusquely to the assembled officers. “First of dl, let us pay respect to the crews of the
destroyers Anelace, Basdlard, and Mace, and of the cruiser Cuirass, who arein the arms of their
ancestors, having died in theline of duty in defense of their homes and families” Hefdt abit of a
hypocrite to not add in adenunciation of the behaviors that had led those shipsto their desths, but that
gtill seemed out of place.

“ Arewe sure that there were no survivors?’ someone asked.

Geary gestured to the commander of the Second Destroyer Squadron, who cleared histhroat and
looked unhappy as he answered. “We conducted athorough search. The only surviva podslocated
were dl badly damaged and inactive.”

Numos spoke, hisvoice harsh. “We should’ ve pursued those Syndic Hunter-Killer ships and made them
pay for destroying those shipsand killing their crewd!”

“How would you have caught them?’ Duellos asked in adrawl that clearly conveyed contempt.
“A full-scale pursuit at maximum acceleration, of course.”

“The youngest officer in the fleet knows the laws of physicswouldn’t alow usto catch those ships
without chasing them hdfway to the next star and burning up nearly al of our fuel in the process”

Captain Faresaintervened, her voice sour. “ An officer in the Alliance fleet shouldn’t give up before
darting. ‘ Attempt the impaossible, and you will achieveit.””

The way the quote was delivered sounded depressingly familiar. Geary glanced at Captain Degani, who
nodded at him, unable to suppress a proud look. Another “quote”’ from Black Jack Geary, doubtless
taken completely out of context if he'd ever actudly said it at dl, and used to judtify thingsthat theredl
Black Jack never would' ve supported and certainly didn’t support now. “I'll haveto look up just when |
sad that and what | meant,” hereplied, keeping hisvoice even. “But | agree completely with Captain
Dudlos. Pursuit would' ve been futile. | have to place responsibility for this entire fleet above my desire
for revenge, and I’ d expect any other officer to do the same.”

“Thefleet has grown used to expecting the fleet flagship to lead the way into battle!” Faresa Sated asif
that somehow proved an argument.

Geary hit back avicious comment. Just because the fleet’ s grown used to expecting Stupidity doesn't



mean | have to be stupid.

But Degani answered for him, her pride clearly affronted by an implied insult to her ship aswell asto
Geary. “Dauntlesswas in the center of the formation at Kadiban, right where the Syndics amed their
attack,” Degani noted in aformdly siff voice.

“Yes,” Geary agreed. Though to be honest, because of theway I’ d set up the battle with my fleet’s
firepower concentrated on the aim point of the Syndic attack, being in that position probably was the
safest place for Dauntless. He didn’t say that, though. He didn’t because he knew he' d have to keep
Dauntless safe dl the way home to Alliance space, fleet traditions be damned. Dauntless till carried the
Syndic hypernet key, though few knew that besides Geary and Captain Degani. Even if every other ship
inthefleet waslogt, getting that key back to Alliance space would give the Alliance acrucid advantage
over the Syndics. Not that Geary intended sacrificing every other ship if there was any other possible
way to get Dauntless back.

Numos looked asif he were ready to say something else, so Geary stabbed afinger at the display of
Sutrah System hovering above the conference table. “I hadn’t intended bothering to divert from our
trangt of this system to dedl with the inhabited worlds, but asyou dl know, we' ve learned something that
changesthose plans. We have indications that there’ salabor camp on the fifth world that confines
Alliance prisoners”

“Indications?” Captain Tulev asked shrewdly. “Y ou don't think thisis certain?’

Geary took adeep breath. “We ve dready been tricked once in this system. It would’ ve been easy for
the Syndicsto fake the message traffic that makesit seem there' s Alliance personnel in that camp.” He
eadily sensed the rebellion rising around him. “1 fully intend going there and finding out for sure. But we
have to be alert for another ambush.”

“Bait to lure us near thefifth planet?’ Colonel Carabdi asked, her eyes narrowing in thought.

“It' spossible. WE Il be able to spot any minefields during our long approach to that world no matter how
stedthy they are. What else could be there that we' d have to worry about?’

The colond shrugged. “Y ou can mount truly massive wegponry on aplanet like that, but it hasto climb
out of the gravity well and dedl with the atmospheric effectsto get at space targets. Besides, if they try to
engage us with that kind of stuff, al we haveto do is stand off and throw big rocks at the planet.”

A studious-looking ship captain spoke up. “Y ou mean massive kinetic energy projectiles.”

“Yeah,” the Marine colond agreed. “That' swhat | said. BFRs. It' s not that I’ m thrilled about sending my
boys and girls down to the surface of a Syndic-occupied world. We don't have nearly enough ground
troopsto secure the kind of perimeter we need for safety. But the entire planet will be hostage to the
Syndics good behavior, and we don’t redly have any dterndive.”

“We have to send the Marines down?’ Geary asked.

Captain Degani nodded. “ After afew incidents much earlier in the war we determined that the Syndics
would hold back some of their prisoners, especialy any they thought of high value. The only way to
confirm we' ve picked up everyone isto have our own personnd access the Syndic camp records for
everything from body counts to food rations to make sure our count matches the numbersthey seemto
have”

“All right.” That made sense, even if Geary didn’t like the idea of sweeping the fleet closeto thefifth



planet and dowing down so his shuttles could pick up the prisoners. “1 assume the Syndic shuttlesaren’t
to be trusted, and we have to depend on our own.” Everyone nodded thistime. “ Everyone with shuttles
on your ships prepare them for some heavy use. Il ask Co-President Rione to deliver our ultimatum to

the Syndics regarding the prisoners.”

Numos gave Geary alook of exaggerated dishdief. “Why should she be involved?’

Not sure why Numos had developed adidike of Rione, Geary answered bluntly. “ She’ s our most
capable negotiator.”

“Her blunders at Corvus nearly costs usthe Titan!”

Geary fdt anger rising in him. The Syndic betrayd at Corvusinvolving merchant ships supposedly
deivering suppliesto the Alliance fleet hadn’t been Rione' sfault, hadn’'t been anyone sfault, redly.
Surely Numos knew that. “ That’s not my assessment.”

“Of course not! Since Co-President Rione has been spending agreet deal of time aone with you in your
gtateroom, I’ m sure you think—"

Geary cut off Numos with afist damming to the table' s surface. Out of the corner of his eye he could see
the outraged faces of the commanders of ships belonging to the Rift Federation and the Callas Republic.
“Captain Numos, you are out of order,” Geary stated in adeathly low voice.

Captain Faresa stepped in with characteritic certitude. “ Captain Numosis only stating what
everyone—"

“Captain Faresa,” Geary stopped her with aglare. “1 never thought to see the day when officers of the
Alliance fleet would behave like gossipsin a schoolyard. Both you and Captain Numos obvioudy need to
review the persona and professional standards to which an officer is expected to adhere.” Faresa sface
had gone white, Numos sred, but their eyes glinted with the same hatred of Geary. “ Co-President Rione
of the Callas Republic isamember of the Alliance senate. Sheisto be treated with the respect that
postion requires. If you fed yourselves unable to provide due respect to asenior civilian member of the
Alliance government, then you are obligated to submit your resgnations from the fleet. | will not tolerate
insultsaimed at any officer or any representative of the Alliance government in thisfleet. Isthat clear?’

Geary took along breath and looked around the table, unable to be sure how thislatest speech had been
received. Captain Tulev, hisface grim, was nodding in agreement, though. “ There’ s been too much
gossip, too many rumors. Insults aimed at those in command,” Tulev added with aglance at Numos.
“Rumorsthat encouraged ship commandersto adhere to the old traditions of al-out pursuit, with
consequences we have seen thisday.”

A chill ran around the table at the direct reference to whatever might have motivated the captains of four
shipsto ignore Geary’ s orders and |eave the formation to chase the Syndic warships. Captain Numos
swallowed, his mouth working, then finaly got out some words. 1 had nothing to do with that, and if

you' reimplying—"

“He simplying nothing!” Geary snapped. “He s bringing to our atention that encouraging shipsto ignore
orders, that attempts to undermine the commander of thisfleet, can have serious consequences. I'm
aware of the rumors Captain Tulev speaks of, and let me assure you that if | ever discover that anyone
encouraged the commanding officers of the Andace, Basdard, Mace, and Cuirass’—herecited the
names dowly to make sure their impact was felt—*to act in the way they did, | will personally make sure
that whoever that iswill wish they’ d died an honorable death with the crews of those ships.” Ashe
finished spesking, Geary let his gaze rest on Numos, who reddened so much more that he looked like



he' d suffered aradiation burn. But Numos sat silent, having apparently redlized that Geary wasin no
mood to be antagonized further.

“Now,” Geary continued in acalmer voice, “at our present speed we' re about forty hours from the fifth
planet. Make sure the shuttles are ready. | have aplan here for distributing the Alliance personnd we
pick up from the planet among the ships of thefleet.” It had been absurdly easy, just amatter of calling
up theinteligent agent on his system and asking it how to add five thousand more personnd to the ships
inthe fleet. Since that was a smple but tedious exercise in math, comparing berths and complements of
personnel and support facilitieson dl of the available ships with the numbers needed, the computer had
handled it within moments. It was the sort of thing fleet commanders had required saffsfor inthe old
days, but the ability of automated systems to handle administrative and command tasks had €iminated
much of the grunt work those staffs had handled. On top of that, Geary had learned that after the terrible
losses suffered year in and year out in this gpparently endless war, the need for as many officersas
possible to be available to crew replacement ships had led to the cannibalization of the remnants of the
old g&ffs.

Technicaly, asfleet commander, Geary was still authorized achief of saff, but that officer had died dong
with the former fleet commander Admira Bloch asaresult of Syndic treachery during negotiations. He
was ds0 authorized an aide, but Geary was damned if he was going to pull ajunior officer out of a
combat job to act as his persona servant.

“Look at the plan,” Geary continued, “see what it says your ship can handle, and let me know if there's
any problemswith it. | want to know, so don’t just suck it up and hope you can handle more than your
shipisableto carry safely. There appear to be between three and five thousand prisoners by initia
esimates, which we can handle. We |l worry about identifying skillsin any fleet personnel who were
prisoners and getting them to shipsthat need them later.

“Colond Carabdi.”
The Marine nodded.

“Prepare your Marines. I'd like to see your plan for handling thisno later than five hours before we reach
the plandt.

“Arethere any questions?’ Geary asked the entire group.
“How will we handle the Syndic military base on the fifth planet?’” someone asked.

“That’ s yet to be determined,” Geary advised. He could see dissatisfaction rippling around the table. To
many of hiscommanders, the only good Syndic was adead Syndic, and no opportunity to kill Syndics
should be passed up. “I’ll remind you that the ingtallations in this system are obsolete. It coststhe Syndics
to keegp them running. Leaving those ingta lations intact means Syndic funds spent on them and means
Syndic troops trained and committed to them. If that base turns out to be ared threat, we'll takeit out.
Otherwise, I'm not interested in doing the Syndics afavor by removing it from the list of thingsthey need
to worry about.”

He paused, trying to remember what else he' d planned on saying. “Wewon't know if thisisred until the
Marines see Alliance prisoners of war at that camp. Everyone needsto stay dert.” He couldn’'t imagine
even the Syndics would risk the population of a habitable world in order to try to destroy afew more
Alliance ships, but then he' d seen alot of things since he’ d been rescued that he had never imagined.
“We have achanceto do agreat good for people who never expected to be liberated. Thank the living
starsfor that, and let’ s do our ancestors proud.”



The crowd dwindled with the usual amazing speed asthe virtua images of ship captains vanished like
popping soap bubbles, both Numos and Faresa disappearing on the very heds of Geary’ sdismissal.
Captain Degani, with ameaningful glare a the place where those two had apparently been sitting, shook
her head and then excused hersdlf before leaving the compartment the ol d-fashioned way by walking out.

As Geary had hoped, the reassuring image of Captain Duellos remained at the end. Duellosaso
indicated the places where Numos and Faresa had been. “I wouldn't have said this before, but those two
areadanger to thisflegt.”

Geary sat back, feding weary and rubbing hisforehead. “Y ou wouldn't have said that before what?’

“Before four ships of thisfleet set off on aninsane charge.” Theimage of Dudllos seemed to walk up to
Geary and take the next seat. “Vdiant! Glorious! Brainless! | have no proof, but | know Numoswas
behind that.”

“I figure heis, too. But,” Geary admitted bitterly, “the lack of proof isaproblem. My command of this
fleet is4till far too shaky. If | sart sacking commanding officers, especidly one with Numos s seniority,
without being able to prove misconduct | might find way too many of my other shipsvaiantly and
brainlesdy dashing into minefidds”

Captain Duellos looked down and grimaced. “ The lesson of those four ships was apowerful one. No
matter what lies Numos encourages, everyone will remember that you were right to warn those ships off
and to avoid chasing pell-mdll after afew Syndic HuKs.”

Geary couldn’t help asnort of derison. “Y ou’ d think being right would gain me alittle more credit than
that. What do you think? Will everyone follow my orders when we gpproach the fifth planet?’

“At thispoint, yes”
“Do you have any ideawhere that nonsense about Co-President Rione came from?’

Duedlloslooked mildly surprised. “I assumed you two were on friendly terms, but even if you' re extremely
friendly, it'sno affair of mine. Co-President Rioneis not an officer or sailor under your command, and a
persond relationship with her has no bearing on your performance in command.”

Geary stared for amoment, then laughed. “ Persona relationship? With Co-President Rione?’
Thistime Duellos shrugged. “ Scuttlebutt declares that you spend time together aone.”

“For conferences! | need her advice.” Geary laughed again. “By our ancestors, Victoria Rione doesn't

likemeat dl! She makesno bones about it. | frighten her because sheworries I’ [l turn into Black Jack

Geary at any moment and sail this fleet home to depose the el ected |eaders of the Alliance and become
god-emperor or something.”

“Co-Presdent Rioneisashrewd and intelligent woman,” Duellos observed with absol ute seriousness.
“She’stold you she does't likeyou?’

“Yes She—" Cometo think of it, Rione had severd times expressed distrust of Geary, but he couldn’t
remember at the moment her ever saying shedidn’t like him. “Yeah, | think so.”

Dudlos shrugged again. “Whether she does or not makes no difference. | say once more, sheisnot your
subordinate, not in the military at al, and any persond relationship with her is perfectly appropriate.
Should one occur.”



Geary couldn’t help athird laugh as he bade farewd | to Captain Dudlos, but as he began to leave the
room, he paused in thought. Surely Rione’ s spiesin the fleet had reported to her the rumors about a
relationship between her and Geary. Why hadn’t Rione told him of those rumors when she’ d spoken of
the other rumors?

Could theiron palitician he' d dedlt with actualy be embarrassed by the rumors? But if so, why had she
continued vigting him?

Geary leaned one arm againgt the bulkhead for amoment, staring at the deck, remembering thefirst days
after he was revived from the survival deep that had kept him dive for acentury, aspan of timeinwhich
everyonein hislife had died in battle or of old age. The shock of learning that everyone he had once
known and loved, men and women, were long dead had led him to wall off the idea of new relationships.
Theicethat had once filled him seemed almost gone, but it till occupied that one place, afraid to retreat
and let warmth grow again.

He' d lost everyone once. It could happen again. He didn't want it to hurt so much the next time.

TWO

THE fifth planet looked like exactly the sort of place made for a Syndic labor camp. Too far fromitssun
to ever know atrue summer, most of the world seemed to be featurelessfields of tundrathat on rare
occasionsran into bare, jagged mountain rangesrising like idands from the sea of low, tough vegetation.
Glaciers extending from the poles appeared to hold agood portion of the planet’ s water, with only
shalow, small seas dotting the areas not covered by ice. Looking at the disma place, Geary didn’t have
any trouble understanding why Sutrah hadn’t been deemed worthy of the expense of ahypernet gate.
Unless the fourth planet was an absolute paradise, which it certainly wasn't since it was a shade too close
to its sun and probably unpleasantly warm. Sutrah was just the sort of place that had ceased to matter
when the Syndic hypernet was created.

Once, using the system jump drivesthat could take ships from star to star, anyone going anywhere had to
traverse dl of the star systemsin between. Every one of those systems was guaranteed a certain amount
of traffic passing through en route to other destinations. But the hypernet alowed shipsto go directly
from one star to another, no matter how far the distance between them. Without the ships passing
through, and without any particular vaue other than as the homes of people who had suddenly found
themsdvesliving in nowhere, the systems off the hypernet were dowly dying, with everyone who could
migrate moving to hypernet-linked systems. The human communities on the fifth planet of Sutrah were
fading even fagter than usud. Judging from what the Alliance sensors could see, fully two-thirds of the
former habitations on the world were now vacant, showing no sgns of heating or activity.

Geary focused back on the depiction of the labor camp on the fifth planet. There were mines nearby,
which might represent actual economic vaue but aso might exist solely asaplaceto work the life from
the prisonersin the camp. Thereweren't any walls, but then there didn’t have to be. Outside the camp
was nothing but those empty fields of tundra. Escape would smply be suicide, unless someonetried to
get out through the landing field, and therewalls of razor wire did exi<t.

He became aware that Captain Degani was waiting patiently for his attention. “ Sorry, Captain. What do
you think of my plan?’ Geary, uncomfortable with trying to place hisfleet in orbit about the planet, had
put together aplan caling for the fleet to dow down, dropping the shuttles asit passed closest to the
world, then looping around in awide turn outside the orbits of thefifth planet’s small moons before
returning again to pick up the shuttles asthey returned with the liberated prisoners.

“The pickup would go quicker if we put shipsin orbit,” Degani suggested.



“Yeah.” Geary frowned at the display. “ There sno sign of minefields, we can’t see any major defensive
weaponry on the planet, and even the Syndic military base there seemsto be haf shut down. But
something' sl bothering me.”

Degani nodded thoughtfully. “ After the Syndic attempt to use merchant ships on suicide missons against
us, it’s understandable to be worried about undetected threats.”

“The Syndics had timeto lay that minefield trap for us. That meansthey also had timeto try to concedl
that |abor camp or even try to move the prisonersin it. But there sno sign they did that. Why? Because
it' sbait far more attractive to us than those light warships near the jJump point? The sort of thing we can’t

passup?’
“Y et there’ sno sign of an ambush thistime. No sign of anything that could strike at us.”

“No,” Geary agreed, wondering if he redlly was just being hypercautious. “ Co-Presdent Rione said the
Syndic civilian planetary leaders she talked to seemed scared witless. But not asingle military officer was
avalabletotak.”

That made Degani frown. “Interesting. But what could they be planning? If there was anything hidden,
we should've spotted it.”

Geary tapped some controlsirritably. “Let’ s assume we do go into orbit. The fleet’s so big we' d haveto
be way out from the planet.”

“These moonswill be an annoyance, but they’ re not much bigger than asteroids. Any formations running
past them can dodge easily enough since they’ re traveling in aloose cluster and on fixed orbits.”

“Y eah, and we have to swing past the moons anyway, even with my plan.” He scowled at the display.
Nothing he’ d learned of the war since being rescued seemed to be helping, so Geary cast hismind back,
trying to remember the lessonsimparted to him by experienced officerslong dead, the sort of
professionals who' d been killed in the earliest decades of the war dong with everyone they’ d managed to
teach thelr tricks of the trade. For some reason the sight of the smal moons triggered memories of one
such trick, asingle ship hiding behind amuch larger world to lunge out on a passing target. But that didn’t
make sense. The moons of the fifth planet were too smdl for anything but afew light unitsto hide behind,
and even suicide atacks by such small shipswould fail against the massed might of the Alliance flest,
concentrated in atight formation to minimize the distance the shuttleswould haveto travel.

But what had the commander of that other ship said?“If I'd been asnake, | could’ ve bit you! | wasright
on top of you, and you didn’'t even know it.”

Geary grinned unpleasantly. “1 think | know what the Syndic military is planning, and why those civilians
on thefifth world are so scared. Let’s make afew modificationsto this plan of mine.”

THE fifth world, which Geary had now learned had been given the poetic name Sutrah Fivein typica
Syndicate Worlds bureaucratic style, lay only thirty minutes away now at the Alliance fleet’s current
velocity. Under hisorigina plan, the fleet would have begun braking and swinging to port now, setting up
apassover the planet and inevitably crossing through the space where the moons of Sutrah were
orbiting.

He glanced at the five moons again. They orbited in acluster, only afew tens of thousands of kilometers
from each other. Once upon atimethey’ d probably been asingle large chunk of matter, but at some



point tidal stresses from thefifth planet, or perhaps the near passage of some other large object, had torn
that single moon into the five fragments.

Geary tapped his communications controls. “ Captain Tulev, are your shipsready?’
“Standing by,” Tulev reported, his voice betraying no excitement.

“Y ou may firewhen ready,” Geary ordered.

“Understood. Firing projectiles now.”

On Geary’' sdigplay, large objects detached themselves from the bulks of Tulev’ s ships, hurled forward
by propulsion and guidance packs that boosted their speed alittle higher than the nearly .1 light speed of
thefleet.

Co-President Rione, occupying the observer’ s seat on the bridge of the Dauntless, stared at Geary.
“We'refiring? At what?’

“Those moons,” Geary advised. He noticed Captain Degani trying to hide asmile at Rion€' s surprise.

“The moons of thefifth world?’ Co-President Rion€ s voice expressed skeptica curiogity. “Do you have
some particular didike of moons, Captain Geary?’

“Not usudly.” Geary got a perverse satisfaction out of knowing that Rione' s spiesin hisfleet hadn't
heard about this operation.

Shewaited, then finally unbent enough to ask more. “Why are you launching an attack on those moons?’

“Because | think they’ re wegpons.” Geary tapped some controls, bringing up magnified images of the
moons, their surfaces resembling those of asteroids. “ See this? Signs that excavation activity was
conducted. Well-concedled, so we had to look for it to find it, but thereit is.”

“Onagmdl, arlessmoon?’ Rione asked. “How canyou tdl it’ srecent?’
“We can't from here. But dl five moons show the same sgns.”

“I see.” Whatever ese could be said about Rione, she thought quickly. “What do you think was buried
insde these moons, Captain Geary?’

“Firecrackers, Madam Co-President. Redlly big firecrackers.” The images representing the massive
kinetic energy projectiles, or ‘big rocks in Marine terminology, were steadily pulling away from Tulev's
shipson acurving trgjectory aimed at the moons. Despite the incredible amount of damage they could
inflict, such weapons couldn’'t usualy be used because they were too easily dodged by anything able to
maneuver. But the moons were on fixed orbits, following the same track around the fifth world that
they’ d coursed for innumerable years. It was strange to think that after today those moonswould orbit
that world no more.

Geary activated the fleet command circuit. “ All units, execute preplanned maneuver Sigma at time four
five”

Thetime scrolled down, and every ship in thefleet turned itself, using their propulsion systemsto reduce
their velocity and smultaneoudy dtering course to starboard to pass Sutrah Five on the Sde away from
where the moons of that world had their dates with the projectileslaunched by the Alliance fleet. Geary
watched and waited, taking pleasurein the intricate ballet, al of those ships moving in unison againgt the



darkness of space. Even the lumbering and partidly misnamed fast fleet auxiliaries like Titan and Witch
moved with what seemed unusua nimbleness.

Twenty minutes later, asthe decderating Alliance fleet was till gpproaching Sutrah Five, the huge solid
metal projectileslaunched by Tulev’ s shipsdammed at a speed of just over thirty thousand kilometers
per second dmost smultaneoudy into the five moons of Sutrah.

Even the smalest moon was massive by human standards, but the amount of kinetic energy involved in
each collison was enough to stagger aplanet. Geary’ s view of the moonswas obscured asthe
Dauntless s sensors autometically blocked the intense flashes of visible light from the collisons, then by a
rgpidly growing bdl of dust and fragments, some large and some smdll, flying outward from the points of

impact.

Geary waited, knowing Degani had aready passed orders to her watch-standers on what to look for. It
didn't takelong for the first report. “ Spectroscopic analysis shows unusua quantities of radioactive
material and traces of gases consistent with very large nuclear detonation devices.”

“Y ou guessed right,” Degani noted, her eyes showing the complete trust in him that bothered Geary. He
didn’'t like seeing it in her any more than heliked seeing it in SO many othersin this fleet, because of his
certainty that sooner or later hewould fall that trust. They believed he was perfect, and he knew
otherwise.

“Explain, please?’ Rione asked in acrigp voice. “Why would the Syndics have placed large nuclear
wegponsingde those moons? Some of those large fragmentswill impact on Sutrah Five.”

“That was arisk the Syndics were willing to take and one that | judged | had to take,” Geary advised
heavily. “ Given the unpopul ated nature of much of the world, the odds of anything being hit aretiny. You
see, Madam Co-President, the Syndics knew we' d have to do two thingsto liberate the prisoners on
that planet. We d have to go close to the planet, and we' d have to get the fleet into atight formation so
our shuttleswouldn’t have to fly any longer distances than necessary to handle picking up and distributing
the people from the labor camp.”

He pointed to the spreading cloud of debris. “When we were close to those moons, or rather to where
those moons used to be, they’ d have set off those big nuclear explosivesingde them, blowing them into
denseinterlocking fields of heavy fragments. We could have lost agood number of shipsto that, even big
warships that happened to be too close.”

Rione s eyes glinted with anger. “No wonder the civilians | spoke with were frightened.”

“I doubt the planetary |eaders knew exactly what was going to happen,” Geary suggested. “But they
surdly knew the Syndic leadersin the system were going to do something.”

“Something that would' ve subjected them to the same risk of bombardment by fragments of the moons
and aretdiatory barrage by thefleet.” Rione' sface was grim. “Captain Geary, | know that under the
laws of war you' re now justified in conducting an orbital bombardment of ingtalations and citieson
Sutrah Five, but | ask you to show some mercy to the civilian pawnsliving on that world.”

Geary could dmost see the disdain on Degani’ sface at the suggestion, but he nodded. “We will retdiate,
Madam Co-President, but | won't daughter hel pless civilians. Please recontact the civil authoritieson
Sutrah Five and tell them to immediately evacuate dl industrid, mining, and transportation centers. Any
gpacefacility or fidld isaso to be evacuated. Tell them | won't decide how much to destroy, including
more than what' son that list, until | see what sort of greeting our Marines encounter at the labor camp.”
Helet hisanger show now, anger at the thought of what might have happened. “Make sure they



understand that if there’ s any more problems at dl, there will be hell to pay, and they’ Il be the ones
recaiving the bill.”

Rione nodded, smiling thinly. “Very well, Captain Geary. | will ensure your ordersto them are
understood and that they know their lives hang on the thread of their cooperation with us.”

Degani shifted asif uncomfortable. “ The military base, too, right, Captain Geary?’

Geary checked, seeing that the part of the planet holding the base was within line of sight of the fleet right
now. “I assumeit’s aready been evacuated?’

Degani frowned and checked, then frowned alittle more. “No. A partid evacuation seems under way.”
“Partid?’

“Y es. There' s some columns of ground vehicles, but most of the occupants appear to be family
members. Few uniforms noted.” Degjani quirked an eyebrow at Geary. “It looks like the Syndic troops
are planning on crewing their positionsto the end.” She didn’t seem bothered by the idea.

Geary was. He rubbed his chin, thinking. “Ground vehicles. Nothing & se has been spotted leaving?”

“Let mesee” Thistime both of Degani’ s eyebrows went up. “Ah, yes. Severd air vehicles departed
over haf an hour ago, headed toward the nearest mountain range. The system has maintained atrack on
them.”

“The top commanders, headed for a buried command bunker to ride out our retaiation in safety and
comfort,” Geary stated.

Degani nodded.
“| want to find that bunker.”
Shegrinned.

“I assume we' ve got kinetic rounds for orbital bombardment that can penetrate afair distance into solid
rock?’

“Yes, wedo, sr,” Degani replied with positive glee. Geary had telegraphed adesire to blow away
Syndics, and her world was a happy one.

A swarm of shuttles had left the Alliance fleet, descending on Sutrah Five like acloud of huge insects
fdling on their prey. Overhead, the ships of the Alliance fleet were concentrated into atight formation that
nonetheless covered alarge sector of space above the planet. Geary knew that the inhabitants of Sutrah
Five were|looking up right now in fear, knowing that hisfleet could rain death upon them and render the
entire planet uninhabitablein very short order.

Thelanding force virtud display floated next to Geary’ s seat, with the ranks of images from Marine
officers presented like trading cards for his selection. He could, with the movement of afinger, tak
directly to any of the Marines and see through their eyes, thanks to helmet-mounted sensors. But the only
officer he called up was Colond Carabali, not wanting to jump the chain of command, even though the
command and control system made that entirely too easy.

“The reconnai ssance shuttles have detected no signs of nuclear or other wegpons of mass destruction at



the labor camp site,” Carabdi reported. “We Il conduct another sweep, then land the recon teams.”
“Have you confirmed Alliance prisoners are present in predicted numbers?’
“Lookslikeit, sr.” Carabadi grinned. “From up here they seem pretty happy.”

Geary sat back, smiling himself. He d encountered alot of Situations since being rescued that he' d never
expected, and most of those had been unpleasant. Duty had been a heavy burden. But now there were
thousands of people who' d never expected liberation, viewing the shuttles of thisfleet overhead, people
who might’ ve dready spent decades as prisoners with no hope of release. Thisfleet, hisfleet, wasgoing
to rescue them. It felt good.

If only the Syndicsdidn’t try anything ese. It was ill possible for thousands on the verge of being freed
todiein that camp.

“Recon shuttlesdown,” Carabali reported, echoing the information on Geary’ s own display, which he'd
focused on the camp. “ Teams deploying.”

Geary gavein to temptation, caling up one of the recon team officers. A window opened with aview
from the officer’ s helmet, showing bare dirt and battered structures. The sky was awashed-out pae blue
verging on gray, its appearance as cold and drab as life must have been in that labor camp. No Syndic
guardswere visble, but the Alliance prisoners had formed up into ranks, their officersin front, waiting
with anxious and dazed faces as the Marines dashed past them, searching for any signs of danger.

The Marine Geary was monitoring stopped in front of one formation of prisoners, facing the woman
standing before them. * Are there any concedled wegpons you know of ? Any unusud activity?’ the
Marine demanded.

The woman, well past middle age, thin, her skin amost leathery from long exposure to the environment of
Sutrah Five with inadequate protection and probably a prisoner for most of her life, spoke with careful
precision. “No, Lieutenant. We were confined to quarters and couldn’t observe outside activity last night,
but we heard the guards leave in a hurry before dawn. We ve searched every part of the camp and found
no weapons. The camp data officeisin that building.” She pointed.

The Marine paused for amoment to salute. “ Thank you, Commander.”

Geary pulled his atention away from the view, forcing himsdf to close the window showing that
particular Marineg s point of view. He had a duty to keep his eye on everything going on around the fleet.

“Itlooks quiet,” Degani remarked. “ The only activity we can detect on the planet are the columns of
evacuees heading away from target sites. There’ samoon fragment coming in about three hundred klicks
west of the labor camp,” she added, pointing to the display. “It’Il mess up everything around the impact
gte, but the camp will just hear adistant bang and fed abreeze.”

Geary read the datafor the impact. “ And maybe fed the ground tremor. Every time we' ve thought things
looked quiet in this system it’ sjust meant the Syndics were planning something € se nasty. What could we
be missng thistime?’

Desani pursed her lipsin thought. “The Marines are checking the prisonersfor exposure to
delayed-effect biologica agents. The prisoners should’ ve spotted anything buried in the camp. The only
Syndic shipsin the system besides afew cargo ships are the three sets of HUKswe' ve been tracking
snce arriva, none of which are within alight-hour of us. | wouldn’t put it past them to blow the planet to
hell in hopes of getting more of us, but there' s no weapon that could do that.”



A window popped up before Geary, and Colonel Carabdi’ simage saluted. “I'm sending in the main
landing force, Captain Geary. No threats detected.” On hisdisplay, Geary could see the bulk of the
shuttles coming in to land, many just outside the boundaries of the camp to find sufficient room. Marines
spilled out, looking reassuringly efficient and deadly in their battle armor.

Y et Geary found the Sght worrisome. Practicaly every Marinein the fleet was down there. If something
happened to them, he! d have lost avery important combat capability, aswel asthe most reliably
obedient component of hisfleet. A moment later he mentaly lashed himsdlf for thinking of thelossesin
those termsinstead of asthe deaths of alot of good men and women.

Co-Presdent Rione seemed to share Geary’ sdisquiet. “ This seemstoo easy after dl the other mischief
the Syndics have pulled in this systlem.”

Geary nodded. “But there' s nothing in the camp. The prisoners said they’ d searched it, and they’ d know
if there was anything unusud.”

Colond Carabdi reported in again. “We ve taken the data building and are checking the files now. Al
prisoners had implants linked to atracking system and avirtua wall around the camp to keep them from
going anywhere they weren't allowed. We rein the process of deactivating the implants and the virtua
wadl.”

“Good.” Geary' s eyeswent back to the display. “Once the virtua wall isdown, the prisonerswill be able
to leave the camp boundaries to board those shuttles,” he remarked to Degani.

“Damn!”

Geary spunin his seat, shocked by the sudden and un-characteristic outburst from Rione. Shewas
pointing at the displays. “Outsde the camp, Captain Geary. Y ou'redl looking at threats inside the camp,
but most of your shuttles are grounded outside the camp!”

Geary fdt ahard lump in his gut as he redized what Rione was saying. He punched the controlsto call
Carabdi. “ Outside the camp perimeter, Colonel! The prisoners couldn’t go there, which meansthey
couldn’'t search there. We ve focused our own search on the camp itself. But alot of the shuttles are
outside the camp, and the prisoners will be brought to them there.”

Carabali gritted her teeth. “Understood.” Geary watched the Marine command and control net light up as
ordersflew from Colonel Carabali to the rest of the Marines. Units headed out to secure awide
perimeter started backtracking and spreading into search patterns, while some of those inside the camp
headed out to search closer in.

“We dill should' ve detected nukes,” Degani stated angrily.
“Yeah,” Geary agreed. “But something else could' ve been buried there.”

“WEe ve got delayed action mines,” Carabali reported, her voice coal. “ A mix of |ofting fragmentation and
chemicas. They're older models but till hard enough to spot that we wouldn't have seen them if we
hadn’t done a specia sweep of that area. My mine experts say they’ re probably set to blow once they
detect enough human presence around them. We re using high-energy pulsesto fry thetriggering
mechanisms and render them harmless”

“What about even farther out?’ Geary asked.

“WEe re sweeping now.” A trace of anger entered the calm professionadism of Carabdi’stone. “I'll
provide afull report of my failure to anticipate and identify the threat so you can take whatever



disciplinary action you deem appropriate, Sir.”

Geary couldn’t suppress asigh, catching aglimpse as he did so of the now-impassive face of
Co-Presdent Rione. “Thank you, Colonel, but we missed it, too, and share in any blame. Y ou can thank
Co-Presdent Rionefor figuring it out intime.”

Carabdi’ svoice held atinge of self-mocking humor thistime. “Please pass my respects and thanksto the
co-president, Sir.”

Geary turned to look at Rione. “Did you hear that?’

Rioneinclined her head in acknowledgment. “1’ m used to examining the possible meanings of words.
There are times even the devious mind of a politician can be useful, aren't there, Captain Geary?’

“There areindeed,” Geary agreed. He saw Captain Degani grinning, too, and redized Degani’ sopinion
of Rione, or at least her opinion of Rion€ svalue, had just increased dramatically.

“We have amatch on prisoner numbers and Syndic data,” Carabali announced. “My troops are
screening the former prisoners now and will begin loading as shuttle areas are reported clear.”

Geary tapped a control, bringing up a projection of the entire surface of Sutrah Five. Target
identifications were plastered across the map. Geary zoomed the display in on the biggest clugter, the
view automatically changing to actua imagery of the site. The capitd of the planet obvioudy had lost
considerable population in recent decades. Most of the industrid sites targeted were cold, shut down
long ago. The spaceport was shabby and decrepit. As Geary checked other targets, it became clear why
the Syndics had risked aretaiatory bombardment of this planet. The place was what the Syndicate
Worlds leaders would no doubt cal “excessinventory,” with no industrid, resource, or military vaueto
speak of . Only about a hundred thousand human beings till trying to scratch aliving out of the place.
“Captain Degani, do we have target data on Sutrah Four?’

Degani didn't quite suppress afierce grin as she fed the datato Geary. Geary studied it, noting that
Sutrah Four seemed to be doing alot better than its Sster world in this system. Okay, we can't let the
Syndicsthink thisis something they can get away with. But | don’t want to daughter civilians, which may
be what the Syndics are hoping for, since that’ d be great propaganda. Geary tagged the big spaceports
on Sutrah Four, the big military base on that world, the center of the government complex in the capitd,
and for good measure dl of the orbiting facilities. Switching back to the display for Sutrah Five, he tagged
the biggest spaceport and the still-working industria aress.

Then Geary paused, looking at the military base. Zooming in on theimage, he saw intelligence
assessments scrolling next to it. The convoys of civilians were il heading away, but most of the military
seemed to gtill be at their stations. Where' s those so-called leaders? Pulling the scale out, Geary spotted
the targeting information. Optics designed to gain detailed information across billions of kilometers hadn’t
had any trouble spotting the entrance to the command bunker where the high command had taken
shdter. Geary felt himsdf smiling grimly as he tagged that location for akinetic round designed to

penetrate deeply on impact.

By the time he was done deciding the fate of two worlds, thefirst shuttleswere lifting off from Sutrah
Five, and the Alliance fleet was looping back through the space where the moons of Sutrah Five had
once been. Many of the smaller pieces of debrisfrom the destruction had been snagged by the gravity of
Sutrah Five and might someday form atenuous ring around the planet.

“Captain Geary,” Colonel Carabdi reported, “dl personnd areloaded. The last shuttles should be off the
surface by time onesix.”



“Understood, Colonel, thank you.” Geary turned and sent the targeting commands to the combat system,
which evauated the targets, the wegpons available on every ship, and launch angles before spitting back
two seconds later adetailed plan. Geary skimmed it, checking how much his retaiation would draw
down thefleet’s supply of kinetic projectiles and seeing that he' d have plenty left, even if Titan and her
sstersweren't able to manufacture new ones. He paused on the estimated ground casualties section. “|
need to send amessage to every Syndic in the system.”

Degani nodded, gesturing to the communications officer, who rapidly set up the circuit, then gave her a
thumbs-up back. “ Y ou'reready, Sir.”

Geary composed himsdlf, checking to make sure the last Alliance shuttles had lifted before transmitting.
“People of the Sutrah Star System, thisis Captain John Geary, commanding officer of the Alliance fleet
trangting your system. Y ou’ ve been betrayed by your leaders. Their snegk attacks on thisfleet and on
the forcesliberating Alliance prisoners of war grant usthe right to conduct retaiatory bombardments of
your worlds.” He paused to let that sink in. “1n exchange for the possibility of harming afew of our ships,
your leaders placed your homes and your livesin our hands. Fortunately for you, the Alliance fleet does
not war on civilians.” Not anymore, anyway. Not while Geary was in command. Hopefully his
“old-fashioned” attitudes would someday wear off on the other officers.

“Wewill launch retdiation strikes at targets of our choosing on Sutrah Five and Sutrah Four. A ligt of
targetsin or near civilian areas will follow this message so evacuation can proceed before impacts. We
aren't required to provide that list, but our war iswith your leaders. Remember that we could’ ve wiped
al lifefrom this system and been justified by the laws of war. We choose not to do so. The Allianceis
not your enemy. Y our own leaders are your enemies.

“To the honor of our ancestors,” Geary recited. He' d been told the old form for ending a broadcast of
thistype wasrarely used anymore, but clung to it. He till believed in it, and somehow it helped anchor
him in thisfuture in which honor had taken on sometimes alien meanings. “ Thisis Captain John Geary,
commanding officer of the Alliancefleet. End transmission.”

Rione spoke from behind him. “Thank you, Captain Geary, for acting to minimize the suffering of the
populations of these worlds.”

Helooked back at her and nodded. “Y ou’ re welcome. But it'swhat | would’ ve done anyway. It' s what
honor demands.”

“The honor of our ancestors,” Rione replied, no trace of irony in her answer.

Captain Degani stood up. “The shuttles from Dauntless will be docking soon. | should be at the shuttle
dock to greet our new arrivas.”

“I should, too,” Geary agreed, standing aswell and trying to conced hisreluctance. It really was his duty
to greet the newly liberated Alliance personnd, even though he’ d much rather have goneto his stateroom
to avoid the public spectacle.

“May | accompany you?’ Rione asked them both.

“Of course,” Degani replied, seeming startled by the request. Geary redlized she probably had been
surprised, since Rione had every right to demand to go aong with them and had instead asked
permission. He wondered whether the request reflected politica calculation to win Degani over or
sncere deference to the captain of aship. Geary found himsalf hoping it wasthe latter.

The three of them walked to the shuttle dock, Geary and Degani exchanging greetings with every crew



member of Dauntlessthey passed, Geary getting red satisfaction out of the number of personnd who
sduted him. His campaign to return saluting as routine seemed to be working.

“Doesit please you to be saluted?’ Rione asked in a noncommitta voice. “ Sautes seem much more
common now.”

Geary shook hisheed. “I don't need it for my ego, if that'swhat you' re asking. It swhat saluting implies,
Madam Co-President, alevd of disciplinethat | think benefitsthisfleet.” He didn't add outwardly that he
thought the fleet desperately needed such disciplineif it wasto hold together and continue to defeat
Syndic attemptsto destroy it. The legp from asaute to getting this fleet home safely seemed a huge one,
but Geary did believe the connection existed.

It wasn't until they reached the shuttle dock that Geary redlized thiswas hisfirst vigt to it Snce he'd been
summoned to the compartment by the doomed Admira Bloch asthat officer |eft to negotiate with the
Syndics. He' d visited just about every place on the Dauntless, so he must’ ve subconscioudy avoided this
location. Geary tried to remember how he' d felt then, theicefilling him emationdly and mentaly, and felt
relief that he' d managed to overcome much of that under the pressure of being in command. Or perhaps
in spite of the pressure of being in command. But he could stand here now and not be haunted by the
ghost of Admira Bloch pleading for Geary to save what was | eft of the fleet.

He glanced at Captain Degani, sanding waiting beside him for the shuttlesto disembark their
passengers. Normally somber with the pressures of command or showing joy only at the destruction of
Syndic ships, shelooked different now. Anticipation of seeing the liberated prisoners had brought an
unusud attitude of smple happinessto her. “Tanya?’ Degani gave him asurprised look. Geary rarely
used her first name. “1 just wanted to tell you that I’ m glad Dauntlessis my flagship. She' sagrest ship,
and you' re agreat commanding officer. Y our ability and support have meant agreat dedl to me.”

Degani actually flushed with embarrassment. “ Thank you, Captain Geary. Asyou know, I’ ve been very
glad for your presence ever since we found you.”

He nodded with asmdll, sdf-mocking smile. Degani was among those who firmly believed he' d been
sent to the fleet by the living starsto save the Alliance inits hour of grestest need. Geary didn't think he
would ever be comfortable with that level of confidence or belief in him. For that matter, he shared
VictoriaRione sfear that if he ever did Sart to be comfortable with such hero worship, then he' d be well
on hisway to turning into agreater danger to thisfleet than the Syndics.

Asif reading Geary’ s thoughts, Co-President Rione spoke palitely. “We are indeed fortunate to have
Captain Geary in command.”

The shuttles from Dauntless swung into the docking bay like huge, ungainly living creatures. No wonder
current fleet dang for the shuttleswas * birds.” The outer hangar doors sedled, the inner doors opened,
and after amoment the ramps of the shuttles dropped.

The Marines assgned to Dauntless disembarked first, moving quickly to take up formation and present
armsin asign of respect. Then the group of newly liberated prisoners who had been designated for
Dauntless began leaving the shuttles, looking around asif uncertain thiswas redlly happening, asif they
expected to wake up any moment and find themselves till doomed to lifelong imprisonment on a
miserable Syndic world far from any possible hope of rescue. All of them werethin, only afew ill wore
intact uniforms, most having to make do with what looked like cagt-off civilian clothing.

Captain Degani was spesking into her portable communications unit. “All hands on Dauntless, the
Alliance personnd we liberated will need uniforms. | encourage everyone to contribute whatever they can
spare.” Shelooked at Geary. “We Il get them properly outfitted, Sir.”



“I'm surethey’ |l gppreciate that,” Geary agreed, imagining that the exact same arrangement was playing
out through the entire fleet right now.

Geary heard agasp of surprise from Captain Degani as the former prisonersfiled past. “ Casdll?’

A man with tarnished lieutenant’ s bars pinned to aragged jacket turned at the name, hiseyesfixing on
Degani. “Tanya?” A moment later the two wereembracing. “1 can't believeit! Thefleet shows up here,
and you'rewithit!”

“I thought you' d died at Quintarra,” Degani exclamed. To Geary’ s shock, the iron-willed captain of the
Dauntless seemed to be blinking away tears.

“No,” Casdll denied. “Haf the crew survived, but we dl got picked up by the Syndics.” Hiseyesfinaly
focused on Degani’ suniform, hisjaw fell, and he stepped back. “ Captain? Y ou're a captain?’

Degani grinned. “There were alot of battle promotions. Thisismy ship.” Sheturned to Geary. “ Sir, this
isan old friend of mine, Lieutenant Casdll Riva.”

Geary smiled in greeting, extending his hand. After al the too-youthful senior officers Geary had seen, the
fruit of hideouslossesin battle after battle that had forced the fleet to promote quickly, it was odd to
meet an older junior officer. But there were no promotionsin labor camps. “1t's apleasure, Lieutenant.
Good to have you aboard. I’m Captain John Geary, fleet commander.”

Lieutenant Riva, till surprised by theredization of hisold friend’ s current rank, automatically shook
Geary’ s hand for amoment before Geary’ swords gpparently penetrated. “ D-did you say Captain John

Geary, Sr?’

Degani smiled proudly, her face glowing. “Captain John ‘Black Jack’ Geary. He sdive, Casdll. HE's
our commander. He s bringing thisfleet home.”

Riva sfacetook on thelook Geary had cometo dread, a mixture of awe, disbelief, and wonder. “ Of
course,” Rivabreathed. “One of the Marines said Captain Geary had brought the fleet here, and we
thought he was speaking symbolically. But it' strue.” Hisface flared with enthusasm. “The Syndicsare
doomed. Tanya—I mean, Captain Degani, do you know who was senior officer in the camp? Captain
Faco.”

Degani stared at her old friend. “Fighting Falco? He sdive, too?’

“Yesl And with him and Black Jack—" Lieutenant Rivagulped. “1 mean, Captain Geary, thisfleet will be
unbegtable!”

Geary nodded, keeping his polite smile fixed. From what hel d seen of the fleet he' d inherited, any officer
with the nickname * Fighting” probably represented everything Geary had been trying to change. But
maybe not. He couldn’t prejudge aman obvioudy held in high regard.

A tall, thin man paused dramatically at the top of a shuttle ramp, surveying the scene, then came marching
over, hisexpression demanding. He worefleet captain’ singgnia pinned to the collar of acoat that wasin
pretty good shape compared to what the other prisoners were wearing. People turned to watch,
something about the man' s presence exerting apull on attention like amagnet aitracting iron. Geary
couldn’t help thinking of Rione sdisdain for “heroes’ who led fleetsto their doom. This man could do
that, Geary thought.

The man halted before Geary and gave him a confident, comradely smile. “1 need to see the fleet
commander.”



Geary couldn’'t help noticing that the statement hadn’t been arequest. “1I’ m the fleet commander.”

“A captain!” The man looked around, frowning, asif searching for aconceded admird. *Y ou must have
suffered some serious|osses.”

“I'mafradwedid,” Geary agreed.

The man sighed and looked regretful in away that somehow implied that if he had been in command that
wouldn’t have happened. He was, Geary redlized, a master at projecting unspoken things that those
around would believe had actualy been said. “Very well. No rest for the weary, en?’ he asked Geary
with another look that implied shared understanding. “But duty is a harsh mistress that cannot be ignored
by those with honor. I'll be assuming command, then.”

Geary managed to keep hisreaction limited to raised eyebrows. “ Excuse me?’

The man whom Geary assumed had to be Fighting Falco gave him alook that combined surprise a the
question with reassurance. “I think I’'m safein concluding that I’ m the senior officer present now by virtue
of date of rank. That makesit my duty and responsibility to assume command.”

Geary nodded in away that he hoped acknowledged the man’ s words without conveying agreement.
“The stuation may not bewhat you think it is, Captain...?" he asked, even though he' d aready guessed.

That earned him afull-scale frown. A shot aimed at the man’ s ego gpparently had no trouble penetrating
the shields of companionable authority he liked to carry. *Y ou should recognize me.”

Lieutenant Riva, apparently oblivious to the tension, spoke proudly. “Thisis Captain Falco, Sir.”
“Captain Francesco Faco,” the man advised. “I assume you recogni ze the name?’

“Actudly | heard it for thefirst time afew moments ago.” Geary didn’'t know why he had said that, but
the renewed frown hiswords conjured on Falco' s face was worth any falout from it. “Pleased to meet
you,” Geary added, trying to keep histone neutral.

“From your age,” Falco stated, his expression stern now, “it’ s obviousthat I’ m senior in date of rank.”
He had clearly decided to set Geary straight on who wasin charge. “Now, if you'll show meto my
stateroom, I’m sure there’ salot to do. Set up afleet conference as soon as possible” He waited,
frowning athird time as Geary stared back with no gpparent emotion and no sign of moving. Geary had
the clear impression that Falco wasn't used to having to repest orders. “Who are you, Captain?’

Degani, who from her attitude had noticed the tension, spoke carefully. “Captain Falco, thisis Captain
Geary.”

“Geary? Some relation to the hero, | suppose.” Falco had a chiding expression now, like afather dealing
with arecdcitrant child. “Wedl remain in debt to the example given us by Black Jack Geary, but that
doesn’'t mean—"

“No,” Geary interrupted. “I’m afraid you' re mistaken.” Falco frowned deegper thistime. He seemed to
frown alot, at least whenever things weren’t happening exactly as he wished, and didn’t seem used to
being interrupted, either. “I’m not related. My nameis John Geary.”

Faco' s expression shifted, locking back into the mode of a comrade who happened to be in charge. His
eyes went to Degani, who nodded. “ Captain Geary did not die at Grendel a century ago,” she advised
asif shewerereciting areport. “Thisfleet found his surviva pod on the verge of failing, and managed to
revivehim.”



“Black Jack Geary?’ Falco seemed rattled by theinformation, his carefully tailored expresson faling
gpart into confusion.

Geary nodded. “My date of rank is, in fact, abit earlier than yours,” Geary advised Falco dryly. “Nearly
acentury earlier, infact. | thank you for your willingnessto serve asthe Alliance requires.” That wasa
stock phrase from Geary’ stime, usually heard just before a particularly unpleasant assgnment was
handed out. Now it seemed a good way to rebuff Falco in amanner that appeared respectful. “ As senior
officer present, and as the officer assigned command by Admira Bloch prior to hisdegth, | will remainin
command of thisflegt.” Part of him was shocked. How many times had Geary wished he could pass
command of thisfleet to someone else? But not to this man. 1t wasn't just because Falco had chalenged
his authority, Geary assured himsdlf. Falco fdt like someone who devoted more time to how he appeared
to be doing than to actudly doing well.

Geary could see Rione watching him, doubtless remembering the many times that Geary had sworn he
would turn over command to someone e se as soon as he could. But he knew what Rione thought of
“heroes.” Surely she wouldn’t expect him to place the fate of thisfleet in the hands of someone such as
Falco seemed to be.

The news of who he was dedling with seemed to have knocked Captain Falco totdly off balance. He
was looking around asif confused. Geary gestured toward Degani. “ Thisis the commanding officer of
Dauntless, Captain TanyaDegani.”

Faco nodded quickly, hiseyesflicking over to Degani. Ingtantly, asif he had needed something to focus
him again, Falco’ s expression shifted back to that of someonein command who was nonethelessa
comrade. “I1t' salways a pleasure to meet abrave officer of the Alliancefleet. It'sobviousthat you run a

tight ship, Captain Degani.”
Degani nodded back palitely. “Thank you, Captain Falco.”

Geary pointed to Rione. “ And Victoria Rione, co-president of the Callas Republic and amember of the
Alliance senate”

Thistime Falco turned, nodding dowly and politely to acknowledge the introduction. Rione, her own face
rigidly formal, nodded back. Geary could tell from the glint in her eyesthat Rionedidn’t like Falco at all
and wondered what she knew of him. It struck him that Falco had offered afellow officer agreeting full

of compliments, false compliments surely, since Falco had no basis yet for declaring Degani brave and
her ship tight, but acted noticeably cooler toward a senator. He wastreating Rione like arival, Geary
realized. Someone who had to be dedlt with rather than collected as an admiring subordinate.

Degani, not being afool, had apparently noticed aswell. Geary could see the tightening around her eyes
that indicated the commanding officer of the Dauntlesswasn't happy at the assumption that she could be
won over by some flattery. For her part, Rione gave Falco a greeting noticeable for itslack of warmth.

“Y our reputation precedes you, Captain Falco.”

Geary was wondering exactly what that meant when out of the corner of hiseye he noticed the other
newly liberated Alliance prisoners. A dow ripple effect was running through them, with group after group
turning to stare at him with those same expressions of hope and wonder that Lieutenant Riva had
displayed. Geary, trying not to react negatively, noticed that Captain Falco had found something elseto
frown about. He doesn’t like them looking at me like that. But not for whatever reasons Rione isworried.
No, if | judge Captain Fighting Falco properly, he' sjedous.

Great. Asif | didn't have enough problems. “Captain Falco, Lieutenant Riva,” Geary stated politdly, “I
need to attend to some business. Captain Degani’ s crew will seeto your needs, | know.”



Faco, hiscarefully cultivated expressions crumbling in the face of new developments, seemed to have
fdlen back on an inexhaudtible supply of frowns. “Business?’

“A conference,” Rione interceded smoothly. “ Captain Geary and | must go. On behdf of the Alliance
government,” she continued, speaking in avoice that carried through the compartment, “I welcome you
al back to thefleet.”

A ragged cheer went up from the former prisoners as Rione led Geary out of the shuttle bay. Geary
imagined he could fed Faco'sgaze boring into hisback asthey |eft, somehow certain that Falco saw him
asagrester problem than he did Rione. But he didn’t want to talk about Falco anywhere they could be
overheard, so he and Rione waked slently al the way to Geary’ s stateroom. Not until they wereinsde
did Rioneturn to him with ascowl. “That man isadanger.”

“I thought | was adanger,” Geary noted sourly, flopping down into a seet.
“You are, because you'reintdligent. Captain Falco isadifferent kind of danger.”
“Needlessto say, | don’t know anything about him. Are you saying he' s stupid?’

Rione made adismissive gesture. “No. The longstanding thorn in your side Captain Numosis stupid. In
fact, Numosis so densethat I' m surprised he doesn't have his own event horizon. But Captain Facois
smart enough in hisown way.”

Geary managed not to laugh at the al-too-accurate assessment of Numos. “Did you know Falco before
he was captured?’

“Doyou think I'm that old?’ Rione asked, arching her eyebrows. * Captain Falco was captured about
twenty years ago. |’ ve been told of him by older politicians I’ ve met since | became a member of the
senate. Captain Falco was, at the time he was captured, a very ambitious and charismatic officer who
managed to make bloodbaths ook like grand victories. He would also make declarations that defeating
the Syndics could only be done if we were willing to abandon the aleged inefficiencies of our democratic
sysem in favor of atemporary autocratic government like that of the Syndics.”

No wonder Falco hadn’t tried to cultivate Rione. Even if he hadn’t read her attitude toward him and
known that wouldn’t work, Falco probably saw eected politicians asrivals for power. Geary exhded a
gust of humorlesslaughter. “I assume that means an autocratic government in which Captain Falco would
no doubt play aleading role. Why didn't the government sack him for saying that kind of thing?’

Rione sighed. “The Alliance was just as desperate for heroes then as now, and Captain Falco managed
to cultivate enough senators to protect him. He also had substantia public popularity. Y ou saw himin
there. Falco could charm the scales off of a snake. The governing council was afraid of the public outcry
that would follow sacking Falco. But eventudly his luck ran out and he was lost dong with far too many
of our ships. While the fleet mourned hislossfor reasons |’ ve never understood, since he' d probably
killed more Alliance sailors than he had Syndics, the Alliance government was not terribly saddened even
though it publicly expressed sorrow.”

“And now he' sback.” Geary shrugged. “| could see some of why the fleet liked him. He' s one of those
people who can stick aknifein your back and leave you thinking he did you afavor.”

“| said hewas charismatic, didn’t 17"

“Too damned charismatic for my peace of mind. Too bad | can’t think up an excuse to return him to the
Syndics”



“If I think of one, I’ll let you know.” Rione stared at the bulkhead, her thoughts elsewhere. “Captain
Facowill contest your command of thisfleet.”

“Hedoesn't have aleg to stand on,” Geary stated. “I’m senior to him by at least eighty years.”
Rione amiled briefly. “ Captain Falco did not take that well.”
“I could tell. But at least it’ sthefirst time| got any joy out of it,” Geary admitted.

“But Falco will try to wrest command of thisfleet from you, Captain Geary, regardless of regulations. If
you thought Captain Numos and his allies were a danger, that danger has now increased grestly.”

“Thank you for your assessment.” Which unfortunately matches my own. Rione seemed skeptica of his
statement, so Geary tried to give her asincerelook. “Y our counsel isvery vauable. | mean that. I'm
graeful for your presenceinthisflegt.”

She gazed back at Geary for awhile, her expression hard to read. “ Thank you, Captain Geary.”

After Rione had |eft, Geary took awhileto cal up the records of Captain Falco’ s battles. Looking at the
replays of the battlesin the combat smulator, it wasfar too gpparent that Rione' s assessment of the man
had been accurate. The losses during Falco’ s so-called victories had been staggering, while there’ d been
more than one defeat due to smple errors. Fighting Falco, huh? Funny how that fighting captain managed
to survive so many battleswhere alot of other Alliance officersdidn’t.

There were speeches and news accounts on file, too, showing amuch younger-looking Falco dazzling
crowds with high-sounding rhetoric delivered with gpparently absol ute sincerity. Geary found himself
wondering if he had migudged the man, then paid closer attention to what was being said. Appalled, he
heard exactly what Rione had described: Falco blaming lack of progressin the war on the government’s
policiesand dl but openly campaigning for therole of supreme leader. | wonder what would have
happened if the Syndics hadn’t captured Falco. No wonder Co-President Rione was so worried about
me when | took command. She thought I’ d be like Falco. But fortunately for al concerned, | come from
atime when fleet officers smply didn’t do such things. It never occurred to me that someone would, let
aonethat they’ d get away with it by appedling to the public.

Twenty years. Degani knew Falco only by reputation. She had seemed initidly thrilled, but less happy
once Falco had begun contesting command with Geary. Degani’ sloydty to Geary was apparently
unshakable. Geary wondered how the rest of the fleet would regard Falco. Especidly if heand Falco
ended up openly butting heads over command of the fleet.

| don’t want to be stuck with commanding this fleet, but | can’'t surrender that command to someone with
Falco’'srecord. He d doom it to destruction and then issue a press release claiming it was a grest victory.
And if somehow he managed to get the fleet back to Alliance space, he would be the sort of danger to
the Alliance government that Rione has worried about.

Unless Falco changed while hewasin that labor camp. | have to give the man some benefit of the doubt
until 1 find out how that experience affected him.

That reminded him of the need to deal with the current Syndic threet to the fleet rather than worrying
about what Falco might do. With the fleet pulling away from Sutrah Five and heading for open space
above the plane of the system where traps couldn’t have been placed, there was no longer a possibility of
animmediate threat. Even if a Syndic fleet appeared at one of the jump points, therewould be closeto a
day to prepare for action. But what about the longer term? What are the Syndics doing right now that
could hurt thisfleet at the next star and the next?



Geary pulled up the display for this region of space and spent along time studying it, mentally jumping the
fleet from one gtar to possible destinations and then on again, dways eventualy running into the same ugly
conclusion. He had been doing the same mental projections ever since the fleet arrived at Sutrah, and the
answers hadn’t changed, no matter how many variations he tried. Even without running smulations, his
gut ingtinctstold him that the Syndic net was closing on thisfleet. The only way to avoid it wasto do
something so unpredictable the Syndicswouldn’t regard it as worth considering. How could hefind
something like that which wasn't dso suicidal?

His gaze kept coming back to one star. Sancere.
No, that’ s crazy.
Crazy enough that the Syndicswon't believe I’ d take the fleet there?

Maybe. I’'m certain that asfar asthe Syndics know, it can't be donetheway | want to do it. They're
wrong. | know away.

But how would | convince the flegt to follow meto Sancere?

THREE

THE hatch dert on Geary’ s stateroom chimed, artling Geary back into awareness of the here and now.
He was surprised to see how long he' d spent thinking about the fleet’ s next steps. Bringing up the fleet
display aswell, Geary checked the position within Sutrah System. As planned, the fleet had left Sutrah
Five and was now following a course that would alow it to head for either of the other two jump points
in the system. Only an hour remained before the fleet would launch the kinetic retaliatory bombardment
of the two inhabited worlds. There wasn't any rush. Neither the two planets nor the targets on their
surfaces could go anywhere except aong the predictable and fixed orbits that made them sitting ducks
for bombardments. “Please enter,” Geary called.

Captain Falco had managed to very quickly acquire auniform adorned with al of the ribbons and awards
to which he was apparently entitled. He d aso gotten his hair trimmed, but Geary couldn’t help noticing
how the dashing young officer whaose pictures he' d seen in old reports had been aged considerably by

not just twenty years of time but also the hardships of a Syndic labor camp. Falco gave Geary afriendly,
confident smile as he entered the stateroom. Geary recogni zed that exact smile from some of the records
he had reviewed. “I’ m sure you' d like to discuss our options for future operations,” Falco stated
gracioudy. “My expertise and leaderships skillsare a your disposd, of course.”

Actudly, the thought of discussing optionswith Falco hadn’t even crossed hismind. Especidly sincel
don’t think much of your expertise and don't trust your leadership skills. But Geary nodded with outward
politeness. “There |l be afleet conference held soon.”

“I meant with me,” Falco noted. “In private. It' s always best to map out a plan of action before the
battle, eh? A good leader like you knowsthat, and I" ve heard plenty about your achievementsin
command of thisfleet. But even the best commander needs input from those with the skillsto support
him, so I ve taken the time to evaluate the fleet’ s position and work up a course of action.”

The praise left Geary wary, wondering what Falco intended. “ That was rather quick.”

The understated sarcasm didn’t seem to register on Captain Falco, who sat down and pointed at the
regiona display till vishle. “Here swhat we should do. The most direct course back to Alliance spaceis
by proceeding to Vidha. From there—"



“Vidhahasa Syndic hypernet gate,” Geary interrupted. “ Sinceit’ s an obvious objective for usand easily
and quickly reinforced by the Syndics, it'll be heavily defended, and the jump points certainly will be
mined.”

Falco had one of hisfrownsvisible again. Interrupting him seemed to trigger afrown almost
automatically. But he recovered quickly, assuming the expression of arespectful coworker again. “This
fleet can overcome any Syndic resstance. Aggressive action is awaysthe best move,” helectured. “I
don't need to tell acommander like you that. Thisfleet hastheinitiative right now, and we must retain it,
asyou know. Y ou understand how important it isto keep the enemy reacting to us. Now, from
Vidha—"

“Werenot going to Vidha” Since Falco seemed unableto take hints, Geary laid it out bluntly, even as
he felt some admiration for Falco’ s ability to make it sound like agreement with Falco’s plan wasjust
what agood commander like Geary would, of course, do.

That seemed to take awhile to sink in. Unexpected devel opments appeared to throw off Falco in away
that surprised Geary. Wasthat an act, designed to cause opponents to underestimate him? But Geary
hadn’t noted any examples of that debating tactic in the old records he had reviewed.

Eventudly Captain Falco shook hishead. “| understand there will be Syndic forces awaiting us at Vidha
Like us, the Syndics know that Vidhaisthe only reasonable objective.”

The repeated use of “us’ was a nice touch, Geary had to admit.

“Not only because it takes us back toward Alliance space, but because it offers an opportunity to engage
and destroy the Syndics surdly awaiting usat Vidha”

“I consider that an opportunity to stick our headsinto anest of scorpions,” Geary observed. “Accepting
battle at the time and place we chooseis our best option. Going to Vidhawould mean fighting a battle at
the time and place of the Syndics choosing. The best we could possibly hope for at Vidhaisto take
horrific losses, leaving any survivors essy prey in the next Syndic system wefled to.”

Fal co frowned, taking a noticeable pause to absorb Geary’ s statement. “1 see. You'relooking at it in
terms of materia factors.” Falco made it sound like that was misguided, if not completely unreasonable.

“Materid factors?” Geary questioned. *Y ou mean like numbers and types of combatants? Minefields
emplaced? Fixed defenses operationa and ready to assist mobile forces?’

“Exactly,” Falco beamed, projecting admiration for Geary’ singight. “ Those are purely secondary issues.
Y ou know that! Y ou're Black Jack Geary! The mord isto the materia asthreeisto onel With usin
command—" Falco hestated and smiled good-naturedly. “With you in command and mysdlf along, this
fleet has overwheming mora superiority. The Syndicswill fleein confusion, and we |l have no trouble
crushing them.”

Geary wondered if he was avoiding showing how appaled he was. Discounting firepower in favor of
“mora” factors? Such things counted, surdly, but nothing Geary had seen since assuming command had
led him to conclude that the Syndics were so poorly trained, motivated, and led that such nonmateria
factors could carry the day even if the odds were close to equdl. “ Captain Falco, thisfleet fought a
subgtantia Syndic force a Kdiban. They didn’t fight well, but they fought.”

“I’ve seen the records of that battle,” Falco noted. “Y ou’ re to be congratulated for your efforts. But ook
a how few of our shipswerelost! The Syndicsdidn’t fight well, because they were overwhelmed by our
mord force!l”



“They were overwhelmed by our superiority in numbers and our effective use of ancient tactics, which
they weren’t prepared to dedl with,” Geary corrected. “What |’ ve seen so far isthat the Syndicswill fight
even when faced with overwhelming odds, even when common sense would dictate avoiding provoking a
fleet able to wipe out entire planets.”

“Nobody ever said the Syndicswere smart,” Falco advised with another smile. “Our goa isto engage
and destroy the Syndic fleet, so if they rush to their doom, so much the better.”

“My god isto get as much of thisfleet as possible home to Alliance space,” Geary stated. He wondered
very briefly if he should tell Falco about the Syndic hypernet key on-board Dauntless and immediatey
dismissed the idea. Based on what he' d heard and seen so far, he smply didn’t trust Falco enough to
sharethat critica information. “Hopefully, we'll do congderable damage to the Syndic war effort on the
way, but the overriding objectiveis getting the fleet home.”

Fdco stared a Geary, seeming genuingly shocked thistime. “Y ou can't refuse the opportunity for
battlel”

Geary stood up and walked dowly around the stateroom, not looking at the other captain. “Why not?’
“It's...thisisthe Alliance fleet!”

“Exactly.” Geary gave Faco aflat look. “And | have no intention of letting it be destroyed to no purpose.
That would serve the gods of the Syndics. As| stated before, to the maximum extent possible, I'll fight
when and where | want to fight.”

“Y ou' re supposed to be Black Jack Geary!”
“I am John Geary, and | will not waste the ships of thisfleet or the lives of itscrews.”

Faco' sfacelost its shock and settled into stubborn lines. “ Unbelievable. When the fleet ship
commanders vote on—"

“There are no votes for courses of action in my fleet, Captain Falco.”

That seemed to startle Falco more than anything el se Geary had yet said. Geary wasincreasingly
convinced thet, like the late Admiral Bloch, Falco’ s skills had been centered on political gamesmanship to
control the outcomes of such votes rather than on military tactics or Srategy. Falco' s greatest victories
had probably been won in such conferences and not on the battlefield. Now Falco spoke dowly, asif
trying to ensure Geary understood something. “ Tradition calls for the assembled wisdom and experience
of the fleet ship commandersto have arolein deciding the fleet’ s course of action.”

“Tradition!” Geary paced again, shaking hishead. “| think | know abit more about how this fleet used to
operate than you do. Try regulations. Try good order and discipline, or unity of command. I’'m the
commanding officer of thisfleet, Captain Falco. | will listen to advice, and | will consder al suggestions
offered, but | will decide what this fleet does and does not do.”

“Y ou have to show proper respect for the commanding officers of the shipsin thisfleet!”

Geary nodded. “We rein agreement on that, but showing respect isn't the same as avoiding my
respongbility, my duty, to make critical decisons.”

“I must ing st on following the command procedures that thisfleet has developed in the face of congtant
warfare.” Falco looked stubborn and proud, not willing to yield the point. It was the same way he had
fought battles, Geary redized, refusing to admit or recognize when head-on assaults sSmply wouldn’t



succeed. Oddly enough, he was clearly being sincere about this. Falco redly believed thiswasthe right
way to do things.

For that reason, Geary controlled hisvoice, speaking with care. “I have deep respect for the officers|
serve with, and deep respect for the traditions of the fleet. | am aso obligated to carry out my dutiesas|
best understand them given the rules and regulations of the fleet. I’ ve checked, and those rules and
regulations say nothing about votes to confirm command decisons.”

“Thisisnot about blind adherence to rules that may be outdated in the face of the threat we face,” Falco
declared.

Geary recognized the words. Falco had said similar things anumber of times before being captured,
usually when talking about the government of the Alliance. “For better or worse, Captain Falco, | carry
respect for those outdated ruleswithin me, and | insst upon the fleet following them aswell.”

“| repest, | indst—"

“Y ou don't have the authority to indgst upon anything. I'm the senior officer present. I’'min command. |
believe that command procedures based on votes and committees are not agood idea, and | will not
follow that kind of procedure. That will not change.” Falco made to spesk again, but Geary pinned him
with ademanding Sare. “Y ou’ ve offered one suggestion. Do you have anything e se?’

Faco findly stood aswell, hisface reddening. “I’ ve reviewed the planetary strike plans. Thefirst volley
of kinetic bombardment of the two inhabited planetsin this system will leave many targets unstruck. We
need to diminate dl sources of Syndic power inthissystem.”

“I'm destroying industrid, military, and governmentd targets, Captain Falco.”

“Y ou areleaving many Syndic workers diveto continue their labors on behdf of the Syndicate Worlds.
Their ability to work on Syndic war efforts must be permanently forestalled.”

“Permanently forestalled?” Geary asked. “Isthat another way of saying they have to be killed?’

Faco gave Geary an uncomprehending look. “We arein awar for everything we believein, Captain
Geary. We cannot let legd niceties prevent us from doing what must be done to protect our homes and
families”

“Legd niceties? That' swhat you call them?'Y ou think that’ sdl that stands between us and daughtering
the civilian inhabitants of those two planets, Captain Falco?’ Geary asked with deceptive quietness.

For his part, Falco seemed baffled by the question and answered asif speaking to achild. “They are part
of the Syndic war machine. Only by diminating all aspects of Syndic power can wewin.”

“And you believe such an action represents everything we believe in? That our ancestorswill look with
favor upon mass murder?’ Geary replied.

“The Syndics have done far worse!”

“That’ swhy we refighting them, isn't it?” Geary waved one flattened hand in achopping motion. “1 will

not commit atrocities or permit atrocitiesto be committed by anyone under my command. Therewill be
onevoalley of kinetic projectilesfired at those worldsto retaliate for Syndic actions againgt thisfleet. The
targetswill be military, industria, and governmentd. Period.”

Fal co seemed torn between amazement and outrage. “1’d heard you' d spared Syndic prisoners, but |



didn’'t believe you were this soft.”

“Soft?” Instead of angering him, Geary discovered the word amused him. “1 have no trouble fighting
enemy combatants. If you' ve redly heard what happened to the Syndic flotillaat Kdiban, you should
redlize that. Asfor trestment of prisoners, | would' ve thought your last two decades of imprisonment
would' ve caused you to recognize the virtues of handling prisoners of war in accordance with the laws of
war.” He paused, redizing that further antagonizing Falco wouldn’t do any good. But he dso guessed
that Falco would legp on any sign of perceived weskness. “I was trained to do things that have since
been logt through no one' sfault, Captain Falco. I’ ve brought that training with me from the past so | can
help thisfleet fight better. I’ ve also brought with me attitudes that may be regarded as archaic but that |
believein. | believethey’ Il makethisfleet stronger.”

Faco stared back, hisfacerigid. “So you say.” He made an obvious effort to control himself. “ Perhaps
we should sart over.”

Geary nodded. “ That might be agood idea.”

“We both want the same thing,” Fal co noted, the companionable smile back. Geary wondered just what
Faco considered that same thing to be. “ Together, we can accomplish agreat dedl.”

“For the Alliance?’ Geary prodded.

“Of course! But the Alliance needs strong leaders! We can provide that leadership.” Falco shook his
head, sighing theatricaly. “Y ou can see what things are like now. The State of the fleet. The sort of
people giving ordersto the fleet. That Rione woman. An Alliance senator accompanying the fleet asif we
needed politicians breathing down our necksto do our jobsright! | understand she's been athorn in your
sde, which isexactly what | would have suspected.”

Geary tried to look noncommittd. “Y ou’ ve heard that?’
“From many people. But of course we can work together and neutraize her influence.”

“That'sanidea,” Geary stated in as neutral atone as he could manage. It occurred to him that Falco
might have aready had this exact same conversation with Co-President Rione, commiserating over
Geary’ s presence and offering to work together with Rione against Geary. He wondered if Rionewould
tell him about such athing if he asked.

Faco leaned closer, smiling like acomrade in arms and brandishing an emphétic forefinger. “When this
fleet returnsto Alliance space, itsleaderswill be able to write their own tickets for the future. Y ou know
that. We Il have a historic opportunity to shape the way the Alliance pursuesthis war, and the way the
Alliance makes decisons. With that opportunity, we could establish the conditionsto finaly win thiswar.
Y ou' Il need someone with you who understands the current lay of the land. Someone who will help you
agang the politicians who have done al they can to ruin the Alliance and leave it hepless againgt the
Syndics”

Geary just gazed back, keeping his expression unreveding. With me? Why do | think that the instant we
hit Alliance space, Captain Falco will be sending out press rel eases hailing his success in getting the fleet
back safely and making me out to be afigurehead at best?* Captain Falco, you' ve been in a Syndic labor
camp for sometime. Y our own knowledge is considerably out of date.”

Faco' s smile was now confident aswell as congpiratorid. “| have friends who can bring me up to date.
After dl, | have alot fewer decadesto learn about than you, en?’



“Captain Falco, I'm dways grateful for useful suggestions. However, my roleisto get thisfleet home
safe. Oncethere, my job isto defer to the elected leadership of the Alliance, regardless of what | think of
the wisdom of their decisons. If | can’t in good conscience support legd decisions by the Alliance
leadership, my duty isto resgn my postioninthisfleet.”

“Preserving the Alliance is more important than the prerogatives of politicians” Faco noted dismissvely.

“Captain Faco, inthetime | came from, it was understood that preserving the Alliance meant preserving

what it stood for. Preserving individud rights and the rights of the lectorate.” Falco was clearly working

hard at trying not to frown again. “1 wish to continue working in acongtructive manner with Co-President
Rione. | would hope for your support in al of my decisons.”

Faco eyed him, atrace of warinessin his eyes, even though the smile was still present. “ Support doesn't
comewithout aprice”

Isn't that asurprise?“I’m afraid | have nothing to offer in exchange for support but the welfare of this
fleet and of the Alliance.”

“That'sal | careabout!” It sounded completely sincere, and Geary redlized it probably was. Falco
believed he could save the Alliance and believed that he could make better decisions than the elected
leaders of the Alliance. “The Alliance needs astrong leader! | have to know your actionswill work to the
short-and long-term benefit of the Alliance, and frankly, right now I’ m concerned that you don't redlize
how serious things have gotten in the many years you werein surviva deep!”

It had been easier to think of Falco as an opportunist. Instead, he was apparently motivated by a genuine
and heartfelt belief that he and he done could save the Alliance. In some ways, that probably made him
more dangerous, Geary reflected. No one else could ever meet Falco'sided of the best leader, a
position reserved in Falco’'s mind for Falco himself, and no action that Falco disapproved of could

possibly beright.

Geary tried to pesk in as professiona and dispassionate away as he could. “I grant that you are
concerned for the welfare of the Alliance. Our opinions on the right courses of action may diverge at
times. But fate and my rank have placed mein command of thisfleet. | can’t in good conscience deny my
duty to thisfleet and to the Alliance, which requires meto lead this fleet to the best of my ahility. | believe
we are in agreement that getting this fleet back to Alliance spaceis criticd to the Alliance wer effort, and

| welcome your support in ensuring that happens.”

Faco' s smile had vanished again. *Y ou expect meto stand by while you squander opportunitiesto strike
important blows against the Syndicate Worlds? While this fleet wanders around backwaters of the
Syndicate Worldsingtead of seeking out the enemy?While civilian politicians with no experience
presumeto tell us how to fight thiswar?’

“None of those things are happening,” Geary stated. “\We are engaging the enemy, we are heading for
home, and Co-President Rione does not interfere in the decision making of thisfleet.”

“Extended surviva deep doesthingsto people,” Falco observed with enough acid to match Captain
Faresa sbest. “It warps their judgment.”

“And your judgment isn’'t warped?’ Geary asked. “Have you ever made amistake, Captain Falco?
Ever?

Falco glared back, openly hostile now. “ There have been times when | have placed too much trust in
some subordinates, but | personally have been able to avoid serious errors. Which iswhy | should be



commanding thisfleet, and whichiswhy | will try to convince my fellow officers of that fact.”

“| see” Geary took amoment to wonder what would happen if people willing to believe in perfect
heroes, as some thought of him, were combined with aman who thought he was perfect. Theideawas
frightening. “ Captain Falco, | have ajob to do to the best of my ability. | take that respongbility very
serioudy. Your duty to the Allianceisto support my efforts. | will not tolerate any attemptsto hinder me.
If you attempt to undermine or obstruct my command of thisfleet, | will make you regret it. Do not doubt
my honor, Captain Falco. Perhapsit’ savery old-fashioned thing, but | do take it serioudy.”

Falco stared back at Geary for severa seconds, then spun on one hedl, turning to go. “Captain Falco.”
Falco stopped in midmotion, hesitating at the tone of Geary’ svoice. “Y ou have permisson to leave.”
Though Geary couldn’t see Falco’ sface, he could see the other captain’s neck redden darmingly.

Falco whirled back to face Geary as the hatch opened and revealed Rione standing there about to touch
the aert button. She paused, watching, as Falco spoke with cold precision, apparently not having yet
noticed Rione standing nearby. “ This fleet deserves acommander whose personal bravery and boldness
matchesthat of itssailors. If you don't provide that sort of command, | assure you that the fleet will find a
new leader.” He pivoted back to leave, freezing for amoment at the sght of Rione, then walked
brusquely past her without aword.

Rione gave Geary an inquisitivelook. “Did your mesting go well?’
“Very funny. What brings you back here?’

“| wanted to inform you that Captain Fal co had expressed concern to me about whether you were acting
in the best interests of the Alliance,” Rione stated matter-of-factly.

“He expressed the same sentiment to me about you,” Geary replied.

“ Among other sentiments?’ Rione asked. *Y ou know what you' re dealing with now.” She nodded and
left aswll.

Geary closed his eyes and rubbed hisforehead in avain attempt to relax as the hatch closed. He sat
down again, drumming the fingers of one hand on the armrest next to him, then paged Captain Degani.
“Do you have timeto stop by my stateroom? 1’ d like to discuss afew things.”

It took Captain Degani only afew minutesto arrive. She gave him aquizzica look. “Y ou needed to
spek privately, Sr?’

“Yes” Geary waved her to asedt, Stting forward and waiting until Degjani had sat down, tiff enoughin
her posture that she seemed to be sitting at attention. | need to know how other officersfed. “Captain,
I’d like your candid assessment of Captain Falco.”

Degani hestated. “ Technicaly, Captain Falcois senior to me.”
“Yes, but you' re the same rank, and he won't be commanding thisfleet.”

She seemed to relax a bit. “I’ ve only known Captain Falco before thisfrom his reputation and from
storiestold by older officers, sir.”

“I’ve been given to understand he’ swell regarded.”

“Yes, in the sense of adead hero. Captain Falco was seen as an inspiring example.” Degani grimaced.
“Y ou wish meto spesk frankly, sir?” Geary nodded. “If Black Jack Geary was regarded asthefleet’'s



god, then Fighting Falco was asort of demigod. Officers|’ ve spoken to told tales approving of Captain
Faco' sfighting spirit and hisgenerd attitude.”

Geary nodded again, pondering the irony of the fact that the two things Captain Falco had been admired
for were the exact two things Geary didiked most in Falco. “ He s till thought of asagood commander?”’

Degani thought for afew seconds. “1f any captain but you had been in command of thisfleet, then
Captain Falco would' ve very likely ended up in command insteed.”

“How would you fed about that?’

Degani grimaced again. “ At onetime...I" ve gotten used to dealing with acommander who wasn't
seeking my votein afleet conference, Sir. Y ou gave me some praise while we were on the shuttle dock if
you recal, and that meant agreat deal, because you had grounds for making an assessment of me and
my ship. When Captain Falco offered praise...| knew it couldn’t have been earned. The contrast was
very clear: one commander who respected what | did and another who saw me as someone he could
flatter and use.”

Geary thanked whatever had prompted him to say what he had when he had. Perhaps his ancestors were
lending him ahand sometimes. “Did you have any other impressons?’

She hesitated, thinking. “He svery personable, air. | thought Admira Bloch was good, but hewasn'tin
Captain Faco'sclassat dl. And I’ ve had time for a couple of more brief takswith Lieutenant Riva. He
and the other liberated prisoners believe Captain Falco is deeply devoted to the welfare of the Alliance.
Captain Falco dedicated great effortsin the labor camp to keegping up morale and assuring everyone that
Alliance victory would come. Lieutenant Rivathinks many prisoners would have given up hope and let
themsalves die without Captain Falco' sexample.”

Thiswould be easier if Falco was smply aglory hound, Geary reflected. But heisan ingpiring leader,
and he does care about the Alliance. Unfortunately, hisvision of saving the Alliance would mean turning it
into areflection of the Syndicate Worlds. May our ancestors preserve us from those who would destroy
the things that make the Alliance worth fighting for in the name of defending it. “ Thank you, Captain
Degani. | have reason to believe that Captain Fal co intends promoting himsdlf asthe rightful commander
of theflegt.”

That got another grimace from Degani. “ Sir, as| said, if it were any captain but you, if you had not
aready successfully brought usthisfar and won agreet victory at Kaliban, then Captain Falco would be
in command within afew days at themost. HE's...um...”

“A little more charming than me?’ Geary asked dryly.

“Yes, dr.” Shepaused. “Intruth, gr, if I'd met him beforeyou, | might fed differently. The changes
you' ve brought about were often hard to accept. But you truly have changed how | see senior officers.”

Geary looked away, embarrassed by the praise. “How about the other ship commanders? Do you think
they’Il fed the ssameway?”’

“It' shard to say. There remains ahard core of ship captains who would rather lose fighting in what they
see asthe *honorable’ way than win by fighting in the more disciplined fashion you' ve brought. They
believe that fighting spirit is the most important eement in battle, and that you lack that spirit, Sir.”

It was't anything he hadn’t heard before. “So | understand. * The mord isto the materid asthreeisto
one.” Surdly there s been enough disasters as aresult of that attitude to impress even the firmest believers



infighting spirit asthe slver bullet of warfare”
Degani smiled humorlesdy. “ A belief doesn’t rest on evidence but on faith, sir.”

Likethe belief in him, or rather in Black Jack Geary, which he had been able to put to good use. Geary
nodded. “True enough. Are there enough of these true believersin fighting spirit to give Captain Falco
command?’

“No, gr. There smany fence-sitters, dtill, but that wouldn'’t incline them to support Captain Falco. Many
have been impressed by your performance, Sir.” She must have seen Geary’ s salf-consciousnessthis
time. “Y ou showed everyone at Kaiban, sir, even though the lessons from that battle are taking time to
filter through the fleet. And | have to add, because you asked me to speak frankly, sir, that your moral
stands have deeply moved alot of officers and sailors because they’ re based on what our ancestors truly
believed and would expect from us. We ve forgotten so much, or alowed oursalvesto forget so much,
and you' ve dlowed usto regain those things.”

Geary kept his eyes on the deck, too embarrassed to meet her eyes. “ Thank you. | hope | can live up to
that sort of assessment. Captain Degani, there may be trouble at the fleet conference I’ m about to call.”

“There usualy istrouble at fleet conferences,” Captain Degani observed.

Geary smiled briefly. “Yeah. But | expect thisto be worse than usud. Partly because | expect Captain
Falco to bethere, trying to throw hisweight around, and partly because of what I’ m going to proposeto
do.”

“What are you planning, Sr?’
“I'm planning on taking thisfleet to Sancere.”

“Sancere?’ Degani seemed puzzled, trying to recall where that was; then her eyeswidened. “Yes, Sir.
Theré€ |l betrouble”

GEARY walked to the bridge, checking the time and bardly arriving before the scheduled launch of the
kinetic bombardment. He settled into his command seat as Captain Degani nodded in welcome asiif
she’ d been on the bridge for hoursinstead of getting there just minutes before Geary himsdif.

The planetary display obligingly popped up, the target Sites glowing. Geary scanned them again, thinking
about the power he had to ruin worlds. Falco had seemed ready and willing to exercise such power, but
then after twenty years on acold rock like Sutrah Five, maybe Geary would' ve a so been eager to bomb
theliving hell out of the place. “Y ou may proceed with launch of bombardment as scheduled.”

Degani nodded again, then gestured to the combat system watch-stander, who tapped asingle control,
then entered the authorization.

It all seemed so smple, so clean and neet. Geary caled up the fleet display, waiting, then saw his
battleships and battle cruisers begin pumping out the bombardment rounds. Just solid chunks of metd,
aerodynamic and with specid ceramic coatings to keep them from vaporizing from the heat of
atmospheric friction before impact. Inheriting alot of speed from the shipsthat had dropped them, the
kinetic roundswould fal toward their planetary targets, accelerating to even higher velocities under the
pull of gravity and gaining more energy every meter of the way. When those smple meta chunks struck
the surface of the planets, al of that kinetic energy would be released in explosions that would leave
nothing but large craters and twisted wreckage in their wake.



Geary sat, watching the bombardment aimed at Sutrah Five arcing down into the atmosphere, wondering
how it looked to those on the planet’ s surface. “ It must be avery helplessfeding.”

“Sr?’ Degani’ s question made Geary redlized he’ d spoken out loud.

“I wasjust thinking how it'd fedl to be on a planet and see that bombardment coming in,” Geary
admitted. “No way to stop it, impossible to run fast enough to avoid one of the roundsif you were at a
target Ste, no shelter capable of withstanding the impact.”

Degani’ seyes shaded as she considered theidea. “1 hadn’t redly thought about it in those terms.
Alliance worlds have fdt it, too, and | know I’ vefelt helplesswhen I’ ve heard about it, not able to have
stopped it. But, yes, I'd much rather be in something that can maneuver and fight.”

By now the kinetic rounds aimed at Sutrah Five were dl glowing brightly with the heat of their passage,
dozens of deadly fireflies curving toward the planet’ s surface. From Dauntless s position, Geary could
see part of Sutrah Five covered by night and watch the brilliant display of fiery destruction lighting the
darkness of the skiesthere. “There' sno honor in killing helpless people,” he murmured, thinking of what
Falco had urged.

To hissurprise, Captain Degani nodded in agreement. “No.”

He remembered her once expressing regret that the null-field weapons were short-range and couldn’t
work near gravity wells, and therefore couldn’t be used againgt planets. Geary wondered if Degani il
fdt that way.

He zoomed in the scale on hisdisplay, getting agood picture of one of the targets, a till-functioning
indudtriad sitethat, on multispectral imagery, displayed heet from warm equipment and radiation of
electronic Sgndsleaking from wiring. There were no sgns of people at the location, though, dl of them
gpparently having taken the warning serioudy and evacuated. Geary didn't redly see the kinetic round
comein, asit was moving far too fast for his eyeto register, but his mind imagined seeing ablur rocket in
followed by an intense flash of light automatically blocked by Dauntless' s sensors. Pulling back the scae
again, Geary saw shock waves radiating out from acloud of vaporized materia, shattering buildings and
making the planet’ s surface ripple like the hide of aliving beast stung by an insect. He pulled back the
scae again, much farther, seeing the mushroom-shaped clouds that mankind had grown to know al too
well rising high into the skies of Sutrah Five asimpacts occurred a multiple stes, smashing in momentsal
of theindustrial and transportation hubs that humans had spent centuries cresting on Sutrah Five.

Torn between fascination at the destruction and sorrow over its necessity, Geary selected one specid Ste
and homed in on it. Thetarget in the mountain range didn’t show as much obvious destruction as other
locations, because the kinetic round fired at it had been shaped to penetrate deeply into the rock on
impact. The crater was deeper but smaller than at other locations, asif a spear had lanced into the planet
seeking aspecid target. Asit had, because this was where the hidden command post had once existed.
Geary wondered if the high-ranking leaders who' d been willing to subject othersto the risk of
bombardment had themselves had time to redlize they wouldn't be safe after all.

“I know the Syndic military baseis an obsolete burden to them,” Degani remarked, “but it wouldn't have
cost usmuch to eliminate it aswell, aslong as we were trying to teach the Syndics alesson.”

Geary shook his head, hiseyes till on the impact site where the planetary high command had been
sheltered. “ That depends on what lesson we' re trying to teach, doesn't it? Vengeance? Or justice?’

Degani spent along time quiet. “Vengeanceiseaser toinflict, isn't it?’



“Y egh. It doesn't require much thought.”

She nodded dowly. Whatever lesson he' d taught the Syndics, Degani seemed to be thinking agreeat
dedl.

On hisdisplay, Geary could see the swarm of projectiles headed for Sutrah Four. The people there
would be seeing the impacts on their sster world and would know asimilar fate awaited many locations
on the planet they cdled home. They would aso get to watch the bombardment heading their way for
another hour or so, prolonging the suffering of their experience. He wondered if they’ d blame the Alliance
or the Syndic |leaders who had been willing to sacrifice them.

ANOTHER conference, the atmosphere tense because every ship commander present knew that Geary
intended laying out his next course of action. Granted, besides Geary himsdlf, only Captain Degjani was
actually physicaly present. Once again, Co-President Rione wasn't in the room. Geary wondered this
timeif her absence had anything to do with the rumorsthat she and Geary were persondly involved.

The absence of Captain Fighting Fal co was a pleasant surprise but left Geary worrying what Falco was
up to. Falco didn’'t seem like the sort to give up easily, and Geary would ve much preferred to see any
political games being played right before him to having them occur in shadows outside of his knowledge.
He hoped that Rione' s spieswould tell her of anything Geary had to worry about and that she would
pass those reports on to him.

Geary looked around the table, knowing he was about to set off afirestorm and seeing no adternative.
“Ladies and gentlemen, the Syndics are drawing a net about us. The traps we encountered in this system
are clear evidence that the Syndics are predicting our next objectiveswell enough to preparefor us. As
you al know,” or should know, Geary added to himself, “the Syndics had light ships posted &t al of the
jump pointsin this system. Asthelight from our arrival reached them, three of those shipsjumped out.
There are three possible destinations through those gates, and al will be warned of our possible

impending ariva.”

Hewaited for any comments, but there were none. Everyone seemed to be waiting to hear his proposa.
“I’ve taken alook at our possible objectives from this point, and the reachable stars beyond those, and
it'sal too clear that the Syndicswill be ableto channel our options down to the point of being ableto
trap us with greatly superior forces no matter what we do.” He paused, letting that sink in. “I have no
doubt that we' d inflict terrible losses on those Syndic forces, but thisfleet would be destroyed in the
process.” That was avauable offering to their pride, Geary thought, aswell asareminder that thiswas
gtill about trying to get home.

“The Marine exploitation groups were able to get an outdated but useful Syndicate Worlds star system
guide from files|eft behind at the labor camp.” Geary nodded toward Coloned Carabdli. “ After reviewing
that, | believe there’ s another option, which | think gives us achance to not only avoid that trap but aso
toinflict apowerful blow to the Syndics, totaly disrupt their plans, and leave us many optionsfor heading
back toward Alliance space again.” He used hisfinger to draw aline through the display. “Wetake the
fleet back to the jump point we used to arrive. Not to go back to Kaiban but to jump to Strabo.”

“Strabo?’ someone blurted after several seconds of slence. “What' s at Strabo?’

“Nothing. Not even enough rocks to have developed much of a human presence and now completely
abandoned.”

The captain of the Polariswas staring at the display. “ Strabo isadmost directly away from Alliance



“Yes” Geary agreed. “ The Syndics have to believe the chance we' d jump back toward the way we
cameisvery remote. They haven't sent anyone through that jump point since we' ve arrived. Once they
get word that we did, they’ll consider ajump to Strabo even more remote. But we' re going to throw
them off worse than that.” He swung hisfinger again, knowing his next wordswould trigger amuch
stronger reaction. “From Strabo we jump to Cydoni.”

“Cydoni?" Captain Numos had finally been prodded into chalenging Geary again. “ That’ s even deeper
into Syndic space!”

“Itis. The Syndicswill figure out eventualy that we ve jumped to Strabo, and from there they’ | assume
we' re headed for the other three stars within range of Strabo, al of which bend back to Alliance space.
It'll take them along time to figure out we jumped to Cydoni.”

“What possible purpose could that serve?” Numos demanded. “ Shal we run to the far side of Syndic
space? They won't expect that, will they? Do you have any idea how badly we' |l need resupply by the
time we reach Cydoni? What' sthere?’

“Nothing,” Geary stated. Everyone was staring a him. “1t' s another abandoned system. The star’'s
photosphere is expanding, so the one once-habitable planet was evacuated decades ago. No, what
countsiswhat lies beyond Cydoni.” He gestured again, trying to makeit dramatic. “ At extreme jump
range from Cydoni is Sancere. Again a an angle away from Alliance space, but the odds seem
exceptionaly good that our arriva a Sancere would be atotal surprise to the Syndics.”

“Sancere sthe ste of some of the Syndicate Worlds biggest shipyards,” Captain Duellos observediin
the shocked silence that followed. “But can we redly reach it from Cydoni? Jump drive specifications
don’t say they have that range.”

“We can. I’'ve madelonger jumps,” Geary advised. “ Since the invention of the hypernet, you al haven't
been dependent on jump drives for long hauls between stars. We had no aternative to using the jump
drivesin my time, and we learned some ways of extending the range past the officia maximum.”

“Thisisinsane!” Captain Faresacommented in a baffled voice. “ Running deeper into Syndic space,
repestedly, to reach an objective sure to be heavily guarded with our own supplies near exhaustion!”

“It won't be heavily guarded enough to deal with us,” Geary stated with a confidence grester than he
redly felt. There was aways that awful chance that he was wrong. But he couldn’t admit to that and have
ahope of convincing these people. “The Syndics will have had to send strong detachments every which
way to try to find us and intercept us. They’ |l never suspect we' ve been bold enough to strike at Sancere,
even if they have someone who remembersthat the jump driveswill let us reach there from Cydoni. And
resupply won't be aproblem. Thisisaheavily populated mgor shipbuilding center. It' | have everything
we could possibly want.”

“Including ahypernet gate,” Captain Tulev observed.

“Right.” Geary nodded, looking around and seeing uncertainty on most faces. “If they detroy it, it'll
prevent reinforcements from arriving rdatively quickly. If they don't destroy it...” Helet the thought hang,
deliberately holding it out as bait.

“We can get home. Fast,” someone breathed.

Numos gave Geary anarrow-eyed look. “The Syndic hypernet key we acquired from the traitor till



exigsthen?’
“It does.”
“We could' ve gone to Cadiz and used it there!”

Geary felt anger rising at the stubborn stupidity of Numos. “Aswe decided at the time, Cadiz wastoo
obvious an objective. The Syndics surdly had overwhelming forces there awaiting us.”

“But they won't at Sancere? How can you take such an insanerisk?’ Numos demanded.

Geary stared coldly at him. “1 thought | was supposed to be too cautious. Are you now accusing me of
being too bold?’ He shifted his gaze, sweeping it across the other officers. “Y ou know the truth as well
as| do. The Syndicslaid not one but three trgps for usin this system. They’ ve sent word ahead to al of
our possible objectivesif we continue on our current paths toward Alliance space. The only way to
disrupt their plans, to preservethisfleet, isto do something so unexpected, not once but three times, that
they’ll be scrambling to catch up.” He pointed again. “ Sancere was a big shipbuilding center even before
the hypernet, not just becauseit’' sawedlthy star system, but because there’ s six starswithin jump range,
not counting Cydoni. Six options, five of which bear back toward the Alliance. No, I'm not thrilled by the
amount of distance we have to make up, but we' Il inflict amgor blow on the Syndics, we' Il ruin their
plans to keep wearing us down and trap us, and we'll be able to pick up everything we need to keep
going.”

“Andif dl works,” Captain Duellos added, “ perhaps the hypernet gate we need to get home.”

Too many pairs of eyeswere still locked on the path Geary had traced. He knew from the expressions
that those officers were gauging just how far Geary’ s plan would take them from Alliance space. “If our
objectiveisto get home,” Geary emphasized, “and to hurt the Syndicsin the process, then Sancereisthe
way back to Alliance space.”

“Thisisnonsense,” Numos declared. “1 cdl for avote!”
Geary eyed him coldly. “ There are no votesin my flegt.”

“If I’'m to be asked to charge deep into Syndic territory on asuicidal mission, | should be dlowed a say
init! Weadl should!”

Captain Tulev made a disgusted sound. “ Y ou aready voted to do that. When Admira Blochwasin
command of the fleet. Or have you forgotten that a vote put usin thisSituation?’

Numos flushed with anger. “ That was an entirdly different Stuation. Whereis Captain Falco? What ishis
advice?”

“You'll haveto ask him,” Geary advised. “I’ ve dready received hisinput.” And discounted it. But they
didn’t have to know that.

“Whereis Captain Falco?’ Captain Faresademanded, seconding Numos as usudl.

Captain Degani answered, her voice as cdm and un-emotional asif she were providing aroutine report.
“Captain Faco isundergoing medicd tests recommended by the fleet medical personnd aboard the
Dauntless”

Geary tried not to look surprised and not to smile. He hadn’t suspected Degani could be so devious.



Faresa, however, looked outraged. “Medicd tests?’

“Yes,” Degani confirmed blandly. “For Captain Falco's safety. He was under considerable physical
sressin the Syndic labor camp, and of course aso suffered from the pressures of being the senior
Alliance officer present there. Fleet medical personnel expressed concern following their initia checkup
of Captain Falco, asking for afollow-up examination as soon as possible.”

“What did Captain Falco recommend?’ someone asked.

“Hisadviceto meis between Captain Falco and myself,” Geary replied. That didn’t go over well, so
Geary decided to daborate. “1 will say that Captain Falco hadn’t had timeto fully acquaint himsalf with
the Situation thisfleet findsitsdlf in. He aso recommended that we launch amuch larger bombardment of
theinhabited worldsin this system. | don't believe that to be wise, humane, or justified, so | rgected that
advice”

“Captain Falco isafighting commander,” the captain of the Brigandine finally remarked after another long
pause.

“My father died serving under him,” the captain of the Steadfast agreed.

It wastoo much for Geary. “A lot of sallorsdied serving under Captain Falco.” A hush followed the blunt
comment. “ Anyone who wishesto compare my fighting spirit to that of Captain Falco iswelcometo
contrast what happened at Kaiban with any battle commanded by Captain Falco. Since | believe we
serve the Alliance best, and protect our homes best, by both winning and surviving, | don't fear any
comparison of ship losses on both sides or of casudty ratios.”

“| served under Captain Falco at Batana,” Captain Dudllos remarked in an dmogt idletone. “My first
battle and nearly my last. My commanding officer commented afterward that as our |osses equaled those
of the Syndics, it would' ve been smpler if Captain Falco had only ordered each of his shipsto ram one
of the enemy ships, thereby achieving the same result with much lessdifficulty.”

“Captain Facoisahero of the Alliance!” someone else argued.

“Captain Facoisan officer of thisfleet,” Commander Cresidareplied sharply. “Arewe choosing
commanders by vote again? Given how well that’ sworked in the past? Has Captain Geary given any
reason at dl to doubt hisjudgment? How many of you would' ve chosen to die at Kaiban in the name of
adding glory to the baitle?’

Her words seem to give pause to most of those present, but Captain Faresa sent aparticular acidic look
Cresida sway. “We don’'t need to hear lectures from an officer junior to usin rank and experience.”

Commander Cresidaflushed, but thanksto time ddlay in the signal from Cresida s ship, Geary got his
answer infirgt. “I'm running this meeting and thisfleet,” he stated in ahard voice, “and | decide what we
need to hear. | welcome input from a capable officer such as Commander Cresida.”

More objections were raised. Geary argued them down. More wishes were floated for Captain Falco's
opinion. Geary’ s strongest dlies belittled those, using the undeniable fact that Falco was till unfamiliar
with the fleet’ s circumstances. Geary finaly held up arestraining hand. “ A decision needsto be made. |
have the respongbility of making it. The bottom lineisthis: | will take thisfleet to Sancere because that
offers our best hope for continued survival. And when we get there, we will inflict a serious defeat on the
Syndicsin the bargain and avenge Andace, Basdlard, Mace, and Cuirass.”

More than one commander |ooked unhappy, more than one looked to Numos for further argument, but a



warning glance from Geary kept Numos slent thistime. Moreimportantly, the mgority of the officers
seemed not only willing to go dong but convinced by Geary’ sarguments. “That isal,” Geary concluded.
“Ordersto maneuver the fleet back toward the jump point we used to enter this system will go out within
afew minutes”

The crowd shrank within moments, leaving only Captain Degani and the virtua presence of Captain
Dudlos. Degani stood and smiled inagrim way. “ Another victory, Sr.”

“I think I’d rather fight the Syndics,” Geary admitted. “ Please have Dauntless broadcast the
change-of-course order. To be executed at,” he checked the readouts, “time two zero.”

“Yes, gr.” Degani saluted before she departed.
Geary nodded to Duellos. “ Thanks for the backup.”

Dudlos gave Geary a skeptica [ook inreturn. “Y ou don't redlly expect the Syndicsto let us access that
hypernet gate at Sancere, do you?’

Geary looked down and grimaced. “No. | think the Syndics know they can't afford to let thisfleet get
home with aworking key to their hypernet. It' d give the Alliance adecisve edgein thewar.”

“So they will take the extreme measure of destroying the gate rather than alow us access.”

“Probably.” Geary shrugged. “ There' saways achance they won't. A very dim chance, but it’ sthere.”
“True.” Duelossghed. “If not for that gate, the fleet wouldn't have followed you to Sancere, you know.”
“I know.”

“But if we makeit there, and win, the doubters will have trouble finding an audience.” Duellos carefully
sauted. “It’ satremendous risk, but you' ve earned the right to our trust.”

Geary returned the sdute. “ Thanks.”
“Y ou’ re sure the jump drives can get us from Cydoni to Sancere?’
“Absolutely.”

After Dudlos“left,” Geary went wearily back to his stateroom. He didn't need to be on the bridge when
the fleet turned since he could watch the maneuver from the displaysin his own stateroom. Normaly he'd
try to be on the bridge anyway, satisfying the need of the crew to bdlieve that their commander cared
about their work and how they did it, but after the drawn out and too-often-hostile arguments he' d dealt
with, Geary badly needed a break.

He saw Co-President Rione waiting outside his stateroom, knew there' d been time enough for her to be
briefed on the meeting by some of the commanders of ships belonging to the Callas Republic, saw thefire
barely restrained behind her eyes, and knew he wasn’t going to get that break yet.

Rione stood silently until Geary entered, following him ingde and waiting until the hatch closed before
rounding on him and letting her fedings show clearly.

Looking at her, Geary redlized he' d never really seen Co-President Victoria Rione angry before. It
wasn't something he wanted to see again. “How could you have done such athing?’ Rione demanded,
seeming to bite off each word asit came out.



Geary spoke carefully. “1 believe thisisthe best course of action—"
“You' ve betrayed thisfleet! Y ou’ ve betrayed the Alliance! And you' ve betrayed me!”

Finching from the harsh words and anger, Geary nonetheessfound his atention fixing on the last
sentence. “| betrayed you? How?’

Rione flushed, drawing hersdf back. “ That's...never mind. | misspoke. | meant that you' d betrayed
everyoneinthisfleet, dl of the officers and sailorswho have cometo trust that you would use your
command wisdy! | have not worked against you. | have tried to support your efforts, thinking that you
had demonstrated alack of persona ambition and some minor degree of common sense. | waswrong,
Captain Geary. By fooling me asto your true intentions, you succeeded in manipulating thisflegt to a
place where you can play the hero you' ve obvioudy aways sought to be! And you' ve made me an
unwitting accomplicein your schemes!”

“I am not ahero,” Geary snapped back at her. “ Thisisn’'t about that at dl. If you'll just take amoment to
congder my reasons—"’

“Y our reasons? | dready know what your reasonsare,” Rioneinssted. “Y ou fear that Captain Falco will
wrest command of thisfleet from you. | heard what he said to you, warning you that the fleet would
choose another commander if you weren't bold enough! So to prevent that from happening, you're
willing to risk thisfleet’ sdestruction! Asif thefleet and every personinitisjust atoy that you and
Captain Falco arefighting over like apair of jedloustoddlerd If you can't haveit, no one can!”

Geary kept arein on histemper with great effort. “Madam Co-President,” he ground out, | extrapolated
every possible course of action—"

“Did you? And where are the records of these extrapolations, Captain Geary?’ she demanded.

That statement knocked Geary off balance for amoment. “Y ou can access my persond strategic models
and smulations? Those are supposed to be under atight eyes-only security sed.”

Rione, looking like she regretted having admitted that, nonethel ess nodded imperioudy. “Did you have
something to hide, Captain Geary? Such asatotal lack of records of the smulationsyou claim justify this
decison of yours?’

“I didn’t run smulations,” Geary roared back. “I could do dl of that in my head. Not to the same degree
of accuracy as Smulations, but well enough to identify the dangers we werefacing!”

“Y ou actudly expect meto bdievethat? Do you think I'm stupid aswell asgullible, Captain Geary?
What were you planning to manipulate me into doing for you next? Do you think | have no pride? Do you
think | have no sense of honor?’

Hetried to get histemper back under contral. “1 have not fooled you, | have not manipulated you, | have
been honest every step of theway.”

Rioneleaned closer, her eyesblazing. “I have endured many things for the sake of the Alliance, Captain
Geary. But to find that | have been treated in this fashion by aman | had come to assume was above
such thingsisthe most humiliating thing | have ever experienced. Worse, the fact that you succeeded in
using meto further your aims means these ships and perhaps the Alliance itself are doomed. The people
of the Cdlas Republic, who | sworeto serve faithfully, are doomed. | havefalled, Captain Geary. You
can take satisfaction in that much. Y ou don'’t need to continue pretending to be unjustly accused.”

Geary glared back at her. “Bdieveit or not, thisisn't about you.”



“No, Captain Geary. It'snot. It' s about the thousands of men and women you are leading to their
desths.”

Geary looked away, trying to regain his composure. “If you would do me the courtesy of letting me
explan my intentions—"

“I’ve dready heard them.” Rione pivoted, walked one step away, then swung back to face him again.
“The smulaions you claimed to have run don’t exist. Y ou haven't even tried to claim otherwise.”

“| never clamed to have run smulationd”

Rione paused, then abitter smile curved one corner of her mouth. “So the smple warrior chose his
wordswith such great care? Implying something existed when it didn’'t?’

“| didn’t intend that anyone misinterpret my reasonsfor this course of action! Y ou just have to take my
word for it that | worked this out.”

“How convenient,” Rione stated in avoice suddenly goneicy. “1 only need to take your word again. |
hadn't redlized you held mein such contempt. Am | redlly so easy to manipulate?’

“I did not manipulate you! That was never my intention!”

“Soyou say.” Rione shook her head dowly, never taking her eyes off of Geary. “Y our red intentionsare
aready clear tome”

“Fine” Geary amogt snarled. “Then why don't you tell me what you think they are?’

“| dready told you. When confronted with a serious chalenge to your command of thisfleet, you have
chosen to do the sort of insanely risky and ill-considered action that you have spent the last few months
claming to abhor. Y our intention, Captain Geary, isto prove that you can be asbrainlesdy aggressve as
Captain Falco, thereby ensuring these ships continue to follow you, regardless of what happensto them
asaresult.”

“Thisisn't brainless,” Geary snapped back at her. “| consdered dl options.”
“And clearly disregarded dl of theintdlligent oned”

“I don’'t want thisfleet destroyed! If we' d continued ahead as planned, we would' ve been trapped by
superior Syndic forces after having been worn down by more minor lossesin every system along the
way!” Hewasyelling at her again, Geary redlized, more angry than he could remember fedling snce
being rescued.

Shekept yelling back. “Whereisthe proof that you considered these options? Where are the smulations
you ran?’

“Inmy head!”

“Do you serioudy expect meto bdieve such asdf-serving argument? Onethat | cannot verify?I’m just
supposed to continue trusting you?”

“Yed | think I ve earned the right to some benefit of the doubt!”

“Benefit of the doubt? I’ ve granted you that in the past, Captain Geary, to my eventua sorrow. But you
can't offer one solid piece of evidence to excuse this course of action, not one! Thisdecision of yoursis
totally unjustified by any proof except your assertions. Y ou' re supposed to hold on to your command by



proving that you' re a better man than Captain Falco! Not by proving that you' re an even bigger idiot than
heid”

Geary shook hishead like an angry bull. “I never clamed to be a better man.”

“Yes, youdid,” Rione accused him. *'Y ou spoke of caring for the lives of the sailorsin thisfleet, you
spoke of leading them wisely. You—" She broke off, her face twisted with fury. “How could you do this
tome?’

“Toyou?’ Thereit was again. Geary managed to rein in histemper again with a supreme effort,
wondering why Rione' s anger was affecting him so strongly. “1 did not misuse your trugt. | didn't
manipulate you. | swear thisismy best judgment. To keep thisfleet alive and get it home.”

“You actudly believe that?’ Rione demanded. “Y ou can’t be such afool, so you must belying.”

“It'strue.” Heflung an arm out toward the star display. “If you don't believe me, run smulations yoursdf!
See what happensif we kept going to any of the destinations we' d been considering.”

“I will! I will run smulations and produce a verifiable record of my ddiberations. And when | provethe
conclusions you claim to have reached were totaly wrong, I’ll show you the results, assuming that this
shipisdill intact at that point and not a broken derelict awaiting the arrival of a Syndic sdvage crew!”

She swept out, leaving Geary aone with the echoes of her anger and disappointment. He turned to the
projection of astarscape on one bulkhead and punched it severa times vicioudy, but though the stars
rippled each time, his efforts had no other resuilt.

THE Alliancefleet turned again, hundreds of shipslarge and smdl rolling and pitching astheir bows
swung around. Main driveslit off, pushing the ships onto anew course, arching over the top of the Sutrah
Star System’ s plane and back down toward the jump point where the fleet had entered not long before.

Geary, pleased at the smooth execution of the maneuver even though he knew it had been handled by
automated controls, kept his eyes on the Syndic light warships till hanging around the fringes of the star
system. The closest enemy warships were dmost two light-hours away, so they wouldn't redize the
Alliance fleet had made a big change of course until that time. They’ d haveto wait after that, determining
what the Alliance fleet’ s new objective was, making sure the Alliance fleet was actualy heading back to
thefirst jump point, and confirming that it had actualy made use of that jump point.

They’ ve got one ship |ft there, one more there, and three there. They can't send updates to the three
possible sarsthat could be reached through the other jump points without sending a ship each time. They
can send awarning to al of them that we seem to be backtracking, or they can send an dert to al when
we actually use our arrival jump point to leave the system. But not both, so they’ |l have to wait until they
know we' ve left. It buys us more time and leaves the Syndics with more uncertainties. It' |l dso teach
them to assume they can use the mogt “ efficient” number of shipsto shadow my fleet instead of having
enough to ded with the unexpected.

Not that he wanted the Syndicsto actudly learn from experience with him. They’ d learned enough
aready to seed Sutrah system with unpleasant surprises, and he prayed Strabo wouldn't be the same.

FOUR
SEVEN more hours until the jJump to Strabo. Geary arranged the formation for departure carefully.



When the fleet arrived at Strabo, it would be in the same disposition aswhen it left Sutrah, so he wanted
to try to set things up so there wouldn't be any more out-of-control charges. With so many commanding
officersto ded with, Geary couldn’t assess how al would react in any given Situation, so hetried to place
the ones he had reason to believe he could trust best to the forefront. Unfortunately, there weren't as
many of those commanding officers as he would have liked. He glanced at the current fleet formation,
wondering why so many shuttles were winging their way between ships.

He looked up asthe dert on his stateroom hatch chimed, followed by the entry of Captain Degani.
Geary smiled in greeting. “Good timing. | wasjust about to call you and ask if you knew what dl those
shuittle trips were about.”

“It saswap meet,” Degani explained. “Personnd. Astheliberated prisoners have been fully debriefed
and their particular skills and experience entered into the fleet personnel database, each ship has been
checking to seeif individuasthey need are available. Most of the ships are swapping people right now to
get skillsthey need and transfer surplus skillsto other shipsthat need those individuals more. The fleet
database automaticaly coordinates the whole process.”

Geary fdt abrief stab of annoyance. Why hadn’t he been told? Why hadn’t anyone asked for his
approva? But then he redlized that there’ d been no need to tell him or ask approva. He didn't sign off

on normd individud transfers between ships and didn’t have time to try to monitor such things. The ships
could easily handle the task with the help of the fleet database, doing their jobs of keeping themselves at
the best possible combat readiness and leaving Geary to keep his eyes on the big picture. “1 guessif there
were any problems|’d betold.”

“Of course, dr.” Degani paused, looking uncommonly uncomfortable. “Permission to request persona
counsding, Sr.”

“Persond counsding?’ A private matter? One that Degani wanted him to offer advice on?“ Certainly.
Have aseat.”

Degani sat a attention again, chewing her lip for amoment. “Sir, you met Lieutenant Rivawhen he came
aboard.”

Geary took amoment to recall the liberated prisoner. “Right. Y our old friend.”
“Lieutenant Rivawas...morethan afriend, Sr.”
“Oh.” Then the phrasing sank in. “Was?’

Degani took adeep breath. “We d been hot and cold, sir. But we' d never broken off completely.
Now...wdl, he'shere. And he' s considerably junior to mein rank.”

“That can be aproblem,” Geary agreed, thinking of fleet regulations and genera appearances. “But if
he' sjust an old boyfriend, I’ m sure you can remain professiona enough.”

“He snot—" Degani flushed dightly. “ Seeing Lieutenant Riva again was avery emotiona experience. It
took me awhileto redize how emotiona.”

“Oh.” Stop saying that. “He could be a current boyfriend again?’

“Yes, gr. Thefedings are definitely there. On my Sde, a least. From what talks we' ve been able to
have, | think Cas—L ieutenant Rivafedsthe sameway.” Degani shrugged helplesdy. “But nothing can
happen while he'son my ship. It'd be difficult enough because of the rank difference now, but if he's
under my command, it ssmply impossible.”



Thescale of the problem finally got through to him. “ But after just finding him aive again you don't redly
want to ship him off to some other unit.”

“No, gr.”

It was definitely aknotty predicament, the sort of persona dilemmathat made commanding officerswish
they could gaff the problem off on someone else. But handling things likethis, or trying to handle them,
camewith thejob. And, unfortunately, in this particular case he had some persona experience of hisown
to draw on. “Okay, here’ smy advice. If Lieutenant Riva stays on this ship, you can't pursue a persona
relaionship with him. That’ strue even if we got him ajob working directly for me. He d be as
uncomfortable asyou would. And if | judge you right, Tanya, anything you think is professondly
improper isgoing to be doomed.” She nodded silently.

“I think he should go to another ship,” Geary advised. * Pick acommanding officer you think well of.
You'll be able to communicate pretty fredy whilewe rein norma space, and you' |l have the distance to
keep things appropriate and to deal with the redlity of the changesthat’ ve taken place since you two last
knew each other.”

Degani nodded, then gave Geary a haunted look. “What if the other ship islost in combat? The ship |
sent himto?”

Hewondered if there wasn't something he hadn’t heard yet. “Why weren't you and Rivaon the same
ship a Quintarra?’

“We...needed sometime gpart.” She clenched her jaw. “| needed sometime apart. The ship Rivachose
to transfer to waslogt.”

Geary Sghed, thinking of the guilt Tanya Degani had certainly been carrying around with her sncethe
battle of Quintarra. “We wouldn’t want that to happen again. Listen, Tanya, dl | can say isthat I'm doing
my best not to lose any more ships. Pick agood captain, someone like Dudlos or Tulev or Cresida,
someone who you know will fight smart, and ask them to teke Rivaas apersond favor. If you're
uncomfortablewith thet, I'll ask them.”

“Thank you, Sr.”

“And | want you to tel Lieutenant Rivain no uncertain termswhy he' sleaving thisship,” Geary ordered.
“Not because you need more time gpart or because you want him on another ship. Don’t leave him
guessing, because if something happensto you, or to him, he'll never know how you redly felt.”

“Yes, gr.” She stared at him, leaving Geary wondering what he' d betrayed of hisown past. “I’ m sorry,
ar.”

“Itwasalong time ago,” hereplied, looking away. Most thingsin hislife had been along time ago. “I
hope you and Lieutenant Rivawork things out for the best, whatever happens.”

He sat for awhile after Degani left, haunted by memories of awoman long dead, and wondering why he
kept wishing Victoria Rione were here to talk to abouit it. But Victoria Rione believed Geary had givenin
to the worst temptations the Situation offered and wasn't talking to him about anything. With her
off-limits, thelast friends Geary had known had dl been gone for many, many years.

GEARY dgrode onto the bridge of the Dauntless, frowning as Captain Degani turned an angry face his
way, though the anger obvioudy wasn't amed a him. Her watch-sanderslooked asif they’d dl just



been given the verba equivaent of ten lashes with a cat-0'-nine-tails. “What' sup?’

“Captain Falco is no longer aboard,” Degani reported. “He arranged trangport on one of the shuttles
without my knowledge.”

Geary glanced at the watch-standers. “We assumed Captain Falco was authorized,” one of them
explained, his eyes shifting from Geary to Degani.

Geary sat down, shaking his head. He should' ve guessed Falco would be able to charm junior officers
into doing whatever Falco wanted. “Where d he go?’

“TheWarior, gr.”

“The Warrior?" Geary would have guessed Numos' s ship, Orion, or Faresa sMgjegtic. “Who' sthe
commanding officer of Warrior?” he muttered even as he worked the controlsto bring up that
information.

Captain Kerestes. The man's service record was available at atouch, and Geary scanned it quickly. Of
course. Kerestes had managed to survive much longer than most officers, so he' d actudly served under
Fdco at the same battle Duellos had mentioned. On the same ship, actudly. The inflated language of the
performance reports on Kerestes told Geary little, but the fact that he couldn’t recall having noticed either
Kerestes or Warrior for any particular reason up to now led him to suspect Kerestes was not the most
dynamic and forceful of commanders.

Geary tapped a privacy circuit and called Captain Duellos on Courageous. “What can you tell me about
Captain Kerestes? Y ou and he were on the same ship at Batana.”

Dudllos seemed surprised by the request. “Did he actualy do something that merited attention™?”
“Captain Falco managed to get to Warrior. I’m wondering why he chose that ship.”

“Because what Captain Kerestes lacksin initiative and intellect he makes up in davish obedience. He will
do what Falco says.”

Geary nodded, trying not to smile. Don't hold back, Captain Duellos. Tell me what you redly think of the
man. “Kerestesign't aproblemin and of himsdlf, then?’

“Don’t worry about him,” Duellos advised. “ Consider Captain Falco to now be the commanding officer
of Warrior in every way that matters.”

“Thanks.” Geary hastily checked his planned formation after he had finished talking to Duellos. He'd
placed Warrior out on one flank to support the lighter units there. Now it wastoo late to haul Warrior in
and position her somewhere with lessroom for Falco to cause mischief. I'll have to live with it and hope
Falco ismore willing to compromisethan | think.

Geary frowned, trying to remember what else he had been planning to ask before the news about Falco
threw him off stride. “ Captain Degani, that other officer we discussed. Was that Stuation resolved in a
satisfactory manner?” Given enough timein the fleet, you could learn to describe anything in
officid-sounding terminology.

“Hewastransferred to Furious, sir,” Degani replied in aroutine-report sort of voice. “As you suggested,
| ensured he was fully briefed on the situation and the reasonsfor histransfer before his departure.”

“How did hefed about thetrandfer?’



“He seemed pleased by the opportunity it presented, sir,” Degani stated.

“Good.” It dl sounded so officid that Geary had trouble remembering they were discussing persond
issues. He hoped his advice resulted in a better outcome for Degani and Lieutenant Riva than Geary had
himsalf experienced. “Let’ sget out of here,” he announced to no onein particular. With alast glance at
the hours-del ayed images of the Syndic light warships shadowing hisflegt, then a careful look down the
long ligt of hisshipsto seethat dl showed green ready-for-jump status, Geary ordered his shipsto jump
to Strabo.

THE trangit to Strabo through jump space wasn't long, a mere five days. The jump to Cydoni wouldn't
take alot of time either, but the jump to Sancere would more than make up for that.

Jump space had always been odd, astrange, apparently endless emptiness of dull black marked only by
rare gppearances of splashes of light. What those lights were, what caused them and why, had been a
mystery in Geary’ stime and remained unidentified to this day because there wasn't any known way to
explore jJump space. In away that comforted Geary: something about his past and the present that had
stayed unchanged.

But that was the only comfort he felt during the journey. Bad enough that the only person he' d fdt ableto
partialy confidein, Co-President Rione, hadn’'t come near him or sent any messages since their
argument. Bad enough that he had to worry, as usud, that the Syndics would have a nasty surprise
awaiting him and the fleet a Strabo. They could’ ve thought past him, guessing that he’ d guesswhere his
current paths would lead and therefore doubling back like this. But if he surrendered to that kind of fesr,
then he' d be parayzed, unable to make any decision because any possible course of action could have
been anticipated by the Syndics.

No, there was something el se bothering him thistime. By the fourth day he’ d narrowed the problems
down to two. One was the new problem of Captain Falco, and the other the old problem of Captain
Numos and the other disgruntled officers he represented. | can handle one of those problems aone. But
both of them...What if Numos seizes on Falco as the figurehead he needs to cause me serious command
problems? When we arrive a Strabo, they’ |l have had amost aweek to think up waysto make my life
difficult and to imperil thisfleet.

Even morefrudtrating, areview of the mountain of communications between Alliance fleet ships before
they left Sutrah had come up with none indicating Fal co and Numos had exchanged messages, but that
meant nothing. With dl the shuttle traffic that had been flying between ships, actuad hard copy messages
could’ ve easily been transferred. The lack of detected messages from Falco to other officers stood out
like awarning beacon in Geary’ s mind. Falco was obvioudy someone who thrived on attention and used
hisinterpersond skillsto advance his career and what he thought were the best interests of the Alliance.
Hewouldn't refrain from trying to convince other officersto follow him, meaning that the messages Falco
was surely distributing hadn’t been detected by Geary or any of hisfirm aliesamong the ship
commanders.

Am | being paranoid? But both Duellos and Rione warned me about Falco, and those two have proven
the worth of their advice. Too bad | can't talk to Duellos since only smple, brief messages can be
communicated while we rein jump space, and too bad Rionewon't talk to me.

Geary watched the wandering lights, got more and moreirritable, and wondered what would happen in
Strabo Star System.



FOR adtar, Strabo had very little to boast about. In terms of size, it had barely been big enough for the
sdf-sugtaining fusion reactionsto trigger and turn it into astar instead of avery large planet. Strabo’s
satellites were well-suited for such a planet rather than astar, an assortment of bare rocksin close orbits.
Geary had seen alot of star systems and couldn’t remember any as undistinguished and pitiable as
Strabo. Little wonder the small emergency station the Syndics had once maintained here had been
mothballed long ago.

“Nothing,” Captain Degani remarked.

Geary nodded. “Are you talking about Syndic threatsin particular, or just commenting on this star
sysem?’

“Both.” Degani grinned.
“Arethe fleet sensors scanning for anomaiesthat might indicate minefiel ds anywhere in the sysem?’

“Yes, dr. The sensors are set to do sweeps automatically, though they’ re more effective when targeted
on aspecific area. No mines detected as of yet.”

“Good.” No Syndic shipsvisiblein the system, either. Geary checked the display. The Alliance flegt
spread out around Dauntless, every ship maintaining position as ordered. No threats. No apparent
problemswith Falco or Numos. Like the Situationsin Sutrah, it left Geary wondering what he might be
missng.

Strabo also managed to be unimpressive when it came to the number of jump pointsit possessed. Even
Sutrah had boasted four, but Strabo had only three. Relative to the one the fleet had entered the system
using, the jump point to Cydoni was on the other side of the system. In order to get to that jump point,
the fleet would swing past athird jump point, which led directly to only another hypernet-bypassed
Syndic system before giving access to a couple of Syndic worldsthat Geary believed would be defended
by traps or mines because they were two of the same ones the fleet could’ ve reached from Sutrah.
Passing so close to the other jump point worried him, but there smply wasn't any good reason to swing
wide of it. At itsclosest, the Alliance fleet would till be severd light-minutes away. Taking aroundabout
track to open the distance even more would surdly feed rumorsthat Geary wastoo fearful.

Geary checked the maneuvering solution and ordered the fleet toward the jump point to Cydoni. Since
Strabo was such asmall star system, they would reach the other jump point in only aday and a half.

Hetook opportunity of the trangt time to gather the fleet’ s ship commanders together for another
smulated battle training session. Everything went off like clockwork, every ship doing exactly as Geary
had directed. Which should have made him happy, but it didn’t. His problem commanders were acting
entirely too docile. He' d heard nothing from Falco, Numoas, or any of the lesser figures who' d been most
open about their distrust of Geary since he had assumed command. Occasional shuttleswinged their way
between ships on what were identified as routine transfers of parts, materids, or personnel. Geary was
postivethat they were dso transferring gppeals from Falco but couldn’t think of anything he could do
about it. I’ ve dready checked with security, and they couldn’t guarantee being able to find any short
video messages, even if they stripped a shuttle down to component parts. Duellos hasn't heard anything,
but no one would talk to him, since he'sknown to be an dly of mine.

| could preemptively order Falco'sarrest. But that probably would trigger mutinies on some of my ships,
especidly sincel have no groundsfor arresting the man. | could order him back to Dauntless, but if he
ddayed or asmply refused to comply, I" d be stuck with ether letting him get away with it or arresting him.

| can't act now without certainly causing the problems I’ m afraid Falco might be cresting.



Geary putinacdl to Captain Faco, figuring that facing him was better than worrying about what Falco
might be doing behind hisback. A nervous-looking Captain K erestes answered. “ Captain Geary, | regret
that Captain Falco has been ordered to rest by fleet physicians on Warrior.”

“Captain Facoisn't well?” He wanted that set out clearly in case anyone dsewaslistening in.
“Just atemporary...illness,” Kerestes advised, looking guilty ashell.

“I see” Any other attempt to get Falco would only emphasize Geary’ sinability to force Falco to talk.
“Pleaseinform Captain Falco that | hope he soon fedswell enough to continue working on behdf of the
best interests of the Alliance and thisfleet.”

“Yes, gr. Certainly, sir.” After Kerestes broke the connection, Geary had no trouble imagining the gasp
of relief that Kerestes must be producing.

Other than confirming that Kerestes was worried about being noticed by his superiors, though, the cal
hed accomplished nothing.

“MADAM Co-Presdent.” His pride had finaly been overcome by hisworries.

Her voice on the circuit wasicy and detached. Rione had blocked the visua screen, leaving Geary
wishing he could see her expresson. “What do you want, Captain Geary?’

“I need to know if your sources within the fleet are aware of any problems.”

Her answer took a moment. “ Problems?”

“Anything concerning Captain Falco or Captain Numos.”

Another pause before thereply. “There salittle talk. Nothing more.”

“A little talk? That sounds like less than there used to be.”

“Itisless” Rione conceded. “But I've heard nothing else.”

“I would be grateful if, should you hear anything, you tell me as soon aspossible”

“What do you fear, Captain Geary? 'Y our own commanders?’ Her voice held aclear undercurrent of
anger a himthistime. “ Such isthefate of heroes”

“I'm not—" Geary counted to five ingde. “I’m worried that something may happen that will imperil the
lives of many sailorsin thisfleet. | hope you can put aside your fedlings about me and help me make sure
no one does anything...”

“Supid?’

“yYes”

“As opposed to heroic?’ sheinquired, as cold as frozen nitrogen again.
“Dammit, Madam Co-President—"

“I'll recheck with my sources. Out of concern for the well-being of the sailors of this fleet. Someone has
to put concern for them first.”



Thecircuit clicked off, leaving Geary barely restraining himsalf from damming afist into thewall next to
the speaker.

“CAPTAIN Geary.” Captain Degani had her battle voice on, controlled and precise. “ Something's
happening.”

The fleet was an hour from the jump point. Geary didn’t waste time getting to the bridge, instead pulling
up the fleet display above thetablein his stateroom.

The*something” Degani had referred to was dl too obvious. The Alliance fleet’ sformation had
developed gaps and holes as alot of ships|eft their assigned positions. Based on the projected tracksthe
maneuvering system had estimated, al of the ships were headed in the same direction. Geary talied them
quickly. Warrior, Orion, Maestic, Triumph, Invincible, Polaris, and Vanguard. Four battleships and three
battle cruisers. Six heavy cruisers, another four light cruisers, more than twenty destroyers. Almost forty

ships.

Geary ran the course projections out and saw them heading for the other jump point. Ancestors help
them, they’ re going to try running straight for Alliance space, no doubt depending on their “fighting spirit”
to overcome the odds they must redize they’ Il be facing. He brought up the communications circuit, trying
to think of the right commandsto issue. “All units are indiructed to return to formation.” That wastotally

useless. They weren't likely to listen if they’ d dready decided to ignore hisorders. “Y ou are heading for
heavily defended Syndic star systems. Y ou will not be able to make your way through them.”

No reaction. Therebel ships kept going, dicing acrossthe fleet. | can’t convince them. Not now.
They’ve placed their faith in Falco and what they imagineistheir own superior mora strength. An appedl
to reason won't work againgt that. But | need to make sure no one else joinsthem. What do | say?

“Y our dutiesto the Alliance demand that you remain with this fleet and not abandon your comrades.”
That should sting. Asit should, Since they were running avay from the rest of the fleet. “ Return to your
positions now for the sake of your ships and your crews, and there will be no disciplinary actions taken.”
There wouldn’t haveto be, Geary knew, since an abortive action would convince most of those inclined
to follow Falco and Numos that they couldn’t be trusted.

A reply finaly came. “Thisis Captain Faco, commanding those ships willing to uphold the honor and
glory of the Alliancefleet. | call upon—" A symbol popped up on Geary’ s communications display, and
Falco’svoice cut off.

“Thisis Captain Degani,” she caled down to Geary using the Dauntless sinternd circuits. “I’ ve activated
the fleet command override. Any signdsfrom other ships on the flestwide circuitswill be blocked. We'll
hear anything sent directly to us.”

“Thanks” If only he had afleet full of commanderslike TanyaDegani. Geary himself had redlized too
late that he couldn’t alow Falco apublic forum to broadcast apleato other shipsto desert. He
transmitted to the fleet again, keeping hisvoice firm and cam. “All ships, thereisno honor in deserting
your comrades, no honor in disobeying lawful orders. Wefight for victory, for the safety of our homes,
not glory. All unitsreturn to your placesin theformation. You'll be needed when we strike the Syndics
next.” Maybe that appedl to being in battle would reach some of them.

But the thirty-nine ships making up Falco’' sforce were rapidly forming their own smal formation, heading
graight for the other jJump point and not far from it now. Anirrationa urge to open fire on the rebd ships
grew out of Geary’ sanger at Falco, but he pushed the idea aside almost as soon asit surfaced.

Impossible. | won't give that order. Eveniif | did, who' d obey it? That’ swhat the Syndics would do. But



then what can | do?1 can’t sop them. They’re only fifteen minutes from that jump point. “All unitsthat
have |ft the formation, reconsider your actions for the sake of the Alliance and the sake of your
comrades and the sake of your crews. Y ou will not survive attempting to reach Alliance space along the
paths available to you through that jump point.”

The diverging shipswere severd light-minutes away now. Even dlowing for that time delay, it was clear
that Geary’ slatest gpped had failed. There wasn't time for another apped, redlly, just time for one more
short transmission to be received by them before the other ships entered jump space. He took a deep
breath, staring at the star display, hismind rapidly running through jump paths connecting the nearest
gars. “All unitsthat haveleft the formation. llion. | say again. llion.”

Perhaps twelve minutes later, Geary saw the images of the fleeing ships vanish asthey jumped out of the
sysem.

He spent awhile rearranging his fleet to cover the gaps|eft by the shipsthat had fled, then sat sllently until
they reached the jump point to Cydoni. “All ships, jump now.”

HE had been dreading this sort of thing ever since being thrust into command of the fleet. Dreading asplit
inthe flet. It seemed obviousto him that dividing their forces while trapped deep insde enemy territory
wasinsane, but it had been obvious from the first that not al of his ship commanderstook arationa view
of things. Now the precedent had been set. Almost forty ships had headed for an unknown fate under
senior commanders whom Geary regarded with misgivings, distrust, and in the case of Numos no small
messure of contempt. If only there had been some way for those commanders to meet the fates they
deserved without those ships suffering the same fates.

But thereisachance. If they think, if they redlize dying glorioudy doesn’t do much to protect their home
worlds, if they are willing to take advantage of what | taught them while they were with thefleet. If

they’ rewilling to take advantage of what | told them before they left. And if the Syndics don’t hear that
information from them and have timeto lay an ambush for therest of us. | wish | knew.

Unable to stand the silence of his stateroom, which seemed to have grown much londlier since
Co-President Rione had ceased dropping by for visits, Geary forced himself to tour the compartments on
Dauntless again, showing a confident face to a crew shaken by the departure of many comrades, telling
them in adozen different ways that once the fleet reached Sancere they’ d give the Syndics alesson to
remember, trying to focus the crew on the future rather than eventsin Strabo Star System. He used the
minimal communications available in jump space to send abrief variation on that to the rest of the shipsin
the fleet, hoping to do the same with them.

Inthetimethat was|eft, Geary threw himsdf into desgning more smulationsto run. He kept hoping he
could use them to impart some of the fighting skills he remembered from a century ago, skillslost to the
fleet in the decades since, as devastating losses in ships and crews wiped out the ingtitutional memory and
skills of the smdler professiona force Geary had once known. He didn’t know how much longer he
might have to try to pass on such lessons.

GEARY dstrode onto the bridge of the Dauntless as the Alliance fleet prepared to leave jump.

Captain Degani glanced back at him and nodded in greeting, her concern for him impossible to miss.
Geary nodded heavily back as he sank into his command seat. He hadn’t realized how bad he must look
in the aftermath of Falco’ s betraya. Bad enough for Degani to notice, anyway. Hopefully, the crew



hadn't picked up onit. Or maybe he just looked particularly bad now, after an amost deepless night
wondering what might be in the Cydoni Star System. Wondering if any other shipswould bolt the fleet
there.

To cover the renewed anxiety he suddenly felt, Geary cdled up the fleet display and pretended to study it
intently. He had been trying to come up with a plan for Sancere, given that he wouldn’t know what was
there until they arrived. An ideahad occurred to him yesterday, prompted ironicaly by what had
happened in the Strabo Star Systemn, and he spent afew minutes thinking about it, checking on the names
and records of some of his ship commanders.

“Preparing to leave jump,” Degani announced.

Geary hagtily brought the system display to life and waited. All it showed now wasthe historical
information the old Syndic Star System guides they had found on Sutrah Five had contained. As soon as
the fleet arrived in normal space on the edge of Cydoni System, the sensors on Dauntless and every other
ship in the fleet would start updating the display based on what could be seen from their arriva point.

Geary’ sinsgdesjerked, and the drab, dull black of jump space was replaced by the glittering, star-filled
universe of rea space. He waited, watching, as system updates popped onto the display. No ships. No
mines detected. Nothing. Captain Degani was grinning triumphantly.

But Geary Hill stared at the system display, where the expanding photosphere of Cydoni’s sun had been
reaching out for the one habitable world this system had once boasted. The scene held the same sick
fascination as atrain wreck, though in this case the centuries-long process was playing out far dower than
any human vehicle accident, and the wreck was of an entire world.

Most of the atmosphere of the formerly habitable planet had been stripped away by now. Empty ocean
basins had long since been drained of their waters, dso flung away into space by the bombardment of
particles and heat from the swollen sun that had once made life possible on thisworld. Now that sun was
dowly devouring the planet, and no trace of lifein any form could be detected anywhere uponiit.

“There s probably some extreme-environment life-forms il existing beneath the crust of the planet,” one
of the watch-standers reported. “They’ll hold on alittle whilelonger.”

“How long until the photosphere actudly envelopsthe planet?” Geary asked.

“It'shard to say, Sr. The expansion of adtar like thistakes place in fits and starts. Probably anywhere
from fifty to two hundred years, depending on exactly what happensingde the star.”

“Thanks.” Geary took alook a amagnified image of the planet. Dauntless's sensors had tagged some
areaswhere ruins still existed, though badly battered and worn by the extreme environmenta conditions
they’ d endured so that they seemed millennia old. One batch of ruinslay next to an empty ses, its partia
walsamost submerged in dust dunes blown around before the atmosphere had thinned too much, the
land glowing red from the light of the expanding star. Geary wondered what the city or town had looked
like when there' d been watersrolling at itsfeet. The information from the Syndic system guideswas e his
fingertips, so Geary checked that. Port Junosa. Already completely abandoned before the outdated
Syndic documents had been prepared. Lives had been devoted to that city, building it and sustaining it
and making it a human community, but al that was left now were the battered ruins, and within another
century even those would be annihilated by the expanding star. After seeing desolate places like Strabo
and Cydoni, it would be arelief to see abustling star system like Sancere, even if the robust human
presence there was dl enemy.

“WEe Il haveto take a course that will remain well out from that swollen photosphere,” Captain Degani



remarked.

Geary nodded. *Y eah. Do you have problems with the course recommended by the ship’s maneuvering
systems? I’ take usfour days to reach the jump point for Sancere, but | don’t see agood adternative.”

“Thereisn't one,” Degani agreed. “Thisisthe best option.”

Four days. Four daysfor the less reliable among his ship commandersto think about what other ships
had done at Strabo. Four days for them to consider heading for another jump exit. I’ll have to keep them
busy. Keep them focused on Sancere. Kegp them too involved with smulations and maneuvers and
plansto give them time to think about anything but Sancere. 1t’ Il drive me to exhaustion, but | don't see
any dterndtive.

He gtarted setting up alimited fleet conference, involving only the commanders of roughly thirty ships.
Who should lead it? He hadn’t quite decided before, but looking at the list he’d compiled of able
commanders, one name stood out. Still, there was one question he hadn’t looked up yet, and the answer
didn’t seem readily available within the Dauntless s databanks. Either that or Geary wasn't asking the
question right, and the artificial minds he was dedling with couldn’t understand him. He' d run into that too
many timesaready. “How long will it take these intelligent agents to understand me?” he openly
grumbled.

Degani directed a glance to one of her watch-standers. That woman cleared her throat before speaking.
“Sir, theintelligent agents have learned a pattern of responses based on the ways of thinking and writing
or speaking characteritic of the peoplethey ded with.” She hesitated.

“And | don't think likethem, do |7’

“No, gr. Y our unspoken assumptions, patterns of thought, and ways of phrasing aren’t quite the same
a...uh...”

“Modern minds?’ Geary asked, unable to keep some dry humor out of hisvoicethistime. It made sense,
heredlized. A century built up alot of subtle aswell as not-so-subtle differencesin the way people
thought and expressed those thoughts. Either | laugh at thisor let it get to me, and I’ ve got too many
other thingstrying to get to me.

The watch-stander smiled nervoudy. “Yes, gr. I'm afraid so, Sir. The agents factor in your responses, but
the vast mgority of people they ded with have, uh, different ways of handling information, which means
they aren’t adjusting to you.”

“Why can't you set up asubroutine for the intelligent agents to use when dedling with Captain Geary?’
Degani demanded. “Then they could reset to match his patterns of usage while remaining attuned to the
rest of the officersand crew.”

“That’ s prohibited by fleet regulations on the use of intelligent agents, Captain. Intelligent agents on ship
sysems are never supposed to become persona agents for any individua. That could create conflicts of
intere intheartificid minds”

Geary shook his head, wondering why even something like this had to be complicated. “ Can the fleet
commander override that regulation on an emergency basis?’

In response, the watch-stander looked troubled. “Sir, I’ d have to look up what constitutes an emergency
for officid purposes”

“Lieutenant!” Captain Degani rapped out. “WEe re degp in enemy territory and trying to get homein one



piece. That meets my definition of an emergency.”
“Me, too,” Geary agreed. “Make it happen, Lieutenant. It' [l make my lifealot easer.”

The watch-gtander smiled with relief on having clear ingtructionsto away out of the problem. “Yes, sir.
Of course, sir. We'll getright oniit.”

“Thanks.” Geary looked a Degani. “It'll help with planning.”
Degani smiled, as confident in Geary asever. “Y ou have aplan for Sancere?’

“That' sright. Sancereisunlikely to be lightly defended. I’ m assuming we' |l face astrong enough forceto
be aproblem. If I'mwrong, we'll be able to adjust to less opposition.”

“You'll grikefor the hypernet gate?’

“Yeah.” Geary looked down, frowning. “I’ ve been trying to look up something about that. | assumethe
Syndics might try to destroy the thing. Just how hard isit to destroy a hypernet gate?’

Degani looked surprised. “1 have no idea. It gets talked about sometimes, but no one' s ever actudly
doneit, to my knowledge.”

Geary shrugged. “Hopefully, it won't be an issue. If we can draw any Syndic defenders out of position
and lungefor the hypernet gate, we might be able to keep them from destroying it even if they want to.

After we have that, we can defeat the defenders, loot what supplies we need, and destroy every facility
related to the Syndic war effort.”

Degani’seyesgleamed. “It’ || be anasty blow to the Syndics, hitting something so important where they
surely never expected it to be serioudy threatened.”

“Right.” If they’re not waiting for uswith the kind of ambush that dmost annihilated this fleet in the Syndic
home system. And if my fleet doesn't fall apart any further before we get there. Geary stood. “I’ll be
mesting with some of the ship commanders.”

COMMANDER Cresida appeared to Sit next to Geary, the other twenty-eight ship commanders ranked
down thetable, dl plainly curiouswhy they’ d been sngled out for thisvirtua meeting.

“Y ou’ ve been selected because your records and the records of your ships mark you as both brave and
steady in combat,” Geary explained. “We |l be arriving in Sancere with no ideawhat sort of forcesthe
Syndics have on hand. 1t' s not likely to be anything we can’'t handle,” he stated confidently and hoped
fervently, “but it might be enough to cause uslossesif we don't ded with it well. Here swhat | need from
you. Commander Cresidaon Furiouswill bein command of aspecid task force comprising your ships.
Task Force Furiouswon't be broken out separately from the rest of the fleet when we arrive at Sancere.
What you'll do issmulate breaking formation, Furiousfirst and the othersfollowing, asif you were
engaging in an undisciplined charge a the strongest force of Syndic shipswe can spot.”

Commander Cresida and the other commanders couldn’t hide their puzzlement. “Y ou want usto bresk
formation?’ Cresidaasked. “To look like we re being so aggressve we aren't paying attention to
orders?’

“Yes” Geary pointed to arepresentation of Sancere' s system. “ Charge headlong at the enemy. There's
not enough of you hereto deal with the likely number of Syndic ships guarding Sancere or just there



getting refitted or undergoing repairs. That's deliberate. | want you to look like asmall force that has
rashly separated from the rest of the fleet and can be easily destroyed. Y ou go racing down toward the
enemy, but short of engagement range, | want you to turn, raggedly and still in an undisciplined fashion,
and flee downward, away from the Syndics and the rest of the fleet.” Geary traced the imagined tracks
with hisfinger.

Cresdalooked horrified. “ Asif we were running from the enemy?’
“Exactly.” None of the commanders looked happy. “ There' sagood reason for that. Theideais—"
“Sir,” Cresdainterrupted, her expression concerned and earnest. “The Syndicswon't believeit.”

Geary had been momentarily upset at the thought that Cresida might act as bullheaded as Numos. But
what she said nipped that anger in the bud because it seemed to have agood reason behind it. “Why
not?’

“Wedon't flee battle, Sr.” The pridein Cresida s voice couldn’'t be missed. “ Regardless of the odds.”
All of the other commanders nodded in agreement. “ The Syndics know this. They won't believea
feigned retreat.”

That was a problem, but Geary couldn’t see any grounds for denying Cresidal s assessment, especidly
with al of the other specialy sdlected ship captains agreeing with her. 1t dso matched the
fighting-spirit-triumphing-over-all-odds nonsense that he had heard from Falco. How could he disregard
the advice of commanders he had already decided were particularly trustworthy?“Then | want your
advice. Any of you. How do we draw off Syndic defenders, get them chasing Task Force Furious
instead of paying attention to what the rest of the fleet isdoing?’

Commander Neeson of the Implacable shrugged. “ Captain Geary, if you want to get the Syndics chasing
us, then I’d recommend afiring pass. Comein hard and fast, hit the outermost unitswith everything we
can throw at them, then sweep onward.”

Cresidanodded. “Y es. Get them mad. Even better if there’ safollow-on target we seem to be aiming for.
Something they can’t let usreach. We hit them, then alter course to head for the high-value target.”

“Sancere sgot to be full of high-valuetargets,” someone €l se observed. “We should be ableto identify
something onthefly.”

Geary thought about the plan, gazing at the representation of Sancere’' s system. “What if you get too
deep into the Syndic defenses? | don't want thisto be area suicide charge. | want you to be able to get
out without being cut to pieces.”

Neeson studied the system display aswell. “We should be able to do that. Set off on a course amed at
something vauable, the Syndics get themsalves onto an intercept and crank on the speed, then we swing
out, leaving them out of pogition. What isit we retrying to distract them from, Sr?’

“I want our fleet to get to the hypernet gate before any Syndic shipsredize they need to flee through it
and manage to get there. If we can seize the gate and block any departures, we' |l have dl the time we
need to destroy Syndic facilities at Sancere and then ride the Syndic hypernet system back to the
doorstep of Alliance space.”

“If they destroy the gate...” Cresidabegan reluctantly.

“Wewon't have to worry about Syndic reinforcementsrushing in,” Geary replied.



“But the energy pulse might be dangerous.”
It seemed he' d found that expert on hypernet gates that he needed. “Tell me about it.”

Cresida gestured toward the representation of the Sancere hypernet gate on the display. “ The gate is sort
of abound energy matrix. A hypernet key works by pairing the matrix of particleswithin agateto the
matrix of particles a another gate, establishing a path that ships can use. The matrix isheld by these
sructures,” she pointed to objects ranked around the gate. “ As you can see, there' s hundreds of them.
They' re called tethers, even though they’ re not redlly tethers, because in one sense they hold the particle
matrix in the desired form. That’s how a gate would be destroyed, by disabling or destroying the tethers.
But when that happens, the matrix breaks, and the bound energy isreleased.” A couple of the other
commanders present nodded in agreement.

“Good description, Commander,” Geary replied. Geary imagined that the actual science behind the gates
was far more complicated than what Cresida had summarized. He wished everyone he needed technical
descriptions from could render them so smply and concisdly. “How much energy and in what form?’

Cresidagrimaced unhappily. “ That’ satheoretica question. It's never been tested in practice. One
extreme says the breaking of a gate matrix would generate a supernova-scale burst of energy.”

“A supernova?’ Geary questioned, incredulous. “ A supernova puts out as much energy inoneblast asa
dar puts out over aten billion year life span. An explosion like that would fry not only everything insde
the entire star system it’ sin but aso surrounding star systems.”

“Yes,” Cresdaagreed. “That' d be a negative outcome, obvioudy.”
“Obvioudy,” Geary agreed.

“But the other extreme saysthe energy in the matrix would, uh, fold in upon itsdf, like an infinite origami,
getting ever smdler and tighter until it dropped into another state of existence and waslost to this
universe. Energy output in this universe would be zero.”

Geary sat down, looking around and seeing the other knowledgeable commanders agreeing with Cresida
again. “Then our two extremes are that the destruction of agate would destroy an entire star system and
adjacent star systems, or it’d do nothing at all. But what level of energy releaseis regarded as the most
probable outcome?’

Cresidalooked to her fellows as she spoke. “ Most scientists believe the energy output would fall
somewhere between less than that of a supernova and more than nothing, but no one' s been ableto
confidently predict how much that would be.”

“You'rekidding.”
“No, gr.”

“That’ sthe best science can offer? And those gates got built knowing they could potentialy blow the hell
out of thispart of the gdaxy?’

“Yes, gr.”
“They let you go redly fast,” Commander Neeson noted.

Geary stared at the representation of the hypernet gate at Sancere, wondering just how many disasters
traced their origin to the human desireto travel faster than before. I’ ve been wondering if nonhuman



intelligences might be tied somehow to this horribly destructive war we ve been fighting for the last
century. But | ought to know by now that humans don’t need nonhuman intelligences to influence usto do
something stupid.

Hey. Wait aminute. “Why isit we don’t know more about this? We designed and built the hypernet
system. How could we be so uncertain about important characteristics of it?’

Commander Cresida exchanged glances with her comradesagain. “1 can't answer that exactly, Captain
Geary. | know the practical breakthroughsthat let us build the hypernet came ahead of the theories that
explained it. A lot of thetheory is <till being worked out. That’ s not thefirgt time that sort of thing has
happened. People often figure out how to do something before they understand why it works.”

“Us and the Syndics? We both made these practica breakthroughs at about the same time?”’

She shrugged. “The Syndics stole the knowledge from us, sir. That' s what we assume, though | don't
have the security clearancesto know for sure.”

Or we goleit from them. “ The bottom line s, you' re telling me the Syndics won't dare destroy that
gate?’

“Uh, no, sr. We don't know. They may have decided the risk is acceptable.”

Geary tried not to let hisfedlings show. We don't know. What if the extreme guessisright, and thisfleet
causes the Syndics to do something that fries not only Sancere and thisfleet but alot of nearby star
systems? And even just having thisfleet gppear a Sancere might cause the Syndic commandersto
destroy the hypernet gate as soon as they spot us. But | can't afford not to go to Sancere and attack.
Thisfleet needsthe suppliesthere.

There sno adternative. | have to hope for the best, that the energy release won't be so large it threatens
anything, either nearby starsor just my ships.

Oh, hdll. I know what they’l do.

“We haveto assume the Syndics will plan on waiting until our fleet is near the gate, then destroy it,”
Geary announced. The other ship commanders stared a him. “They’ re going to hope the gate rel eases
enough energy to fry us but not enough to fry Sancere or anything beyond it.”

Cresdanodded in agreement. “And if it does fry Sancere, then that’ sjust collatera damagein their
w%”

“But then what do we do?’ Neeson asked. “We can't just ignore the gate.”

“I'll think of something,” Geary promised. | hope. “If this diversion plan works, we can keep the Syndics
from having forces in place to actually blow the gate. Now, it sounds like we' rein agreement on the best
course of action for Task Force Furious. Break from the formation, charge at the Syndic defenders,
make a high-speed firing pass, ook like you' re heading for something very valuable, but divert after the
Syndics commit to an intercept.” He paused. “I’ll send orderswhat to do after that, based on the
stuation. The most critical thing isthat | don’t want you to actudly dive into the heart of the Syndic
defenses dl by yoursalves. Get back out of there so | can employ you in conjunction with the rest of the
fleet.” Everyone nodded. “I’ [l ensure orders are sent to each of you. Thank you. Commander Cresida,
please wait.”

After the virtual presences of the others vanished, Geary turned a serious face to Commander Cresida.
“Y ou’re going to be agood ways away from the fleet after you charge the Syndics. Y ou could easily be



more than alight-hour distant from the fleet. That means| won't know if you get into trouble until an hour
after the fact. I'm trusting you to fight smart, Commander. K eep the Syndics occupied, keep their
attention on you, but don’t get yourself shot up. Can you retreat when it’ s the best course of action?’

Cresida seemed to ponder the question for amoment, then nodded. “ Yes, sir.”
“I want you dive and fighting, not proud and dead.”

She grinned. “ Sir, you' ve demongtrated we can be proud, dive, and fighting. I’ m till trying to figure out
how you managed to bring everything together at Kadiban to smash the Syndics.”

Geary smiled back at her. “Do agreat job at Sancere, and I'll give you persona lessons on how to do
it”

“That'saded, Sr.” They both stood, and Cresidarendered a precise saute. She' d obvioudy been
practicing. Geary didn't tell her that fleet salutes tended to be doppier than that and asaresult she
looked more like aMarine. Cometo think of it, maybe Colonel Carabali had been the one teaching her
how to do it. Geary knew the Marines had been deriving considerable amusement from watching the
salors atemptsto ded with Geary’ s moves to reintroduce saluting to the fleet.

He sat down again after Cresida’ s departure, gazing at the display, especidly the representation of the
hypernet gate. It hadn’t occurred to him before now that the gates were potentialy dangerous. Potentialy
extremey dangerous.

Potentidly by far the deadliest wegpons mankind had ever built.

And he had no alternative but to charge most of hisfleet right at the hypernet gate at Sancere.

FIVE

THE communications dert chimed urgently, bringing Geary to full wakefulness. Herolled and hit the
accept-message control automaticaly, fearing to hear that some more of his ships had bolted the
formation.

“Captain Geary.” Commander Cresida seemed both anxious and excited. “I’ ve been doing some
thinking. Odd concepts. But it occurred to me that since the hypernet gate matrices are suspended
between so many tethers, maybe amatrix would respond somewheat like anet or sail, which means
exactly how it collapses would depend upon exactly how the tethersrelease.”

Geary tried to get hismind around that. Fortunately, Cresida s analogy wasn't too complicated. “What
doesthat mean for us?’

“Wel, gr, if theway the matrix collapses affects the amount of energy released, which it should, and if the
way the matrix collapsesis dependent on how the tethersfail, then in theory it should be possble to use
sdlective failure of the tethersto regul ate the amount of energy released.”

“Sort of like anuclear weapon with asdectable yidd?’
“Inaway...though the physica processesinvolved and the science are completely different.”
“What would you need to pursue this?” Geary pressed. “Can you get aworkable ansver?’

“Maybe.” Cresida shrugged apologeticaly. “I' d need priority access to the entire fleet-distributed
network, Sr.”



“The entirething?” The amount of computationa power in the network was far beyond Geary’ s ahility to
grasp. That gave him someideaof the complexity of what Cresidawas proposing. “All right. Y ou’ ve got
it”

He sat for awhile after Cresidal s message ended, wondering if he really wanted her to succeed. But if
shewasright, he couldn’t afford to not find out.

THE combat smulations Geary ran as the fleet headed for the jump point to Sancere went well. But at
the subsequent fleet conference, he found the absence of officers like Numos and Faresato bejarring
instead of welcome. Their absence only emphasized that forty of his ships had gone off to afate Geary
worried he could too easily predict. Theway many of his remaining commanders kept looking around as
if seeking familiar faces who weren't present made it obviousthat alot of his officers were dso aware of
the absences.

It couldn’t hurt to try distracting people from that. “ Has everyone received and entered the modified
settingsfor their jJump drives so we can makeit al the way to Sancere?’

All of the officers ranged along the apparently huge table nodded, but their nervousness on those grounds
was now easily gpparent. He knew why they were worried. Leaping into battle against human foes was
onething, but jumping too far in the weirdness of jump space was another. Shipsthat jumped too far had
never come out of jump space, though Geary knew sailorstold stories about long-lost craft appearing
suddenly at lonely star systems, their crews long ago dead in some particularly horrible ways, or smply
haunting the ship still, changed by the strange nature of jump space into something no longer aive but
unableto die. HE d heard the stories in bars and while standing watches late during aship’ s night period,
when the darkened and deserted passageways of afamiliar ship somehow became eeriein their sillence.
Geary wondered if the old, cheap jump space undead horror movies of hisyouth were till around in
newer versions.

“I assureyou,” Geary emphasized, “that the settings will work. I’ ve persondly made jumps of this
distance more than once.” That didn’t seem to provide as much comfort as Geary had hoped. “Y ou
don’t have to take my word for it. If you search the fleet database, you' Il find accounts of it. | can show
you the references.” The accounts were otherwise too easily lost in the mass of information available.
He' d only found them because he' d known exactly what to look for since he' d been on some of the
shipsinvolved. Geary sometimes wondered just how much accumulated knowledge mankind had

hopel essly buried within databases collecting and endlessy storing everything possible. In ancient times,
knowledge had been lost because copies no longer existed. Nowadaysit was lost because copies of
everything existed and finding aparticular piece of information made the old needle in ahaystack look
like an easy task, evenif you knew the information was there to begin with.

The knowledge that they could find proof of Geary’ s assertions cheered them up alittle. “Bdieve me, the
Syndics are going to be very unpleasantly surprised when we pop out of that jump exit at Sancere. Asfar
asthey’ re concerned, the Alliance fleet will have done theimpossible” Geary findly saw smiles breaking
out dong thelong, long virtud table. “We have every reason to believe we Il achievetota surprise. That
will give us an important window to act before the Syndics command authoritiesin Sancere even redize
we' ve brought the war to them.”

“The shipyards at Sancere produce many Syndic battleships and battle cruisers,” Captain Duellos
observed.

Geary gave hisship commandersagrim amile. “It'll be atarget-rich environment if even haf of what we



expect isthere. That’ swhy it'll be critically important that we coordinate our attacks. If ships start blazing
away a the mogt attractive target they see, it could easily result in one Syndic ship getting blown to atoms
while ahdf dozen other Syndics get away. We don't want any of them getting away.” They liked hearing
that, he could tell. It should go along way to keeping them in check when confronted with awedlth of
targets.

“Captain Tyrosan.”
She nodded.

“Thefadt fleet auxiliariesin your divison have done afantastic job of fabricating new kinetic
bombardment rounds and getting them distributed to the other combatants. The crews of Titan, Witch,
Goblin, and Jnn are dl to be congratulated on their hard work and dedication.” Tyrosian looked pleased,
which she had every right to be. Thank theliving stars none of the auxiliary shipswas foolish enough to
leave with Falco. | need those ships and what they can do for thisfleet if I'm to get it home.

Captain Tulev frowned. “While we have every reason to assume the Syndics will be caught totaly
unprepared, we have to a so assume that defenses in the Sancere System are up-to-date and numerous.”

“Agreed,” Geary stated. “We' |l have the fleet in a genera-purpose attack formation when we jump, but
we || modify it assoon as| get afed for the best way to take out the defenses. Asyou al know from the
battle plan outline | provided, the shipsin Task Force Furious will be pretending to break formation.
They’ Il hopefully draw any Syndic warships after them and leave usfree to seize the hypernet gate.” He
paused, not wanting to crush the enthusiasm he saw at the idea of reaching that gate. “We dso haveto
assumethat the Syndicswill try to destroy that gate before we can useit.”

“The gates are very robust,” one of the other ship commanders pointed out. “ They can take alot of
damage because of redundant components.”

“Yes” Geary agreed. Built that way, | now know, because if they did fail, the consequences could be
huge, but if | tell everyonethat, | might end up with panic at acrucia point. “But they weren't designed to
withstand deliberate attack. It may not be possible to get to that gatein time. But we' re going to give it
our best shot.”

Severa seconds of silence passed, then one of the destroyer commanders spoke up. “ Sir, what about the
shipsthat left at Strabo?’

Geary clenched histeeth before he could answer. “ There’ s not much we can do. Hell, there' s nothing we
can do. We couldn’'t even go after them to help, because we didn’t know which star they were jumping
for.” Because I’ d blocked their communications, in which Captain Fal co was doubtless trying to tell
everyone exactly that, dong with hisbrainless cal to battle. “1 believe they’re going to run into a Syndic
buzz saw and get cut to ribbons. Fighting spirit isall very well, it' sabsolutely critical infact, but it sa
lousy shield against enemy wegpons.” He paused, hating to haveto say that out loud, but feding he had
to state atruth they al knew anyway. “But they do have one chance.”

“Ilion?” Captain Dudlos asked. “Y ou gave them the name of that star system before they jumped from
Strabo. | couldn’t help noticing that it swithin jump range of Sancere.”

“Yes.” Geary pointed at the star display over the table. Of course Duellos has dready researched that
question. “If we can't use the hypernet gate at Sancere, we'll jump to Ilion from Sancere.”

“Why Ilion?" the captain of the Terrible demanded. “It’s not the best route back toward Alliance space
from Sancere.”



“That' strue,” Geary stated camly, “but it’ sthe only star system those shipsthat | eft the fleet could reach
if they turned back and tried to rejoin us. If they manage to escape the Syndics, they can backtrack to
Ilion and rendezvous with usthere.”

Captain Tulev was gazing at the display, hisface somber. “Y ou mean if any of them manage to escape
the Syndics”

“Yes. If they do, they know whereto find us.” Geary looked around the table, meeting everyone' s gaze.
“That'sarisk to us. Asnoted, it's not the best route back to Alliance space, and we'll likely need to
hang around Ilion longer than I" d like to give those other ships a chance to meet up with the fleet again.
But it’ sthe only thing we can do, and | made the decision to run those risks for the sake of those Alliance
shipsand crews.”

There was another pause, then Terrible' s captain nodded. * Y es, Sir. Thank you, Captain Geary. | know
you don’t have votes on decisions, but I d have voted for that.”

No one contradicted him. Geary nodded back. “Thanks.” What else do | say? Please, no other ship
captainstake in your headsto run off for another star?

But nothing €l se seemed to be needed. The uncertainty Geary had felt earlier had been replaced by
varying degrees of enthusiasm and resignation. The meeting broke up, virtua presences vanishing until
only Captain Dudlos remained. He gave Geary astern look. “Y ou should have told them about 1lion right
off the bat. | was going to bring it up, having guessed what it meant, but Terrible beat metoit.”

Geary shrugged. “| wasn't sure how they’ d take it, how they’ d take anything regarding those ships that
followed Falco.”

“Y ou're not the only onewho's scared, Captain Geary.” Dudlos smiled very briefly as Geary gavehima
gartled look. “ Oh, you hide it exceptionaly well, but | know, because | know enough about you by now
to read the signs. Don't be fooled by the brave talk of my fellow captains. We'redl scared, dll
wondering if the next sysem will be our last, dl wondering if our best possible future involvesa Syndic
labor camp like the one we found on Sutrah Five.”

Geary sat down, rapping hisforehead with onefist. “ They needed to hear that | was dtill thinking in terms
of everyone getting back, even the oneswho took off.”

“Exactly.” Dudlos exhaed along, low breath. “That' s the only hope for those forty ships, by the way.
That they’ll run.”

“I know.” Geary ran his hand through the star display, watching hisforefinger spanning congtellations.
“But I’ ve been told the fleet never runs”

“Hal Let meguess. Degani?’
Geary bent one corner of hismouth in asmile. “No.”

“Ah, that’ sright. She’ s been watching you and learning. Let’ s see...oh, of course. Cresida. Our little
firebrand from the Furious”

“The other captains seemed to agree with her,” Geary pointed out.

Dudlos smiled. “The onesfrom Task Force Furious? Naturaly. Because you handpicked them for their
qudity. But if you weren’t in command, even they would waver if things got bad enough, asthey certainly
will when Fighting Fa co hits the Syndic ambushes you and | expect him to meset.”



Geary toyed with the controls, his mind not on them. “What do you think will happen? What will Falco
do?’

“Fdl agpart,” Dudlos stated matter-of-factly. “1 mean it. Once he was a capable if unimaginative
commander at hisbest. At hisworst, Captain Fal co assumed the enemy was asimpressed by him ashe
himsdf was. The enemy didn’t aways accommodate that assumption, to the sorrow of the Alliance
forces entrusted to Falco's command.”

Geary nodded, thinking those descriptions did agood job of summing up what he had learned of Falco’'s
battles before his capture. “But he wasn't totally incompetent. | still can't believe he was willing to charge
into acertain Syndic trap with that small aforce. For that matter, | can’t believe that so many
commeanding officerswerewilling to follow him.”

Dudlosgrimaced asif he were tasting something unpleasant. “ Captain Falco’'s powers of persuasion
haven’t dimmed much. | finaly acquired a copy of the message he had physicaly distributed among ships
with possbly sympathetic captains. Even | found it to be actualy moving and inspiring.”

“Too bad none of those captains saw fit to tell me about it,” Geary noted bitterly. 1 might have saved
some of their fellow officersand ships. But | can't say I’ m surprised to hear it was moving. | had the
impression that Captain Falco honestly believes heisthe only one who can save the Alliance. HE snot a
fakein that respect.”

“Oh, he cares about the Alliance,” Duellos agreed. “Or, rather, he cares about what he thinks the
Allianceis. His speeches have such power because they redly do come from the heart. But because
Faco aso believes only he redlly understands what needs to be done and believes only he can do what
needs to be done, he long ago convinced himsdlf that saving the Alliance and advancing his career and
power are one and the samething.” Duellos exhaed heavily. “He's spent twenty years driving himsdlf in
tighter and tighter rings of that mental circle, and he started out aready convinced he was the savior of
the Alliance”

Geary spent awhile thinking about that before nodding again. *His arguments have such force because he
redlly believes them, but they’ re even less grounded in redlity now than they were twenty years ago.”

“Much lessgrounded in redlity.” Dudlos shrugged, looking unhappy. “On top of that, Captain Falco's
spent along timein alabor camp, where routine rules. Did you notice how hard atime he has now
adjusting when something unexpected happens, even in aconversation? He hasn't dedlt with
emergencies, he hasn't been fighting battles. He' shorribly out of practice at commanding ships. That's
just the mentd sde of things. Physically, he' s older and has been living under stressful conditionswith
poor food and poor medical care.”

“It"d been a century since my last command when | took over thisfleet,” Geary noted dryly.

Dudlosgrinned thistime. “For us. For you it had been amatter of weeks. And if you'll forgive mefor
being blunt, the only thing Captain Falco hasin common with you istherank inggnia”

“That' sniceto hear,” Geary admitted, smiling to show he didn't take the implied compliment too
serioudy. “So you think Falco won't be able to command effectively at al?’

Duellos nodded, grim again.
“What will those ships do then? Make aglorious charge to the degth into the teeth of the Syndic flegt?’

Duedllos spent amoment gazing at the star display, hisface serious. “Unlikdly, | think. A glorious charge



to the death hasto be led by someone. Unless| miss my guess, Falco will be overwhemed and
incapable of doing that. The other senior captains like Numos and Faresa are neither inspiring nor
emotionally suited to such an act of brave desperation. So, no leader to lead acharge. Worst case, they
lose their heads and scatter, becoming easy mest for the Syndics. Best case, they remember Ilion and
charge for the route back there, holding their formation together so they can protect each other. The
Syndics wouldn't be expecting those shipsto head for ajump point leading back into Syndic space, s0
that might leave a chance for them to makeit. A small one, but it’ sthere.”

Geary nodded, his eyes on the same stars. “ Y ou sound like you' ve been ligtening in to my prayersto my
ancestors. That' swhat I'm praying those shipswill do.”

“If they do cometo Ilion,” Dudllos stated, “there may be Syndicsin pursuit. A lot of Syndics”

“I know. We'll beready if that happens. Ready to fight our way out of Ilion if the odds are bad enough,
or to kick that Syndic force hafway out of this sector if the oddsfavor it.”

“Y ou should have told our ship captainsthat, too,” Dudlos advised.
“I'will, in amessage before we jump.” Geary took adeep breath. “Do you think anyone else will leave?’

“Now? No. Even those who are scared to follow you are more scared of leaving the fleet. That’swhat
held them from following Captain Falco.”

Geary laughed. “I guessthat’ s the best endorsement | can hope for.”
Dudlos stood and saluted. “I’ll see you in Sancere, Captain Geary.”
Geary cameto attention and returned the salute. “Count on it.”

To Geary’ssurprise, the instant Duellos vanished, Commander Cresida simage reappeared. She looked
haggard as she saluted him. “We have something that may work.”

“Redly?We can limit the energy release from agate falure?’

“In theory. If the assumptions made are accurate.” Cresidamade a helpless gesture. “We won't know if
it really worksuntil it'sactudly tried.”

“And if it doesn’t work, then we may not get a chance to try something ese,” Geary noted sourly. “ Great
job, though.”

“Sr.” Creddahestated. “ There s something else”

GEARY cradled adatadiscin one hand as the fleet went into jump, leaving the bl oated shape of
Cydoni’ s sun behind. The jump to Sancere would take over two weeks, alength of uninterrupted timein
jump space that no one in the fleet but Geary had ever experienced. Nodding to Captain Degani, he
stood, knowing he probably looked distracted. “I'll bein my stateroom.”

Thewalk to his stateroom seemed unusudly short with histhoughts focused el sewhere. Reaching it with
what seemed surprising quickness, Geary sat down, then gave ahard rap to hisinternal communications
controls. “Madam Co-President, | need to speak with you.”

“I’'m afraid that won't be convenient.” Victoria Rion€e' s voice sounded not only colder than space itsdlf
but also tired.



“I'mafrad | mugtings.”

There was a pause before her answer came. “What isthis about?’
“Something criticaly important.”

“Am | supposed to trust your assessment of that?’

Geary fought down an angry retort. “| don’'t care whether you trust it or not. | need you hereto discuss
something. If you actualy care about the safety of the Alliance, you' Il come and talk to me.”

“Andif | don't?’

Geary stared at the bulkhead opposite him. He could threaten force, but that wouldn't predispose Rione
to listen. It dso might not work. Not with Co-President Rione. “Please, Madam Co-President. | swear
onmy ancestors  honor that thisis something you must know.”

The pause thistimewaslonger. “Very well, Captain Geary. | iill believe in the honor of your ancestors.
I"ll be there soon.”

Geary dumped back, rubbing hiseyes. To think | oncelooked forward to Rione’ svidts. But thisistoo
important. | can’'t avoid it.

His hatch dert chimed, and Rione entered, her face impassive and her eyes glittering likeice. “ Yes,
Captain Geary?’

He nodded to the seat opposite him. “Please sit down.”
“I'm comfortable sanding.”

“Just St down!” His bark startled Geary aswell as Rione. “Forgive me. The matter | need to discusswith
youisanissueof critical concern.” The forma words helped keep hisvoice leve.

She eyed him narrowly but dowly sat down, her back tiff. “What isit, Captain Geary?’

Geary found it hard to look at her, his gaze wandering away to rest on the starscape, imagining
supernova-scale explosons ravaging it. “\We ve been planning on what might happen in Sancere, which
has a hypernet gate, as you know. | assumed the Syndics would try to destroy that gate. I’ ve Since been
informed that destruction of hypernet gates could liberate huge quantities of energy. Or perhaps none at
dl. It sdl theoreticd .

Her voice sounded as cold as ever. “Huge quantities of energy? Congtruction of the hypernet system was
approved long before | joined the Alliance senate, so | don’t know many of the technica details. What
does huge mean?’

“Supernovascade.” That finaly provoked achangein Rione, her eyes widening in shock. Geary took a
deep breath. “ One of the ship captains, Commander Cresida, came up with atheory about the hypernet
gates. If Cresida stheory isright, how the gate tethers are destroyed, the exact timing and sequencein
which they losetheir grip on the particle matrix, will cdibrate the level of energy release. Thefleet's
network ran the math with some difficulty and came up with awegpons employment agorithm that might
let us scae down any release of energy to minimd levels”

Rione svoice was till cold, but puzzled now, too. “Why doesthis have you upset, Captain Geary? |
admit this news that hypernet gates were such a potentia danger issurprising, but if you' ve learned how



to control the danger, it seemslike agood thing.”

Geary looked down at the silvery discin hispalm. “It has me upset, Madam Co-President, because of
the corollary. To work out away to scale down the energy release, we aso had to work out away to
scaeit up.” He held up the datadisc, finaly looking at her. “We would have the meansto employ
hypernet gates as by far the most destructive wegponsin the history of mankind. We could in theory
destroy not only entireindividud star systems, but entire regions of space.”

Victoria Rione was staring back a him, her face reflecting horror. “How could the living stars dlow such
athing? Humanity believed when we left ancient Earth that we' d removed the threat of racid extinction
from disaster, that scattering among the stars would bring us safety from that. But wegpons such as
these—" Her eyesfixed onthedisc. “What isthat?’

“The dgorithm for scaling up an explosion. Thefleet network had to work up both, as| told you.” He
tossed it to her, and she caught it automatically. “I’ d rather you have possession of thisthan anyone else.
| ensured the work in the fleet system was wiped and overwritten. That' s the only existing copy.”

Shewas staring a the disc asif it were adeadly snake. “Why?

He chose to interpret the question as being about her. “Because, Madam Co-President, that’ stoo
dangerous to be entrusted to anyone dse. Including me.”

Rioneglared a Geary. “Why entrust it to anyone? Why keep even one copy?’
“Because if we can think this up, then someone else can, t0o.”
Thistime Rione paled. “You think...but if the Syndicshad this...”

“The Alliance probably would have dready felt the results” Geary finished for her. “I agree. | don't think
the Syndics have redly thought it through. | don’t think even Commander Cresida has, that the gates are
potentidly horrific wegpons. But | think someone € se does know that.”

“I don’'t understand,” Rione demanded, her ice turned to heat now. “If you don’t think the Syndics have
redized this, are you claiming the Alliance has?’

“No. Not the Syndics and no one from the Alliance.” Geary spoke bluntly, knowing hiswords were

brutal but feeling he had to make his case. “I’ ve seen how the officersin thisfleet think after a century of
war and trading atrocities with the Syndics. If the Alliance knew the gates were weapons, it would have
dready starting blowing them, obliterating Syndic star systemswholesde. Right, Madam Co-Presdent?”’

Rione sat slent for amoment, then nodded. “I think there’ sa strong possibility you'reright,” she
admitted, her voice quiet now. “ Then who isit you believe knows this? There aren’t any worlds that
aren't part of the Syndicate Worlds or a least nominaly part of the Alliance. Thereisn't anyone ese.”

“No onewe know of,” Geary corrected, his eyes back on the starscape. “No one human.”
“You'reserious?’ Rionewas shaking her head. “What evidence do you have?”’
“Where d the hypernet come from?’

She seemed dartled by the question, her hostility momentarily forgotten now. “The breakthroughs were
sudden. | know that much.”

“And we gill don’t understand the theory behind it,” Geary added. “ That’swhat Commander Cresida



said and the fleet database confirmed. When did the Syndics get the hypernet technology?”
“About the sametime asthe Alliance”

“Remarkable coincidence, isn't it?” He paused. | heard the Alliance believes the Syndics stole the tech.
That' scertainly plaushble.”

Rione nodded, her eyes hooded. “Y es, but | happen to know from reports I’ ve seen that the Syndics
believe we stole the technology from them.” She closed her eyes, thinking. “Y ou are actudly suggesting
that some nonhuman intelligence provided that technology to us? To both sdes? But why? The hypernet
has greetly benefited us. The ability to travel so swiftly from one star to any other star on the net has been
atremendous boost to human civilizations.”

Geary sank down lower into his set, rubbing his eyes. “Have you ever heard of something called a
Trojan horse? Something that seemslike an attractive gift but is actualy a dangerous wespon?’

Rione stared at him, her face white again. “Y ou think someone, something, gave us those gates, knowing
we' d build them, and knowing they could be used as wegpons againgt us.”

“Yeah.” Geary waved at the display. “ There shypernet gatesin every important star system in every
human culture and grouping. Imagine what happensif every one of those systems has a supernova
explodeinit. Hell, just anova. Even amininova”

“But...why?

“Maybe they’ re scared of us. Maybe they just want to keep us from bothering them. Maybeit’'s
insurance if we ever thresten them. Or maybe that’ s how they fight, by hiding in shadows and luring an
opponent into atrap.” Geary shook his head. “Thiswar started for reasons no one redlly understands,
and it’ skept going long past the point of making sense. There s nothing unique about that in human
history, unfortunately, but thiswar has certainly kept the human race fully occupied with interna conflict
for thelast century. Neither the Syndics, asfar aswe know, nor any part of the Alliance have done any
expangon into new star systems for most of that century. | checked.”

Victoria Rione was gazing into the distance, her eyes narrowed. “ Y our ideas are till just speculation,
though. Isthere any proof?’

“No proof. Some strange stuff at Kaliban, where the Marines found the Syndic security vault had been
opened using nonstandard tools and where no one could explain why the Syndics had done some of the
things they had when they abandoned the system. But that’ s not proof of anything except the existence of
something unusud.”

She switched her gaze to the starscape. “ How would anyone trigger al of the hypernet gatesto explode
at theright level of energy?Isit possibleto send asignal of some sort through the hypernet? We don't
know of any way to use them for that.”

“But then we don’'t know ahell of alot about how they work,” Geary noted. “Aslong as neither us or
the Syndicswin thewar, | think we' re safe. If I'm right about what | admit is pure speculation.”

“ Awful speculation, Captain Geary.”

He nodded, looking back at her. “1’d be grateful if you' d think about it, too. I'd be incredibly grateful if
you could tell me | waswrong. But regardless, please keep that disc safe. Hide it somewhere and don't
tdl me”



“Surely even you wouldn't be tempted to useit.”

“Even me?’ Geary found himsdlf laughing harshly. “ Even me? Isthere till something you think | wouldn't
do, Madam Co-President? Should | be grateful ?’

“Asgrateful as| am for being handed the instrument for the extinction of the human race!” Rione snapped
back at him.

Geary bit hislip, then nodded. “I’m sorry. But ther€ sno one dse I’ d trust not to use that.”

“Y ou claimed to want to avoid killing civilians and devastating planets.” Rione seemed to be pleading
with him. “ Are you saying that wasn't true, either?’

Histemper flared. “Either? Listen, Madam Co-President, you' ve yet to prove me fasein anything! Until
you do, I'd gppreciateit if you didn’t speak asif | were aready without honor.”

Her face tightened, but Rione nodded. “Very well, Captain Geary. | will refrain from caling you
dishonorable until | prove otherwise.” Her voice left no doubt that she expected that to happen at any
time

“Thank you,” Geary replied coldly. “Now, asto your question, no, | hope I’ d never want to use that. But
| imagined being with our backsto the wall, the Syndics about to triumph, and | wondered. If everything
seemed logt, would | givein to temptation to take that last chance despite the risk that an energy

discharge aimed a destroying the Syndics would destroy alot more? And | couldn’t say with absolute
certainty that | wouldn’t. So | don’t want the opportunity.”

“Instead you want me to be so tempted!”

“I trust you morethan | do myself, Madam Co-President. My focusison saving thisfleet. You' vegot a
larger perspective.” Geary stared at nothing for amoment. “In caseit hasn’t occurred to you, | dso just
gave you the ultimate wegpon againgt Black Jack Geary. Y ou’ d have the ability to stop himiif it cameto
that.”

He knew she was watching him. “ So you now admit that Black Jack isadanger to the Alliance.”

“| dready admitted he' sadanger to thisfleet. | can’t afford to ever let mysdlf think I’ m what too many
peoplein the Alliance believe Black Jack Geary to be. But I'm sure you' |l help keep me honest.”

“I"ve been trying to do that sSince you assumed command of thisfleet, though | believe mysdlf afalurein
that respect right now.” She held up the datadisc. “How do | know thisisredly the only copy? How do
| know you don’'t have another?’

“Why would | lie about that?” Geary demanded. “What possible advantage would | gain from that?’

“I don't know. Yet.” Rione curled her fingers around the disc, hiding it from sight again. *Y ou fooled me
once, Captain Geary. | thought | knew you. | won't be fooled again.”

“Maybe the only person fooling you isyoursdlf,” Geary snapped.

“Maybe,” Rione stated, though her voice and expression held no trace of agreement. “I know what I'll
be doing for the long period until we reach Sancere. What will you be doing?’

“Why do you care?’ Geary shrugged. “I won't be plotting taking over the Alliance or another attack on
the Syndic home system, if that’ swhat you' re worried about.”



“Y ou seem to think you know my worries. What are yours, Captain Geary?’

To hissurprise, the question seemed sincere. “My worries.” Helooked down, fedling the weight of
command heavily again. “Worries that the Syndics have anticipated this move. Worries about forty ships
from thisfleet that I'm sure are charging straight into atrap under the command of that deluded fool
Faco and his stupid friend Numos.”

Rione nodded. “I’' d add aworry to that. If what you guessistrue about the origin and possible ulterior
purpose of the hypernet gates, do you dare win, Captain Geary?’

“Win?" Helaughed. “ Do you believe I'm thinking in terms of winning thiswar? 1’ m out to get thisfleet
home safely, Madam Co-President. In the process, | may be able to inflict some blowsto the Syndic war
effort. But I’'m under no illusionsthat anything | can do will bresk the salemate.”

“But you' ve come up with aweapon that could bresk that stalemate.”

Geary took adeep bresth, exhaling dowly before replying. “ That's aweapon | will not use by choice.
Hopefully never, but certainly not by choice. Keep it safe, keep it hidden, Madam Co-President. When
we get home, I’'m sure there' s people you'll be able to trust with knowledge of it.”

She shook her head. “ There you are wrong, Captain Geary. No one can be trusted with this
knowledge.”

“Y ou want to destroy it?’
“Andif | do?’
Hethought again for alittlewhile. “1 guess| wouldn’t know. It' sup to you.”

Rione stood up, coming closer to peer a Geary. “1 don’t understand you. Every time think | do, you do
something that doesn’t match what | know of you.”

“Maybeyou'retrying too hard.” Geary smiled humorlesdy. “I’m not dl that complex.”

“Don’t underestimate yourself, Captain Geary. Y ou' re far more complex than whatever theory underlies
the hypernet. | just hope | figure you out eventualy.”

He nodded. “When you do, give me abriefing so we' |l both have me figured out.”

“I'll do that.” Rioneturned to go, then looked back at him. *Y ou' re either that most dangerous of
demagogues, one who outwardly so perfectly pretendsto be honest and honorable that others can't find
groundsto hate or distrust him, or ese I’ve migudged you again. | sncerely hope | amin error, Captain
Geary, because otherwise you are even more dangerous than I’ d believed before this.”

He watched her leave, feding asense of reassurance despite her obvious distrust and hostility toward
him. If anyonein thisfleet could be trusted with the contents of that disc, surely it was Co-President
Rione. Dangerous. | would' ve laughed at that description not so long ago. But now | know aweapon
exigs. What | do with that knowledge could doom more than the Alliance.

What do the Syndics know? They started this damned war. Why? Did they know something that forced
their hand?

GEARY had forgotten the itchy sensation that devel oped after too long straight in jump space, asif your



own skin wasn't quite yours anymore and no longer fit right. But he barely noticed it now, Stting on the

bridge of the Dauntless, waiting for the fleet to exit jump. Within afew minutes, he' d know if hisgamble
was going to at least partly pay off. Within afew days hewas entirdly too likely to learn what happened
when ahypernet gate was destroyed.

The display for Sancere floated next to his chair. Alliance intelligence knew preciouslittle about the
system, and the old Syndic star system guide had offered only dightly more information since thingslike
numbers and placement of defensiveingdlationsweredl classfied. Certainly Sancerewasrichin
resources aswell asjump points. Eight significant planets orbited the star, two small onesin close orbits,
two more within the habitable range, one of those amost perfect, then a colder but usable planet dightly
farther out, and three resource-rich gas giants way beyond those. The Alliance fleet would drop back
into norma space just outside the orbit of the last gas giant, about three and half light-hours from the star.

“One minuteto jump exit,” Captain Degani reported camly.

Geary glanced around the bridge. All of the watch-standers seemed dightly nervous, but in an excited
way, not afrightened one. Ignoranceis bliss, he thought. No, that can’t beright. What | don’t know right
now isdriving me nuts. Ignoranceis only blissful if you don’t know you' reignorant.

Geary was till pondering that when the hatch to the bridge opened again and Co-President Rione
entered, going to the observer’ s seat she hadn’t used since her argument with Geary back in the Sutrah
Star System. He looked at Rione, and she gazed back steadily, her facerigid, her eyeswatching him but
revealing nothing of her fedlings. Geary flashed back to his days as amidshipman, when evauators would
ride behind him in ship smulators, ready to pounce on any error he made.

Captain Degani greeted Rione with forma politeness, her attitude unwelcoming. She' d picked up on the
chill between Geary and Rione, and being Tanya Degani, had rushed to stand beside Geary against
anyone opposed to him. Not wanting open warfare to break out between the two women right there on
the bridge of the Dauntless, with him in the middle dodging fire between the two sides, Geary searched
for adiverson. “Captain Degani, I’ d like to make an announcement to the crew of the Dauntless”

Breaking her targeting lock on Co-President Rione, Degani nodded to Geary. “Of course, Sir.”

Geary tapped the necessary control. He could’ ve done that without asking Degani, but it wouldn't have
been proper to speak to the crew without doing the captain the courtesy of asking firgt. “ All hands, thisis
Captain Geary. We're about to arrive at the Sancere Star System. | know you'll dl do your utmost to
uphold the honor of the fleet and the Alliance. May the living Stars grant usagreat victory, and may our
ancestors look with favor upon us.” In one sense, none of that needed to be said, but in another sense, it
was the sort of pep talk that filled areal human need. Geary wondered, if his speculations about the
hypernet were true, whether whatever had given humanity that creation also felt the need for speeches
and sentiments.

“Our ancestors brought usthisfar,” Degani noted in amuch softer voice. She glanced at Geary, leaving
unsaid what he knew she wasthinking, that they’ d dso brought the fleet Geary himself.

Her faith could be unnerving, but she was only one of thousands throughout the fleet who felt that way. |
wonder if Captain Falco has ever felt unequa to the faith othersfelt in him, or does he even worry about
that aslong as people agree that he' s great? From what | saw of him and learned of him, Falco hasn't
spent much time worrying about others or about his own ability to judtify others faithinhim. | guess
being certain of your own infalibility iminatesalot of anxiety. Last night Geary had spent along time
talking to his ancestors, expressing hisfears and asking their help. At timeslike this not having faith would
be ahard thing, he reflected, and wondered how others managed to face crises camly without that



support.
“Stand by for jump exit,” awatch-stander reported. “Now.”

Geary’ sguts wrenched dightly, his skin settled back happily into place, and the stars blazed forth on the
externd views. Objects on the display for Sancere System began multiplying asif in someinsane video
game where enemies flashed into existence in droves. Of course dl of these Syndic defenses and
ingtdlations had been there before. The fleet’ s sensors were just finding them now, as reportsflowed in
and watch-standers called out the most critical. The human interface might be clumsy and dower than the
automated systems, but despiteits flaws, the human mind had proved to till be the best way of filtering
information and highlighting the most important.

“Warhem reports a Syndic system monitoring satellite close to its position. Warhelm reportsit has
destroyed the satdllite. Shipslocated twenty light-minutes to starboard in system plane, assess dl to be
unarmed mineral carriers. No mines spotted or encountered. Six, repeat, Six F-Class battleships
identified at shipyard orbiting fourth planet. Only one appears operational. Eight, repeet, eight D-Class
battle cruisers at second shipyard orbiting fourth planet. Operationd status undetermined. Syndic military
base |ocated forty light-minutes away on amoon of the eighth planet, appearsfully operationd, nine, no,
ten mass accelerators in defensive positions around base—"

Geary scanned hisfleet display quickly and stabbed a control with one finger. “Captain Tulev. Have your
shipstake out that Syndic base near the eighth planet with kinetic rounds. | don’t want to give them time
to get off ashot.”

Tulev’'svoicetook severa secondsto reply. “Launching bombardment of wegpons sites now. What
about the rest of the base?’

There wasn't time for worries or second-guessing, now. Just time to act and react before the enemy took
the options out of your hands. “Takeit al out. We can’t leave that kind of threat in our rear.”

The next closest base seemed to be near thefifth planet, over three light-hours away. “ Captain Duellos,
have your ships launch kinetic rounds at the Syndic military base orbiting the fifth planet. | don’t want it
around when we get there.”

“Dudlos, aye. Launching bombardment within two minutes.”

Geary hit back acurse as he saw hisformation start to break, then redlized he was seeing the ships of
Task Force Furious faking an undisciplined charge just as planned. Hopefully the Syndics would be
fooled aswell as he had been. Ancestors, please stand by Commander Cresida so she'll retreat when the
gtuation cdlsfor it.

“Syndic warship flotillasighted between orbits of fifth and sixth worlds, distance five point eight
light-hours from current fleet position. Ten battleships, Six battle cruisers, twelve heavy cruisers, ten,
correction, eleven Hunter-Killers. Current position shown time-late, estimated red-time location based
on time-late trgectory data now five point six light-hours from our current postion.”

“Nothing we can't handle,” Degani noted, smiling unpleasantly. “Not nearly enough light escorts for
those high-vdue units, either.”

“Enough that we can’'t take them lightly,” Geary reminded her. “1’m guessing the big ships are conducting
training, maybe with new crews or after extensvetimein shipyards, so that isn’t redlly a combat-ready
formation, even though the Syndics probably also assign it system protection duties.” Hiseyeswere
locked on the hypernet gate now. “ There' s nothing there. They don't have any shipsguarding it.” Then



symbolsflashed into existence. “What are those?’

Degani frowned, studying the data. “ Stedlthy defensive units around the hypernet gate. Limited
maneuverability, substantial defensive screens and so-so offengve firepower.”

“They can maneuver some?’
She nodded to confirm her answer.

“That means we can't send some rocks on ahead to take them out. They’ d see them coming and dodge.”
He checked the distance. Almost five light-hours to the hypernet gate. Even if they accel erated past
engagement speed and dowed again when they approached the gate, the fleet was at least thirty-five
hours' travel timefrom the gate. Some dash. But then Task Force Furiousis*charging” at a Syndic force
even farther away that won't even see them coming for amost another six hours. That' Il be a shock.
Hopefully Task Force Furiouswill keep the Syndics' attention focused on them.

But | don’'t want to head straight for the gateif | can help it. He tried various options on the maneuvering
display, running courses toward other Syndic targets, bending them back toward the gate partway
through the track. By arcing across the system toward mining installations clustered around a gas giant
located alight-hour out from the star Sancere, then curving back toward the gate, the journey would take
roughly fifty-three hours at engagement speed of .1 light. But the Alliance fleet’ s gpparent objective
wouldn't change from the gas giant to the gate until they were lessthan two light-hours away, or alittle
more than eighteen hours of travel time. That wasn't ided, but it would leave little timefor the Syndicsto
react if they hadn’t already positioned extraforces a the gate.

“Here” Geary told Degani. “We re going to follow thistrack asif intending to wipe out the mining
fecilities at the gas giant and then continue in system, smashing other things, but instead shift our courseto
head for the gate.”

She nodded, studying Geary’ s plan. “We can toss out a bombardment as we reach the closest point of
approach to the gas giant and take out alot of those facilities anyway.”

“Will we need anything from them?’ Geary asked. “| can find out before we get to thefiring point. I've
got plenty of timeto ask Captain Tyrosian on the Witch.” The engineersin charge of thefleet auxiliaries
Titan, Witch, Goblin, and Jnn would know what raw materias they needed to manufacture the thingsthe
fleet needed to keep going. He considered the display again, trying to decideif he should changethe
formation yet, then decided againgt it. It was il far too early to tell how the Syndic warship flotillawould
react, and for asweep againgt the shipyards and other targetsin the system this formation would befine.

Geary took amoment to gloat over the hulls of the battleships and battle cruisers under construction.
Very dangerous threats when completed and crewed, under way with other Syndic warships, they were
now gitting ducksthat the Alliance fleet could destroy easily. Though there was dways achance the
Syndicswould try to get any nearly completed ones under way so they could flee. In addition to the
assembled hulls, components of more battleships and battle cruisers had now been sighted. All of those
would be easily destroyed aswell asthe shipyard facilities that were constructing them.

“It'sso strange,” Co-President Rione observed. Her voice had lost its coldness, caught up in the
unfolding Situation. “Herewe' re & war, choosing our targets. Y et dmost every Syndicate Worlds
ingalation, ship, and individua in this system doesn’t even know we ve arrived yet.”

“They will,” Captain Degani replied with agrim smile. “Asthelight from our arrival reachesthem, alot of
Syndics are going to Sart praying to their ancestors.”



Geary had to admit it was interesting to imagine the reactions of Syndicate Worlds leaders and citizens
throughout the system to the arriva of the Alliance fleet. On his system display a bubble was radiating out
from the fleet, indicating the movement of light on the scale of the Sancere solar system. He could seethe
bubble expand, its front covering the outermost gas giant now and moving on toward the inner planets.
Aslight showing theflegt’ sarriva reached them, the Syndicsin the mining shipsand the orbitd facilities
would be reacting to sudden aerts on their warning equipment. They' d stare, not believing the
information. They’ d double-check and magnify the light images. Hopefully many would refuseto believe
it and send messages that would take hoursto reach their destinations. Others would believe it and also
send messages, these asking for indructions.

All of the messages would be arriving at the offices of the main Syndic leedersin this star system at
amog the same time as the light images announcing the arriva of the fleet, thereby adding to the
confusion. And as everybody tossed out frantic messagesto everybody el se, the Syndic communications
net would start bogging down under the strain of dl that message traffic, dowing the Syndic ability to
understand and react.

Perhaps enough to compensate for the advantages the Syndics had in defending their own system.

“All units” Geary ordered, “keep aclose eye out for incoming kinetic projectiles and drifting minefields.”
He paused, evauating the situation again for amoment, then findly deciding on the coursefeinting a
close-in attack on the gas giant nearest the sun of Sancere. “All unitsin main body, thisis Captain Geary.
Come starboard to course three three nine, down four degrees, at timefive one.”

The representations of the shipsin the fleet on Geary’ sdisplay flared green in ripples soreading out from
Dauntless as each ship received and acknowledged the order. It was so different from the mob he'd
found himsalf commanding a Corvusthat Geary found himsdlf smiling.

An incoming message beeped for his attention. “ Thisis Furious. Continuing attack. Follow-on target will
be close-in atack on fifth planet.”

Geary nodded absently, then noticed Rione giving him asuspicious|ook. “Not redly,” Geary explained.
“They'regoing to feint at thefifth planet, then bresk away.” | hope.

Captain Degani spoke up, her voice diffident. “Our light units screening the port flank of the formation
will pass not far from the mining ships off of the outermost gas giant.”

“Yeagh.” Okay, thistime you reright. Those ships are legitimate targets and important industrial assetsin
this system. “Fourth Cruiser Divison, Sixth and Seventh Destroyer Squadrons, as we pass the outermost
planet, engage merchant shipping traffic within range. Maneuver independently as necessary to engage
targets. Inform crews of those shipsthey areto evacuate their shipsnow.” That took care of military
necessity and humanitarian obligations.

Sysem display, ill finding and evaduating new information, highlighted Syndic defensve sysemson
various moons and what were plainly headquarters and coordination centers on planetsand in orbita
locations. Geary gazed at the many targets either in fixed orbits or on objects with fixed orbits.
Target-rich didn’t even begin to describe it. He highlighted the Syndic battleships and battle cruisers
being built in the shipyards, aswell, then asked the combat system to recommend an engagement plan for
everything military or military-related. Momentslater it popped up, ships throughout the fleet tagged to
hurl kinetic projectiles a the targets most favorable for their projectile load-out and geometry. Geary ran
through the list quickly, seeing nothing that stood out as odd, then punched *approve,” followed by
‘execute.’

The ships of the Alliance fleet began throwing out many more projectiles, arain of solid meta faling



inward upon the Syndic defenses, arain no shield would repdl. Syndic command authorities, whichina
few hourswould be reding from news of the Alliance fleet’ sarriva, would very soon afterward also see
that bombardment on itsway. In one sense it was unfortunate that the wegpons would take alot longer
to reach their targets than the light advertising their approach, but since their targets couldn’t avoid or
block the projectiles, the Sight of the incoming wave of devastation would have plenty of timeto add to
the panic.

Combat systems helpfully advised that Witch, Jnn, Goblin, and Titan should betold to prioritize
fabrication of replacement kinetic bombardment projectiles. Geary tapped the control to passthat to
Captain Tyrosian on Witch. It dl felt so very smooth and smple, out here on the edge of the system. As
the fleet raced inward, getting in among the Syndics where reaction times were measured in seconds and
minutesingtead of hours, it would start feeling alot less smooth, he knew. And asthose kinetic projectiles
reached their targets, awave of destruction would ripple across the worlds and human artifacts orbiting
the star Sancere. Remembering the many Alliance ships the Syndics had destroyed in the ambush at their
home system before hel d assumed command, Geary felt agrim satisfaction at the thought of how the
Syndic leaders would react when news of the attack on Sancere finaly reached them. Y ou thought we
were scared, running so hard for our livesthat we couldn’t hit back. Now you’ re finding out just how
wrong you were.

One more thing had to be done. Geary straightened in his chair, adopting his best professiona pose, then
began broadcagting to the entire star system. “ People in the Sancere star system, thisis Captain John
Geary, commanding officer of the Alliance fleet. We are engaging dl military targetsin thissystem. All
other personnel, ships, citizens, colonies, off-planet facilities, and planets are directed to surrender
immediately. Those who surrender will be trested humanely in accordance with the laws of war. Failure
to surrender risks being targeted for elimination of military-related facilities and resources. Any attacks or
attempts againg ships of the Alliance fleet will be met with the full force at our disposa.”

“To the honor of our ancestors, thisis Cgptain John Geary, commanding officer of the Alliance fleet.”

He ended the tranamission, taking a deep, caming breath. “1’m not cut out to be an actor,” he remarked
to Captain Degani.

“It sounded impressive from here,” shereplied. Degani’ s atitude toward daughtering Syndics had been
moderated by association with Geary, but she' d till obvioudy been pleased by the threats of mass
destruction that Geary had just broadcast.

About an hour and a half later the fleet swept by the outermost gas giant, the cruisers and destroyerson
the wing nearet to the huge planet swooping over to daughter the big, dow-moving mining ships. Onthe
visua spectrum display, Geary could see dark shapes moving againgt the bright, pae green globe of the
gasgiant as hiswarshipstore past, the charged particle “ spears’ of their hell-lance batteries ripping apart
the unarmed mining ships. By bringing up more information, Geary could see representations of the
aurviva podsfleeing from the mining ships, tiny objects scattering in al directionslike seeds from bursting
cases. Geary called up yet another set of data, and space was threaded with fine lines arcing in graceful
curves, marking the projected paths of both hiswarships and the civilian ships.

From adistance, war could look remarkably beautiful. Having seen it close up, Geary had no trouble
seeing past the attractiveness distance rendered, remembering instead torn ships and desperate crews,
lifetimes of labor shattered in an ingtant’ s fire from awarship. Even agreat victory didn’t look pleasant
from the deck plates of the shipsinvolved.

Blossoming clouds of fragments marked the remains of orbital installations that had aready caught the
force of kinetic rounds hurled their way. “Light’ s coming in from our bombardment of the Syndic military



base on the big moon of the eighth planet,” Degani remarked.

Geary switched to that. The optics of the Dauntless' s sensors provided remarkably clear pictures across
vast distances, but in this case the clouds of dust and debrisrising above what had once been a Syndic
military ingtalation were blocking much of the view. Having monitored the early impacts before the views
were obscured, the ship’s combat system had damage assessments posted next to every targeted
location. All offengve wegpons destroyed. All defensive systems diminated. All communications and
control facilities smashed by the impacts of unstoppable heavy chunks of metd traveling at a decent
fraction of the speed of light. If something couldn’t dodge the attack, destruction was certain. “Thisisn't
war. [t smurder.”

Degani gave Geary a surprised look.

“I know,” hetold her. “It's necessary. But the Syndics at those basesin fixed orbitsdon’'t stand a
chance. | can't cheer the fact that those poor devils are dying.”

Degani seemed to be thinking, then nodded. “Y ou prefer an honest fight. Certainly. There' shonor to
thet.”

“Yeah.” Onething in which he and the minds of modern sailors could find agreement. Geary checked the
display again. Hislight units had wiped out the Syndic shipping near the gas giant and were returning to
formation. It would be hours yet before the Syndic command authorities saw the Alliance fleet. Like
uncounted human military forces before them, the Alliance fleet had to endure the ancient ritua of hurry
up and walt.

Geary sudied the Syndic flotilla, itsamost Six hourstime-late position meaning little now. If theflotilla
had maintained the same trgjectory through the Sancere Star System, it would now be where the display
predicted. Otherwise, it could have traveled afair distance even loafing dong at well under .1 light. He
would have to be sure to handle that flotilla carefully. If | get too confident about how easy destroying it
will be, they might surprise me and inflict |osses out of proportion to their numbers.

Stll, there' s not enough there to threaten us. If Cresida s formation managesto capture their attention
long enough, those Syndic warships won't be able to get to the hypernet gate beforewe do. Thisis
looking very good.

Red symbols flashed into existence near the hypernet gate. Geary’ s eyesflew to that point, watching as
the symbols multiplied, willing them to stop. | spoke too soon. Did the Syndics figure out what we were
up to after dl? Did they hear from survivors of one of the shipsthat followed Falco? There shouldn't
have been enough time for them to react to that and get reinforcements here.

Not too many warships. Not too strong aforce. Please ancestors make it small enough for usto handle.
We can't run from this system without looting more suppliesfirs.

SX

“LOOKS like a dozen battleships and battle cruisers,” Degani remarked. She seemed happy at the
prospect of abigger battle. “ Only five heavy cruisers, though, onelight cruiser and nine Hunter-Killers.
Why so few escorts?’

The answer to that question became apparent as Dauntless s sensors eval uated what could be seen of
the new Syndic force. “They’ ve taken battle damage,” the combat systems watch reported, “and were
probably sent here for repair and refit. Most of their escorts were probably destroyed in the battle where
the bigger shipstook damage.”



Geary nodded, histhoughts roving back toward Alliance space. Were these Syndic shipsthe victors of a
battle in which the Alliance shipsfollowing Captain Faco had been annihilated? Or had they been mauled
elsewhere by the portions of the fleet that had remained in Alliance space to guard it while most of the
fleet had made the risky assault on the Syndic home system?“We need to find out where they got hurt
and who did it,” Geary stated out loud.

“Prisoners should be ableto tell usthat,” Degani noted cheerfully. “We can pick up some Syndic survival
pods after the battle.” She gestured at the images of the newly arrived warships. “If they’ re coming here
for refit after abattle, they may have little or no expendable weaponry on board. No missiles, no

grapeshot.”

“True,” Geary agreed. “ Can they reach any of the munitions depots we veidentified before our kinetic
bombardment hits the ammunition supplies?’

Degani ran some calculations, her hands flying over the controls. “Maybe. If they haul assfor the farthest
munitions depots from us as soon as they spot us. But they’ d have little time, and they’ d need to get clear
before our bombardment hit.”

Geary checked the solution. “ And that would take them out away from our path to the hypernet gate. |
hope they do make arun for that ammo dump.” He added up the total operational Syndic forcesin
system now. Sixteen battleships and adozen battle cruisers, thirteen heavy cruisers, onelight cruiser, and
an even twenty HuK's. A formidable forceif they managed to join up and fight together. Formidable on
paper, & least. The Syndic flatillathey’ d seen in the system upon arrival, if engaged in training, might not
have full load-outs of weapons and probably had inexperienced crews. The newly arrived Syndic force
was likely as experienced as any warships tended to be when tactics led to bloodbaths with heavy losses,
but those ships were aready battered and amost certainly low or completely out of expendable
weaponry. And, even combined, there were far too few light escorts for the bigger ships.

“What do you think, sir?’ Degani asked.

Geary sat slent for afew moments, using hisfinger to trace paths through the display before him,
depending on ingtincts born of long experience to estimate how hisfleet and the two Syndic forces would
move relative to each other. “It’s going to depend on what they do,” he finaly decided. “If they’ re stupid,
they’ Il individualy rush to battle, and we' |l be able to overwhelm each of theflotillaswith avery
comfortable superiority in ships and firegpower on our Sde.”

“Will they darerisk trying to join?’ Degani indicated the hypernet gate. “If they know we might be able
tousethat...”

Oh, hell. Degani had remained focused on the primary issue, while Geary had gotten lost in possible
aternatives. “No. You'reright. That newly arrived force will betold to reinforce the gate defenses.” Or
to help destroy the gate. But what about the other flotilla? He traced more paths, then shook his head.
“The other flotillacould do any number of things. But my guessisthat once they see we' re headed for the
gate, they’ll charge that way, too, or esethey’|l be ordered there even though they’ Il get to the gate too
late to stop us.”

“We can handlethat,” Degani noted.

Her cam confidence wasinfectious. “Yeah.” Geary settled back in his seet. “| figure we ve got a half
hour window before anything else happens, then we' |l have new information coming in for hoursaswe
start seeing the Syndicsreact to us. I'm going to grab aquick biteto eat.” Degani nodded, her eyeson
her own situation display. “ Can | bring you anything?' Geary asked half-jokingly.



She tapped one pocket and grinned. “I’ ve got ration bars.”

“You're abetter sailor than me.” Geary smiled in reply. He stood up, turning to see Co-President Rione
still seated and eyeing him, her expression impossible to read. Geary nodded to her. “So far so good.”

“Sofar,” Rione echoed, but he couldn’t tdl if her voice held humor or disdain.

MUCH of the action that unfolded over the following hours asthe Alliance fleet fell deeper into the
Sancere Star Systemn was predictable. Nonmilitary shipping headed for nearby orbita ports or else began
scattering into empty portions of the system in the hopes that the Alliance shipswouldn't waste time
hunting them down. Frantic activity erupted in the orbital shipyards astugs began hauling away vita
materials and a couple of the under-construction major warships, but there weren't enough tugsto get all
of the battleships and battle cruisers being built out of the way of the kinetic bombardment racing toward
itstargets. The two unfinished warships being pulled out of the path of the bombardment could be easily
blown apart later when the fleet siwept through that area, but Geary till had to admire the dedication of
the Syndic work crews. They weretrying, even though the efforts must have seemed as hopel ess as they
actudly were.

Wl behind the light announcing the arriva of the Alliance fleet came the kinetic bombardment, spreading
out across the system, pummeling targets ever farther in-system, heading inexorably for the inner system
crowded with industria and military ingtalations.

The Syndic force Geary had christened the Training Flatillain his mind even though the officia combat
system designation was Syndic Force Alpha had turned toward the fifth world almost four hours beforeit
had sighted Geary’ sfleet, closing the distance purely by chance. When hefinally saw it yaw around and
up, he knew that course change had occurred five hours ago and redlized he' d spent more than ten hours
on the bridge. He nonetheless waited alittle longer, until they could tell the Training Flotillawas moving to
engage Task Force Furious. A check of the battle-battered Syndic Force Bravo showed it had,
unfortunatdly, turned back toward the hypernet gate. Geary took a moment to pray the Syndicsin that
force would use the gate to flee the system and spare him the uncertainty of a battle aswell asthe worry
that they would destroy the gate before he could reachiit.

He rubbed his eyeswearily. It was till amost twenty-four more hours until the fleet reached the vicinity
of the closest-in gas giant and atered course to sweep directly toward the hypernet gate. There were
stimulants he could take to stay awake and dert for days, but even the best of those exacted aprice,
especialy when quick decisonswere needed under pressure. The human mind needed red deep and
wouldn’t be happy with anything else. Captain Degani was napping in her seat, gpparently comfortable
enough and able to deegp through routine sounds on the bridge. But nothing was going to happen fast
now. New information might comein, but it was clear that any developing threat would be seen hours
before it was adanger. Geary tapped his communications controls. “ All ships ensure crews are rotated
and given opportunity for rest.” Geary stood, stretching, determined to provide agood example. “1I'm
going down to get some deep,” he advised the watch-standers on the bridge. “Call meif anything
unexpected happens. | want to know about any changes in the movements of the two Syndic flotillas.”

Seeping for sx hoursin the middle of a battle seemed absurd, but when the battle was happening in dow
motion over days of time, it just made sense. Staying awake to watch nothing happening would only
leave him too tired to think straight when something did start taking place. So Geary told himself ashelay
down in his bunk and stared at the overhead. It could have been alot worse. The defenses were
surprisingly weak despite the many military targetsin the system. The Syndics obvioudy hadn't thought
Sancere faced ared danger of attack, and why should they? But surprises could still happen, and he



needed aclear head to deal with them.

Restlessness eventually drove Geary up to roam the ship, stopping to talk with officers and sailors at their
duty stations or catching meals. Everyone seemed nervous and excited, worried about what might
happen but aso feding the thrill of hitting asurprised enemy hard. A few wondered about the hypernet
gate, and Geary offered vague assurances that the gate would be taken if at al possible.

Six hoursfrom reaching the gas giant, the main body of the fleet finaly had something exciting to watch
besides the wave of destruction as the kinetic bombardment fell on targets ahead of the Alliance force.
Task Force Furious had accelerated up to .2 light on its charge toward the inner planets and was now
two light-hours away from the main body, braking back down to .1 light and closing fast on Syndic
Force Alpha, the Training Hatilla

Unableto direct the action from so far away, knowing everything he was seeing had already happened,
Geary watched whiletrying not to reved his nervousness. If those steedy commanders of hisgaveinto
temptation and lit into the Syndics, it would result in abloody brawl. The thirty shipsunder Cresida’s
command were outnumbered by the thirty-nine in the Syndic Training Flatilla, and were a so outgunned
by the Syndic ships thanks to the ten battleships on the Syndic side. The odds were good enough to
entice the Syndicsto battle, just as Geary had hoped. He was certain Cresida wouldn’t be dumb enough
to get involved in aship-to-ship dug out at close range, but mistakes on her part or clever moves by the
Syndics could lead to just that.

It dl came down to trusting the officer he had placed in command. After the mess Numos had made of
his command of aformation at Kaiban, Geary had vowed not to put anyone else he didn’t trust in charge
of any part of thefleet. But it wasfar easier not to trugt, to try to micromanage his subordinates, than it
wasto let them do their jobs. Funny how that never changes. Y ou haveto learn that asajunior officer,
and you haveto stick to it asasenior officer. If you' re going to be any good as a commander, that is.

Two hours ago, but only now visible to the main body of the Alliance flegt, Cresida had played it smart,
angling asif intending adirect clash, then dtering course for aglancing engagement. With too littletimeto
react, the Syndic shipsreacted clumsily, confirming Geary’ s assessment that they were crewed by raw
personnd. The Syndic formation tried to pivot around its flagship’ s axis, turning and changing heading to
present awall of firepower to Task Force Furious. But some of the Syndic ships turned late, shooting
past their turning fellows, and others swung through the same space their comrades were trying to use.
Shipstwisted away from near collisions, further disrupting the Syndic formation and leaving the flank
nearest Task Force Furious' s approach hanging unsupported. As the Syndicstried unsuccesstully to
concentrate fire on the approach of the Alliance ships, the Alliance force led by Furioustore past the
unsupported flank of the Syndic formation and shredded it with overwhelming firepower directed by ship
after ship againgt the Syndic warships making up the side of theflatilla

Geary breathed asigh of relief as Dauntlesstallied the Syndic losses. One of the battleships raked
repeatedly and left drifting and dead. Two battle cruisers severdy damaged. All four heavy cruiserson
that flank destroyed aong with five of the Hunter-Killers. Status updates sent to Dauntless from the Task
Force Furious ships and arriving now along with the light from the bettle revealed the Alliance ships had
taken little or no damage. “Nicejob,” Captain Degani commented.

“Very nice,” Geary agreed. Then he stiffened. On the two-hour-old time-late images, Task Force
Furious had gtarted bending around in avery wide turn, arcing up, over, and to the side asiif intending
another firing run at theflailing Syndics. Y ou' re not supposed to do that, Cresida. Don't risk it.

At the speeds the warships of Task Force Furious were traveling, the turn took along time and alot of
gpace, even with the ships braking their velocity to reduce the turn radius. But eventualy it became clear



that Cresida had ordered another pass. Damn. She should’ ve known better.

The Syndics had taken advantage of the delay to straighten out their formation and face their heaviest
firepower toward the Alliance attackers. Apparently anticipating another blow to the flanks, the Syndic
formation now clustered the surviving light unitsin the center, the remaining battleships and battle cruisers
ranked intwo verticaly aigned planes, narrow ends facing the Alliance attack on either side like dices of
bread enclosing the weaker ships. It wasironic to see the big ships escorting the smaler shipsthat were
supposed to escort them, but Geary was impressed that the Syndics had so quickly figured out a counter
to Cresida stactic of hitting aflank.

“What do you suppose she did?’ Captain Degani asked, her voiceintrigued rather than worried. The
past tense sounded strange when they were watching events unfold, but it was areminder that whatever
had happened had aready taken place, for better or worse.

“WEell soon see,” Geary replied, trying not to sound furious himself at the actions of Furious. He couldn’t
stop it, couldn’t changeit, just watch history two hours old un-scroll before his eyes asthe light from the
battle reached Dauntless.

Task Force Furious was now itsdlf in an flattened pencil-shaped formation, long and thin. Geary stared at
it, trying to figure out why Cresida had arranged her shipsthat way. The two forces closed rapidly, Task
Force Furious accelerating at the best rate its handpicked force of agile ships could manage. The Alliance
shipswere now closing on the Syndic ships at acombined relative speed of just under .2 light. Both sides
would have serious trouble getting effective fire control solutions at that speed with rdativigtic distortions
confusing am, but it was bardly within acceptable engagement limits.

The speed and the difficulty that created with seeing the movements of other ships|eft the Syndicsless
time to react when Cresida changed her force' s trgectory through space again, the warships of Task
Force Furious bending the formation down and below the waiting Syndic defenders, aming for one
exposed corner of the rectangular plane formation on the port side of the Syndic force. The single Syndic
battleship anchoring that corner found itself taking fire from the entire Alliance formation asit tore padt,
ship after ship hurling wegpons at the beleaguered Syndic warship whileit could only reply with single
volleysat each individud Alliance ship. Even though alot of Alliance shots missed because of the
targeting difficulties, there were so many wegpons hammering the same Syndic battleship that enough hits
were being scored.

The Alliance formation passed completely under the Syndic formation, still diving down to open the range
and leaving in its wake the spreading cloud of debristhat had been a Syndic battleship.

Degani waslaughing softly. “They’re going to be very angry with Commander Cresida. That was agood
move, Captain Geary. She taunted them twice and hurt them both times. Now, |ook, they’ re coming
around to chase her, but she' s not heading for the fifth planet.”

“No.” Geary studied the track Task Force Furious was curving onto, Dauntless' s maneuvering systems
quickly estimating the destination. “ Cresida s decided to go for the shipyards orbiting near the fourth
world.” The hugeindustria complexes were perhaps the most valuable targetsin the star system. Geary
had given Cresida orders not to destroy them because he wanted a chance to loot them first, but Task
Force Furious could easily smash in passing the one nearly completed battleship and one battle cruiser
being franticaly towed out of their construction waysin an attempt to save them from the Alliance kinetic
bombardment aimed at the under-construction shipping.

She handled it right. All of it. But if I’d had ingtant communications with her, I’d have ordered Cresidato
do things differently, because | wouldn’t have trusted her judgment. Remember that, Geary. There's



good heads among these ship commanders and they’ re paying attention to you. Y ou have to trust them in
return. Knowing his message wouldn’t reach her for hours, Geary tapped his communi cations controls.
“To Commander Cresidaand al shipsin Task Force Furious, thisis Captain Geary. Excellent work.

Keepitup.”

THERE' D been no reply to Geary’ s surrender demands by the time the Alliance fleet dove past the
innermost gas giant, annihilating Syndic industria targets unstruck by the kinetic bombardment and
sweeping any remaining Syndic merchant shipping in the areafrom space. In-system ore carriersand
other merchant ships had only asmal fraction of the propulson capability of warships. Over timethey
could build up substantial speed, but it took along time, and these Syndic ships hadn’t been granted that
muchtime

The kinetic bombardment was till a couple of hours from reaching the fourth planet, so the Syndic
command structure was till fully operationd in the inner system. Geary wished he knew just what orders
were being issued by that command structure. “ All unitsin Alliance fleet main body, execute course
change two five degrees to starboard, down zero two degrees at time four seven.”

“They’ll have timeto see we' re heading for the gate and issue reaction orders before our bombardment
hits” Degani remarked regretfully.

“It can’'t be helped.” Far off to one Side, Task Force Furious was sill bearing down on the shipyards
orbiting the fourth planet. The battered, and no doubt enraged, ships of Syndic Force Alphahad piled on
Speed, edging past .2 light on an intercept course curving to meet up with Task Force Furious just short
of the orbiting shipyards around the fourth planet. “What do think their odds are of getting hits on Furious

at that speed?’

“With inexperienced crews and combat systems sill digning themsalves? As close to zero as makesno
difference,” Degani stated. “ They’ |l need to dow to engagement speed, and if they dow, they won't
make that intercept point.”

Degani’ s assessment matched his own. Geary nodded, then frowned, once again bothered by the
thought that he was missing something. But whatever it was stayed hidden in the back of hismind,
refusing to come forward, so Geary findly tried thinking of other thingsin the hope that would help. It
didn't.

FIVE hours out from the hypernet gate, Geary frowned again. Syndic Force Alpha, the Training Flatilla,
had kept accelerating to .25 light and adjusted itstrack dightly to crossthe path of Task Force Furious
before the Alliance ships reached the fourth planet. “Why do | get the fegling they’ re not planning on
dowing down to engage Task Force Furious?’

Degani seemed puzzled aswell. “I don’t see how many hitsthey can hopeto achieve at that speed.
There sno point in any intercept that isn't athreat. If Cresda’ s shipsdo any evasive maneuversat dl,
they’ |l totally throw off firing solutions on the Syndic ships, and rdativistic distortion will keep the Syndics
from even seeing exactly what the Alliance ships are doing. Surely even if the commandersin the Syndic
shipsdon't redlize that, the more senior Syndic commanders on the planets do. They’ ve had plenty of
timeto tell Force Alphato do something different, but that hasn't happened.”

“Why would they do something that will dmost eiminate their chances of hitting our ships?’ Geary
wondered out loud. “Why would their superiors agreeto it?’



He d forgotten Co-President Rione was once again in the bridge’ s observer seat. Now her voice
sounded like that of ateacher ingtructing adull student. “Perhaps you should stop assuming you know
their intentions.”

Geary turned to look at Rione. “What do you mean?’

“I mean that you keep talking about what the Syndics must do to hit your ships. What if hitting your ships
is't the Syndics' priority?’

Degani, looking reluctant to agree with Rione, clenched onefig. “If they can't hit us, that dso meansthe
samerdatividic factorswill kegp usfrom being ableto target them well. They’ re minimizing their chances

of getting hit again.”

Surviva wasthe Syndic priority? But why?“What would be the point of keeping that formation asintact
as possiblewhileletting usrun amok?’

“They expect something to change the odds,” Degani stated dowly.

Geary gritted histeeth. He and Degani had been assuming they knew the Syndic intentions and then
trying to make Syndic actions match those assumptions. The enemy’ sred intentions were obvious now
that Rione had focused them back on what the Syndics were actudly doing. “ Do they expect more
reinforcements?’

“It' sunlikely but possible that a courier might have gated out without being spotted,” Degani agreed.
“But even if they had donethat, they couldn’t possibly be expecting areply dready. We d haveto
assume the Syndics had accurately guessed we were coming to Sancere.”

“That doesn’t match what we found here,” Rione objected, again surprisng Geary. “ Everything reflected
surprise a our arrival. That could be avery eaboratetrick to lull usinto overconfidence, but surely the
Syndicswouldn't have avoided placing minefields at the jump exit if they believed we were coming to
Sancere.”

“You're both right,” Geary agreed. “Which would mean the intercept apparently aimed at Task Force
Furiousisjust afeint, trying to throw off Furious s charge. That matches what the Syndics are doing.
Let’ sassume no big reinforcements are coming within the next few days. What else could change the
odds enough to make force preservation the primary goa of that Syndic flotilla?’” Something big. That
went without saying. Something big enough to dragtically ater the balance of forcesin this star system.

Geary looked at the representation of Syndic Force Bravo on hisdisplay. “Force Alphais moving so fast
we can't hit them, but Force Bravo isjust Sitting there near the hypernet gate, maintaining afixed station,
even though it’ s obviousthat' s our objective.”

Degani shook her head. “They must be planning on accdlerating away soon. Just Sitting there waiting for
usisnothing but suicide.”

“Y et they’ ve clearly been told to do that. Just like the other formation has been told to avoid losing
ships” Geary fiddled with the display, changing his perspective to view the Syndic formation from
different angles. “What' sthe latest on estimated damage to the Syndic shipsin Force Bravo?’

“They’ve dl got some damage, but two of the battleships and three of the battle cruisers are so beat up
that they’ ve probably got minimum combat capability,” Degani replied.

Geary highlighted the most heavily damaged Syndic ships. All five werein the center of the Syndic
formation, which in turn seemed to be centered on the hypernet gate. “ Standard tactics, as | understand



them, have been to charge Straight for the enemy, right?’
Degani nodded.

“Why put their weakest units there, then? Why not tell them to run for open space? All they can
accomplishin that station is absorbing shotsfrom us.”

Captain Degani consdered the display, her eyes narrowing in thought. “I can think of three possible
reasons. One would be smple supidity if their commander isincompetent. Another would be that the
five heavily damaged ships are intended as bait. A third would be that for some reason the most capable
ships are needed on the outside of the formation.”

“I don’t want to assume incompetence at this point. That could make ustoo confident. Besides, why
wouldn’t the Syndics have given coordinated orders to the two formations? It isn't like the Syndicsto let
commanders operate independently.”

Desani nodded.

Geary felt asudden knot in his stomach. “| think your reasons two and three are both right.” He pointed.
“WE re expected to charge straight for the center of the formation, like Alliance forces usudly do, and
the most badly damaged enemies are there waiting for usto finish them off. Bait, asyou said.” He
remembered watching hisfleet fal apart a Corvus, where every ship had been scramblingto getinona
few kills of hopelesdy outnumbered light Syndic warships. Syndic commanders who expected that kind
of behavior would know what alure those damaged shipswould be to Alliance commanders seeking
quick and easy kills. “And when we get close enough, these units,” he indicated those on the outside of
the formation, “with the best weapons capahility, go after the gate itself. They want to sucker usin close,
then destroy the gate and hope the resulting energy dischargeis big enough to hurt alot of our ships.”

A moment of silence passed as Degani considered hisidea, then she rapped onefist on the arm of her
command seet. “I think you'reright, Sir. If the main fleet got hurt badly enough at the hypernet gate, that
changesthe oddsin the system, and Task Force Furious might find itsdlf the only organized Alliance
fighting force in Sancere.”

Geary checked some ship statistics. “ And even with the damage Task Force Furious did to Syndic Force
Alpha, the Syndicflatillastill dightly outgunsthe task force. That' swhy they'retrying to avoid further
losses. So that they’ |l bein a superior position if their plan at the gate works.”

“If the gate failure energy releaseis bad enough to hurt us,” Degani noted, “thenit’ll be bad enough to
wipe out the Syndic shipsthere aswell.”

“Yeah.” Trade adozen big warships, about haf very badly damaged, for three, four, or five timesthat
many Alliance capita ships and who knew how many lighter combatants. To the bean counting minds of
the Syndicate Worlds leadership, that probably looked like avery good business ded, especidly sinceit
might force the surviving Alliance shipsto fleeand leave alot of the till-surviving ingdlationsin the
Sancere Star System intact. 1 wonder if the crews of those ships know?”

“| doubt it.”

“Me, to0.” Geary played with his controls for amoment, then decisvely punched one. “ Syndicate
Worlds warships at the Sancere Star System hypernet gate, thisis Captain Geary, commander of the
Alliancefleet in Sancere Star System. Be advised that the energy discharge as aresult of destroying the
hypernet gateis very likely to be so severe asto wipe out every ship nearby.” He paused, wondering if
he should mention the danger destruction of the gate might pose to the planetsin the system and even the



planetsin surrounding star systems. But, no, if the Syndic leaders hadn’t already figured that out, there
was no way Geary wanted to be the oneto tell them. “Y ou face impossible odds. Y our ships aready
bear substantial damage from earlier battles. Thereis no dishonor in surrender. Y ou have my word that
any personne who surrender will be treated humanely in accordance with the laws of war.”

Co-President Rione spoke again, her voiceflat. “I hope you' re not holding your bresth waiting for them
to surrender.”

“No,” Geary answered. “But there' sa chance, and it'd make lifealot easier for usif they did.”
“Don’t assume the crews of those ships control their own fates,” Rione added.

Geary gave Degani aquestioning look. She seemed to not understand the co-president’ s statement as
well. “What do you mean?’

“I mean,” Rione stated, her voice grim now, “that we believe the Syndics may have aremote command
override on their ships, which would alow a Syndic CEO the meansto input orders directly to the
combat and maneuvering systems of ships, bypassing the crews.”

“I"d heard rumors of that sort of thing,” Degani noted, “but nothing officid.”

Rione nodded to her. “Condgder thisan officid confirmation. We don’t know thisistruefor certain, but
there' s classified evidence available to support it. It'sasort of doomsday option for a Syndic CEO,
rarely employed becauseif it was used often enough, we could detect and andyze the Sgnds, then use
the same override againg them.”

Geary fdt apainin hishead and tried to push it away with hisfingers againgt hisforehead.
“Unbdievable.” All right. Assume that' s the case, that those crews are about to be deliberately sacrificed
to lureusin and even if they try to do something about it won't be able to stop it. That meansthey won't
be able to stop their ships from attacking the gate tethers. But this doomsday override can't beflexible if
it tells ships exactly what to do. “If we know what the Syndics probably intend, then we can predict what
ordersthose shipswill execute.”

Desani’ s bared her teeth. “Which meanswe Il know where they’ re going to be.”

“Right.” Geary called up the weapons employment system and began entering assumptions. If the Syndic
shipsin the best shape were ordered to destroy the gate tethers, and the destruction of the gate was
supposed to be timed to catch the Alliance fleet as close to the hypernet gate as possible, where would
those Syndic ships go and when would they go there? The system cranked through the math and within a
second projected courses and times flashed up on the display. “We can target them. Send kinetic rounds
to intercept the predicted courses, kinetic rounds heavy enough to punch through their shields and take
out the ships”

Rionewas frowning. “I don’t understand. Y ou don’t normally employ such weapons againgt other ships.”

“No, because the shipswould just see them coming and dodge.” Geary pointed. “But if the ships have
been locked onto a certain trgjectory and the crews can’t override those instructions, if the doomsday
override doesn't dlow for enough maneuvering flexibility, we might be ableto nail afew.”

“| see” Rione nodded. “Thisisthe only way to keep them from destroying the gate before we get to it,
in'tit?”

Geary glanced at Degani, who nodded aswell. “I think so. It's achance, anyway. Captain Degani, have
your wegpons specidists double-check my work and set up the engagement. | want the kinetic rounds to



fireautomatically a the optimum point, giving us aone-minute heads-up and countdown.”

“No problem, sir.” Degani pointed at the appropriate watch-stander, who bent to his task.

THE wave of destruction from the Alliance kinetic bombardment arrived at and swept over first the
fourth planet and then, about an hour later, the third. Gazing at the highly magnified views, Geary could
see explosions rippling in series across the worlds and ingtall ations orbiting them. The under-congtruction
warships blew gpart under the impacts, pieces hurled away to spin into space or get caught in the gravity
well of the fourth world to tumbleto their destruction. Syndic command and control centers on the
planets vanished in intense flashes of light followed by towering mushroom clouds fountaining skyward.
On the night-covered portions of the worlds that were visble, flickering lights from impactsrolled across
the darkened surfacesin a show that would' ve been beautiful if it hadn’t represented so much
destruction.

Next to the images, Dauntless s combat systems maintained ataly of results updating so rapidly it was
hard to read at times. Irritated and not sure what the escalating numbers were telling him, Geary switched
the display to tel him how many targets remained active. Now the tally scrolled rapidly downward.
Communications hubs. Spaceports. Mgor arfieds. Military bases. Antiorbital defenses. Military-related
indugtrid facilities. Stockpiles of ammunition, spare parts, and equipment. Research facilities. In orbit,
graceful arrays of satdllites and facilities blew apart under impacts, changing into dowly spreading masses
of fragmentsfar above the atmosphere. Beneath that cocoon of wreckage, therain of metd projectiles
fell acrossthe two worlds, leaving tangled debris and cratersin itswake.

All of the numbersfor targeted ingtalations ran down to zero. “Like shooting fishin abarrdl,” Geary
observed.

“More like dropping bombsinto barrelsfull of fish,” Degani remarked. She seemed as cheerful as usud
when watching destruction being worked on Syndic targets.

“There was plenty of time for the Syndicsto evacuate every one of those targets,” Rione observed. “Do
we know if they did?’

Degani shrugged. “Madam Co-President, even Dauntless can’t track that many human targets moving
that far away beneath atmospheres or behind planets. We did see signs of evacuations under way, but if
you' re asking whether some Syndicsdied in that bombardment, | frankly can't tell you.”

“Y ou spared some of the raw materials stockpiles,” Rione observed.

Geary nodded. “ And some orbital facilities. We needed to leave the Syndics something to give us. Or
rather for usto take. Since negotiations haven't worked well in the past, I’ m planning on just sending in
forcesto grab what we want.”

Rione gazed at Geary for amoment before answering. “ That' s probably awise move.”

Heredlized belatedly that hislast stlatement could have been interpreted wrongly. “I don’t blame you at
al for the Syndic falure to abide by agreements. My decision wastotaly based on how untrustworthy
the Syndics have proven.”

Rione nodded. “Thank you, though like you, | hold myself accountable even for those things outside my
power to control.”

The statement sounded like a compliment. Geary wondered why Rione had suddenly said something to



him that at least sounded nice.
“Inany event,” Rione continued, “I thank you for sparing civilian targets, Captain Geary.”
“You'rewecome”

“Captain Geary,” awatch-stander announced. “ Syndic Force Alphais about to crossthe projected track
of Task Force Furious.”

Which actualy meant that the event had taken place some hours ago, the same as the bombardment of
worldsthat they had just witnessed. Geary focused his display there, seeing the arcing track of Task
Force Furious curving toward the fourth world, the dightly flatter arc of the Syndic flotilla strgectory
crossing it dmost alight-minute ahead of where Task Force Furious had been. “Y ou don't think they
tried to drop mines dong that track, do you?’

Degani shrugged again. “ They might have tried. Surdly Commander Cresidawould have prepared for
thet.”

She apparently had. Even before the Syndic force actually crossed the track of Task Force Furious, they
could see the Alliance formation atering course, swinging farther and farther to the side. “Where the hell
isshe going now?’ Geary wondered.

Thistime Degani grinned. “Captain Geary, when you let |oose awesgpon like Commander Cresdaand
tell her to seek her own targets, you have to be prepared for some unexpected decisions.”

Geary couldn’'t hdp laughing. “1 guesssince | have no ideawhat she' s doing next, there’ s no possibility of
the Syndics anticipating her moves, either.”

Ve ocity and momentum carried Task Force Furious along ways in the same direction it had been going,
but its course kept diverging from the origind projection. By thetimeit reached the region wherethe
Syndic flotilla had crossed its track, Task Force Furious was severd light-seconds away from whereit
would have been on that origina course. “1f the Syndics dropped mines, they were wasted,” Degani
observed. “Theregion of space they would' ve had to cover istoo huge.”

Task Force Furious kept turning, now aso diving below the plane of the system, forming ahuge spird as
its ships came around through afull circle, only steadying up again when the task force was headed for
the amost-completed Syndic battleship and battle cruiser that had been towed away from the orbital
bombardment. Far beyond, Syndic Force Alphawas still charging across the Sancere Star System,
putting tremendous distance between itsdf and the Alliance task force.

One hdf hour later, Geary watched as Task Force Furious swept by the aready battered shipyards,
taking out some unstruck targets with precison hdll-lancefire. Ten minutes after that, asthe Syndic tugs
dropped their lines and ran franticaly for safety, Task Force Furious tore apart the under-construction
battleship and battle cruiser that the tugs had tried to save, the lightest unitsin the task force swinging
farther out to blow apart the fleeing tugs as easly asif they were swatting flies.

Geary tore his attention away from Cresida stask force, knowing that whatever it did now was irrelevant
to the ultimate outcome of the battle for Sancere system. That rested ahead of them, where Syndic Force
Bravo gill waited, unmoving, near the hypernet gate.

One and ahaf hoursuntil contact, assuming the Syndics didn’t stage alast minute charge and close the
distance morerapidly.

Lessthan two hours, amost certainly, before everyone in the Sancere Star System discovered what



happened when a hypernet gate was destroyed.

“Captain Degani,” Geary asked, “why hasn't anyone tried to destroy a hypernet gate before this? |
know from the records of the war I’ ve reviewed that Star systems near enemy territory that contain gates
have been attacked and captured. Why haven't the gates in those systems been destroyed?’

Degani gppeared surprised by the question. “The enemy couldn’t use afriendly gate. Thisisthefirst time
an enemy force has had akey to the other Sde’ s hypernet.”

“Y es, but the enemy could till usetheir own gate to send in reinforcements quickly or mount a
counterattack aimed &t retaking the system.”

“Yes, ar.” Degani seemed to think that didn’t require explanation.

The reason dawned on Geary. He hadn’t been thinking like these modern fighters. “Y ou want the enemy
forcesto show up.”

“Of course, Captain Geary. The point of offensive actionsis to engage and destroy the enemy,” Degani
explained asif discussing something everyone knew. “ Anything that makesit easier for enemy forcesto
arrive for combat furthersthe god of bringing the enemy to battle. A functioning enemy gete offersa
guaranteed battlefield.”

“Of course.” Strip war down to its most basic eement, and that wasit. Kill the enemy. Looked at that
way, it made perfect senseto leave the enemy hypernet gate intact, because that meant more enemies
could be counted upon to arrive, and then you could try to kill them. Thanksto that functioning hypernet
gate, the enemy would be reinforcing faster than you, but that just meant more targets. No wonder

they’ ve taken such losses. It' snot just the loss of battle-fighting expertise, it’ s an attitude that places
killing above winning. They’ d forgotten that winning smart can kill more enemiesthan dugging it out
toe-to-toe.

Geary studied hisfleet formation for perhaps the one hundredth timein the last few hours. How did you
best dedl with amassively outnumbered enemy force that wanted your fleet to get close? He kept coming
up with the same answer, even though it wasn't fool proof. “We Il have to split the fleet formation.”

Degani nodded, betraying no concern.

Geary made adecision, knowing he could otherwise spend endless time debating with himself because
there wasn't any single obvioudly right way to do this. He worked the controls, setting up formations that
broke the main body of the fleet into six sections, each composed of amix of capital shipsand escorts.

“Six?" Degani asked, finaly surprised.

“Yes. | want to avoid giving the Syndics the concentrated target they want. | also want to be ableto
employ our firepower againgt them, which | can't if we rein formations so much larger than our targets
that alot of our unitsare out of contact.” Geary hesitated, then mashed the control sending the ordersto
thefleat. “All unitsin the Alliance flegt, thisis Captain Geary. New formation assgnments are en route to
your units. Formation execution will be a time two zero. | intend having each formation conducting
passes againgt Syndic Force Bravo until it either fleesthe area of the hypernet gate or is destroyed.”

Degani studied the information on her own display, eyes narrowed in thought. “ Six formations. Each
swinging past the Syndicsin turn before arching out and coming around again. Like ahuge whed. We'll
smply pound them to piecesif they don’'t move.”

“That' stheidea,” Geary agreed.



“Y ou’ ve put Dauntless back in Formation Delta,” Degjani observed.

“Yes” Hecould tell Degani was abit miffed about that, about being fourth in line. “1 think the Syndics
aregoing to hold out for the firgt three passes. By the time the fourth formation agpproaches, which will be
Déta, | believethey’ll do something. | want to have Dauntless there when they do.” Degani smiled, as
did the watch-standers on the bridge. Geary felt dightly guilty, knowing he' d so held Dauntless back
because of the likelihood that the Syndics wouldn't survive the first three formation passes and he was
duty-bound to get Dauntless and the Syndic hypernet key safely home to Alliance space. Odds were that
Dauntlesswould only be sweeping up the remnants of the Syndics.

Unlessthings went very badly and the Syndics started taking down that hypernet gate. In which case, key
on board or not, Geary knew he had to be close to the scene.

“Kinetic roundsinbound,” the wegpons watch announced in an dmost bored voice. They'd aready
eadly dodged a half-dozen attemptsto target them, seeing the rounds approaching from such along
distance that the tiniest course correction or changein speed guaranteed amiss. “ Origin from hypernet
gate defenses.”

“WEe I give them something to worry about soon enough,” Degani observed gleefully.

Geary briefly wondered what Captain Degani would do for fun if the war somehow ended, and smashing
Syndics was no longer an acceptable way to passthetime.

Dauntless s maneuvering systems kicked in at time two zero, shoving her mass down and over to the
place where she' d wait for the rest of Formation Deltato form around her. All around Dauntlessthe
other ships of the fleet broke from the positionsthey’ d held, asif an incredibly huge machine had just
disassembled itsdlf into component parts. The parts siwung through space, weaving intricate patterns as
they headed for new positions, the massve machine reassembling itsdf into Sx new machines, each a
smadler verson of the big machine they’ d dl once made up.

It took timefor all of those shipsto move across those distances, forming up so that the last formation in
linewas severd light-minutes behind the first. The reassembly hadn’t quite finished when the wegpons
watch called out again. “Wegpons system recommends launching kinetic rounds at Syndic Force Bravo
inoneminute”

Geary nodded. “Doiit.”

Geary’ srearrangement of the shipsin the fleet had required the weapons system to rethink which ship
should launch projectiles a what, but that required much less than asecond of calculations. At exactly the
optimum time, ships began automatically firing the barrage at the Syndic defenders of the hypernet gate.

Only threelight-minutes till separated the leading Alliance ships from the Syndic defenders of the
hypernet gate. At avedocity of .1 light, that meant thirty minutes, perhapsthe longest haf hour Geary
thought he would ever experience. Talk about rdativistic distortion. Timeitself seemed to have dowed to
acrawl.

“Syndic defenders conducting evasive maneuvers to dodge incoming kinetic rounds,” the weapons watch
reported. “ Systems report four of the Syndic battleships are changing their positions dong predicted
tracks.”

“They'redoing it,” Degani murmured. “ Just like you thought, Captain Geary.”

“Let’ sseeif they’ ve got enough control of their shipsto dodge,” he cautioned, feding his gutstightening.



“Formation Alpha commencing firing pass on Syndic defenders. Syndic forces arefiring.”

Geary centered hisdisplay on the action. Alliance destroyers and light cruisers swept in on either side,
hammering the defengive units near the gate. With powerful shields, the units managed to shrug off thefire
of the lighter units, but then heavy cruisers came past, tossing grapeshot out in tight firing patternsand
following with barrages from their hell-lance batteries. The meta bal bearings of the grapeshot hit the
weekened defensive shields, vaporizing on impact; then the charged particle spearsfired by the hell-lance
batteries ripped on through. Defensive unit after defensive unit reeled under hits, blown out of position
and knocked out of action by impacts.

Meanwhile, the big warshipsin the center of Alliance Formation Alphatore past the center of Syndic
Force Bravo, the heavily damaged enemy battleships and battle cruisers still holding station opposite the
center of the gate. The Alliance battleshi ps Fearless, Resolution, Redoubtable, and Warspite hammered
the hapless Syndics as they each passed closest to the enemy. The battleships had chosen to hold off
firing grapeshot or specter missiles, depending instead on the massive hdll-lance batteries they carried.
Week Syndic defengve fire glanced harmlesdy from the battleships powerful shields, while volleysfrom
the Alliance shipstore into the already battered Syndics. First one battleship blew up, then another, then
two battle cruisers, leaving asingle crippled battle cruiser holding the center of the Syndic formation.

Geary watched, rubbing his chin, waiting for what he thought was the inevitable Syndic reaction.

Another cheer broke hisfocus on the center of the Syndic formation. Geary swung his gaze over and saw
one of the Syndic battleships that had been in good shape had taken aheavy kinetic round amidships and
was redling off at an angle. Moments later a Syndic battle cruiser took another hit, shattering itsforward
section and sending it tumbling. The Syndic automated control systems had indeed |eft the crews no way
to dodge an incoming round.

To Geary’ ssurprise, Degani wasn't cheering. Shelooked angry, her face reddening. “ They ought to be
alowed to fight back,” she muttered. Suddenly aware of Geary’ s eyeson her, Degani shrugged in an
embarrassed way. “Asyou said, g, it' snot right if it’ sjust murder. Even if they are Syndics”

He nodded. “WEe' ve got three more battleships to worry about as well astwo battle cruisers capable of
fighting.”

AsAlliance fleet Formation Bravo lunged forward, the escorts from the Syndic flotillalegped out to meet
them. Geary held his bresth, watching five heavy cruisers, alight cruiser, and nine Hunter-Killers charging
draight a an Alliance formation holding four bettle cruisersled by Captain Duellosin Courageous. With
him was Formidable, Intrepid, and Renown, surrounded by ten heavy cruisers, six light cruisers, and a
dozen destroyers. Still, Geary watched with concern, knowing the Syndics had enough firepower to cost
him some shipsif Dudlos bungled it. Geary felt an dmost overwhelming desire to punch his
communications controls and tell Duellos what to do. But he was almost a couple of light-minutes from
the unfolding battle, and those two minutes of time delay in his picture of events could prove critical. On
top of that, of dl his subordinates, he trusted Duellos, Degani, and Cresidathe most. | need to keep my
hands off the communications controls. | need to let good people do their jobs.

Dudlosjudtified that trust. Asthe Syndics curved down toward hisformation, Dudllos rotated it upward
so that the firepower of every ship could focus on the area the Syndics were approaching. Minutes
before contact, the Alliance destroyers and light cruisers accelerated forward aswell, racing up and
inward to rake the flanks of the Syndic attackers. HuK sflared and broke under the concentrated fire,
then the heavy cruisers ran head-on into acarefully timed barrage of specter missiles, followed by
grapeshot and hell lances. The leading three cruisers came apart, afourth staggered and rolled away with
some Alliance cruisers heading in pursuit, and thefifth tried to dive off in the opposite direction but ran



into four Alliance cruisersthat bracketed it and overwhemed its shields on three Sdes smultaneoudy. As
the wreckage of thefifth Syndic heavy cruiser tumbled off through space, the surviving Syndic light
cruiser attempted to ram Courageous but disintegrated under thefire of al four Alliance battle cruisers.

“Very brave,” Degani murmured, acknowledging the doomed charge of the light cruiser.

Alliance Formation Bravo swept on up and outward. Geary, admiring how well Duellos had dedlt with
the attack, saw the surviving Syndic capital shipstaking up positions around the hypernet gate and
clenched hisfistsin frugtration. The suicidal attack had done exactly what it needed to do, buying timefor
the other Syndic warshipsto prepare to destroy the gate.

“Formation Gamma, Captain Tulev, ignore the battle cruiser in the center of the gate. Hit the Syndic ships
around therim of the gate.”

“Tulev, aye.” Hedidn't sound nervous, but solid Tulev never did. Geary watched as Tulev atered the
track of Formation Gamma, taking his battle cruisers toward the areawhere two of the surviving
battleships were braking to glide dowly past sections of the hundreds of tethers holding the hypernet gate
particle matrix in place. The heavy cruisers attached to Formation Gammaarrowed away, heading for the
crippled Syndic battle cruiser opposite the center of the gate, while Tulev’ s Leviathan, ong with her
divisona ssters Dragon, Steadfast, and Vaiant, swung up toward the two battleships.

Geary cast agrim eye on the last two unengaged Syndic capita ships, a battleship and a battle cruiser.
He couldn’t fault Tulev’ sdecison. Splitting the Alliance bettle cruisersin Tulev’ s formation would have
|eft even odds facing the Syndics, which very likely wouldn’'t have been enough to stop the enemy ships.
“Formation Delta. Dauntless and Daring will engage the Syndic battleship at ten degreesto port and Sx
seven degrees up from Dauntless. Terrible and Victorious will engage the Syndic battle cruiser at onefive
degreesto port and four one degrees up from Dauntless. Heavy cruisers accompany Dauntless and
Daring. Light cruisers and destroyers accompany Terrible and Victorious. All units, come to new course
up five zero degrees at time zero zero.”

Geary leaned toward Captain Degani. “We need aquick kill.”
She nodded. “You'll have one, gir.”

Tulev’'sshipswere il short of engagement range when the weapons watch caled out the words Geary
had been dreading hearing. “ The surviving Syndic ships have opened fire on the hypernet gate tethers.”

SEVEN

GEARY dared at hisdigplay, watching the tethers blossom and shatter under the blows of the Syndic
wegpons. “How much damage can the gate take before it starts collapsing?’

“Uncertain, Sr. We' ll be ableto tell when failure begins, but we won't know we' re there until it starts
happening.”

Geary bardly managed to keep from yelling at everyone on the bridge. Next time you want to build
something this dangerous, take sometimeto try to understand it first! But he knew that wasn't fair.
Under the pressure of the war, with the enemy also in possession of the hypernet technology, both sides
had lacked the luxury of timeto figure out the theory behind the technology.

He couldn’t believe how quickly tethers were being destroyed. The Syndic shipswereignoring Tulev's
oncoming attack, probably still fully under the control of their automated programs, fixed on trying to
destroy the gate no matter the cost.



The cost camefirst for the last crippled battle cruiser in the center as awesk forward shield collapsed,
leaving the hull open to bombardment by the hell lances on the four heavy cruisers. The battle cruiser
shuddered under the barrage, faling off and down, al systems apparently dead.

Minutes later Tulev’ s battle cruisers climbed past the two Syndic battleships, making a dangeroudy close
pass. Thefirst battleship took the full brunt of avolley of spectersthat even its shields couldn’t withstand,
then fell gpart as grapeshot tore through it. The second battleship managed to hold up briefly under the
concentrated fire of the hell lances of four Alliance battle cruisers, then blew up asits shields collapsed
and the lances ripped it open.

Tulev' s shipswere curving up and over, away from the hypernet gate again, as Geary led Formation
Dédtaup &t thelast two Syndic ships.

Terribleand Victorious reached their dightly closer target first. Thelight cruisers and destroyerswith
them, knowing the Syndic weapons were focused entirely on destroying the gate tethers, dashed past the
Syndic battle cruiser at insanely close distances, unleashing weapons as they went. A battle cruiser’s
shiedldsweren’t the equd of abattleship’s, and at extremely close range even the light Alliance warships
pounded the shields dangeroudy low.

Behind the light units came Terrible and Victorious. Volleys of grapeshot from both shipsfindly crashed
the Syndic battle cruiser’ s shidds, then the hell lances did their deadly work, leaving a broken wreck in
their wake.

Geary’ s eyes kept switching from the status of the gate to the shape of the Syndic battleship ahead.
“Gate datus. Give me aguess.”

The watch hesitated just amoment. “1 think it' sgoing, Sir,” he reported in avoice higher-pitched by
gress. “| think we' retoo late.”

Geary’ s hand triggered the communications switch. “ All unitsin the Alliance fleet with the exception of
Dauntless, Daring, and Cruiser Division Four, thisis Captain Geary. Y ou are to accel erate away from the
hypernet gate a best possible speed. Reinforce shields facing the gate. We estimate the gate is collapsing
and may produce avery powerful burst of energy. Dauntless and the units with her will destroy the
remaining Syndic ship, attempt to stabilize the gate, and if that fails, try to reduce the intensity of the
energy burst by further selective destruction of gate tethers. | repeat, al units other than Dauntless,
Daring, and the heavy cruisers of Divison Four are to accelerate away from the hypernet gate at best

He d bardly finished speaking when the heavy cruisers got within range of the Syndic battleship and
began pummeing it, throwing out every wegpon they had. The battleship’ s shidds held, of course, but
shivered under the blows.

Degani spoke camly. “Daring, thisis Dauntless. Closing to hdll-lance range in conjunction with maximum
volley of grapeshot.”

“Dauntless, thisis Daring. Aye. Right beside you.”

Geary couldn’t know whether the Syndic battleship had been released from its automated control now
that the gate seemed to be collgpsing, or if the crew had managed to override the controls on some of its
wegpons, but fire suddenly lashed out at the heavy cruisers. Two of them reded away from the hammer
blows of the Syndic battleship’ s massive main hell-lance batteries, damaged enough to be out of the
battle. A third cruiser arced up and back, curving away from contact. The fourth, Diamond, spun
Sdewaysand rolled in an attempt to confuse the Syndic aim and kept firing.



The grapeshot from Dauntless and Daring hit the Syndic battleship’ s shields, setting off ariot of flashing
lights as the shot converted its energy to heat and light. In afew places, the shidds thinned enough for
grapeto get through and flare againgt the hull. Moments later, before the shields of the battleship could
recover, hdl-lance fire from Dauntless on one side and Daring on the other pounded into them. The
battleship trembled as the charged particles ripped through itsarmor and on into its crew and vital

systems. “ Specters,” Degani rapped. “Full volley.”

Six missiles shot from Dauntless, taking just amoment to lock onto the Syndic battleship and accelerate
graight into the stricken warship. Massive explosions bloomed and what was now nothing more than a
derelict staggered away from the position it had held near the gate.

“They never stood a chance, being at dmost dead stop,” Degani stated, shaking her head.

“The gateis definitely collapsing,” the watch-stlander monitoring it called out, hisvoice carrying atrace of
fear now.

Geary entered a code and punched activate, calling up the program Commander Cresida had devel oped.
Ancestors, please let thiswork. It wants me to dave available warshipsto the program. Fine. Doit. |
wish | had more than three right here, but how many do | need? The last two formations have aready
turned in accordance with my earlier order and are heading away. “ Dauntless, Daring, Diamond, thisis
Captain Geary. Y our combat systems are being put under control of a program designed to try to control
the collapse of the hypernet gate. Effective now.” He punched in the authorization, pondering the irony of
doing the same thing to his shipsthat the Syndic commanders had done to their Force Bravo flatilla But
then he was doing thisto try to stop massive destruction, not to causeit, and if his commanders wanted
to, they could override the program at any time.

Almost immediately Geary could fed Dauntless pivot and begin braking at maximum thrust to dow its
movement across the hypernet gate. He could see Daring and Diamond aso straining to kill their velocity
and assume positions near the gate.

Geary looked up at the visud display, in which the hypernet gate now loomed. He had seen only one
other hypernet gate, and that only for afew moments. Admira Bloch had been eager to show it off to
Geary, but Geary had till been haf-dead from his extended survival deep and the psychic shock of
awakening acentury in the future and therefore hadn’t paid much attention. He vaguely remembered a
shimmering in space, asif something wasn't quite right ingde the gate.

Now he stared at something different. The destruction wrought by the Syndic ships had been limited by
their losses, but it had clearly been too much for the particle matrix suspended between the tethers. The
shimmering was gone, replaced by awaviness that rippled across spaceitsaf like spasms on the hide of
someimpossibly vast cresture.

“Captain Geary,” Degani spoke asif discussing routine maneuvers, “the gate neutraization program s
projecting positionsfor al three ships.”

“Any problemswith it?" Geary asked Degani.
She shook her head. “We re dready committed to the maneuver, sr.”

Geary watched the image of the gate dide past Dauntless, the hypernet gate' s size dwarfing even the
Alliance battle cruiser. On hisdisplay, he could see Daring and Diamond a so taking up positions cdled
for by the program.

“Program reports gate collapse andlysis complete,” the wegpons watch reported in adightly baffled



voice. “ Stabilization impossible. Initiating destructive neutralization sequence.”

Apparently that meant it was opening fire. The hell lances on dl three shipshurled their charges at tethers
spaced around the gate, taking them out in a pattern Geary couldn’t understand. He found his eyesfixed
on the gate itsdlf again, gppaled but unable to look away from the tortured desth of the particle matrix
bound within the gate.

Theimage of space through the gate now twisted and rolled asif redity itself were being bent. Something
in the back of Geary’ s brain recoiled from the sight, repulsed by avision that stripped bare theillusion of
solidity which the universe normdly held for human eyes. Ingde the matrix of the gate, the fundamenta
nature of matter was being warped, and in the process literaly unimaginable amounts of energy were
being caled into existence.

The hdll lances on the Dauntless kept firing in gpparently random sequences, vaporizing tethers sngly and
in groups. Daring had moved above and to port of Dauntless, and Diamond below and a so to port, both
of them firing their weapons aswell under the coordination of the same program. It wasimpossible for
Geary to tell from the visud display if the program was working or not. “What are the energy readingsin
that gate like?’ he asked, his near whisper carrying clearly acrossthe otherwise silent bridge.

“Rocketing dl over the place, off the chart and then nothing, and then incredibly high again,” the sensors
watch reported, her voice strained by disbelief. “ The changes are happening instantaneoudly. A ot of
what’ s going on in that gate seemsto be occurring in ways our instruments can’'t measure.”

“Captain Geary, thisis Diamond. What the hell isgoing on, Sir?” The message wastorn by somekind of
datic but till understandable.

Geary reached to push his controls without taking his eyes off the visua display. “ Diamond, thisis Geary.
WEe retrying to leash amongter before it destroys everything in this star system. Make sure your forward
shields are set to maintain at maximum. Daring, that goesfor you, too. Do not, repeet, do not interfere
with thefiring pattern of your weapons.”

A strange sort of humming seemed to befilling the air, aresonance traveling through everything near the
gate. Geary fdt it indde himself. He could hear someone whispering aprayer and didn't call for sllence.
The vision through the gate had twisted some more, into something almost impossible to look at because
of the way his brain reacted to the sight. The maw of the monster. The mythical beast that eats ships,
leaving no trace of them in space. I’ vefindly seenit. By theliving stars, | pray | never seeit again.

A very low voice sounded near him. Co-President Rione, her tone reflecting the same awe and terror
that Geary and everyone € se must be fedling. “ Captain Geary. Thank you for trying.”

“Wehaven't failed yet,” he managed to reply.

“Captain Degani,” the wegpons watch caled, his voice sounding too loud and with an undertone of
panic. “Hell-lance batteries two a pha, four apha, and five betareport overheating from the constant

firing”

“Conduct emergency heat dumps,” Degani replied, her voice steady. “We have Captain Geary aboard,
ladies and gentlemen. Wewon't fail him or the rest of the fleet counting on us”

Even through hisfear Geary fdlt arush of gratification a her words and admiration for Degani’ s ability to
project control even in the face of what was happening insde the gate.

The strange humming had grown to amoan running through and tearing at everything. Geary fdt the sort



of strange ingtability that came with being very drunk and redlized his nervous system was being
pummeled by whatever was happening inside the gate. He hoped that Dauntless s eectrical systemswere
better shielded than his own body was a the moment.

“Captain Geary, thisis Diamond. Experiencing secondary system failures. Primary sysemsremain
operationa on backup circuits. We velost one hell-lance battery to overheating. Holding position.”

“Thisis Daring. We re suffering the same. Remaining on station and continuing to fire.”

“Captain Degani, failuresto secondary systems throughout the hull, hell-lance battery two apha
nonoperationa dueto overheating.”

“Very wel,” Degani replied in the same steady voice. “Hold station. Continuefiring.”

Geary had been proud to command this fleet when he wasn't feding overwhelmed by the respongbility.
But now he felt such a strong sense of honor in commanding ships and sailorslike thisthat he had to fight
back tears. “Damn, you'redl good,” he stated roughly. “May the living stars reward such courage.”

“Thisis Diamond. My wespons have stopped firing. All combat systems nonoperational. Request further
ingructions.”

Geary dammed his hand onto the control. “Withdraw, Diamond. Maximum acceleration. Keep your
shieldsfacing the gate as strong as possible.”

“Diamond, aye. Unable to comply. Inertial compensators are till working but main maneuvering controls
have just failed. Looks like we re staying at the mouth of hell with you.”

“I couldn’t ask for better company there than you, Daring and Dauntless,” Geary replied. “Captain
Dudlos, if Dauntlessis destroyed, you are to assume command of the fleet by my order.”

It would be awhile before Duellos heard that order, assuming the sStrange static emanating from the gate
didn’t mask it completely at adistance. Geary took a deep breath. “How much longer can we hold out,

Captain Degani?’

“Notdling, sr,” she stated in asoft but firm voice that |eft Geary marveling at Degani’ s self-control. “The
ship isundergoing aunique set of stresses.”

The pace of firing from the hell-lance batteries had finaly dowed, with pauses of varying length occurring
before the firing program ordered new shots to blow apart more tethers at locations al around the gate.
The hdl mouth insde the gate was fluctuating wildly, one moment swelling asif to burst the bounds of the
gate and the next dwindling to apoint dmost too small to see.

Geary felt hisbody pulsing in time, wondering how long humans could endure whatever was happening to
the Structure of redity in this part of space.

The hdl mouth shrank into nothingnessin the blink of an eye, vanishing from sight. “What—?’

Geary’ s question was cut off asashock wave hit the Dauntless, traveling so fast that there’ d been no
warning time this close to the gate. He' d seen time-lapse images of the shock wave from anova, and this
seemed like that, though happening in real time the event was so fast hissensesdidn’t redlly regigter it.
Dauntless shuddered under the impact, theinertid compensators whining as they dampened the effects of
theforce.

“Forward shields being reinforced.” The lights overhead dimmed. “ All nonessentia power being diverted



to forward shidds.”

It ended asfast asit had come. Geary blinked at the visua display, which showed nothing but normal
space. The remaining gate tethers had been vaporized by the energy release from the gate collapse.
“Diamond! Daring! Report your status!”

“Sir, communications are down. Systems being restored now. Y ou have communications, Sir.”
Geary punched the control again. “ Diamond and Daring, request your status.”

The ddlay was agonizing, but areply finaly came. “Thisis Daring. A lot of equipment is off-line, but we
haven'’t taken serious damage. Estimate we can restore full capability given time. We Il have atime
guesstimate for repairsfor you as soon as possible.”

“Thisis Diamond. We should be able to get moving again, though it will take aminimum of severa hours
and possibly much longer. We velost alot of vita systems. Diamond isin nonoperationa statusfor an
indefinite period.”

Geary let out a bresth he hadn’t known he was holding. “ Daring, remain with Diamond. Captain
Tyrosan, designate one of your auxiliariesto close on Diamond and render assistance.” Geary checked
the system display, stunned to redlize that the shock wave they’ d ridden out was only now hitting the
next-closest Alliance ships. “How much wasthat? Not anova.”

“Wewouldn't be hereif it’d been nova strength,” the sensor watch agreed shakily. “It was sort of a
minor fractional nova. Even then we couldn’t have survived that kind of energy bombardment for any
length of time, but there was just the one shock wave.”

Geary collapsed into his seat, weak with reaction. There wasn’t any way to get amessage to any of the
Alliance ships before the shock wave reached them, but they should be dready facing the gate with thelr
shields ready, and the energy at any point in the shock wave would be weakening rapidly asit expanded
away from the gate. Cresidd s program hadn’t managed to diminate the energy discharge completely, but
it had kept it to alevel low enough that everything remaining in the Sancere Star System should be able to
rideit out. “Very good job, Captain Degani. Y ou and your crew. Dauntlessisagreat ship.”

“Thank you, Sr.” Even now Degani didn’t seem asréttled as everyone e se. Apparently shereally had
believed that having Geary adong would keep the worst from happening.

He heard a deep intake of breath behind and |ooked to see Co-President Rione there. She was looking
down at the deck, her fists clenched, but asif aware of Geary’ s gaze, Rione dowly raised and turned her
head to face him. Rion€ s eyes were haunted. Geary thought he knew why. They had just seen the sort of
forcesthat could be ddliberately unleashed using the program Geary had given her for safekeeping. Until
now, even Geary hadn’t appreciated how terrible aburden that could be. “I'm sorry.”

She nodded, understanding exactly what he meant. “Asam |, Captain Geary. We will spesk later.”
Rioneinhaed dowly, straightening hersdf and standing erect, regaining her composure by an exercise of
pure willpower. Even through hislingering shock from the destruction of the gate Geary found himself
impressed by her.

Degani seemed to have been impressed as well, despite hersalf. She watched Rione leave, then turned to
Geary. “Orders, Captain Geary?’

“Return to the fleet, Captain Degani.” He studied the fleet display, fighting off awave of fatigue such as
he hadn't fdt ance the lingering effects of hislong surviva deep had worn off. “ All unitswith the



exception of Task Force Furious, thisis Captain Geary. After passage of the shock wave assume
standard fleet formation Sigma. Task Force Furious, maintain screening position between Syndic Force
Alphaand therest of the fleet. Well done, everyone. Very well done. Sancereisours.”

The Alliance fleet wouldn't be flying home on the wings of the Syndic hypernet. Not from Sancere,
anyway. But it had survived and was striking amajor blow at the Syndics. Not bad for afleet that had
once seemed doomed to destruction.

IT took twelve hoursto get the fleet back together in atight formation after the shock wave from the
collapsing hypernet gate passed. The subformations Geary had put together had followed his ordersto
run for it in what he had to admit was a gratifying fashion. Sowing, turning, and rgjoining took awhile,
especidly since Geary didn't want to get too distant from where Daring was now towing Diamond
toward the rest of the fleet.

With the thirty ships under Furious still close to two light-hours distant, much too far away to participate
in a conference, the number of ship commanders around the virtual conference table seemed to have
shrunk dramaticaly again. In this case, though, the missing shipswould definitely be back. Geary nodded
in greeting. “Excdlent work, everyone. We have two mgor tasks remaining in Sancere system. Thefirst
isto acquire as much of what we need as we can. Thefleet logistics system has matched Syndic
stockpilesto our needs where possible. I’ ve transmitted another message to the Syndics warning them to
comply with any demandswe make.”

“They probably won't get it,” Captain Tulev noted. “That energy wave seemsto have fried most of the
Syndic systemsthat we d left untouched.”

Degani shrugged. “ Then they won't be able to coordinate any actions against us.”

Geary nodded. “The second task isto destroy those targets we left unstruck in theinitial bombardment,
after we' ve looted them to our heart’ s content. Unfortunately, Syndic Force Alphais lurking around the
outer edge of the system. We can't just scatter the fleet to maximize the speed and efficiency of our
looting while those Syndic warships are around, even though they’ retoo far off to be an immediate
threet. | wasthinking of bresking the fleet main body into six subformations again. Task Force Furious
will remain on gation for awhile guarding againgt Syndic Force Alpha, but we' ll rotate them in-system
after awhile so they can restock and resupply, too.” His suggestion was greeted by alot of nods and no
objections. “ Cagptain Tyrosan, | need to know whether | should have your auxiliaries broken up into four
of theformations or if they should be concentrated.”

“Pairswould be best, Captain Geary,” Tyrosan replied as soon as possible given the five-light-second
delay between her ship’s position and the Dauntless. “ Titan and Jnn, and Goblin and Witch.”

“Good. Y ou tell me where in Sancere they need to go to pick up what we need. After | have that, we'll
work up aschedule for other shipsto swing near them to pick up new wegpons and fudl cells.”

“We re manufacturing asfast aswe can,” Tyrosian assured Geary. “ The primary need is materiasfor
fabricating new fue cdls, but the Syndics have what we want.”

“Colonel Carabali,” Geary ordered. “Y our troopswill provide escort for exploitation teams from the
auxiliaries and other warships”

Carabai nodded, looking concerned. “ Sir, even limiting the number of subformationsto sx will till leave
my Marineswith alot of responsbilitiesfor their numbers. We have to assume any Alliance personnd



who leave their ships or shuttles are subject to atack by regular or irregular Syndic ground forces.”
“Would it help if we armed some of the sailors?’

The Marine colond hesitated. “ Sir, with al due respect, I’ m not sure handing weapons to sailors will
enhance the security Situation.” Carabali relaxed as Geary and the other fleet officers amiled. “No offense
intended, but dealing with these Stuations requires alot of speciaized training and experience.”

“I understand,” Geary assured her. “That’ Il dow us up some more, then. We need to make sure we only
land on as many stes aswe can guarantee security for. | don’t want the Syndics grabbing hostages.”

“WEe ve got alot more hostages than they do,” the captain of the Terrible laughed. “ About abillion.”

“True. But even if we exacted vengeance on every one of those Syndics, it wouldn’'t necessarily get our
own people back dive.” Everyone nodded again. They agreed with that logic, at least. “ Any questions?’

A long pause followed while Geary let the officers think about that. He wanted anything el se brought out
now if possble.

The captain of the Vambrace spoke with visible reluctance.  Captain Geary, | would like you to address
aterrible rumor | have aready heard being passed around the fleet. Anonymoudy, of course, since those
passing it don’t have the courage to show themselves.” A ripple ran around the table as the other
commanders reacted to that. “ There are those saying that the hypernet gate here was ddliberately
destroyed.”

Geary stared, trying to understand the question. “ Of course the gate was deliberately destroyed. All of
your ships should' ve seen the Syndicsopenfireonit.”

“No, sr. Therumor isthat the gate was il functional, but was destroyed by you.” The captain of the
Vambrace grimaced. “Y ou should know people are saying this.”

“Why would | have wanted to destroy the gate if it was till functiond?” Geary wondered, too amazed to
yet beangry.

“According to the rumor, Sir, because you want to retain command and fear it would be taken from you
upon our return to Alliance space.”

Torn between incredulous laughter and anger, Geary dapped his palm upon the table. “Unbelievable. Let
me assure you, and everyone el se, that no one here desires the safe return to Alliance space as quickly as
possible morethan | do.”

On the heds of hiswords another officer spoke, his voice harsh with emotion. “Who the hell could
believethat?’

Geary, shocked, looked over and saw the commander of the Diamond, then redlized that since Diamond
was gtill twenty light-seconds away that the comment wasn't addressed to Geary’ slast statement, but
rather to the one before.

“That rumor is beneath contempt!” Diamond'’ s cagptain continued. “My ship was there, and anyone who
wantsto look at Diamond' slogsiswelcometo it. That gate was collapsing when we reached it.” He
looked toward Geary. “I’ll admit something. I’ d been among those worried about Captain Geary, about
what he was doing and how he was doing it. A lot of you know that. | was worried whether he was
aggressive enough. But we charged that gate! We charged it hell-bent for leather, and we took down
those Syndics asfast aswe could, but they’ d done too much damage. Check Diamond’ slogsif you



don't believe me. And whileyou're at it, look at the readings from insde the gate while it was collgpsing.
Unbelievable, that’sal | can say. Captain Geary did dl that could be done. I’ ve stood at the doorway to
hell with him, and | will stand there again if need be.”

Slencefdl at the end of that statement. Geary took along, dow bresth, redlizing there was something
else he needed to say. “ Ladies and gentlemen, I’ ve told you before that | admired the courage of the
personnel inthisfleet. | fredy admit that I’ ve had difficulty grasping some of the changesin the Alliance
fleet from my time to now, the changes wrought by a century of time, a century of war. But | tel you now
that | had not fully redlized one thing before thisday.”

He paused, finding the right words. “Thefleet | knew was smdler, professond, more highly trained. But
we had not been tested in battle. Not like you have. And when Dauntless, Daring, and Diamond stood at
that gate, standing their ground without a moment’ s hesitation even though they were facing something so
terrible | had never imagined the like, that’ swhen | truly redized just how courageousyou dl are. Every
officer and sailor of thisfleet hasthe right to stand among the finest the Alliance has ever seen. Y ou could
not possibly bring more honor to your ancestors than you have by your dedication to duty, your
perseverance in the face of aseemingly endlesswar, your willingnessto bear any burden in the defense of
your homes. | am honored beyond al measure by having been granted the right to command you. | will
bring thisfleet home, if for no other reason than that such people as you deserve that your exploits be
known to your homes, and you deserve to return safely to them. | will bring you home. | sweer it.”

He stopped talking, worried that he had let too much emotion into the impromptu speech as the words
tumbled out, worried that he had sounded foolish or patronizing. But everyone waswatching him silently,
their own faces solemn. Finaly the commanding officer of VVambrace spoke again. “Thank you, Sir. The
honor isours.” No one contradicted him. Not out loud, anyway.

Geary sat down after the meeting had ended and the virtual presences of the other officers had vanished,
only Captain Degani remaining. She smiled, saluted, and left, letting her expression and the gesture spesk
for her.

He had often wondered why fate had put him in this position, why he had lost al he had known and been
thrust into acommand far beyond his old respongibilities. The ideathat he would ever be grateful for any
part of that had never occurred to him. But, remembering the steady presences of Dauntless, Daring, and
Diamond at the gate, Geary breathed aprayer of thanksfor having such shipsand sailorsat hisside.

THE ship’snight had begun, with Geary gtting in his stateroom staring at nothing, hismind filled with
memories of the hell mouth within the hypernet gate, when his hatch aert sounded. Expecting Captain
Degani, he was artled when Victoria Rione entered, her face betraying some deegp emotion. | probably
ought to be mad at her for making my life even more difficult snce Sutrah, but compared to what Falco
did, it snothing. Rioneisn't going to cause the loss of alot of ships. So Geary stood and spoke politely.
“Madam Co-President. | admit to being surprised by thisvisit. Y ou haven't been by here for sometime.”

“Not unlessyou inssted, you mean?’ Rione stated calmly.

“Yes. | hopeyou re not planning to hand me the sort of problem | handed you at our last meeting here.”
“No.” She paused, apparently steeling hersdlf to do something. “ Captain Geary, | wish to gpologize.”
That was asurprise. “Apologize?

“Yes” Sheindicated the star display floating above the table. “ Since our argument at Sutrah I’ ve done as



| said | would. | ran smulations. | took thisfleet dong every possible path from Sutrah using thejump
points we had planned on employing.” Rione hesitated, her jaw musclestightening. “ They al ended the
same. Minor lossesin system after system adding up while options kept being limited more and more by
Syndic defensive moves, until the fleet ended up pinned between superior forces.”

Geary couldn’'t help sayingit. “So | wasright.”
“You wereright,” Rione agreed in asharp voice. “I admit it.”

“What | told you that I’ d worked out in my head was accurate enough to predict exactly what the
gmulations predicted.”

She nodded tightly, her expression hard. “Y ou spoke the truth. | admit that aswell. | apologize for
guestioning your motives.”

He shook his head, |etting frustration show. “My motives? Hell, Madam Co-President, you al but called
me atraitor to thisfleet and the Alliance. Y ou actudly did use the word betray, didn’'t you?”

“I did, and | admit | waswrong.” Rion€e's eyes were flashing with resentment now. “Will you not accept
my apology?”

“Yes. | will. Thank you.” Geary struggled not to lash out at her again, knowing he was actualy angry at
Faco and peoplelike him. “ The last severd weeks have been difficult ones.”

“I know.” Rione shook her head. *1t must have been very difficult to face Captain Falco’'s betrayd .”

“It would've been easier if I’d had you to talk to.” Startled that he had actually said that, Geary looked to
Rione, seeing her face composed again, carefully not betraying her fedlings. “1’ ve missed your counsd.”

“My counsdl. I'm glad you find my counsdl welcome.” Her voice wasflat. “ But you obvioudy don’t need
it. Y our judgment was superior to mine on where thisfleet should go.”

Now what was she mad about? “Madam Co-President...” Geary struggled to find the right words. “I do
need it. | don’t have many peopleto confidein. | don't have many people| trust theway | trust you.”

Her expression was hard to read, but her eyes searched Geary’ sface. “| can’'t bethe only personinthis
fleet you can trust.”

“No. It'snot just that. It's...” Geary looked away, rubbing the back of his neck with one hand. “I like
having you around.”

Silence stretched for afew moments. He finally looked back at Rione, to see her still watching him. “Do
you think I'm your friend, Captain Geary?’

He hadn’t gone there. Hadn't been willing to consider it. “My last friend died avery long time ago.”
“Then accept new friends, Captain Geary!” Her renewed anger startled him.

“Youdon't...Madam Co-President, if |...” Geary felt the words sticking in histhroat, surprised to
redlize how hard it wasto actualy speak of hisfears, of how it had felt to wake up from surviva deep
and learn every friend, every acquaintance, everyone he had known, was|ong dead.

“Isthis the man daring enough to take the Alliance fleet to Sancere?” Rione asked in amocking voice.
“The hero of the fleet? The man who stood facing the mouth of hell? And he cannot bring himself to risk
accepting afriend for fear of the possibility of loss?’



“You have noideawhat thisislike” Geary stated angrily. “When they revived me, every single person
I’d known was dead. All of them.”

“Areyou thefirg to ever lose someone they cared about? Or everything they cared about? Let yourself
live again, Captain Geary!”

“Y ou don't know—"

Her face turned furious for amoment. “A man | loved more than life itself died, Captain Geary, one more
victim of thisendless, ugly war! It happened more than adecade ago, but | can sill seehim clearly if |
close my eyes. | had to decide whether to let mysdlf dieinsdeor try to live again. | knew what he
would' ve wanted. | won't deny it was hard, but | havelived.”

Geary just stared at her for amoment. “I’m sorry. Very sorry.”

Thefury faded, replaced by weariness. “ Damn you, John Geary, no one e se has ever been able to make
me lose control. Not since he died.”

“Why do you care?” he asked, feding bewildered now. “Why do you care what | think? Why do you
care what happensto me?’

She took amoment to answer. “1 do care. Y ou' re aremarkable man, Captain Geary. Even a your most
infuriging.”

“You hate me!”

“I have never hated you!” Rione shot back at him. Then she grimaced. “ That’ s not quite true. When |
thought you’ d betrayed the fleet, believed that you' d lied to me and used me, | did hate what | assumed
you weredoing.”

“Y ou accused me of betraying you personally, aswel asthefleet.”

Rione nodded. “1 told you that | thought you' d deliberately manipulated me. It wasn't just my pride that
was hurt by thet. I'd let myself beieveinyou. I'd let mysdlf...grow to care for you.”

Geary shook his head, feding baffled again. “ Do you actudly like me, Madam Co-President?’

Rione looked upward asif beseeching aid. “Y ou are so wise in the movements of fleetsand such adolt in
reading the fedings of others. I’ ve liked you for sometime, Captain Geary. | wouldn’t have been so
angered by what | thought was your betrayad if | hadn’t become fond of you, despite my ingtincts that
warn me away from someone like you. My ingtincts that tell me you are not to be trusted, that you cannot
be sincere”

Geary wondered if his puzzlement showed. “Y ou don't trust me but you like me?’

“Yes. | will never trust Black Jack Geary,” Rione explained. For some reason she was smiling wryly at
him. “But I’ ve cometo like John Geary. When heisn't driving meinsane. Who areyou?’

“John Geary, | hope, Madam Co-President.”

“Madam Co-President? Isthat who you wish to be here? If you carefor meat dl, if you consder mea
friend, cal me Victoria, John Geary!”

He stared a her again. “Carefor you?| do. | hadn’t realized how much I’ d grown to enjoy your
company until | was deprived of it for awhile”



“I'mwaiting,” she Sated.

“Victoria”

“That wasn't o hard, was it?”’

Geary uttered asmall laugh, then sat down again. “It wasvery hard.”

“Try sayingit again. It may get eeder.”

He watched her, trying to figure out what Rione was doing. “All right, Victoria”

She sat down next to him, her face somber now. “Y ou’ re not the only lonely person in thisfleet, John
Geary. Not the only person in need of comfort with few placesto turn.”

“I know that. But | only knew my fedlings. | missed not seeing you and not talking to you.”
“Why didn’t you ever tell methat?’

Geary shook his head, smiling ruefully. “Y ou know the reason aswell as| do. Aside from the fact that
you wererefusing to talk to me, I'm the commander of thisfleet. | can’t do anything with anyone that
isn't professional and business-related, not unless | know they want it. | have too much power for it to be
otherwise, even if every person under my command isn't dready off-limitsfor other reasons.”

“And every single person in thisfleet isunder your command,” Rione noted. “Save one. I’'m not
off-limits”

“No, but...even you can't forget the authority | wield. No one can look a me and seejust me. They see
the fleet commander. They see someone who could misuse their power to coerce or to reward for the
wrong reasons. | have to avoid even gppearing to misuse my authority that way. That' sjust theway itis.”

“Many of them look at you and see Black Jack Geary,” Rione noted.

“Yeah.” Geary shrugged. “Being perfect in every way, Black Jack wouldn't even consider doing the
wrong thing, I’'m sure. No matter how much he liked awoman.”

“Oh? Do you like me so much, John Geary?’
He couldn’t help grinning. “When you' re not driving meinsane”
“Then why do you fear to show it even now? Will you just tak, or will you act?’

He had thought there had aready been plenty of surprises, but that startled him even more. Geary stared
a Rioneagan. “What?’

To hisfurther surprise, she smiled. “We ve dready agreed that I’ m not off-limitsto you. We ve dready
agreed that we' re both lonely people in need of comfort, people who have both lost those we cared
about. WE re both people who have responsibilities that they cannot share. Therefore, I'd like you to
show me how much you like me.”

Geary had been prepared for many things to possibly happen while the fleet was in Sancere Star System,
but this hadn’t been one of them. Caught totaly off guard, he just stared at her.

Rione shook her heed, till smiling. “Y ou act like you' ve never kissed awoman before.”



There couldn’t be any doubt. She meant it. He' d resigned himself to alack of physica contact to match
his emotiond isolation, but it seemed he had been wrong about that. “I have, but it’ s been a century since
| did that last.”

“| trust you haven't forgotten how.”
“I hope not.”
“Then show me. For adashing hero, you can be very hesitant at times.”

Oddly enough, the kiss did fed to Geary asif it wasthefirst in dmost a century. “What' s going on,
Madam Co-President?”’

Rione shook her head, looking upward again, thistime in apparent despair. “ Madam Co-President will
not answer.”

“I'msorry,” Geary stated with mock formality. “Victoria, what' sgoing on?’

“I’'m trying to seduce you, John Geary. Haven't you figured that out yet? How can you be so oblivious
with me when you can guess what the Syndics are going to be doing three star systems down the line?”

He gazed at her for amoment longer before he thought of an answer. “The Syndics are easier to figure
out. Why, Victoria?’

She sighed. “Y ou must be the only sailor in the universe who' d ask a partner that before the act instead
of after. | don’t know why. Maybe because we both gazed into infinity today and ended up surviving the
experience. Why does it matter?’

Geary took another moment to answer. “| guessit matters because | think you matter.” Rionesmiledina
very genuine way, which made her look very nice, so he kissed the smile. Before he could pull away
again, her aamswere around him, and he decided that he didn’t want to move away.

Asit turned out, kissng wasn't the only thing Geary remembered how to do. By thetime Victoria
Rione sbody arched benegth his, Geary had recalled afew other thingswell enough to satisfy his
partner. Asthey collgpsed together, spent, Geary redlized that thiswas thefirst time since being thawed
out from the survival pod that he couldn’t sense any trace of iceinside hisbody or soul. The discovery
both eated and frightened him.

EIGHT

HIS communications alert sounded and Geary jerked awake, rolling to dap the control and remembering
only at thelast instant to keep the video off so no one would see hewasn't done. “ Geary here.”

“Sir, Captain Degani sends her repects, and wishesto inform you that Colonel Carabdli is expressing
concern regarding the movements of Alliance fleet Formation Bravo.”

“Concern?’ Every timeto date that the Marine had been worried she had been proven justified. “I’ll talk
to her inaminute. Ask the colond to hold on.”

“Yes, gr.”
Geary sat up carefully, trying not to make noise.

“Did you actudly think that didn’'t wake me up?’ Victoria Rione asked.



“Sorry.”
“I'll haveto get used to it, | suppose.”

Geary paused in his movements and looked over at her, seeing her lying on her back and gazing at him as
camly asif they had woken up together like this athousand times before. “Y ou want thisto be
long-term?’

Rioneraised an eyebrow at him. “Are you saying you don’t?’
“No. I’'m not saying that. I'd liketo try it. | think long-term could make me...”

“Happy? It sdl right to be happy, John Geary. It took me along time to redize that after my husband
died, but intimel did.”

“How long did it take?’ he asked quietly.

“Until tonight. Now go speak with your colondl and for the living stars' sake make sure you' re dressed
beforeyou do.”

“I’'m surethe colonel has seen worse,” Geary noted. But he hastily pulled on his uniform as he went to
the desk in his stateroom and activated the communications termina there, trying to shake hismind clear
of what had happened with Rione earlier that evening so he could concentrate on hisjob. “What's
bothering you, Colond?’

Carabdi bore sgns of fatigue, which made Geary fed guilty about his own rest. The Marine commander
pointed at adisplay next to her. “ Sir, your ships are moving close to the fourth world. That’ s not my
business normaly, but it’smy job to warn fleet officers about planetary threats.”

“Planetary threats? We bombed the hell out of that world. There shouldn’t be any functioning antiorbital
wegpons | eft.”

“Shouldn’'t be,” Carabdi agreed. “ That' s not the same asaren’t. Sir, we hit everything we could see from
afew light-hours out. But that’s a densaly populated and heavily built-up world. It' snot as easy to see
things when there’ s so many other buildings and ingtdlations around. On top of that, the impacts stirred
up alot of dust and water vapor into the upper atmosphere, so we can't see the surface worth adamn
right now. We don’'t know what we haven’t seen, and we don’t know what' s down there now.”

Geary studied the display, rubbing his chin. “Good point,” he conceded. Fighting in space makesit too
easy to assume you can see any threet long before it reaches you. That won't gpply in this case. | should
have redized that. The victories over the Syndics so far in Sancere Star System, and surviving the
collgpse of the hypernet gate made me too confident. | haven't been paranoid enough about what €lse
might be lurking in this system. “ Can they target us through that stuff in the atmosphereif they do have

surviving wesgponry?’

“We definitely didn't get every possble air-and spaceport, sr. All they haveto do is get something high
enough to relay aview down to the surface. It could be an unmanned drone that would be very hard to
%t.”

Geary cdled up the exploitation plan, checking to see what Formation Bravo was getting. “Our shipsare
heading for the Syndic orbita shipyards, what' s left of them anyway, and some big orbiting civilian
ingdlations. We need what' s on those, Colondl, especidly the food and raw materias stockpiles.”

“Sr, | don't likeit.”



“Can you give me aplan, Colond? Something that would let our shipsloot those locations and keep the
Syndics from targeting us with any weapons surviving on the surface?’

Carabali frowned, looking down as she thought. “We ve got scout shipswe can send into the
atmosphere. Recce drones. But there' s no telling how low they’ d have to go to get adecent look around,
and the lower they are, the less areathey can monitor or search.”

“How many of those drones are with Formation Bravo?’

The colonel frowned again, checking something outsde Geary’ sview. “Ten, Sr. All operationd. But if
we send them down into that, there' s no guarantee they’ re coming back up, and asfar as| know, your
auxiliaries can’'t make new onesfor us”

“They can’t make me new ships, either.” Geary took amoment to think. “I’ll talk to the commander of
Formation Bravo. That's Captain Dudllos. We' |l use the recce drones to check beneath thejunk in the
atmosphere, and we'll keegp shipsout of low orbits. I'll seewhat else | can think of and get back with
you soon.”

“Thank you, Sr.” Colond Carabdi saluted, and her image vanished.

Geary sighed heavily and stood, turning to say goodbye to Rione. He discovered her near the bunk,
standing leaning against the bulkhead, till naked, watching him. “No rest for the weary?” she asked.

“I’ve gotten more rest than alot of people,” Geary muttered, looking away.

“What' sthe matter, Captain Geary?’ Rione asked, her voice sounding mildly amused.
“I’'m trying to concentrate on my command respongibilities. You'realittle distracting.”
“Jugt alittle?1’ll see you on the bridgein awhile”

“Okay.” Geary paused before leaving, then set his stateroom access to alow Rione entrance at any time,
knowing she was watching. On the way up to the bridge, he felt an odd sense of disquiet. Rione had

been extremdy passionate during their lovemaking but now once again held that attitude of cool
detachment toward him, even while standing before him naked. Geary couldn’t help thinking of acat, one
that had taken the affection it desired but reserved the right to walk out the door at any time with no
regrets. He had never serioudy considered the possibility that Victoria Rione would want arelationship
with him and so had never thought about what that might mean. She had said she liked him, but theword
love certainly hadn’t come up. Was Rione only using him for her own comfort? Or, worse, was she
positioning hersdf closeto him for her own politica advantage, either againgt the Black Jack Geary she
feared or other politicians back in the Alliance?

What would it be worth for an ambitious palitician to be the consort of the legendary hero who had
miraculoudy brought the Alliance fleet hometo safety?

How can | think that? Rione' s never shown any sign of that kind of ambition.

But then there’ salot of things she's never shown. Not to me, anyway. Like wanting to bed me. Say
she' still devoted to saving the Alliance from Black Jack Geary. How hard would it beto rationdize
ganing power for hersaf by close association with me so she would be better able to control whatever |
did?How do | know that benegath that dedicated exterior thereisn't avery ambitious woman ready and
willing to use meto further her own career?

Ancestors hdp me. For dl | know Rioneistotaly sincere. Why do | haveto try to second-guessthis?



Why do | haveto be suspicious of her?

Because I’m so damned powerful, and if | succeed in getting thisfleet home, I'll be alot more powerful.
She' sthe one who made meredizethat in thefirst place.

Onthe other hand, if sheisusing me, | might aswell enjoy it whileit lasts. And if I'm just ameansto help
her attain rank in the Alliance governing council, there sworsefates. I've no reason to think she's
unethica or power-hungry.

Right, Geary. Y ou’ re such agood judge of women that she had to practicaly drag you into bed before
you got the hint.

Not for thefirg time, Geary found himself baffled by what Rione was thinking and looked forward to the
relative sSmplicity of degling with an enemy he knew wasjust trying to kill him.

CAPTAIN Degani yawned and nodded in greeting as Geary entered the bridge of the Dauntless. “Y ou
spoke with Colonel Carabdi?’

“Yeah,” Geary replied, taking his seat and calling up the display. He studied it for amoment. He had
been either degping or otherwise engaged with Co-President Rione for about five hours. Against the
scae of astar system, not alot changed in that amount of time. But Formation Bravo was bearing down
steadily on the fourth world and the suppliesit offered. Courageous was just over thirty light-minutes
away from Dauntless now, so any conversation with Captain Duelloswould be adrawn-out affair.

Geary organized histhoughts, then keyed the personal command circuit. “ Captain Duellos, thisis Captain
Geary. There' s some concern here about the dangers posed by bringing your ships closeto a heavily
built-up world that might ill have some functioning antiorbital systems under that dust blocking our views
of the surface. Please deploy the Marine atmospheric recce drones on your shipsto search beneath the
high dust layer for any signs of athreat. Ships should be kept out of low orbit. Maintain atight scan of the
upper atmaosphere for any signs of Syndic drones or other reconnai ssance activity that might provide
targeting information to weapons on the surface. Please employ whatever other safety measuresyou fed
are prudent and keep me advised.” Should | add anything else? No. Duellos knowswhat he' s doing. He
does't need me preaching to the choir about the need to be careful and avoid losing ships. “ Geary, out.”

He dumped back, rubbing hisforehead. | forgot when | broke up the fleet that it would mean I'd lose
redl-time communications with most of my ships. At least | don’'t need to worry about Numos messing
something up. Unfortunatdly, that smal comforting thought reminded Geary of the dmost forty shipsthat
had followed Falco and might already have been destroyed.

Degani shook her head. “With your leave, Captain Geary, I’'m going to go below and grab a couple of
hours of red deep. I’'m wasting my time up here right now.”

Geary automatically checked the display again. Formation Delta, once again formed around Dauntless,
was closeto aday away from the facilities orbiting the third planet, which were its objective. There
wasn't atrace of Syndic shipping under way in the system, except for the battered Force Alpha, which
remained out between the orbits of the seventh and eighth planets, maintaining avery large distance
between itself and the closest Alliance shipsin Task Force Furious. Geary wondered how long it would
be before the Syndic commander redlized that it wouldn't be a career-enhancing move to survive with the
rest of hisor her flotillaintact while the Alliance leisurely trashed the star system. “Why not make it more
than a couple of hours? 1’ [l stay up herefor awhile.”



Degani grinned. “ Thanks, but even with you on the bridge, I'm il the captain of thisship.”
“How about if | order you to get at least four hours' rest?’

“I guess| can't refuse adirect order,” Degani admitted with clear reluctance. She stood, stretching
agan. “You seem to be feding better, Sir, if you don’'t mind my saying s0.”

“Rest helps.” Co-President Rione chose that moment to arrive on the bridge. She nodded coolly to
Degani and then inclined her head in another wordless greeting to Geary. He nodded back, more
pleasantly than he had been greeting Rione for some weeks. As Geary turned back, he caught Degani’s
eyebrow raised as she looked from Geary to Rione. Redlizing Geary was watching, Degani rapidly
hauled down the eyebrow, assuming anoncommittal look. Degani can tell? How could it be that
obvious? Geary wondered. We didn’t even say anything.

Captain Degani faced her senior watch-stander. “1'll bein my cabin. Resting.” On thelast word, she
gave asde-long glance to Geary and one corner of her mouth twitched as an effort to suppressasmile
didn’t quite succeed. As Degani |€eft, she paused by Rione. “It’ sapleasure to have you aboard, Madam
Co-President.” Asfar as Geary could remember, Degani had never offered that kind of sentiment to
Rione before.

Geary felt a headache tarting again, even though Rione looked amused as Degani |eft. “How?’ he asked
Rionein avery low voice.

“I’'m afraid that information is on aneed-to-know basis,” sheinformed Geary in a matter-of-fact voice.
“In other words, it'sawoman thing.”
“If you careto think of it that way.”

He leaned back, indicating the display. “What do you think? Colond Carabali was concerned about
Formation Bravo getting close to the fourth planet. Does anything else set off darmsfor you?’

“I'll take alook. Surely you don't think | have the skill to make amilitary assessment?’ Rione asked.

“No. But sometimes someone with military training can overlook even something obviousto alayperson.
| notice you don’t seem al that worried. Whenever we' rein Syndic systems I’ m used to having you toss
out warnings about everything that can go wrong.”

“Andyou likethat?’
“Wadl, I'm used toit, anyway. Besides, you' ve often been right.”

Rione gave him avery smal smile, then nodded and bent to study the display before her seat. Geary
checked the time. Twenty more minutes before Duellos would even get his message. Probably an hour,
at least, before an answer came.

Who could have guessed war could be boring? Right up until it starting scaring the bloody hell out of you.

DUELLOS rogered up for Geary’ singtructions, adding that he would keep his ships positioned with
Syndic orbitd facilities between them and the surface of the planet as much as possible. Presumably even
the Syndicswouldn’t deliberately shoot through their own ingtdlations.

The formation of which Dauntless was a part coasted past the orbit of the fourth world, heading farther



inward toward the third world. At their closest point, Geary was within four light minutes of Formation
Bravo. On hisdisplay, smal images reflected relayed data from the Marine recce drones over the fourth
world, their transmissions occasionally fuzzed by static from the dust filling the upper atmosphere of the
planet.

Onvisud, the images revealed what seemed a pleasant enough world, with large cities, abundant towns,
and big areas of wilderness marred by occasional scars of mining or other resource extraction. It seemed
anearly deserted world from the images, though, with streets and roads amost empty of people and
vehicles. Thefew vehicles sghted were clearly officid, often traveling in convoys. Therest of the
population was apparently hunkered down, though hiding in buildings or cellars or even shelterswouldn't
offer any protection if the Alliance decided to bombard the planet in earnest.

Here and there, craters marked the sites of impacts from the kinetic bombardment. All of the images
from the parts of the planet recaiving sunlight had a grayish, washed-out qudlity, asif seen on avery
cloudy day, because of dl of the dust in the upper atmaosphere. The night-side images were pitch-black,
the dust blocking any starlight from reaching the surface.

By tapping controls Geary could make the images shift from visud to infrared, to radar of variouskinds
including ground-penetrating, to scans of the electromagnetic spectrum. He could see other functions
available but left them alone, afraid that he would inadvertently order one of the dronesto do something.
Occasionally adrone would report coming under fire as the Syndicstried to shoot it down, but they
made difficult targets at the best of times, and with the dust cover in the upper atmosphere to duck into
for extra cover when necessary, the drones were even harder to hit.

“Captain Geary, thisis Captain Dudlos. Whatever remains of the surface defensesistrying to get a
picture of us.” Accompanying the message was alink that showed Syndic drones popping up above the
dust for brief momentsto get agood look at the Situation above the planet before dropping down again
and being logt to the Alliance sensors before they could be targeted themselves. “ There sno obvious
pattern. If they’ retrying to get targeting datafor something, we can't tell whereit is. I've ordered al of
the shipsin my formation to ingtitute random changesin position and track.”

Dudloswouldn't hear hisanswer for over four minutes, but Geary responded. “Thanks. Let’ s hope—"
He broke off as hisdisplay sounded an dert.

“Weapons fire from the surface of the fourth world,” a Dauntless watch-stander reported. “ Particle
cannon. It looks like an entire battery.”

Four minutes ago. “Can wetdl if they got any hits?”’

There was a pause that seemed to last far too long before the watch-stander reported back. “Near
misses on Fa chion and Renown. No hits”

Degani, back on the bridge and looking considerably more rested, shook her head contemptuoudly.
“They’re practicdly firing blind, and now we know there’ s ground defenses il active.”

“Duellos ordered random evasive moves just before those cannon fired,” Geary pointed out. “If he
hadn’t done that, the Syndics might have gotten hits.” Unlike the ship-based weapons, the planetary
particle cannons could be much larger and draw on tremendous power supplies. Even asingle hit from
one of them could dash through shieldsand rip into aship.

Even as Geary spoke, Dauntless' s sensors reported another volley fired. Heitched to order
counteractions, having to remind himsdlf that thishad al happened minutes ago and Dudllos had surely
aready done something. “That should be enough to determine the location of the cannon on the surface



of the planet,” Degani noted.

Sure enough, a half-dozen kinetic bombardment rounds shot from Duellos s battle cruisers, arcing down
into the atmosphere as the Alliance ships continued making random changesin position and track, and
the Syndicsfired yet athird volley, this one managing asingle near misson Gauntlet. “It' sagood thing
those cannon take awhile to recharge,” Geary commented.

“They’ Il probably only get one more volley off,” Degani agreed. She was right; the shotsal going wide
thistime.

One of the Marine recce drones had been swung over to observe the position where the cannon were
located, providing along-range view of the spot near the horizon of the drone' sviewing area. The kinetic
rounds launched by Dudllos s battle cruisers flashed down, leaving tracks of intense brightnessin their
wakes, the impacts cresting huge bursts of light and throwing out fountains of debris. Asthe light faded,
mushroom clouds rose above the Site, merging into one titanic grave marker for the cannon battery.

Geary Sghed. “Let’ shopethat was all they had.”
“Unlikely,” Degani advised.

“I know.” Geary tapped his communications controls again. “ Captain Duellos, congratulations to you and
your ships. Well done. Keep an eye out for further attempts.” He grimaced at the images from the recce
drones. | can understand why it' stempting to just bomb the hell out of a planet to minimize the chance of
anything surviving to thresten us. But what would give metheright to kill millionsof civiliansin the hopes
of hitting some concealed defenses? It wouldn't even ensure diminating those defensesiif they were
hardened and conceded, and they’ re probably both. He looked at Degani. “ Do you think we'll have to
dedl with that at the third planet?

“Possibly. We have to assume the threat exists.”

Geary leaned back, shaking his head. “Why can't they be rationd about this? They don’t have much
chance of hurting us, and they' reinviting retaiation every timethey shoot.”

Degani gave aquestioning glance hisway. “Sir, we ve been fighting awar with them for acentury. | think
thingslike ‘rationa’ went out the window quite awhile back.”

“Good point. Do you think it would do any good to broadcast another demand not to attack our ships?’

She shrugged. “ That’ s hard to say. The energy pulse from the collapsing hypernet gate must have fried
every unshielded receiver in this star system, but some might still be operationa to hear you.”

“Unfortunately, those probably belong to the government and the military.”
“Yes, dr. And they're unlikely to listen to reason.”

Geary nodded, then studied Degani. “ Captain, when | first met you | think you wouldn't have hesitated
towipedl of these planets clean of human life. Y ou don’t seem interested in doing that now.”

She looked straight ahead for awhile before answering. “1’ ve listened to you, Sir, and I’ ve had somelong
talks with my ancestors. There'sno honor in killing the hel pless. Besides, what we' ve done here will
require amassive investment from the Syndicsto repair, whereas if we wiped out the system, the Syndics
would just writeit off.” Degani paused. “And no one can accuse us of behaving like the Syndics here.
We re not them. | realized | don’t want to die doing things the Syndics would do.”



“Thank you, Captain Degani.” Between honor and practical considerations, Degani had decided Geary
was right. It made him fee much better than having her agree with him just because he was Black Jack.
Geary had wondered what would happen if he dropped dead tomorrow, if the fleet would return to the
tactics and practices he had seen when he arrived. But it seemed at least some of the officers were
returning to even older practices, the ones Geary was familiar with. He wasn't fool enough to believe that
everything from the past was better than now, but surely abiding by the laws of war, the dictates of true
honor, and fighting wisely instead of just bravely were good things.

Over the next severa hours as Geary’ s formation headed for the third planet, Captain Duellos had to
bombard the fourth planet three more times. None of the Syndic attempts to hit his ships had succeeded,
which wasn't surprising, given the fact that the surface-based weapons couldn’t directly observe their
targets and had to depend on data provided by drones popping up briefly to take snapshots of the
Alliance ships. On the other hand, two of the Marine recce drones ceased transmitting, indicating they
had been shot down. Colond Carabali wouldn't be pleased about that, but Geary thought two drones
wasasmal priceto pay for avoiding hitson hisships.

As Formation Delta closed on the third world, shuttles launched, carrying Marinesto their objectives.
Most of the shuttles and Marines headed for abig orbiting complex with alarge population. The rest
amed for orbiting warehouses containing raw materias and supplies that would have been taken down to
the surface or sent onward to other placesin the system to ouitfit Syndic warships under construction.
Now they would be taken to the Alliance fleet to take care of its crews and go into manufacturing the
suppliesit needed.

Geary kept awary eye on the third world as his ships closed on the planet. The third world hadn't been
quite so densdly covered with Syndic defense and defense-rel ated targets, so fewer targets had been hit
there, so the upper atmosphere wasn't as heavily clouded with the dust and water vapor debrisfrom
those impacts. It still wasn't very easy to see the surface, though. A bit warm by human standards, the
world was gill nice enough to betolerable. Or at least, it had been. For the next several monthsit would
be abit more uncomfortable thanksto al of that dust in the atmosphere. But compared to the damage
the Alliance could have done, rendering the world completely uninhabitable and smashing every city, the
inhabitants of the third world redly didn’t have strong grounds for complaint.

The sensors of Dauntless and the other shipsin the formation were scanning every piece of surface visible
beneath the dust tossed up by the Alliance bombardment, but no defenses missed by that bombing had
been detected. “ All unitsin Formation Deltaare to avoid entering low orbit around the third world and
areto initiate random course and speed changes while within range of wegpons based on the planet.”

The order was till being acknowledged when very powerful particle beams tore up through the
atmosphere of the third world, aiming for Daring. Fortunately, the Syndics had been overeager, firing at
extreme range, and as aresult their shots narrowly missed the Alliance battle cruiser. Geary punched his
controls savagely. “Daring, take out those guns.”

“It'll beapleasure, sir,” Daring responded. A second volley from the Syndic planetary battery ripped
through the space Daring would have occupied if she hadn’t jogged dightly to one sde and up. The
second attack gave Daring the targeting data she needed. The battle cruiser began spitting out kinetic
projectiles, the solid metal rounds racing downward through the atmosphere. Thistime Geary could see
the flashes of light on the planet’ s surface when the kinetic bombardment tore apart the particle beam
battery aswell asafair amount of real estate around it.

By now dl of the Alliance shipswerejinking erratically, changing courses and speeds by thetiny
amounts, which were al that was needed to throw off shots aimed from the planet’ s surface at targetsin
high orbit. Geary tried to relax, knowing they would be worried about more such attacks the entire time



they were near thisworld. “1 hope that’ s all we haveto ded with,” he remarked to Degani.

On the hedls of hiswords a smal window appeared before him, showing the worried face of Colonel
Carabali. “ Our troops on the orbiting city are under fire,” Carabali reported.

Serves meright for saying something that stupid. | was just asking for trouble. “The orbiting city.” Geary
cdled up the information. With a population of around fifty thousand, the big orbiting complex did qudify
asacity by the sandards of space ingtdlations. It dso had agratifyingly large amount of food stockpiled
or otherwise available to feed those fifty thousand and to provision Syndic warships stopping in for
supplies. The Alliance fleet could use that food, though Geary had ingsted enough be left to avoid
darvation. “What exactly isgoing on?’

“We ve secured most of the food warehouses and the areas adjacent to them. But Syndic specia forces
arefiring on usfrom outside our perimeter, using the civilian population for cover. They’ re popping out,
firing, then fading into the populace.”

It stood to reason that there would be lots of Syndic military forces among the population here, not
merdly to defend the system but also to provide interna security, aniceway of saying they kept the loca
populationin line. At least some of those military forces weren't adverse to doing thingsthat could cause
the degths of the civilians they were supposed to be protecting. But he wasthinking in Alliance terms.
Those troops weren't redlly there to protect the citizens of Sancere. Their job wasto protect the
Syndicate Worlds and the interests of the Syndicate Worlds' leaders. If afew citizens of the Syndicate
Worlds got in the way, or afew million, that was just too bad for the innocent bystanders. “What do you
want to do?’ Geary asked.

Carabali looked unhappy. “WEe ve got three options. One, we fire back as necessary, which will
undoubtedly kill alot of bystanders. Two, we pull back and abandon our efforts. Three, we keep taking
casudtieswith little chance of responding. Y ou'll notice that under dl three options, the Syndicswinin
oneway or another.”

“Hédl.” Should he threaten to retdiate againgt the planet? Would that stop people who had dready
demonstrated alack of concern for civilian casudties? And if it didn’t stop them, would he be willing to
go through with histhreat?“We need that food. Has it tested safe”?’

“Sofar. They didn't realize we were coming herefor that reason, so they didn’t have a chance to poison
it”

Options. There had to be afourth. Compromise was usudly a dangerous course in military actions, but in
this case it seemed like the only choice. “What about ordering al civilians out of abuffer area around our
troops? Tell them to clear it fast, because after acertain time anything moving in that areais atarget.
Would that work?’

Carabai nodded dowly. “1t might. But if you' rethinking al of the civilianswill get clear, that won't
happen. Some adways stay. Some because they’ re too stubborn or stupid or scared, some because they
can't move for one reason or another. There will still be some within thekill zone.”

“But not nearly asmany.”
“No, gr.”

Geary shook hishead. “I don’t see that we have any choice. Those Syndic specia forces are backing us
into acorner. Too bad we don’t have asmart bullet that homes on evil.”



“I think commanders have been wishing for that since the dawn of time, sir,” Carabai noted. * Except for
evil commanders, of course.”

“Get it done, Colond. Givethe civilians as much time as you consder prudent to evacuate, but don’t
unnecessarily risk your troops.” As soon as Geary had said that, he reslized he had given one of those
frugtratingly contradictory ordersthat had driven him crazy when he had received them. He owed
Carabali something clearer than that. “ Do you think half an hour isgood?’

“I'd prefer fifteen minutes, sir. That ought to be sufficient for the areawe need cleared.”
| won't second-guess the person with primary responsibility for thosetroops. “ All right. Fifteen minutes.”
“And after that we' re authorized to use necessary force in the buffer area?’

“Aslong asyou don't punch holesin the outer skin of the city. | don’t want the atmosphere dl venting to

Carabdi grinned, her earlier upset replaced with apparent good humor. “Yes, ar. I'll pass on those
orders now. Thank you, Sr.”

“You' rewelcome.” Geary leaned back after the transmission ended and noticed Rione had arrived on
the bridge and was watching. “1 seem to have made aMarine happy,” he explained.

“Oh?1sshegoing to get to kill something?’

“Probably.” Geary hesitated, scanning the system display for evidence of other threats. But Syndic Force
Alphahadn’t shown any signs of heading inward yet, and nothing else seemed active. Reassured, Geary
pulled up the landing force display, seeing the ranked images that represented the views seen from each
of the squad leaders currently on the orbita city. He picked one at random, touching it to make theimage
grow insze.

The lieutenant whom Geary had chosen to monitor was gazing out acrossasmall courtyard to a cluster of
buildings on the other sde. Curving upward and into the distance behind the buildings, Geary could see
more of the city, which was arranged in the classic and functiond rotating cylinder design to removethe
need for artificid gravity.

Something flashed within the buildings, and the lieutenant’ s view jerked as he pulled back. Fragments
flew asapiece of the structure the lieutenant was behind got chipped by a solid meta dug of some kind.
Geary keyed the sound and heard the echoes of the shot reverberating. Other shots could be heard
gporadically to either sde. Then avoice boomed across the buildings. “This arealisto be evacuated
immediately. All Syndicate Worlds citizens are ordered to withdraw immediately to an area behind Fifth
Street. Anyone present in the areathis Sde of Fifth Street is subject to attack as enemy combatants.”

The announcement began repeating. Geary, watching from the lieutenant’ s view, saw men, women, and
children erupting from buildings and racing away. The distant figure of aman holding agun stepped out
and made threatening motions that halted the exodus near him. “ Get him,” the lieutenant ordered. Geary
heard the sound of awespon firing nearby, and moments later, the armed man jerked to one side asif he
had been punched, then fell to lie unmoving. The civilians surged into motion again, sampeding past the

body.

Geary checked some other views, seeing the same thing. Shots still came from the buildings across from
the Marines, but after the fifteen-minute grace period expired, the buildings began exploding asthe
Marines started targeting them with heavy weapons. Did | approvethat?| did, didn’t 1?



Syndic civilians might well be dying in those buildings, but that was a choice forced upon him. Somehow
that knowledge didn’t make him fed better. Fighting an opponent who kept inviting atrocities, who kept
trying to force him to commit atrocities, was an ugly thing. I'll do what | have to do but not onething
more, you cold-blooded bastards. Y ou won't be able to blame the deaths of innocents on me or the fleet
| command.

It took most of aday to off-load as much food as the Alliance wanted to take, aswell as materia from
the separate warehouses, shuttles distributing it al among the fleet while the warships dodged occasiond
shots from the planet’ s surface and retdiated againgt the attacks. No surface battery got any hits, and
none of them survived the attempt. But there always seemed to be another hidden battery somewhere.

Twenty hours after arriving at the third world, Geary gave the ordersto pull away from the planet,
happily though wesarily reviewing the lists of suppliesthey had “requisitioned” from the Syndics. The
orbita city, somewhat battered from the extended battle between Alliance Marines and Syndic specid
forces, was nonetheless safe now. But the orbiting warehouses were another matter. Geary confirmed
that al of the personnd had been evacuated from them and then ordered their destruction. Anything the
Alliance hadn’t taken wouldn’t be used by the Syndics. The warehouses themselves wouldn't be used
anymore, ether.

Sancere hadn’t been the only system supplying the Syndics with warships. There were plenty of others
churning out capita ships and hordes of lighter units, drawing on the resources of an interstellar power
that spanned many star systems. But losing Sancere’ s shipyards would make adifference. For awhile, at
leadt, the ability of the Syndicsto replace their losses would be curtailed.

“All ships, well done.” He yawned as he confirmed that the formation was heading for anew position
outsde the orbit of the fourth world. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’ m getting some deep.” Degani grinned
tiredly as he left the bridge of Dauntless, making obvious preparationsto leave hersdf.

Geary headed for his stateroom, weary but pleased, wondering if Victoria Rione would be there.

“GEARY here” He blinked away deep, checking to make sure he had also remembered to block the
video again.

“Y ou asked to be informed when Alliance Formation Bravo began withdrawing from the fourth planet,
ar. We ve been told the withdrawa is under way and confirmed it with sightings of the shipsin motion.”

“Thank you.” Geary lay back, grateful that for once the information was good news and wouldn't require
immediate action, aswell as knowing he could stop worrying about particle-beam batteriesfor awhile.

“Y ou know,” Rion€' svoice came from beside him, “they can tell you' re hiding something.”
“Youthink so, hunh?’

“I know so, John Geary. Have you aways blocked video in the past? | thought not. And you' re keeping
your voice pitched low. They’re surely wondering who it isyou don't desireto wake.”

“Damn.” Her words suddenly awoke an anxiety in him. “They might think it's someone from the fleet.”
One of hisofficers. Or worse, one of his sailors. Exactly the sort of thing he was required to avoid doing
because of hiscommand authority.

Rioneraised hersdf on her ebow and gave him athin-lipped smile. “ And so | must ensure the fleet
knowstheir hero is deegping with me. | wonder how | should make the announcement™?’



Hewinced. “1 never intended you becoming apublic issue. This should be private.”
“Nothing about you can be private, John Geary. If you didn’t redlize that aready, you should now.”
“Thisisabout you, not me.”

“Areyou protecting my honor?’ Rione seemed amused again. “I’ m old enough to handle that mysdlf. In
caseyou rewondering, | lso redlized going into thisthat it would become a public matter.”

The statement had the unfortunate effect of reminding Geary of his speculationsthat Rione might be
attracted to his power rather than to him. But if that was the case, she would never admit it, and if it
was't, hewould be crazy to bring up the possibility with her.

“Our relationship isn't improper or illegd,” Rione noted. “In themorning, Il inform the commanders of
the ships from the Callas Republic and the Rift Federation. | know in the past they’ ve been asked about
rumors of your and my association, and have denied them. | must let them know we now do have a
relationship if only to keep faith with them. Once they’ reinformed, the entire fleet will probably know
within aspan of timetoo brief to measure.”

Geary couldn’'t hdp sighing. “ Doesit have to be the fleet’ s busness?’

“Yes” Shefavored him with astern look. “Y ou know it, too. Attempting to hide persond ties between
uswould makeit look like we believed we were doing something wrong.”

“It'snot wrong.”
“Areyou trying to convince me, John Geary? While I’m in bed with you? That' s alittle after-the-fact.”

“I’'m trying to be serious here. Listen, there is one thing that concerns me. There's something I’ ve
counted on from you in the past, and | want that to continue.”

“What would that be?’ she asked idly.

“I want you to remain skeptica of my plans. | need you to be skeptica and questioning and demanding.
You'rethe only personin thefleet | could see as being able to take an outside view of my plans. | need
that to continue.”

“Y ou want meto continue to be demanding?’ Rione asked. “That' sabit unusud inaman, but I’ll be
happy to try to be as demanding as ever.”

“I’'m serious, Victoria,” Geary repested.

“Victoriamay not be able to help you, but Co-President Rione has every intention of continuing to regard
you with aworried and skeptical eye. Does that make you fedl better?”

“Yeah”

“Then I'd like to get back to deep. Good night, again.” Sherolled over, leaving Geary with aview of her
back that was breathtaking, though he thought she didn’t redlize it.

Geary tore hiseyesfrom Victoria Rione s back with considerabl e effort, then spent awhile saring at the
overhead. So she’ sgoing to tell the galaxy that we' re deeping together. But she' sright that we haveto
do that. If rumors spread that I’ m deeping with anyone e s, it could create serious problems. I’'m not
sure how | feel about the fleet knowing, because I’ m not sure how | feel about her. Am | just attracted to
her because | need someone strong beside me now? Or isthisjust physical and I'm fooling mysalf about



caring for the person? No, | can't believe that. She's one hell of awoman, and | know | like alot of
things about her. But she' s not exactly warm and cuddly when we re not having sex. She’ sholding
something back. That's an understatement. She' sholding alot back. By the time we get home, Victoria
Rione might decide I’ ve gotten boring and walk away, or might decide Black Jack needs to be stopped,
or might not redlly give adamn about me but still want to be standing beside me so she can use that status
to her benefit.

Or she might redlly care about me.

Faceit, Geary, you have no way of knowing how you and she will fee when you reach Alliance space,
whether you' Il go off to Kosatkatogether to get married or if you' |l shake hands and walk away from
each other for therest of your lives.

| guess I'll make that jump when we get there. If we get there.

INTELLIGENCE gathered in Sancere so far seemed to be both massive in quantity and frustratingly
uninformative when it came to the most important issues. Marine landing parties had downloaded ahuge
number of filesfrom abandoned Syndic terminas, but none of them held information of immediate use.
Severd surviving escape pods from the destroyed ships of Syndic Force Bravo had been picked up, but
the sailorsinsde only knew they had been in abattle a Scyllanear the border with the Alliance. Syndic
officers could have told the Alliance interrogators more, but any of the escape pods carrying officers had
been destroyed by the energy release from the collapsing gate. The battle at Scylla seemed to have been
fought to abloody draw, with both sideswithdrawing from the star system afterward. The minor
ingtdlations Geary had remembered being a Scyllaa century ago had long since been destroyed or
abandoned as the two sides fought incessantly over an otherwise worthless star system.

They pounded the hell out of each other and then broke contact. It wasn't abig battle. What we saw
arrive here a Sancere was the mgjority of the Syndic force, and the Alliance side was about equd in
numbers. But | can't draw any conclusions from that, because | don’t know what’ s happening €l sewhere
on thefront lines of thiswar.

Frustrated, Geary searched through the communications linksto find the intelligence center on Dauntless.
“Thisis Captain Geary. I'd like to personally speak to the senior surviving Syndic sailor we picked up.
Can | do that now?’

Thereply took amoment. “1'll have to check—" The voice broke off as Geary heard someone yellingin
the background. “Uh, yes, sir! Immediately, sir. Do you want to do it by virtua contact or actual physica
interview?’

“Actud interview.” Geary had never been able to shake anagging suspicion that the virtual meeting
software didn’t convey every movement and nuance exactly right. In his experience software had a
tendency to smooth out things that didn’t match its parameters, even though humans frequently betrayed
minor, seemingly contradictory behaviors. What software thought of as anomaliesto be eliminated could
be the most important things a person was showing. “I’ll be down in afew minutes.”

Theintelligence section rested behind some impressive security hatches. A dightly nervous lieutenant was
waiting outside them and quickly led Geary though into the high-security area. For some reason it dways
felt hushed in there to Geary, even though to the eyeit just seemed aregular office space with afew more
pieces of equipment crammed onto desks and into odd corners. In keeping with ancient tradition, the
intelligence section was aworld unto itself, part of and yet also separate from the rest of the ship’s crew.
Thetighter security world in which they operated was matched by a somewhat looser working



environment.

One of the desks actudly had aplant onit, asmall splash of living greenery. Geary cocked aquestioning
eyebrow at the lieutenant, who looked alittle more nervous as he responded. “ That's Audrey, Sr.”

Of course. If aspaceship had plants on board, one was usualy caled Audrey. The reason for that, if
there was areason, was|ost in the mists of the past, but it made Geary fed alittle better to see something
that hadn’t changed from histime to now. Geary smiled reassuringly and followed the lieutenant toward
the interrogation room.

The interrogation room followed a design that outwardly at least probably hadn’t changed for centuries.
Geary looked through the one-way mirror into it and saw that a Syndic noncommissioned officer satina
sngle chair, gpparently unrestrained. She seemed dazed and scared but trying not to show it. “If she
makes amovefor you, we Il drop her with astun charge,” the lieutenant assured Geary.

“She doesn't seem the suicide-charge type,” Geary remarked. He studied the instrument readouts before
him. “These are dl related to your interrogations?’ He had been down in this area before, but there
hadn’t been prisonersthen.

“Yes, ar.” Thelieutenant indicated the devices. “We can do remote scans of brain activity while asking
guestions. That way we can spot deception on things we need to know.”

“And what do you do then?’

“Confrontation sometimes works. Once they realize we know when they’ re lying, some people crack.
For the tough ones, the best processisthe use of drugsto eiminate normd inhibitions. We ask, they
tak.”

“That sounds more humane than beating them up,” Geary noted with another smile.

“Beating them up?’ The lieutenant seemed startled by the suggestion. “Why would we do that, Sr? It
produces unreligble information.”

“Doesit?’

“Yes, sr. Not as bad as outright torture, but gill unreliable. Our job isto find out accurate information for
you. Physicd and mentd abuse might get people talking, but it wouldn’t provide accurate information.”

Geary nodded, secretly relieved that in the case of intelligence collection smple pragmatism had avoided
the atrocities he had seen e'sewhere. If he had learned hisintelligence people were depending on torture,
it would have meant they were as dysfunctiond asthe fleet’ s tactics had once been. “Okay, let mein.”

The Syndic sailor jerked her head to ook as the heavy door opened. Geary walked in, the Syndic sailor
garing at hisrank insggnia, and stopped near her. “Who areyou?’ he asked. Theintelligence types could
have told him, but it seemed a good way to start aconversation.

The woman spoke steadily enough. * General Service Sailor Rank Seven Gya Barada, Syndicate Worlds
Sdf-Defense Forces, Mobile Space Forces Directorate.”

Geary sat down in the other chair, grateful that he worked in afleet rather than a*mobile space forces
directorate.” “I’m Captain John Geary.” The woman blinked in confusion. “1 used to be called Black
Jack Geary. That’ s probably how you' ve heard of me. I'm the commander of thisfleet.”

Confusion changed to fear. “ That’ s how—" the Syndic sailor blurted, then choked off further words.



Geary kept hisvoice caming and conversationd. “ How what?’

Shewas staring at himin near terror. “1 heard the officers talking before our ship was destroyed. The
enemy fleet couldn’t be here, they said. It couldn’t have got here. But it was.”

Geary nodded. “1 did have something to do with that.”

“They told usthisfleet was destroyed. In the home system. And you died a century ago.” The Syndic
sailor had gone so paethat Geary feared she would faint.

“Wereyou injured in the battle?’ he asked.

She shook her rgpidly. “No. | don’t think so.”

“Have you been treated in accordance with the laws of war snce being made prisoner?’
Confusion had returned again. “1...yes”

“Good. How' sthe war going?’

She swallowed and spoke the way someone did when reciting something. “ The Syndicate Worlds are
going from triumph to triumph. Find victory iswithin our grasp.”

“Isit?’ Geary wondered for how long Syndic propaganda had been declaring fina victory was nearly
achieved. “Do you ever question that?’ The woman shook her head, not saying anything. “1 didn’t think
0. It' s probably dangerous to question that sort of thing.” Still no answer. “Would you like to go home?’
She stared at Geary for along time, then nodded. “ So would I. But then my homeisfree. Yoursisn't.
Doesthat ever bother you?’

“I am acitizen of the Syndicate Worlds, living in progperity and security thanksto the sacrifices of my
leaders,” the sailor recited.

Amazing. That little piece of nonsense the Syndics get drilled into them hasn't changed in acentury. But
then how do you improve on something that smple and mideading?“ Do you actudly believe that?

“I am acitizen of the Syndicate Worlds—"
“I heard thefirgt time. What would it require to get you to question that? To do something about it?’
She gared back at him, plainly terrified again. “1 will not answer your questions.”

Geary nodded. “I didn’t expect an answer. I’'m just curious what it would take for someone like you to
turn against agovernment that endaves you and mistreats you.”

The Syndic sailor stared back for along while before spesking. “I have ahome world to defend.”
Another pause. “I have afamily on that world.”

Geary thought about that, then nodded again. Old motivations, but strong ones. Defend your home from
foreign invaders. And keep your family safe from your own government. It had worked for countless
totalitarian Sates throughout human history. For awhile, anyway. “I’ m going to tell you something. |
don’t expect you to bdieveit, but I'll tel you anyway. The Alliance doesn’t want to attack your world. It
doesn't want to cause harm to your family. No onein the Alliance isfighting because we fear our own
government. Everyone in the Syndicate Worlds has the choice of continuing to support their leadersin
thisugly war or caling for it to end on terms of mutua safety.”



Her face had closed down like atrue believer being told that her ancestors weren't watching over her,
but the Syndic sailor said nothing. Remaining silent in the face of authority even when you disagreed with
it was doubtlessasurvivd tactic in the Syndicate Worlds.

Geary stood up. “ Y our ships fought bravely. | regret the fact that we had to destroy them. May our
children meet in peace someday.” Those wordsfinaly drew a startled reaction, but the Syndic sailor just
sared, not saying anything as Geary |eft the room.

“You can't talk them into working againgt their leaders,” the lieutenant commented. “Wetry. Y ou' d think
sdf-interest would motivate them.”

Geary shook hishead. “ Lieutenant, if self-interest motivated humans, then you, 1, and every other
Alliance and Syndic soldier, sailor, and Marine would be sitting on abeach back on our home worlds
drinking beer. For better or for worse, people believein thingsthey’ll fight for. In our case, better, in their
case, worse.”

“Yes, dr. But you planted an interesting seed there, Sir. We didn't redlize how that would play out.”
“What do you mean?’ Geary asked.

“She thinks you' re dead, and she thinks this fleet was destroyed. Did you see how scared she was? Her
metabolic readings went sky high. She thinksthat we' re aghost fleet commanded by aghost.” The
lieutenant grinned. “ That just might impact Syndic morde abit.”

“It might.” He studied the Syndic sailor through the one-way mirror. “What are the plansfor her and the
other prisoners?’

“WEe d been trying to decide. They don't have any intelligence vaue. But if we can use them to spread
rumors, that might benefit us,” the lieutenant said carefully, “perhagps we should. . .congder. ..releasing
them.”

“Do we till have their escape pods on board?’

“Yes, gr.” Thelieutenant seemed surprised that Geary hadn’t been outraged at his suggestion. “We
searched the pods for anything of vaue that might have been brought off their ships, but there’ s nothing
worthwhileinthem ether.”

Geary looked a the Syndic sallor, thinking that afew changesin events would have left himin her place.
A century ago if the Syndics had picked up his pod after the battle. A few months ago if thisfleet had
been unable to run from the Syndic home system, the ships dll destroyed, the crews captured. “All right,
then. Here’ smy orders. There wouldn’t be any sense anyway in hauling around Syndic prisoners of no
vauethat we have to feed and guard and keep confined. | think you’ ve made avery good suggestion.
We can use these prisoners to our benefit. Make sure the other prisoners know who' sin command of
thisfleet. I'll make persona appearancesfor any of them who don’t believeit. Then | want them returned
to their escape pods and relaunched so they can land on one of the worldsin this system.”

Thelieutenant grinned. “ Y es, Sir. They're going to be surprised.”

“I like surprising the Syndics,” Geary noted dryly. “Don’'t you?” Thelieutenant smiled wider. “Make
certain the pods have sufficient life support and fuel remaining to get those people home. They may need
to be restocked. Have system checks run on them, too, to make sure nothing critical got broken by the
energy rdeasefrom the gate.” Intelligence types might not pay atention to that kind of detall if not
reminded. “ Understood?’



“Yes, gr.” Thelieutenant hesitated. “ This may not work, sir. And they’ re not going to be grateful for
being released. We may just end up fighting them again.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. A few saillors more or less shouldn’t make a big difference to the Syndic war
effort.”

“That'strue, Sr.”

“One other thing,” Geary added. “1 could tell that you were reluctant to suggest this course of action to
me. | want to know when the Intelligence section hasidess. If | don’t want to follow them, I'll decide that
after I've heard them.”

“Yes, ar.”

“And you never know, Lieutenant. On the one hand, those sailors may spread rumorsthat we' real
demons. On the other hand, we treated them decently. If enough Syndics learn that we' re not demons,
maybe that will help, too.” He l&ft, thinking that in afew more days the fleet could leave Sancere, having
taken everything it could carry and destroyed everything it couldn’t. About a billion Syndic citizenswould
be looking up at the stars and breathing easier. They would aso be worrying about the Alliance fleet
possibly resppearing someday. That wouldn't be possible, their leaders would assure them, but then it
should have been impossible for the fleet to show up here even once. One way or another, thisfleet had
givenalot of Syndicsalot to think about.

Of course, Syndic Force Alphawas still out there. Sooner or later, Geary was sure Force Alphawould
try something. It couldn’t let the Alliance fleet leave without trying an attack of some kind, not if the CEO
in charge of it wanted to keep his or her head on their shoulders.

NINE

“SYNDIC Force Alpha smoving.” The warning from a Dauntless watch-stander came amost
smultaneoudy with an aerting message from Alliance Formation Echo, which was currently charged with
blocking any attack by the surviving Syndic flatilla

Geary rubbed his chin, studying the sghtings coming in. The Syndic flotillahad been cruisng dong the
outer edges of the star system for days now, watching from very long range as the Alliance fleet
systematically looted supplies and repaired damage to its own ships. Now it had finally come around and
begun accdlerating toward the inner system. “Too early to tel where they’ re aming for.”

“Yes, gr,” Captain Degani agreed.

“But even after the damage Task Force Furiousinflicted, they’ ve il got eight battleships and four battle
cruisers.” Geary checked the display again. The two battle cruisers shot up by Task Force Furious had
jumped out using different jump points over the last two days, doubtless going to notify the Syndic
leadership that the Alliance fleet had shown up at Sancere and to call for reinforcements. One of the
HuK's had d'so jumped out, heading for athird destination. It would be about aweek’ strangit timefor dl
of them to their objectives, plustime to gather more warships, then aweek back. More Syndics would
be coming, but Geary planned to have the Alliance fleet long gone before they arrived. “Plus eight heavy
cruisers and five HuK s. They outgun any one of our subformations, even though they don’t have nearly
enough escorts.”

He pondered the situation. The Syndics had been about three and a half light-hours out from the star
Sancere when they turned inward. Alliance Formation Echo was outsde the orbit of the fifth world, only
thirty light-minutes from the sun. The Syndics had been accelerating toward the inner system for three



hours before any Alliance ship had seen them. Three hours' time delay |eft alot of room for
as-yet-unseen changes.

On the other hand, even if the Syndicsramped dl theway up to .2 light, it would ill take them at least
fifteen hours to even reach the areawhere Alliance Formation Echo waslocated. If they wereaiming at
any other Alliance formation, the time required to intercept a even .2 light ranged from twenty hoursto
well over aday. Nothing was going to happen immediately. But eventually things would happen quickly.

Don't act too fast. But don't put off acting, either. Do | want to stop all exploitation activity in this system
to confront Syndic Force Alpha? But if | do, what’ sto stop the Syndics from just racing through the
sysem at .2 light or even higher? How long could they keep that up, denying me the chance to engage
them and keeping my forces from continuing to loot the supplies we need? It would be the smartest thing
they could do. Good thing they didn’t think of something like that sooner. “ Captain Degani. Assumethe
Syndicsare planning to hit asmdler Alliance force, but will avoid action indefinitely if confronted with a
larger force. What would you recommend?’

She considered the question, gazing at her display. “We can try seeding minesin their path, but at the
speeds we would need to be going to ensure intercepting their track, the odds of planting a decent
minefield are pretty low.”

“What about high-speed engagements? Could we manage to inflict much damage that way?’

Degani grimaced. “If they’ re going point two light and we re coming in fast to meet them? Then the
combined velocitieswould be, maybe, point two five light to point threelight or higher. Thereativigtic
digtortion would be ferocious. Even thetiniest errorsin compensating for it would mean clean misses”

“So we have to dow them down to engagement speed and meet them with amore powerful force,”
Geary concluded.

“I don't think that’ s going to happen,” Degani suggested unhappily.

Co-President Rione' s voice came from behind them. “Why do military minds aways focus on one
aternative?’ Geary looked back at her. “The way to dow them down isto offer atarget that seems
atractive”

“I don't carefor sacrificing unitsthat way,” Geary stated flatly, earning an emphatic nod of agreement
from Degani.

Rione leaned forward. “Y ou' re too honest in your thinking, Captain Geary. Y ou, too, Captain Degani.
Makeit atrap.”

Geary exchanged a glance with Degani as he spoke to Rione again. “What kind of trap?’
“I'm not amilitary expert, Captain Geary. Surely you can think of something.”

Degani’ seyes had narrowed as she studied the display. “ There might be away.”

“Even with the Syndics able to see everything we' re doing?” Geary asked.

“Yes, gr. Thetrick would be making it look like we' re doing one thing when we' re actudly planning
another.”

Rione nodded. “Y es. Excdlent. Present one image to the enemy while keeping your true intentions
hidden.”



Geary kept his expression controlled while nodding back. Hearing Rione recommend that course of
action was alittle unsettling, given his doubts about her intentions toward him. “We can’'t make the force
we'll useto bait the Syndicstoo powerful. They’ Il spot that without fail.”

“I amthinking,” Degani stated dowly, “of a star named Sutrah.”
Geary frowned at her, then his expression cleared. “ That would be poetic justice, wouldn't it?’

Inthe end, it required an awesome amount of analysisfor the maneuvering systemsto come up with the
movement plan needed to implement Degani’ sidea. All six Alliance fleet formations had to swing through
gpace, in some cases trading ships that would follow their own tracks for awhile, some of the shipsand
formations passing through certain small areas where the Syndics were judged most likely to trandt given
the movements of dl of the Alliance ships, most particularly Alliance Formation Gamma Thisall had to
be done without making it apparent to the Syndics why they were moving in that particular way, and
presenting a credible image of part of the Alliance flegt girding for an engagement with the Syndicswhile
other portionstried to continue looting Syndic assets. Formation Gamma had to be maneuvered in such a
way asto present an attractive target while looking like it was unaware of the fact that it was exposed to
Syndic intercept if the Syndics dtered course away from battle with the larger force being assembled to
mest its current path.

Captain Tulev’ s battle cruisers had been joined by the fast fleet auxiliary Goblin, and were now to be
dangled asthe necessary bait even though Geary hated the idea of risking one of the auxiliaries. “ They
won't bite without one of the auxiliariesin the target force,” Degani had inssted, and Geary had
reluctantly agreed.

Now he stared at the intricate web of tracks his ships were to follow for along moment before
authorizing the ordersto be sent. “ All units. Maneuvering ordersto follow. Every unit must carry out
these orders exactly as sent.”

It was far too complex to pass by voice. The detailed orders went out to al ships, and at the ordered
timesthey began moving, though with the time delaysinvolved in seeing hiswiddy scattered formations,
Geary had plenty of time to worry about whether everyone was acting as ordered. It was the sort of thing
no human or command staff could have put together or executed. Without the substantia superiority in
shipsthat Geary had over Syndic Force Alpha, it wouldn’t even have been possible.

Now he sat, watching the ships move at various distances and time delays, as the Syndics pressed
onward toward the inner system.

“You'll be exhausted if you stay up here until the battle,” avoice murmured.

Geary roused himsdlf and looked back at Rione. “1 know. But this entire thing depends on everyone
doing whet they’retold.”

“Andif they don't,” shereplied, “you won't even seeit until sometime after they didn’t. Watching makes
no difference. Get somerest.”

He gave Degani aglance. Dauntless' s commanding officer was catngpping in her command chair. Geary
envied her the ability to do that. He checked hisdisplay again. If the Syndics kept on their current track,
they would be gpproaching engagement range in eight hours. If they dowed or turned, engagement range
to any other Alliance formation would be at |east ten hours. Engagement time to Formation Gamma, if the
Syndics had dready turned, wasten and half hours. Rioneisright. I'm anidiot to stay up here. “I'm
going below for awhile,” Geary informed the watch-standers on the bridge. “ Please inform me
immediatdly if any ship deviates from their ordered tracks or if we spot changesin the Syndic track.”



He stood, looking at Rione. “How about you?’

She shook her head, looking past him. “1 don’t want any rumors about the way you spend your time
preparing for battle, Captain Geary,” Rione said in avery soft voice. “Y ou' re going down to deep. Do
it”

“Yes, Madam Co-President,” Geary responded. “Y ou’ re not going to stay up here thewholetime, are
you?’

She shook her head. “InawhileI’ll go to my stateroom.”

That would surely be remarked, Geary knew, by the many eyesthat just happened to notice such things.
He dso knew Rionewas right abouit it looking bad if hisfleet believed Geary was enjoying himsdlf while
battle loomed. “ Okay. I'll see you back herein awhile.”

Thistime Rione nodded. “1 confess| fed partly responsibleif this plan doesn’'t work. | suggested it, ina
way.”

“Youdid. But | gpproved it. It' smy responsibility. No oneelse’s.”

Rionelooked straight into his eyes. “ John Geary, |’ ve had moments of wondering if | should ve
succumbed to my fedlingsfor you, if | shouldn't rather have kept my distance for the sake of the Alliance
and for my own long-term happiness. Statements such asthat reassure me.”

There didn’t seem any good, Ssmple answer to that, so Geary nodded to her and smiled. He left the
bridge, taking a meandering path to his stateroom so he could be seen by the crew of Dauntless, stopping
at afew placesto speak with the crew and repesat the now-familiar lines about his certainty that they
would defeat the Syndicsin this battle, that the fleet would get home safely, and that he was proud to
serve with them. No matter how fa se he sometimes felt about promising the first two things, Geary
aways knew the last statement was true. Knowing that helped him deegp when hefinally got to his
stateroom, though he was surprised to discover that the absence of Victoria Rione from his bed aready
felt noticegble.

He woke to his communications alert, seeing that Sx hours had passed. “Geary here.”
“WEe ve spotted Syndic Force Alphamaneuvering, Sr. They're heading for Formation Gamma.”
The bait had been taken. “I’ll be up therein afew minutes.”

There had been alot of optionsfor the Syndic flatillaasit charged into the inner system. Too many to
produce any meaningful prediction of what particular spotsin space it would passthrough. The Alliance
plan had been aimed at luring the Syndicsinto aparticular course of action, in this case an attack on a
smaller formation that appeared to have accidentally been left out of supporting range of the rest of the
fleet. As Geary ettled into his seat on the bridge of the Dauntless and checked the display, he saw the
probability conefor the Syndics course ill had a huge diameter &t its base where the Syndic flotillahad
just changed course. But that cone necked down inexorably toward atight channd near the track of
Alliance Formation Gamma, which the Syndicswould have to traverseif they wanted to engage the ships
in Gamma. Beautiful. If they do it, we ve got them. If they decide not to hit Gamma, then those ships will
be safe. Either way we' ve won except for some wasted ordnance.

Therest of the Alliance fleet was dtill re-forming. Another smal formation accompanied by Witch but too
far off for the Syndicsto target without sweeping around through the system, and two larger formations,
one built around Dauntless and the other centered on Courageous. Task Force Furious was amost two



light-hours distant on the side away from the Syndics, where it had been returning from smashing some
Syndic ingdlations on the two innermost worlds. Geary was gratified to see that a good number of the
ships making up both formations were still on the way. Part of the plan involved letting the Syndics think
the Alliance was taking itstime getting ready to meet the Syndic attack, and as aresult the Alliance would
be forced to be dow in reacting to the changed Syndic course.

All theater, preplanned to lure the Syndicsinto going where the Alliance wanted them to go.

It was nonethel ess increasingly nerve-racking to see the Syndics heading toward Formation Gamma,
which was holding itstrack but had accelerated from .05 to .075 light speed. To the Syndics, that would
look like an atempt to escape, but it was actudly aimed at adjusting the location where the Syndics
would intercept Formation Gamma. It al came down to smple physics now. In order to get within
griking range of Gamma, the Syndics would have to go where the Alliance wanted them to go. Thetrick
wasto keep the Syndics from changing their minds and veering off. Accordingly, Gamma made a show
of trying to accelerate past .075 light, only to have Goblin fal behind asif she couldn’t keep up. Therest
of the shipsin Gammasdowed to rgjoin Goblin, having put on ahopefully convincing show for the
Syndics.

His own formation finaly assembled, Geary siwung it around and down to head for an intercept with
Syndic Force Alpha. He had retained the name Formation Delta, even though he now had more than
twice as many ships. On thefar Sde of Formation Gammawas the new Formation Bravo, also bulked up
to twiceitsformer strength, thirty light-minutes away but hopefully getting into motion itself now. A much
smaller force, Formation Echo with Witch, was playacting asif returning to the third planet to loot more
supplies or destroy more surface ingtdlations. Findly, Task Force Furious had been told to remain on the
far sde of the system, alast piece of insurance againg the Syndics getting away clean. If dl dsefailed,
Task Force Furious might get in some good shots asthe Syndicstried to climb out of the system again.

“Surely they’ re going to figure out what you' re doing now,” Rione noted.

“I sure as hell hope not,” Geary replied. “It shouldn’t be as obviousto the Syndics. To them, it sgoing to
look asif we' re bending on speed but won't be able to reach them at engagement speeds before they
reach Formation Gamma. Same for Formation Bravo, sinceitsintercept location is even farther off than
ours. The Syndics are thinking they’ ve caught awesker formation that we let get too far from supporting
formations. They're planning to comein fagt, brake hard, rake Gamma with everything they’ ve got, then
accel erate away and frudtrate our planned intercepts by this formation and Formation Bravo.”

“Y ou’ re amore devious man than I’ d thought, Captain Geary,” Rione observed.
“Captain Degani helped come up with the plan.”
Degani grinned.

“Anyway, if dl goesright, the Syndic plan won't even survive until contact with Gamma. It' |l sart faling
gpart well before then. Theredly hard part in setting this up was getting enough shipsto cross through the
areawherethe Syndicswill haveto trangt to intercept Gamma, without the Syndics figuring out those
ships were dropping strings of minesaong asingle reatively narrow channd.”

“And,” Degani added, “sincethe Syndic plan clearly requiresthem to comein fast, maintaining closeto
point two light aslong asthey can before braking hard to engage Gamma, rlividtic distortion isgoing to
make it very difficult for them to see the mines, especidly sinceit’ snot asingle, dense minefield but a
diffuse series of strings.”

Now it was just amatter of watching again. Everyone remained several hours away from any contact, the



representations of the various formations seeming to crawl through the display of Sancere Star System.
Geary took advantage of the timeto arrange his formation for what he expected would work best.
Assuming the Syndicswould seek to avoid afight with him, Geary arranged his shipsin arectangular
block, the battleships and battle cruisers clustered by divisions down the center, the escorts around the
outsde. If heonly got one firing pass, he wanted to ensure his heaviest units could al hit the Syndicsin
successon.

Increasingly restless, Geary findly stood up. “I’'m going to walk around the ship.” The crew undoubtedly
thought hiswakswereasign of hisinterest in them, and they certainly werethat, but a timeslikethis, the
walkswere dso away to work out nervousness and kill time during the long, Sow approach to combat.

The crew members he met al seemed tired from the long days at increased dert while in Sancere Star
System, but cheerful and confident. The hopeful and certain expressions they turned on Geary ill had a
tendency to unnerve him, since he knew how falible heredly was, but at least he dso knew he hadn’t let
them down yet. As hewaked around, Geary noticed crew memberslooking past him asif expecting to
see someone with him, and redlized they were looking for Co-President Rione, even though none of them
mentioned her. That was alittle unnerving, too.

At some point, he went past the worship areaand walked into the area set aside for ancestors, entering
one of the small rooms and lighting a candle before saying abrief prayer. Theliving stars knew he needed
al of the help he could get. But tempting asit wasto linger and spesk for awhile to the one audience he
felt sure of, his dead ancestors, Geary knew he couldn’t hide in here while the fleet headed for battle.

All of that didn’t kill nearly enough time. Geary confirmed that nothing had changed in the Situation,
everybody rushing toward their respective intercept points and the Syndics till closing in on the path to
the mines, then forced himself to go by the meal areas and pretend to eat. Most of what they had now
was Syndic rations looted from places like Kaliban and now Sancere. The best thing about the Syndic
food, Geary and the sailors he spoke with agreed, was that it made the usua fleet food seem good by
comparison. “If we offered the Syndics decent medls, they’ d probably surrender in droves,” one of the
sailors suggested as she choked down something that was apparently supposed to be hash, though made
up of unidentifiable meat and some very odd looking potatoes with the texture and taste of blocks of
cardboard.

Geary returned to the bridge. Rione wasn't there, and Degani was adeep in her chair again. A captain
who spent that much time on the bridge could drive her crew insane, but Degani wasn't a screamer or a
micromanager, o her presence didn’t wear on her watch-standers. She woke up as Geary entered and
nodded to him. “One more hour until the Syndics reach the first mines. They’ re fill heading right down
the chute”

“When do you think they’ |l start braking? Geary asked.

“In aout haf an hour. That' Il leave them avery dight margin for error.” Degani indicated the projected
track on the display. “If they braketoo early, they’ |l dide off the path to the mines, but we' Il have amuch
better shot at catching them with thisformation. But if they want to hit Formation Gamma, they’ll haveto
dart braking at thispoint.”

Geary stled in, relaxing as best he could. To kill time, he began rechecking the supplies the fleet had
picked up here a Sancere, and how the auxiliaries were doing on manufacturing replacement items.
There had been alot of maneuvering herein Sancere, burning through fud cells, so Geary tossed off a
quick message to Captain Tyrosian on Witch to make sure new fud cdlswere apriority. All of the
grapeshot, mines, and missilesin the world wouldn't provide enough help to shipsthat couldn’t
maneuver.



Co-President Rione returned, surveying the bridge of the Dauntless, Captain Degani, and Captain Geary
with her usud unruffled and chalenging attitude. Nodding in greeting, Geary redized there waslittle
chance of him ever accidentdly cdling her Victoriawhile on the bridge. The Co-President Rione who
occupied the observer’s seat on the bridge might look like the Victoriawho shared Geary’ s bed, but her
attitude was so different that she seemed to redlly be another person, one who retained distance and
distrust toward Captain Geary. | did ask her to stay chdlenging, after dl. But | have afeding she'd be
likethiswhether I’d asked it of her or not.

Degani dso nodded in dmost-friendly greeting. Being involved with Geary had clearly made Rione more
trustworthy in Degani’ s eyes, though he suspected Rione would react pretty negatively to theidea He
certainly wasn't going to mention it to her. But then she probably aready had redlized that, which might
be contributing to the frosty way Rione was tregting Geary on the bridge. Maybe he should put off
mentioning to Rione that the crew seemed to be expecting to see them together. Or maybe she wanted to
be seen with him, to make as public a spectacle as possible of their association.

Geary turned back to the much less complicated situation playing out between the Syndic flotillaand his
fiveformations. Hisdisplay indicated every Alliance ship had cometo full battle readiness. Heand
thousands of other officers and sailors had nothing to do for awhile yet but watch the time scroll down to
the moments when the Syndics would encounter the first mines.

The Syndics pivoted up and over in place amost exactly when predicted, bringing their propulsion units
to face forward so they could brake the Syndic formation’ s velocity down to engagement speed. A few
minutes later, Geary saw Formation Gamma increase speed a fraction to move the Syndic track to
intercept exactly back onto the path through the mines. Surely the Syndics would get suspicious? But,
perhaps because they were fixed on their intended targets, the Syndics adjusted their course just asthe
Alliance needed them to.

Fifteen more minutes crawled by. “Herethey come,” Degani murmured.

The intricate maneuvers that had set up the trap had sent ships or formations across the space the Syndic
flotillawas now braking through. The result hadn’t been so much aminefield as alattice made up of
multiple rows and strings of mines spread across light-seconds of distance dong the track. The Syndic
warships were now rushing stern first into the area holding those mines. Any hitswould fal on their main
propulsion units aft, which was exactly where the Alliance wanted those hitsto strike.

The Syndic formation braked through the firgt two lines of mineswithout encountering any. Frustrating,
but the odds didn’t favor alot of hits. Thethird linelay right acrosstheir path.

A Syndic HuK took adirect hit on the stern. The mine collapsed the rear shields and blew the HUK' s
propulsion units, leaving it unable to maneuver. One of the battle cruiserstook two hits, losingasingle
propulsion unit. There was a pause as the Syndics swept onward, until they hit where the fourth and fifth
lines crossed. Thistime severd hits sparked on the Syndic ships, sending aheavy cruiser sumbling out of
formation and taking out a couple of propulsion units on another battle cruiser.

By thistime the Syndics had figured out they were running into something. The most effective counter
would beto pivot their ships so they were facing forward and would take any further hits on their bows.
But pivoting would mean the warships couldn’t use their main propulsion systemsto brake anymore,
which would prevent them from sowing enough to intercept Formation Gamma. Geary had guessed that
the Syndic leader would chose to continue taking occasiona hits rather than give up the chanceto strike
the Alliance shipsin Gamma. If the Syndics had hit dl the mines at once and sustained the damagein a
sngle burg, it probably would' ve caused the leader to cal off the attack, but instead the hits kept coming
in ones and twos, adding up in away that the Syndic commander might well miss until too late while



focus remained on the Alliance warshipsin Gamma,

More hits occurred as the Syndics encountered successive lines of mines, each one doing alittle more
damage, weakening even the shields on the battleships. By thistime the Syndic commander had to be
worried. The damaged ships were dready losing their placesin formation and might have to be left
behind when the Syndic flotilla accel erated away after hitting Gamma.

“Captain Tulev hasfired specters,” Degani observed. “It looks like he sfiring every specter he' sgot.
They'll intercept the Syndic formation just asit’ s clearing the last string of mines”

“Good move,” Geary agreed.

A find flurry of three mine strikes marked the last string of mines, then the Syndic shipswere sweeping
down on Formation Gammawith no more obstacles between them. Moments later the spectersfrom
Gammaflashed into contact. The high relative speed caused some to miss, but others hammered at ships
that in many cases had aready seen their shields drained by mine hits and hadn’t recovered yet. Another
battle cruiser took hitsto its propulson systems, another HUK vanished into aball of debris, and two of
the remaining heavy cruisers were badly battered. Even better, two of the battleships|ost acouple of
propulsion units.

“Adjust course as necessary to intercept the Syndics,” Geary ordered Degani, passing the same
command to Captain Duellosin Formation Bravo. Therest of the shipsin the formation would conform
to Dauntless s moves as Degani made minor adjustments to course and speed to manage the best

intercept.
“We Il haveto start braking oursalves, soon,” she advised.

Geary checked hisdisplay and nodded. “ All unitsin Formation Delta, adjust ships' headings one hundred
eighty degrees now.” That would bring the Alliance ships around so their main propulsion units faced aft.
“Begin braking down to point one light at time three one.”

Tulev had formed his battle cruisers facing the Syndics and close around Goblin, making ascloseto a
physica shidd for Goblin asit was possible to congtruct. The Syndic formation, though increasingly
spread out as damaged shipsfell out of position, was still aiming for intercept and gtill had more than
twice the firepower available to Tulev' sforces.

Geary blinked, trying to understand what he had just seen.
Degani wasgrinning broadly. “Brilliant!”

Tulev had pivoted his ships and accelerated at maximum when it wastoo late for the Syndicsto react but
just intimeto throw off the Syndic intercept. The maneuver had required perfect timing, and Tulev had
carried it off. He' d dso thrown abarrage of grapeshot &t the leading Syndic ships, which werefiring on
the place Tulev’ s ships should have been if they hadn’t changed speed, only belatedly shiftingaimto
target the actud positions of the Alliance warships. The two leading battleships seemed to flare
incandescent asthe Alliance grapeshot hit their shieldsin aconcentrated volley. “He got them!” Degani
exulted as Dauntless' s sensors provided damage reports that both battleships had been badly hurt.

But thet left alot of Syndic capita shipsrolling past Tulev’ sformation. The shields on the Alliance bettle
cruisers around Goblin sparked and flashed with hits as the Syndic battleships poured fire onto them.
“Leviathan hastaken severd hits,” awatch-stander reported. “Dragon haslost two propulsion units and
main maneuvering control. Steadfast reports hell-lance batteries one dpha and three alpha out of
commission and numerous hits. Vdiant has taken serious damage amidships but is continuing to fire.”



Geary clenched hisfigts, trying not to think of the sailors dying on those battle cruisers. If helost one or
more of the battle cruisers, it would be abitter price for whatever losses were inflicted on the Syndics.

“Mogt of the Syndic capitd ships have passed out of range of Formation Gamma,” awatch-stander
reported.

It dawned on Geary as he read the updates on damage to his battle cruisers that they had been saved by
the damage inflicted on the Syndics earlier asaresult of mines, specters, and grapeshot. The cumulative
effect of those hits had spread out the Syndic formation so that their fire wasn't concentrated on the
battle cruisersin one short, overwhelming barrage but rather dispersed enough to dlow the screenson
the Alliance shipsto hold longer than they would have otherwise. “What about Goblin?’

“Severd hits, nonecritical.”

Geary let out abreath he hadn’t known he was holding. Tulev’ s battle cruisers had hit back asthe
Syndicsroared pagt, inflicting more damage. And unlike the Alliance warships, the Syndics didn’'t have
massive reinforcements rushing to the scene. They had to run, but many of them couldn’t run fast enough
anymore.

Unfortunately, plenty of them could il run.

Geary made afigt and softly pounded the arm of his chair. He had occasiondly wondered why that part
of the chair' sarm didn’t have controls on it and findlly redlized it had been ddliberately left bare so that
frustrated and worried commanders could best onit. “He sl got five battleships with only minor
damage and three heavy cruisers.” The Syndic formation was stretching out as the warships with full
propulsion capability accelerated away from the damaged units. “We can't catch those. Blast.”

“Wewon't haveto,” Degani stated in aflat voice. “Unless| missmy guess”
“What do you mean?’

She pointed at the front of the Syndic formation. “There'sa commander out there who' snow logt half of
their force, or will once we catch those damaged ships. The remaining unitswon't be able to threaten us
enough to prevent us from completing whatever we want to do in this star system. That commander
knows the best fate they can hope for isalabor camp. A firing squad is more likely, though we' ve heard
of punishments that amount to torturing someone to death under the guise of ‘ volunteering for medica
research’ and other euphemisms.”

Geary studied the display. * Y ou think that commander will choose desth in battle?”

“Or at least fighting to the degth of their ships. It might not seem the best option, unlessyou'rea
commander facing death anyway.” Degani gestured again. “There they go.” The undamaged and lightly
damaged battleships were braking, faling back to rgoin their damaged ssters. “ Despairing or not,”
Degani acknowledged, “it’sa brave move by al of those ships.”

Hearing Degani describe Syndics as brave startled Geary. She was starting to think of the enemy as
human. He would have to warn her that such fedlings could help her understand the enemy’ s actions but
also make it harder to do what needed to be done. Like killing the brave sailors on those brave ships.

I ntercept points were updating rapidly on his maneuvering display asthe Syndics speed dropped lower.
“I"'m going to bring this formation across the bottom of the Syndics and have Formation Bravo come
across the top here. They should be able to hit the Syndics about fifteen minutes after our pass. We'll
come around and hit them again after that.” Geary gave the orders, angling Formation Deltadightly to



port and down, telling Formation Bravo to also turn to port a bit and angle up.

Tulev had sent his escorts after the departing enemy, and now one of the damaged Syndic heavy cruisers
a therear of the formation blew up under thefire of the Alliance light forces snapping at the heds of the
Syndics. Geary frowned, studying the movements of the Syndic battleships. “ Task Force Gamma, get
your escorts back. They’re going to be facing battleships soon unless they break contact. Have them
take up position outside of enemy effective range, ready to hit any unitsthat fall back outsde the
protection of the rest of the force.” Like wolvesracing behind afleeing herd, ready to pull down any
animd that faltered.

But it would be severd minutes yet before the escorts got that message. Hopefully the Syndic attempt to
concentrate their formation would take longer than that.

The Syndicswere settling into aroughly cubical formation when Geary took Formation Delta beneath
them, unleashing an avalanche of fire on the ships on the bottom of the enemy force. Two damaged bettle
cruisers were riddled and three battleships took heavy damage, while the heavy cruisers and few
surviving HuK s smply disintegrated under the Alliancefire,

Fifteen minutes later, as Geary was bringing Formation Deltaaround in awide curve, Formation Bravo
swung across the top of the Syndic formation, smashing two battleships and one of the remaining battle
cruisers,

Geary pressed his communications controls as Formation Delta steadied on another firing pass.
“Commander of the Syndic flotilla under attack, your Stuation is hopeless. Surrender your ships. You
and your crewswill be treated in accordance with the laws of war.”

There wasn't any answer, but Geary hadn’t expected one. As Degani had said, the Syndic commander
had likely decided that degath in battle was preferable to the fate his superiors were likely to inflict.

The Syndic cube was shrinking into aflat square, its speed reduced even more asless damaged ships
dowed to stay with their damaged sisters, when the second pass from Formation Ddltaripped through it
and left only two battleships functiond. The second pass from Formation Bravo finished them, smashing
the remnants of Syndic Force Alphainto scrap. As Formation Bravo drew away, one of the broken
Syndic battleships blew up from a core overload.

Geary blew out along breath, gazing at the cloud of escape pods heading for refuge. “What do you think
the odds are that the Syndic commander went down with that |ast battleship?’ he asked no onein

particular.
Degani just nodded.

Rione gestured toward the display, which showed Alliance ships closing on the Syndic wrecksto ensure
they were dl completdly destroyed and unsalvagesble by the Syndics. * Congratulations on your victory,

Captain Geary.”
“You gave ustheidesa,” Geary responded.

Degani nodded again. “ An object lesson in what happens when you do what the enemy wants you to
do.”

“Y egh. Thetrick isfiguring out what the enemy wants you to do, and doing something different.” He
pondered the state of hisfleet. “All units, rgoin Dauntlessin fleet genera purpose Formation Echelon.
Captain Tulev, | want your battle cruisers and escorts with the auxiliaries division so they can provide



support to you. Give me estimated repair times for your shipswhen possible. To al shipsin Formation
Gamma, very well done.”

Degani gave him aglance. “ Are we leaving Sancere soon?’

“That’sright.” Geary ran his eyes across the system display, remembering the mass of ingtdlations and
shipping that had greeted the Alliance fleet when it had arrived here. Very few of those wereleft. Let's
seeif the Syndics can try to spin thisinto avictory. “We ve done dl the damage we need to do here.
And we re going to be needed at Ilion. If we relucky, there Il be some shipsrejoining usthere.”

“And some Syndicate Worlds forces right behind them,” Rione noted.

“Yeah. I’ d better make sure the auxiliaries are manufacturing more wegpons aswell asmore fuel cells
during thetrangt. I’'m assuming we Il need both at Ilion.”

BEFORE they went into jump, Geary took the time for a private conference with Commander Cresida.
“If not for your ideas on controlling that hypernet gate collapse, there’ sagood chance none of uswould
be here. Asflest commander, | can authorize the award of a Silver Nebula, and that’ swhat I’'m giving
you. | hope you don't mind that the wording on the citation may be alittle vague.”

Cresdaflushed with pleasure. “Thank you, Sr. Hopefully we won't need thét firing algorithm again.”

“Let’shopenot,” Geary agreed. “Y ou’ ve done outstanding work as an independent formation
commander.” He paused. “I’m aso granting a battlefield promotion to captain. Congratulations. Y ou
earned it. We |l have aproper ceremony at Ilion if time permits.”

“Captain?’ Cresidasmiled, looking stunned. “Thank you, Sir. | don't know what elseto say.”

“You don't haveto say anything. Like | said, you earned it. Task Force Furious has proven to be avery
vauable assat to thisfleet.” Geary leaned back, relaxing in away he knew communicated that the formal
portion of the conference was over. “ Commander Cresida—excuse me, Captain Cresida, there's
something I’ ve been wondering.” She gave him an attentive look even as she smiled at thefirst use of her
new rank. “When that hypernet gate here was destroyed, what happened to any ships heading for
Sancere?’

“There stwo possihbilities, gr,” Cresdastated. “ Oneis that when the pathway between the Sancere gate
and whatever gate they come from was broken, everything in it was destroyed in one manner or
another.”

Geary nodded, thinking of ships suddenly dying without any warning. Enemy ships, but till...“What' sthe
other possibility?’

“It'sactualy consdered by far the most likely, sir,” Cresidaassured him. “It’ sbelieved that when the
path ceasesto exigt, any ships affected smply fall back into normal space.”

“That'sdl?’ Onthe hedsof his statement, Geary redlized what that meant. “ They drop into normal
space. Somewhere between whatever star they came from and Sancere.”

“Yes, ar.”

“Which could be along, long ways from any star,” Geary added.



“Yes, ar.” Cresidagrimaced. “With luck, and rationing, and some cregtive attempts at converting
compartments into growing areas to recycle waste, grow food, and regenerate oxygen supplies, they
should be able to make it to a star from which they could use jump pointsto get somewhere safe.”

“It'd teke years, though, even if they were only alight-year from the nearest star.”

“At the sort of economical cruising speed they’ d haveto use, yes, sir. Probably at least ten years.
Possibly alot more.”

Geary shook hishead. | guessit beats dying. Oh, hell, they could use some of their escape pods. Put
most of their crewsinto survival deep without launching the pods. That would stretch al of their supplies
alot. | wouldn’t want to be one of the guys|eft awake, though. That'd be along time saring at astar

getting bigger very, very dowly.”
“It'snot like we re going to be home tomorrow,” Cresida pointed out wryly.

“True. And if we caused alot of Syndic warshipsto get stuck between starsfor adecade, that ought to
help out the Alliance abit.” He smiled somewhat, too. “Maybe they’ d finaly get to astar and find out the
war had been over for years. | wonder how that would fedl ?’

Cresdadidn’t reply for amoment. “ Some of uswonder if the war will ever be over, if weand the
Syndicswill just keep fighting no matter what happens.”

Geary looked at her, recalling that the war had been going on for Cresida s entire life and long before
then. “1 suppose sometimesit must seem likeit'll last forever. But there must be away to bring it to an
end in away that preserves the safety of the Alliance and ensures the Syndicswon't attack again.” The
ability to use hypernet gates as means of unparalleled destruction came back to him, then. That would
end the war and diminate the Syndic threat. Would he ever cometo believe that was the only thing to
do? Or, worse, that it was the right thing to do?“I’ll seeyou at Ilion, Captain.”

TEN

AFTER theriches of Sancere, Ilion seemed bare and bereft. A single marginaly habitable world boasted
afew enclosed cities, one of them aready apparently shut down for lack of inhabitants. The only shipping
to be seen were afew aged in-system ships running between the habitable world and some old industria
facilities near an asteroid belt. No warshipsto be seen, and the Syndic military base that had occupied a
moon of agas giant about two light-hours out from the star had also been mothballed.

Geary decided not to bother communicating with the inhabitants of the Syndic planet. He had no intention
of bringing the fleet near them and couldn’t imagine they had anything he needed. Indeed, careful
examination of the closed Syndic military base showed that it been stripped of supplies, with even some
of the equipment cannibalized. “It looks like they’ ve been taking that base apart for a couple of decades,
at least,” Degani observed. “With Sancere so close, everybody who could leave must have dready |€eft.”

“Why do you suppose the Syndics haven't aready evacuated the planet, then?’ Geary wondered.

“I"d bet because moving al of those people would cost afair amount of money. They’ ve probably been
|eft there to fend for themsalves becauise on a Syndic corporate balance sheet they’ re not worth moving.”

“Abandoned in place.” Geary nodded, wondering how that would fedl. It was something sometimes done
to equipment. He had never expected to see it being done to people. How long could these people keep
going on what they could grow, manufacture, and cannibalize? It was a good bet the population |eft here
was gtill shrinking. Would the day arrive, centuries from now perhaps, when thelast humanin llion died?



He had seen anumber of systems bypassed by the hypernet before this, but Ilion carried the worst
impact. “Let’ s get the fleet moved to cover the jump point from Strena.” If any of those dmost forty ships
with Falco survived, they would have to come here through Strena. 1 want us ten light-minutes from the
jump point. If anyone comes through, they may need very fast rescue.”

Geary took another look at the display. At their current speed it was about two days to the jump point he
wanted to cover. “I guessit’ stimefor another fleet conference.”

It felt good to have the thirty shipsfrom Task Force Furious back at thetable. It felt good to see
everyone pleased with how well Sancere had gone. For the moment at |east, no one seemed ready to
openly display hostility or didike. Once again, Co-President Rione had chosen not to attend. Geary
wondered what she was up to, why she was depending on secondhand accounts of these meetings rather
then being at them to raise questions and objections. Surely she knew that aslong asthe objections were
reasonable he wouldn’t take them wrongly.

The days spent in jump space between here and Sancere had been mostly given over to resting and
recovery after the extended pressures of the operations a Sancere. With no dertsin the middle of deep
periods, Rione had been ableto actually deep while degping with him and seemed to have enjoyed that.
But she hadn’t told him anything to explain why she wasn't present at this conference. The woman
remained an enigma.

“We can only estimate what the ships that |eft the fleet have been doing,” Geary told his assembled ship
commeanders, deliberately avoiding loaded terms like mutiny and fleeing. “ The best guess our smulations
have generated show that any that survived their certain encounter with vastly superior Syndic forces at
Vidhawould have retreated through these stars to reach Ilion, with their last waypoint at Strena.” Helad
that out bluntly. It wasthe smpletruth, and if none of those ships had survived to reach here, hedidn't
want anyone wondering why. “If these estimates are correct, any ships seeking to regjoin the fleet will
arrive sometime between tomorrow evening and the next four days.”

“How long will wewait?" the commanding officer of Dragon asked.

Geary gazed on the display for amoment before answering. “ At least through the end of those four days.
How much longer, | haven't decided. We can’t stay indefinitely, but if anyone shows up, | want to be
here”

“What if the Syndics show up first?” the captain of Terrible wondered.

“If it swithin those four days, we' Il fight,” Geary confirmed. “ After that will depend on alot of factors. It
will be my decison.” Heads nodded, somein agreement and othersjust in acknowledgment that he was
in charge. That was something, anyway. “If the Syndics come through on the heds of any shipstryingto
rgoin us, we' ll have afight on our hands. | expect to have to protect the ships arriving, since they’ll
probably have sustained alot of damage, pluswe Il have to do our best to wipe out the Syndic force.”

Geary gestured toward the star display. “ Once we' ve recovered our missing ships and dedt with any
Syndic pursuers, my plansareto leave herefor Tavika” That brought some smiles. Tavikawould bring
them back toward Alliance space. “ Tavikawill give usthree optionsfor the next jump. If it lookslike
Badur issafe, we'll jump there next.” More smiles. Between Badur and Tavikathe fleet would have
made up the distance to Alliance space lost jumping toward Sancere. “ At this point the Syndic command
gructure at alot of places, including their home system, still hasn't heard that we paid avisit to Sancere.
Which meansthey have no ideawhere we are. Once they hear we were at Sancere, they’re going to
gart looking, but they won't find us soon.”

He paused, looking around the table. “If any shipsrejoin us, we |l haveto evauate their damage. It's



possible!’ll haveto order one or more to be evacuated if the damage istoo great. Be ready to take
personnd on board in case that happens. Idedly, we won't leave any ships behind. We will not leave any
people behind regardless of the circumstances. Are there any other questions?”

There weren't. Everyone was being too compliant. Maybe he was being paranoid, but Geary found it
hard to believe that every one of the commanders who had regarded him skeptically was now willing to
smply accept whatever he said. Or maybe they were just tired. It was pretty latein the officia day.
“Thank you.”

When the others had “left,” Captain Duellos simage remained, hiseyeson the display. “It’ sfrudtrating,
not being able to do anything but wait and hope for some of those shipsto show up, isT't it?’

“Very,” Geary agreed, flopping down into his seat. “Why is everybody being so quiet and accepting?
Why aren’t | getting more questions?’

Dudlos bent aenigmatic look toward Geary. “Because everybody e seisfrustrated, too. They want to
hel p those fools who ran off with Falco, but they can't think of any way to do it better than what we are
doing, waiting here and hoping some of them makeit to llion. Even the worst skeptic with the fleet
approves of therisk you' retaking in waiting here. If Falco was around to raly them with somefool plan
to charge back and forth among Syndic star systemslooking for our missing ships, then it might be
different. But Falco didn’t want to wait to build up more support.”

“Lucky for me, | guess,” Geary noted gloomily.

“Lucky for dl those shipsthat didn’'t go with him asaresult,” Duellos corrected. “Cheer up, Captain
Geary. Thingsaregoing well.”

“They could beworse.” Geary paused. “Okay, I’ ve got a persona question. About me.”
“About you? Or about you and the iron-jawed Co-President of the Callas Republic?’
Geary smiled. “Iron-jawed?’

“She' satough woman,” Duellos explained. “ The sort who makes avauable friend and a dangerous

“That describes Co-President Rione,” Geary agreed.
“But | understand you' re on friendly termswith her at the moment.”
“Y ou might say thet. The entire fleet knows, right?’

Duelos nodded. “1 haven't persondly polled every sailor inthefleet, but | think it would be hard to find
onewho hasn't heard.”

“No one' ssaying anything.”

“What are we supposed to say?’ Dudllos asked. “ Congratulations? Ask you what tactics you employed
to achieve your objective?’

Geary laughed as Dudlos grinned. “That’ sagood point. | just want to know if it's causing any problems.
| know Numos and hisfriends wanted to make an issue of my relationship with Rione back before there
was any substance to the rumors.”

“I've heard little,” Duellos admitted. “As| oncetold you, it’s your business and doesn'’t reflect on your



professondism. Aslong asyou and Co-President Rione refrain from acting out in public, | expect no one
will say anything. Openly that is. Those opposed to you will try to find away to paint it in anegative light.
| can't see the issue gaining much traction, though, if you two continue to carry on asyou have. The most
damaging rumor would be that you' ve compelled Co-President Rione to become a sort of concubine,
debasing her, but no one who has ever met that woman would believe such arumor. Nor would rumors
that you two are plotting againgt the Alliance hold up. Asde from thelegend of Black Jack Geary’s
devotion to the Alliance there' s a'so Co-President Rione’ swell-known loyalty to her world and to the
Allianceasawhole.” He gave Geary aquestioning look. “How seriousisit, if you don’t mind my

asking?’
“Frankly, | don’t know.”

“Not that you' ve asked, but | persondly wouldn’t toy with the affections of awoman like Co-President
Rione. | wouldn’t be surprised to learn that the expression about ‘ hell hath no fury’ was coined about a
woman very smilar to her.”

Geary smiled again. “I’m pretty sure that’ s not going to happen.”

Dudlosfrowned down at his hand asif examining it. “On the other hand, the woman standing beside
Black Jack Geary when hereturnsthisfleet safdy to Alliance space will bein an enviable postionfor a
politician.”

“That' strue,” Geary stated, keeping hisvoice carefully neutra.
Dudlos glanced back at Geary. “ Y ou'reriding atiger. Y ou know that.”

“Yeah. | know that.” The old saying had aready occurred to him, that someoneriding atiger isfine
except for the fact that the tiger is taking them where it wants and they don’'t dare get off, because the
instant they do, thetiger can turn on them. She's powerful and can be dangerous. | wonder if those are
some of the thingsthat attracted meto Victoria Rione?

GEARY was gtill musing over that when he got back to his stateroom and found Victoria Rione waiting
for him there. “ Did the conference go well?’

“Y our spies haven't reported in yet?” Geary replied.

It didn’t faze her in the dightest. “Not al of them, no. It’ srather inconvenient for them when you hold
fleet conferencesin the evening.” Sheindicated the star display over thetable. “1 have something to show
you.”

He sat down, his eyes on the region of stars shown. He could usualy guess which genera area of space
he was looking at by spotting particularly noteworthy stars, nebulas, or other features, but not thistime.
Therewasn't asingle thing he could identify from memory. “Whereisthis?’

“Thefar sde of Syndicate Worlds space. It snot surprising you can't recognize it Snce no one from the
Alliance has ever been dlowed there, except perhaps as prisoners en route to labor camps.” Rione's
fingers danced ddlicately across the contrals, rotating the view. “1’ ve been studying some of the Syndic
records we acquired a Sancere. Thisisthe latest information available in them on the far side of the
Syndicate Worlds. Do you notice anything?’

He watched the stars swing past dowly asthe star field pivoted under Rione' s commands. The boundary
with unexplored or uncolonized star systems was alumpy thing, of course. The arrangement of Starsin



the cosmos didn’t lend itself to the nest lines that human minds liked to see. Something about the view
teased a him, but he couldn’t figure out what it was. “What am | supposed to be seeing?’

“Perhapsif | highlight star systems abandoned within the last century,” Rione suggested. “And by
abandoned | mean not left to wither, but rather star systemsin which al human presence was
withdrawn.” She pushed another control, and severa stars glowed brighter.

The picture clicked into place in Geary’ smind. “I1t doesn’t look like afrontier. It looks like aborder.”

“Yes,” Rione agreed calmly. “It shouldn’t look like aborder, because there s not supposed to be
anything bordering the far sde of Syndicate Worlds space, but it does. The region of occupied star
systems doesn't bulge and extend as it should to cover particularly rich stars. There' s no gaps where
much poorer stars have been left unoccupied.”

“Just like the boundary between the Syndicate Worlds and the Alliance.” Geary leaned closer, studying
theregion. “Isn’'t that interesting.” He moved one finger to point to the abandoned star systemsthat Rione
had indicated. “ And these places would’ ve penetrated beyond that ‘ border’ that isn't supposed to be
there”

“I was put in mind of the buffer zone you had the Marines create in that orbita city,” Rione remarked. “A
place no one is supposed to occupy to separate the Syndicate Worlds from...who or what? Now, I'm
going to superimpose arepresentation of the Syndic hypernet in that region.” Stars glowed adifferent
color, forming an intricate lattice. “What do you see?’

“Areyou sure of this?’
“Absolutdy.”

Geary stared at the depiction. He had been told hypernet gates had gone into the systems rich enough or
unique enough to justify the expense, places people wanted to go, stars whose resources and populations
generated enough wedlth to make the gates worthwhile there. But the hypernet had amilitary use aswell,
of course, alowing forcesto be shifted very rapidly to where they were needed. A poor star, but one
strategicaly placed, could earn agate on that basis. There were alot of poor stars with hypernet gates on
thefar sde of Syndicate Worlds space. “ They seem to be worried about something, don’t they?’

Rione nodded. “But if your speculation is correct, whoever or whatever gave humanity the hypernet
technology has smply given the Syndicate Worlds the meansto build nova-scale bombsin every system
facing this unknown-to-usthreet. It lookslikeawal of defenses. It sactualy aminefield onan
unimaginable scae, amed at the people who think it’'s defending them.”

“It'smorethan that,” Geary replied. “| talked to Commander—blast it, Captain Cresida about what
happens to ships headed for a hypernet gate that ceases to exist. Those ships might be logt, or they might
be dumped into interstellar space a decade of travel time at least from any gar. If the Syndicstried to
rush reinforcementsto that area, anything actually there would be destroyed by the energy discharge from
the gates, and anything on the way would either be destroyed or diminated as athresat for years.”

“Thereby diminating avery large proportion of the Syndicate Worlds military capability? A retdiatory
strike would be rendered impossible.”

“Yeah.” Geary tried to get hismind around the potentia scale of destruction those hypernet gates
represented and couldn’t manageit. “How are they keeping this quiet, Victoria? How can even the
Syndics keep knowledge of thisfrom spreading?’



“It' sasociety that tightly controls information anyway,” she pointed out. “ Add in the war to judtify telling
people to keep their mouths shut. On top of that, add the sheer volume of information available. It' s easy
to bury important factsin amountain of trivia. We picked up atremendous amount of materia at
abandoned ingdlations at Sancere. I’ ve only skimmed small parts of it. I’ Il keep looking, but | don't
honestly expect to find some information that provesdl of this. The records we seized are dl at or near
thelowest leve of classfication. Anything regarding anonhuman intelligence, especidly athreat from
such, would be very highly classfied.”

“Meaning we probably vaporized any copies of those records when we bombarded the Syndic
headquarters Sites at Sancere. | dmost wish we could go to thisfar frontier ourselvesto find out for sure,
go beyond that border to see what lies on the other side.” Geary redlized he had been mentally tracing
possible pathsto the far side of Syndicate Worlds space without redizing it.

“That would be suicide,” Rione stated crisply. “Evenif the fleet would follow you.”

“Yeah. | know. They wouldn’t follow me. At least, | hope not.” Geary leaned back, closing hiseyes.
“What can wetell anyone e se about this?”’

“Nothing, John Geary. Because, redly, we have nothing but speculation.”
“Doyou bdieveit?’
“| fearit.”

“Me, t00.” Geary opened his eyes again, gazing upon the unfamiliar sar systems of the far sde of
Syndicate Worlds space. “ Asif we didn’'t have enough to worry about, aready. | wastold thereisn't
recent intelligence about the progress of the war in the captured files. Have you found any?’

“No. It'sdl old.”

Geary nodded, wondering again what had been happening on the border between the Alliance and the
Syndicate Worlds. It occurred to him, looking &t the picture from deep within Syndic space, that from the
perspective of the Syndicate Worlds they might see themsalves as being pinned between two other
powers. Did that viewpoint cause the Syndicate Worlds' leadersto feel menaced on two sides?* The
Syndicstold their own people that they’ d destroyed this fleet in their home system. They surely
announced the samething to the Alliance, and the Alliance doesn’t have any way of knowing that'salie.
Do you think they’ d sue for peace?’

“No.” Rionelet pain show momentarily. “Many in the Alliance warm themsalves againg the cold of
endlesswar with hatred of the Syndics. They wouldn’t trust any peace terms offered.”

“WE ve seen they have grounds for that distrust. The Syndics have broken every agreement we reached
with them and laid traps everywhere they could.”

“Which has worked against them in the long run despite any temporary advantage they gained, because
now they can’t even get an agreement favorable to them because they aren’t trusted to abide by it.”

Geary nodded, hiseyes on the star display. “ Since we're kegping alot of Syndic warshipstied up trying
to catch us, the Syndics hopefully haven't been able to exploit the current military Situation.”

“Y ou’ ve destroyed more than afew Syndic warshipsaswell,” Rione noted.

“Thisfleet has,” Geary corrected, “but ill...1 wonder what kind of battles are being fought near the
border with the Alliance right now? Those Syndic sailors we captured who had fought at Scylla couldn’t



tell usanything.” Were there elements of the Alliance fleet that had been | eft behind fighting desperate
battles againgt long odds while the Alliance franticaly tried to construct replacement warships and train
replacement crews? How many of the warships guarding the border would be lost while the fleet under
Geary fought itsway home?*“1’ ve got a grandniece on the Dreadnought.”

Rione raised her eyebrowsin surprise. “How do you know that?’

“Michael Geary told me just before Repulse was destroyed.” Just before his grandnephew sacrificed
himsalf and his ship to help the rest of the fleet escape from the trap in the Syndic home system. “He gave
me amessage for her.” “Tell her | didn’t hate you anymore.” Not that | could blame him for hating Black
Jack Geary, the impossible-to-match hero whose shadow had dogged him hisentire life. Thank theliving
garswe had afew brief momentsfor him to learn | wasn't redlly the Black Jack he had grown to resent.
Does my grandniece hate me, too? What could shetell me of thefamily | lost to time?

“I hopeyou find her,” Rione sated quietly.
“Y ou’ve never told me whether you have any family back home,” Geary noted.

“I have abrother and asister. They have children. My parents il live. | have everything that was taken
from you by chance. | hope you understand why | don’t speak of them much to you. I'm uncomfortable
with theideaof forcing you to recal your own losses.”

He nodded. “| appreciate that. But fed freeto discussit if you want. Denying what you and other people
have won't bring back what I’ ve lost.”

“You'renot very good at denid?’ Rione asked with asmall smile.
Geary snorted in self-derision. “1 imagine I’m as good at it as anyone can be.”

“| disagree.” Sheindicated the star display. “Y ou’ ve found something the rest of us have missed. Or
found reasonsto avoid seeing.”

Thistime Geary shook his head. “We haven't found anything. Asyou pointed out, there’ s no proof here.
Do you think peoplein authority in Alliance space will believeit?’

“That worries me less than the fact that we might have to tell them about the potentia to use hypernet
gates asweaponsin order to explainit.”

He stayed silent for amoment. “Y ou till think they’ d use those weapons?’

“I'm not certain, but if the Alliance governing council knew, | couldn’t swear amgority wouldn't agreeto
use the Syndic hypernet gates as wegpons. My inginctstell me they would decide to use them.” Rione
gazed a the star display, her face bleak. “ And the Alliance senate would very likely muster amgjority in
favor if given the opportunity for avote. Think of it, John Geary. We could send task forcesto every
Syndic star system within range of our frontier and blow the gatesin them, then proceed on deeper and
deeper into Syndic space, leaving atrail of utter devastation behind.”

“That wouldn't work,” Geary corrected. “Y ou saw what the collapsing gate was like at Sancere. The
energy burst released would destroy the ships that destroyed the gate. It would be a one-way mission.”

She nodded, her eyes digtant. “ So we would construct robotic warships, crewed and controlled by
artificia intelligences, and send them to destroy star systems. And because space isvast, the Syndics
would have timeto realize what we were doing, time for their spiesto report, and they would retdiatein
kind. FHeets of artificid minds shattering star systems and wiping mankind from the galaxy. What a



nightmare we could unleash.”

Hefdt atight, Sck feding in hisgut and knew Rionewasright. “I’'m sorry. | didn’t mean to dump this
kind of thing on you.”

“Y ou didn’t have much choice, and your intentionswere good.” She 9ghed. “1 can’t ask one man to
carry every burden in thisfleet.”

“| didn’t even ask you if you wanted to share those burdens.”
“Ah, wel, you' reaman, aren't you?’ Rione shrugged. “I1t’ sworked out all right.”
“Hasit?’

Rionetilted her head dightly and regarded Geary. “What' s bothering you now? Unless | miss my guess,
that |ast wasn't about Syndics or diens or robotic dayers of mankind.”

He returned her look. “1t’ s about you and me. I'm just trying to understand what' s going on between us.”
“Good sex. Comfort. Companionship. Are you looking for anything elsein our relationship?’

“Areyou?’

“I don’'t know.” Rione considered the question, then shook her head. “1 don’t know,” she repeated.
“You'renot in love with me, then.”

She had that cool, amused expression again. “Not asfar as| know. Are you disappointed?’ Geary’s
face or body language must have betrayed hisfedings, because Rione dropped the amusement. “ John
Geary, there has been onelovein my life. | told you that. He' s dead, but that hasn’t changed my love for
him. I’ ve dedicated mysalf since then to the Alliance, trying in my own way to serve the people my
husband gave hislifefor. What' sleft over is currently yours, for what it' sworth.”

Geary found himsdf laughing softly. “Y our heart can’t be mine, and your soul belongsto the Alliance.
Just what isleft over?’

“My mind. That'sno smdl thing.”

He nodded. “No, it’snot.”

“Can you be happy with that part of me, knowing the rest belongsto others?’ Rione asked camly.
“I don’'t know.”

“Y ou’ retoo honest, John Geary.” She sighed. “But then so am |. Perhaps we should try lying to each
other.”

“I don't think that would work,” he stated dryly, unable to keep from wondering if she was being honest,
if there wasn't ill some agenda here that he didn’t know about. In many ways, Victoria Rione smind
seemed as unknown to him asthefar frontier of the Syndicate Worlds.

“No, lying probably wouldn't work.” Rione gazed past Geary. “But then, will honesty work?”
“I don’'t know thet, either.”

“Timewill tell.” She reached to turn off the display of stars, then stood up, regarding him with an



expression Geary couldn’t interpret. “I forgot that there's one more part of me available to you. My
body. Y ou haven't asked, but I [l tell you. That has been offered to no one else since my husband died.”

He couldn’t see any trace of ingncerity in her and wouldn’t have been fool enough to question her
gatement even if he had. “I redlly don’'t understand you, Victoria”

“Isthat why you' re keeping your emotiona distance from me?’
“Maybe”

“That may befor the best.”

“Y ou're not exactly opening up to me,” Geary pointed out.

“That’ strue enough. | haven't given you any promises. Y ou shouldn’t give me any. We re both veterans
of life, John Geary, scarred by the losses we' ve endured because we cared for others. Someday you
should tell me about her.”

“Her?” He knew exactly who Rione meant but didn’t want to admit it.

“Whoever shewas. The one you left behind. The one | see you thinking of sometimes.”
Helooked down, feding an emptinessingde born of might-have-beens. “I should. Someday.”
“Y ou told me you weren't married.”

“No. | wasn't. It was something that could have happened and didn’t. I’ m still not sure why. But there
was alot left unsaid that should have been said.”

“Do you know what happened to her after your supposed death in battle?’

Geary stared at nothing, remembering. “ Something happened before my battle. An accident. A supid
accident. Because her ship was along ways off | didn’t even hear about it until she’ d been dead for three
months. I’ d been planning on getting back in touch and apologizing for being anidiot, rehearsng what |
wasgoing to say.”

“I'm very sorry, John Geary.” Rione looked a him with eyesfilled with shared sorrow. “It' s not easy for
dreamsto die, even when they’ ve remained only dreams.” She reached down to take his hand and pull
Geary up to stand next to her. “When you' re ready, you can speak more of it. Y ou never have spoken of
it to anyone, have you? | thought not. Open wounds don't heal, John Geary.” She stepped close and
kissed him dowly, her lipslingering on his. “ That’ s enough companionship for one night and far too much
thinking for both of us. I d like to enjoy the other benefit of our relationship now.”

Her body waswarm and divein hisarms, and for ashort while at least the concerns of the present and
memories of the past were forgotten.

THE right formation had been the dilemma. The Alliance fleet was pretty close to the jump point from
which any Syndic force would exit. That meant he would have little time to adjust hisformation and
would probably have to fight from whatever formation he had the fleet in when the enemy arrived. But he
wouldn’t know how the enemy was formed up until they got here.

The onething he did know wasthat if the Syndicswerein hot pursuit of asmall, badly battered Alliance
force, they wouldn’t be wasting time. It was a safe bet that there would be fast, light units coming in right



behind any fleeing Alliance ships. Those would be easily disposed of no matter what formation Geary
adopted. The problem was what came next. Heavy cruiserswould be quickly annihilated, but if the
Syndics had battleships coming in soon after the light units, Geary had to make sure those capital ships
couldn’t take too many of hisown shipswith them.

In the worst case, the Syndics would have a superior force, in which case the Alliance would have to
drike fast and hard to take advantage of any element of surprise and any momentary numerica lead as
Syndic ships exited the jump point.

“It could be very ugly,” Geary remarked after discussing optionswith Captain Dudllos. “But we'll be
closeto the gate, which means they can’t be spread out. I’ m going to keep usin amodified cup
formation.” On the display floating between them, the formation resembled its namesake, with athick
circular bottom formed by over hdf the fleet in amatrix with interlocking fields of fire, the remainder of
the shipsarranged in flat, semicircular formations extending outward toward the enemy. “We' |l be ableto
hit them hard in one spot, then come back and hit another part of whatever formation they’rein.”

“If they’re truly superior in numbersto us, we will beat the hell out of them even if we re destroyed in the
process,” Duedlosreplied. “Not the best outcome, but combined with the losseswe inflicted at Kaliban
and Sancere, it will leave the Syndics without numerical advantage in the war.”

Geary nodded, gazing at the star display. “ So the war would just go on.”
“Thewar would just go on,” Duellos agreed.
“I’d like to manage a better outcome than that.”

Dudlos grinned sardonically. “Y ou can count on the fleet. Everything' s coming together here. The pride
of thefleet, the need to rescue our fellow ships, the confidence born of recent victories, and the training
you've given us. WE ve got achance, even if the odds are bad.” Hisgrin widened. “And | just thought of
something else we can do to even the odds a bit.”

Y OU would think someone who had spent so many yearsin the fleet would be used to waiting by now,
Geary thought as he wandered the passageways of Dauntless. A very large amount of timein the fleet
was spent just waiting. Waiting to get somewhere, waiting once you got there, waiting for an emergency
or crigsthat might not happen, waiting to find out how long you would have to wait. That seemed to be
asmuch apart of military life asrisking your life and bad food.

None of which made waiting to find out if any shipswould rgjoin them here any easier. The flegt had
been positioned facing the jump point from which any of the missing shipswould have to come, hanging
in space with its movements daved to the dow progression of the jump point around its tar. The
auxiliarieswere busy enough building new wegpons and parts, and every other ship needed routine
upkeep and repair, but Geary had done everything he personally could do to prepare. Too restlessto
address other tasks, he went through Dauntless seeing the crew, finding hisincreasing ability to recognize
the sailors and officers he encountered to be a source of comfort. Sowly, very dowly, he was beginning
to fed like he belonged here.

In one passageway he encountered Captain Degani, surprised to see that she was demonstrating the sort
of chearfulnessthat usualy only appeared after Degani had watched alot of Syndic ships be destroyed.
“You seemin agood mood,” he commented.

She smiled back. “1 recently had along conversation with someone on Furious, Sr.”



Furious was aways off, with her once-again reconstituted task force, ready to carry off another specia
mission. Geary spent amoment wondering why Degani would have had along talk with Captain
Cresida, given thetime delay involved, then redlized that hadn't been who she had talked to. “How is
Lieutenant Casdll Riva?’

Degani actually blushed dightly. “Very well, Captain Geary. He' simpressed by Captain Cresidaand the
new sensors and weaponry we have.”

“I see. I'm glad he' s pleased by the new weaponsin the fleet.”
“Actualy, he's happy to be liberated, and seemed pleased to talk to me,” Degani confessed.
“I sugpect heredlly ispleased, Tanya He sfitting in okay, then?

Her amiled faded a hit. “ There' s been some rough moments, he said. That much timein a Syndic labor
camp with no hope of release or rescue will take awhile to overcome. Sometimes hewakesupina
panic, fearing that hisliberation was only ahallucination. But of course he has hope now.” Degani
paused. “ Cas—Lieutenant Rivawas surprised to see the way you' re directing the fleet. The tactics
you'reusing. He' s still puzzled and torn by Captain Falco’ s departure from the fleet. But he watched
everything that happened at Sancere and was astounded, sir.”

Geary fdt embarrassed himsdlf. “ A lot of things worked right. We were lucky.”

“Y ou make much of your own luck, sir, if you don’'t mind my saying s0.” She paused again. “He s dill the
man | remembered. Perhaps something will come of it.”

“I hope so. War messes up enough lives. It' s nice to think that two of them can have a chance to get
back on track.”

Degani nodded, her eyes distant with memory. “We'll see. There' salot of time to make up and
experiencesto share. Did you know that among the records we downloaded at Sancere there wasa
huge database of Alliance prisoners of war? It snot up to date, the latest information is about three years
old, but it hasalot of names of people who for al we knew were dead. If—excuse me, sr—when we
get back to Alliance space, alot of people will be happy to see some of the nameson that list.”

Geary gave her acurious|ook. “How long has it been since the Syndics shared captured personnel lists
with the Alliance?’

“Decades at least. I d have to check. At some point they decided not knowing if lost personnd were
dive or dead would harm Alliance morae and stopped providing lists of prisoners. The Alliance did the
samein retdiation, of course.”

That wasn't a pleasant thought. Sending friends, lovers, and family off to battle was bad enough, but not
knowing afterward what had happened to them was aform of dow torture. “We Il haveto get that list
back, and maybe convince the Syndicsto swap up-to-date lists.”

Degani nodded. “If anyone can do that, you can,” shereplied. “I’vejust started to look at the list.

There sso many names and thelist isorganized in an odd way, so I’'m ssumbling through it usudly getting
results| didn’t ask for. But there’ s some people whose fates I’ d like to check. Some of them were
supposedly captured, some supposedly killed in battle. Maybe | can confirm those things now.”

“I guessyou and alot of other people will be doing that,” Geary noted, thinking that alist three years old
wouldn't tell him if some miracle had alowed his grandnephew to escape from Repulse beforeits
destruction in the Syndic home system. That would remain an unknown for him, but best to assume



Michael Geary was dead and be very pleasantly surprised if he turned up alive. Thereredly weren't
many grounds for assuming he had survived the death of hisship.

Which brought his thoughts back to the thirty-nine ships that had accompanied Captain Falco at Strabo.
How many of those had survived? He wished he dready knew the answer, asterrible asthat waslikely
to be. The uncertainty was amost as bad as the nagging, ugly conviction that few if any of them would
surviveto reach llion.

“THEY’RE here”

Geary bolted from his stateroom without bothering to check his own display. He ran down long
passageways and up ladders until he reached the bridge, gasping for breath as he dropped into his seat.
Only then did he call up the display with asilent prayer for as many survivors as possible.

Amazingly, three battleships were there. Dauntless s systems quickly identified them as Warrior, Orion,
and Mgedtic. And asingle battle cruiser, Invincible, so badly damaged that Geary had to double-check
the assessment before he believed it. Of the Six heavy cruisers that had accompanied the capita ships,
only two remained. None of the four light cruiserswere there, and of the nineteen destroyers only seven
hed survived.

“Those stupid bastards,” Geary muttered. A battleship and two battle cruiserslost, long with alot of
lighter ships. Of the thirty-nine warshipsthat had followed Falco, only thirteen had madeit to llion.

Captain Degani’ sface was white with anger. “ Triumph didn’'t makeit. I’ll lay you any oddsyou careto
name that Triumph stayed behind to hold off the pursuit while the other big ships got away.”

“That didn’t do Polaris and VVanguard any good,” Geary noted, knowing how much fury hisvoice was
showing. “Look a Invincible. How isshe il functioning?’

“I haveno idea, ar. But all of those shipsare beat up. | don’t know if even Titan can restore those ships
to full service no matter how much time she' sgiven.”

“Wel find out.” Geary findly punched his communications controls. “Colonel Carabdi. Get in touch with
your Marine detachments on Warrior, Orion, and Mgestic. Captains Kerestes, Numos, and Faresa have
been relieved of command effectiveimmediately and are to be placed under arrest. Captain Falco isaso
to be placed under arrest for the negligent and crimind loss of ships of the Alliance fleet.” Charges of
mutiny could wait until later. What reglly mattered to Geary was knowing that Falco’' s supidity had
caused the loss of so many ships. He pushed another control. “Warrior, Orion, and Mgestic, thisis
Captain Geary, acting commander of the Alliance fleet. Y our commanding officers are relieved effective
immediately. Executive officers are to assume temporary command.” Another push, thistime on the
flestwide circuit. “ All unitsthat have just arrived in the llion system are to accelerate at your best speed,
passing through the fleet formation and joining up with the fast fleet auxiliaries and their escortsin the rear.
We assume pursuit iscoming in after you and want aclear fied of fire. Task Force Furiouswill be
executing Operation Barricade in your wake. Please remain clear. All other unitsin the Alliance fleet,
preparefor battle. We' ve got alot of shipmatesto avenge.”

“Operation Barricade?’ Rione had arrived on the bridge, breething heavily from what must have been a
run of her own up here. Shewas gazing at the display, her face blegk as she redized the extent of the
losses.

“Operation Barricadeis alittle ideafrom Captain Dudllos,” Geary explained. “We |oaded out the ships



under Furious with most of the minesin the fleet. They’ re moving across the jump point exit now, planting
as dense aminefield as we can manage in whatever time remains.”

Captain Degani was grinning in anticipation of the Syndics hitting those mines. “What makesit especidly
Sweet isthat we' re able to expend those mines because the matériel we picked up in Sancere will let the
auxiliaries manufacture replacements. The Syndics themsalves provided us the meansto replace the
mineswe use here”

On hisdisplay, Geary could see the time-late images of Furious and the other shipsin the task force
accelerating across the jump exit to lay their mines as Rione spoke again. “What happensif alarge
number of Syndic shipsexit the jump point as Furious and her sstersare crossing in front of it?’

“There sasubstantia risk there,” Geary conceded. * Even though having Task Force Furious Sitting next
to the jump exit ready to go minimized the chance the Syndics can arrive before our ships are done
crossing in front of the jump point. That’ swhy | asked Captain Cresidato volunteer for thetask.” At
least he was finally remembering to refer to her using her new rank.

Rione gave him aflat look. “Do you honestly believe that Captain Cresidawould treat arequest to
volunteer as any different from an order to take part?’

Degani shot Rione asour glance while Geary tried not to grimace. There was enough truth to Rione's
accusation to sting. “Madam Co-President, if | refrained from doing or asking anything that might lead to
the deaths of some of the people under my command, then | would be paralyzed with indecision, and
then dl of the people |’ m responsible for would surely die or be condemned to Syndic labor camps.”

“Aslong asyou are keeping consequencesin mind,” Rione stated.

Thistime Geary glowered at her, wondering why Rione was being so contrary. Perhaps she was trying to
emphasi ze that she remained the voice of his conscience. “If you' retrying to keep me honest,” he stated
inalow voice, “you’ ve made your point.”

Focusing back on the display, Geary saw that at least the dispute had distracted him for afew minutes
from worrying that Syndic pursuerswould erupt into the middle of Task Force Furious. The gate exit was
ten light-minutes away. His orders rdieving the commanding officers of the three battleshipswould just be
arriving at those ships. The Syndics could have appeared in force severd minutes ago, ravaging Task
Force Furious, and hewouldn’t have seen it yet.

Hisdigplay updated, showing where mineswere being laid like deadly eggs as of dmost ten minutes ago.
Thefield was gratifyingly dense, since Geary had held dmost none of his mines back. Therewould bea
priceto pay for that later. His ships were certain to expend alot of grapeshot and spectersaswell, in
addition to taking damage that would need to be repaired and losing equipment that would need to be
replaced, and four fleet auxiliaries couldn’t manufacture replacementsfor al of that at once, no matter
how many resources had been plundered from Sancere. It would take awhile to make up the
expenditure. But a least the auxiliaries could keep working during jump space trangits. By thetimethey
reached Baldur alot of replacement weaponry would be available.

If hisfleet reached Badur, Geary reminded himself. They were along ways from that star, with very
likely amgjor battle between them and it.

“Invincible sredly lagging,” Degani remarked.

“I"'m surprised she' s<till moving,” Geary muttered in reply, taking another look at the amount of damage
the battle cruiser had sustained. He studied the display, mentally evaluating the progress of the fleeing



Alliance ships, trying to guess when the Syndic pursuers would appear. | can't be too closeto the jump
exit when the Syndics arrive, but if | don’'t move now, there' sagrowing chance we won't be able to
cover Invincbleintime.

| had to leave Repulseto her fate. I'm not leaving Invincible. “All unitsin the Alliance fleet, accelerate to
point zero five light speed a time zero four. Maintain position relaive to fleet flagship Dauntless.” He
turned to Degani. “ Captain, please kegp Dauntless on a course centered on the jump point exit.”

“Yes, dr.” Degani gave the necessary orders, outwardly ascam asusud.

Geary thought amoment longer. “Task Force Furious. Upon completion of Operation Barricade take up
position behind and above the exit.” Did he need to do anything else? Warrior, Mgestic, and Orion had
amost reached the rest of the fleet. Severd of the surviving destroyers accompanied them, but the two
surviving heavy cruisers and the rest of the destroyers had stayed with Invincible. Hewould haveto
remember that they had done that. In the heat of battle Geary couldn’t afford to bother replacing the
commanders of the surviving cruisers and destroyers that had gone with Falco. Maybe he didn’t need to
dothat at al, not if their commanders were displaying the courage and discipline to stick with the badly
damaged Invincible when the safety of the rest of the fleet beckoned.

Well behind the Alliance formation the auxiliaries were guarded by adisgruntled group of escorts built
around the Second Baittleship Division, four powerful ships, which should be enough to fend off or repd
any attack aimed at the auxiliaries. No one wanted to miss a battle. But Geary had assured the escorts
that in the next battle, and there would surely be anext battle, they would be allowed to occupy the front
ranks of the fleet.

Magegtic, Warrior, and Orion, moving asif the devil were at their hedls, passed through the Alliance
formation without a pause. “1 would have joined the line of battle,” Degani grumbled in disgust, clearly
unhappy that the three battleships hadn’t turned to help fight their pursuers. She had apoint, Geary
conceded to himsdlf, despite the damage the three battl eships had suffered. Smply replacing their
commanding officersisn’t going to turn those three shipsinto reliable parts of thefleet. Their crewsare
acting scared and beaten even when the rest of the fleet is here to protect them. | shouldn’t be surprised
that ships commanded by the likes of Numos and Faresadon’t have highly motivated crews. Getting
those crews retrained and reinspired is going to be amajor project.

Once we' vefinished the battle I'm sureis coming.

Asif they had heard Degani, the destroyers accompanying the three wounded battleships turned and
headed for the squadrons they had abandoned back at Strabo, trying to take their placesin the fleet
formation. Geary took alook at the damage they were reporting to the fleet net and shook his head.
“Claymore and Cinquedes, thisis Captain Geary. Y our willingnessto continue the fight is noted with
pride and pleasure, but you’ ve sustained too much damage. Join up with the auxiliaries so you can assst
their escorts and they can Start fixing you.” He paused, thinking there was something el se that needed to
be sad. “If any Syndics get near the auxiliaries, | know | can count on you to defend them gallantly.”
That sounded awkward, but it should satisfy the pride of the destroyer crews. They deserved that much
courtesy for volunteering to keep fighting. Fighting spirit did indeed haveits place.

The jump point exit remained more than eight light-minutes away. No signs of Syndic pursuershad
appeared yet. Task Force Furious had finished its work and was headed for its ordered position. Degani
was eyeing the distance to the jump point exit with concern. “ Should we dow, sir? If we' retoo close
when the Syndics comethrough...”

Geary shook hishead. “Not yet. We don’'t have Invincible covered yet.”



“Yes, gr.” Degani grinned.

If he ever lost Degani’ s approval, Geary reflected, he would know for sure that he had messed up as
badly as any human possibly could. “We I hold our speed until we re within alight-minute of Invincible,
and if the Syndics haven't shown up at that point we' ll—"

“Enemy forces at the jump exit,” awatch-stander cried asaarmswailed.

Geary blinked in amazement at the images on his display as the Syndic vanguard flashed into normal
gpace. Not aswarm of light units, but twelve battle cruisers, arranged in three vertica diamond
formations. It made sense, heredlized, if the Syndic commander thought he would be facing four battered
capitd shipswith very few screening units surviving. Why send light units through to be destroyed by a
potential desperate ambush when losses could be minimized by sending through aforce capable of
overwhelming the four damaged Alliance capitd shipsif they had chosen to make astand at the exit?

Unfortunately for the Syndic commander and the twelve battle cruisers, this sde of the jump exit actudly
held the rest of Geary’ sfleet and adense minefield.

The Syndic battle cruisers sailed mgestically away from the exit at .1 light speed for afew seconds,
doubtless seeing the waiting Alliance force and having those few momentsto redlize the tables had been
turned on the pursuers. Geary watched the images of the Syndic battle cruisers begin to turn, pivoting to
ater course downward. He had a second to wonder why fleeing ships almost ways sought to “dive”
down instead of “climb” up, asif they were aircraft or even people running on the surface of aworld,
even though the two directions were purdy arbitrary and required exactly the same effort in space.

In this case, asthe Syndic battle cruisers pivoted their bows downward, it meant they ran into the
minefield not bow on, but broadside on, offering even bigger targetsfor the waiting Alliance mines. If
their escorts had been leading the way, the deaths of smdler units on the mineswould have warned the
battle cruisers, but instead the first warning the capital ships received was when they hit the mines
themsdves. Explosonsrippled down their lengths, collapsing shields so that other mines could strike the
hulls. The battle cruisersreded as the mines blew holesin them and sent fragments flying into space. One
of the battle cruisers blew up asits power core overloaded, then two more in quick succession, the three
shipsturning into fields of shrgpnel blossoming out from the scenes of their degths. Of the nineremaining
battle cruisers, eight were drifting away out of control, rocked by occasiona new explosionsasan
outlying mine baitered them or as damage st off interna explosions.

Thelast Syndic battle cruiser, in even worse shape than Invincible, staggered on past the minefield with
mogt of its propulsion blown and combat systems out of action but still managing to hold a course. Geary
checked the geometry of the battlefidd. “Warspiteisjust within maximum specter range of that battle
cruiser. Isit worth trying to get hits?’

Degani nodded. “ That Syndic isn’'t going to be dodging any missiles. HE sasitting duck.”

“Judt like Invincible would' ve been for them,” Geary agreed. “Warspite, thisis Captain Geary. Engage
the leading Syndic baitle cruiser with specters. All other shipshold your fire. Thiscan’t bethe entire
Syndic pursuit force. You'll have plenty of targetsto play with soon.”

Forty seconds later the answer came back from Warspite. “ Aye. Engaging lead battle cruiser.” On his
display, Geary could see four specterslegping out from the Alliance battleship and heading in long,
shallow curvestoward intercepts with the crippled Syndic.

“No matter what they’ ve got | eft, twelve battle cruisers goneis going to go along ways toward evening
thingsup,” Degani observed.



“Yeah. Where stherest?” Geary wondered.

Hiswords were answered dmost immediately. The jump exit, now barely seven and ahaf light-minutes
away, was suddenly filled with ships. Geary forced himsdf to carefully study the enemy formation. A
deep rectangle, broad face toward the Alliance fleet, capital ships arranged at each corner and inthe
center, the gapsfilled with lighter units.

“Twenty capital ships,” Degani noted. “ Sixteen battleships and four battle cruisers. Thirty-one heavy
cruisers. Forty-two light cruisersand HUKs.”

“More than enough to wipe out the Alliance shipsthey followed here,” Geary observed.

“Why didn't they send more?’ Degani asked. “If there was a chance the fleeing shipswould rejoin us
they must have known what they could end up facing.”

“Because they didn’t know where the rest of the fleet was. They had to find us and protect every other
place we might have gone. Trying to protect against all of the options they expected meant they
committed insufficient forcesto thismission. If we hadn’t been waiting for them, that might have worked
out because they could have run from an engagement, but we' re too close for them to get away without a
fight.” Geary tapped the fleet communications control. “All ships acceerate to point one light speed at
time one five. Task Force Furious, adjust course and speed as necessary to block the rear of the Syndic
formation. Don't let them turn back toward the jump point. All units, target the capital shipsfirs.” He
checked the distance to Invincible, seeing she was il alight-minute ahead, between the charging
Alliance fleet and the surprised Syndics. At current closing speed they would meet and pass Invincible
within seven minutes.

The main body of the Syndics hit the minefield, many of the ships sweeping unscathed through the gaps
swept by the hulls of the twelve battle cruisersin the first wave. But alot of minesremained.

Syndic HuK s exploded and broke under the force of mine explosions, their pieces tumbling across

gpace. A haf-dozen light cruisers shattered into fragments. Three heavy cruisersreeled out of formation,
two completely destroyed and the third out of the battle. The Syndic battleships and battle cruiserstook
the blows on their bows, having had time to reinforce their forward shidds, thanks to the sacrifice of the
lighter units, and blundered through the minefield with wesakened shields but no gpparent damage. “That's
for Andlace, Basdard, Mace, and Cuirass,” Geary announced. A low-key cheer sounded around him as
Dauntless s bridge crew acknowledged that Alliance mines were avenging the shipslost to Syndic mines
at thejump point at Sutrah.

Invincible staggered through the Alliance fleet formation. Geary winced as he took amoment to Sare at
the damage to the ship. Invincible had taken so many hitsthat Geary marveled the battle cruiser had kept
moving. He wondered if it would be appropriate to issue afleet citation to the crew of aship that had fled
the fleet, then decided he didn’t care whether or not it was appropriate.

Past the Alliance mines, the Syndic formation began curving upward, aming to pass over the Alliance
fleet so it could hit the topside ships and remain out of range of most of the Alliance warships.

“That won't work,” Geary stated out loud. “ All unitsin main body, alter formation course up threefive
degrees at timefour seven.” At the ordered time, the cup-shaped formation swung around the axis
formed by Dauntless, aming the center of the Alliance cup-shaped formation to once again intercept the
middle of the Syndic formation, coming up on the Syndics from ahead and beneath now. “Let’ sseeif he
spotsthat intimeto try avoiding us.”

“Edgtimated time to contact twenty minutes.”



The specters from Warspite findly reached the Syndic battle cruiser badly hurt by the mines, racing into
strike unimpeded by shields. Four massive explosions blossomed on the Syndic ship, smashing any
remaining working systems and reducing the ship to awreck tumbling off to oneside.

The surviving Syndic forces were substantially outnumbered but in amore spread-out formation. The
Alliance formation aimed at it would only strike haf of the Syndic formetion if neither Geary nor the
Syndic commander changed anything. Geary couldn’t see how the Syndic commander would alow that
to happen, sinceit would grant the Alliance overwhel ming firepower superiority at the point of contact.

“The Syndics are moving again. Looks like they’ re adjusting course to port and down.”

On Geary’ sdisplay, the Syndic formation pivoted up and away, trying to position itself so one side of the
Alliance formation would rush upward past the flat sde of the Syndic formation. It wasn't abad move,
Geary conceded to himsdlf. This Syndic CEO obvioudy wasn't afool. “ All units, roll starboard nine zero
degrees, change course down six zero degrees at time zero six. Task Force Furious, adjust course as
necessary to block the Syndic formation from turning toward the jump point to Tavika” He had to
assume the Syndics would break and run, and with the jump point they had used to arrive still blocked by
Alliance mines, the jump point to Tavikawas the next best option.

“Eight minutesto contact.”

The Syndics had finished rolling, each ship turning within the formation to present its bows to the
oncoming Alliance fleet so that the Syndic warships were now coasting Sideways within their rectangular
formation. Theflat Sde of the Syndic rectangle was now positioned dmost verticaly “up” and “down,”
facing the Alliance formetion.

Geary pondered whether to try some fancy use of his ship’ sfirepower and decided againgt it. “ All units
employ weapons at your discretion. Primary targets are the capital ships. Maintain formation except to
maneuver as necessary to avoid enemy fire. Permission granted to open fire when favorable engagement
opportunities are presented.”

“Six minutes to contact.”

The Syndics were till settling into formation, doubtless worried about being caught in the middle of
another maneuver when the Alliance fleet swept into range. Geary watched on his display asthetwo
fleets rushed toward each other, the Alliance cup overlapping the back half of the Syndic formation. He
had positioned his ships and positioned hisfleet, given his commanders authority to fire, and now had
nothing to do but watch as the Syndic warships and the Alliance fleet raced to contact.

“Enemy isfiring,” the wegpons watch reported unnecessarily as Geary’ sdisplay lit up with warnings.
Grapeshot, concentrated on the points where some Alliance warships would soon be. It had been fired at
extreme effective range. Geary hoped the commanders of those shipswould use the very brief time
availableto dter course dightly to avoid the worst of the barrage. More warning symbols sprang to life.
Syndic missiles.

Onthevisud display, spots of bright light began flaring as Syndic grapeshot struck Alliance shidds.
Geary could see his own shipsfiring, their data up to severd secondstime-late for the farthest-off ships.

Captain Degani had her eyesfixed on her own display. She highlighted a Syndic battleship. “ That' s our
target,” sheinformed her watch-standers. “Let’ s hurt him.”

The sdes of the Alliance cup were plunging into the Syndic rectangle, each Alliance ship only briefly
exposed to enemy fire asit tore through, while the Syndic shipsin those areas were battered by ship after



ship. Thelighter Syndic units were ripped apart under the repeated blows, flaring and dying around the
stronger idands formed by the surviving Syndic capitd ships.

Then the main strength of the Alliance fleet reached the Syndic formation.

After long, dowly passing minutes asthe fina huge distances were closed, the actud moments of fighting
were S0 swift asto be disorienting. If not for the capability of the combat systemsto target and fire at
speeds far greater than humans could achieve, there probably would never be hits scored as two
opposing fleets flashed by each other at decent fractions of the speed of light. Geary fdt asif the moment
of combat had come and gone between one blink and the next, Dauntless fill quivering from the impacts
of wegpons on her shidds and tallying the damage from an occasiond hit that had made itsway through a
gpot failure of the shields,

Behind him, the Syndic battleship targeted by Degani had a so taken fire from many other Alliance ships,
including Daring, Terrible, and Victorious. Under that hall of fire, the mighty Syndic warship, an S-Class
dreadnought, had first logt its shields then taken an ondaught of hits. Something had hit in the wrong

place, and the Syndic battleship’s power core blew while some of the Alliance shipswere ill closing in.

They were too close when it happened. Geary stared at the display, seeing that the trailing battle cruiser
inthe Alliance formation, Terrible, had been shooting past close to the Syndic ship, battering it with
close-range hdl-lancefire. Terrible had aready taken alot of hits, substantialy weakening her shields.
The shock wave from the explosion of the Syndic ship reached out and dapped the Alliance battle
cruiser like ahuge hand, sending it tumbling. That alone would ve been recoverable, but one of the
surviving Syndic battle cruisers was too close and traveling on exactly the wrong trgjectory. Even the
ultrafast computers responsible for maneuvering shipsto avoid collisons couldn’t avoid the result.
Terrible and the Syndic ship collided as Geary watched in horror.

The callison, at arelative velocity of perhaps .06 light speed, or roughly eighteen thousand kilometers
per second, turned both shipsinto asingletitanic bal of heet, light, and scattered fragments that
blossomed brilliantly against the dark of space, a human-made nebulathat would briefly light the void of
[lion Star System.

A collective gasp of shock and dismay went up on the bridge of Dauntless. Geary heard avoice saying
“Damn, damn, damn,” and redized it was his own. “May your ancestors protect you and the living stars
welcomeyou,” he murmured to the dead crew of the Terrible.

Degani, findly seeming shaken for the first time Geary recalled since they had escaped from the Syndic
home system, called out commands to refocus her crew. “Damage report!”

“Minor hitson hull. No systemslogt,” one of the watch-standers reported in astunned voice.

Geary got agrip on himsdf aswdll, forcing himsdlf to look away from the grave of the Terrible and
evauate the entire Situation. There had been eight Syndic battleships and two battle cruisersin the part of
the Syndic formation the Alliance fleet had met. Three of the battleships ftill survived, but al had taken
damage. The Syndic light cruisers and HuK s around them had been wiped out, and only afew heavy
cruisers gtill accompanied the surviving battleships. He took a deep breeth, focusing on the front half of
the Syndic force, which had turned hard to port and was accelerating away toward the jump point to
Tavika They obvioudy weren't planning on fighting if they could possibly get away. “All units, come right
one two zero degrees down one zero degrees and accel erate to point onefive light at timetwo nine.” The
huge cup pivoted again, turning to face the fleeing Syndics.

“Wewon't get them,” Degani grumbled.



“Yes, wewill.” Geary pointed to Task Force Furious, dashing in from above and to the side of the
Syndics. The Syndic maneuver, necessary as it was to reach the jump point, had turned their force
toward Cresida s formation and made an intercept of the leading Syndic e ements possible.

Degani didn't so much grin as bare her teeth as Furious and the shipswith her cut acrossthe front of the
Syndic formation, concentrating their fire on the lighter warships and stripping the remaining capita ships
of their escorts. Diving below the Syndic formation with a speed advantage, Furious led the formation
back up to hit the bottom of the Syndics. Another Syndic battleship reeled out of the formation, racked
by secondary explosions.

Geary studied the Stuation, eva uating the geometry of the battle and reaching a decision as he watched
the three damaged battleships that had survived thefirst Alliance passfaling farther and farther behind the
rest of the Syndic formation. “ Second Battleship Divison. Y ou are released from escort dutiesfor the
auxiliaries. Intercept and destroy the three Syndic battleshipstrailing their formation.”

Dueto distance, the reply took dmost a minute but made up for the delay in enthusiasm. “ Second
Battleship Division, ayel We re on our way.”

Geary took another look at the battered Syndic formation il trying to accelerate away as Task Force
Furious made repeated passes, curving up and down and side to side to keep hitting the front of the
Syndics, whose own speed was faling off as undamaged ships reduced speed to stay with their damaged
sgters. But Geary could see that the frequent passes were wearing down the shields of the shipsin Task
Force Furious. “All units, accelerate to point one eight light.” That might not be enough, though. He
paused, hating to give the next order but seeing no dternative. “All units, genera pursuit. Get those
Syndics before they get away. We need to dow down those battleships.”

Geary had seen it before but was till amazed at how quickly one of his carefully built formations could
dissolve when he unleashed his ships. A swarm of destroyers and light cruisers jumped ahead at
maximum acceleration. Individually they wouldn’t stand a chance of hurting abattleship, but their sheer
numbers would be more than the shields of even battleships could endure. And once the propulsion
systems of the Syndic battleships had been damaged, they’ d be dowed enough for first the Alliance
battle cruisers and then the Alliance battleships to catch them, and that would sedl thelr fates. “ Task
Force Furious, concentrate on dowing down the surviving capital ships.”

The Syndic formation technically still existed but had stretched out asit was hammered by Alliance hits.
The sole surviving battle cruiser had pulled ahead of the rest, but that meant it wastoo far away for the
battleships to support it when Task Force Furious swung past, unleashing arain of hell-lancesonits stern
and knocking out most of itsmain propulsion systems.

Asthe battle cruiser began drifting back, the Alliance escorts drove into range of thetrailing Syndic
battleships and began damming every available wegpon at their sterns. Within ten minutes those
battleships had lost enough propulsion to begin losing ground aswell, their own hell lances flashing out
impotently at the mass of light Alliance forces sweeping past.

The pursuing Alliance ships swept implacably up the rear of the Syndics, some of the destroyers and light
cruisersregling away with damage but the rest pounding at ship after ship in turn. Falcata got too close or
got unlucky and took a series of hits that smashed her into wreckage.

“Heavy cruisers, avoid the battleships and get me that battle cruiser,” Geary ordered. He didn’'t want to
lose any heavy cruisersin an outmatched dugging contest with still-dangerous battleships. With an
obedience that Geary would never have expected afew months ago, the heavy cruisers sidestepped the
Syndic battleships, aming to intercept the battle cruiser, which was till dangerous enough to keep



Alliance destroyers and light cruisers at adistance.

Fearless, Resolution, Redoubtable, and Warspite dove at adight angle toward the farthest-back Syndic
battleship. The battleship unleashed a barrage of missiles, grapeshot, and hell lances at Fearless, but dl
four Alliance battleships kept coming, holding their fire until close enough for their own hell lancesto
pound the Syndic shields. The &ft shields, heavily reinforced, held until Fearless got close enough to hit
the Sdeshiddsaswdll.

Its shields collapsed, the Syndic battleship wasriddled by close-range hell-lance fire, most of its wegpons
fdling sllent and the mgority of its systems registering as dead on Geary’ sdisplay. Fearlessfired a
null-field charge that bored alarge hole right through the battleship, gutting a portion of it. Escape pods
began bursting from the battleship, first in a scattering of twos and threes, then in amass. By thetime
Dauntless and her sstersroared past, only an occasiona escape pod was coming out of the stricken

ghip. “Finishhim,” Degani ordered camly.

Dauntless sown hdll lances rained down on the length of the Syndic battleship, punching holes and
destroying any remaining functiona systems. By the time Daring made its own pass, the Syndic ship was
definitely dead.

Captain Duellos s Courageous, dong with Formidable, Intrepid, and Renown, bore down on another
damaged battleship and raked it so badly that the after section broke off, leaving the two pieces tumbling
adong therr last trgectories.

Thelast Syndic battle cruiser, its remaining propulsion systems knocked out, started spitting out escape
pods even though many of its weapons still seemed functiond. Geary guessed they had been set to fireon
automatic, which worked well enough for attackers to respect but didn’t select targets or concentrate fire
aswdll as human-directed wegponry. Under fire from more and more heavy cruisers, the battle cruiser’s
shiddsfailed, and it took hit after hit, until the last wegponsfell silent long after the final escape pod had
|eft.

Geary took a moment to check on where the Second Battleship Division was closing on the three
damaged Syndic battleships. To his surprise, one of those Syndic battleships had aready begun throwing

out escape pods aswell.
“So much for fighting to the deeth,” Degani commented.

“What would be the point?’ Rione demanded. “They know they’ re doomed.”
“You dill fight,” Degani indsted, her eyes on the next Syndic battleship Dauntless was overhauling.
“Why?" Rione asked.

Desani threw adespairing glance at Geary, who understood what she meant. How to explain the strange
logic? That sometimes you had to fight a hopel ess battle for reasons that might seem to make no sense,
for reasons that had nothing to do with any hope of winning?“Y ou just haveto,” hetold Rione quietly. “If
you don’t understand why, there’ sno way to explainit.”

“I undergtand fighting when there’ s a chance, but when it’ s hopeless...”

“ Sometimes you win even when it seems hopel ess. Sometimes you lose there but cause something that
helps e sawhere, like hurting the enemy bad enough while they kill you, or kegping them busy for acritical
period of time. | told you, | can’'t explain. You just doit.”

“Likeyou did,” Rione sated, eyeing Geary. “ A century ago.”



“Yeah.” Geary looked away, not wanting to remember that hopeless battle. He had been the one facing a
far superior force that day. He had known he had a chance of delaying the surprise Syndic attack on the
convoy he was protecting. He had hoped the convoy would get away, hoped the other warships with him
could escape aswdll. But he hadn’t had any hope of his own ship getting away, even though he had
pretended to himsdlf there was a chance. He had tried to remember how it had felt, the numbnessinside
that let him keep going while his ship was destroyed around him, while his surviving crew members
escaped. But most of it was ablur now, fragments of memory inwhich his ship wastorn apart around
him, in which the last wegpons stopped firing, and he had set the power core to self-destruct, in which he
raced through passageways made alien by destruction to reach an escape pod he hoped hadn’t been
destroyed. It had been there, damaged, and with no other hope and no time left, he had climbed in and
gected.

To drift for dmost one hundred yearsin survival deep, his pod’ s beacon knocked out so no one found
him. Not until this fleet came through the same star system en route to the Syndic home world and
thawed him out.

In asense he had died that day. When he woke up, the John Geary he knew was gone, replaced by the
impaossibly noble and heroic image of Black Jack Geary, legendary hero of the Alliance. “ Y eah,” Geary
repeated. “ Sort of.”

Rione gazed back, her eyes deegp with some emotion he couldn’t quite figure out.

“Fire grapeshot,” Captain Degani ordered as Dauntlessrolled in on another damaged Syndic battleship,
the low relative speed dlowing along, dow firing run. The grapeshot formed a pattern of dancing lightsas
it impacted on the battleship’ s shields. Daring and Victorious pounced from the top and bottom, their
own fire heping to overwhelm the battleship’ s shields. The Syndic battleship poured out ahail of
hell-lance fire, concentrating on Dauntless. Geary could see the shields weakening even asthe defensive
systems on Dauntless automaticaly shifted power from the unengaged sides of the ship. The Alliance
battle cruiser returned fire, its own hell lances digging holesin the battleship’s armor to wreak havoc
ingde the ship. Null fields shot out from Dauntless and Daring, vaporizing parts of the battleship. With
Victorious aso pounding away, the aready stricken battleship was hopelessly outmatched. Its weapons
fdl slent one by one, aamosphere venting from compartments holed by Alliancefire, the huge craters|eft
by the null fieldslooking like bites from an unimaginably large mongter.

Dauntless and her sisters cruised past the now-silent battleship, which began tossing out escape pods as
it tumbled helplesdy, pieces of it bresking off and spinning away. “ That' sfor Terrible,” Degani muttered.

Geary checked the overal situation again. The Second Battleship Divison had caught up with thetwo
wounded Syndic battleships that were il trying to flee and was methodically pounding them into scrap,
while thelighter Alliance units with them continued on to make sure the abandoned Syndic battleship was
destroyed. Only one other Syndic battleship was il firing, and as he watched, it shuddered under fire
from haf adozen Alliance capitd ships.

The Syndic HuK s and light cruisers had already been wiped out, and now the last heavy cruiser
succumbed to aflock of Alliance destroyersand light cruisers. A cloud of Syndic escape podswas
dowly heading toward the refuge offered by the barely habitable world. Geary gazed at his scattered fleet
and the drifting wrecks of the Syndic force that had come charging to Ilion in pursuit of the ships under
Captain Falco. Wewon. How much longer can we count on fighting forces we outnumber enough to win
like this? How many more shipscan | afford to lose?

Invincible and the auxiliaries force had dmost joined up, but Geary didn’t see how the battle cruiser
could be saved. Triumph, Polaris, and Vanguard hadn’t even madeit thisfar, dong with abevy of lighter



unitslost a Vidha. Warrior, Orion, and Maestic had al taken heavy damage and lost alot of crew.

Escape pods from Fal cata were broadcasting requests for rescue, and afew of Geary’ s other destroyers
were headed that way. But the pieces of what had been Terrible and her crew were too small for even
the best sensors on Dauntless to identify. There had been no chance for escape from that ship.

The Alliance fleet had won, but they had paid a bitter price.

It didn't help Geary’ s attitude to recdl| that this battle wouldn’t have occurred if not for the self-centered
certainty of Captain Falco.

THE conference room seemed more heavily occupied than usud. It wasn't just that thirteen surviving
ships had rgjoined them. It was a so that the figures of Captains Falco, Kerestes, Numos, and Faresa
were stlanding to one side. The Marine sentries guarding them on their own shipsweren't part of the
program and so were invisible here, but somehow their presence was still obviousin the way the four
officersheld themsdves.

Down thetable, theimage of Co-President Rione sat with the commanding officers of the ships from the
Rift Federation and the Callas Republic. She had finaly chosen to be at a conference again but had
elected to attend the conference in virtua mode from her stateroom rather than be here in person. Geary
wondered what sgnificance that decison held, or if Rione was Smply ensuring that she was seen with the
shipsfrom her own Republic for purposes of politics or morale.

Fa co had his head up and was gazing around confidently asif expecting to assume command of the fleet
at any moment. Geary had to wonder at the state of the man’s mind. He didn’t seem concerned at dl, not
even showing signs of awarenessthat he was under arrest. Captain Kerestes, on the other hand,
gppeared dmost frozen with fright, everything about him conveying shock and incomprehension. Hislong
and careful career of avoiding doing anything that might backfire in any way had come crumbling down
around his ears after he deferred all decisions to the wrong man. Numos and Faresa, though, were
standing with angry expressions but not concerned ones. They had something up their deeves, Geary
thought. They should be worried. Numos was't the brightest star in the heavens, but he was clever
enough to know when therewas hdll to pay.

Geary stood, drawing everyone s attention. “First of dl, congratulationsto every ship and the officers and
sallors of the fleet on an outstanding victory. The loss of Terrible and Fal catawas an awful priceto pay,
but the Syndics paid alot more. Unfortunately, we now have to aso acknowledge the loss of Triumph,
Polaris, and Vanguard as well asanumber of smaller units. I’ ve aso been informed that Invincibleis
beyond our capability to repair and will have to be abandoned.” Everyoneflinched at that. “ The acting
commanding officer of Invincibleisn't present because her ship’s systems are too badly torn up to alow
her to participate in this conference. Those who knew Captain Ulan will be distressed to learn that he
diedinfighting in the Strena Star System as Invincible covered the retrest of her Sster ships.” Thistimea
lot of officersturned to glower at Kerestes, Numos, and Faresa. A battle cruiser shouldn’'t have been
screening its comrades. That was ajob for a battleship, better able to absorb hitsfor alonger period of
time. But obvioudy Warrior, Orion, and Mgestic had |eft that task to Invincible,

“| disagree with the decision to abandon Invincible,” a sharp voice announced. Geary stared in disbelief
at Captain Falco asthat officer continued, displaying histrademark confident, comradely smile. “We |l fix
up Invincible, then proceed back to Vidhato assst Triumph—"

“Silence” Geary could fed aswell as hear the stillness that followed his command. “The only reason
you're present is so you can hear dong with everyone € se the reasons for your confinement. I'm il



consdering whatever charges may be appropriate for acourt-martial when thisfleet returnsto Alliance
gpace.” No matter how popular Falco might be, Geary couldn’t let him go uncharged for something like
mutiny.

“Why wait?" Captain Cresida demanded. “Hold atribunal and shoot the son of abitch. It would bea
better fate than he inflicted on those foolish enough to follow him.”

That caused areaction to ripple around the table. Some of the commanders present appeared to
wholeheartedly support Cresida s suggestion, but many others seemed ether shocked or disapproving.
Geary took adeep breath before replying. “Y our suggestion was inappropriate, Captain Cresida.
Captain Faco hasalong and distinguished record of serving the Alliance. We have to assumethe
stresses that prisoner status placed upon him asthe senior Alliance officer at the labor camp haveled to
long-term problems that must be addressed.” He had spent along time thinking about what to say about
Falco, how to balance the lingering respect so many officers and sailors felt for the man with the need to
ensure no one would question keeping Falco under arrest. “ Captain Fal co appears to be suffering from
serious difficultieswith judgment and command ability. Preliminary reports from those shipsthat survived
the engagement at Vidhaindicate he was unable to offer effective leadership. For his own safety, and for
the safety of the ships of thisfleet, Captain Falco needsto be kept in custody.”

A lot of officerslooked unhappy, some visibly flinched a the news, but no one seemed willing to dispute
what Geary had said. Oddly enough, though, Captain Faco only gave one of his cusomary frownsin
response. “Victory remainswithin our grasp if we act boldly. Thisfleets needs my leadership. The
Alliance needs my leadership.” Silence followed the statement. “When the Syndics arrivein this system,
we can be ready for them.”

Geary glanced at the other officers before replying. “Captain Falco, the Syndic forces pursuing the ships
with you have aready arrived. They’ ve been destroyed by thisfleet. I'm at aloss to understand how you
can be unaware of that.” What was Fal co thinking? Charisma was one thing, and self-confidence was
important, but speaking asif recent history hadn’t even occurred?

Faco blinked and smiled again. “Good. Exactly as|’d planned. I'll review the behavior of dl shipsinthe
battle and issue commendations and promotions where appropriate.” Captain Falco gazed around,
frowning once more. “Why are we holding this conference on Dauntless? Warrior remainsthe fleet
flagship,” he lectured. “Where s Captain Exani?’

It took Geary amoment to remember that Exani had been commanding officer of Triumph. “He s most
likely deed.”

“Triumph will need anew commanding officer, then,” Falco sated crisply, giving another smile, thisone
saddened but resolute, to everyone in the mesting. “ Any officers who aspire to the command should
contact me directly after this conference.”

“Ancestors save us,” someone whispered.

Captain Duellos spoke in asomber voice. “| fear Captain Falco may be more badly impaired than we
suspected.”

Geary spoke carefully. “ Captain Falco, Triumph was destroyed covering the retreat of the shipswith you
from Vidha Star System.”

Falco blinked, hissmile crumbling. “Vidha? | haven't beento Vidha That' s degp in Syndic space. Why
was Triumph there?’



That brought afew gasps from the table.
“Following you,” Captain Tulev stated shortly.

“No,” Falco corrected, then stood silent for amoment before speaking crisply. “1 need to address the
Alliance senate. Thereé saway towinthiswar and | candoit.”

Geary tasted something bitter as he activated a specid circuit to speak with the Marine guards on
Warrior. “ Remove Captain Falco from the conference and return him to his quarters.” The figure of
Falco, frowning once again at everyone, vanished. Geary closed his eyes briefly. How could he try aman
who had obvioudy lost his mind? Duellos had been more right than he realized when he said Falco would
fal apart when faced with the ruin of the dreamsthat must have kept him going in the Syndic labor camp.
Fantasy had met redlity at Vidha, and as fantasy had falen apart, Falco’ sredity had shattered aswell.
Perhaps Falco couldn’t handle aredlity in that he wasn’'t the savior of the Alliance.

Painful aswatching Falco’s behavior had been, at least it had made it obviousto everyone here that
Captain Fighting Falco wasn't in any shape to exercise command.

Opening his eyes again, Geary focused on Kerestes, Numos, and Faresa. “ Do you three have anything to
sy’

Numos answered, speaking with al of hisusua arrogance. “We followed orders given by a superior
officer. We ve done nothing wrong. Nothing to judtify this.”

“Nothing?’ Geary fdt agtirring of the rage he was keeping bottled up just benesth the surface. “You
knew full well that Captain Falco was not part of thisfleet’s command hierarchy. Y ou knew the fleet was
proceeding to Sancere. Y ou heard my commands to return to the fleet.”

“Captain Falco informed us we were participating in adiverson, and any orders heard from you were
part of that,” Numos replied. “He insisted we must keep this secret, sharing it only among the captains of
the capital ships.”

Captain Tulev’ svoice was as cold as the emptiness between stars. “ All of whom are dead except for you
three, and the man who you claim told you thisisinsane. How convenient.”

Numos actually looked outraged. “We had no way of knowing a superior officer had lost his grasp upon
reality and followed his ordersto the best of our ability asour duty required. How dare you question my
honor?’

“Y our honor?” Geary demanded, knowing full well how harsh he sounded. “Y ou have no honor. Not
only did you break your oath to the Alliance, not only did you violate ordersin the face of the enemy, but
now you lie about it, depending upon the sealed lips of dead officers and the broken mind of another
officer to protect your lie”

“We demand acourt-martia,” Captain Faresainsgsted, speaking for the first time, her expression
somehow even more acidic than Geary had remembered. “ That is our right under Alliance law.”

“A court-martid?’ Captain Duellos marveled. “ So you can claim innocence based on secret orders
supposedly given by Captain Falco? So you can deny the responsibility you share for what happened to
twenty-six warships of the Alliance? So you can deny any rolein the deaths of their crews? Have you no
shame?’

“We have nothing to be ashamed of,” Numos stated with every trace of hisold pride.



“I should have you shot now.” It took Geary amoment to redlize he was the one who had spoken those
words. And even as he redlized he had said it, he knew he could do it. Officers accused of mutiny in the
face of the enemy would find few defenders and no friends back in Alliance space. Numos and Faresa at
least seemed to have no friends | eft here, though Geary had learned from bitter experience that the friends
of people like Numas could hide from his sight. But they weren't Falco, who had areservoir of hero
worship from the past and a current spate of horror and pity to win him sympathy.

He could do it. He could give the order. Not even bother with a court-martid, let alone atribunal. This
was a battlefield. Asfleet commander, he could order summary justice. Who would try to stop him here
and now? And when he brought thisfleet safely back to the Alliance, who would raise any questions
about one of his actions? Who would debate his decisions when he, and he aone, had brought this fleet
home? No one in the Alliance would dare.

He could have Numos shot. And Faresa. Maybe Kerestes, too, though the man didn’t seem worth a
bullet. No one could stop him. Numos could get what he deserved. Justice would be done and done
quickly and damn thelegd niceties.

It was so very tempting becauseit felt so very right and because it was what his anger wanted him to do.

Geary took along, dow breath. So thisiswhat life as Black Jack Geary could be. Do what | want.
Make my own rules. I'm ahero. The hero of the Alliance. The hero of thisfleet. And | want so badly to
make Numos and Faresa pay.

Badly enough to use the sort of power | swore | had no interest in? Badly enough to act like a Syndic
CEQO? Badly enough to become the man Victoria Rione believed me to be? Isthat what al my lectures
to these people about doing what is honorable come down to? Mysdlf breaking the rules because | can
when the reason matters enough to me? At least Falco genuinely believed he could bresk the rules
because he was specia and the only one who could save the Alliance. | wouldn't even have that excuse.
I’d be doing it because others thought | was specid when | didn’t believe it mysdif.

He looked down the table to where Rione sat. She was watching him, her face devoid of expression, but
her eyes bored into him like a battery of hdll lances. She knew what he was thinking, knew what he was
feding.

Geary did not look at Numos, not sure he could refrain from giving an order for an execution if he kept
seeing Numos sugly pride. “I won't. Thiswill be handled in accordance with the letter and spirit of fleet
regulations. Chargeswill be preferred. If opportunity permits, court-martialswill be held before our
return to Alliance space. If not, you'll be handed over to Alliance authorities with charge sheets signed by
me”

“We demand to berdeased,” Faresainssted. “ There' s no groundsfor this unlawful detention.”

“Don’t push me,” Geary warned, redlizing as he did so that both Numos and Faresa would probably
derive alast satisfaction from driving him to compromise his principles by having them executed. Y ou
won't get that from me. | won't grant you that victory. Not today. Every day I’ m going to wake up and
go to deep knowing | could make them pay. May my ancestors help me avoid the temptation to inflict
vengeance upon those two and that idiot Kerestes. *'Y ou have the blood of Alliance sailors on your
hands,” Geary stated. “If you had honor, you' d resgn your commissionsin shame. If you had courage,
you would' ve stayed and let Triumph escape.” He was using his power to browbest them now, when
they had Marine guards standing nearby and had to just take it. Abuse of power was too damned easy.
Calling the Marines guarding Numos, Faresa, and Kerestes, Geary had them dropped from the
conference circuit.



He took amoment then to run one hand through his hair, looking at the surface of the table and trying to
let hisanger drain away. Looking up at the other officers again, Geary spoke in what he hoped was a
camvoice. “It will take alittle whileto properly evacuate Invincible. Her crew performed in an
outstanding fashion. Invincible and her crew will receive afleet citation for courageous action prior to the
crew being evacuated and the ship abandoned. W€ Il blow up the wreck afterward to keep it out of
enemy hands. | deeply regret the loss of that ship, aswell asthe other shipslost recently. | want usto be
ready to leave this star system tomorrow, subject to the readiness of Warrior, Mgestic, Orion, and the
lighter unitsthat have sustained damage to make the jump. I’ d like to be informed of any problemson
any of those shipsthat might prevent us from leaving. Our objective will be Tavika Arethere any
questions?’

A commander with a haunted expression spoke in asteady voice. “What are your intentions toward the
commanding officers of the other ships that accompanied Captain Faco, sr?’

Geary studied the woman. Commander Gaes of the Lorica, one of the surviving heavy cruisers. Her ship
had stayed with Invincible while that ship limped to safety. “What do you think | should do?’

Her mouth worked silently for amoment before words came out. “Hold us accountable for our actions.
Sr”

“How bad wasit at Vidha?” Geary asked.

Commander Gaes bit her lip and looked away for amoment. “Very bad. Overwhelming odds. We' d
aready logt two light cruisers and a destroyer at amined jump point on the way to Vidha As soon aswe
reached Vidha, we lost four more shipsto minesright out of the jump point, and Polaris took enough
damage she couldn’t keep up. The Syndics were sweeping in. We were asking for orders but none
came. Triumph told usto run while she acted asrear guard, otherwise none of uswould have made it
out.” She paused. “My executive officer is ready to assume command of my ship.”

Gaes was no less guilty than Numos, perhaps, but had the courage to accept the consequences. And she
had stayed with Invincible, doing what a damaged heavy cruiser could do to protect acrippled sster
ship. “Not yet,” Geary replied. “Y ou made agrave error. So did the commanders of the other escorts.
Unlike certain fleet cagptains, you' re willing to admit that, and willing to take responsibility for your
actions. Y ou also had the courage and honor to remain with Invincible. I’'m not blind to that. On that
basis, I'm willing to give you another chance. Will you stick with thisfleet from now on, Commander
Gaes?’

“Ya s'r..u

“Then show me how good acommanding officer you can be. Y ou and the others. | won't pretend |
won't be paying particular attention to you and them. Can you live with that”’

Gaes looked back at Geary, her expression gill haunted. “1’m going to haveto live with memories of
Vidha, ar.”

“So you will. May it make you and the others better officers. If you or any of those others decide you
can no longer bear the burden of command, let me know. Otherwise, carry out your orders, Commander
G%”

Shenodded. “1 will.”

“ThenI’'ll sseyou dl in Tavika” Geary waited astheimages of the other officers vanished rapidly.
Rione simage disappeared as fast as the others. Degani, shaking her head and giving Geary a



sympathetic ook, |eft with aquick apology about duties she needed to be seeing to.

Inavery short time, only Captain Duellos simage was | eft, looking pensive. “I never cared for Captain
Falco, but it sasad thing to see, isn't it?”

Geary nodded. “How do we do justice to aman who no longer livesin thisworld?’
“Perhapsthe fleet physicians can cure hisallment.”

“Cure him so we can try him? Cure him so he can use his skillsto contest command of the fleet again?
Geary gave abitter smile. “Or just cure him so he can redize what he did to the ships and crewswho
followed him? That would be aform of vengeance, wouldn’t it? Would Falco ever be able to recognize
and accept guilt? Or would herationaizeit al away?’

“| don’'t pretend to know what justice would be in acase like this,” Duellos noted. “But Captain Falco
haslived in auniverse centered on himsdlf for along time. On devotion of asort to the Alliance aswell,
to be sure, but in Falco’s mind he and the Alliance are one and the same. | don't think hel'll ever be
capable of understanding hisrolein the loss of those ships.”

“What about the others?’” Geary asked.

“Contemptible, aren’'t they?” Dudllos noted with asour expresson. “Maybe that little show of theirs,
seeking to avoid al responsbility for their actions, will diminate the remnants of their support. But maybe
not. Some people can find ways to get around anything. | think you handled K erestes, Numos, and
Faresaright, but asfar as the commanders of the lighter warships go, you should know that not al of
them seem to have learned the lessons that Commander Gaes has.”

“I know. I'll keep an eye on them. | just hate wholesale sacking of commanders. That’ sa Syndic thing to
do.”

“Sometimesit’snecessary.” Duellos paused, giving Geary asearching look. “But | imagine you erred on
the side of mercy after too nearly erring on the side of vengeance.”

Geary tried to push away a headache. “Y ou could tell?’

“I could. How many others could, | don’'t know. There you definitely made the right decision. | say that
even though for amoment | was ready to volunteer to be a part of the firing squads for both Numos and
Farea”

“Thanks.” Geary stared a the system display till floating above the table. “Why do people likethe
commander and crew of Terrible die while people like Numos and Faresa survive?’

“| fear the answer to that is beyond my knowledge,” Duellos confessed. “I know I’'m going to be
gpeaking to my ancestors about it tonight.”

“Me, too. May they grant us the wisdom we need.”

“And the comfort. If you begin to focus too much on those who died here, Captain Geary, remember the
sailorswho survived this battle, and who escaped from the Syndic home system under your command.”

“You d think that would balance out, wouldn’'t you?’ Geary stated. “But it doesn't. Every ship, every
salor weloseisablow.”

“And it is nonethelesswhat we must do.” Duellos nodded and departed.



Exactly sixteen hours later, Geary watched on his display while the drifting wreckage of Invincible blew
into fragments as its power core overloaded. There would be no trophy eft for the Syndics, and at least
the surviving crew members had dl been safely transferred to other ships, but it was till a sad moment
that cdled to mind the fate of the Terrible. “ All units, accelerate to point zero five light speed and cometo
course down one three degrees, port two zero degrees at timefive one.” It wastime to head to the jump
point for Tavika, timeto bid farewell to llion.

HE had to be seen on the ship, had to let the crew know he appreciated their efforts and cared about
them, even though their welfare was primarily Captain Degani’ srespongibility. Geary waked dowly
through the passageway's, exchanging brief greetings, occasiondly pausing for ashort conversation with
sailorswho seemed to be daring to redlly believe that they would get home. Ther faith in him was il
unnerving, but at least Geary could find comfort in knowing that while he had made his share of mistakes,
he had aso brought them thisfar in the face of some serious obstacles.

Voicesthat were low but sounded angry cameto him. Geary turned a corner and saw Captain Degani
and Co-President Rione standing almost nose to nose in an otherwise deserted short passageway, their
expressonsintense. The moment he came into view, they both stopped talking. “Is something wrong?”

“No, gr,” Degani replied in acrigp voice. “Personal business. By your leave, Sr.” Sherendered a
precise salute to him and waked quickly away.

Geary shifted his gaze to Rione, whose narrowed eyes were watching Degani leave. “What' s going on?’

Rione glanced a him, her expression smoothing out and hiding any emotions. “Y ou heard your officer,
Captain Geary. Persond business.”

“If it concerned me—"
“Do you think we were having a catfight over you, Captain Geary?’ Rione asked mockingly.

Hefdt histemper rising. “No. But | have aright and responsibility to know if there' s bad blood between
you and Captain Degani for any reason.”

Rione was giving him that cool look again, betraying nothing. “ Oh, no, Captain Geary. Captain Degani
and | areon the best of terms.” She said it so0 it sounded like alie, and he knew Rione had donethat on
purpose. But why, Geary couldn’t imagine.

Geary tried to control histemper. “Victoria—"

She hdd up ahand to forestal him. “Co-President Rione has nothing further to say on the subject.
Interrogate your officer if you're not willing to let it lie. Good day, Captain Geary.” Rione turned and
waked away, her back and her movements betraying a stiffness of anger he could spot thanksto the time
they had spent together.

They were dtill severa hours from reaching the jump point to Tavika, and he dready had another
problem to dedl with. But what was the problem? Degani had seemed if not welcoming at least more
tolerant of Rionelately. Rione, on the other hand, had managed to avoid him since the fleet conference.
He il didn't know how she felt about the events at the conference, and in their brief conversations since
then Rione had begged off on the grounds that she was busy on research and other duties.

Geary reached his stateroom, Sitting down and staring &t the star display for awhile before reaching for
theinterna communications control. “ Captain Degani, I’ d gppreciate seeing you in my stateroom at your



convenience.”

“I'll beright down, sir,” Degani replied in aprofessond voice that revea ed nothing. Within afew
minutes she arrived, outwardly composed but with troubled eyes.

“Please gt down,” Geary offered. Degani sat tiffly, her back straight, relaxing not at al. While she
normally sat at attention in his stateroom, she was definitely morerigid thistime. “I’'m sorry if I'm prying,
but | needed to ask again. Can you tell me what you and Co-President Rione were arguing about?’

She stared over his shoulder, her face betraying nothing. “1 must respectfully decline to answer, gir, asthe
matter dealswith personal issues.”

“That’ swithin your rights,” Geary agreed heavily. “But | must ingst on knowing onething. Whatever it
was about, can you gtill work effectively with and regarding Co-President Rione?’

“I assureyou that | am fully capable of carrying out dl of my dutiesin aprofessona manner, Sir.”

He nodded, |etting his dissatisfaction show. “1 can’t demand more than that. Please inform meif you think
that changes, and please seefit to tell me at some future date if you consider whatever you discussed to
concern the safety and welfare of thisfleet and its personnd.”

Degani nodded aswell, her expression ill controlled. “Yes, sir.”
“You understand I' m in avery avkward position here.”
“I'm sorry, Sr.”

“Okay, then.” Geary was about to tell Degani she could leave when the door to his stateroom opened,
and Rionewaked in, either deliberately or inadvertently blatantly advertising the fact that she had
persond accessto Geary’ sliving area. It was certainly aremarkable coincidence that Rione had chosen
thismoment to vist his stateroom again after avoiding him since the conference.

Rione eyed them digpassonatdly. “Am | interrupting anything?’

Degani stood up and returned the same expression. “Not at al, Madam Co-President. | wasjust
leaving.”

Geary watched them, fascinated in spite of himsdlf. It waslike seeing two battle cruiserscircling each
other, dl shiedsat maximum, every weapon reedy to fire, but both maintaining tight control over their
every move S0 that the Situation didn’t escdate into a bloodbath. And he had absolutely no ideawhy the
two were at the brink of hodtilities. “Thank you, Captain Degani,” he stated carefully, wondering if the
wrong word from him could somehow lead to open warfare. He wasn't egotistical enough to think the
women were sparring over him, which left him baffled asto what had happened between them.

Degani left, the hatch somehow seeming to close with extraforce behind her. Geary exhaded heavily and
looked a Rione. “I’ve got alot of thingsto worry about, you know.”

“That has come to my attention more than once,” Rione agreed in the same detached tones.

Geary studied her for amoment, wondering at the way she could be both familiar and unknown,
sometimes at the same ingtant. “Who' s hereright now? Am | talking to Victoria, or to Co-President
Rione?’

She gave him that cool look back. “ That depends. Am | speaking with John Geary, or Black Jack



Geary?’
“I'm 4ill John Geary.”

“Areyou? | saw Black Jack the other day. He was preparing to order someone to be shot. He wanted
todoit.”

“Hewasn't theonly one.” Geary looked away. “Maybe you did see Black Jack. But Black Jack didn't
make any decisons.”

“Hecameclose, didn't he?’ Rione was kegping more than an arm'’ slength away, maintaining both
physical and emotiona separation from him. “How did it fedl to know what you could do if you wanted
to?’

“Frightening.”
“Wasthet dl?’

Hetook along, deep bresth and exhaled dowly, recalling the emotionsthat had filled him then. “Yes. It
scared the hell out of me, because it looked so very attractive. Because | wanted those idiots to pay for
what they did, and | knew | could get away withit if | wanted. And knowing | could get away with it
scared me.” Geary fixed hiseyeson Rione. “And what isit you' refeding?’

“Me?" Rione shook her head. “Why should | fed anything?’

“Doesthat mean we' re over? Did you come hereto tell me that? Isthat why you' ve avoided me since
the conference?’

“Over?’ Rione seemed to need aminute to think about the question. Then she shook her head again.
“No. Thereare...some other issues | need to deal with. However, | want to stay close to John Geary. |
think he may need me.”

“What about Black Jack?’” Geary asked, recdling that Rione had bluntly declared that her first loyalty
wasto the Alliance, not to him.

“If he shows up again, I'd like to be close then, too.” She said it camly, in avoice still dmost devoid of
emotion, her eyes meeting Geary’ s gaze.

To keep me honest? he wondered. Or to make sure you' re in a position to take advantage of the power
Black Jack wouldn’t hesitate to use?

Or to ensure Black Jack doesn't hurt the Alliance by dipping aknife into him while he degps? Did | ever
imagine |’ d be degping with awoman who might literdly kill meif she thought it was best for the things
shebelievesin? Thingsthat | aso believein?

At least thisway | can keep an eye on her, too.

“It'savery long ways back to Alliance space,” Geary stated. “We will get there, though, no matter how
much the Syndicsthrow at us. Thisfleet will get back. And Captain John Geary will get back. Any help
you can offer isadwayswelcome. Y our company isadwayswelcome.” Almost aways, anyway.

“I believe now that thisfleet will makeit back,” Rione agreed in aquiet voice. “We Il seeif John Geary
does”



