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amount of words into each page which added a depth to his tale
that's rare and fully enjoyable to me. It's that weight and the
richness that made the work so enjoyable for me.”

 


“When I finished this book I was
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FOREWORD

 


This book, as the title implies, tells the end of the story
of the war between humanity and the Kreelan Empire, and is the
third and last book of the In
Her Name: Redemption trilogy,
following after Confederation.

I certainly hope that you’ve already read, or at least plan
to read, The Last War
trilogy, which tells of how the
Human-Kreelan war began. As you may already know, the lead book of
the trilogy, First
Contact, is free on my web site and at most on-line retailers to get you
started.

Last but not least, if you find yourself wondering about
how the Kreelan Empire came into being, you should take a gander
at From Chaos Born, which begins the story of Keel-Tath, the First
Empress. If you enjoyed the Redemption trilogy, I
suspect you’ll definitely enjoy it.

And now, on to Final
Battle!
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CHAPTER ONE

 


The world was strangely white, so
unlike the darkness of Death, so unlike the place where the First
Empress’s spirit had waited all these generations for Her
awakening, and where only he, among all mortals, had ever been. He
could not imagine the power, the wonder that must come to the
Empire upon Her return, and his heart stopped beating for a moment
as he thought of Keel-Tath’s spirit encased in Esah-Zhurah’s body.
He would have given anything, everything he had ever had, to see
her in the white robes and slender golden collar, high upon the
throne, the most powerful Empress his people had ever known. His
only regret would be that he could never again call her by her
birth name.

In the whiteness that was now the
Universe, he saw strange shadows hovering above him like odd birds
fluttering above a snow-covered field. Their jerky movements were
accompanied by noises that were sharp and purposeful, but not
threatening. Were they other spirits, perhaps?

But he knew that this could not be;
the place of the banished was forever dark and cold, and all those
who dwelled there did so in eternal solitude. Or did
they?

The world seemed to turn slowly,
the white turning to gray, the strange noises drifting away into
silence.

He slept.

* * *

If any time had passed, he was
unaware. Dreams of life, and things that were beyond life as any
other human had ever known, came to him, played their parts upon
the stage that was his slumbering mind, and left to wherever such
dreams go. While he would never be able to recall the exact moment,
at some point he became aware that he did, in fact, possess a body.
He gradually became sure of this because of what his mind perceived
with gradually increasing clarity: pain. It was not the sharp,
excruciating pain of a weapon cutting flesh, the kind of pain that
he had been trained and toughened to withstand, to endure; it was
the slow, throbbing pain of his body struggling to heal itself.
This pain also was something he was well accustomed to. But this
was deep, to his very core, and he realized in that instant that he
was still alive.

The shock of that realization was
sufficient to send enough adrenaline through his sluggish body to
bring him to the threshold of consciousness. He opened his eyes. He
was still in the white place, but saw no shadows.

“Reza,” said a voice, so softly
that he could barely hear it. “Can you hear me? Squeeze your right
hand if you can. Do not try to talk.”

Not questioning the instructions,
Reza tried to carry them out. Sluggishly, he traced the nerves from
his brain to his right hand, commanding it to close. Nothing. He
concentrated harder, ordering his hand to obey. At last, he was
rewarded with a slight twitching of the muscles in his forearm,
causing his fingers to move fractionally.

“Can you feel this?” the voice
asked with barely contained excitement. Reza felt a gentle pressure
around his fingers, the squeeze of another’s hand. He replied with
another feeble movement of his fingers.

In his vision, he saw a shadow
appear above him that gradually resolved into something that, after
a moment, he recognized. It was a human face.

Nicole.

He tried to speak her name, but
somewhere in the complex chain of physical operations that made
speech possible was a breakdown. His lips, feeling swollen and
numb, parted. The tip of his tongue curled toward the roof of his
mouth, behind his teeth, to its accustomed position for making the
“n” sound. But that was all he could do. His lungs were too weak to
force enough air into his larynx to make the sound of her name. He
tried again, hard.

“Ni…cole,” he breathed
faintly.

“Please,
mon ami,” she said
softly, placing a finger gently against his lips, “do not waste
your energy trying to talk. We will have plenty of time for that
later.”

She smiled, and Reza saw tears
brimming in her eyes. It took him a moment, but it finally struck
him that she looked exhausted, haggard. Her face was pale and
drawn, her normally flawless ivory skin creased and sallow. Her
eyes were bloodshot, with dark rings beneath them.

She
mourns, he thought absently. But that was
at odds with the light that shone in her eyes now. They were
joyful, relieved.

“You will be all right, now,” she
said. It sounded to Reza as if the words were more to reassure
herself. “We were very worried about you for a while. You were hurt
very badly.”

“How… long?” he asked, ignoring
her pleas to conserve what little strength he had. His range of
vision began to constrict, the periphery of his world turning to a
dull, featureless gray until all he could see was Nicole’s
exhausted face.

She hesitated for a moment, and
Reza sensed a general feeling of unwillingness to tell him the
truth. His senses were terribly dulled, blunted like a rusty sword,
but they told him that much.

“Six months,”
she said finally, her eyes questing, hoping the news would not send
him into shock. When she saw that he was not fading on her like he
had so many other times over the last months, she went on, “It has
been six months since we left Erlang. After you got Eustus and Jodi
to Gneisenau –
however it was that you did it – the surgeons worked on you for
many hours.” Her smile faded with the remembrance of how agonizing
that time had been. She herself had to be anesthetized, to shield
her from the pain that Reza was feeling as the surgeons worked on
him, trying to reconstruct his shattered body. “You never came out
of the anesthesia, never fully regained consciousness,” she went
on. “Until now. You have been in a coma all this time.” Her own
recovery from the psychologically-induced trauma had taken two
months, and the news that she was being forcibly retired from
combat duty sent her into a bout of depression that she had still
not entirely recovered from.

“You… all right?” he
whispered.

“I am… better, now. I know I must
look awful, but I have not been able to leave you.” She looked down
at her hand holding his. “I had a great deal of leave built up, so
I decided to take some. To be here for you, when you woke
up.”

Reza’s heart ached for her. He
sensed the long, lonely hours she had spent at his bedside for
months, wondering each moment if the next he would be dead, or
would never wake up at all. “Thank you, my friend,” he
sighed.

“I could not
leave you here alone,” she whispered. Tony had understood, and had
supported her after Gneisenau
had returned to Earth on Fleet HQ’s orders. He
himself had spent many hours beside her, beside Reza. The two men
had not seen each other in a long time, since the wedding that had
made Tony and Nicole husband and wife, but there was a bond of
trust between them that went far beyond the measure of their
acquaintance.

“Erlang?” he asked as his strength
began to wane, his range of vision narrowing again.

“The Mallorys, and what few
Raniers are left, are well,” Nicole said, still marveling at how
that was possible. While the cities and major townships had been
totally destroyed with grievous losses among the population, the
vast majority of Erlangers – almost exclusively Mallorys – had
survived. The Kreelans, after retrieving whatever it was that they
had come for, had mysteriously departed without inflicting further
harm. “Several convoys of ships have taken them the things they
need to help rebuild. Ian Mallory sends his hopes for your
recovery, and his thanks.”

She did not add that he had also
petitioned to be a witness in Reza’s defense at the court-martial
that had long since been planned for him. He was charged with
multiple counts of murder, including those of President Belisle of
Erlang and Chief Counselor Melissa Savitch, as well as high treason
against the Confederation.

Reza sensed that there was
something deeply wrong, something that she was not telling him, but
his body demanded that he rest. “I am glad that Ian lived,” he said
quietly

The last thing he felt before his
eyes closed was the gentle warmth of Nicole’s lips pressed to
his.

* * *

Tony Braddock was a troubled man.
Someone to whom he owed his own life and that of his wife was in a
dire situation, and there did not seem to be any way for him to
help. While he had told Nicole that Reza had been charged with
murdering President Belisle, Counselor Savitch, and an Erlang
Territorial Army soldier, plus what he took as nothing more than a
gratuitous and hate-inspired charge of high treason, he had not
told her how extensive was the evidence against him. Not only did
Colonel Markus Thorella claim to have been a witness (by remote,
naturally), the man had also produced an especially damning piece
of evidence in the form of a recording of the soldier’s and
Belisle’s murders. The holo had been validated by the court in the
last months, meaning that it had been declared devoid of tampering,
was genuine, and would be admitted as evidence in Reza’s
court-martial. The alleged murder of Counselor Savitch was based
entirely on Thorella’s say-so, but considering the other evidence
in hand, Tony Braddock knew that almost any military or civilian
court would convict Reza out of hand. Politically, as the war went
on and worsened, they could ill-afford not to. The public wanted a
scapegoat for the pillaging of their civilization, and they would
have one. And who better than Reza, who was caught between two
worlds?

Worse –
How could it be worse? Tony asked himself – since so much time had passed and no one
was sure if Reza would ever come out of the coma, they had
dispensed with the pre-trial preliminaries that might have given
him some sort of due process, at least in terms of technicalities.
Most of the witnesses for his defense had been released to fleet
duty, their sworn testimony recorded for the proceedings. But it
was not the same as in-person testimony, Braddock knew, especially
when Reza’s chief accuser, Colonel Thorella, had conveniently been
ordered to a posting on Earth after he had somehow explained away
the annihilation of his own regiment on Erlang.

While Tony had no proof, he had no
doubt that there were some dark forces moving things along. He
suspected Senator Borge and his increasingly large and vocal
militant following of having a hand in it, but there was no way to
prove it. And even if that were true, what could he do? Go to the
president and accuse Borge of subverting the legal process in the
military?

He smiled bitterly. Even with
evidence as solid as Kilimanjaro, that would be foolhardy, at best.
Borge had few remaining political enemies except the president and
a few older and more powerful senators who still remembered what
democracy was like, and who cherished the ideal above the rhetoric
of their office.

And there were still a few young
fools like Tony Braddock.

He rolled over, careful not to
disturb Nicole, sleeping beside him. She seemed so much better now,
after the months she had spent recovering from whatever had come
over her, all the while distraught over whether Reza would survive.
Tony had found it maddening sometimes, but he had done everything
he humanly could to be there for her, to comfort her and try to
lighten her burden. He knew she had been, and still was, deeply
depressed at being assigned a non-combat position, but he was
relieved that she had finally been taken out of harm’s way. She had
done more than her share, and it was time for them to have some
time together as man and wife, and perhaps to ask themselves again
if they were ready to become father and mother.

He heard her whisper Reza’s name in
whatever it was that she dreamed. His heart used to darken out of
jealousy, wondering if perhaps she did not really love Reza more
than she did himself. But over time, his fears had subsided. She
loved Reza, yes, but as a sister might a brother or close friend.
Perhaps there had been a time when she had wanted it to be
something more. But he knew, from both Jodi and Nicole, that Reza
would never have accepted anything more than platonic love from her
or any other human woman; Reza’s heart lay elsewhere, deep in the
Empire.

Braddock had also
listened to Jodi tell him of her suspected “psychic link” between
Nicole and Reza, but he had never believed it until Admiral
Sinclaire himself had told him of what had happened to Nicole
on Gneisenau’s bridge when Reza was wounded.

Braddock would have to learn more
about that, and many other things, come morning, he thought, as
well as bring an old friend some very bad news. He would go and
visit Reza, not as a friend, but as his legal counsel in a trial
that he knew could only result in Reza’s execution.

* * *

“…and that’s
where you stand, Reza.” Having finished outlining his friend’s
situation, Tony sat back in the chrome chair next to Reza’s bed,
feeling drained. A week had passed since he had first resolved to
visit Reza, but the doctors had refused any visitors other than
Nicole, who seemed to be a catalyst in Reza’s recovery. But after
seven days the patient’s condition had improved enough that the
doctors had finally allowed Reza one additional visitor. His
defense counsel.

Reza showed no reaction, but
continued to stare out the window as he had the entire time Tony
had been talking.

Braddock frowned. “Reza, did you
hear anything that I just said?”

“Yes,” Reza said, at last turning
to face him, his face an unreadable mask. “I heard and
understand.”

Braddock’s temper flared. “Dammit,
Reza, they’re not just trying to throw the book at you, they’re
trying to dump the whole library on your head! Everyone who knows
you knows that you would never have committed these crimes, but the
court will–”

“I did, Tony,” Reza said quietly,
his eyes glinting in the light.

Braddock’s mouth hung open for a
moment. “What?” he said. “What did you say?”

“I killed Belisle and the
Territorial Army soldier,” Reza went on, his voice not showing the
keening in his blood. “The killing of the soldier was unfortunate,
an act of self-defense, but I killed Belisle with forethought.” He
paused, noting the blood draining from Braddock’s face. “And if I
had to do it again in front of the Confederation Council itself, I
would. He was an animal, a murderer. Had I not killed him, or had
the Kreela not come and destroyed the city, many of Erlang’s people
would even now lay dead at his hands. As for Melissa Savitch, her
death was Markus Thorella’s deed. And I shall yet find a way to
avenge her.”

“Can you prove that Thorella
killed her?” Braddock asked, seeing his case to defend Reza
foundering as surely as a scuttled ship. But perhaps there might be
enough to hang Thorella for murdering Savitch. At least that
bastard could swing beside Reza on the gallows.

“None but my word.”

“That’s not good enough,
Reza.”

Reza nodded gravely. In the world
in which he had been raised, the world of the Kreela, one’s word
was a bond stronger than steel, a commitment backed by one’s very
life. Among those of this blood, among humans, however, it often
meant little or nothing. Especially if one stood accused in a court
of law. “I would have taken his head, as well, had he not outwitted
me,” Reza told him, describing Thorella’s scheme and what exactly
had happened in Belisle’s office. “He shall not deceive me
again.”

No, Braddock thought,
he won’t: you will be a dead man and he will go
free. “Reza,” he said, leaning forward to
emphasize what he was saying and shocked that Thorella’s
accusations were even partially true, “confession is only going to
earn you a quick trip to the gallows. The only way I can help you
is if there are some mitigating circumstances, maybe by having some
Mallorys testify as to Belisle’s misdeeds. We might be able to get
that charge reduced to a crime of passion in the UCMJ, or even
dropped altogether if we can get the Council to cede jurisdiction
to Erlang.”

Reza was warmed but amused by his
friend’s determination to keep him from the hangman’s noose. He
shook his head. “My friend Tony, you know far better than I that
the Council will do no such thing. They cannot. I killed Belisle
and the soldier, but not Melissa Savitch. To try and convince
anyone otherwise would be to lie. And what of the charge of
treason?”

Braddock shook his head, wishing
that this were all a bad dream and that he would wake up in a warm
bed next to Nicole. Even if he could get the murder charges dropped
or reduced, the treason charge would not be let go. “How could you
have done this Reza?” he asked more to himself than his doomed
friend. All Tony could do now was to ensure that due process was
given and the procedures themselves were legal. “You don’t have a
prayer with the judges. You may as well have just stayed there and
died.”

“I tried,” Reza said
quietly.

Braddock frowned. “The only other
alternative I can think of is to ask the president to pardon you. I
mean, since you are the only real authority on Kreelan affairs,
maybe–”

“Impossible,” Reza said quietly.
“I am accused of capital crimes, Tony, two of which I am guilty by
my own admission. How can it be that your society, which claims to
hold justice so high, could simply allow me to go free? I do not
well understand the politics of the Confederation, but I do not see
how even the president could manage such a thing without
devastating repercussions. He would not pardon me; he could not.
And I do not wish it. I knew what I was doing when I took Belisle’s
head. I simply did not intend to survive to receive the punishment
I must under Confederation law.”

“You could escape,” Tony said
quietly. He was not suggesting it as a counsel, but as a friend. He
knew that Reza would not have done what he did without good reason,
but that would not hold up in a court, especially if Reza
confessed. “It would be easy for you,” he said. He knew as well as
anyone that Reza could disappear like a ghost if he
wished.

Reza shook his head. “And go where,
Tony? To the hills of this planet? To the desert? Even if I could
whisk myself to Eridan Five and dwell among the saurians there, I
would not. What would be the point? Even without a trial, I am an
outlaw among your kind, having forsaken the cloth of the Corps and
the Regiment, and I cannot return to my own people without
disavowing the oath I made that banished me. And that is something
I can never do, even at the price of my own head.”

Braddock did not say anything for a
while. He felt like his guts had been ripped out and stomped
on.

“What about Nicole?” If Reza had
resigned himself to death, then so be it. There was nothing more he
could do for him. Now he had to worry about Nicole. His wife. “How
will she handle your death?” Tony asked, imagining the metal cable
tightening around Reza’s neck, Nicole writhing in agony as it
happened, filling her with the same grisly sensations that Reza
would feel. “What is this bond, or whatever it is, between you
going to do to her?”

Reza had been devoting a great deal
of thought to that, but he had no answer. He simply did not know.
Even the memories of the Ancient Ones that only seemed to unlock
themselves in his dreams had left him no clue. “I do not know,” he
said helplessly. “There is no way to undo what has been
done.”

“Does this link still
exist?”

Reza shook his head. “I do not
know. I have not sensed her since I awakened, but that means
nothing. The Blood that flows through her is much diluted, for
there is little enough in me. The bond has always been little more
than a filament between us. Perhaps the shock of what happened
broke it…” He shrugged helplessly at Braddock’s uncertain
expression, his own heart filled with fear on her behalf. “Tony, if
there was any way at all to guarantee her safety, I would do it.
But I just do not know.”

“Sometimes, when she dreams, she
speaks in a strange language. Would that be the language… your
people speak?”

Reza nodded. “It would be the Old
Tongue,” he explained, “the language used in the time of the First
Empress. She would only speak it if the bond was
unbroken.”

Braddock’s heart sank. He was
afraid that would be the case. “She spoke that way last
night.”

Reza closed his eyes, his heart
beating heavily in his chest with grief. “Then I fear that whatever
I feel, so shall she.”

“She’ll die, Reza.”

Opening his eyes, Reza looked his
old friend in the face, his own twisted in a mask of emotional
agony. “I know,” was all he could say.

* * *

“Now tell me, Markus,” Borge said
cheerfully, “isn’t this far better, even after having had to wait
so long?”

Markus Thorella smiled as he cut a
strip of sirloin that was among the usual delicacies served at
Borge’s table. “Yes, your Honor,” he said honestly. “I have to
admit that I thought you were wrong all this time, but now…” He
shrugged. “I was wrong. Publicly humiliating Gard has been more fun
than I possibly could have imagined.”

In many ways, an outside observer
might have thought that the two were like father and son. It was a
comparison that would not have been lost on Borge, although
Thorella would have chosen to ignore it. Borge had sponsored the
younger man, getting him out of trouble when required – as in the
nasty incident on Erlang – while developing him into the political
and military tool that he needed. He was daring, ruthless, and
bloodthirsty, all characteristics that suited Borge’s needs most
satisfactorily. It had been a lengthy struggle to keep Thorella
from following his passions when he should have been following
orders, but it had been worth it. Borge’s plans demanded such an
individual, and the time was drawing near for him to put Thorella
to his ultimate use.

The fact that he would eventually
have to kill Thorella was entirely beside the point. He could never
allow such a powerful weapon to exist after its usefulness had
ended.

“So,” Borge asked, “tell me, how
goes the war?”

Thorella looked startled. “You
haven’t heard?”

Borge shook his head as he
carefully set down his fork. He was not in the mood for surprises.
He never was. “What’s that supposed to mean?” he said. “Is there
something the General Staff hasn’t been telling us?”

“I don’t know, Senator. But
Admiral Zhukovski–”

“That Russian
bastard,” Borge hissed under his breath. I’ll make Zhukovski eat gravel one day, he vowed to himself. “He’s a meddler and a
fool.”

“Well,” Thorella went on, “my
little network found out that there’s been something strange going
on. Zhukovski’s people apparently believe that the Kreelans have
slacked off heavily in the last few days in their overall
offensive, and a lot of their fleet units have mysteriously
disappeared.”

“Are you telling me that those
witches are retreating?”

“I don’t know, sir,” Thorella said
carefully. He was not about to stick his neck out on the basis of
someone else’s information, no matter how valid it might be. “But
that was the word I got. Unfortunately, I assumed that it would
have already made its way to the Council by now.”

Borge nodded. He was furious,
boiling inside, but not with Thorella. The Council should have been
informed immediately, and he was determined to find out why it had
not. “Not your fault, colonel,” he said graciously, actually
meaning it, “not at all. But I am afraid that this will cut our
dinner date a bit short.”

“I understand, sir,” Thorella
said, relieved that Borge’s wrath would be directed away from him.
Without hesitation, he rose from the table after Borge and followed
him to the hall that led to the front door of the senator’s
mansion.

“Be standing by, Markus,” Borge
said. “I may need your services very soon.”

“It will be my pleasure, your
Honor,” Thorella replied, shaking the older man’s hand before he
put on his cap and opened the door to leave. The smell of coming
rain was strong in the night air. “You know where to reach
me.”

As the younger man walked to his
waiting speeder, Borge returned to his study to contact his staff.
They all had a great deal to do tonight.

* * *

“Blast it,” the president said,
“how did he find out? The entire bloody Council and Senate is up in
arms, screaming that the Executive has withheld vital defense
information from them without due cause. Borge has asked for an
emergency Council session this morning, and no doubt putting my
head on the chopping block will be the topic of discussion.” He had
no doubt what the result would be if Borge somehow managed to push
through a vote of confidence.

Zhukovski shrugged. “Is not so
difficult that he found out, given nature of information,” he said.
“Anyone gets idea that Kreelans are backing off, word spreads like
fire, and to devil with security.”

“That does not help us, Evgeni,”
Admiral L’Houillier said, exasperated. “The fact that your people
came up with some analysis like this on the war and were not able
to keep it secret–”

“What do you propose I do,
admiral?” Zhukovski retorted before his superior could finish.
“Shoot my entire staff, their families and friends? Everyone wants
war to end, and is willing to pass on good news to others, rules
and regulations be damned. But leak of Kreelan ‘withdrawal,’ as
good Senator Borge might say was, perhaps, premature.”

“Meaning?” the president asked
sharply.

Zhukovski called up a galactic map
on the table’s holo system. “Information that Borge received was
initial analytic conclusion,” Zhukovski explained in his rumbling
voice. “Young analyst of mine saw pattern of sharply increased
losses among Kreelan ships and ground forces in battles over last
few days, without apparent reason. Further, she found that far
fewer Kreelan ships are now in human space than week ago, and
offensives on and against many of our colony worlds have suddenly
and inexplicably collapsed.” He frowned. “It is as if Kreelans have
suddenly lost will to fight. This is information she initially
reported informally to me, and I presume is same information
received by Borge.”

“I sense a large ‘but’ coming up,
Evgeni,” L’Houillier said.

Zhukovski turned his good eye on
the senior admiral, nodding his head gravely. “Indeed, it is so.
Analyst continued her good works, and discovered what I believe to
be Truth, with large T.” The other two men were silent. “Her
analysis of STARNET reporting shows that large number of Kreelan
warships have passed through trans-Grange and Inner Arm sectors on
what looks like converging vectors.”

“Well, where?” the president said
impatiently. “Dammit, Evgeni, spell it out!”

“We have only been able to plot
location to spheroid of about eight-thousand cubic light years,
centered toward galactic hub, past Inner Arm rim worlds.” He sat
back, waving his hand dismissively. “But that is
immaterial.”

“Why, Evgeni?” L’Houillier asked
him.

Zhukovski eyed him closely.
“Because, my dear admiral, if projections of my analyst – completed
as of this evening – are correct, as I believe they are, no fewer
than three thousand Kreelan warships are massed in that sector for
what can only be final chapter in this war: total destruction of
humanity. And those are ships we know about. There could be more.
Many more.”

The other two men sat silent,
dumbstruck.

“Three thousand,” L’Houillier
whispered finally. “Evgeni, that is impossible! How could they mass
that many ships, and so quickly? We do not have half as many
warships in our entire fleet!”

“Exactly my
point,” Zhukovski said as he took another sip of the over-sweetened
tea. “Why Kreelans suddenly die like flies in combat, like
drunkards or fools, I do not know. But with three or four thousand
ships, even drunkards or fools can destroy Confederation Navy and
every colony populated by homo
sapiens.”

“Lord of All,” President Nathan
whispered, “what shall we do? Evgeni, even if you are completely
wrong – which, unfortunately, I doubt – if that information were to
reach the press, we’ll have an interstellar panic on our hands. The
government will collapse.”

“Borge will not hesitate to use it
against you, Mr. President,” L’Houillier said. While he was
supposed to be apolitical, the Grand Admiral had no illusions about
Borge’s own lust for power, and had no doubt that he would use any
tool available to further his own cause. “Nor can we legally keep
the information from the Council, even if there were no
leaks.”

Nathan nodded. His political
position had just disappeared, vanished into a bottomless morass.
But that was not his real concern; the people of the Confederation
were. “I’ll have to strike a bargain with him.”

“Better to be bitten in throat by
venomous snake,” uttered Zhukovski, not relishing the president’s
position. He himself despised Borge and his sycophants, avoiding
them whenever possible. Unlike L’Houillier, he made no effort to
disguise his personal or political likes and dislikes.

“Believe me,
Evgeni,” the president said, “I would much rather jump into a pit
of such snakes than give Borge this kind of leverage.” He thought
of how long he and Borge had been friends, before Borge had
changed, been consumed by a lust for power that had made him into
something alien, despicable. It’s
strange, Nathan thought,
how well I thought I once knew him. I wonder what
ever made him change into something so evil? “But I don’t have any choice, do I?”

The two military men looked at each
other, then at the president – their commander-in-chief – for whom
they had worked for many years. They could not exactly call each
other friends, but they were close and respected one
another.

“No, sir,” L’Houillier said
flatly, wishing there was some other way out, “you do
not.”

“And what of the Kreelan fleet?”
Nathan asked. “Is there anything we can do?”

“I have already taken liberty of
calling operations officer,” Zhukovski said, exchanging a look with
L’Houillier. The woman, competent though she was, was a political
animal who would jump at any chance to get ahead. “I gave her
‘hypothetical’ scenario to model on command computers, to see what
best fleet reactions would be.” He winked at L’Houillier. “I
explained that Grand Admiral was most interested in such extreme
cases to get more money for fleet expansion, and would be most
grateful. Results should be available in another hour.”

“Evgeni, you are incorrigible,”
L’Houillier said with a wry smile. “You are worse now than as a
midshipman.”

They were silent then, each of them
turning Zhukovski’s grim news over in their heads.

“Well,” the president sighed, “I
guess there’s not much for it. Thank you gentlemen, and please keep
me apprised of the results of the simulations. If you’ll excuse me,
I have some calls to make.”

The two Navy officers got up,
saluted, and left the president as he called in his aide and began
to prepare to meet Borge’s onslaught.

“You realize, admiral,” Zhukovski
said quietly as the two of them walked down the corridor to the
elevators, “what simulations will say?”

“Of course, Evgeni,” L’Houillier
said glumly. “Despite Laskowski’s best efforts to show that she can
come up with a plan for victory, the computers will show that we
are about two thousand ships short. Even if we concentrated every
battle group in a single place to defend against a massed Kreelan
attack, we would still be outflanked and destroyed, no matter how
poorly the enemy fought.”

As they made their way back to
Joint Headquarters, Zhukovski wondered about the Kreelans’ sudden
lapse of fighting spirit. He made a note to ask someone who might
just know.

* * *

Reza stood perfectly still in the
center of the room, naked except for his collar. His long black
hair was again carefully braided in a cascade down his back, a
startling contrast to his pale but now healthy looking skin.
Starting with his left little toe, he began to flex each muscle in
his body, working up his left leg to his waist, then back down his
right leg. Then he began to work on his abdomen, then his upper
body. He noted with dismay how weak he had become, how quickly his
muscles tired, but that only fueled his determination to rebuild
both his body and his spirit. It was all he could do, and so it is
what he did.

He performed the exercises of body
and mind that he had learned as a boy and young man, taking himself
to his present limits, slightly beyond, then resting. Even though
he was a prisoner shortly to be condemned, the hospital still
viewed him as a patient, and so he had no trouble getting the food
he needed for the repairs his body was making to itself. At one
point, he had even considered asking for his Kreelan clothing to be
returned to him to wear, but there was no point; the shape of his
body had altered so much that nothing would fit, or so he believed.
If necessary, he would wear no clothes at all rather than disgrace
himself in ill-fitting armor.

He was just completing the first
cycle of calisthenics, vaguely similar to human tai chi, when a
knock came at the door. He closed his eyes, looking beyond the
metal confines of the room as he ran an impromptu test of his
weakened psychic abilities.

Evgeni Zhukovski, someone he had
not seen in many years. And he had a very, very troubled mind. He
put on a plain white robe for the admiral’s benefit.

“Come,” he said as he turned
toward the door.

He heard the electronic buzz as the
security lock was released, and Zhukovski quickly pushed through
with his good hand.

“Welcome, admiral,” Reza said,
taking Zhukovski’s hand. “This is a pleasant surprise.”

“I wish I could say same, Reza,”
Zhukovski said sadly. “You as man condemned does not appeal to me.
Counselor Braddock has told me of your situation. I wish there were
something I could do. I am sorry.”

Reza nodded. Zhukovski understood
him.

“I know this is unfair, Reza,”
Zhukovski went on as the two of them sat at the tiny table in
Reza’s room, “but something has come up, and I find I must ask your
help.”

“I will try,” Reza told
him.

The admiral nodded, and over the
next few minutes explained what he and Admiral L’Houillier had
discussed the previous night.

After he had finished, Zhukovski
said, “Well, how do you think?”

Remaining silent, Reza stood up and
walked to the armored window that looked out over a tree-filled
courtyard. It was also backed with an invisible force field. While
he was still technically a patient, he was very much a prisoner, at
least in the minds of his keepers.

“Something has gone wrong with the
Ascension,” he said quietly, his fists clenching at his sides to
keep them from trembling with anxiety. “The Empress is in
distress.”

“What does that mean?” Zhukovski
asked. “Is she sick? Dying?”

Reza shook his head. “It is not so
simple as that,” he told him. He had never spoken to anyone of the
Empire, save for what he had told Nicole and Jodi. But now, after
hearing what Zhukovski had told him, he felt the old admiral had a
right to understand. “The Empress is really two entities, one of
flesh, the other of spirit. Her body is that of a warrior who is
determined in life to be the vessel for Her spirit. When the
reigning Empress is near death, the Ascension takes place, and the
spirit is passed from the old Empress – whose body then dies – to
the chosen vessel. That process has not been interrupted in over
one-hundred thousand Standard years… until now.”

Zhukovski was
shocked not so much by the event itself, but by the longevity of
the unbroken chain. One-hundred thousand
years, he thought to himself with
amazement. So long ago, early humans had not even scrawled
primitive paintings upon the walls of their caves, and these aliens
already had a global, perhaps even interstellar, empire. “What
could have caused this?”

“I cannot be sure, but it must
have something to do with what took place on Erlang. You see, there
is another, a third entity, that of the First Empress, whose spirit
fled to what you might call Purgatory many, many centuries ago. It
was said in legend that someday Her spirit would return to us;
that, joined with the reigning Empress, She would grace Her
Children with the ancient powers which had for so long been lost to
us.” He turned back to Zhukovski, a look of genuine fear on his
face. “She has returned. I know this to be true. But something has
gone wrong.”

Zhukovski did not know what to make
of Reza’s explanation, Kreelan religion holding little interest for
him, and the rest sounding like fantasy from ancient legends. He
was interested only in its effects. “Is this why they fight so
poorly?” he asked. “They are… preoccupied with these
events?”

“‘Preoccupied’
is hardly the word, admiral,” Reza told him, fighting the nausea
that rose from his stomach. Esah-Zhurah, he wanted to cry
out, what has happened?
“The will of the Empress is their will, their
motivation, their reason for existence. They are not telepathic as
you might understand it, but there is a psychic bond that links
every heart in the Empire together unless, as in my case, it is
intentionally severed by Her hand. If the Empress is in distress…
if the vessel of Her spirit has died prematurely… they will not
know what to do. They will be lost.” With difficulty, he managed to
find the chair opposite Zhukovski, slumping into it like a dying
man.

It was difficult for even
Zhukovski’s natural cynicism to stifle his growing excitement. “If
what you say is true, now could be our opportunity. If we struck at
them, at their homeworld…” He slammed his fist against the table.
“But we do not know where to strike! We know where their ships are
gathering, which must be around their homeworld, but our
information is not yet accurate enough.”

“Do not ask me to help you find
the Homeworld, admiral,” Reza told him, his voice no more than a
hoarse whisper. “For even if I knew how to guide you there, I would
not.”

Zhukovski shook his head. “I would
never ask you such a thing, Reza,” he said apologetically, alarmed
at how old Reza suddenly looked, how tired. How afraid. “I am sorry
that you are caught between humans and Kreelans like deer between
charging tigers. I do not envy you. But as human, I can only hope
worst for your people, that your Empress is dead, that they will be
helpless before us for just this once.”

Reza nodded sadly, his fingers
caressing the eyestone on his collar, on which was engraved the
rune of the Desh-Ka. He bit back the tears that burned his eyes,
for he knew how uncomfortable it would make his guest, bearer of
bad tidings though he was. “Please do not wish Her dead,” he
whispered. “Wish the Empire all the ill will your heart may
conceive, but do not wish my Empress dead.”

Zhukovski leaned back in his chair.
“Reza, I know Empress is leader of your religion and government, as
it were, but–”

“She is also my wife,” Reza
rasped, his green eyes burning with fearful longing. “She was to
ascend to the throne. If the Empress lies dead, so, too, does
she.”

The admiral felt a sudden pang of
shame and guilt for his words. “I am sorry, Reza,” he said
sincerely. “I… I did not know. Please, forgive me.”

Reza nodded slowly, his eyes
falling closed, his mind turning inward to wonder about
Esah-Zhurah’s fate, his heart calling out to her. In
vain.

Evgeni Zhukovski laid his hand on
Reza’s shoulder for a moment before he got up and left the room,
quietly closing the door behind him.

* * *

Nicole awoke from her nap with a
start. Her chest felt as if it was being held in a giant vice,
making her heart thunder in her ears and her lungs heave against
air that had suddenly become as thick as water. She was not in
physical pain, but she sensed a hurt far deeper than any lance
could make, an echo in her brain from someone calling her from far
away.

“Reza,” she said aloud.

“Nikki?” she heard from the other
room. “Are you okay?” Jodi’s concerned face peered through the
door.

“Oui,” she said with more energy than
she felt. “I am all right.”

Jodi was not convinced. She came in
and put her hand on Nicole’s forehead. “And I think you’re a lying
sack of shit. You look terrible.”

“Complimentary, as always,” Nicole
murmured, trying to brush Jodi’s hand away. “Please, Jodi, do not
pester me.”

“Pester, my ass, woman,” Jodi
said, straightening up. She had been staying with Nicole and Tony
while she completed some of the non-resident courses for the
Command and General Staff College. She was still on flying status,
occasionally going to the Fighter Weapons School for refresher
training and to help beat the new crop of fighter jocks into shape
for the real thing, but she spent most of her time with Nicole, who
was still on medical leave. She knew that Nicole resented someone
keeping an eye on her, but that was just too bad. “You just don’t
know how good you’ve got it. There are a lot of people who’d pay to
have me telling them they’re full of shit. Now that I think of it,
that’s what the Navy does.”

“You are impossible,” Nicole said,
managing a weak smile. “Now, get yourself out of my way. I need to
visit Reza.”

“Need to?”

Nicole sighed.
“I wish to. Is
that good enough?” Jodi was still frowning. “Merde, commander, get out of my
way!”

“Aye, aye, ma’am,” Jodi saluted as
Nicole made her way past her to the bathroom. “Mind if I tag along?
Maybe those stupid jarheads guarding him will let me through this
time…”

The trip into the
city did not take long. Someone from the twentieth century would
not have recognized New York City, or any other major city of that
time, for a very simple reason: they no longer existed as they once
had. Earth had largely been depopulated in the twenty-second and
twenty-third centuries through a combination of famine, regional
warfare, and then mass exodus soon after interstellar travel had
finally been made practicable. It was only after humans had finally
begun to explore the worlds in their galaxy up close, discovering
just how inhospitable most of them were, that they realized what a
priceless treasure their own birthplace had been. In the
twenty-fourth century a program was begun to revitalize Earth as
something more than a breeding ground for homo sapiens. While much of what had
been done in centuries past could never be undone, the new
caretakers did the best they could, and in their hands Earth had
been reborn. Humans still lived here in great numbers, but with
swift and clean transportation available to go anywhere on the
globe, they were able to widely disperse themselves, minimizing
their impact on the again thriving world. The great cities, which
had been so instrumental both in humanity’s early development and
in the catastrophic consumption of its resources, had gradually
been dismantled into smaller townships and villages, and much of
the land returned to a natural state that had brought back the
luster to planet Earth.

The automated shuttle dropped them
off at the central entrance to Kennedy Memorial Hospital before
speeding off to fetch more passengers. They made their way through
the warmly lit corridors and elevators to the penthouse level: the
isolation ward.

“Captain,” the Marine in charge of
the security detachment said politely as Nicole showed him her ID.
“I hope you didn’t come for a smile, ma’am. He hasn’t been very
happy since Admiral Zhukovski left this morning.”

“Admiral Zhukovski was here?” she
asked, looking at Jodi, who only raised her eyebrows. “Do you know
what about?”

The Marine, a first lieutenant,
laughed. “No, ma’am,” he said. “Admirals usually don’t confide
their business to the likes of us. We’re just the hired help around
here.”

Jodi took the opportunity to thrust
her ID forward. The Marine verified with a quick retinal scan that
she was who she was supposed to be, then checked his approved
visitors list, which was very, very short. “Sorry, commander, but I
can’t let you in. You’re not on my list.”

“Oh, come on–”

She shut up as
Nicole gestured for her to be silent. “Lieutenant,” Nicole said,
“Commander Mackenzie is a very close friend of Captain Gard.” The
Marine started to shake his head, but Nicole persisted. “I know it
is against the rules to let her in, but the last time she saw him
was in sickbay on board the Gneisenau when we all thought he was
going to die. I would appreciate it if you would consider letting
her in long enough just to greet him. I will vouch for her
conduct.”

Jodi could see that he was
hesitating. “Please,” she said. “Just for a minute.”

The lieutenant
looked at the other five Marines, all enlisted, who made up the
guard detail. They were astutely looking in any other direction but
at him and the two Navy officers. Why is
it, he asked himself, that this always seems to happen on my watch?
“All right,” he relented, “but so help me God,
commander, if you–”

“I’ll be a perfect angel,
lieutenant,” she said. “I promise.”

“All right,” he went on, “I’m sure
I’ll live to regret this. Step into the lock, please.” The two
women stepped into the security lock that was both a physical
safeguard against escape and a scanner that looked for concealed
weapons or other contraband. Satisfied, the lieutenant passed them
through. “Five minutes,” he said pointedly Mackenzie.

She nodded, then opened the inner
door.

Reza stood before them, bathed in
sweat from the exercises he had been doing to focus his mind. Other
than his collar, he was again naked.

“So much for modesty,” Jodi said
lightly. “At least you know how to greet a girl in style.” Without
hesitating, Jodi embraced him, sweat and all. “I’m so glad to see
you. That you’re all right,” she said, kissing him on the neck, on
the lips.

“And you, my friend,” he said,
returning her embrace with moderate pressure, his effort rewarded
with a light popping sound from her ribcage.

“Your Marine friend out there gave
me a few minutes with you,” she told him, surprised that his
strength had grown so quickly. “Nicole sweet talked him for me. But
I can’t stay long.”

“So true,” Colonel Markus Thorella
said as he stepped through the security lock. “I just had a little
discussion with our Marine lieutenant outside. I don’t think he’ll
be making any other security breaches again for quite some
time.”

“I take full responsibility for
Commander Mackenzie’s presence, colonel,” Nicole said, cutting
toward him like a destroyer. “The lieutenant–”

“Spare me, please, Carré,” he
snorted. “The lieutenant is my concern, not yours. He was
negligent, and he’ll pay the price.”

Jodi felt the muscles in Reza’s
back flex like steel springs. With feline grace he separated
himself from her embrace. “You should not have come here,” he
hissed, his blood singing in his veins as he prepared to
attack.

“Reza, no!” Nicole shouted as she
tried to get between him and Thorella, bracing herself to protect
someone she hated so much from someone she so loved.

But she need not have bothered. As
Reza’s fury peaked, something inside him seemed to break, as if his
brain was no longer able to command his body. His eyes wide with
surprise, he collapsed in a heap on the floor, completely
paralyzed.

“What the fuck did you do to him,
Thorella?” Jodi snapped as she knelt next to Reza, feeling for his
pulse. It was there, his heart beating rapidly to clear the
adrenaline from his system. His eyes were still open, but they
stared straight ahead, unblinking. “What did you do?”

“Not a thing, commander,” he said,
a surprised smile on his face. “And I would remind you not to
address me like that ever again. I don’t care if you like me or
not, but I am a superior officer.”

“Then let me say it, Markus,”
Nicole growled like a leopard, her nose not an inch away from his,
“what the fuck did you do?”

“I already told you,” Thorella
said, obviously pleased with whatever had happened. “While I know
you won’t believe me, I did absolutely nothing. It just appears to
me that your traitorous friend there has not fully recovered. Such
a pity.”

“Reza, can you hear me?” Jodi said
urgently, looking into Reza’s glazed eyes. The pupils were dilated
wide open. “Nicole, I think you’d better get the doctor in here.
There’s something–”

As she watched, Reza’s pupils
suddenly began to contract to something close to normal for the
light in the room. He blinked and tried to speak.

“Well,” Thorella said merrily, “I
do have to leave now. I just wanted to check on our temporary
guest, pending his trial and execution.” He stepped back toward the
door, then turned around as an afterthought. “And Commander
Mackenzie, please don’t stay more than sixty seconds after this
door closes behind me, or I’m afraid I’ll have to have you
arrested.” He smiled, and was gone.

“Nicole–”

“I know, Jodi,” she said, kneeling
down beside her as Reza began to recover from whatever had happened
to him. “You had better do as he says. I will take care of
Reza.”

“But–”

“Go,” she said. “He means it. We
can ill afford more trouble now.”

Furious, Jodi did as she was told.
As she stepped through the outer lock of the holding cell, she
noticed the Marine lieutenant standing at stiff attention, eyes
boring a hole in the far end of the corridor, staring after the
retreating Marine colonel who had just promised to destroy the
younger man’s life in the military. “Lieutenant,” she said to his
pale, emotionless face, “I’m terribly sorry. I’ll see… I’ll see if
there’s anything I can do…”

He said nothing, did not even
acknowledge her presence.

Feeling like a fool and plagued
with guilt, Jodi turned and walked away, the sound of her boots on
the marble floor echoing hollowly in her ears.




 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


Commodore Denise
Marchand was quietly elated but openly confused. Her tiny scouting
squadron, consisting of the heavy cruiser Furious – her flagship – and three
destroyers, had stumbled upon a much superior Kreelan force of
three heavy cruisers forty-three hours earlier. Much to her
surprise, the Kreelan ships had not only failed to engage her, but
had split up and run without making anything more than half-hearted
attempts at defending themselves. Not by nature a cautious sort,
Marchand had split her force, sending two destroyers after one
cruiser, the Furious and the remaining destroyer after another, while temporarily
ignoring the third enemy vessel. That was as much prudence as she
was able to muster at the time.

In a matter of
minutes, the first Kreelan cruiser had been reduced to a flaming
hulk by torpedoes from the two pursuing destroyers, which
immediately wheeled about to rejoin the flagship and her escort,
which were still racing after the second fleeing Kreelan vessel.
Not long thereafter, that ship finally came within range of the
guns of the pursuing Furious, which wasted no time in
breaching the enemy’s hull with a series of accurately placed
salvos. The enemy cruiser exploded in a swirling
fireball.

Then Marchand turned her attention
to the surviving Kreelan cruiser, which had wisely used the time
bought by its companions to try and escape, for now it was
completely outnumbered and outgunned.

But this ship, or
its commander, was different. While it hardly showed the fearless
courage normally shown by Kreelan warships, its captain fired back,
keeping both the Furious
and the darting destroyers from nipping too
closely at her heels as she fled deeper into Kreelan
space.

Marchand was still wary of some
sort of elaborate trap, but that would be totally out of character
for the enemy. The Kreelans did not run, nor did they normally play
games of cat and mouse. At least, not until now. Besides, she
thought, why would anyone sacrifice two cruisers – three, if she
caught up to this one – in exchange for a cruiser and three
destroyers?

No, she told herself, this was
something else, and it fit with the recent intelligence reports of
sharply decreased resistance on the part of Kreelan forces
everywhere.

“Commodore,” the flag
communications officer reported, “we have an answer from
Fleet.”

Eager to see what
headquarters had to say in response to her request to follow the
enemy cruiser into what was, except for the silent scoutship
patrols, unknown space to human ships, Marchand called up the
message on her console: Pursue enemy at
own discretion. No supporting forces available.
Godspeed.

It was just what she wanted to
hear. She had been in the Navy – and had survived – for nearly
twenty years. She was tired of always being on the run, turning her
stern to run away from what always seemed to be a superior enemy
force, or rushing to save some colony from destruction, only to
arrive a little too late. While her squadron hardly constituted a
major battle fleet, they were good ships with good crews, and this
time she was determined to take the fight to the enemy.

“Captain
Hezerah,” she asked of the Furious’s captain, “what’s the range
to target?”

“One-hundred
fifty thousand kilometers and steady,” he said instantly. “Zero
closure rate.” At flank speed, the human squadron was making only
enough speed to keep up with the Kreelan, not enough to overtake
her. “Commodore,” he said quietly, “we won’t be able to keep this
up much longer. Tai Mo Shan’s
main drive is near the breaking point, and our
own core passed the red line three hours ago. If we don’t slow down
soon, we may never get home.”

Marchand frowned.
She had known this was the case since Hotspur, one of the other
destroyers, had blown a deridium converter over twelve hours
before. Somehow, her engineers had kept her going, but that would
not last for much longer.

She looked at the red icon that was
the Kreelan ship they were hunting, wondering for the thousandth
time why it had not jumped into hyperspace. The only reason she
could imagine was that there was something wrong with the enemy
ship’s hyperdrive. For the pursuing human squadron, that was both a
blessing and a curse. Had the ship jumped, Marchand would have been
forced to turn back. It was impossible to actively track a ship in
hyperspace, and this entire area of space was uncharted. Marchand
could not afford a jump that might drop her squadron back into
normal space in the center of a star. On the other hand, drawn out,
high-speed chases through normal space were hard on ships and their
crews. And in Marchand’s grim estimation, any ship losing its main
drive this far into enemy territory would have to be written off
the naval registry as another casualty, for they could hardly
expect to return home.

“We’re so close,” she whispered
angrily through her teeth. “Are they still headed for that nebular
formation?”

“Yes, ma’am,”
Captain Hezerah replied uneasily. “Right for it.” In all his years
in the service, he had seen nothing quite like it. Like a giant fog
bank in space, or some gigantic ball of wispy cotton, it hung
before the racing ships like a siren’s lair on the seas of old.
Much sensor probing and more discussion had not given them any more
understanding of it than that it appeared to exist; it was real. He
dearly would like to chalk up the remaining cruiser to the
squadron’s score, but there was something unsettling about the
cloud toward which they were heading, something unnatural that sent
a shiver up his spine. He silently wished that Marchand would call
an end to the chase. He did not want to take Furious in there.

In the main viewer there was a
sudden flare where the Kreelan ship – otherwise invisible to direct
observation – raced in front of them.

“Captain!” shouted the chief
gunnery officer. “Looks like they had a core breach! She’s losing
way!”

“Thank the Lord of All,” Hezerah
breathed. “How long till she comes in range?”

“If their projected deceleration
curve holds up, thirteen minutes, sir,” the navigator
replied.

“Will she have reached the
nebula?” Marchand asked quickly, her eyes fixed on the little red
icon in the holo display that was now ever so slowly losing ground
to her own pursuing hounds.

“On the current velocity curve,
she’ll come within about three-hundred thousand kilometers of it by
the time we’re in range.”

“Close,” Hezerah
muttered.

“Order the destroyers to flank her
at their best speed,” Marchand ordered her operations officer. The
destroyers could make slightly better speed than the larger
cruiser, and Marchand felt it worth the risk of pushing their
drives past their already strained limits. “They are not to get
within range, just keep her penned in. I don’t want her to get away
from us now. Captain,” she said to Hezerah, “you are to commence
firing as soon as we are in range.”

“Aye, aye,
commodore,” he said. Anything to keep from
having to go into that so-called nebula,
he thought.

The minutes crept by as the human
squadron, the destroyers now pulling ahead and slightly to the
side, gained on the fleeing Kreelan ship. The human sensors
recorded the debris the enemy cruiser left behind, silent mementos
of the explosion that destroyed enough of her drive capacity to
leave her far too slow to escape, to make it into the looming mist.
It reminded the humans of how easily they could become marooned in
this strange area of space.

Marchand watched with barely
contained impatience as the main battery range rings on the holo
display slowly converged on the enemy ship. At last they overtook
the fleeing prey, flashing a set of gunnery data that was echoed
throughout the ship’s weapons stations.

“In range, captain,” reported the
gunnery officer.

“Commence firing!”

The lights on the bridge dimmed to
combat red as the energy buffers of the main guns siphoned off all
available power that was not used by either the ship’s drives or
her shields. Seconds later, the energy was discharged into space in
the form of a dozen crimson blasts from the cruiser’s main forward
batteries, stabbing out toward the ever-slowing enemy
ship.

“Three direct hits,” the gunnery
spotter reported. She need not have; the extra long range and
precise resolution of her special instruments were not required in
this case. The Kreelan ship had long since come into view on the
main screen at a medium magnification, and the hits were plainly
visible.

“Fire!”

Again the main batteries fired, and
it was obvious that the gunnery section had found the Kreelan
cruiser’s range. Every crimson lance hit home, flaying the enemy
ship’s vulnerable stern into flaming wreckage. The stricken ship
began to yaw off course, a secondary explosion setting her tumbling
about her long axis. A sudden flurry of shooting erupted from
turrets along her battered hull as the human ships came into their
line of fire, but the firing was erratic, poorly aimed. She posed
no threat.

“Fire!”

The third salvo blasted the cruiser
amidships, breaking her back. The stern section, two of the six
drives still burning bright with power, broke free of the shattered
midsection to drift uncontrollably until it exploded in a fierce
fireball. The sleek bow section, still resplendent with the runes
with which all Kreelan ships were decorated, tumbled end over end,
trailing incandescent streamers that were the ship’s burning
entrails.

Captain Hezerah
was about to order the coup de
grace when the chief gunnery officer spoke
up. “New contact! Looks like a small cutter or lifeboat separating
from the bow section.”

“What the devil?” Marchand asked,
watching on the viewer as the tiny ship separated from the twisted
wreckage of the cruiser. It wasted no time, heading straight toward
the nebula at flank speed.

“Commodore?” Hezerah asked,
waiting for her instructions. The guns were trained on the cruiser,
waiting to finish her off. The escaping cutter was another matter.
Unless they took it under fire right away, it had every chance of
making it into the nebula.

Marchand had no
time to consider. Something strange was afoot, and she was
determined to get to the bottom of it. “Captain, you may finish off
the cruiser,” she told Hezerah shortly. Turning to her operations
officer, she ordered, “Have Zulu
intercept the lifeboat, or whatever it is. She is
not, repeat not, to open fire on it. I want it – and whoever might
be on board – in one piece if at all possible.”

“Aye, ma’am.”
The man turned away and quickly relayed her orders. Like a
greyhound on the scent of a rabbit, the destroyer
Zulu hauled her bows
away from the dying cruiser to pursue the much smaller
prey.

But as the
Furious quickly finished
off the remains of the Kreelan ship, it became clear that
Zulu would not be able
to get close enough to the escaping lifeboat to fix her with a
tractor beam.

“Dammit,”
Marchand hissed Nothing could ever be
easy, she thought acidly,
or even just difficult but
straightforward. More and more, she wanted
that ship, and whoever or whatever was on it.

It suddenly had become an
imperative for her, an obsession. It was a hope for explaining the
strange twists of fate that had brought them farther than any
humans had ever been into this sector.

To the flag
operations officer she said, “Tell Zulu to maintain contact and
continue to close, if possible.”

“They’re to proceed into the
nebula, ma’am?” he asked, his eyebrows raised. Their sensors had
not been able to penetrate the milky whiteness, the likes of which
no one had ever seen before. They would be running
blind.

“Negative,” Marchand sighed. She
was well aware of the dangers, and was not about to risk one of her
ships in there. She had another idea. “She is to proceed to the
mist’s edge only. And have the other destroyers patrol around the
nebula. I don’t want us to be surprised from the far side. Captain
Hezerah.”

“Ma’am?”

“Take your ship to the mist’s
edge,” she told him. “And have the Marine detachment commander
report to me immediately in my ready room. I have some work for
them to do.”

As he carried out her orders,
Hezerah silently thanked the gods that he would not have to go in
there.

He also said a silent prayer for
the Marines who would.

* * *

“This stinks,” Eustus muttered as
he stared at the unbroken whiteness that was all either he or the
pilots of the ship’s cutter could see. He’d never seen or heard of
anything like it in space. It wasn’t a nebula, which was a lot
denser than normal space, but nothing remotely like this. It was
like flying through a cloud in atmosphere, with noticeable
resistance against the vessel’s screens and hull.

“Tell me about
it, Top,” the pilot in command, an ensign on his first tour,
replied. “Talk about flying by the seat of your pants.” None of the
instruments that were normally keyed to the universe beyond the
small hull were showing anything, the mist effectively isolating
them from any points of reference except what the ship carried on
board. The pilot knew only his relative velocity, distance, and
bearing from Furious since the time they had launched. And if there were a gravity
well in here – a planet or dwarf star, for instance – even the
ship’s inertial readings would be rendered useless and they could
find themselves completely lost. After they had entered the mist in
pursuit of the Kreelan boat, they had quickly lost all contact with
the Furious and
the destroyers. He had no idea at all what was in the space around
them except where they had just passed, which by definition was
empty, relatively speaking. “There could be a frigging planet
hiding in here and we wouldn’t know until we hit
it.”

“Yeah, well,
maybe that’s the idea, ensign,” Eustus replied. “And maybe
there is a planet
in here somewhere.”

“That makes me feel a whole lot
better,” the ensign answered nervously. He was a good pilot, but
this was the first time in his short career that he had piloted a
boat entirely on manual. For once, he was happy that the cutter had
such a big forward viewport, for all the other times he had
complained about it being too much of a distraction. “At least I
don’t have to do anything more than play taxi driver,” he went on.
“You jarheads are the ones who get to play touchy-feely if we find
something. Providing, of course, that we don’t smash ourselves into
whatever it is first.”

Eustus grunted
agreement, thinking back over the turn of events that had landed
him here. Three months after they had returned from Erlang, Eustus
had been ordered back to fleet duty, never having seen Reza recover
from his coma. Assigned to another of the Red Legion’s battalions,
his company had been parceled out to Marchand’s “Roving Raiders” as
they were sometimes known, and he had been sitting aboard
the Furious with
the rest of his troops for the last few months, waiting for action
that never seemed to come.

Until
now, he mused silently. And not only was
this one of the most hare-brained and dangerous schemes he had ever
been part of, but he had the dubious honor of having to take charge
of it. Captain Dittmer, the company commander, had been seriously
injured four days before when her pistol discharged while she was
cleaning it. While Eustus had never had anything against Dittmer
and had gotten along well with the woman, her level of tactical
proficiency had never been demonstrated until then, and Eustus and
the others who had seen combat had not exactly been impressed.
While technically Eustus was outranked by the four platoon leaders
(the company did not have an executive officer replacement yet),
all of them were “ninety-day wonders” straight from Officer
Candidate School, and none had any combat experience. In light of
those facts, Commodore Marchand had made him a brevet captain and
put him in charge of the company for this grand, suicidal
tour.

Without thinking,
he touched the locket that Enya had given him, that now hung around
his neck. As wearing any kind of jewelry while in duty uniform was
completely against regulations, he kept it hidden just below the
neckline of his tunic, taped to his dog tags. At least she’s safe at home, he
thought. She had returned to Erlang to help her people rebuild, and
had promised to wait for him, to have a home ready for the two of
them. If Reza’s word were true, as Eustus had always believed it
would be, the Kreelans would never again bother
Erlang.

He turned to look down the length
of the cutter’s passenger compartment, now in its modified
configuration as a troopship. Since the commodore was only willing
(thankfully, Eustus thought) to risk one cutter on this mission,
Eustus had been forced to leave half his company behind. Worse, the
two platoons now crammed into the cutter had hard vacuum gear but
none of the powerful space armor like Eustus and Reza had trained
with at Quantico so many years ago. He bit the inside of his lip as
his eyes swept across the anxious faces of his people. If they ran
into anything bigger than a bunch of rock-throwing, blue-skinned
female neanderthals, he thought, they were in big, big
trouble.

“Tai,” said the copilot, a female
petty officer, to the pilot, “check this out.”

Not able to keep himself from
butting in, Eustus said, “What is it?”

The pilot shook his head. “Don’t
know. Looks like a partial signal return from somewhere
ahead.”

“The lifeboat?”

“No,” the copilot said decisively
as she studied the signal. “The signal’s too scattered. If it’s
hitting anything, it’s got to be pretty big.”

“Like how big?” Eustus asked,
peering at the multicolored lines wiggling across her sensor
display, unable to make sense of it.

“Like that big,” the pilot said
quietly.

As if they were emerging from an
ocean fog bank, the clinging white tendrils that had surrounded the
cutter for the last few hours suddenly dissipated: before them lay
a planet, basking in the radiance of the surrounding globe of
mist.

The pilot’s eyebrows shot up at
what the sensors were telling him. “This thing has an atmosphere
that looks like it should be breathable,” he said wonderingly. “One
point two standard gees, oceans, cloud formations, the whole nine
yards. All that, and no sun to warm the place. Maybe the mist does
it somehow.”

“Jesus,” Eustus whispered,
wondering if somehow the Kreelans had engineered this. “How could
this be?”

“Beats me,” the copilot said
shortly, “but there’s our friend.” The lifeboat was clearly visible
on the sensor display, which now was functioning normally within
the confines of the hollowed out sphere within the mist. “Looks
like they suffered some damage clearing their ship,” she went on as
she worked the instruments. “Scorch marks and some dents along her
hull. Stabilizers look like they’ve been smashed up pretty
good.”

“Can we catch them?”

The pilot shook his head as he took
in the information that was now flooding onto the viewscreen, which
was really a massive head-up display showing flight and combat
information provided by the ship’s computer. “They’ll make the
surface first, but we’ll be right behind them. From the size of the
boat, there can’t be more than a few blues aboard.”

That was the least of Eustus’s
worries. “What about on the planet? Can you read
anything?”

The copilot shook her head,
frowning. “Nothing in orbit, no ships or satellites at all,
anywhere in here. On the surface, I can make out what looks like
non-natural structures. But there aren’t any indications of
habitation: no hot spots, no movement. Nothing. Looks like a damned
ghost planet.”

“Then why the hell were they so
intent on getting here?” Eustus asked himself aloud. “What could
they have hoped to gain?”

The pilot shrugged. “Maybe it
wasn’t always this way,” he said, speculating. “Maybe they thought
there would be some help here.”

“And everybody just vanished?” the
copilot snorted. “Come on, this is the Kreelans we’re talking about
here.”

“True,” Eustus
said, “but something really weird’s going on, been going on. Think
about it: first, three heavy cruisers act like destroyer bait. Then
they launch a lifeboat under fire – something I’ve never heard of,
even in the tall tales you hear in the bars. And then they –
whoever they are
– head for what looks like a completely abandoned planet in the
middle of whatever the hell this white stuff is.” He shook his
head. “As much as I hate being in here, I think the commodore may
be right. There’s something, or someone, in that boat that we need
to know about.”

“Well,” the pilot said, “in about
four and a half minutes you’re going to get a chance to do exactly
that.” He glanced up at Eustus. “Better strap in, Top.”

“Roger,” Eustus said, quickly
taking his seat – a flimsy affair compared to what the Marines’
regular dropships had – and buckling in. A minute later, he and his
troops all had their helmets on, weapons checked, and were ready to
go.

“Stand by,” the pilot announced
over the intercom channel. “One minute.”

Eustus could feel the slight
perturbations in the ship’s gravity controls as they balanced the
internal artificial gravity against the rapidly increasing natural
gravity of the planet. The scientists said that it was impossible
to feel anything like that, because the equipment was so sensitive
and sophisticated that it damped out the tiniest flutter. But
Eustus could feel it, no matter what the scientists
said.

“The enemy boat’s down,” the
copilot reported. “I’ve got two targets moving away from it toward
one of the structures, looks like an opening to a subterranean
tunnel… Damn, lost them. Looks like you get to play hide and
seek.”

“Gee, thanks,” Eustus replied
sarcastically over their private channel. He did not need his
troops to hear the very real fear in his voice. Following Kreelans
into a tunnel on what looked like the only indigenous Kreelan world
humans had ever discovered, knowing nothing about this place or
whom they were chasing, was not Eustus’s idea of fun, even without
the creepy mist they’d flown through.

“Ten seconds,” announced the pilot
tensely as he guided the cutter as close as he dared to the yawning
archway through which the escaping Kreelans had disappeared.
“Ready… we’re down! Disembark!”

The cargo doors on each side of the
cutter hissed open, and Marines poured from the ship to take up a
security perimeter. Eustus leaped from the forward passenger door,
a tight squeeze with his armor and weapons, but landed lightly for
someone so heavily loaded with gear.

As the last Marine jumped from the
hold, the doors slid shut and the ship pulled away from the ground
with a bone-tingling thrum. A few seconds later it was circling
overhead, its two twin pulse guns snuffling the air and ground for
targets.

Eustus quickly surveyed his
surroundings. They had landed in what looked like a huge, open
plaza. It was not earth under his feet, but intricately sculpted
tiles that seemed soft and pliant, not at all like the stone they
appeared to be. All around them was what looked like a great
terrace, climbing in massive steps to reach dozens of meters into
the sky. Each level was decorated with runes and symbols that meant
nothing to him, but that – had he had the time to marvel – he could
not but help find intrinsically beautiful. Above them, strangely,
the sky had a slight magenta hue, and well hid the featureless
white of the strange mist that surrounded the planet and
mysteriously gave it light and warmth.

In front of them
was a great stone arch that Eustus instinctively knew must have
been built before humans had discovered fire. How tiny we are in the scheme of things, he thought suddenly, momentarily overwhelmed by these
constructs of a people who had been plying the stars long before a
human hand had ever put down the first words on a clay
tablet. How insignificant, how mortal we
are, and yet we are here, perhaps at the mouth of a temple built to
alien gods. Perhaps this was where the
throne of the Empress stood, or maybe this was where the pulsating
crystal heart had been taken. Perhaps…

“The Kreelan boat’s empty, Top,”
Grierson, the First Platoon leader, reported.

With a twinge of regret, Eustus
called his attention back to the here and now. There was work to
do. “Okay,” he said. “Schoemann, leave a squad back here to cover
our ass. The rest of us get to check out the tunnel of love here.
First Platoon’s got point.”

The two platoon leaders, while
inexperienced, were not hesitant or incompetent. With a minimum of
orders and in short order the two platoons were moving into the
mouth of the tunnel, with a small but potent force left behind to
guard their avenue of escape.

“I hate underground work,” someone
grumbled on the common channel.

“Stop bitching,” Eustus snapped,
his skin prickling as they worked their way in. “Keep your links
clear unless you’ve got something to report.”

The floor, the rounded walls and
ceiling, were covered with runes like the great terrace outside.
While he could not say exactly how, he was sure there was some kind
of purpose to them; they were not random or just for aesthetics. In
the illumination, which itself seemed to come from within the
walls, as if the surface of the stone gave off its own light, the
lines of runes twisted and turned elegantly, precisely, reminding
Eustus of a sculpted tree he had seen once. A bonsai, it was
called, he remembered.

Trees, he thought.
Trees…

“Of course,” he said aloud as the
realization struck him. “Trees. Family trees.” Raising a closed
fist as a signal for his troops to halt, he knelt down to the
floor. His suit light gave him a better look at the writing in the
stone that seemed never to have worn, despite the sense of ages
having passed since this place was built. He could not read the
runes, but he could see how some of the characters repeated in the
entries of a branch, much like names or parts of names of
predecessors given to the newborn to carry on a tradition that had
begun thousands of generations before. He noted where some branches
ended, the last of the line having died, perhaps in some battle
along a distant frontier, or against humans.

But there was one thing that struck
him as terribly odd. All the entries in a branch seemed to have
only a single root name, not two, as there would have been in any
human genealogy for the mother and father of a child. All the names
here, if that is really what they were, were of females, he
realized, the mothers and daughters. All the countless sons that
had been born in the time of these engraved scrolls must have lived
and died only to preserve their race, for no record had been kept
of their passing.

“Top?” Grierson asked tightly.
“You okay?”

“Yeah,” Eustus said slowly. “Yeah.
Let’s move out.”

They moved cautiously up the great
tunnel in time that was measured in the harsh breathing and rapidly
beating hearts of forty-six humans in a decidedly alien
place.

“I’ve got something!” the Marine
on point called. She was carrying a tracking device that was
occasionally known to work, and now it was telling her that someone
– or something – had passed this way not long before. “Heat trace
on the wall.” She examined it carefully, not sure what she was
seeing. “Looks like a hand print.”

“Well,” Eustus said, “we seem to
be going in the right direction. Let’s step it up a bit. We can’t
afford to let them get away now.”

Moving now at a trot, the Marines
hastened through the great tunnel as it burrowed deeper into the
earth and then leveled out. Eustus was struck by a sense of déjà
vu, remembering the tunnel that had led him and Enya to the crystal
heart.

“Hold up!” the point Marine
reported softly.

“What is it?” Grierson
demanded.

“We’ve got an intersection,” she
reported from her position, well forward of the others. She was the
sacrificial lamb on this outing. Two other Marines followed behind
her at an interval of a few dozen meters to report if anything
untoward happened to her, hopefully in time for the main group
behind them to react to the threat. “Another tunnel, same size as
this one, crossing at a ninety-degree angle. Looks like more of the
same in both directions. I don’t have a read on anything from the
tracker. Cold scent.”

Eustus had been afraid of that.
“Grierson, I’ll take your third squad ahead. You take the left
tunnel with the rest of your platoon,” he ordered. “Schoemann, you
take the right tunnel. Try to keep from splitting up any more than
you have to, and let’s just hope that our communications don’t get
screwed up any more than they are already.” They could just barely
read the squad that had been left outside. “Hurry people, we’ve got
to catch these ladies.”

Quickly the Marines split into
three groups and started down the tunnels. Eustus hoped for a break
soon, or they were sure to lose their quarry.

He did not have long to
wait.

“Top!” the new Marine on point
called excitedly. “I’ve got a trail! There’s blood on the floor up
here!”

“Keep your eyes open!” Eustus
ordered sharply as he and the others moved at a run toward the
corporal who was standing in the corridor ahead of them, barely
visible at this distance. “Grierson! Schoemann! Get back here on
the double!” he ordered over the company net.

Eustus, who now led the squad of
charging Marines, could see the corporal kneeling on the floor, his
weapon trained ahead of him. Hearing the approach of the
reinforcements, he turned his head toward them.

That was when Eustus saw the shadow
detach itself from the wall where the tunnel bent to the right.
Even at this distance he could see it for what it was: a Kreelan
warrior.

“Down!” he screamed into his
helmet even as he raised his rifle, his finger already pulling the
trigger. “Get down!”

The young Marine reacted instantly,
diving for the floor as he rolled and fired down the tunnel, but it
was an instant too late. Even as the Marines began to pour a volley
of blue and red energy bolts toward their enemy, the shrekka that
howled from the dark warrior cut across the corporal’s chest,
opening his heart and lungs to the cool air.

Eustus dived for the stricken
Marine just as a second shrekka swept in from the chaos a split
second after the first, slicing deeply into his upper thigh. The
shrekka’s blades were so sharp that, at first, he felt no pain. He
hit the ground hard, one hand pressing against his leg, the other
vainly trying to aim his rifle.

But what caught his attention was
the apparition that clattered past him, right for the Marines who
knelt and lay behind him, firing into the smoke and dust-filled
tunnel to cover him and their fallen comrade. Freed and given the
gift of motion by the cutting blades of the first shrekka, the dead
corporal’s munitions bandoleer and its six grenades skittered along
the floor. As if looking at it through a microscope, Eustus could
see that one of the grenades had somehow been armed.

“Grenade!” he screamed, throwing
himself to the far side of the corporal’s body in the forlorn hope
that his still warm flesh might provide some protection to his own
body.

The other Marines gaped at the
deadly bundle that came to a jarring halt in their
midst.

The armed grenade exploded, setting
off the other five. Fire and thunder filled the tunnel just before
it collapsed, burying the shattered corpses the blast had left
behind.

* * *

The first thing Eustus noticed was
the smell of blood. He wrinkled his nose and was rewarded with the
rupture of the brittle crust of coagulated blood on his cheek that
released a fresh flow down the side of his numbed face. He opened
his eyes, unsure what he would see, and not sure if he wanted to
see it. He knew there would be a lot more blood pouring out of his
body than the little trickle from his cheek. There must
be.

But, while he ached like hell and
was completely deaf, he had suffered no major injuries except for
the gash in his leg left by the second shrekka, and blood oozed
slowly from the wound as it throbbed with pain. With trembling arms
he pushed himself up onto his elbows, shedding dust and rocks like
a sand crab emerging from a windswept beach. He looked from side to
side, but the faceplate of his helmet, while more or less intact,
was opaque with dust and a spider web of cracks. Reluctantly, with
fingers like lifeless sausages, he undid the bindings, letting it
fall from his head to the rock-strewn floor with a clatter that he
felt more than heard.

The light that had glowed from the
walls did so now with only a fraction of its former power, which,
when he saw what he had been lying in, was probably for the best.
Willing himself to hold back the nausea that fought to overcome
him, he rolled out of what was left of the corporal who had been
the first among them to die. But even in death, he had managed to
help save another Marine’s life, miraculously absorbing much of the
explosive force of the grenades.

Of the others, there was no sign.
The tunnel had collapsed completely behind him, burying anyone else
who might possibly have survived the explosion. Worse, there was no
way for him to contact the platoon leaders: his comm link, as with
everything else except the blaster at his hip and the knife
strapped to his leg, had been smashed into useless junk.

Pulling himself unsteadily to the
support of the tunnel wall, Eustus sat down, legs straight out, and
took a look at the gash in his thigh. If he could keep it from
bleeding too much more, he might be all right. Although it was
deep, it was still only a flesh wound, having severed no major
veins or arteries. He opened his first aid kit and rummaged around
for the only thing left that was not bent or crushed: a tube of
liquid bandage. Ripping the cloth of his uniform from around the
wound, he brushed the dirt from it as best he could before
squirting some of the gray paste into and around the gash, noting
how lucky he was that the shrekka had not simply taken off his
entire leg. The patch job was not going to win any medical awards,
he admitted, but it should keep him together until he could get out
of here.

And that, he thought dejectedly,
was not going to be an easy feat. Knowing that he would probably
need it again, he put the bandage tube into one of his cargo
pockets.

“Well,” he said
to himself, his own voice barely audible through a persistent
ringing in his ears, “I guess I’d better get moving.” He had no
illusions about digging his way through the tons of rock and debris
behind him, and he had serious doubts about any survivors out there
being able to dig through to him. They had no heavy equipment, no
blasting charges (I think we’ve had enough
of that, he thought darkly), and – most
importantly – no time. While Commodore Marchand had been keen on
catching the survivors from the Kreelan cruiser, she was loath to
have her squadron stay here for too long. The Marines had been
given exactly twenty-four hours to conduct their business and
return before the Roving Raiders roved on without them. He also had
to hope that the other Marines and the Navy boat crew would wait
until the last minute in the hope that someone from in here would
make it back out. But they could not wait forever, and Eustus had
no idea how long he had been unconscious. If he was going to get
out of here, he was going to have to find another way to the
surface. And quickly.

Shedding the burden of his horribly
abused armor and other now-useless gear, Eustus gathered himself up
and began shuffling deeper into the corridor, toward where the
Kreelan had launched her attack. He held his blaster at the ready,
but felt vaguely ridiculous in doing so. His aim was so unsteady
that he would be lucky not to shoot himself if he had to fire, and
there was no way to tell if the weapon would still work without
testing it. And that would give away his position for sure if his
enemy were still about.

Slowly, painfully, he worked his
way through the shambles of the once-beautiful tunnel, peering
through the gloom toward its fateful bend.

As he got closer, he lowered his
pistol. The Kreelan’s shrekka was not the only weapon to wreak
havoc in the passageway. The fusillade from the doomed Marines’
guns had collapsed this section of the tunnel, as well. While not
completely blocked, it was choked with huge sections of ancient
stone that had been blown from their long-held positions in the
walls and ceiling, and littered with countless other fragments of
black obsidian and cobalt blue inlay.

But he saw no bodies. While it was
true that any one of the huge stones could conceal several crushed
warriors, he felt uneasy. He raised his pistol again, holding its
wavering muzzle before him as he stepped into the maze of fallen
slabs. He struggled from rock to rock, clambering up on top of a
massive stone, scrabbling across it, and dropping down to the
debris-strewn floor before starting the process over
again.

After letting himself down from a
crazily canted slab, he was sizing up the next climb when he caught
movement out of the corner of his eye. Forgetting about his ripped
leg as he reached for his holstered blaster, he turned toward the
movement and dropped into a crouch. At least, it would have been a
crouch had his leg not collapsed under him. Cursing in pain, anger,
and fear, he fell into a heap among the sharp shards of stone,
cutting himself in a dozen different places. His pistol fell from
his grip, clattering to the ground in a puff of dust.

Sitting motionless, helpless, he
stared uncomprehendingly at what had startled him: a hand. A huge
Kreelan hand, with the biggest set of talons he had ever seen,
protruded from the gap formed by the huge slab as it rested on
another, smaller chunk of rock. The hand moved, clawing at the
rock, as the owner sought to escape from her prison.

“Holy shit,” Eustus breathed, able
now to hear his own curses beyond the slowly fading ring in his
ears. Ignoring the pain in his leg, where blood again seeped from
the partially stripped bandage, he moved closer to the hand and the
dark aperture leading to the tiny prison of stone. He saw a pair of
eyes glowering malevolently at him from a face that was shadowy,
indistinct in the dim light. With an angry grunt the Kreelan
assaulted the slab, pushing against it with all the leverage she
could muster in her cramped position. He watched in awe as the
enormous slab lifted as the warrior strained within, rising a few
centimeters, then a few centimeters more.

But it was not enough. With a cry
of anguish, the warrior gave up and the stone slammed home again,
dust shaking from it like tiny flakes of snow. He could hear her
harsh and ragged breathing through the persistent buzz in his
ears.

He was tempted to just turn and
leave her there, to die of thirst and starvation, or perhaps bleed
to death if she was injured. But he knew Reza would not have
approved. The Kreelan had done no more than her duty, he supposed,
whatever that might have been. No, he told himself, it would not
cost anything to put her out of her misery quickly. The Kreelans
had killed many of his people, for whatever reason, but they had
never sought simply to inflict pain on humans, as through torture;
that seemed to be reserved for humans to do to
themselves.

Turning away from her, he looked
for his blaster in the rubble, cursing the fact that all of it
appeared black and angularly shaped. He shuffled through the mess,
kicking and prodding for his weapon. At last, he saw the stubby
pistol, resting next to a smaller slab that had fallen from the
wall. As he reached down into the odd bits of chipped stone to
retrieve it, his thigh screaming at the effort, his fingers brushed
against something soft, something definitely not stone. Curious, he
took up the pistol with his other hand and began to brush away at
whatever lay beneath the black gravel.

It was the face of a Kreelan
child.

“This can’t be,” he murmured,
shaking his head. In all the years that humans had fought the
Empire, no one had ever encountered a Kreelan child. They were as
mysterious as were the males of the species, of which Eustus had
also been one of two humans to ever see, at least in mummified
form. He wondered if the light might be playing tricks on him, but
as he continued to brush away the dust and chunks of rock, it was
clear that it was a child. But the face and shoulders were all he
could uncover, for the rest of her body was covered by a fallen
slab. It was smaller than the one entombing the adult behind him,
but it had been large enough to crush the life from the child. Or
had it?

Knowing that he was just wasting
his own very limited time and strength, he carefully let himself
down beside the child, leaning over her to see if he could see her
breathing. He saw a bit of fine dust on her upper lip stir. Again.
And again. She was still alive. He put a hand on her forehead and
peeled back one of her eyelids. He was not sure what he might see,
but he thought it might give him some clue as to how badly she was
injured; there was a lot of blood on her face and head. Aside from
the irises looking oddly dark and round in this light, he noted
nothing that he could make heads or tails of.

“Kar’e nach
Shera-Khan?”

He was startled by the plaintive
voice that issued from the hole beneath the slab where the warrior
was trapped. He had never heard the Kreelan language spoken, even
by Reza, and certainly never by an enemy. “What did you say?” he
asked, not knowing what else to do.

“Shera-Khan,” the warrior said, her
hand pointing in the girl’s direction. “Kar’e nach ii’la?”

“She’s alive,”
Eustus said quietly. My
God, he thought, what the hell is going on here? Eustus had learned during his time in the service that you
sometimes had to act on instinct. But there were other times when,
regardless of how quickly you had to act, even one moment of
concentrated thought was crucial. And this was one of those
times.

Eustus sat for a moment, pondering
this new situation. It did not take him long to come to a
conclusion and decide upon a course of action. Commodore Marchand’s
hunch had been right: there had been something important on that
ship – this girl. Eustus did not know why she was important, but
the Kreelans, especially the warrior whom he now took to be her
protector, had gone to the greatest lengths to keep her alive,
despite their present condition of general confusion, which itself
remained a mystery.

He had to take her back with him.
The only question was how.

“Well,” he said, struggling to his
feet, “there’s only one way to find out.” Shuffling to the side of
the slab that pinned the girl to the floor, he leaned over and
grasped the exposed edge with his battered hands, doing his best
not to rip open the wound on his leg.

He pulled. Nothing.

Grimacing, he pulled harder,
feeling his muscles and tendons pop and crack with the strain,
until the stone just barely moved under his grip.

But that was all. He tried one
final time, but it was just too heavy, and he let it settle back
into place with a sandy grinding noise. The girl did not cry out,
and he thought that perhaps the stone merely pinned her, and had
not crushed any of her limbs. But until the stone was removed,
there was no way to know for sure.

Panting like a dog, he sat on the
slab that had just thumbed its nose at him. “I’m sorry,” he
apologized to no one in particular, “but that’s just a bit… too
heavy.”

The trapped
warrior pointed at him. “Sh’iamar tan
lehtukh,” she said, hammering her hand
against the stone that pinned her. She pointed at him again, then
gestured with her hand for him to come, then pounded against the
rock.

Then she pointed
at the girl. “Shera-Khan.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Sure. If I
helped you get out of there, even if we both could move that rock,
the first thing you’d do is gut me like a pig.” He shook his head.
“I don’t think so.”

The warrior was
adamant. “Shera-Khan!” she cried. While Eustus knew nothing of their ways and
language, he had no doubt that a deep and frightful anguish lay
behind the warrior’s voice. He knew that her job must have been to
protect the girl, to see her safely to wherever they were going,
and that she was failing. Had failed. And if he let her out of her
confinement, he had no doubt that she would kill him without a
second thought and carry on with the girl.

On the other hand, he had come to
realize that she might be his only hope of making it home. By his
own admittedly unreliable estimate, it had taken over half an hour
just for him to hobble down to this part of the tunnel, a distance
of less than fifty or so meters, and clamber over a few slabs of
rock. At that rate, how long might it be before he finally found
his way out of here? Hours? Days? And how long had he been
unconscious? Most likely, it would take him more time than the
hours the boat would wait for him to return. And the warm
stickiness he felt down his right leg told him he was still
bleeding, a process that was already exhausting him and, if not
stopped, could leave him dead. The bandage helped, but it was just
that, a bandage, and not designed to hold up to what he was trying
to do. Unfortunately, the more sophisticated medical tools in his
first aid kit that could have sealed the wound permanently had been
destroyed.

That settles it,
then, he thought. “All right,” he said,
knowing that he was going to regret this. “I’ll help you get out of
there so you can help the girl.” He pointed at himself, then the
rock, and nodded, hoping she would understand. “In exchange,” he
went on, “you help me out of here and back to my ship.” He pointed
into the darkness and her glowing eyes, then at himself, then
upward, toward the surface. He saw her blink, but that was the only
acknowledgment he received.

Gritting his teeth at the pain in
his thigh, he struggled up from the smaller slab pinning the girl
and took the few steps back to where its larger cousin held the
warrior trapped. Taking a deep breath, trying to still his mounting
apprehension, he stepped within range of her hand. She did nothing.
Accepting that as a positive sign, he planted his injured leg on
the ground, hoping it would support him long enough to get this
over with, and set his other foot against the wall. He gripped the
edge of the rock with both hands and said, “Now!”

He pulled against the stone with
all his might, his face contorted in a rictus of effort. Nothing
was happening.

He was about to give up when he
heard a savage cry from beneath him and the stone shuddered, rising
upward.

“Push, damn you!” he spat through
clenched teeth, pulling with his arms and upper body as his leg
pushed against the wall with all the strength he had left. The slab
continued to rise up and away from the wall, gaining speed as its
center of gravity shifted to their advantage. Suddenly, it was
standing on edge, and with a final shove the Kreelan warrior sent
it crashing over and onto the floor. Eustus flung himself out of
the way to avoid being crushed by its ponderous bulk. He lay on the
floor, his lungs burning from the exertion, his leg a mass of pain
as he waited for her to come and kill him.

But he waited in vain. Behind him,
he heard her groan again, a sound that was followed by the crash of
another slab falling to the floor. Rolling over, he saw her
kneeling by the child’s side, her great hands gently touching the
child’s face. Beside her lay the stone that she had pulled off of
the girl.

He pulled his hand away from where
it had been holding his thigh. It was slick with blood. “Damn,” he
whispered to himself as he was struck with lightheadedness. He
waited a moment longer for the Kreelan to do something, and when
she did not, he half crawled, half dragged himself to where the
girl lay deathly still.

Looking at her small body, he saw
that her injuries probably were severe. Her armor was creased and
pierced by the shards of rock that had been blasted from the wall
and then fell on top of her when the tunnel collapsed, and there
was a lot of blood from a number of wounds in her head, chest, and
legs. As he had guessed, while the slab that had fallen on her had
undoubtedly produced its own injuries, at least it had not crushed
her arms or legs, or anything else he could see. She might still
live, but she would have to get medical attention fast.

He reached for the tube of liquid
bandage in his pocket, eliciting a fierce glare from the warrior,
whose muscles visibly tensed. “I’m going to try and help her,” he
said softly, holding his hands up, one empty, the other with the
partially used tube. “This won’t do much, but it might help stop
some of the bleeding.” The Kreelan watched suspiciously as he put
some of the gray paste on the girl’s head where the skin had been
broken. Then he managed to get the woman to help him unfasten the
girl’s armor, letting him squeeze the bandage into some of the more
serious wounds.

“Oh, man,” Eustus breathed as he
peeled away the tattered black undergarment that he had been
accustomed to since basic training when he first saw Reza in one.
“She’s got some broken ribs,” he said softly, being careful with
the bandage. “Probably some internal injuries, too. We’ve got to
get her to a doctor.” The warrior only stared at him
uncomprehendingly. “Isn’t there a doctor here? Anybody?” He
gestured around them, then at the bandage, then at the
girl.

The Kreelan pointed at herself, the
girl, then Eustus, then swept her arm around them, then pointed to
the three of them again.

“So,” Eustus said miserably, “it’s
just us chickens, I guess.” He bit his lip, thinking. “Then we’ve
got to get her to the ship. You’ve got to help me get her to the
ship or she’s going to die.” He tried to convey the thought through
a series of gestures, but the warrior only stared at him. He tried
a different set of gesticulations. Nothing. No reaction.

He was about to try something else
when she drew out a wicked looking knife that she held over the
child’s heart. Eustus knew what was about to happen. Unable to save
her, she was going to kill the child, and then herself.

“Wait!” he said, grasping her hand
and trying to move the knife away. But her hands were huge and
powerful, and he might as well have been wrestling with a two
hundred-kilo silverback mountain gorilla for all the effect he was
having. “Dammit,” he hissed angrily at her stubbornness, “I wish
Reza was here.”

“Reza?” the
warrior whispered. “Reza tu’umeh sameh
ka’ash?”

“You know him?” Eustus asked,
shocked. “Reza Gard?”

The woman’s eyes closed as she put
a hand on her armored breast as if to keep her heart from stopping.
The knife fell away from the girl’s chest. Eustus watched in shock
as she knelt there, her body trembling as if she were crying. She
spoke softly, as if saying a prayer, mentioning Reza’s name several
times.

Suddenly, he understood. “He’s not
dead,” he told her, cursing their inability to communicate. “He…
listen.” Her eyes remained closed. He grabbed her shoulders and
shook her. “Listen! Reza didn’t die. Look.” He gestured to himself
“Reza, right?” Then he took her knife from where it had fallen on
the ground, pretending to thrust it into his chest. She turned away
as if she had been struck. “Dammit, pay attention to me!” Eustus
shouted angrily, shaking her again. She whirled around, ready to
strike him, but he ignored her, repeating his enactment of the
sword spearing through Reza’s armor. He fell over like he was dead
and closed his eyes.

Then he opened them again. “He
didn’t die,” he told her again. He pulled himself painfully back up
to a sitting position. “He was hurt really bad,” he told her.
“Look, this is Reza,” he set a rock between them. “Reza. Doctors
worked on him for a long time.” He took the bandage tube and
squeezed some of it on the rock. “It took a long time for him to
get better, but he recovered.” Eustus took the rock and stood it up
like a doll, marching it around between them. “He’s alive,” he told
her again. He pointed to her, to himself, then swept his arms
around them.

“He’s alive right now. Right
now.”

The light of understanding finally
dawned on her. “Reza,” she said through trembling lips. Then she
pointed to the girl. “Reza.”

“No,” Eustus said, waving his
hands. “She’s not Reza. Reza’s out there,” he pointed upward, “on
Earth still.”

The warrior’s eyes brightened. She
pointed upward as Eustus had. “Reza?” she asked
hopefully.

Eustus nodded. “Yes. He’s on Earth,
though, not here, not on the ships up there.” He pointed at the
girl again. “That’s not Reza.” He took a guess. “That’s
Shera-Khan.”

The warrior
nodded, as if copying his gesture. He did not know that she had
learned it many years before from a very young human boy.
“Shera-Khan,” she repeated. “Reza. E’la
tanocht im.” She gestured at her loins,
and then at Eustus’s, and then at the girl. “Esah-Zhurah. Reza.
Shera-khan.”

Eustus sat back, feeling like
someone had slammed him over the head with a club. “She’s his
daughter,” he said numbly. “Esah-Zhurah is her mother and Reza is
her father. And Esah-Zhurah almost killed him. Jesus.” He looked at
the girl, shaking his head in sad wonder. “And he never even knew
about her, did he?” On impulse, he reached out and pulled up one of
the girl’s eyelids again. There had been something strange about
the iris, and now, taking a closer look in the dim light, he saw
what it was: the child’s eyes were green like Reza’s, and the
pupils were round, totally unlike the cat’s eyes of the Kreelans.
The “normal” Kreelans, that is. He had not noticed it before,
mostly because he had not expected to find anything like that. But
now…

“Listen,” he said, wishing that
she could understand what he was saying, “I can get you to Reza,
and to some doctors who might be able to help Shera-Khan, but we’ve
got to hurry. We’ve got to get to the surface and the ship that’s
waiting there – I hope – before it leaves.” He gestured at the
three of them, then upward. “Reza,” he said again, pointing
up.

He did not need a translator this
time. The warrior understood perfectly. With infinite care, she
gathered the child in her arms and stood waiting while Eustus
staggered to his feet.

“This is really going to suck,” he
said, mimicking one of his older – and deceased – brothers as he
tried his best to follow the warrior down the tunnel. He stumbled
after the first few steps. His vision was turning gray as his leg
beat at him with lancing pain. He only made half a dozen steps more
before he collapsed, exhausted and bleeding.

He could only watch as she returned
for him, and he felt himself plucked from the floor as if he were a
mere paperweight before she draped him over her shoulder. The floor
began to pass by in a blur with the woman’s powerful strides, and
her rhythm felt to him like waves rolling on the ocean. Eustus
closed his eyes.

Darkness.




 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


Vice Admiral Yolanda Laskowski sat
back in her padded armchair, infinitely pleased with herself. It
had taken her three times longer than she had originally estimated,
but she had found a solution.

No, she corrected
herself. She had found the
solution. Working alone with the battle computer
that was her only true friend, the only one she had ever felt she
could really trust, she had finally found an answer to Evgeni
Zhukovski’s “hypothetical” scenario (which she knew quite well was
more than hypothetical). The projected outcome, while not exactly a
landslide in humanity’s favor, nonetheless predicted victory. She
had found a way, in theory – and with the help of some very special
weapons – that a human fleet might be able to
win.

While she had been forced to use a
number of unverifiable assumptions in the decision matrix that the
computer used to generate the result probabilities, she felt her
assumptions were close enough to fit the available data. The
Kreelans were in headlong retreat, and were ripe for a full,
devastating pursuit.
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