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PRELUDE 
 
 

Alex’s body slumped in the chair like an exhausted boxer between bouts; eyes closed, a small drip of saliva 
touching the side of his mouth. His mind, however, was keenly focused on the VR simulation he was jacked into. It 
was a recording of the kind of recent event that he was a sad expert in. He took in every detail, but did not try to 
interact with the proceedings. It wasn’t that kind of sim.  

As in the real world, Alex’s virtual avatar was tall and well built with the tell tale prismatic eyes that revealed his 
genetically modified background: wheels of color that told of his mandellan descent.  He wore the double breasted 
black uniform of the Sophyan Imperial Navy, and around its high collar were the two golden laurel leaves denoting 
his rank and status.  

His dark hair did not move in the breeze that shuffled scraps of paper across the asphalt, nor did he try to dodge 
the ball that was thrown through his form. He was too busy taking in the other details. The red-brick façade of the 
school, the hand crafted leaf patterns in the iron gates, the way the last of the children ran through the doors as the 
bell sounded. Once they were all inside, the attendant, a sentient alien with a long central carapace and slowly 
undulating ambulatory organs made its way across the forecourt, picking up items that the children left behind with 
its hand-like suckers.  

The explosion ripped through Andres Academy, hurling steel, concrete and glass through the elite school; 
spreading a fiery cloud of smoke into the air. Alex ducked involuntarily as a block of burning debris flew through 
his avatar. Had it been real he would have been as dead as the sophant was, crushed by the detritus of the blast.  

A grey cloud of dust settled over the street, while torn metal and tiny limbs fell scattered across the once fine 
court yard. When the rumbling ended and the last crashes of the collapsing building shook, there was a moment of 
silence that stretched beyond reason. A brick fell, a glass pane shattered. The first frightened sobs were followed by 
screams of horror and pain. Not all the cries were human, nor were all the body parts.  

Fires flickered in the background. A small child, human, walked out from a gutted classroom, still holding the 
hand of a playmate who was not so lucky. The bellows of a Larquianne sounded loudly over that of its surviving 
classmates. It crawled out from beneath a pile of rubble, using its three forearms to pull itself free. Its black fur was 
matted with blood, and its bottom half was missing. Its cries soon quieted to a whimper, then faded all together.  

Sirens approached quickly, and wheels screeched to a halt as rescue workers raced from their vehicles. Had Alex 
actually been there, he might have been able to stop them. Such a horror had never happened on this world before, 
and they weren’t ready for the second blast. It was worse than the first. It contained airborne nanotech devices that 
worked on the nervous system. The screams of the rescue workers drowned out those of the children. The 
broadcast began immediately after the second detonation.  

"The ability to control one’s own future is not a privilege, it’s a right!" The image of the figure who spoke was 
carried across all the comms channels by a hacker signal. It was an extreme ectomorph, tall and ultra thin, with 
slanted eyes, swirling dotted tattoos, an extended cranium and high curling hair. Alex recognized the image was a 
stylized human. 

"The ability to select one’s own government," it continued, "is not a privilege, it’s a right. Democracy is the only 
form of government that ensures these privileges remain rights, inalienable human rights. Rights that cannot be 
controlled by the privileged few, nor shared with bug-eyes, slimies or others whose alien ways corrupt human 
society! I am the Dalang, Speaker of the Wayang Liberation Front, and this is not the last you will hear from me! 
Long live the Federalist Revolution!" 
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Alex jacked out, he did not need to see anymore. Once more in the real world, he wiped the drool from his chin 
and looked at the two men who stared at him from across the well appointed library. He blinked, taking in the 
anachronistic leather bound volumes, the fine antique furniture and the elegant fireplace with ornate Billanoban 
carvings. He drew himself straight in the chair, and looked at his audience once more. 

"The other two attacks included the hijacking of a star liner and a pirate raid," the first man said. He was a well 
built man with golden skin and almond eyes, and clearly held authority in the room.  

"Seem familiar?" the second, older man asked. He had silver hair and a hawkish nose. His eyes were locked on 
Alex.   

"The rhetoric is different," Alex said in the calm plummy tones of the long entitled and highly educated upper 
class. His jaw was clenched tightly, the muscles in his cheeks worked beneath the skin.  

"The methods are identical," the first man said. His voice as aristocratic as Alex’s. 
Alex stood and walked across the room, his hands behind his back. He looked out the window at the 

terraformed nature that lay beyond. He didn’t notice any of it. 
"This is your chance, Alex. Your chance to set things right." The second man leaned forward with a knowing 

smile. "You can get the people who were behind the Silver Slipper." 
Alex turned and looked at them both, as if considering what they had to say. Yet they already knew his answer 

and so did Alex.  



 

PART I 
 

The Legacies of Command 
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CHAPTER 1 
 
 

Fran’s PAD sounded a single harsh beep as she walked through the double hatched bulkhead. The map she 
followed vanished from the display and was replaced by flashing red letters: You Have Entered A Restricted Zone. She 
frowned and looked back the way she had come. A long metal corridor with occasional hatches and a twisting maze 
of pipes, ducts and wires along the ceiling stretched behind her. It was identical to the one that stretched before her.  

"Oh... shoot," Fran said.  
She looked despairingly at her PAD. The map was gone. Her brown eyes glanced down the corridor searching 

for some sign or landmark. There was none. Her frown deepened, but still no lines formed on her young face. Her 
stomach tightened with nerves, and her ponytail bobbed as she turned to look up and down the hall.  

"How am I supposed to find my ship if they block out the stupid map?" But she knew the answer. She was 
supposed to have downloaded the directions into her implants, only she didn’t have any implants. Fran was a 
natural.  

The HMS Résolut, flagship of the 12th Fleet, was a dreadnaught. It wasn't the largest class of vessel in the 
Imperial Navy, but it was damn close. Coming in at well over a million tons, its enormous spherical bulk was filled 
with gangways and corridors that twisted their way through the various engines, weapons systems and personnel 
compartments which all looked the same to Fran. Somewhere in that mess was the stealth ship Hunter, to which she 
should be reporting.  

"This is Able Technician Francis Maria Harpur to Résolut Control System." Fran held the PAD to her mouth and 
eyed the ceiling. "Request directions to HMS Hunter." 

"HMS Hunter is located in Launch Bay Five," a calm androgynous said. 
"And where is Launch Bay Five?" Fran’s voice was almost desperate. She wanted to find her way to Hunter 

before a security detail found her. She was embarrassed enough as it was, being delivered to her new home under 
guard would just be too much.  

"You have entered a Restricted Zone, that information is not available." 
"Great," Fran said to herself. Two minutes ago she'd been in an overcrowded hall filled with people who she 

could ask. Now? No one.  
Had she known she was supposed to rendezvous with her new ship onboard a Dreadnaught, she would have 

memorized the Résolut's deck plans, but did they tell her? No, that would have made life too easy. All she’d known 
was she’d been assigned to the prestigious Advanced Reconnaissance and Assault Group of Ripper’s Raiders, and 
she’d be serving on the HMS Hunter. She’d spent weeks studying the layout and designs of the small Spectre Class 
Reconnaissance and Assault vessel, but now had no way to find it within the bulk of the warship that it was docked 
in.  

"Great way to start your new career in Naval Intelligence, girl. Get lost before you even report to the ARAG. 
Great, just great."  

She tried to swallow back a belch and failed. Brushing the loose strands of her long dark hair from her eyes, she 
cast a one last glance in the direction she had come from before continuing the way she had been headed. "What 
other way could it be?" 

She followed the long corridor, occasionally adjusting the straps on the duffel she carried on her back. Her tiny 
frame made the pack look enormous, though it really only carried a toiletry kit, a few changes of cloths and the most 



Strings on a Shadow Puppet 

5 

essential of her gear. The rest of her stuff was being taken directly to the Hunter from the transport ship she’d 
arrived on. 

"Why couldn’t they have taken me along with it?" She muttered as she continued walking down the corridor, "or 
given me a map I could download onto my PAD? But nooo, that’s not secure. I could lose a PAD, you can’t loose 
implants, no sir. God forbid you don’t have implants. I mean, who wouldn’t want implants? Who wouldn’t want 
thousands of tiny nanobots crawling around your nervous system like so many little spiders weaving a web. Who 
wouldn’t want a microscopic network wired straight into your nervous system? Who wouldn’t want to be constantly 
logged in like a cyberjunkie and… now what?" 

The corridor had come to a junction in a small hexagonal room, where in addition to the new hallway it crossed, 
a set of ladder-like stairs headed up and down. There were no signs, no indicators. Her gut whined and gurgled. Her 
PAD flashed with red letters: You Are In A Restricted Area!  

"No shit," she said, looking in each of the six directions, "Well think, you’re supposed to report to the Hunter, 
right? Which is part of the ARAG, so it’s gonna be in a restricted zone… so you can’t be far off can you? It’s 
supposed to be docked in Launch Bay Five right? So a launch bay has gotta be near the outer hull. On a 
dreadnaught, that means down."  

She smiled to herself, proud of her reasoning, and started down the steep stairs backwards so that her pack 
didn’t pull her off balance. She kept going until the stairs ended. Other than the fact that there were no downward 
stairs, the junction was identical to the one she had started in; not to mention the other seven she had passed 
through in her climb. Looking around, she sighed. 

 
 
Sinner reached awkwardly over the table as he adjusted the torque on the hydrogen flow modulator with a gentle 

twist of his screwdriver. Scattered about him were the tools of his official trade: a combination of equipment that 
spanned the tech-level scale from simple hand tools to nanotech manipulators and field inhibitors. To the 
uninitiated the visual effect was total disarray, but each served its purpose and was placed in a precise location where 
Sinner could readily reach it without looking.  

The fact that this clutter dominated the Hunter's mess-lounge, the stealth ship’s only communal living space, was 
also precisely calculated. Built for reconnaissance and clandestine ops, she was not a large ship. For her size the crew 
accommodation was generous, but the functions of her mission did not leave much room for comfort. The four 
meter by five meter multipurpose mess-lounge not only served as the sole eating, recreation and fraternization area 
on the ship, it did so for both the officers and the enlisted men. At the moment relaxation would have proven 
difficult, for while all the retractable tables and chairs were extended, every centimeter was covered by varying pieces 
of the ship's engineering section; each placed by Sinner in premeditated disarray. 

Set in the center of the chaos, he tinkered with the engine components on both macro and microscopic scales. 
Like the room, he was dressed with pre-calculated disorder on the edge of insubordination. The sleeves of his 
slightly wrinkled black jumpsuit were rolled up to the three silver chevrons and two bottom rockers of his rank. His 
salt-and-pepper hair was cut close and his middle aged face shaved smooth. Only one of his jack-ports was obvious, 
the one on his wrist. It was a utilitarian grey that disguised its cutting edge functionality as a cheap low tech implant.  

He winced slightly as he tweaked the flow modulator, trying to judge the proper torque based upon the feel of 
his hand and his considerable experience. Such adjustments were crude, but he would make the finer adjustments 
using the sonic manipulator and microfilament restrictors later when he could spare the time and concentration. At 
the moment his attentions remained elsewhere as he rode the nanobots working within the mixing chamber of the 
injector unit. He allowed the images being broadcast to him from the microscopic robots to be superimposed on his 
regular vision, occasionally minimizing the view of the robots into a small window while he looked more closely at 
the work in his hands.  

For the most part, he did not interfere with their pre-programmed behavior. Instead he observed and only 
controlled them remotely when necessary. He did not enjoy riding nanobots as much as he did their macro-sized 
cousins. It was too much like hard work to direct the thousands of tiny robots at once and the sensation of their 
microscopic perspective was disorienting. Still, he did his job, occasionally making changes that added to his plan 
for the flow regulator rather than following the manufacturer’s specs. Thus far, those changes had increased engine 
efficiency by two-point-three percent. He smiled when he saw it increase another point one percent. 

Gradually, as each of the nanobots finished their job, Sinner ordered them to self destruct and dutifully observed 
as they did, ensuring none could malfunction or could be hacked in combat and used against them. Sinner made one 
more adjustment by hand to the modulator and ran the diagnostics. He had increased the efficiency by five-point-
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two-four-three percent. Pleased with himself, Sinner saved the recorded list of his actions, and considered which 
task to perform next. 

"Ah fuck, Sinner!" Gunny Chrom’s voice sounded as she entered the room, "You know there’s a reason why 
you’re not supposed to work in the fucking lounge!" 

I guess that answers that question, Sinner thought. He closed out his virtual windows and suppressed a smile. 
"Crap, Chief," Corporal Bowman said as he trailed into the room behind her, "I was going to buy you a beer, but 

as there’s no place to drink it." 
"Keep your pants on," Sinner answered and began collecting his tools, "I’m just finishing up." 
“Yeah? Well we just finished fifteen hours of joint training ops and were looking forward to a chance to kick 

back.” Gunnery Sergeant Andrea Chrom glared at the ship’s engineer. "But since you turned the lounge into a 
workshop again...." 

Sinner smiled at her in a not-quite-apologetic manner. He stood and moved some of his gear off a sofa. Marine 
to the core, Chrom did not smile back. With dark brown skin, prominent high cheekbones, and full lips, she was a 
beautiful woman. Sinner always thought he might have made a try for Chrom if she wasn’t such a hard-assed killer. 
Then again, he also wouldn’t have liked or respected her as much. Sinner would take a crewmate he could rely on 
over a nice piece of fluff any day.  

"Look, I gotta get the ship back up to specs don’t I?" Sinner asked. 
"You’ve got a whole goddamned engineering section for that," Chrom said, unceremoniously dumping some of 

Sinner’s gear on the floor. 
"Have you looked in engineering lately?" Sinner asked, "Not a lot of space when the fusion chamber is propped 

open." 
"You goddamned pussy-assed Navy boys think you’re the only ones with a job to do on the ships," Chrom said, 

"In case you haven’t noticed, there’re some Marine Recons around here with a job to do too." 
"I didn’t notice," Sinner answered, "At least, I didn’t noticed you doin’ any work." 
"Very funny you goddamned prole-sav," Bowman said, tossing Chrom a beer, "but I seem to recall having pulled 

you’re ass out of the fire when the Skipper and Warrant Duffy bought it." 
"You got me there," Sinner said. He cleared the most comfortable of the loungers and gestured for them to take 

a seat.  
"Meet your new Tech yet?" Chrom asked. She put her feet on a table and kicked some of his tools on the floor. 
Sinner glared at her, then bent over to pick up the gear. "No, hasn’t checked in yet. But I’ve seen her specs. 

Looks alright." 
"Her?" Bowman asked, sitting up and taking interest. He was average height, muscular and very well cut, but he 

never wore clothing to show it off. He kept his light brown hair to regulation length and his uniform as neat and 
pressed as his duties allowed. Ed Bowman was thoroughly Marine. 

"Keep your friggin’ hands to yourself, Corporal." 
"Aw, you’re no fun," Bowman said, mock pouting as he leaned back on the lounger, "I just like a bit of a mix in 

the crew. Keeps things interesting. I’d love it if we got a sophant." 
"A sentient non-human in the Raiders?" Sinner said, "That’ll be the day." 
"This new kid better be more than alright," Chrom said, bringing the topic back to the crewmate, "Ripper’s 

Raiders is the best fleet in the Navy, and the ARAG is the best unit in the fleet. Alright will get her dead. Maybe us 
too." 

"She’s young," Sinner said with a shrug, "but her file says she’s bright and shows some talent." 
"But?" 
"But she’s a natural." 
"Bigot," Bowman said with a smirk. 
"Don’t get me wrong," Sinner replied, "there’s a place for naturals, even on a ship, but with as much crap as we 

got going down here? I’d prefer someone with at least some implants backing me up in engineering. Besides, she 
hasn’t seen any combat." 

"Great. More fresh meat," Chrom said. She and Bowman exchanged a meaningful look.  
"Speaking of fresh meat," Sinner said, deciding to initiate his second project, "you hear anything about the new 

Tactical Officer? I understand he’s supposed to be one of you jar-heads." 
Bowman popped the air seal on his beer and sucked on the tube. Chrom just shook her head. 
"What?" Sinner stopped clearing his equipment and looked at them.  
"You really haven’t heard?" Bowman asked, "You and Samantha the Super-Spook must be losing your touch." 
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"That’s Lieutenant Smith to you, Corporal," Sinner said, pointing a finger at Bowman, "And funny enough, our 
XO has more important things to do than chase gossip." 

"Don’t get all jealous, Chief," Bowman said, his hands held up defensively, "I ain’t moving in on–" 
"Stow it, Bowman," Chrom said.  
Bowman shrugged, but let it drop. 
"What is it, Gunny?" Sinner asked, turning to Chrom, "I would’ve thought that having a marine as the ship’s 

troop commander would suit you. Isn’t he Force Recon?" 
"He’s not even a marine," Chrom said with a look of disgust on her face, "I talked to Bernsie earlier today, and 

he tells me that someone’s decided to play politics with our lives." 
"What do you mean?" 
"You heard that some Army puke will be cross-training with Force Recon, right?" Chrom said with a tone of 

disgust. 
"No friggin’ way." 
"Yes friggin’ way." Bowman took another sip of his beer. 
"Crap." Sinner leaned against the table. "That’s some fucked up shit." 
"You ain’t joking," Chrom replied, "Our new TOMO is an Army officer, full officer mind you, not a Warrant 

Officer like Duffy was. Major Bernse got saddled with him and given a direct order to put him into action." 
"So he chooses us?" 
"Told me the mission was important, but he could rely on us to get it done even with a political chump serving 

as Tactical Ops and Marine Officer." 
"Shit, it ain’t like Van Trappini to let some politico into the ARAG," Sinner said, but his mind was on the new 

captain. 
"Well it sure as hell don’t sound like Bernsie." Chrom took a swig of her beer. 
"Or the Admiral for that matter," Bowman added. 
"Naw, I can see the Admiral doing it." 
"What?" Bowman said with surprise, "You criticizing the Ripper? I thought you Navy pussies turned to dust or 

something if you said something bad about the heroic Admiral Rippavitch." 
"The Ripper’s a great man, don’t get me wrong," Sinner said, "but even if it ain’t official, he’s head of the 

Hegemonists. He plays politics. Someone’s got to look at the big picture." 
"See? What I tell you?" Chrom said, "Even the best Navies are still basically pussies."  
"You got a name yet?"  
"Leftenant Rascoine Lord D’Ascoine," Chrom answered with flair. 
"You’re kiddin’ right?" Sinner asked, "Razza Dazza D’Ascoine? The guy with the statue in the entrance hall to 

the Senate? The one they made the Sim of the Week about?" 
"The one and only." 
"Fuck me," Sinner said.  
"No thank you." Chrom crushed the empty and threw it into the recycler. 
The information began to percolate in the back of Sinner’s brain. I’ll have to let Samantha know, ASAP.  
"How about the mission?" Chrom asked, "Any news on that?" 
"Counter-insurgency, Alterande Sector," Sinner said. 
"Offing more Feddie bastards, that’s what I like to hear." 
"What about the CO?" Bowman asked, "Any idea who it is?" 
"Nope," Sinner lied.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 
 

Fran stood with her face pressed against the window. Below her in the docking bay marked with a large red 
number five was the ship she knew had to be hers. It was smaller than most of the other craft and clearly not as well 
armed, but there was no mistaking the HMS Hunter for anything but a weapon of war. It had the distinctive wedge 
shape and sharply set angles that made it immediately recognizable as a Spectre class stealth ship. Its camo-capable 
hull was set to a solid light absorbing matte black with no visible markings. It made the Hunter resemble some 
ancient flint or obsidian arrowhead, but the ship’s armament and electronic warfare equipment made it far more 
dangerous than any lithic tool.  

Fran didn’t notice how her breath steamed the window until it clouded her vision. Even then she ignored it, 
staring at her new home, noting how its wings were unfolded into atmospheric mode. That gave the ship a bat-like 
appearance that was too cool. What was more, Fran knew that as slick as it looked, the ship was in fact even more 
remarkable in its function. Though she’d never seen a Spectre class ship before, Fran knew the vessel inside and out. 
Its strangely angled hull made it hard to pick up on sensors. Combined with its capacity for low-observable 
propulsion, that stealth design was perfect for lurking behind enemy lines and striking unseen at larger and better 
armed vessels. She also knew that if necessary the ship could give up its stealth in favor of the high-g acceleration. 
Even though it only had two triple mounted laser turrets and a single missile launcher, if used properly it could take 
any warship in the docking bay.  

It was also the ideal ship for recon and intelligence missions. The mixture of sensor and surveillance arrays she 
saw being fitted in its modular bay suggested that was to be their mission. She couldn’t wait to start.  

"Assuming I can ever get down there."  
Her eyes scanned along the edge of the bay. There were a dozen different airlocks and cargo doors leading into 

it, but how she might get to any of them remained a mystery. She frowned. 
The sound of footsteps sent a sudden panic through her. Marines! She felt the sting of tears at the corner of her 

eyes and fought them off. "Great, just great. Not only are you going to get found by Security, you’re going to cry. 
Won’t that be a brilliant first impression?" 

She considered fleeing, but there were only two doors, and she had come from one of them.  
"How stupid would it look if I tried to run from the Marines? It’s not like I’m doing anything wrong. I just got 

lost." 
Taking a deep breath, she decided to take the embarrassment and waited for the security detail to arrive. But the 

tall dark skinned man who stepped out wasn’t a Marine, he was worse, a flight officer. He was dressed in the finely 
made black uniform, with two gold laurel leaves at his collar denoting him as both a lieutenant and a hierarch. She 
came to attention as the blush worked its way up her neck. 

"What are you doing here, Able Technician?" the lieutenant asked, but far from being officious, the man seemed 
friendly, or at least amused. 

"To be honest, sir, I’m trying to get to that ship down there," Fran said, relief welling up in her, "but I got totally 
lost." 

"You can’t really get there from here," the officer said, "but if your set your incomms to channel fourteen, the 
ship’s network should show you the way." 

"I can’t, sir," Fran said, "I’m a natural. I don’t have any implants." 
"A complete natural?" the man asked, blinking in disbelief, "no implants at all?" 
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"Yes, sir." Fran felt her color rise once more. 
"Well then, you’re completely screwed." 
Before she could say anything else, the officer turned and continued on his way. Jaw open, Fran stared after him 

as his footfalls faded uncaringly down the hall. 
She felt the sting in the corner of her eyes as they once more began to water. "Oh great. Now I really am gonna 

cry. That’s really kick ass of you isn’t it? Gah, how could I ever think I could be part of the ARAG of the 12th 
Fleet?" 

Fran closed her eyes, and fought the tears. They started to roll down her cheeks all the same. She sniffled in a 
deep breath, and looked up in hopes of regaining control. It didn’t help. She stomped her foot, bit her lip, then 
suddenly grew still. Her eyes narrowing, she looked back up to the deckhead. The tears stopped as she studied the 
labyrinthine pipes, comm lines and ducting above her. Dropping her pack she climbed up an access ladder and read 
the printing on the sides of the cables and conduits that ran through the ship’s innards. A slow cunning smile 
replaced the despair. 

"I’ll show you who’s screwed." 
She dropped onto the deck, shouldered her pack and headed back the way she had come. Walking with a greater 

certainty, she kept her eyes on the trail of piping that led her on her way. After five paces, her smile broadened, and 
a bounce returned to her step. Turning a corner, she walked straight into a wall of Marines.  

 
 
Samantha stepped past the marine guards at the security station, aware that their eyes followed her with more 

than a professional appraisal. She ignored it and walked on, making her way through the series of dimly lit 
compartments of the HMS Résolut's Command Deck. Like most battleships of her weight, the dreadnaught 
combined elements of tradition and style into her design, particularly in those sections primarily populated by 
officers. Brass and real teak veneer covered the otherwise functional handrails; decorative motifs were engraved on 
the structural bulkheads. To Samantha, they served as irritating reminders of class and power worked into the very 
fabric of the warship.  

Lieutenant Samantha Smith was tall and blonde, with a powerful build and the striking beauty of a mandellan. 
She wore the high collared black uniform of the Imperial Navy, but unlike most officers in 12th Fleet, the insignia 
was the silver of a commoner. On her shoulder was the hand stitched arrowhead patch of the HMS Hunter. Her skin 
was a subtle tan, though only two weeks before it had been dark brown. A few more weeks in space and it would 
settle into a rosy pale as the melatonin adjusted to meet the level best suited for the ambient light. That, if nothing 
else, was a sure sign that the mandellans should be counted among The Made, even if no one wanted to admit it in 
public.  

She stepped by another set of marines and entered the calm blue lighting of the Fleet Strategic Information 
Center. Small clusters of ornately decorated command chairs were centered on holographic operations stations. 
These were spread through the hall like billiards tables in a gentleman's club and enlisted men passed between them 
like waiters. The golden laurels that noted most of the staff officers’ social status only intensified the impression of 
masters and servants.  

"What's the Ice Maiden doing here?" Lieutenant Xiang-Delasantos asked in a stage whisper. 
"Get used to it," the response was issued by another officer in a similar falsely hushed tone, "The Ripper’s Pet 

Egalitist is a common sight in SIC." 
After two years the comments seldom bothered her. Samantha had grown used to the fact that her fellow 

officers did not care for her, or her politics. She was never anything but polite and professional to them, but that 
was irrelevant. She knew from her years of studying sophontology that people resent those who they admire, but 
cannot win over. Physical attraction made things worse. 

She stepped up to the door to the Admiral's Quarters and the Chief Petty Officer who guarded the door to the 
Admiral’s quarters smiled with genuine warmth. The senior NCO's in the fleet tended to have a very different 
opinion of Samantha than their superiors did. 

"Is the Admiral available?" she asked. 
"Hold on a moment and I’ll check for you ma’am," the CPO answered. He looked down to the left for a 

moment, then nodded. "Please go in." 
If the SIC looked like a gentleman’s club, the Admiral’s Suite looked like the library in a stately home. Real wood 

panels lined the bulkheads and genuine paintings of pastoral scenes were securely fastened to them. Plush furniture 
was positioned about in a comfortable setting, with a faux fireplace on one side. At the far end, the double sliding 
doors that led to the Admiral’s office were open.  
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The Ripper sat behind an ornately carved desk speaking to the air as he waved Samantha in. As she entered, she 
noted the holographic image of some Imperial hierarch or another standing in the center of the office. She stopped 
at the edge of camera range and leaned against the paneling with her arms crossed.  

"No Minister, I can assure you that won’t be a concern," Admiral Lord Rippavitch said in the kind and personal 
tones he was known for. He cut a striking and powerful figure. The black of his flag officer’s uniform was 
highlighted by the double row of golden laurels at the collar. His chestnut hair was touched with grey, and his eyes, 
like Samantha’s, bore the polychrome trademarks of a mandellan. He kept his skin at a stylish golden brown tone 
through the intentional use of UV light. 

"We could use your presence in the chamber on this vote, Ben," the hierarch's holograph said, "You may not 
officially be the Head of the Opposition at the moment, but everyone still thinks of you as such." 

"I appreciate that, Jaro," the Admiral said, "but I have my duties to the Fleet. We are entering the preparation 
phase for our next action cruise, and I’m afraid the safety of Sophyan space outweighs the need for my vote on the 
bill. I proxied my vote to my daughter, I’m sure you’ll win this." 

"But Ben-yi, your presence, the presence of the heroic Ripper in the Senatorial Chamber, it’s worth ten times 
your votes," the hierarch said.  

"You’re too kind." 
"It has nothing to do with kindness, Admiral," the man continued. His pleading tone made Samantha recognize 

him as the Minister for Arts, "I need the Hegemonists votes, and without you there I may not get them." 
"I’ve made it clear in my press releases where I stand," the Admiral said, "I’ve sent high grade AI avatars to key 

members of the party, and my daughter is an excellent orator in her own right. Besides, I’ve arranged for the 
D’Ascoine’s to support my stance, our stance, in both votes." 

That explains what Sinner told me about our new TOMO. Samantha thought. 
"Well having a Great House on board will certainly help, but will it be enough? I have put a great deal into…." 
"I’m sorry, Jaro, I have to go," the Admiral said cutting the man off, "There is an officer here that needs to speak 

to me. Now, good bye and good luck." 
"That was a high quality avatar," Samantha said once the image was gone. The Ripper looked at her in expectant 

silence for a moment. She came to an "at ease" stance.  
"It wasn’t an avatar," the Admiral said, his expression softening as he waved her into a chair, "the Minister is in 

system." 
"And you didn’t grant him a private audience?" Samantha asked. She took her seat, keeping her attention on the 

Admiral’s gestures. A slight smile, his shoulders relaxed, a patient amusement in his voice; the Ripper was in a 
paternalistic mood.  

"I don’t want to encourage him," the Admiral said shaking his head, "I support the new funding to the arts bill, 
but really, there are priorities. My duties in counter-insurgency outweighs any art funding. Jaro’s proposal won't have 
any trouble passing. Octavious has spoken in favor of it. With both the Emperor’s backing and mine, it will hardly 
fail." 

"If the vote is secured why does he want you there?" Samantha asked, but she was more interested in the mind-
frame that the question would put him in than in the answer. 

"Gods, sometimes I forget how sheltered from politics your father kept you." The Admiral shook his head. "Jaro 
is lobbying to be Minister of the Interior when Senator Tuatoa retires. If he can get both myself and the Emperor to 
support him in person before the Senate, it will make a very powerful statement. Now, Samantha, how can I help 
you?" 

"I managed to get the information we discussed from one of my sources," Samantha said, passing him an 
encrypted data crystal, "and since Captain Van Trappini is away from the fleet, I thought I’d better deliver it to you 
directly." 

"Summarize it." The Ripper took the file. 
"Despite the last report from the 253rd, there’re now only three main insurgency groups working the Alterande 

Sector, down from five." Samantha adjusted herself in the leather chair. "Those led by the Voice, the People’s Front, 
and a new group, the Wayang." 

"Interesting." The Ripper leaned back in his chair. "Factional fighting?" 
"Mergers. The Wayang are absorbing the others, centralizing a great deal of the terror network." 
"That could be a problem." 
"It seems they have a particularly good leader, calls himself the Dalang. Substandard rhetoric, but he runs their 

operations with military precision and is very good with the money. Their cells are particularly ruthless and I suspect 
that they’re a lot deeper into criminal enterprises than we’ve seen before. Details are in the report."  
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"Thank you," the Ripper said, a small frown touched his brow and his eyes narrowed. She had obviously set 
something churning in his mind, and hoped he would not dismiss her before she came to the real purpose of her 
visit. Still, she knew better than to interrupt him when he was plotting. 

"Can I offer you a drink?" he asked to her relief. She had maintained the audience. 
"A spiced coffee would be welcome." Samantha’s smile was deliberately bright, a practiced mirror of her 

teenaged innocence. A moment later a simple cylindrical servant drone brought her a hot and sweet black coffee 
flavored with cinnamon and nutmeg. She sipped it and smiled as she looked at the Ripper. Her mind focused on her 
private agenda, she rubbed her forefinger over the scarred cuticle of her thumb as she tried to read his mood. 

"Can I ask you a question, sir?" she asked, her head tilted, intentionally mimicking those of adolescence again.  
"Of course, Sammy." the Admiral answered. He had not called her Sammy since she had joined the fleet. 
"Why did you assign Lieutenant Commander Fotheringday to command the Hunter?" 
"I have my reasons." His response was light and friendly, but she noticed he didn’t seem surprised that she knew 

the classified information. "Did you want the command yourself?" 
"That’s neither here nor there," Samantha said, covering one hand with the other and hiding her thumb from 

view. "I’m just curious why you would assign the son of one of your chief political rivals to command a ship inside 
the ARAG? I can understand why you might let him into the fleet, but inside Intelligence?"  

"I believe he would be particularly useful on this mission, especially in light of what you’ve brought me on this 
Dalang character. I assume that regardless of whether or not you were cleared, you’ve managed to see his CV? His 
record in counter-insurgency stands for itself." 

"Those parts of his career that are on record shine, but there are some years missing that raise a few questions." 
"You’ve been doing your homework." The Admiral's smile faded.  
"I’m concerned about my other operations," Samantha said. Leaning forward, her eyes narrowed and her voice 

took on an edge, "Our initiatives, my contacts, they could all be compromised if…"  
"I know the dangers, Lieutenant." 
"With all due respect, sir, I’m not sure you do. The networks are…" 
"Don’t presume to tell me about the importance of issues within my own command, Lieutenant." 
Samantha opened her mouth to argue, then closed her eyes and leaned back in her seat. Shit. 
"This isn’t the bloody Astrographic Service, Samantha. You’re in the Navy now. We have a chain of command 

and a need-to-know-basis, especially in Intelligence." 
"Sorry, sir," she said as meekly as she could muster. She’d done it again, ignored her training, let her guard down 

and gotten carried away with her emotions. It took a concerted effort to avoid picking the ragged edge of her 
cuticle. "I was out of line."  

"I'm an Admiral, a Senator and the former Head of both the Hegemonists and the Opposition. Do you really 
think I don’t know what’s at stake?" 

"Of course you do, sir." She felt her index finger plucking at her thumb. Flecks of red appeared.  
Looking down at her hands and swallowing her natural tendencies, she did what she had been trained to do. She 

forced the silence to linger. Eventually, what she had learned from a doctorate in sophontology, years of exploring 
different cultures, and her more recent work in Naval Intelligence seemed to pay off.  

"Damn it, Samantha," the Ripper said. Another awkward silence followed. "As Head of the Egalitists, your 
father was not only my one time ally, he was a friend. After his murder, when you came to me asking to transfer into 
the fleet, I agreed. I’d hoped it would give you closure." 

"I know," Samantha whispered. She knew the Ripper had been good to her, even considering his ulterior 
motives. 

"Since then you’ve shown you could make a damn good officer, but you must learn your place. You’ve been in 
the ARAG for two years now Sammy. It’s time you behaved like it." 

Staring at her hands, Samantha watched the trickle of blood seep from the scar tissue by the side of her 
thumbnail. Lifting her eyes to the Admiral, she replied, "I'll do better, sir." 
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CHAPTER 3 
 
 

Lights flashed and strobed in time to the music. Alyiar could feel the rhythm in his chest as he walked around 
the edge of the dance floor. His eyes studied the erotically writhing forms of the young hierarchs, seeking out the 
wealthiest and spotting those who protected them. The dance floor was the center of the club, a series of huge 
circular sunken stages filled with bodies and lit by lasers and synchronized lights. The rest of the nightclub was a 
darkened array of bars and corner nooks; hardly secluded, but more private than the dance arena where the sons 
and the daughters of the ruling classes displayed themselves. It was in those more darkened corners that the threats 
would lurk, the body-guards and rent-a-cops meant to look after the burgeoning young elite. Alyiar noted each one, 
recording their faces and locations, but he didn’t focus on it. He simply passed the info on to those who would later 
neutralize the threats. Tonight, security was not his assignment.  

Inside his mind a silent chime went off. It was almost time to put on his game face. He moved into position, his 
eyes lighting upon Bolyiacov doing the same. No matter what features she wore, Alyiar always recognized her. A 
sleepy smile passed over her face, showing that she had made him as well. He pretended to ignore her and got to his 
post: a darkened spot overlooking the dance floor.  

Hovering over the dance floor was the image of the musician dressed in glitter and little else; a holographic 
singer undulating her belly and waving her arms with the movements of a marionetteer. Below her, the half naked 
men and women moved as if tied to unseen strings. Some leaped high into the air, spun and came down meters 
away. Displays made possible by cybernetics, genetic mods or muscle grafts – playthings for the ultra rich.  

The dancers were beautiful, at least, the humans were. Modified by knife or test tube, they were stylishly perfect 
to a point that disgusted Alyiar. The fact that, for the moment, he shared that perfection was irrelevant. He would 
change in a few moments. 

Only the sophants stood out as different, and there were not many of them. A few slimies and a couple of 
bugeyes, just enough for diversity's sake. One kept drawing his eyes, the great furry form of the child of Senator 
Futhmoarthen stood a full meter taller than its dance companion. Red-brown hair flowing wildly as it danced, it was 
bipedal, but if it had any arms Alyiar couldn’t make them out. Other than hair and legs, the only feature that he 
could see were the rows of eyes that descended in tri-lateral symmetry.  

Elsewhere another sophant scuttled like a meter wide crab, occasionally popping up and down into his view with 
its ludicrous movements. Alyiar couldn’t make out if it was an encoutersuit or its natural form. He set a predictor to 
note the creature’s likely continued positions.  

Alyiar felt the vibration he'd been waiting for. A dull rumble in the distance went unnoticed by the celebrants, 
but caused a series of subtle movements among the private security. Bolyiacov would no doubt have been watching 
for the signs in others that Alyiar ignored, the tells that would give away the security that had managed to remain 
unnoticed. Alyiar didn’t care. He had made his marks already and now it was game time. 

Even as the sound wave from the far off bomb shook the darkened windows, Alyiar was transforming. His face 
stretched like rubber, his features moving from the innocuously beautiful to the stylized bizarre. As subdermal 
nano- and micro-tech activated, his skull lengthened, his hair grew, his eyes stretched and slanted to an unnatural 
angle. Swirling lines and dotted patterns formed on his skin, his limbs grew as his telescoping bones gave him 
ectomorphic proportions. From underneath his sleeves pistols were launched into each hand, and he was not alone. 
Others, including Bolyiacov, had similarly transformed and moved out from the shadows. 
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Gunshots rang out through the nightclub as he and his fellow transforming revolutionaries stepped into view. 
Screams sounded, bodies fell. The staccato sound of a machine gun came from the direction of the front door. 
Someone had tried to be a hero. Wylde would have taken care of them. In the center of the dance floor Rubo had 
taken form: a Wayang Stalker like himself, long hair curling into a spiral above his elongated stylized head. Alyiar 
chuckled when he recognized their leader; he had made him out to be a prime target. 

"Quiet!" Rubo shouted, submachine guns in each hand, "Everyone get feckin’ down on the ground now!" 
"Wallets! Jewelry!" Hastings said, moving through the crowd with a bag. 
Here and there a man or a woman fell, body guards singled out by Bolyiacov’s deadly aim. Alyiar kept his eyes 

open for new threats. His targets were already marked and mapped to be taken at the end, kidnapped and ransomed 
for more money than the average citizen made in a lifetime. In the ghettos Alyiar could only have dreamed of the 
kind of wealth as they would make in this attack, and this was only one cell making a single raid. The earlier bombs, 
one in the Army barracks, one at Imperial Hospital, would have signaled a dozen such attacks in the city. Banks, 
markets, bars and private residences would be cleaned out tonight. That money would help to fund further attacks, 
after passing a percentage on to the Dalang to help fund the revolution against the Imperialists who had stolen 
Sophyan culture.  
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CHAPTER 4 
 
 

Wearing a forced smile, Alex cast his polychrome eyes about his living room and wondered how many of these 
people he actually knew. Aristocrats and meritarchs, nobles and elected elites, theocrats, technocrats, and countless 
other forms of the Imperial Hierarchs drank and mingled with each other as they weaved their way through his 
town house. Thrown in among them were more than a spattering of others who were not members of the Imperial 
upper class. Some were Alex’s friends and colleagues, officers in the Imperial military and Astrographic Services, 
others were academics with whom he had attended graduate school; but most were celebutants whose main purpose 
was to see and be seen by the good and the great. One of the most notable of the actual notables was missing, 
however, and it was the only person Alex truly wanted to see.  

It was twenty-three hundred hours, well beyond the point by which a man of his father’s caliber would make a 
fashionably late entrance. Alex felt that painful tug of hope that he would appear. It is hope, not despair, that is the great 
curse of humanity, he thought before turning his attentions back to the party. 

Alex hated such events, but he had been brought up far too well to let it show. Only the occasional narrowing of 
his eyes hinted that he was ill at ease. He knew, of course, that his eyes were his most striking feature, even if they 
did speak of his not-quite-natural heritage. They were the eyes of a mandellan, marked by the radial lines within the 
irises that shifted colors as light caught them at different angles. Some people claimed that the eyes were hypnotic, 
and put the success of the mandellan lords down to such mesmerization. Others suggest their genetically 
manipulated intelligence. Alex thought it was more likely due to upbringing, one that kept him at the door greeting 
late comers despite the fact that arriving at this hour was gauche. 

He wished that he had not let Sally talk him into having the party. He had other things to attend to: the duties of 
his new command, details about his mission, the need to spend time with his new girlfriend. Yet Sally had insisted a 
party was necessary, and he supposed that she knew best.  

He looked around the room for her, but saw no sign of the ginger and auburn locks. If she’s going to make me endure 
this sort of thing, I wish she’d stay by my side and fend off these… 

"Alex! So good to see you!" a gaunt young woman with clear signs of body sculpting said as she approached with 
a skeletal smile.  

"And you," he said with a warm smile and offered his hand. He had no idea who she was. "I hope that you’re 
enjoying yourself." 

"Just got here, but it seems a marvelous party." 
"You are too kind. I see you do not have a drink though. Where is the servodrone? I told Mergatroid to have it 

meet the guests with drinks. I am so sorry." 
"Oh, it’s no worry." 
"Well, there is an old fashioned bar out in the garden and they are serving a delightful pinot selasi." 
"Really? I’ll have to make certain I try it. It's been long time since I…" 
Alex gave a mental command that opened his address-book subroutine. It immediately updated his query to the 

house’s information network, identifying those individuals he knew. A fog of information ascended into his vision 
as colored labels began to hover about the celebrants, categorizing them as friends, colleagues, rivals, and the like; 
each displayed with the number of times they had met or otherwise interacted.  

‘Gla’chung Phique’ (Propername: Harriet Siun-Ray Gla’chung) – never met, multiple mutual acquaintances. Reporter with the 
Segontium Herald – Specialties: cultural news, social pages, celebrity…  
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That was enough. It was time he extracted himself from this particular operation. With an immediate command 
to his personal house management program, Mergatroid, he instigated a small accident in the opposite corner. A 
tinkle of glass and a few nervous laughs told him that it had worked. 

"Oh dear," he said, "I had best see what that was. Please excuse me?" 
Even as she gave her reluctant consent, he escaped and made his way to a quiet corner. It wasn’t that he was 

completely opposed to parties or get-togethers, but as a whole Alex would rather have spent a quiet evening with 
friends than a loud one with strangers. All the same, he knew Sally was correct. His place in society required that 
they celebrate his long awaited promotion to Lieutenant Commander. He only wished that his father would have 
joined him. Checking the household logs, Alex noted that there was still no sign of the Old Man. He closed his eyes 
and released a long slow sigh.  

The good March Warden of Sandwythe had been furious when Alex had told him that he was to join Ripper’s 
Raiders. Even his politically powerful father had been unable to keep the resulting argument out of the gossip pages. 
Considering the dangers involved with his upcoming missions, Alex wished that his father had been able to 
overlook it, or that he could have explained it better. He would hate for their last words to have been in anger. But 
what was to be done? Duty called and so did the opportunity that it represented. This assignment meant more to 
him than having his own command. It would allow him to finish what was begun with the Silver Slipper; to find the 
Linking Agent and clean some of the blood off his conscience. Besides, in the long run, his posting would help the 
Emperor. 

So despite the fact that he should be celebrating, Alex skulked in the corner, grateful for the brief respite and 
hoping for notification that his father had arrived. Roving debutants and minor officials drifted by, dressed in 
varying styles of haute-culture.  Some of the styles suited Alex’s sense of aesthetic, but most were tacky.  

Why did we invite these people? He wondered before returning to his surveillance and analysis of the room.  
He watched the great tendrilled form of the Baron Th’kong bladder its way towards the Duke of Yeovil, noting 

with regret how few sentient aliens were present. Though the different non-human races of the Empire were greatly 
outnumbered by humanity, they were still members of society. As such he wanted to ensure that they would feel 
welcome in his home. He suspected such xenophillic thoughts would not go down terribly well in the rest of the 
12th Fleet, but there was only so far Alex was willing to go for the price of duty. Bigotry was one line he was not 
willing to cross. As far as Alex was concerned, Sophant Rights was the keystone of the Empire. It had even united 
the Emperor and the late President Smith of Meridothia, and indeed divided the Egalitists from their natural pro-
democracy allies the Federalists.  

Alex clenched his jaw as memories of Federalist atrocities came back to him. The guerrilla raids against military 
targets, terrorist campaigns that killed indiscriminately, and the general persecution of sentient aliens. This was how 
the one time political party claimed to support their beliefs, through armed opposition and terrorist assaults, 
through smuggling and piracy. Federalists were criminals who justified themselves in the name of democracy. 

His mind went to the recent attacks, and the bomb at the Andres Academy. He recognized the patterns, not the 
message, but the methods. Hijacking, piracy, kidnapping, and attacks against children. It was just like before. There 
was only one difference: the latest attacks in the Alterande Sector were far better organized than those used in 
Archon. There were fewer assaults against military targets, but they were better executed and exceptionally well 
planned. The rest of the attacks targeted civilians, and were ruthless by even Federalist standards. 

"You’re grinding your teeth." Sally’s voice brought him back to the party. She stood next to him, a reproachful 
look in her large deep blue eyes. Brushing a stray strand of her long, striking red-blonde hair behind her ear, there 
was a sympathetic kindness in her face.  

"I was worried," he said, casting his eye over her smooth lightly freckled skin with a smile he didn't try to hide. 
She wore a glittering green evening dress that accented her slim athletic build and long white legs. "You abandoned 
me, I thought you might not come back" 

"As if," she said, "This is your night. You should be mingling, not hiding in the corner." 
"Just a small respite," Alex said, looking into her deep blue eyes, "Besides, what kind of impression will I make if 

my gorgeous new girlfriend is off gallivanting about the party while I am stuck at the door?" 
"I was trying to keep your guests entertained." Sally smirked in response, "Not easy considering how stuffy you 

can be." 
"Years of training, my dear." 
"Alex?" a voice from his past came from behind.  
Alex turned and saw a familiar smiling face that he recognized with mixed emotions. The man was clad in a very 

stylish, form fitting royal purple velvet jacket, cut to the waist to mimic a Naval flight jacket. It lacked the high collar 
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of an Imperial uniform, but showed the five laurel leafs curving around its wide lapels. About his neck he wore an 
embroidered cravat pinned with his noble diamond. This time, Alex had no need to check his identity. 

"Richie," Alex said with a warm smile, "How delightful to see you." 
"And you, Alex, and you. You are looking quite dapper this evening. Congratulations on the promotion. It was 

long over due." 
"I could say the same. I see you’re a full Commander. Congratulations." 
"Upon retirement I’m afraid. I finally decided to return to my family’s business, which has, I must admit, been 

doing very well. Very well indeed." 
"I am delighted to hear it," Alex said, "Please, allow me. Lady Sally Simbletyne, I have the honor of introducing 

you to Sir Richard Al-Escobar, Baronet of Cameron and my line-commander out on the Attallic Main for what? 
Two years?" 

"At least, if you include both the mission you undertook with the Marines and everything that happened with the 
Silver Slipper." 

"Indeed," Alex said with a smooth ease that he didn’t feel, "Sir Richard was the senior Intelligence officer for the 
HMS Stoker’s Cruiser Group." 

"And Alex was my diligent second in command," Sir Richard said. His smile looked slightly forced. 
"I'm delighted to meet you," Sally said. She offered her hand. Al-Escobar took it and bowed. 
"Sir Richard, this is my… girlfriend?" 
"Unless you are proposing something more permanent," Sally said with a coy smile, then turned to Sir Richard, 

"We’ve only been going out for a few weeks." 
"Girlfriend then," Alex said, "Lady Charlotte Luanne Drusilla Sally Simbletyne of Khyber-Puq."  
"I am honored to make your acquaintance, m’Lady," Al-Escobar said.  
Alex smiled, feeling both pleased and a sense of slight unease at the presence of his former commander. He had 

no misgivings about the man himself. Richie had been an excellent intelligence officer and superb CO. Indeed, he 
felt a collegial friendship with the man, whose loyalty through the difficult times had been truly helpful. His 
presence however, reminded Alex of the black event that had so severely scarred him. Alex knew he owed Al-
Escobar nothing but gratitude. In any other circumstances he would have been delighted to see the man. 

"You say the business is doing well?" Alex said, "Shipping isn’t it?" 
"Shipping is our main focus, but Cameron-Inglesie Distributors has expanded into a range of services. We've 

acquired a series of mining and production facilities. The diversification is, in fact, doing extremely well. It's why I 
needed to resign. Too much of a fortune at risk to leave to one’s proxies." 

"That is good news," Alex said, "Especially considering how close your systems are to the Corridor and the 
terrorist activities that have been going on there." 

"We've been mercifully free of too much pirate or terrorist activity." 
"I would have thought you would be a prime target." 
"It does worry me and forces us to invest a great deal in our security forces. I even made certain to poach a few 

good men from the ranks of the 117th. Kyle Hammond among them." 
"That was a very clever move," Alex said, "Kyle was an excellent officer with a natural aptitude for mathematics 

and navigation." 
"I recalled your compliments of him. He’s doing very well in my fleet," Sir Richard said, "And yourself? Still in 

the service I see, and from what I hear you’ve transferred over the 12th. Counter insurgency was always your 
specialty. Intelligence I assume." 

"No. Line Officer," Alex lied. One did not announce that one was a member of the Advanced Reconnaissance 
and Assault Group to anyone who was not previously approved for such knowledge. Even a former CO. 

"Excellent," Sir Richard said with a knowing nod, "and how does the Lady Simbetyne fill her days?"  
"I've been competing in the Kalldedrian," she said, shifting the topic with the ease and comfort of a socialite. 

Alex was grateful. He had no desire to lie to his former commander regardless of regulations, and even less of a 
desire to rehash the events of their mutual past. He was quickly diverted from such thoughts by the bubbly and 
delightful tales that Sally wove as she described her triumphs and failures on the sporting circuit.  

Alex was amused by the almost airheaded way in which she conversed in public. It served as stark contrast to the 
more concentrated conversations they shared when alone. He relaxed and allowed himself to be distracted by the 
slightly flirtatious glances she gave him. 

It did not take long for them to be interrupted and Alex was quickly drawn back to the realm of social 
networking. From time to time, he was able to split away from the crowd and chat with his fellow officers or some 
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old friend from his graduate school days. For the most part, however, he remained cornered by those who wanted 
to be seen to be talking to him rather than those he wished to talk to. 

 
 
"Able Technician Francis Harpur, reporting for duty," Fran said, standing at attention.  
"No shit." the Chief Petty Officer eyeballed Fran like a of piece of waste. He was middling height and middling 

build, with close cropped graying hair that was clearly not quite as thick as it had once been. A dozen fiber-optic 
cables ran under his skin, connecting him to the Hunter’s main control panel which he obviously ran remotely. 
Around him a swarm of drones responded to his commands. He was a Wirehead, a serious cyborg who didn’t try to 
hide it. He addressed the Marine who had brought her to the ship. "Where’d they find her?" 

A birdlike robot turned to look at her, its stance mimicked the CPO’s. Fran swallowed another belch. This one 
tasted like the lunch she’d had three days ago.  

"Wandering around deck seventy-five, junction forty-three," the Marine who had introduced himself as Corporal 
Bowman said, "Pretty close to home huh, Sinner?" 

"And that goes to show why us Navies are better than you Jarheads," the CPO said, "Even a natural Able 
Technician can get by one of your damned security patrols." 

Fran had assumed that her new immediate superior would have implants, almost everyone off of her homeworld 
did, but this guy was a technophile. It was bad enough to be a natural with most people, but with a Wirehead as her 
direct line manager? Her stomach did a backflip.  

"Sure, sure," Bowman said, "Now pay up." 
The Chief gave a hard look to the Marine’s outstretched palm, and by the look on Corporal Bowman’s face, Fran 

guessed that somewhere in cyberspace credits were exchanged. At least he doesn’t have all his jacks chromed up or anything.  
She took advantage of their distraction to grab a quick glance around the main engine compartment. Compared 

to the frigate she had last been assigned to, the space was tiny. Gunmetal grey girders and a rainbow of color coded 
conduits and cables ran along every surface. A few hung unconnected from the wall. Fran noted where some scorch 
marks and metal pitting had been cleaned from the surfaces. Two workstations sat on opposite sides of the three 
meter wide space, with an open gee-couch set in front of each. The junior engineer’s was empty, but a half built 
plasma injector took up the entire seating area.  

Unusually, the huge round door to the main reactor was open, blocking off more than half the working space. 
Staring at it, she wondered what kind of action the ship had seen to require repairs to the fusion rockets. Then she 
realized that she was being watched. The security camera above the orifice twisted and focused in on her while the 
birdlike observation drone shifted its feet. She turned to find Bowman the Marine and the Wirehead CPO staring at 
her. She swallowed hard and came back to attention. 

"I guess I’ll leave you in the hands of what passes as our Chief Engineer," Bowman said through a chuckle, 
"Catch you later, Sinner." 

The Chief Petty Officer nodded in response, but didn’t take his eyes off Fran. They looked so real she wondered 
if they were fully electronic or if there were just automated receptors built into his retina. He said nothing for a long 
time, just stared at her like she was a freak.   

"So, you got to within a hundred meters of the ship, huh?" he said. With a small click the wires running from 
him to the ship suddenly disconnected, some withdrawing into the walls, others snaking back under his skin. Fran 
jumped, but the Chief ignored it. Once withdrawn, there was no hint that the cables even existed; he almost looked 
like a natural.  

"How’d you manage it?" he asked. 
She opened her mouth to answer, but a low deep belch sounded out instead. Fran turned beat red. 
"Very lady like." Sinner said. 
"I’m so sorry I…" 
"Answer the question." 
Fran dropped her head and thought she would die. "I followed the AR5 conduits."  
"I never had much of a use for ladies."  
Looking up, Fran saw that he was smiling broadly. "Following the AR5s to a launching bay was good thinking. 

Plus you made Bowman’s Marine buddies look bad. Anyone who can do that is okay by me. Let me give you a tour 
of your new home." 

 
 
"I shouldn’t have drank so much," Sally said.  
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"You were having fun," Alex said through a smirk. 
The sun had risen and the last guests left. Sally leaned heavily on the door jam as Alex drew the curtains in his 

bedroom. It was going to be a sweltering day.  
"If I were really a good girlfriend I'd have stayed sober, focused on having as much sex as possible before you 

shipped out for who knows how long." 
"A good girlfriend would have just relaxed and enjoyed herself so we have as much fun as possible before I 

leave." 
"I’m going to meet you in Lai-Jung," she said resolutely. 
Alex slipped her into a comfortable nightgown. "And what would you say makes you think that I am going to 

the Lai-Jung system?" 
"Oh that’s obvious," Sally slurred, "I’d just lie and tell them that I figured it out by reading the newspapers. 

Where else would the best counter-inshurvenshy Officer in the Navy be going?" 
"Any number of places my dear. Now just go to sleep would you?"  
As Alex laid her on the satin sheets, the cocktails in Sally’s system gave her little choice but to comply. Alex did 

not take long to join her, brushing his teeth and splashing a touch of water on his face. There was, however, one last 
task that he wanted to perform. After he had turned off the lights and lay in bed, he opened a window in his mind 
and allowed himself one final peek at the household log. It confirmed what he already knew; Lord Henry 
Fotheringday had never made an appearance. 



19 

 
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER 5 
 
 

"Pass me the A-four lens tuner, would ya?" Sinner asked from under the Engineering console.  
Samantha picked the tool from its holder and put it into his waiting hand. She sat crossed legged on the floor of 

Engineering, while Sinner’s legs stuck out from under a workstation. Around them lay a chaotic spread of tools. On 
the top of the console a fist-sized robot that was mostly lenses and microphones waddled to the edge and looked at 
her.  

"What about this D’Ascoine Character?" Sinner asked.  
"He’s just what he seems," Samantha said to the robot with a shrug, "the privileged third child of a powerful 

hierarch out to make a name for himself. Bernse stuck him with us because he knew we could still get the job done 
with him on board. Of course that was before we got the new CO." 

"And how ‘bout our dodgy new captain, you get anything new on him?" Sinner asked. A thump and a half-heard 
curse sounded from under the console. The lens-bot shuffled its position. 

"Not a lot more than we had before," she said, "but I did get a name from one of my sources: the Silver Slipper. A 
liner of some sorts that disappeared out on the Attallic Main during the new CO’s time there. I cross ran it with 
some of Fred’s people at INI and something's distinctly not right about the whole thing." 

"I tell ya, he’s here to scrape up dirt on the Ripper." 
"Using the son of the ‘Author of Empire’ to infiltrate the Emperor’s number one rival's fleet is a pretty poor 

choice of spies." 
"Double bluff." 
"Maybe. What did you get?" 
"A bit more than you," Sinner said. He slipped out from under the console and flipped a switch. Nothing 

happened. Muttering curses under his breath, he crawled back under the table.  
"Right towards the end of the missing period in his record," he said, "Fotheringday made a series of bank 

transfers from his personal accounts, and I’m talking huge amounts, all sent to nobodies. Real nobodies, you know? 
Giant trust funds set up, about a hundred of them, but gods know why. It didn’t leave a lot in his savings." 

"Bribes? Money to buy silence?" 
"That’s my way of thinking. Can you power-up the holo-display?" 
Samantha reached up and put her hand on the console. Buttons and readouts immediately appeared on its 

surface, while slightly fuzzy images hovered above it. The robot turned around on the surface, its lenses adjusting 
rapidly in and out.  

"You’re still out of focus. About three degrees." 
"Frick." The console went dead again. The robot turned back to face her.  
"You have names?" Samantha asked. 
"They’re in the file. Any luck with the records you nabbed from fleet Personnel?" 
The console lit up once more. This time the images were clear, but twice as large as they should be. Samantha 

reached up and adjusted the display. The holographs reduced to their proper size. The robot looked them up and 
down before doing a pirouette. 

"Yes and no."  
"What do you mean?" Sinner pulled himself out from under the table and wiped his hands on his trousers. 
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"I mean that up to the point of redacted records, the Intel unit of the Stoker’s Cruiser Group is thought of as 
pretty high class, but afterwards? The Officer-In-Charge, Lieutenant Commander Sir Richard Al-Escobar, was 
transferred over to the 253rd where he was stationed in a post below his rank doing some pretty low level desk 
jockey stuff. The same was true of quite a few other promising characters. All were transferred out of the unit at 
almost exactly the same time: all into obscurity. Even the guy serving as his Exec disappears off to a System-boat 
Tender." 

"Sounds like a cover up." 
"The question is, of what?" Samantha said, "I’d like you to customize some cracker programs for use on the 

records division. I want something that can break open high clearance seals." 
"You’re gonna try to lift files from INI aren’t you?" Sinner leaned back and crossed his arms.  
"I’d like to be ready, just in case."  
"That’ll get us into the kinda shit that even the Admiral can’t shield us from." 
"Only if we’re caught," Samantha said with a smile.  
Closing his eyes, Sinner looked away, but nodded in compliance.  
"I tell you, Sinner," she said quietly, "Either Fotheringday was out on some really black op or there was some 

sort of incident that was hushed up. Either that…."  
"Or what?" Sinner asked, giving her a sidelong glare. 
"Or you’re right and he’s being sent here to set up the Ripper." 
"Great, either our new captain is an incompetent, or a mole." Sinner picked up his tools. 
 
 
Fran sat staring, not quite able to believe where she was. The lights were dim and the air was hazy. Out-of-date 

songs with a slow heavy beat sounded in the background. The central stage, or service table or whatever it was, was 
lit by multi-colored lights. There, a man and woman licked their lips and undulated to the music. Some of the 
customers had gone out of their way to ensure they got the front row treatment at the promenade-bar, but Corporal 
Bowman had led Fran to a more distant, darkened booth with a good view. For that, and that alone, she was 
grateful. 

A slick, glistening waitress put a cold beer and pink alchopop on the table. Bowman smiled and slipped her an 
extra five credits. Funny enough, it didn’t seem to be the bare breasts that really caught his attention, but rather the 
long shapely legs and thong covered bottom.  

"I can’t believe you brought me to a strip club," Fran said, shooting him a glowering look. 
"What?" Bowman shrugged. "I thought it would be fun to get out, you know? Just the two of us, the junior most 

of the crew. Let off some steam, have a few laughs. I mean, this is our last port of call before we ship out. Who 
knows when we’ll be back in a system?" 

"This wasn’t exactly what I thought you…." 
"And now it’s time for tonight’s special event!" a loud announcement interrupted, "It’s Amateur Night!" 
Raising an inquisitive eyebrow at Fran, Bowman leered and gave an inviting smile. Fran’s jaw dropped, and for a 

moment, a look of disgust passed over her face. She closed her eyes and looked away before glaring back at the 
marine corporal. His smile turned into a smirk.  

"You’re hazing me," Fran said. Her eyes suddenly narrowed as realization dawned, "You’re like, totally putting 
me on aren’t you?" 

Bowman laughed out loud and slapped the table. Fran let lose a sigh of relief. 
"You should have seen your face!" Bowman finally managed through the laughs, "You looked so - horrified!" 
"Shocked and appalled is more like it," Fran said, turning red with embarrassment as she smiled, "You are so 

mean." 
"Oh God, I couldn’t help it," Bowman said. He wiped the tears of laughter from his eyes, "You’re just so, 

wholesome. I had to see how you’d respond." 
"Very funny," Fran said, smiling in earnest, "I’m gonna get you back you know." 
"I’m counting on it."  
On the stage a man got up and started to disrobe with one of the dancers. Groans came from the audience. A 

female customer joined him and the groans stopped. Fran stared in horrified fascination. Bowman’s laugh returned 
her attention to him. 

"So this whole night out was a joke?" she asked. 
"Well, this part was. A joke and a test, you Navy types can sometimes get pretty far up your own asses." 
"And you marines can be jerks." 
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"How many marines you actually serve with?" 
"Well, none," Fran said, rattling the ice in her drink, "Two now I guess. How many navies you…" 
"Lots," Bowman said, and looked around to see if anyone could hear him, "Look, in the uh, the unit, they like to 

keep things pretty integrated. Lots of joint ops between you flyboys and Marine Force Recon. Lots of cross training 
too, they say it keeps us one big happy family. It also means we got a lot of overlap in case of injury. But on the 
Hunter? We take it to a whole new level. We’ve got a crew of seven, including the CO. There’s no room for anybody 
who isn’t filling at least two roles. So you got your Navy pu… puppies like you doing what ever shit you do." 

"You mean like keep the ship running?" 
"Whatever. And then you got hard-ass marines like Gunny Chrom and me acting as ships gunners, sensor ops 

and professional ship troops. But if we get into a boarding action you can bet your butt you’re gonna be holding a 
gun right by my side." 

"Great," Fran said, hiding her fear in a sarcastic tone. She knew that she had accepted an assignment in an elite 
unit, but she had been so excited at being asked that she hadn’t really considered what that meant. Sitting across 
from this battle hardened marine made her think about the danger. Her stomach rumbled. 

"You’ll be fine," Bowman said with a sincere smile, "I’ll look after you." 
"Thanks," Fran said, but Bowman held her gaze with a look that wasn’t that of a professional soldier, nor a 

sexual predator. It was filled with encouragement and camaraderie, like she’d expect out of the big brother she’d 
never had. Fran nodded and blushed as deeply as if he’d just made a pass. Maybe more so.  
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CHAPTER 6 
 
 

Alex stood with his hands behind his back; a lone officer staring out of the view port of transport’s Observation 
Lounge. He was dressed in his Shipboard Office-Duty Uniform; a high collared, double breasted two piece that was 
less functional than the duty jumpsuit of a line officer, but far more impressive in its façade. To that end, Alex 
supposed it was functional, but he wore it because it was what protocol regulations suggested.  

Out the viewport was a field of stars. He could not yet see the growing fleet with his naked eye, so he watched 
the ships gather via the window he had opened on his Mind’s-Up Display. Small dots appeared as each new ship 
jumped to the edge of the system. A single blip was shortly joined by a second contact, then four others. A trickle of 
new arrivals soon became a steady stream as different elements of the 12th Fleet came into system. As larger 
contacts appeared, he would occasionally zoom in on them: opening a second window in his mind’s eye to try to 
make out the ship type based on tonnage and sensor signals before they broadcast their identity. He seldom could, 
but did it as a mental exercise as he contemplated his forthcoming missions.  

The armada had already surpassed the size of most normal fleets, and yet not even half of its ships had arrived. 
The 12th, Ripper’s Raiders as it were, had more vessels in it than any other fleet in the Navy, but they were all small. 
Indeed, there were only two capital ships within the Raiders: a light carrier and the flag ship Résolut. Most of the rest 
were corvettes, cutters and escort ships. They were the types of vessels that could never stand up to a true battle on 
the line, but were more than a match for the kind of blockade runners and pirate ships used by the Federalist 
insurgents. Their vastly lower price tag allowed the Ripper to mount a much larger patrol sweep of problem systems 
while still allowing small targeted actions. It was a good arrangement, and Alex diligently noted every ship’s ID as it 
appeared in system.  

Behind him, he heard the door swish open.  
"Any sign of her yet?" D’Ascoine asked in his ever jovial tone. 
"Not yet," Alex said, turning to his soon-to-be third in command.  
Leftenant Rascoine Lord D’Ascoine sauntered towards him, still in the green and black uniform of a member of 

the Assault Forces of the Imperial Army. Alex had already had words with him about wearing his Duty Reds, but 
the Leftenant claimed his Marine service gear had been accidentally stowed in the Transport’s hold. Alex suspected 
that Razza had done so intentionally, wanting to keep the well tailored attire of the Army Special Forces on as long 
as possible.  

Alex could see the point. Dressed as he was, Rascoine Lord D’Ascoine cut almost as dashing an image in person 
as he did in the media. Cold grey eyes, perfectly trimmed van dyke and a devilish smile, he came across as self-
assured, perhaps even cocky; yet from all accounts he was a brave man, perhaps even a hero. In Alex’s experience, 
however, there were two types of heroes: those who took calculated risks and those who were reckless. Alex hoped 
that D’Ascoine was the former.  

"Damn," Razza said, "I was hoping to get things going, eh?" 
"Indeed, but patience is a virtue, Leftenant, especially in the Navy. Even combat is a slow process in space." 
"That’s why I chose the Ranger-Dragoons, old boy, none of this lollygagging around waiting for vectors and 

alignments. No sir, bags of smoke and straight down the middle, that’s the Army way." 
Alex laughed and shook his head. They had met when the Army Officer had come onboard the transport on the 

second week of his transit. Though they had never been introduced, they knew many of the same people. It did not 
take long for the two of them to determine that Razza would be serving as Alex’s Tactical Operations and Marine 
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Officer. Exactly why he was being saddled with an Army Officer to fill one of the most crucial combat roles in his 
command remained a mystery. He suspected that even the full mission brief would not answer that question, but 
that did not stop him from speculating. Considering the power of the D’Ascoine family, the conclusion seemed 
obvious, but Alex hoped he was wrong and that it had to do with the man’s abilities and courage under fire.  

 
 
Kyle Hammond half-sat on one of five small containers that remained in the middle of the enormous empty 

cargo bay. His open eyes moved as if in REM as he used his implants to compare the cargo manifests from different 
ships to a variety of navigational charts. He would occasionally open an overlay with the latest Naval patrol routes 
noted on it and adjust his numbers accordingly. It had been a long time since he’d left the service, but if Hammond 
learned anything during those years, it was to be excessively precise in checking records. He’d certainly seen what 
could happen if you weren’t.  
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