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Some readers of Kris Longknife: Daring wondered how Kris could get the welcome back that she got at the end of the book. Well, any Vietnam veteran might have the same question for his or her welcome home. This story explains the insides and the dirty underbelly of some political decisions that follow military action. It also lets folks get a good look at Grampa Trouble and Gramma Ruth as they contemplate the latest doings of their great-grandkid. I expect that any reader of Kris’s stories will find the carrying-on of her great-grandparents enlightening if not enraging.



General Terrence Tordan reached across the table for the hands of his bride of eighty some years. Trouble to his enemies, Trouble to his superiors, Trouble to his friends, he had finally come to think of himself as just plain trouble.
Tonight, he was worried; something he rarely allowed himself to be. So he made gentle circles in both his wife’s palms.
“What’s worrying you, trooper?” Ruth, his wife, asked.
“I told you, I never worry. Worry is for the other guys.”
“Yeah. Some people believe that guff you spout off. Remember, I’m your wife, the mother of your kids, grandkids and great-grandkids, as hard as it is to believe. What’s eating you, Marine?”
“One of our grandkids,” Trouble admitted.
Ruth rolled her eyes at the ceiling for overly dramatic effect. “Lordy, which one now?”
“Kris.”
His wife sighed, then puffed out an “Oh.”
Shrugging, she said, “You, me, and anyone paying attention to the future of the human race. Has anyone heard from her?”
Trouble shook his head. “Not a peep.”
“It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”
“Too long.”
“She was headed for the other side of the galaxy, you know, love.”
“But she kept a courier ship with her. We should have heard something by now.”
“Honey, she also kept eight battleships and her four corvettes had those . . . what-do-you-call-them?”
“How’d you hear about them?” Trouble demanded.
“Marine, I’m your wife. I know how to read between the lines, and I follow other sources than the crap that passes for mainstream media. You may have your secure net, but I go places that are just about as good as yours.”
“Likely better,” he grumbled.
“You said it, not me,” she said with that wonderful smile he had not gotten enough of in eighty years.
The waiter was finally headed their way. In a Greek restaurant, Trouble always let Ruth do the ordering. The menu made sense to her; it was all Greek to him.
His computer beeped at the same time Ruth’s did. Together, they both reached for their own trusted source of information on the world. Trouble took one glance at his report and raised an eyebrow.
Ruth’s eyebrow was up, too.
“You first,” he said.
“Kris is back.”
“Yeah. What else?”
“That’s all I got,” she said, ignoring the waiter at her elbow. They’d been here often enough that he knew who did the talking for this couple.
“What did you get?”
“Order, for gosh sakes, lady, before he walks away.”
She glanced again at the menu, and spoke in rapid fire, no doubt ordering what they’d had last month. When the waiter left, she put the menu down, and growled, “What else did you get?”
“You know I wouldn’t tell you if I had. It’s the secure news net.”
“Yes, but tell me you know more than just that Kris is back.”
Trouble let out a long sigh. “You know everything that I know.”
“She’s back,” Ruth exploded, but, after years of being a Marine’s wife, she kept her voice low. “No location! No information about the fleet! Just that Kris is back! You know that can’t be all. Even our darling Kris can’t make her way back from the other side of the galaxy without a ship. Is her Wasp back? Or is it just the courier ship and not even her?”
“Love, don’t get carried away. You know what I know. The secure net says Kris is back, so she must be. That would likely mean the Wasp is back, too.”
“But all those other ships, dear?”
“Don’t borrow trouble,” he said, and knew she’d take it for all its double meaning. “When there’s more to say, they will say it.”
“On your net, at least.”
“Yes.”
“And you won’t tell me a thing about what you get.”
“No, I won’t.”
“Eighty years a Marine’s wife, and I still can’t get used to this game of ‘I know something you don’t know.’”
“How much you want to bet me that your net tells you what comes out next before mine does?”
“General, you have a message of the highest priority,” a pleasing young woman’s voice announced.
“I thought you agreed to change that voice on your computer,” Ruth snapped.
“I don’t recall promising that,” the general lied.
“You’re getting senile. I swear I’m going to put you in for rejuvie one Saturday. You’ll go to sleep Friday and wake up three months later all shiny and new. And remembering what you promised me.”
“You wouldn’t dare,” he said as he glanced at his wrist unit. REPORT TO THE ROYAL CHAMBERS SOONEST.
He stood. “Sorry, Ruth, I got to go.”
“Is Ray summoning you?”
“Yeah.”
“Nothing more on our wandering granddaughter?”
“Nothing.”
“Run along, good man. I’ll take the supper home to wait for you. I’ve had enough practice doing that the last eighty years or so.”
“Thanks, love.” He stooped to plant a kiss on her forehead. She rose to meet him, lips to lips.
“You come back, you hear? I got plenty of offers to replace you. You remember that.”
Trouble laughed. “I am irrepressible and irreplaceable.”
“And you know it, too, damn your loving eyes.”
* * *
Trouble took a cab to the Grand Hotel de Wardhaven. Ray had taken over the top three floors for his growing retinue. The Marines at the two elevators that were express to the top saluted him. He was well known to them.
The elevator was another thing.
It refused to move before it completed a retina scan, as well as scanned his full palm print and took a drop of blood for good measure. It began to rise even as the DNA test was still processing.
That it took him to the thirtieth floor was proof that his blood was still his own.
On the thirtieth floor, humans repeated the eye scan and checked both his handprints as well as took the temperature of said hands. A medic eyed her own DNA database and verified for herself that the machine had chosen correctly.
“You may go up, General,” a major finally said, and two armed men stepped aside.
They weren’t the ones who would have killed Trouble if he’d tried to crash the line; they were just there to die. The ones behind the sights of the autocannons were not even on this floor. 
Trouble took the next elevator. This time it took him up to the thirty-third floor. He turned right, past Marines who saluted him, and headed for the door at the end of the hall.
Behind it was either a very worried or very angry man. With Ray Longknife, it was always hard to tell.
“How’s it going, Ray?” Trouble said, he being one of the few old enough to still address the king by his first name.
“Kris is back,” the king snapped.
“Yes, I heard. Have you heard anything else?”
“Not a damn thing. Not one damn thing! I get this high-priority message from Sandy at High Chance Station. All it tells me is that Kris is back, not where, not when, not on what ship, just that Kris is back. And it breaks in the news not five minutes after I get the word. How’d that happen?”
Trouble shrugged. The workings of the fourth estate had been a puzzle to him since before he was commissioned on that long-ago day.
“I take it that you’ve sent a high-priority message out to Sandy for more info,” Trouble said.
“Of course I have. But it will take a day, if not more, to get to her and back to me. What am I supposed to do, chew my nails?”
“Well, you have to admit, your setup here is a whole lot more comfortable than a lot of places you and I have squatted a while to chew our nails,” Trouble said, glancing around at the king’s digs.
The desk that separated the two of them was lovely, worked in wood and marble. The commlink was buried in the desk, out of sight. The walls were covered with red wallpaper with golden fleurs-de-lis. There were several bookcases and cabinets full of memorabilia from Ray’s days as general and president of the Society of Humanity. Place of pride was held by a signed original of the Treaty of the Orange Nebula, the paper that ended the Iteeche War before it ended the human race.
Ray had led an eventful life. And Trouble had been right there, making a lot of the events survivable.
There was a reason why the king had called for his old war buddy at a time like this.
Of course, Trouble was not the only one who had gotten the recall. Field Marshal Mac McMorrison, Chief of the United Society’s General Staff, came hustling in, just a few moments before Admiral Crossenshield, the Chief of Intelligence.
Trouble tried not to raise his eyebrows at the party forming up. He knew that Kris had taken to calling these three “the unholy trinity,” with good cause for the name.
Of course, she’d also come to realize he was Trouble . . . after he’d given her good enough cause.
Each new arrival was treated to the same greeting Trouble got. Each commiserated with the king as much as they were inclined to do. None of them, of course, knew anything more than the king.
“Ray, we’ve been here before,” Trouble finally put in. “This is not one of those silly faux events the media stages where everything you need to know is spoon-fed to you. This is real life like we’ve lived through before. We’ll just have to sweat it out like we always have.”
Ray did not take gracefully to being reminded that he was just as human as ever and subject to the limits of the human condition.
Trouble found a good place to sit and watched as first Mac, then Crossie, did his best to settle their king down.
They were no more successful than Trouble had been.
Then the commlink chimed. “A new message has come in from Admiral Santiago, Commander Naval District 41.”
“Well, give it to me,” the king demanded.
“It’s in a very tight code, sir. It will take us a few minutes to decode. There is some video included in it.”
“Get me the video as soon as you can.”
“Yes, Your Majesty,” and the duty code officer got to ring off.
Pity the poor kid, Trouble thought. Back in the old days, Ray had been a lot more concerned for the folks who worked for him. Not necessarily the ones he would get killed but those who worked close to him.
How times have changed.
They waited a good five minutes before the coding officer called back to say they still didn’t have the text decoded, but the attached video was ready.
“Send it, send it. Now if not sooner!” Ray said, and the screen on the wall next to his desk changed from a lovely south-sea-island sunset to blank.
Disembodied came the words, “Unknown ship in system, identify yourself,” then the screen split to show an earnest young lieutenant in a U.S. Navy blue shipsuit glaring from the command seat of a fast attack craft.
On the other half of the screen, Captain Drago waved a hand at the high-gee station that Kris was slumped into, dumping the honor of first reply to her.
Kris stood to stare from the screen. Her khakis were stained and rumpled as if she’d slept in them . . . for several days and nights.
Still, she stood proud and tall, and announced that she was Princess Kris Longknife, a lieutenant commander in her grampa’s Royal U.S. Navy and the woman who’d led the great Fleet of Discovery.
On the one screen, the junior officer hit his own commlink to call his superiors for advice.
Smart man.
After which, his screen went blank.
On the other screen, Vicky Peterwald glided onto the bridge and grabbed a handhold next to Captain Jack Montoya.
She giggled a bit as she asked Kris, “Do you often affect men like that?”
Kris shrugged, before admitting, “I guess I should have brushed my teeth this morning.”
“I don’t like the smell of this,” Jack said, “and I’m not talking about your body odor.”
Kris shrugged. “I agree, Jack. I don’t think this is some kind of joke.”
On the other screen, the young man apparently got his answer and tapped his camera to life. To Trouble, he looked like he was holding something smelly the cat dragged in.
“You will exit this system immediately and report to Admiral Santiago, ComNavDist 41 on High Chance. If you deviate in any way from that direct course, I am authorized to use deadly force.”
“Hold your fire,” Kris said. “We’ve been struggling for the last, I don’t know how long, to get back to human space. We’re just looking for a dock, some food, a bit of water and reaction mass.”
“I am not to talk to you about anything other than getting you to High Chance. Can you identify the jump point out of here?”
“Mister,” Kris drawled, “we discovered the jump point into here and did the first explorations below, remember?”
Trouble found himself chuckling at Kris’s wry remark. Crossie gave him a nasty look.
Screw yourself if you can’t take a joke, was the look Trouble gave back to the intel man.
The young officer showed red at the collar as he apparently remembered this system’s recent history, but he went on doggedly. “Then you can point your ship at the jump point. My patrol craft will follow, and if you attempt to escape, I will disable your engines.”
“Kid,” Captain Drago growled, “the Wasp’s engines are damn near disabled. You throw even a hard word at them, and they’re likely to quit on us. You be careful. Relax. We will follow your directions to the letter.”
Kris’s screen cut off. They were treated to an outside view of the Wasp. Trouble found himself shaking his head. “That boat is in dire need of a little loving care, Ray. You sure they should be risking their life jumping in that thing? It would be a shame to lose them now that they’re back.”
“It’s too late to change things,” Field Marshal Mac put in. “With the time delay we’re dealing with, they’ve already arrived at High Chance.”
“Or went bust trying,” Trouble said. “Look at that thing. Isn’t the nose of that ship bent off at an angle different from the engines? Computer,” Trouble told his own assistant, “can you run a line through the keel of that tub?”
A line did appear. Aft, it was pretty much parallel to the ship. As you got closer to the bow, it diverged more and more.
“What’s the angle on that?” Ray asked.
Trouble’s computer projected a second line and ran a compass between the two. “Somewhere between three and four degrees,” Mac said.
“And the bow looks like it’s got a bit of a twist on it,” Trouble noted. “That ship’s not only been bent, it’s been torqued.”
“At least this one is back,” Crossie said. “Where’s the rest of the fleet?”
That brought a round of scowls of biblical proportions.
“Was that Vicky Peterwald?” Ray asked. “What she doing on the Wasp?”
No one had an answer for that question.
“Well, at least she’s back,” Ray muttered, half to himself. “I may be stuck explaining to that new Emperor bastard that my great-granddaughter misplaced one of his battle squadrons, but at least I won’t have to tell him my girl got his girl all dead.”
“He might not be all that bothered if you had,” Crossie said.
“Huh?” came from those who were dads, granddads, and more.
“Harry’s new wife is pregnant with a boy,” Crossie said as if letting them in on a big secret. “There seem to have been several attempts to clear the Grand Duchess Victoria from the line of succession.”
“Attempts?” Ray said slowly, once again needing time to get the drift of one of Crossie’s corkscrew conversations.
“There are reports that assassins have been going after Vicky Peterwald. Likely paid for by her new and loving stepmother.”
“It sounds like something out of an old fairy tale,” Trouble growled.
“Why didn’t you tell me about this?” Ray snapped at his Chief of Intelligence.
“I did, sir. Don’t you remember?”
Ray said he didn’t, and Trouble was willing to bet good Wardhaven dollars that neither the king nor Trouble was being taken in by Crossie’s fib.
The spy was so busy spinning and twisting his tales that Trouble frequently found him coming and going at the same time. Minor things like this were just annoying. But these minor dodges left the question hanging. Was Crossie up to some major shenanigans that he had yet to be caught in?
Once again, Trouble was glad he’d lived the simple life of a fighting man in his day and didn’t have to rely on Crossie for much of anything but entertainment.
“Well, if the Wasp is back, there could be more ships following in her wake,” Mac offered, hopefully. “This whole situation is taking time to get to us. Who knows what they’ve got out there now.”
“Don’t you just hate the speed-of-light limit?” Trouble said, dryly. “Crossie, can’t some of your more slippery types come up with a way to break that law?”
“We’re working on it,” the spy said, darkly.
“We’ve been working on it for four hundred years and, other than the jump points the Three left behind for us, we aren’t any closer,” Mac growled softly.
“Gentlemen, gentlemen,” Ray said, “enough of this philosophizing. I need to know what kind of hot potato Kris is dropping into our laps.”
Trouble frowned at the other guy who shared the honor of having Kris for a great-granddaughter. “Aren’t you being a bit of a pessimist? Can’t we just be happy Kris is back from the other side of the galaxy, that she’s survived whatever battle she fought with those damn neutron torpedoes you gave her? She’s here, and from the looks of that boat, it must have been a hell of a fight. The likes of which I haven’t seen hereabouts since you and I were a lot younger and having fun doing things we could lie and laugh about much later.”
Ray scowled at Trouble. The others kept very quiet.
“Forgive me, Trouble, but from the political side, I find it better to be a pessimist where our young Kris is concerned,” the king said. “Dollars to donut holes, and I mean the empty kind, she’s got a whole lot of problems following her home. Not cute puppies, more like big-teethed monsters with nasty dispositions.”
“Have it your own way,” Trouble said. “I prefer not to go looking for trouble. Enough will come along with my name on it faster than I care for.”
The room fell silent. The fall turned out to be quite a long one.
The commlink finally broke it.
“We have the message from Admiral Santiago, sir.”
“Well, read it,” the king growled.
“‘Attached is the only exchange we had with Kris and the Wasp. As you can see, we’ve ordered them not to talk and to proceed to Chance. I will keep you informed of what transpires. However, if they do as we told them, there will be no more information for the next thirty hours.’ That is all the message said, sir.”
A curt “Thank you” was all the king said before he tapped his commlink off.
“That doesn’t tell us a whole lot,” Crossie said.
“You want to have Sandy request a full report from Kris so she can forward it to us?” Trouble asked, his own answer clearly embedded in the question.
“Not on your life,” Mac said. “If Sandy’s first message got intercepted and spread all over the media, think of what would happen to the whole report.”
“It’s more likely that someone on High Chance spilled the beans to the media,” Crossie said, “than that our ciphers are compromised.”
“And if Kris sends her report to High Chance, and from there to here, what do you think are the odds someone along the way will see a huge paycheck in it?” the king snapped. “No. We wait and try to keep that report off the comm net as much as we can. This is going to be a big enough mess without its getting out before we can manage it.”
“Manipulate it, huh?” Trouble said.
He and Ray had been around this bush before. They’d beaten around it so many times that Trouble was amazed the bush was still standing. Still, it was a nasty bush, rooted in the media’s demand to know too much and political wishes and whims not to let any of their screwups see the light of day.
Trouble shook his head. This was not a political screwup. Kris had found a mess out there and, if Trouble knew the girl, had done her best to handle it. There was nothing here to hide. The people needed to know what the whole human race faced, and this ought to be handled on the straight up-and-up.
But Trouble doubted it would go that way. Not with Crossie in the room.
And not with Ray becoming more and more the politician.
Where are you, my old fighting buddy?
The conversation went on like that for the next hour. All kinds of possible ghosts and hobgoblins were invited out into the parlor and talked about until they were beating a dead horse. Or hobgoblin.
Of course, with hobgoblins, unlike horses, they come back to life the more you beat them.
After an hour, Trouble had had enough.
“I left my wife in a Greek restaurant with several fine-looking young waiters. She promised to take only my dinner home, but even if she did, the chow is getting cold. If you fellows can’t think of anything new to toss around, I think I’ll mosey along home and keep the home fires burning. Ray, you got my number. You know where I live. Anything new comes in, you holler, and I’ll come running.”
“You can bet I’ll holler,” Ray said, looking half-distracted by the last ghost they had put to rest but which was, undoubtedly, troubling him still.
So Trouble made his way back through all the security. The watch had changed while he was in with the king. He got to smile at a lot of new folks who, no doubt, would go home to their wives, sweethearts, and in the case of some of the younger ones, their old man, and tell them they’d seen a legend tonight.
Well, this legend was more than a little bothered by the other legend he’d wasted an evening with.
He’d come in knowing Kris was back. He left four hours later knowing that Kris was back. But her ship was all bent out of shape and looking like little more than a wreck.
Recalling the external picture of the Wasp, Trouble stood stock-still as the elevator dropped thirty floors. The ship had been bent . . . but not shot up!
No, he hadn’t seen anything that looked like a laser hit!
Of course, they were using the Smart MetalTM to make a kind of shield. He checked with his computer, and it verified his own recollections.
So, if the Wasp wasn’t shot up, why was it all bent up?
Strange, with all the hobgoblins they’d interviewed tonight, not one of them had thought to raise that question. How does a ship get that bent? And why was there no battle damage?
Trouble started to press the button to take him back up.
Then he shook his head.
Would any of them really be any more qualified than he was to assess this thought? Crossie’s ship time had been short and long ago. None of the others had ever been ship drivers.
Trouble remembered spending plenty of time rubbing elbows with some damn fine ship drivers back in the day. The old Marine tried to remember if any of them were still alive? No, were any of the survivors in town and willing to share a beer with him?
He couldn’t think of any, and his computer was no help either.
Faced with a dead end, he settled for a smart move. Cold supper with Ruth.
She greeted him with a smile and, smart Marine wife that she was, not one question. No “Where you been, trooper?” or “How’d the night go with Ray?”
Instead, she settled him down at the table and managed to serve him a meal where what was supposed to be hot was hot and what was supposed to be cold was cold. They talked about the kids and grandkids.
Kris was conspicuous by her absence.
Ruth talked about her coming trip to New Eden. Now that the political life there wasn’t hobbled by blinders, the kids in that place had their eyes open and were turning out to be just as much fun to teach as their big brothers and sisters had been when they’d been made blind by a blind society.
“This quarter should be a lot of fun. I hear tell that there are actually student demonstrations now.”
“Oh, you’ll love that,” the dour general in Trouble said.
“Oh yes I will,” was pure farm girl, and accompanied by a smile that made the dour general retreat in full rout.
They’d gone to bed and enjoyed each other’s company to the fullest before Ruth let her question out.
She was nuzzling against Trouble’s bare chest, her own lovely breasts making him wonder if he was really ready to fall asleep yet, when she spoke.
“Have you seen our Kris yet?”
The general knew his wife was out-of-bounds, but what he’d shared, head on the pillow, had stayed there for over eighty years.
“She looks exhausted and run through a ringer,” he answered.
“It must have been bad out there,” Ruth said.
And it may get worse back here, Trouble did not share with his wife. That would, or would not, come out soon enough, and neither of them, apparently, could do anything about it.
“Did she bring back the Wasp?”
“Yes,” Trouble admitted. “It looks a whole lot worse for the wear. The thing I find interesting is that, beat up as it is, I couldn’t spot any battle damage.”
“That’s . . . interesting,” Ruth said.
Over the years, “interesting” had been Ruth’s answer to a lot of things. Trouble recognized it for all the things it said . . . and left unsaid.
“Yes, I find that interesting, too, but there wasn’t an honest ship driver around Ray, so it didn’t get talked about much.”
“There ought to be an admiral. Not Crossie, a real honest ship fighter.”
“A lot of them didn’t make it out of the Iteeche War,” Trouble muttered.
“Yes. We lost a lot of good friends, you and I. Still, there must be someone.”
“The crowd around Ray has gotten a lot smaller and older over the years,” Trouble said.
“That’s not good,” Ruth observed. “I’m glad the crowd around us has gotten younger and stayed a mob,” she said, and reached down to distract him from this conversation before it got morose.
He let her distract him. Then tried his own hand at distracting her.
Despite the way it started, it turned out to be a good evening. And he got a good night’s rest that left him ready to face the morning.
Which was a good thing, because the morning had a lot for him to face.
* * *
The thing about filling twenty-four hours a day with news is that you might not have that much news. Or, in the case of Kris’s return, there might not be a whole lot known about precisely what had or is happening.
Some media outlets, when faced with that, will report it and go on to something else, like a cat up a tree or a cute puppy with its head in a fence.
But other so-called news sources didn’t seem to have anyone out in the field following the fire truck to the treed cat, so they just keep talking about what they didn’t know.
In the case of Kris’s return, what they didn’t know was a lot. So they speculated.
“Where are all those battleships that followed Kris Longknife out into the depths of space? Are they going to follow her back, or did she lose over ten thousand men and women?”
“The Grand Duchess, Victoria Peterwald, followed Princess Kris out into the dark of space. Did she come back? If she’s lost, how will Emperor Henry I react to that?”
Which at least told Trouble the latest video from Chance hadn’t been leaked.
Then again, if it had, it might have saved a whole lot of empty speculation about a potential war between the U.S. and the Imperial Peterwald dynasty.
Trouble ignored the first twenty calls he got to go on someone’s show and fill up the dead air for the media. But the longer he watched what they were filling it up with, the more he wondered if he was following the right course.
“What do you think?” he asked Ruth over lunch. “Could I mess it up any worse?”
“Honey, if you got on the wrong show, you wouldn’t have to mess up. They’d arrange to cut it so you messed up whether you did or not. Even a Marine must know that there are some positions that are just a waste of flesh and blood to storm. Don’t tell me you never sat back and let the artillery pound a problem to a pulp.”
Trouble had to allow that he had. “But where’s the artillery here?” he asked.
“Ray? Can you think of a bigger gun, and doesn’t he have his own studio? Can’t he produce his own video that can’t be messed with?”
“You underestimate some news outlets, love. They can edit anything.”
His lovely bride shrugged at that. “You got me on that one. I guess I was being a bloody optimist.”
“That’s what I love in you, honey.”
“So, you’re going to go out there and let them shoot you full of proverbial and verbial holes?”
Trouble made a face. “No. I’m going to do my best to find a friendly news outlet.”
“You can be just as dead by friendly fire as any other type,” Ruth observed.
“You have any suggestions?” he asked.
“Now don’t you go getting me into this mess with you. I refuse to have anything to do with it. You’re a big boy now. You’ll get into this mess of trouble all by yourself.”
Trouble just eyed his bride of many talents.
“Though, if you must do something stupid, you could do worse than talking to Winston Spenser.”
“Winston Spenser, huh. You know him?”
“We’ve talked on background a few times. He has always been interested in Kris. He remembers how she fought the Battle of Wardhaven, and I think he dreams of being the one who writes her biography.”
“You think we can trust him?”
“When he writes about the military, he makes fewer howling mistakes than most of his ilk,” Ruth said, maybe damning him with faint praise.
“You have his number?”
“Sally, give the general’s computer Winston Spenser’s direct number.”
Trouble raised an eyebrow. “Speed dial, huh?”
“Usually when I want him, I want him fast. He doesn’t have a show of his own, but he does sit in for a couple of people when they’re on vacation or out sick. I suspect if he offers an interview with one of Kris’s great-grandpas, he’ll get someone to take it.”
“No doubt,” Trouble said dryly.
In less than a minute, the general found himself talking to the reporter Winston Spenser. “No, I wouldn’t mind talking about Kris on camera with you,” he said, wondering how soon and how much he’d regret this.
There was one advantage to being retired; he didn’t have to ask anyone’s permission to make a fool of himself in the media. He was as free a citizen as anyone else. Though some would expect him to have better judgment than the rest, and others, no doubt, expected him to be a whole lot dumber than the public in general.
It was strange how the same person was so many things to different spectrums of the public before he even opened his mouth.
Well, come three o’clock, Trouble would be opening his mouth. “With luck,” Winston’s word choice, they might just catch the six o’clock time spots.
By seven, Trouble hoped his name wouldn’t be mud in some circles. Then again, there were advantages to being known as Trouble with a capital “T” in all circles.
They had come to expect trouble from him.
* * *
The studio Winston directed Trouble to a little before three was something of a letdown and not a bit of a surprise. It was a small room with two comfortable chairs, a low table between them, but no bright lights and no cameras or cameramen.
A more thorough inspection of the room showed Trouble how he’d missed the cameras. There were several small ones mounted both high and low on the walls, covering every angle in the room.
No doubt, the camera operator was in some other room with a producer watching everything and doing what would sell the most soap or whatever was paying the most for advertising these days.
You got to be less cynical, old boy. This guy is willing to let you do what you can to spin your kid into the best light.
Maybe, his cynical self replied.
Winston opened with a couple of softball questions.
Trouble identified himself. Yes, he was a veteran of the Iteeche War. Yes, he knew Ray from way back. Oh, and yes, both he and the king had the proud honor of having one Kris Longknife, sometimes styled princess and a serving lieutenant commander in the U.S. Navy, as a great-granddaughter.
And yes, she had indeed led out a Fleet of Discovery not too long ago.
Winston broke in to mention that he’d interviewed Amanda Kutter about the change in the fleet’s mission. They paused as the lovely Miss Kutter described the horror the fleet had found and its preparations for battling the same.
That left Trouble to wonder if his interview would be cut down to the few seconds that seemed to summarize all that Amanda had had to say about the selfless choice of thousands to do battle against impossible odds.
Trouble guessed that didn’t sell soap.
“So, General, I’m told that the only reason the Fleet of Discovery could hope to engage the huge alien ships was that the U.S. government provided them with a totally new and immensely destructive weapon. Something chipped off a neutron star, isn’t it?”
Bushwhacked in the first two minutes, Trouble growled to himself, but he smiled and answered. “Well, if somebody told you, maybe I should be interviewing you. Tell me, what do you know about this new superweapon?”
“Come now, General, it was in several respected magazines. Space Technology as well as Physics Today. Certainly you can speak about it.”
Quick excerpts were played on the screen. No doubt, some producer had started planning this ambush right after he called to ask to be tossed into this den of worms.
“That’s interesting stuff,” Trouble said. “I’m retired, Winston, and I don’t get the secret briefings I used to.” Trouble tried to poor-mouth himself. “But those do look like some real deadly toys, if you know what I mean.”
“Well, General, if you had access to such weapons and the ships of the Fleet of Discovery, what would you do? Arm the battleships with them?”
Trouble cringed at the question.
Well, old man, the door is right over there. You walked in. You can walk right out.
But who will talk for Kris if you do?
Clearly, the answer was no one.
“That’s an interesting question, Winston, and you’re asking it of an old gravel cruncher. I was a Marine, not a squid. I wasn’t a ship driver, like my great-granddaughter is. But, if you want my uneducated guess, no, I would not put them on the battleships.”
“Aren’t they the most powerful ships in her fleet?”
“Yes, but they are also the biggest. And big in this sense means a big target. Now, as a ground pounder, I am qualified to talk about a few things. Like tanks. Now, there are a lot of guys who like to drive around in those big, heavy-metal coffins. Then there are guys like me, who like to use our ability to stay small and not worth a lot of shooting at. And who love to sneak up on those big armored behemoths and slip a rocket into their back end.”
“So you think Kris would have kept the neutron torpedoes for her small corvettes and used them to sneak up on the aliens?”
“That assumes that there was a way to sneak up on something that big and bad,” Trouble pointed out. “You know, we’re guessing. Just fighting battles made of smoke and supposition. In a few days, Kris may be able to tell you herself what she faced and how she chose to face them.”
“So you think she’ll be brought here to Wardhaven and made available to the media?”
“May God have mercy on her soul and preserve her from such a fate,” Trouble said, and his host had the good humor to laugh at his prayer.
“But, yes, I can’t see any reason why Kris wouldn’t want to be available to you. She’s a big girl now and can handle herself quite well.”
“So, General, why isn’t she here already?”
“Winston, space is big. Our own human sphere is several hundred light-years across. Kris’s voyage covered tens of thousands of light-years. We may travel across those distances, but it takes time. The basic news that Kris is back can be flashed across space quickly. Getting more information needs more time. And getting Kris from where she is to where you want to interview her can take even more time.”
“Where is she?” Winston slipped in with an angelic look on his face.
“You know as much as I do about that,” the general evaded.
“That’s part of the problem, none of us know. The word we all have seems to have originated at Chance, in the Helvitican Confederacy. We’ve asked our associated news sources from there to confirm that she’s there, but they haven’t gotten back to us. I would assume that if she was there, we would be getting all kinds of reports flowing from there and not have to be asking them for anything.”
“Don’t you just hate waiting for the speed of light to cough up stuff?” Trouble said. “I’ve got several criminal associates and scofflaws trying to figure a way to break that law.”
“Let me know if they have any luck on that,” Winston said, going with the joke. “But for now, it does seem strange that the media have nothing to say from Chance.”
“Maybe that’s because they don’t have anything to report,” Trouble said. “Just because a report comes from somewhere doesn’t mean that it started there or that there’s more to see there.”
“So, General, what do you think about the speculation that the Greenfeld Empire will take it personally if Kris doesn’t bring home their battle squadron?”
“As I recall, there were eight battleships. Four from Greenfeld and the other four from the Helvitican Confederacy and Musashi.”
“But the new Emperor, Henry I, sent along his only daughter. If she’s lost, that could change a lot of things between the U.S. and Greenfeld.”
If Crossenshield was right, Harry might just send a “thank-you” to Ray, or Harry’s new wife most definitely would. But what could Trouble say, without, ah, getting into trouble?
Well, there was a reason he had that name.
“I really don’t think we need to worry about Emperor Henry worrying about his daughter’s safety,” Trouble said.
The reporter’s eyes lit up. “Do you know something we don’t, General?”
“Possibly. And I think I’ve said all I need to on that topic. Kris is back, and, I assure you, the Grand Duchess Victoria is at her side.”
“Well, you heard it here first. Her Imperial Grace, Victoria, the Grand Duchess of Greenfeld, is safe and with Kris Longknife. How did that happen, General?”
“Like you, Winston, I have no idea how it came down that Kris and Vicky are both on the Wasp.”
“So, the Wasp is back, too. That is Kris’s flagship, isn’t it?”
Oops. “Yes, the Wasp is Kris’s flag.”
“Are there any other ships with it?”
“That is something I don’t know. Like you, I’m waiting with my fingers crossed for more information to get to us from wherever. It’s nerve-racking for all of us, this wait. But that’s the way it is in these kinds of situations.”
“And what kind of situation do you see this as, General?”
Trouble was getting tired of this gotcha stuff.
“As I understand it, and I think your watchers understand it, Kris launched herself and her fleet at a force that is the enemy of all life in the galaxy. I think it’s safe to assume there was a battle. Likely a big one. Reports after battles take time. Those of us who fought in the Iteeche War, or had loved ones on the front lines, know what it’s like to wait for the good news or the bad.”
Trouble paused to let that sink in.
“From the barest reports we have now, there is some good news. Kris is back with one ship and the Grand Duchess. We just have to wait to see who else comes back. And I wouldn’t assume that we need to keep our eyes only on Chance for news. If it was like several of our battles against the Iteeche, ships may come straggling in from a whole lot of different directions. You may have noticed that in your history classes.”
“Matters like that are rarely covered in the history classes folks take today. For that, you have to read some of the good books written by people like you. Have you written a book, sir?”
“No, Winston, I don’t have a book to wave for your watchers to run out and listen to. Sorry about that.”
“Well, I wanted to wave it if it was there to wave, sir.”
“Thank you, Winston.”
“So there you have it folks,” the reporter said, turning to face front on into one of the cameras. “As you’ve no doubt heard, Princess Kris Longknife is back. We know nothing about the battle she may or may not have fought, but the general here has told us, and you’ve been the first to hear, that Kris’s back, along with her flagship, the Wasp, and the Greenfeld Grand Duchess Victoria. This is Winston Spenser, returning you to your regularly scheduled programs.”
He paused until a disembodied human voice announced, “Cut. Well done, Winston, and thank you for your time, General.”
“Thank you for having me,” Trouble said, noticing that the cameras were still showing little red lights on the wall. One of them even zoomed in on him as he watched.
“Was it a good interview?” he asked Winston.
“I was afraid it was going to be very short when you balked on the neutron torpedoes.”
“I wasn’t aware of what was in the public domain. My wife mentioned something about them yesterday. I should have asked her to brief me on what she knew.”
“We do have those torpedoes, right?”
“If you’re asking me to validate what has been published in the public domain, sorry, son. You need to talk to someone whose job that is. I’m just a retired old warhorse who no one tells nothing.”
“But you were called to the king’s private chambers last night, weren’t you?”
Trouble moved quickly to deflect that with a nonlie. “I had supper last night with my loving wife. She ordered up delicious Greek fare that I could not name to save my life. What else I may or may not have done is not for me to say.”
“We have the picture of you hurrying out of a cab and entering the Grand Hotel de Wardhaven.”
So there was more gotcha. “Then I guess you can play it, but you won’t get me commenting on it, or anything Ray Longknife and I may have discussed about our peripatetic great-grandkid. Though, if you push me, I will tell you that I’m proud as punch of her, just like I am of all my kids, grandkids, and great-grandkids. And if you press me on it, I can produce pictures of each and every one of them. Even a few of them with their bare bottoms on a bear rug.”
“Now one of Kris so flagrantly delectable might be worth me sitting through all those pictures.”
“You can let him go, now,” that disembodied voice announced, and this time, the cameras did go from red to green.
“You are one smart cookie,” Winston said.
“I’m alive. A lot of dumber or just plain unlucky folks aren’t.”
“Yes. May I walk you out?”
“Yes, please. That was quite a rat’s maze they led me through.”
Winston did walk Trouble through the corridors and out through the main lobby. Only when they were back on the street did he speak.
“General, I’m rooting for your grandkid. There are a lot of folks in this business who aren’t. We get a lot more coverage when we’re tearing people down. Not so much when we’re reporting how they did something good. I think she did something good. I’ll try to get that message out if I can get past all the dragons, who start with my producer and include management and sponsors.”
“I figured your job wasn’t all skittles and beer.”
“Not as deadly as your profession, sir, but not a bed of roses, either.”
“Well, you do what you can, and I’ll do what I can.”
“Say hi to the king for me the next time you see him,” Winston said, as Trouble took his leave.
“You’ll likely see him before I do,” Trouble said over his shoulder. He didn’t turn back to see how the reporter took the answer.
“In a pig’s eye,” may or may not have been Winston.
* * *
Trouble didn’t get to the end of the street before his computer was telling him he had incoming calls. Ruth’s wasn’t the first in line, but he took her call before the rest.
“You didn’t do too bad, dear. Did you know they were distributing you live?”
“Nope. They didn’t mention it. Must have slipped their mind,” Trouble said, ruefully. “And, honey, I made a mistake last night. I should have had you brief me about what was in the public domain about those damn torpedoes.”
“Oh, you did just fine without it, dear. I take it you’ve been thinking about how you would have used them if you were there with Kris.”
“It’s been a thought as I try to get to sleep after bothersome days.”
“You didn’t tell me that Vicky came back with our Kris.”
“It may have slipped my mind last night. You were very distracting.”
“The day my old body distracts you from anything green or blue will be the first time,” she shot back at him.
“That is a cruel canard on my manhood. There have been two or three times when you have most successfully distracted me.”
“Two or three times in eighty years.”
“That’s better than most career Marine’s wives, I assure you.”
“I guess I’ll have to settle for that. Well, no doubt there are a lot of calls coming in for you. Networks that want to talk to you now that you’ve dropped a few crumbs more than His Royal Chambers have.”
“Hmm. Speaking of the devil’s own home, I’ve got a call from said Royal Chambers.”
“You better take it before Ray splits a gut.”
“Yeah. I wouldn’t want to have to attend an old war buddy’s funeral because I killed him now, would I?”
“In Ray’s case, I might just give you absolution.”
“Yes, but trust me, the next ten folks waiting in line for his job are a whole lot worse.”
“Likely you’re right. See you for dinner, love?”
“I might be a bit late if they want to call me on the carpet and read me the riot act in person.”
“I’ll keep it warm for you.”
“You always keep everything warm for me.”
“You just be sure to come home, you hear?”
“We aren’t likely to hear anything new from Kris until tomorrow morning at the earliest. What could keep me from you, my love?”
“You want me to read you my list? It’s long and growing.”
“Trouble out,” he said.
“Ruth waiting,” she said, ending the call.
The computer asked him who he wanted to talk to next.
He glanced down the long list of incoming calls. The vast majority were from media outlets. No doubt they’d seen him with Winston and figured their expert interviewers could extract more from him or maybe twist him better in the wind.
But there was one from the Royal Chambers. “Answer the royal call,” he told his computer.
“Where are you?” came an unidentified, demanding, and not at all respectful voice.
“Who wants to know?” Trouble shot right back in just as demanding a voice.
“King Raymond wants to see you right now.”
“Okay. I’m walking home from an interview.”
“We know about that interview. We’ve got a car waiting for you right outside the media headquarters.”
“It wasn’t there when I came out,” Trouble snapped. He was developing a definite distaste for this person on the line.
“Well, activate your beeper, and the car will come to you.”
“Computer, give them a homing beacon.”
“Activated, sir.”
“They’ve got it. Stay right there.”
“Who is this? Because if you don’t have four stars on your shoulder, this four-star general is going to eat your ass for lunch.”
Trouble found himself talking to a dead circuit.
“Kids these days. They ought to have to storm a Black Mountain or two. They’d learn some respect. If they lived through it.”
A car pulled up. The Secret Service man riding shotgun quickly dismounted and trotted toward Trouble.
“Are you General Tordon?”
“You see anyone else with a ramrod backbone around here?”
“No sir, I do not. May I ask you to please join us in the car?”
“Don’t mind if I do,” the general said.
As he settled into the backseat, the car was already moving. In the front he heard a whispered, “We have the problem child, and boy is he pissed.”
Well, at least someone is getting the word.
* * *
There was a major waiting for Trouble in the basement of the Grand Hotel. He grabbed the general by the elbow and rushed him into a waiting elevator. Trouble had to elbow the guy in the ribs to get him to let go of his arm.
The corporal holding the elevator developed a lovely case of dimples as she took in the scene, but she didn’t turn around enough for the major to notice.
Trouble gave her a smile, and the dimples became even more delightful.
The elevator went straight to the thirty-second floor and disgorged them into the waiting arms of a bird colonel.
“What the hell did you think you were doing?” the colonel demanded.
“Mister,” Trouble snapped. “Either you sprout a whole lot more stars on your collar than you got now, or you pass me along to someone who does, because, son, I was ripping colonels’ new assholes before you were even in diapers.”
The colonel looked about to explode, but the cute corporal was back, no dimples in evidence.
“Sir, Field Marshal McMorrison would like to see the general now, Colonel.”
Trouble left the colonel sputtering to himself and followed the corporal to Mac’s office.
“Thank you,” he said, and was rewarded for his gallantry with another attack of dimples as she opened the door for him.
“General Trouble is here for you, sir,” she said.
“And you’re a whole lot of trouble, today, aren’t you, Jarhead.”
Trouble took the offered hand. “While I will dispute that I’ve caused anyone any unnecessary trouble, no doubt, I am in trouble.”
“No doubt,” the newly minted field marshal said, pointing Trouble toward a comfortable chair and taking another one himself, thereby managing to sit with his back to a desk piled high with the jetsam and flotsam of the problems of combining 120 or more planets into a single fighting force.
“Can I placate you with a cup of coffee or tea?”
“Coffee. Black,” Trouble said.
“Corporal Jin, two black coffees.” The dimpled soldier nodded and closed the door as she left.
“You keeping the prettiest for yourself, old man?” Trouble asked.
“I got to put up with a gang of ugly ones.”
“Like that colonel I damn near slugged out there?”
“Colonel Denton is a very good public-relations expert, or so I am assured.”
“I didn’t notice any combat ribbons on his chest.”
“Trouble, there aren’t a lot of folks with combat ribbons to show for their twenty or thirty years. It’s been kind of peaceful for a spell.”
“That may be changing,” Trouble said.
Dimples returned with two coffees that were actually coffee, not froth, and tasted quite good. Trouble told her.
“The field marshal got the office a real coffeepot last Christmas. So long as I clean it every morning, it makes good coffee. Since I also get to drink it, it’s a joy to clean.”
“Practical soldier,” Trouble said, a grin coming out to play. “Now, if you can find a dirty, oily old pot boiler, why don’t you draw a cup for my friend the colonel back there?”
“Sorry, General,” the corporal said, dimples on full parade. “Prune face only drinks the fancy stuff. All froth and foam and sugar.”
“Now, Jin,” the field marshal said.
“Yes, sir, Field Marshal, sir, I’ll clean up my act immediately, but the general met the colonel, and the general doesn’t look like the type to call a fucking spade a shovel, sir.”
And with that, she conducted a very orderly withdrawal. Certainly, not a retreat.
“That young woman,” the field marshal said, shaking his head.
“Well, if you have no use for her, I’m sure my Kris could put her to good use in a fight. It seems to me that a woman like her is wasted on a bunch of toy soldiers like you got here.”
“No doubt, but her dad and mom served under me years ago, and they personally asked me to sit on her request to transfer to Kris’s Marine detachment. I sat on the request just long enough to see the rear jets of the fleet headed out.”
“Mac, the day may be coming that we need to let gals like her get their war paint on.”
The field marshal’s eyes took on a faraway look. Then he shook himself. “You may be right.”
“You heard anything?”
“Nothing more than when you left last night. We’re all just guessing.”
“Us. The media. All looking for a good crystal ball, and none to be had,” Trouble said, and allowed himself a worried sigh as he enjoyed another sip.
The field marshal eyed Trouble. “So you just had to go out there and give them a few more crumbs.”
Trouble scowled. “Guilty as charged. It seemed like a good idea at the time.”
“I’ve heard that a time or ninety from your great-granddaughter.”
“You’ve heard it a couple thousand times from me and Ray,” Trouble shot back. “They were getting their panties all in a twist about some war with Greenfeld. I could see nothing served by them blabbing on about that, so I gave them the crumb that Vicky Peterwald was back. That should take a load off her dad.”
“Yeah, but what will it do for her stepmother?”
“Ouch. I forgot there was supposed to be bad blood between them.”
“I had my computer do a search of the classified files after I escaped from Crossie last night. There were four reported bombings, including one on the Wasp, that likely were aimed at Vicky.”
“And I thought Kris was the only one who had to dodge assassins.”
“It may be that Vicky’s dad has given up on Kris, seeing how she saved his life and added a planet to his train wreck, but Vicky’s stepmom is another kettle of rotten fish.”
Mac paused for a moment, “And you’ve now told stepmommy where her beloved kid and target is.”
“Damn. You think that’s a problem?”
“It’s not likely to stay our problem for long. There are a dozen Imperial battlecruisers wandering around from star system to star system, showing the flag, and getting in position to make a pickup of any Greenfeld survivors that make it back to human space.”
“I hadn’t heard about them.”
“We kept it out of the normal intel feed. A pair of battlecruisers isn’t likely to be a problem. Not with the mess they’ve got back home. Still, I checked. A battlecruiser division was visiting New Bern last week. Five will get you ten they’re on their way to Chance as we speak.”
“To pick up their Grand Duchess?”
“Or any other survivors that follow Kris home.”
“But we don’t know that any others have,” Trouble said.
“No, we don’t. Still, I’ve got a lot of stuff flowing toward Chance. Including a lot of high-priority questions. Ray even canceled the orders for a fast courier ship and had it redirected to Chance. I ordered a heavy cruiser squadron to cancel its training exercise and boost at two gees for the same place.”
“You think there could be a fight?” Trouble said, sipping thoughtfully at his now-cooling coffee.
“You didn’t hear this from me, okay, but we’ve got an early report that someone in the new government at Bern is trying to bring Kris up on charges for crimes against humanity.”
Trouble almost dropped his coffee. “Crimes against humanity! What does that even mean?”
“Damned if I know, old horse. There was a big tempest in a teapot in the Helvitican Confederacy when the Fleet of Discovery suddenly became a battle fleet. There were other problems with the party in power. A sex scandal, maybe other stuff. Anyway, them that was in power got voted out and them that was out are now in. Nobody is quite sure what provided the margin for the victory, but the new boys are busy shoring up anything that looks like it might get them a vote or three in the next election. Which may not be too far off.”
Mac paused to sip his own coffee before adding.
“And there are still a lot of folks that think Ray Longknife was personally responsible for the Iteeche War. A war we almost lost big-time.”
“That’s absurd,” Trouble exploded.
“To you and a lot of the rest who were out there on the line, yes, General. But my grandmom was one of those manning the barricade and demanding we get the Iteeche into negotiations.”
“The damn four-eyed monsters weren’t talking to us, Mac. You know that.”
“Yes, Trouble, I know that. I learned it in school, but my grandmom had her own ideas of what was going on back then, and I heard it from her every time the family got together for a reunion. And my old grandmom wasn’t the only woman out there carrying signs by the time the war went into its fourth, fifth year.”
Trouble made a sour face.
Mac went on. “Ever hear the proverb that the sins of the father will be visited upon the children down to the, what is it, third or fourth generation?”
“A few times,” Trouble agreed, “and whether it’s third or fourth, Kris is still too close to Ray for people like your grandma.”
“Yep,” Mac said, making a face at his coffee cup.
“Chance is in the Confederacy now, isn’t it?” Trouble asked. He was pretty sure what the answer was, but now was no time to get something as basic as that wrong.
“Yes, but the space station and Naval District 41 is our sovereign territory,” Mac pointed out. “Kris’s tour as ComNavDist 41 reminded everyone just recently that Chance doesn’t own its own space station.”
“And how much do you think they like that?”
“Your guess is as good as mine, but I’ve ordered four heavy cruisers to Chance, just in case they need a reminder. But there may not be a problem.”
“How come?” Trouble asked.
“The old admirals’ club in the Confederacy may have voted for the new government, but they didn’t much take to the noise about a fighting admiral not having the right to fight his ships the way he sees fit, him being out of touch and on the other side of the galaxy.”
“Not a point I have any trouble agreeing with,” Trouble said.
“So, I doubt the skipper of the duty cruiser that the Confederacy has hanging around Chance is going to be at all willing to butt his nose in where it’s not wanted.”
“Unless, of course,” Trouble pointed out, “the new government issues him orders to do just that.”
“And how many politicians who are just learning how the levers of power work know what they have to do to get a distant ship to do something? Even know they’ve got a distant cruiser on a foreign station?”
Trouble chuckled. “Yes. We can hope.”
Mac’s commlink came alive. “Mac, have you seen what that stupid jarhead did today?” came in Ray’s shout.
Mac just shouted back. “Said general is seated across from me enjoying a cup of joe.”
“You two shag your asses up here, pronto.”
“On our way, Your Majesty,” Mac said, putting down his cup and standing.
Trouble did the same, while pointing at Mac’s desk, and mouthing, “Is it still live?”
“No,” Mac said. “It happens often enough that I can now hear the click as he rings off.”
“You let him scream right through, no holding or anything?”
“Trouble, the poor guy is in full Iteeche War mode, as I’ve had a few old-timers warn me. Didn’t he have a live mic to your headquarters?”
“I shared the same planet with him only when I had to,” Trouble admitted. “And yes, I was warned that he had some really bad control-freak habits.”
The field marshal just shook his head. “For a crowned head who insisted he was just going to be a coordinator, a helper, an ombudsman if you will, the old guy is developing a lot of royal, pain-in-the-butt, bad habits. Either that, or he’s redeveloping them.”
“When was his last rejuv? Can his heart take this?”
“Your guess is as good as mine,” Mac said.
Together, they went up to the top floor. Trouble tried to look contrite about spilling the beans on Vicky, but he didn’t back down much anywhere else.
“Ray, we’ve got to get ahead of this thing. We can’t let all this jabbering go on in the news, or they’ll all be stampeding in the wrong direction before we know what the right direction is. Then how will we get everyone headed in the direction they need to be going?”
“It’s not as easy as it was in the old days,” Ray said, running a worried hand through his close-cropped gray hair. “It’s not so much a military problem as a political problem that we face. Hell, man, Earth let the Society of Humanity go down the drain because it didn’t want its tax money going to the tiny fleet we had five years ago. I start talking to them about manning their reserve fleet and laying new keels, and they’ll cut me off at the knees.”
“And if one of those huge mother ships shows up in orbit, you’re going to do what politically to resolve the social and domestic issues it creates?” Trouble said, trying not to sound too sarcastic to his old war buddy.
“Instead of having coffee with a green suiter, you ought to drop by to have a drink with our grandson Bill and see what alligators are chomping down on his ass, or see if your former son-in-law Al will say anything to you about new taxes.”
The last, Ray almost spat. Clearly, he and his son must have tried to talk to each other recently. Tried and failed, from the sound of it to Trouble.
“We’ve got to do something, Ray. Anything is better than this.”
“Are you sure? Have you seen what’s been done with your interview? Computer, show this idiot some of what you just showed me.”
Trouble would have sworn that he did a good job of taking the sharp edges off his words. That he’d said exactly what he intended to say and not one word more.
Silly old soldier, he.
He was treated to a half dozen vignettes of his talk to Winston, none of which included the other reporter, but all of which made him sound like he was beating the war drums and all for drafting every available man, woman, and child into the army, the fleet, or concentration camps and charging off to rid the galaxy of this menace.
None of them had him saying more than about ten words each.
Of course, the talking heads said a whole lot more.
“I didn’t say any of that,” Trouble growled.
“You didn’t have to,” Ray said. “Trouble, would you take a kid off the street and send him up Black Mountain?”
“Of course not. He’d be dead before he took his second step,” Trouble spat.
“So what makes you think you can charge off into these folks’ damn battlefield, the place they live and make their living, without so much as a briefing?”
“Well, if you put it that way . . .” Trouble said, and let his words trail off.
“You may not think much of that bird colonel you almost tore a new one for, but he knows this kind of battle. I trust him to fight this kind of a battle. Now calm down and go polish your cannons for a few hours. As soon as we get anything about Kris from Chance, I’ll have you in here to help us figure out what to do with it.”
“I’ll be waiting for your call, Your Majesty.”
“Don’t you go ‘Your Majesty’ing me, you old warhorse.”
“Sound the bugle, and I’ll be whinnying, sir.”
“Better. Now get out of my face. This may be hard for you to believe, but I got a half dozen other big-toothed monsters chewing on my leg besides our grand-girl.”
Trouble threw Ray a casual salute and headed for the door, with the field marshal right behind him. As the door closed, Mac whispered.
“Anytime I can escape from in there without needing an immediate blood transfusion is a good one.”
“Speak for yourself,” Trouble growled. “I’m headed for the nearest bar to get myself a nice infusion.”
* * *
Trouble didn’t head for a bar. Instead, he called Ruth and asked what she was doing for supper. She must have known he’d had a bad one because she met him outside the Smuggler’s Roost.
“Just like old times, before we got respectable,” she said with a winsome smile at the memories.
“Sometimes I wish we never had,” Trouble growled.
“That bad?”
“Ray’s got his head up his political ass.”
“Are you sure it’s him and not you?” Ruth asked, as he held the door open for her.
“And what do you mean by that?”
“I mean that it’s easy when you’ve got a mission order. Everyone reads it, salutes, and does their level best to execute it to the best of their ability.”
“You’ve obviously forgotten how it really goes. Oh, and then there’s the other poor SOB doing everything he can to kill you. Don’t forget them.”
“Do you think I ever can?” Ruth said, rubbing her shoulder. Even after all these years, it still hurt when the weather changed.
“Sorry. It’s been a lousy day, and tomorrow will likely be worse.”
They settled in the back. A new waiter took their order for two beers and two cheeseburgers with all the trimmings and hurried away.
Ruth’s eyes got distant and took on a glaze. “Next quarter on New Eden, I’m teaching a course on “The Post-Unity War Period and Its Impact on the Initial Phase of the Iteeche War.”
Trouble smiled. She was actually speaking in caps where the course was concerned.
“It has me thinking back to what a mess it was in those days and how it’s not all that different from what we’ve got now.”
“What I remember about then is nothing like what I’m seeing here,” Trouble said to his beer as it arrived.
“That’s because you got your lovely ass out on the line just as fast as you could make it happen. Remember, I got left behind at Savannah, what with our first on her way. The war I saw was a tad different from yours.”
“And now I’m stuck in the cheap seats this time, and I’m seeing what I didn’t see last time,” Trouble said, softening his words with a smile. He hoped.
He must have succeeded, because Ruth took a long pull on her beer and nodded.
“Folks that are not out on the tip of the spear have these other considerations that don’t involve avoiding getting suddenly dead. They’ve got bills to pay and kids to raise. They worry about whether their kids will get drafted into some war they don’t really understand and so totally don’t want to get involved in.”
“This war could end up not two hundred klicks over their heads,” Trouble said, making a thumbs-up sign.
“You know that. You think about that. But not everyone does. I was talking to a friend of mine at lunch. In a public restaurant. The guy in the next booth leaned over and asked us to change the topic. He had his ten-year-old daughter with him and he didn’t want her to have to listen to all our talk of war.”
“What did you do?”
“I told him that it was a free country, and by the time my daughter was ten years old, she’d waved good-bye to her dad three times as he deployed to fight the Iteeche.”
“How’d he take to that?”
“He gave me a look like I was talking about sexually molesting his daughter. Then he and his daughter moved to the other side of the place.”
“So you’re telling me that Ray has a real problem on his hands, and it’s not all in his head.”
“Not by a long shot.”
“Any suggestion how he handles it?”
Their burgers arrived as Ruth laughed. It was a beautiful thing that had silver bells tinkling in it.
They paid proper honors to their burgers. The cook had gotten the onions and lettuce just right. Trouble got Ruth’s tomatoes which, as usual, made his burger almost too sloppy to eat. They had both finished their first bite when Ruth went on.
“I doubt there is anything I can say that will change Ray’s mind about anything he intends to do. That man is more pigheaded than all the pigs on a dozen pig farms, combined. No, I’ll do what I can. No doubt, I and my class will be drawing similarities between then and now. Oh, and the education channel on Eden has asked me to let them tape much of the class for net availability.”
“And you jumped to approve the request.”
Ruth got very ladylike. “Well, I did agree, after some careful negotiations. I get to approve what classes they film. And I approve the final edits.”
“Something I forgot to negotiate before my interview,” Trouble said, with a growl.
“Winston did not edit your interview. It’s the other guys. So long as they don’t quote too much of you, they can call it ‘fair use,’ and use it.”
“There ought to be a law against unfair use, slicing and dicing me up so that I don’t say what I said.”
“Yes, I agree, General. And what would you propose as language for that wonderful new law?” Ruth said, eyes shining.
“How should I know? I’m just an old mud soldier.”
Ruth took another bite of her burger, then put it down as she chewed slowly. Swallowing, she put a hand on Trouble’s elbow. “Enough of this for tonight, soldier. Tomorrow will come, and we’ll muddle through it somehow. Now, hard as it is for you to believe, Kris is not our only great-granddaughter. We’ve got a passel of others, and I think it’s time we talked about someone else.”
“And you have one in mind, no doubt,” Trouble said.
“Yep. Monica’s youngest girl. She’s got a bit of a wild streak, and there’s this girl.”
“Isn’t there always?” Trouble said with a sigh.
“Who plays in a band.”
“A musician, huh?”
“Yep. Drummer, no less.”
“Oh, this just gets better and better. Gee, wife, it’s almost like I’ve heard this one a couple of thousand times before.”
“Isn’t it wonderful? One of our problems is straight out of the cliché locker.”
“I didn’t think any of our seed would be so trite,” Trouble said, and laughed.
They spent the rest of the evening comparing problems that might be common to any other set of parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents.
And enjoyed it.
* * *
Trouble’s computer woke him at 0542 the next morning. “The king requests your presence,” it whispered.
Silently, the old general rolled out of bed and was done with his shower five minutes later. Shaved and ready to dress, he tiptoed from the bath.
To find his wife greeting him with a cup of coffee and a breakfast bar.
“I thought I’d let you sleep in,” he said, taking the offered cup.
“This may be the only time I see you today,” she said, heading for her own dresser. She quickly pulled out slacks and a sweater.
“You don’t have to get dressed.”
“I likely should if I’m going to drive you to the palace. Don’t want to give the poor Marines on duty a heart attack, do I?”
“Ah, yes, definitely get dressed. You might not give them a heart attack dressed the way you are at the moment, but you’d definitely be a distraction.”
She threw her nighty at him and added a kiss. Then both turned to make themselves presentable for the day.
Trouble dressed casually. It would very likely to be a long and difficult day. There was no reason why he had to be uncomfortable as well.
Trouble made one more effort to save his wife from driving him in. “I can call a cab,” he offered, “or drive myself.”
“Love, this is a workday. There’s no place to park, and getting a cab to take you downtown right now might take you halfway to noon. Nope, Sailor, I’m your ride, and don’t you talk back to me.”
“Never, kind lady.”
So it happened that, in the middle of rush-hour traffic, Ruth pulled up to the Grand Hotel and dropped her husband off.
“Pay toll,” she demanded as he started to open the door. So he leaned over, intent to offer a peck, and got pulled into one of those kisses that should be followed by getting a room.
“Remember what’s real, honey,” Ruth whispered as she broke for air.
“How can I forget when I’ve got you to remind me?”
With the scent of her still with him, he made his way through the security screenings with a smile on his face.
He only lost the smile when he opened the door to Ray’s office.
“Can you believe they sent the whole thing?” Ray was shouting as he came around his desk.
“The whole what?” was all that Trouble could think to say.
“Kris’s entire report,” Crossie answered. “Relax, Ray. It’s in a tight cipher, and they’re sending it highest priority. It’s not waiting around anywhere for someone else to pick it off.”
“It’s on the comm net. Someone will copy it,” the king insisted.
“What’s in the report?” Trouble asked. Enough with the security freak-out.
“They had the battle,” Mac said, looking up from a pile of flimsies. “We kicked their alien butts.”
“And they kicked ours,” Ray spat. “There’s a reason why no ship has followed the Wasp back. There aren’t any left.”
“That’s not for sure,” Mac said. “The Hornet is not accounted for, and two of the battleships were last seen running.”
“Battleships were running?” Trouble echoed. Battleships don’t run. They blow things up. And if they did need to run, it meant they were in deep shit because battleships are too big to run very fast. They blow things up. They did not run away.
“Can I see some of that?” Trouble asked. There was only one copy of the report. It was a hard copy, and it was being handed around in parts. Trouble got in line. Apparently, the last place in line.
He read what Kris had titled The Executive Brief Summary. And it was brief.
They kicked butt. They got their butts kicked by what was left over, and they ran. What with them having done major damage to the huge mother ship, the aliens were not at all inclined to let them just run away. The aliens chased. The humans fled. Some of Kris’s ships couldn’t run so good, so they fought.
“Damn, that takes courage,” Trouble muttered as he read on.
“Which?” Mac asked. “The courage to fight when you’re cornered or the courage to let others die so you can keep on running and maybe get the word back that we’ve got ourselves one hell of an enemy?”
“Both,” Trouble said.
“Christ on a crutch,” the king exploded. “They’ve got babies! Alien babies for Christ’s sake!”
“Babies?” got Trouble’s attention. He slipped around the king’s desk to read over his shoulder. It rapidly got crowded as both Mac and Crossie joined him.
“Aren’t they cute?” Trouble said. “They look just like my latest great-grandbaby.”
“Their parents tried to save them,” Mac noted, “but couldn’t save themselves.”
“Their parents were cold-blooded murderers, and they were coming for us,” Crossie added darkly.
“Or for the Iteeche,” Ray corrected. “Which, at the moment, is pretty much the same as us. Can’t believe I said that,” the king muttered as he let Trouble get his hands on the babies’ picture.
“Oh good God!” the king exploded again. “The head honcho from Chance got to walk off with one of the baby pictures.”
“He did?” Crossie didn’t actually ask.
“He did. Kris gave it to him, and Sandy didn’t get it back from him.”
“So, the rest of humanity gets to see some cute babies,” Trouble said. “There have been worse first contacts.”
“I’ve got enough problems getting people to look to their own defense without some nanny waving this picture at me and insisting, ‘Aren’t they cute?’”
“The story is pretty grim,” Trouble pointed out. “The ship they were on blasted the comm buoy as soon as it tried to contact them. We had to blast the ship to save our own. It looks like someone sabotaged the escaping launch, so the parents died. They managed to save the kids. That doesn’t sound like a nice story to me.”
“But who’s going to listen to your story, Trouble,” the king spat, “when they’ve got this cute baby picture to wave? Just like my latest great-grandkid, you said. I can hear it on every street corner.”
Mac nudged Trouble and raised an eyebrow. He didn’t have to tell Trouble that his granny would be waving the picture at the next family get-together.
“We’ve got problems,” Crossie said with finality.
“We’ve likely got bigger problems than any of you are thinking about,” Ray said.
“Which of our problems looks the meanest to you, Ray?” Trouble asked.
“This planet that Kris saved. What did the original report say about it? They were just launching their very first space mission.”
That got general agreement from the king’s listeners.
“And that bunch of newbies to space were able to wreak this kind of havoc on a moon-size alien base ship in the next system from their home planet,” the king said, waving the picture Kris sent of the huge alien ship just before the Wasp ducked out of the system.
“I see the problem,” Trouble said. “Whether the survivors of this horde go on to take down that planet, or their cousin horde does it, they’re going to put those people over a barrel and demand to know how they did this.”
“And none of them will know what the aliens are talking about,” Mac said.
“It means those bug-eyed monsters are going to come looking for who did this to their dumb cuz, and if they’re as implacable as those that wouldn’t quit chasing our corvettes . . .” Crossie didn’t finish his sentence.
“And our Kris just gave them another hot datum all the way over on this side of the galaxy,” Ray spat.
“It’s not like she had a whole lot of choice,” Trouble stepped in to defend the point of the spear from those who seemed to have forgotten what it was like out there, assuming they’d ever been there. “If that scout had gotten a good picture of the Iteeche Empire, the alien mother ships would be hotfooting it for here just as fast as their low-gee bodies could jump.”
“We need to keep their attention all the hell and gone over there,” Mac said.
“And how do you propose we do that?” Crossie shot back. “I still have no idea how Kris got those eight battleships and four corvettes all the way over there. I’ve read the account of her battle twice, and it seems like there was more luck involved in her battle than any sane commander has a right to expect. Anybody here have any idea how someone kills the next one of those monsters?”
Nobody offered a suggestion. Trouble just shook his head.
Ray took a while to absorb his chief spy’s horror story. When he spoke, it was slowly, as if he were thinking out loud.
“We need to get some kind of fleet over there to at least give the aliens a bloody nose the next time they go after that planet. Something that will give them enough of a fight that they figure we just got lucky last time, and there’s no need to go looking for something, or someone, else.”
“Who you going to volunteer for that suicide mission?” Trouble asked.
“This is all a pipe dream,” Mac said. “A fleet requires a base force. And if you’re going to put it all the way to hell and gone, they’ll need a fleet train. This is not a small sacrifice you’re talking about. This is a major investment and one we’re going to lose. Totally lose. I hear you, Your Majesty, and Crossie, wondering where you are going to get a fleet to defend human space. Why are we talking about throwing away a big hunk of our limited assets when we don’t have anything close to what we need for our own critical defense?”
The room fell very silent on that thought.
Around Trouble, the others began to once again immerse themselves in the report. Maybe there was an answer buried somewhere in it.
A half hour later, Trouble was tired of his brain’s running around in a hamster wheel, going nowhere, but doing it with a whole lot of effort.
“Ray, is that wall screen of yours secure?”
“As secure as anything in this room,” the king muttered.
“Mind if I use it to organize my thoughts?”
“Help yourself.”
“Okay. Priority one, we have to defend human space. Iteeche space if we can.”
Those words appeared on the wall monitor, replacing a lovely picture of a running brook in autumn that had not been helping anyone feel calm.
“Secondly, it would be nice if we could put up enough of a fight all the way on the other side of the galaxy so that these alien murderers didn’t come hunting for the ‘real’ source of their most recent defeat.”
“I’m not sure that qualifies as second priority,” Crossie said.
“We’ll argue numbers later,” Trouble retorted.
“We need to outpost all the star systems in human space,” Mac said, the practical military planner. “If some alien scout jumps into our space anytime soon, we need to know it. Maybe we can deploy an interceptor force to take them down before they see too much and report. Yes, yes, I know,” Mac said, waving Crossie back into his seat. “The more hot datums we give them, the more attention we’ll draw. Still, they’re just guessing there is something over here. They don’t know.”
“No,” Crossie growled, “I wasn’t coming out of my seat to argue with you. We also need to build an early-warning system of buoys out beyond our space.”
“First, we picket our own systems,” the king said, “then we get outposts. First things first.”
“And the nice thing about this is that it’s not going to cost us an arm and a leg,” Crossie said. “Just drop off some cheap warning buoys. Any schooner or corvette can do that.”
“And if we do get scouted,” Trouble said, “we can let everyone know it’s not just way out there, but getting real close here.”
“We’ll burn that bridge when we come to it,” Ray said. “And I do like your idea, Mac, of getting some cruiser squadrons deployed to back up the pickets. Did Kris give us a report on how big that scout ship was?”
Mac found that reference and pointed it out to the King.
He whistled. “That big? Ouch!”
“I don’t think they go in for small,” Trouble said. “If they’ve been in space for a hundred thousand years and can exploit all the resources of a system, no wonder they’ve got a lot of crap.”
“But if they’ve got access all the resources of a system,” Mac said slowly, “why pillage a planet down to bedrock? Bringing stuff up from a high-gravity well like that planet they raped has got to be a whole lot less efficient than just drilling the stuff out of an asteroid.”
“That doesn’t make any sense,” the king agreed.
“Maybe it doesn’t have to,” Trouble said.
“In what way?” Crossie asked.
“We exploit resources because we need them. Right?” Trouble said.
“Of course. Why else would we go after any resource?” the king said, annoyed by the drift of this conversation.
“But what if killing the intelligent life was the main reason for landing, and the extraction of resources was just a way of marking their territory?”
“Not just kill them, but desecrate the corpse?” Mac said.
“Yes,” Trouble said.
“That’s just sick,” Crossie said.
“Sick, but something we’ve got to consider about our new best enemy,” the king said slowly. “Trouble, have I ever told you that I hate you?”
“Regularly, Ray. Kind of like old times, ain’t it?”
“Too much like old times,” the king growled. “Okay, okay. Back to Trouble’s board. Is there anything else we should put at the top of our Do or Die List?”
“Maybe move the outposting to a subcategory under defend human space,” Crossie said.
“Crossie, you’re quibbling and not adding anything,” the king said.
For a long minute, the four men eyed the board . . . and came up with nothing.
“Okay,” the king said. “Now, how do we defend human space? And I include in that getting the budget we need to build a battle fleet and the people to crew it. Several of them, as well as put a decent defense system up on every major planet.”
“Whether they want it or not?” Mac asked.
“Whether they want to pay for it or not,” the king shot back.
“I was hoping we could just talk about the military problems,” Trouble said.
“We can’t talk about the military without talking about the money,” the king pointed out. “And we can’t talk about the money without talking about taxes. Which also means we have to talk about getting the taxpayer on board with this whole project. Don’t you just love democracy?”
“Lousy form of government,” Trouble admitted, “but the best anyone’s come up with. Hey, am I quoting someone?”
“Very likely,” the king agreed. “You can look up the quote when you have spare time. Now, boys, let’s dig in. I want ideas and I want them now.”
* * *
Ruth picked Trouble up when he finally got free. It was late in the evening by then, and he was exhausted, both mentally and physically.
“You hungry, dear?”
“No. They’ve been pouring coffee down our gullets all day, along with sandwiches. I’m too exhausted to bite anything. Just take me home and pour me into bed.”
She took him home, but he found he wanted a shower before the bed. Still, Ruth was waiting as he stumbled from the bathroom.
He hit the pillow and didn’t even bounce.
“Rough day?” was all Ruth said as she began to massage the knots in his back.
Ruth had once taken a course on massage. Trouble wasn’t sure that what she did to him was by any of the books, but there was no question that his wife’s hands roving his body was a delight to endure.
“Yeah, rough day,” Trouble mumbled into the pillow.
“You want to talk about it?” was accompanied by hands working down toward the small of his back.
“Not much I can say,” he said. “Not much that would surprise you, anyway,” he managed to get out, between several moans of pleasure as his back relaxed under her wandering fingers.
“Try and surprise me,” she said.
“Ray’s an ass,” he told the pillow.
“Nope. No surprise there,” she said, and her fingers wandered below the small of his back.
“Please don’t go there. I really am tired, and I’m afraid if you start something, I’ll fall asleep right in the middle of it.”
She settled down beside him, but her hands still roved, soothing the taut muscles of his back. “You really are beat.”
“Honey, you don’t know how hard it is not to kill idiots when they so richly deserve being throttled.”
“You’re getting forgetful, aren’t you? We’ve been in meetings where I damn near did kill some of the idiots.”
“Yeah,” Trouble said. “I guess I am forgetting old times. Strange how we remember all the good times and manage to forget the rest.”
“Not strange, just very human, love. Now you go to sleep, and I’ll keep you safe.”
Trouble didn’t manage another word. Sometimes it’s just smart for a husband to let his wife get the final word. Oftentimes.
Especially when he’s really tired.
* * *
“General, you are wanted at the Royal Court,” woke Trouble. Considering how loud the voice was, it must have been the fifth or fifteenth time.
“Thank you, computer, I’m up,” he said, feeling not at all like getting up.
Somehow, Ruth was still sleeping beside him. He made his way to the bathroom and ran a hot shower. With time short, he shaved there.
No surprise, Ruth handed him a cup of coffee as he headed for the closet. Today, he’d wear his uniform with full ribbons. If he had to speak for the poor damned souls on the tip of the spear, he’d look like someone who’d been there.
“We’ve got trouble,” Ruth said as she turned away and clicked on the TV in the bedroom. It was an old set they hadn’t used much in the last fifteen years. Not since they had both officially and finally retired.
They weren’t about to let the news be all that important.
The TV came on to a news channel. There was Vicky Peterwald. All redheaded and voluptuous.
“Damn, what is she almost not wearing?” Trouble said, dressing.
“Don’t worry, she won’t be wearing it in a minute.”
“She’s talking about the Voyage of Discovery and the battle, isn’t she?”
“Definitely.”
“So why’s she dressed like a stripper?”
Ruth sighed. “So all the media outlets will carry this after she falls out of it not just once, but twice!”
“Did she just say our Kris seduced the other admirals into attacking the aliens?”
Ruth shook her head. “I ran it back three times the first time I heard her say that. The words don’t quite add up to that accusation. But if you’re inclined to think that way, it will be a tiny hop, skip, and jump to that conclusion.”
“Ray is going to go ballistic.”
“Gee, and he called for you right off the bat. Think you can catch him on the second bounce?”
Now it was Trouble’s turn to shake his head. “Who’s going to catch me?”
“I’ll be right here, waiting. Just call me before you’re so all tuckered out that you got nothing for your best girlfriend.”
“I’ll try, honey, I’ll try, but no promises. It’s Ray we’re dealing with.”
“Ray and our Kris,” Ruth said. “Any chance I could come along? Maybe put an oar in the water for all us women. Women who’ve been out there as well as waited for you big lug-heads to come home.”
Trouble just shook his head.
“Yeah. Ruth is too close to Rita,” she said.
“And you even look a bit like her, love. Even I’ve made the mistake once or twice.”
“Too many ghosts in that man’s life.” Ruth said.
The drive to the Royal Chambers was a quite one.
Ray was in a full Wild Man mode by the time Trouble walked into this office.
“Trouble, has your granddaughter been sleeping with the admirals?” he demanded before Trouble was hardly in the door.
“My great-granddaughter also happens to be your great-granddaughter,” Trouble reminded His Royal Highhorseness. “Remember, she hasn’t even managed to bed that handsome guy we arranged to take care of her security, and he’s always at her elbow.”
“You sure?”
“Ray, Ruth is sure.”
“Yeah, and women usually know before us guys do,” Ray said, seeming to accept that . . . for the moment.
“Besides,” Trouble went on, “we have her report from before they sortied to contact. The admirals bought in because they wanted to buy in.”
“That was only her report,” Crossie put in, gently, like a snake hissing.
“The decision was made in an online conference,” Mac pointed out. From the looks of the poor fellow, he’d slept in his office. He was badly in need of a shower, a shave, and a less wrinkled shirt.
“They would be in the Wasp’s logs, wouldn’t they?” Trouble said, knowing very well what the answer was but wanting to walk as softly as he could . . . at least before noon.
It clearly was going to be a long day.
“Send for those logs,” Ray snapped. “I want the originals. That ship’s a wreck. Bring the logs and storage out of the Wasp. Then scrap her where she is.”
“I’m ordering that as you speak,” Mac said, turning away to issue the necessary orders through his commlink.
“Now, how do we get that naked girl off the TV?” Ray muttered to himself. “Crossie, could you get to the media outlets? Make them see this is a bunch of bunk. Lies.”
“We could get the real story out,” Trouble suggested. “Have Captain Drago on the Wasp hold a news conference and publish the logs of the ship for all to see,” Trouble suggested.
“Then it would all be out of our control,” Crossie said. “That would be a political disaster.”
“It would be the truth,” Trouble pointed out.
“And when did that ever matter to those newshounds?” Ray almost spat. “You saw yesterday what they did to you. You spoke the truth, and they cut it to ribbons. No, we’ve got to close this down. Put a damper on it,” Ray ordered.
The problem was, Trouble looked around, and there was no one at hand to salute and make it happen.
“If we can close it down, we can let it out a bit at a time, as it suits our purpose,” Crossie said. “Let folks know what we want them to know when we’re ready for them to know it.”
“This doesn’t feel good to me,” Trouble said.
“You never did like news management,” Ray said, getting up from his desk and coming around to rest a hand on Trouble’s shoulder. “You’re a good line beast, Trouble. See the hill. Take the hill. That’s what I always liked about you, Trouble. But this is a different matter.”
The king turned to Crossie and Mac. “Turn this off. Close it down. Nothing more comes out. We’ve seen this before. They’ve got to fill news twenty-four/seven. If nothing new comes out about this for a couple of news cycles, they’ll be all howling off for something else. Crossie, you know anything interesting that hasn’t broken yet?”
“I know three or four sex scandals that I don’t think you’d mind if they broke in the next couple of days.”
“Make them happen,” the king said, then turned to Mac. “Get the word out to Sandy. I want the lid on that ship and crew. Nothing. Absolutely nothing leaks out. Swear the crew to secrecy under pain of all kinds of misery. That should be enough for the contract crew. The Navy and Marine types get a transport out of there fast. Move them to some out-of-the-way posts. Places no newsie can trace them to.”
“I’ll make it happen, Your Highness,” Mac said, coming to attention and saluting, like a good field marshal.
“Now, Trouble, you and me have some time on our hands. Kris is coming back at 3.5 gees, so she’ll be here in two or three days. We need to plan what we want to talk to her about and what we want to do about this hot potato she’s dropped in our lap.”
“Yes, we do,” Trouble said.
They spent the rest of the day looking at the political and military options. That involved sitting through the video take from the battle several times. Each time they watched it, Trouble was left shaking his head.
“Kris went up against that!” was the frequent refrain from both of them.
As a ground pounder, Trouble found himself especially moved by the huge force that deployed from the mining head in the system one out from the one where they faced the huge mother ship.
“Kris really saved some serious Marine bacon that time,” Trouble said. Ray seemed quite impressed with Kris as well, but he was falling more and more silent. By the end of the day, Trouble was happy to leave him to brood over thoughts he seemed reluctant to share.
Since he escaped feeling less run through a wringer, Ruth and he enjoyed a fine dinner at a new steak house his wife had read a review on. Trouble was halfway through a delicious sirloin when a hulking fellow came up to their table, put both his hands on it, and leaned into Trouble’s face.
“You the general who wants us all to go to war?” came with hundred-proof breath and too much spit.
Trouble had met his kind before. Now he was older. He chose to ignore him and cut another bit of steak.
“I’m talking to you,” the interruption blustered at full volume. “I saw you on TV. You want to draft my kid into some war for your greater glory, right?”
Ruth rested a restraining hand on his arm. Trouble gave her a quick smile and put down his knife and fork, the better to make sure he didn’t apply them to deflating this buffoon.
“I’m retired, fellow, so I doubt I’ll be fighting in the future,” he said with deadly calm. “However, I didn’t notice a lot of glory facing waves of Iteeche in that war.”
The blowhard opened his mouth, but a young man was suddenly at his elbow. “Dad, the desert’s here. Mom was wondering where you were.”
Deftly, the youth maneuvered his father away from Trouble’s table and headed him off for other places to bluster.
Ray couldn’t help but notice the young man’s long, delicate fingers.
As the pair made their way out of Trouble’s space, the youth turned back. “I’m studying to be a concert pianist. I really want to make it before I’m too old. Please don’t draft me into some war.”
Trouble found himself nodding at the kid’s plea.
With them gone, he turned back to Ruth. She was applying a napkin to her lips.
“Lots of young people with lots of dreams that don’t involve toting a gun, humping a pack, or doing their level best not to get suddenly dead before they’re twenty-one,” was all she said.
They finished their meal in silence. Which encouraged them to skip desert. Or rather to save the desert for when they got home. Thus, they both enjoyed themselves that evening.
* * *
Trouble awoke the next morning feeling eager to tackle the evils of the day.
But when he arrived at the Royal Chambers, Trouble found himself assigned to work with Navy types to put their early-warning system in place. Although the squids hadn’t been admitted into the contents of Kris’s latest report, they seemed fully motivated by what they’d seen in Kris’s earlier report from before they sortied to intercept the alien invasion force.
The admiral Trouble drew to head up this effort had a good head on his shoulders. He already had an inventory of all jump buoys and automated communication stations available in storage. Schooners and buoy tenders would do the initial deployment of these.
It still left them with a whole lot of uncovered systems.
Which meant meeting with Procurement after lunch. These folks, mostly civilians, didn’t need to be told this was important. They turned to quickly, applying what they knew about procurement practices. In only minutes, they had called up their own data on who made what and what was the cheapest way to get them making more.
Just before the midafternoon break for coffee, Admiral Crossenshield dropped in and answered the question that everyone had but no one wanted to voice.
“I’ve got a funding source that we can tap for this,” he said with a canary-that-ate-the-cat smile.
“Good, I’ve got people who need that money,” Trouble said, and they set about spending it. The coffee break kind of got forgotten, but enough portable caffeine was delivered soon after, leaving Trouble to wonder just how much Crossie was playing him . . . and this entire exercise.
Done, Trouble tried to drop in on the king, but it turned out that he was out. So he did drop in on Mac.
They exchanged pleasantries; Trouble brought the field marshal up to date on the early-warning system, and he seemed happy.
“Do you have a better ETA on Kris?” Trouble asked.
“I’m told it will be tomorrow. I’m not sure when,” Mac answered vaguely.
With nothing more to say, Trouble called Ruth for a pickup and set out to enjoy the evening. Soon, they wouldn’t be enjoying evenings together for a while. She was due to leave for New Eden in a week, so they made the most of their time together.
Through eighty-plus years split between each other and the Corps, they’d learned to make the most of what they had.
* * *
Mac hated lying to Trouble. Then again, as Crossie said, it wasn’t exactly a lie. Crossie had told Mac that Kris would be arriving tomorrow. And since Mac already knew she’d actually be arriving tonight, it was not a lie to say he wasn’t sure when tomorrow she’d arrive.
Still, all faking aside, Mac hated lying to Trouble as much as he hated keeping the old warrior out of the meeting the king had set up with their mutual great-granddaughter.
But orders were orders.
As soon as Trouble was well gone, Mac abandoned the mess on his desk after extracting a few things he’d work on tonight. He’d been following Crossie’s efforts to keep the newsies away from the meeting. Somehow, a couple of them had gotten wind of Kris’s early arrival.
The meeting had already been moved twice.
A final check before leaving showed Mac that it had been moved a third time.
He called for his car and gave the driver only general directions. It was probably unnecessary cloak-and-dagger crap, but he’d save the actual address until the last moment.
It was raining. Raining hard. The night was as black as Mac felt. He was torn. He admired and respected Ray Longknife. Hell, the man was a legend.
He was also Mac’s king.
Still, this whole thing stank to high heavens. Damn it, Kris and her tiny band of survivors deserved a parade down every Main Street in human space. If not for themselves, then for those that hadn’t made it back.
Mac shook his head. That was not going to happen.
Certainly not if Ray had any say-so in the matter.
Had the legend gotten too old and too tired to tackle a new set of problems?
Mac hated to even think that.
Still, the thought had been trying to cross his mind a lot since that first message about Kris Longknife had come in. Would the legend of old have hidden from a problem of this size?
No, that wasn’t the right question. The king was not hiding from the problem. He was tackling it just as much as he could with the resources he had on hand.
That was it. He was limiting himself to what he had on hand. Why was the man unwilling to bring more people into this? They were the ones who would be dying in industrial numbers if one of those monster ships showed up overhead.
Did the people really need to be manipulated into doing something about the danger that could even now be headed their way?
But, of course, that was the problem.
Was such a menace headed their way?
And if it didn’t show up in a week, or a month, or a year, how long could the human psyche stay on guard for something that might never show, or could show up tomorrow?
Mac had been searching his memory for any other general who’d faced a leadership challenge anywhere close to this. So far, he’d come up blank.
The driver asked for further directions, and Mac gave them to him. He couldn’t help but notice that the woman was driving a good ten klicks below the posted speed limit. Between the rain and the dark, it was that bad.
That left Mac to muse, was even nature so opposed to what they were doing that it wept?
“You’re too old to be a poet, and too stuck in your ways to change that much,” he muttered to himself. Or maybe he was just too old for this kind of shit.
But his mumbling brought a question from the young woman driving, and he had to deflect her from his ruminations.
Fortunately, they were soon there. “There” proved to be a darkly lit mansion whose edges got lost in the surrounding gloom. Fortunately for Mac, the place came with a portico that allowed him to dismount the car without getting drowned. There were Marines about, most in full battle rattle, but the one who opened the door for him was in dress blue and reds.
Just inside, a major pointed Mac upstairs to a door guarded by a pair of sergeants. Somebody was taking no chances with some kid talking. Inside, Mac found Ray and Crossie, hands behind their backs, talking among themselves as they gazed out a window into the gloom.
The room was a very tastefully done study that smelled strongly of money. Off to one side was a fireplace. On another evening, it might have been called cheery. Tonight, it struggled against the gloom . . . and failed miserably.
Central to the entire blend of wood paneling and thick carpet was an exquisite marble desk. The king turned away from the window, but not toward the desk. Instead, he settled into an overstuffed chair with its back to the fireplace.
There were three other similar chairs, one at his right and left, and a final one facing him. Before Crossie settled into the right-hand one, he handed Mac an envelope.
Mac started to open it, but the king put a restraining hand on his arm. “You’ll know when to open it,” he said. No better informed, Mac tried to get comfortable in the left chair.
For a moment he fidgeted, eyeing the large envelope uneasily, but no one did anything, so he settled himself down for the wait.
It wasn’t long.
Kris entered the room and, so it seemed to Mac, overpowered it.
Her and her stink.
She must not have bathed for a week. Her rank aroma advanced well ahead of her. Her undress whites were wrinkled and sweat-stained. On most subordinates, all of this would have brought a sour, disapproving scowl to Mac’s face.
But that was not his reaction to this young woman. She strode toward them with both power and purpose. Her eyes held Mac, and he found himself sitting up straighter in his chair as if he was the junior and she the senior officer present.
Damn, she’s come a long way from the mutinous ensign I first dressed down.
Kris reached the empty chair and pushed it aside with a swift shove of her hips.
The room hung on the silence. Mac took a deep breath and waited to see who would dare take the lead.
Kris eyed them. There was nothing defiant in her eyes, but nothing subservient either. Mac searched his memory for when he’d seen that stance before. Yes. Ray had looked just like that standing before a commander’s call. His glance alone had brought a crowd of headstrong officers from a hundred different worlds to expectant silence.
It was Ray who finally broke the silence. “What have you been up to?”
“Nothing you folks didn’t want me to do,” Kris shot right back.
“That’s not true,” Crossie seemed almost to whine as he contradicted her.
“Isn’t it?” Kris answered. “I wanted to take a squadron of tiny scouts out to see what lurked in the big, bad universe. Lightly armed and traveling fast, we could see what there was to see and run home quick with our report. So what do you send me out there with, Crossie? Eight battleships! Even better, you get three shills to serve up the ships. None from Wardhaven, excuse me, the United Society, or whatever you’re calling it now. Nope, we’re sending scouts. They’re the ones sending the battleships.”
Kris paused. No one dared take the floor away from her. “Of course, you’re sending out a Longknife, and everyone knows that Longknifes go loaded for a fight. That’s what the legend says, right, Grampa?”
The sarcasm was thick enough for Mac to cut with a knife. Dear God, grant me to never have a grandkid this mad at me, he prayed.
The king shook his head. “They chose what they sent. They gave them their own orders.”
“Yes they did, thank you very much,” Kris almost snarled. “Of course, Crossie here sent them out a copy of our secret meeting. He made sure they knew there was something nasty out there.”
Again, Kris paused, but neither Mac nor anyone present was about to put an oar in these trouble waters.
Kris went on. “But eight dinky battleships were hardly enough to take on those alien monsters. No sir, I may be a Longknife, but even I’m not that crazy. Or not that crazy yet. How many years, Grampa, does it take to get as crazy as the legend needs?”
“A bit longer, Kris,” her grandfather said softly. Mac measured his words for feelings and found a definite lack. Where had this man learned to deal with his own flesh and blood?
Or is there any flesh and blood in him? Mac wondered.
“So, you sent me the Hellburners.”
“Hellburners?” Mac found he’d spoken only when he heard the sound of his own voice.
“Yeah, that’s what we named the torpedoes with chunks of a neutron star in their warheads. By the way, we managed to spike that stuff with antimatter. Boy, you talk about an explosion.”
“How did it go?” the king asked.
“Rather spectacular. That huge mother ship . . . about the size of a big moon . . . we clobbered it. Maybe as much as half of her was gone when we had to duck out on the show in a hurry. Best guess is we killed ten, twenty billion aliens. Maybe more.”
Mac found himself measuring the child . . . and found her as cold as the father. Was this a show she was putting on, or had something happened to her out there?
“The problem, Grampa, was that the monster mother ship had kittens. Lots and lots of kittens. Huge things that made our battlewagons look tiny. And boy, were they mad. They took off after us like you’d expect someone who had just beat up their mother ship.
“And surprise of surprises, those kittens pack a wallop. Laser and lasers and more lasers. They didn’t have any armor. Something tells me they’ve been the biggest, meanest bastards around for a long time. Nobody’s gotten a good hit on them for a while. We changed that. I expect they’ll be slapping on the protection real quick.”
“I warned you not to use our best weapon right off,” Mac told his king.
“Duly noted,” the king muttered, dismissing Mac’s renewed concern with a few curt words. “Kris, did you take out the mother ship?”
“I don’t know. Things got bad, and we had to run. It’s all in my report. But you might want to read the addendum first.”
“Why?” the king asked evenly.
“Because we ran into another alien ship on our way home. It was a scout ship that managed to jump deep into the Iteeche Empire and, bad luck for it, landed in the one worthless system where we were refueling. Likely they planned to make a couple of small jumps, glance into several systems, then run home. That didn’t happen. We killed it.”
“Good.” Mac found that he and Crossie had spoken at the same time.
“However, a couple tried to escape with their babies. Cutest things. We got them alive. Not the parents, the hatch on their craft came open. They’re dead. The kids are alive. And we’ve got a DNA sample of the aliens sniffing around the rim of the Iteeche Empire.”
“Are they the same ones you ran into before?” the king asked.
“Yes and no. We’ve got DNA from three of the four groups we ran into. If we can trust the DNA results, they are related. Related,” Kris repeated quickly, “but distantly, like no intermarriage in the last hundred thousand years for some. Apparently, we ran into three or four different monster mother ships wandering the stars looking for systems to devour. How much you want to bet me that we’ve found all there are?”
“Shit,” Mac said, and discovered the other two men, even the king who was never flustered, had also resorted to cursing.
Kris seemed satisfied with what she had said and settled into the chair she’d ignored earlier.
“That changes everything,” Mac said, glancing at the king.
“No it doesn’t,” Crossie insisted.
“The people aren’t ready for another long war,” King Ray said, his voice sounding like a man who hadn’t slept in a thousand years. “We need more time to mobilize them. There are enough complaints about taxes as it is. If we start building a huge Navy, there’ll be hell to pay.”
“Ah, guys, one word of straight dope,” Kris interjected. “Wars come when someone else decides, not when you’re ready for them.”
“You shut up, woman!” Crossie shouted. This was possibly the first time Mac had ever heard the cold fish raise his voice. “If you’d done what we wanted, there wouldn’t be any of this trouble.”
“You sent me the weapons,” Kris snarled. “And you dare tell me you didn’t want me to use them! If you hadn’t sent me those Hellburners, I wouldn’t have had two cents to put in. As it was, they were worth a good fifty cents.”
“Gentlemen, gentlemen,” the king said, raising both hands for quiet. “Arguing what might have been is a fool’s game. We have to think of what to do now. Kris, you nailed that alien scout?”
“Totally. That joker will not be reporting.”
“So that band of aliens will not have a potential hot datum. However, what Kris did on the other side of the galaxy has got to draw their attention. Even if the tribes have wandered far from each other, having one of their mother ships blown to hell will focus their attention. That should buy us time. We can use it to start a media campaign to prepare the voters for what’s to come.”
Kris jumped to her feet, head shaking. “Assuming that what’s to come ain’t coming at you already. You men disgust me. I’ve had it being your cat’s-paw. Mac, give me my papers. I’ll sign them. I quit.”
For the first couple of years of Kris’s Navy career, every time she was called to Mac’s office for a little talk, he’d had her resignation papers filled out and in hand. He’d been quick to offer them to her for her signature. She was a problem, and Mac really wished she’d find some nice quiet job far from him and his Navy, like lion tamer in some honest circus.
Now she was demanding her resignation papers.
But across from Mac, Crossie was pointing him to the envelope in his hands. Mac opened it. The papers that fell into his lap weren’t resignation forms.
They were orders.
Mac looked at the king. He was studying his great-granddaughter and saying nothing.
Mac turned to Crossie. He had a shit-eating grin on his face like a man who’d just rigged the lottery.
So this was what the spy boss and the king had been up to while Mac had been busy elsewhere. Mac shook his head sadly.
Damn, but I’ve been outmaneuvered here.
“What’s the matter?” Kris snapped. “You’ve wanted me to quit for years.”
The king spoke before Mac could get a word out. “We can’t have you out there on talk shows like that Amanda girl. You’re pretty enough that they’d all want you. And you talking up a war right now is not what I want. Sorry, Kris, but you are in the Navy, and you’ll stay in the Navy.”
“I’ve finished my service requirement,” Kris spat.
“Yes, but I have declared an emergency. No one leaves without our letting them out. And you, young lady, we won’t let out. Mac here has found a job for you. Madigan’s Rainbow wants a squadron of fast patrol boats to help them control their system’s space. We think you’re just the person to command their boats.”
“I’ll still find an open mic,” Kris said, standing up.
“Not on Madigan’s Rainbow,” Crossie shot back with a grin that was full of more evil than even Mac thought the man was capable of.
Kris eyed them. Mac did his best to show the confidence the other two exuded that they had her just where they wanted her.
Finally, she shook her head. Mac identified anger, frustration, and, worst of all for him to see, disgust.
When she spoke, her words came slow and loaded. Mac could remember when words like those took inches of skin off plebes.
“Once you may have been a great general, Raymond Longknife, maybe even a brilliant one. But now, you’re just a two-bit politician.”
She stood there, glaring at the king as he stared back at her, his face an unreadable mask set in stone. Mac kept waiting for Ray to say something, but he didn’t say a word. He just looked at his great-granddaughter, showing not a flicker of emotion.
Finally, Kris did an about-face that would have made any DI proud and quick marched from the room.
When the door slammed behind her, Mac turned to the others. “That didn’t go down all that well. Now what?”
“Now we do exactly what we planned on doing,” Crossie said, eyeing the king.
Ray nodded. “Yes,” he hissed.
The two of them slow marched from the room, leaving Mac behind to study the orders he would somehow have to get to Kris. Correction, that he would have someone else get to Kris. That woman was so furious that there was no way Mac would go near her without a battalion of Marines in attendance.
And between him and her.
But the problem was, she was right.
She was right, and the king was wrong.
Contemplating that and the full implication of such a thought, Mac headed down to meet his ride home.
* * *
Mac was still musing on what he had seen and been made a guilty bystander to the next morning as he handwrote a letter to the king. He was on his fifth version of the letter when the dimpled corporal brought Trouble into his office.
“When’s Kris due in?” was the old general’s first question.
Mac took a deep breath . . . and brought Trouble fully up to date.
The man didn’t sit down but paced Mac’s office like a hungry tiger, growing hungrier the more he heard.
“They kept me out of their meeting with Kris!”
“Yep.”
“You lied to me last night,” Trouble said, the tiger turning on Mac.
“I was ordered to.”
“Ray didn’t want me in that meeting, did he?”
“No he didn’t,” Mac said, then added, “I’m not sure why he even had me in the meeting. He pretty much ignored me. Crossie handed me Kris’s orders, and I didn’t open them until they told me to.”
“Ray is treating everyone like puppets, and he’s the puppet master.”
“Pretty much. Would you care to give me your comments on this letter I’m working on for the king?”
“You sure the king trusts me enough to comment on anything for him?”
Mac handed the handwritten letter across to Trouble. “It’s not for the king. It’s from me to the king.”
Trouble hardly glanced at the letter before he said, “This is a resignation.”
“Mine.”
Trouble read the letter through, then slowly tore it in two. “You can’t resign, old horse.”
“Why not? He hardly listens to me.”
“But he listens to you more than he listens to me. And he needs to have someone around that might, just might, get through his thick head. Sorry, old boy, but someone has to stay in the barrel, and that someone just happens to be you.”
The two of them settled into chairs facing each other. Unbidden, the corporal brought them coffee.
They took the offered caffeine and sat silently sipping it for a long couple of minutes. Mac finally broke the silence. “What are you going to do?”
“As soon as I finish this fine coffee,” Trouble said, “I’m going to the king’s office and blow up the bridges that have been burning for some time. Clearly, I won’t be using them again, so I might as well enjoy the fun of blowing something to bits.”
“Be my guest since you say I’ve got to stay around and tend the fires.”
“Put out the fires, Mac. Put out the fires.”
Trouble finished his coffee, stood, straightened his uniform coat, which had enough ribbons to start a ladies’ dress shop, and slow marched directly from Mac’s office to the king’s. Mac followed, if only to call the fire brigade if necessary.
He stayed out in the hall, but it hardly mattered. Trouble’s voice was loud enough to be heard throughout the thirty-third floor, and soon enough, the king’s voice was raised just as high. Mac didn’t learn any new words. He was apparently too well traveled to have missed any, but the two men demonstrated a full range of vocabulary that would make a DI blush.
Furious in demeanor. Scarlet in the face, Trouble finally marched from the king’s office.
“You feel better now?” Mac asked as he slow marched beside him to the elevators.
“Amazingly, yes. There’s nothing like telling a jackass that he really needs to start wearing a bridle and harness.”
“See you around,” Mac said.
“Only at the club, old boy. Only at the club.”
And they parted company.
* * *
Trouble called Ruth for a ride. She must have been close by because she was there waiting as he came out on the street.
“Where do you want to eat?” he asked her, in far more of a growl than the words deserved.
“Luckily, I’ve got lunch cooking at home, General. From the sound of it, I figure our digs are the only place secure enough for you and me to have a seriously top secret talk.”
“Yeah,” was the only word Trouble said during the drive.
The pressure blew before Ruth could get lunch on the table. He brought her up to date on the situation between him and Ray in full, lurid detail. Somehow, neither of them broke any crockery.
But it was a close-run thing.
They did, however, discus Ray’s past, present and dismal future in great details. Then they digressed to his antecedents, maculate birth, and full range of disgusting habits.
Lunch was not so much eaten as torn to pieces.
“So,” Ruth finally said, pursing her lips in thought, “what do we do?”
“I can’t think of anything we can do.”
“So, Kris is going to Siberia. Who’s going with her?”
“She’s being sent there all alone. The rest of the Wasp’s crew is being scattered to the winds, but carefully. To places where Ray can keep them locked down and quiet.”
“Poor Kris. Solitary confinement, huh.”
“Yep.”
“How do we get her out of there?”
“Sorry, love, but this one is beyond me. I hadn’t even heard of this Madigan’s Rainbow place before Mac dropped it on me, and my net search has turned up nothing.”
Ruth made a face. “I’ve never heard of it either, but certainly you’ve got some markers left on the table. Some friend must owe you a favor.”
“Mac specifically told me not to touch this. Crossie told him that they were burying Kris deep, and if anyone, and Crossie hinted strongly that if anyone, particularly someone spelled T.R.O.U.B.L.E., tried to bust Kris out, they would fail and pay a high price.”
“Hmm,” Ruth said, eyeing the ceiling. “Then I guess we wait for our Kris to bust out of there herself. Hang loose and stay flexible, so we can help her when she does.”
Trouble found himself grinning. “Sounds like a plan, love, and I always love your plans.”
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Princess Kristine Longknife studied herself in the mirror above the bar. She didn’t look any different. Her Navy blues still sported the two and a half stripes of a lieutenant commander. Why did she feel so different?
She sat in her usual chair at the far end of the bar. The next eight chairs were empty, by mutual consent of both her and the small crowd at the other end. A few misinformed men had entered her space.
One look from Kris, and they fled.
At the other end of the bar, quiet chatter rose and fell. An occasional joke brought forth bleary laughter. A deathly hush resided at Kris’s end.
The emphasis was on death.
Kris lifted her nightly liter of Scotch and swirled the liquid around, studying it in the faint light. This faithful soldier was about half-gone.
Kris poured herself another shot of the fiery liquid. There was no tremble in her hands. No sign at all that she had polished off the first half of her nightly allotment in the three hours since she had come off duty.
She downed the shot without tasting it. Some people waxed lyrical about the warmth of good Scottish whiskey as it passed from lips to stomach.
Kris hated the stuff.
To her it tasted more like something for cleaning paint-encrusted brushes, something you’d punish yourself by imbibing.
“Punish.” There was that word again. It seemed to come up a lot in Kris’s thoughts.
“Punish,” as in they’re dead, and you’re alive, and you ought to be punished for that state of affairs.
Kris poured herself more poison and drank it down. The last time she had crawled into a bottle, after little Eddy died, and she survived the kidnapping, the liquor at least did its job. It wrapped her in cotton candy and made the days easy to forget and deadened the terrors of the nights.
Now her nightly self-medication did nothing to tame the nightmares.
Well, she’d managed to show up at the squadron with nothing worse than a dull headache from the night before. And no, so far, she hadn’t let herself partake of the hair of the dog that bit her the night before. The fast patrol boats were puny, but any warship, no matter how tiny, could easily turn and kill a handler who did not treat her with respect.
Kris had killed enough already. She would not add more to her list of slaughtered subordinates.
Kris poured another shot and eyed it like she might some hostile alien cruiser. She’d had quite a few of them in the crosshairs of her 24-inch pulse lasers. Those she knew how to handle.
It was what you did after you’d won the fight that had Kris defeated.
She reached for her punishment.
“Auntie Kris, please come home,” left Kris clenching an empty fist.
A glance in the mirror above her head showed a thirteen-year-old girl in a tee that shimmered through the faces of some popular band. Her swirling floor-length skirt showed every color of the rainbow, and sparkled as well.
Kris closed her eyes against the glare; teenagers were going to go blind before they reached twenty if all those riotous colors stayed in fashion. The Navy officer turned to face her latest truant officer. “You can’t come in here. You’re under age.”
Cara, one of the few survivors of Kris’s company, gave her a short teen shrug . . . whatever . . . and shot the barkeep a quick, easy grin. He went on doing what he was doing at the other end of the bar, and Cara flounced over to sit next to Kris.
“It doesn’t seem that anything is really illegal on Madigan’s Rainbow so long as it doesn’t mess with one of the shareholders.”
The thirteen-year-old had gotten that right. The hired help could do just about anything on this benighted planet. Anything but upset one of the old farts who owned a share in the place. Inconvenience one of them, and you’d be on the next ship out.
Maybe inside with oxygen to breathe if you didn’t piss them off too much. Otherwise, maybe outside with not so much to breathe.
“You know, the day after I arrived, I tried to buy a share in this . . . place,” Kris settled for. Cussing in front of a thirteen-year-old girl seemed undignified. Besides, considering Cara’s background on New Eden, she likely knew far worse than Kris had picked up in her sheltered upbringing and years in the Navy.
“You did?” Cara answered, wide-eyed. “What happened?”
Warming to a conversation with someone who would let Kris ramble where she chose, the princess and major shareholder in Nuu Enterprises went on.
“I plunked down a credit chit worth two shares, dared them to say I wasn’t rich enough to buy into their little hideaway.”
“Wow,” was Cara’s innocent reaction.
“Then the planet manager let me in on a little secret. You don’t just have to have money; you got to be liked.”
“Oh,” Cara said. Even a teenager from New Eden knew the reputation Longknifes had in human space.
“Yep, any shareholder could veto any new applicant.”
“What happened?” was more a space holder than a question.
“An hour after the general manager sent out my application, she had a list of vetoes that was longer than her stockholders list.”
“How’d that happen?” Now there was honest puzzlement, rare in a teenager.
“Some people vetoed me twice. Didn’t want to risk their first veto getting lost on the net.”
“Oh,” Cara said. “I see.”
“Yeah,” Kris said, downing the drink she’d poured before Cara arrived. “I may have billions of good Wardhaven dollars in my portfolio, but I’m just a scat-lugging hireling on Madigan’s Rainbow.”
Kris considered that as she poured her next drink. After surveying the smooth flow of liquid from bottle to shot glass, she made a command decision.
“Barkeep, a drink for my short friend here.”
“I’m not that much shorter than you,” Cara snorted under her breath. And she spoke the truth. Her last growth spurt, fueled by good food on the Wasp, was carrying her close to Kris’s own six feet.
Further discussions of altitude and attitude was cut short by the bartender’s curt, “What will you have?”
“A Shirley Temple,” Cara beamed proudly, “with three cherries.”
The bartender set to work at his end of the bar.
“Where’d you learn about a Shirley Temple?” Kris demanded after downing her own poison and refilling her glass.
“Auntie Abby told me to order one if you insisted I drink something.”
Unlike “Auntie Kris,” Abby really was Cara’s aunt, and only living relative in human space. Not that following a Longknife around both in and out of human space made it all that easy to stay a living person, relative or otherwise.
Abby was nominally Kris’s maid. She was also a whole lot more, some of which helped Kris stay alive.
Sometimes.
Barely.
At the moment, no one could help Kris stay alive but Kris.
Maybe.
“So,” Kris said, belting down another shot, “why’d Abby send you to get me?”
“Because she already had one black eye and doesn’t want another,” had the kind of innocent truth that one mumbled under one’s breath, not expecting a teenager to pick up on it and pass it along.
It was also true.
Last night, Kris had objected to being dragged off to bed before her liter was a truly dead soldier. Surprises of surprises, Kris had caught Abby off guard and landed a good one. Shocked, whether at what she’d done or that Abby had actually dropped her guard for a second, Kris went docilely to bed.
And had to suffer through today with more attention and less of a headache.
Sending a kid, and a girl at that. Abby was really playing dirty.
Kris managed to get three more shots in while Cara polished off her drink and openly relished the taste of each bright red cherry.
Last cherry gone, Cara hopped off her chair and grinned at Kris. “Time to go.”
“Why?” Kris answered belligerently.
“I got a surprise for you.”
“What kind of surprise?”
“If I told you, it wouldn’t be a surprise,” had the kind of logic even a three-year-old could understand. A three-year-old or a drunk.
Kris was neither. At least the lack of the trembles seemed to say so. After weighing her options only slightly less carefully than Kris weighed starting a war between the entire human race and some really nasty aliens, Kris decided to follow Cara.
The young woman led: out of the bar, out of the hotel, and out into the streets of Elysian Fields. It was late, and the streetlights had already been dimmed. It was an obvious encouragement to all the worker bees that management expected you to be early to bed and early to rise.
Few here held out any hope of being healthy, wealthy, or wise. You either made it before you got here, or you did what you were told and were grateful for the chance.
There were a few exceptions to that policy. Do something that really won the approval of management, and you might be rewarded with a significant bounty.
Kris suspected that catching one Kris Longknife in an escape attempt had a very high bounty on it. No one had told her, but the looks she got, the questions she was asked whenever she varied one millimeter from her normal schedule fairly shouted a bounty with a lot of zeros and commas. Kris might be wanted for crimes against humanity on 150 planets, but she wasn’t dumb, or any less observant than she’d been when she got herself into this mess.
Tonight, as they made their way back to Kris’s nearly palatial quarters . . . after all, she was a Longknife and she did command FastPatRon 127, the main defense Madigan’s Rainbow had against smugglers and the odd alien scow that might wander by . . . Cara gabbed up a blue streak. She talked about how this or that reminded her of that place or the other on New Eden.
Kris hadn’t spent that much time on New Eden before the government invited her to go elsewhere in a hurry. But Elysian Fields did not look at all like Eden’s main city. New Eden was run-down and shabby, in need of urban renewal or at least several new coats of paint. Fields was washed and scrubbed, planted and flowering . . . or else.
Kris let the teenager babble while walking a straight line to prove she could.
Then Cara took a turn that Kris normally didn’t take on her walk home. It wasn’t a turn that would make her miss Kris’s quarters, it was just that Kris had fallen into a habit of always taking the more scenic route. The one next to the park. It left her in easy reach of a bush if the Scotch suddenly demanded to vacate the premises.
Cara turned away from the park and onto a road lined with four-to-eight-story walk-ups.
Pickled brain or no, Kris checked for her service-issue automatic. It was in its usual place in the small of her back. This could just be a new kid in town taking a shortcut through a bad part of town.
Officially, Fields had no “bad” part of town. Still, there were places that fell well below the medium income. Some of the old codgers living here had reputations. There were whispered stories of how they’d made their billions without benefit of law and in ways the courts would have frowned upon if they’d come to their attention. Kris had picked up hints that things were not always as calm as they seemed among the owners.
There had to be someplace on the planet where one could procure that which wasn’t displayed in the gleaming windows of the stores.
Cara made another turn, still talking like a magpie. The alcoholic buzz was gone. Kris was on full alert. Cara was now walking away from their quarters.
Inconspicuously, Kris’s eyes roved, looking for a friendly cop, who would most solicitously tell Kris she was not going the way she should and ask why.
Or a thug looking for a big payday and finding a spectacular one. Just the value of the raw components of the computer at Kris’s neck would make the thief a billionaire.
Not that Nelly had said a word to Kris in over three weeks.
There was, of course, always the risk of an assassin. Kris had dodged plenty of them. Some genius had cut her security detail here to zero . . . well, Abby . . . insisting that Madigan’s Rainbow was a totally benign planet.
Like there would ever be one where Kris was concerned.
There was a reason Kris was wanted on 150 planets. And a lot of people going through worse stages of grief than she was would gladly see her dead.
Fear blew a cold wind through Kris’s brain, driving the final wisps of whiskey’s self-induced fog before it. Still yapping, Cara stooped to check her shoe. “I got this huge rock in it,” she insisted.
Kris ground her teeth. They had stopped in front of a narrow alley. The smell of garbage and urine assailed the air. More proof that these Elysian fields had an ugly underbelly. Kris peered into the dark of the alley but could see nothing.
Cara stood up and huffed, “I’m glad that’s taken care of.”
THE DECEPTION IS GOING FINE, Nelly said, speaking in Kris’s head for the first time in almost a month. NOW GET YOUR DRUNK ASS UP THAT ALLEY, YOUR STUPID HIGHNESS.
* * *
Click here for more books by Mike Shepherd.
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