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            Bang You’re Dead

          

        

      

    

    
      “We’re being overrun! I say again, we’re being overrun! Sector six… I rep…” My comms system screeched in my ear and then there was nothing but silence. Number Six in our team was positioned at the base in an advisory and communication role, but the voice on comms, over our supposedly secure net, wasn’t him.

      “What the flaming hell? Number Two, do you have eyes on base?” Thinking, not speaking, was the way we did it in the new special forces. Direct Mind Communications, DMC, or high-tech telepathy as we grunts liked to call it. All the best of the best of the best were equipped with it. Ten million credits a pop is what I’d heard from my friends among the nerds. Nerds were what we called the techs.

      “Negative, One,” our sniper and overwatch responded.

      Triggering my internal AI, I allowed it to scan the area. Rules of engagement for this op precluded the use of the scans, but if the base was gone…Fuck it. "Turn the scans on. Use my authority. Everyone report in. I want location and status."

      "Three and Four, main dig site, nominal activity.” Three along with Four were our primary guards and solid core of our squad.

      “Five, inbound, rigged for pickup.” Five was in charge of both transporting the team and coordinating with our Navy contacts.

      “Six?” Breaking OPSEC, I triggered our comms channel. “Six, report status.”

      The silence was deafening. DMC didn’t allow for static or interrupted service unless there were no other receivers. Even then, with the right transceivers, it was possible to use it to go interstellar. At least in theory.

      “Fuck,” I muttered to myself. Triggering an all-comms signal, I called the rest of the team. “Three, Four, make ready for extraction. Possible, I repeat possible, inbounds. Five, do you have intel on pickup?”

      “Overwatch picked up a massive heat signature just outside the perimeter. Scans revealed it to be Polywogs. Looks like the entire village plus. One, I think our friends here tipped them to what they were digging for,” Five explained.

      I cursed again, this time to myself. Stupid freaking nerds and turds. What was it about civilians that makes them constantly run their mouths so others could hear them? “All units wrap it up for immediate extraction. My location. Time to go, boys.”

      “Boss lady, what about the Turds?” Three asked me.

      “Drag them out if you have to, but it’s time to go. My orders don’t include dying for that junk,” I replied.

      “Understood,” Three replied.

      “What a freaking cluster-fuck this was.” It was all I could to not scream bloody murder. It had started out fine at first before it went straight to hell. Spec-op units were not babysitters. Never have been, never will be. Not under my watch. But orders are orders, and these were doozies.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Protection detail!” Yelling at a NWC General officer is never good, and the very moment the words slipped out I knew I was truly screwed.

      If it was even possible for a human to reach through a comm link, General Rychard Gryb would be the man to do it. His wrath against noncoms was legendary. The ground-pounders called him Ol’ Blood and Guts. Those of us in the space service called him a dick, because he was one. As I was about to find out the hard way.

      “Your unit is supposed to be the best of the best of the best according to the newsies. This is the chance to prove it. Orders are orders. Do you understand me, Specialist Lewis?” Gryb growled at me. “One of our survey vessels picked up traces of Xeno radiation out on the Radial Spiral. If you’ve paid any attention to past missions, you’ll know what that means.”

      I took a deep breath and answered, “Aliens. Is this another lost colony, sir?”

      Tricky Dick smiled at me through the comm console. “All the details are in the report. This one is perfect for you, Lewis. It should be a walk in the park.”

      Saluting, I disconnected before fouling the air with the best or worst curses I could think up or imagine. A walk in the park was how the one and only mission I’d served on with ol’ Dick was described. It was an interdiction assignment. We were blockading a world full of colonial idiots whose only crimes were wanting to eat without paying through the nose for it. Then Colonel Gryb was sent in to get his feet wet. You can’t be a General officer if you’ve only ever worked in supply. Trust me when I say that Nerds should never lead troops. Bad things happen. Things went belly up and Spec Ops were the scapegoats, again. Our relationship with the regular armed forces has never been the same.

      Winding down from my tirade, I reviewed the special orders Dickie sent me. “Mutherfucker.” That was all I had to say. I was pretty sure my team would say the same.

      After the fiasco on New Kansas, special operations was split up. Our ten teams were scattered across the Confederation. Used to operating out of stealth carriers, it was a hell of a shock to be based on every shithole space station they could find to stick us on.

      My team was on RMF-02, otherwise known as Nerdbase two by almost everyone in the space service. The New Worlds Confederacy is what humanity decided to call themselves after the last great war. As my grandfather once told me, “we’d had enough of Earth and the United Nations. Getting rid of them was the singular goal of every colony world.”

      What a war is was, too. I regret not even being a gleam in my daddy’s eye for it. Reading some of the reports made me believe it was a glorious time to be a warrior. Especially when the nukes started flying. What a rush it must have been!

      I’ve been to Earth. There’s not all that much left. In the end, they glassed the planet. Every so often a bunker filled with pissed-off Earthies is exposed and they send in the troops. Killing women and children isn’t really my thing. They don’t pay me enough to consider it.

      Nerdbase two is one of the oldest stations still in operation. It actually dates from before the war. Originally used as a fleet resupply base in the Alpha Centauri system, it was towed to right on the edge of unclaimed space more than twenty years ago. The station was supposed to become a beacon for new exploration and expansion, but that was until they discovered a blackhole, one sector over. Most starship captains won’t get within half a sector of one of those monsters, so this place wasn’t used.

      Besides the survey corps, we’re the only ones who use it now. There’s a couple dozen Nerds assigned to keep the station from falling into the sun, but most of them are screw-ups or exiles. Since they have a choice, most survey ships go elsewhere if they can help it.
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        * * *

      

      “Three! Where the fuck are you?” It was all I could do to not scream bloody murder into the night sky. I had a job to do, but the bad guys were out there somewhere. Freaking Polywogs. Who knew they could attack like that?

      The planet we were on wasn’t located on any of the approved Confed maps. That should have been a big-assed red flag to command right there, but trust those weenies to ignore it. Aliens weren’t new. Dozens of new species popped up every single year and the Polywogs were no different. Short, round, and stupid is what the reports read.

      The exploration ship that scanned the planet claimed to find only the one village complex, but past experience had taught me to not trust that. Pollywog base, as the Turds called it, lay at the open end of a long valley, our dig site opposite it. On the ground, everything looked natural. Only from space could the entire picture be seen. The valley wasn’t natural.

      I’d read the report three whole times before it registered in my head. What can I say, I’m a ground-pounder, not a pilot. The “valley” was actually a crash site. Sometime in the past, a very large ship augured into the ground here, and the natives were the survivors of that crash. That was my theory anyway, and one the Turds discounted.

      Turds are what we called the Confed Science Division. Guarding them constituted more than half of all our duties. Duties which were usually of a questionable nature, like this one.

      “One…” Three’s voice echoed through my head.

      “Sitrep Three,” I demanded. This was not how we operated, even out on the fringe.

      “The Turds, One, they won’t leave. Cooper refuses to leave to site,” Three started to explain.

      “Goddammit Three! You don’t take orders from them, you take them from me! A shit ton of very angry natives are about to descend on that site and kill everyone in it!” I yelled.

      “Casey, I’m just telling you what he told me. I’ve got the automated turrets set up at the entrance already,” Three responded. I could hear panic in his voice.

      “Three, wait one. Five? Is it possible to strafe the dig site? I need one good pass to clear an exfiltration route for Three,” I asked of him.

      “Roger,” Five responded.

      It was against protocol to put Navy assets in danger like this, but my team was my team, and they came first.
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        * * *

      

      “This wasn’t part of our orders,” the navy pilot yelled at Five as he struggled with the shuttle’s controls. Atmospheric pressure coupled with low gravity and a combat drop didn’t make for easy handling.

      Operative Five, known as Frankenburger by his teammates, gripped the back of the pilot’s seat so he could lean over. “If we don’t slow those hostiles down, my team won’t make the shuttle.” Reaching into his hip holster, Five drew out his pistol. Bringing it up to the pilot’s head he replied, “and if they die...you die. Understand?”

      Lieutenant Daniel Martone shivered as the ice-cold pistol touched his ear. Down deep, he cursed himself for volunteering when the entire flight line had said no. It would be the last time he did that ever again! “Understood. Hold on, this is going to be a bit rough,” Martone exclaimed as the shuttle slid sideways toward the ground.

      There are two kinds of navy shuttles: assault and regular. Martone was flying one of the regular ones because the Turds had sworn the Polywogs were pacifists and cowards. Neither one of those statements was true. Not even in the least, as both Martone and Five was about to discover.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Luggage is Life

          

        

      

    

    
      You have to love space to work in it.

      I was looking out the broad windows of Space Dock five at just a tiny portion of the Confederation Navy, and wondering what the future might hold for me. When I’d enlisted oh so many years ago, I’d never thought my life would be like this. Grunt work in special ops didn’t prepare me for this. My perseverance did.

      Glancing to one side, I made sure my bags were with me. I could cope if one or two of the massive carry-ons got misplaced, but losing my knives? That would be a disaster!

      I rubbed my hands together. Another tour and another ship, Confed 002. The Washington. Her being one of the oldest battleships in the fleet didn’t make one bit of difference to me. It was just another tour, an important one, but just another ship. A big one, though.

      Checking my ship’s chrono on my left arm, I could see both station time and departure. If I paced it right, I could board ship exactly when I was supposed to be there. That meant I could mosey a bit and enjoy what sights were to be had on the station. Space Dock Five was a hell of an upgrade from some of the shitholes I’d been in during my previous life. I shook my head to chase those thoughts away. That bit was long gone.

      For me, the Washington was a new post. I’d never shipped with them before. Every four to six months I was reassigned to another ship. My primary job these days was to see to the training of the crew, making the cook staff that much more. Anyone can, by rote, read a recipe or allow the Robo-chef to do it for you. It took a master chef to make it properly. I tried to seek them out and train them properly.

      I have a reputation in the fleet for being a harsh taskmaster. As reps go, it wasn’t that bad, but when I showed up to a ship without warning...they tended to freak out a bit sometimes. This was going to be one of those times if the expressions on the faces of the watchman ahead said anything to me.

      The New Worlds Confederacy encompassed six galaxies to date. That meant there were more than ten thousand ships to choose from in the Navy. Not that I have any choice where I was to be sent. BuShips and Admiral Hawthorne took care of that for everyone. I had a small amount of sway to not be assigned minelayer or tanker duty after having to do that for several years consecutively, but that glitch was on them, not me. There was a small notation in my file about that situation. Being trapped in one place did temper my knife skills and give my sauces just that much more punch, though. It always brought a smile to my face when I remembered the frown on the captain’s face. For as much grief as he gave me about the crew’s food, he would miss having me around. Good chefs were hard to find in the navy. Especially pretty ones like me.

      I was surrounded by crewmen trying to board the ship around me. My things stuck out. It was an unusual swabbie who had six very large floating cases with them. Floating cases that were taller than I was.

      “Orders,” the watchman asked, his eyes not looking at me as he thrust the reader toward me.

      Waving my hand over the reader, I smiled as it made a loud beep. I was a special. Not regular crew or an officer. While a part of the crew in general, my direct orders came from Central Command, Admiral Hawthorne’s office, not the captain. Although I was to follow his orders to the letter in most cases. As Chef of the Fleet I was outside his command, technically.

      The watchman looked down at the strange beep and then into my eyes. “Chef?”

      I snapped to attention and said, “Master Chief Chef Casey Lewis reporting as ordered.”

      At my display the induction line slowed to a stop, with both watchmen now eyeing me. The man in front of me scanned my uniform with his eyes quickly noting the very few sewn-in decorations as his eyes crossed my chest. I had to stifle a giggle at that. My former career didn’t give way to tight-fitting uniforms, or snarky cooks for that matter.

      “Open them up,” the watchman ordered, motioning to my floating cases.

      Keeping my hands where they could see them, I motioned with my chin. “Read the bottom part of my orders. The cases stay unmolested by order of BuShips.”

      Not to be swayed, the man motioned again. “Open them up.”

      I shook my head. “Not happening. Orders are orders, and those are mine.”

      Still holding the reader, the man slid his hand downward toward his holstered weapon. I almost did the same until my brain informed my muscles it wasn’t there anymore. Chefs didn’t carry, normally. “Shooting me would be a bad thing, officer.”

      The man’s hand trembled as it registered he was caught. Turning his head back over his shoulder he called for the officer instead. “Sir?”

      A tall thin man dressed in Confed Blue stepped away from the ship’s bulkhead. Just from the way he walked I could tell he had trained at one of the system’s prissy private military academies. The Navy went south the moment those in charge authorized that can of worms! Tut-tut, breeding, and all that. My eyes rolled all by themselves every single time I encountered one of them. Rich boys playing soldier is what they were. Wilted flowers when it came to any sort of fight. It was all I could do to not shake my head in sorrow.

      “Problem?” The officer asked even as he looked me up and down. Two pips over a circle of stars made him a lieutenant.

      “Orders sir, she’s uh…” the watchman stuttered, fumbling for his tablet.

      “Spit it out, what is it!” the lieutenant spat out.

      Handing the tablet over, the star sailor pointed out the orders, “BuShips sir.”

      “Lewis? That’s you?” he asked me.

      Snapping to attention I saluted. “Sir. My orders come from Admiral Hawthorne himself.”

      “Sir, the cases…” the watchman traced his finger down to the end.

      “Give me that,” the lieutenant snatched the pad away. Squinting at the orders, he snapped back to me. “Captain’s orders. Open the cases.”

      I shook my head. “I’m sorry sir, but I cannot. Admiral’s orders.”

      My orders caused friction on every ship I encountered. Being outside the direct chain of command wasn’t something most naval graduates were prepared to deal with. But there were reasons for the commands.

      “Master Sergeant!” the officer shouted, calling for dock security.

      Three heavily armed marines appeared at the prissy man’s side as if by magic, guns at the ready. “Sir?”

      “Take her into custody and open those cases immediately,” the lieutenant said with a smile. Lording it over those he considered to be lowers must have been enjoyable for him.

      Raising their weapons, all three marines surrounded me. Relaxing my stance a bit, I didn’t bother to look at them. If I truly wanted to, even unarmed as I was, I could take them. Having a shootout with ship’s security while still on station wouldn’t look all that good to the Admiral, though. At least not again.

      “Charges, sir?” MST Draven asked. I could feel the man’s eyes on me, but I stayed at attention.

      “Insubordination to start with. We’ll see what else when you pop those containers open.” The lieutenant motioned toward my floating boxes.

      Frowning, Draven stepped away from me and gave them a once-over. Flicking the Fleet secure seals, the marine looked to the officer. “Sir, these are officially sealed. Are there manifests attached to them?”

      Still at attention, a small smile crossed my face. Regulations stated that for cases such as mine, manifests needed to be attached to orders. Everything was a test. The cases, the orders, even the reactions of the officers were counted upon. BuShips wanted to know everything about the ships I was assigned to. Way too many things were left out of the official reports as was. I wasn’t just a cook after all. My time at attention wasn’t wasted either. I still had my DMC and I used it to make a few calls.
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        * * *

      

      Straightening his uniform before speaking, Lieutenant Jesup Spark clamped down on the rage that was building up inside of him. How dare these subordinate peons question his orders? Couldn’t they see he was the officer here? Four years of prep school and another six years at the Clinton Academy were supposed to prepare him for stuff like this. The ship’s marine detachment was a force all their own. Only the captain could control them. Staring at the attached manifests, Jesup tried to keep his sanity.

      “These look in order, sir. Do you still wish us to arrest Chef Lewis?” MST Draven asked.

      “Of course. What part of insubordination didn’t you understand?” Spark whined. “We’ll see how a few days in the brig suit her. Stationside, of course. No need for trash like that to sully up our ship.”

      

      Draven grimaced as he looked down at the pad again. Chef Lewis’ orders were clear; she was on temporary assignment to the Washington, and not the station. She worked directly for Admiral Hawthorne. Old blood and guts himself! Disobeying Spark could get Draven brig time, but disobeying an admiral could get him busted to private. He knew whose orders he intended to obey. It was actually doing it that concerned him.

      “Get a move on, sergeant! We need to get this deck clear,” Spark ordered.

      Taking a single step forward, the marine reached for the Chef, only to freeze when a series of tones sounded.

      “What now?” Lieutenant Spark tapped the communication tab attached to his uniform. “Yes?”

      “Spark! What the fuck is going on down there?” Executive Officer Thomas Watson shouted. “The captain is getting grilled this very moment by Admiral Hawthorne’s office. What did you do now?”

      The prissy lieutenant snapped into a much-relaxed version of attention at the sound of the ship’s XO’s voice. “Insubordination, sir. It will all be in my report just as soon as the marines arrest the offender in front of me.”

      “Would the ‘offender’ be a Navy Chef under the orders of BuShips and Admiral Hawthorne? Because if it is, I will bust your ass so low you’ll never get off this ship again! Every fucking time you stand watch this shit happens. What did I say last time? Do you remember?” Watson yelled through the communication system, making Spark wince. The regular Navy didn’t use DMCs like the special forces did. Theirs was much simpler and more of a fancy radio mixed with some net access.

      “Sir, orders state…” Spark started to answer.

      “I don’t give a rat’s ass what orders state! Have you looked at the traffic jam you’ve caused on the quay? We’re supposed to lift in three hours but now you’ve set us back at least an hour. Fix it and fix it now. I don’t care who or what your family or father is. Those charges, they’ll be on you. I promise you that. Let the fucking chef go and fix that mess down there!” Watson shouted even as he cut communications.

      Spinning around in a drill maneuver, Master Sergeant Draven turned to face the lieutenant. “Sir?”

      

      Face red, shaking with fury, Lieutenant Spark glared at the marine. Waving his hands at the prisoner and cases, he shouted. “Belay that order. Release her. Get this crap into the ship. We’ve got a deadline to meet.”
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        * * *

      

      I tried to keep the smile off my face watching the play in front of me. All it took was one little call to my boss.

      Draven wasn’t smiling when he escorted me past the security point. “I know you from somewhere, don’t I?”

      “Maybe. I move around quite a bit. Lots of ships in the Confederacy,” I replied to him.

      Pursing his lips the marine shook his head. “No. I’d have remembered a shipboard assignment. Have you always been a chef?”

      “Not always. Everyone has to start out somewhere. Cooking is something I excel at,” I answered vaguely. Guessing someone's age was harder with all the anti-aging procedures available. I myself was older than fifty but younger than a hundred. You know it’s not cool to ask a woman her age, right? Confed service wasn’t for life, but thirty years of service took its toll on human bodies. If it wasn’t chemical, it could be mechanical as a way to extend life. The Navy wanted sailors, not automatons. We’d tried that route before, to our dismay. AI’s and independent robotics were considered evil and immoral after the last war. Very few were used at all by anyone in the Confederacy.

      “Hmmm, I’ll think on it a bit then. Something about you rings a bell. Carry on, Chef Lewis. You’ll be met at the door,” Draven nodded me forward.

      I returned his nod with a smile. While the Navy was open to all, not all that many women joined, so we were a bit of a rarity. Interservice rivalry being what it was, Draven might figure out I was special operations. Maybe. My former service was pretty much defunct, but there were a few of us still knocking around. I’d have to keep one eye on that man.

      Nodding at me again, MSGT Draven waved me on. I didn’t look back, but I knew they were sending word ahead confirming the captain's orders and setting up my guide.

      There were two gangplanks leading into the ship, one for officers and special deliveries and one for general crew. My luggage would only fit through the main one. Upon entering, I immediately asked for directions, the young sailors in the entrance falling all over themselves to help me. My chrono could’ve helped me, but I like the personal touch more than the electronic one.

      “Seaman first class Ishmael Melville reporting as ordered,” the young man in front of me saluted.

      Pursing my lips, I smiled at him. “Put your hand down. I’m not an officer or in your chainsaw of command. Were your parents literary fans or just that religious?”

      Puzzled, the young sailor gave me a funny look. “Sir? Uh, ma’am?”

      “Sir will do. Your name, seaman. Do you know its origin?” I asked with a smile.

      “Oh. That. It was my Da thinking himself funny. A play on the origin of our name he says. A touch of both is what Ma says. I’m not seeking the great white whale if that is what you’re asking, sir,” Ishmael replied. “It wasn't until I finished Basic that I really understood the reference.” He blushed just a bit. Young men will do that when presented with a nice-looking woman. Officer or not.

      “Even so. That is an ambitious name to hold onto, nonetheless. Now, shall we be off? I need to find the main galley and whatever cabin they have assigned me. I don’t know your captain, but I will bet you ten credits that the very moment we shove off, I’ll be expected to cook him dinner,” I said with a smile.

      “Right you are, sir. It’s this way,” Ishmael said. Turning, he led me and my floating cargo into the bowels of the great ship.
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      “Sir! MSGT Draven and the Watch below send this for your attention,” Lieutenant James saluted and passed a hard copy message to his commander. He glanced at it but didn’t understand why a cook would be so much trouble.

      Captain Vlasov eyed the paper in his hand with a small amount of horror. Chef of the Navy? That bitch was on his ship? She was the one causing all the trouble at the gate? Why now? This cruise was NOT one on which he needed a spy for BuShips around. He closed his eyes and ran through every combination of scenarios for the upcoming mission and events. In none of them was a chef a problem. He’d cut orders to keep her below.  Sighing in relief, he scolded himself silently for the minor freak out. What was a glorified cook going to do, throw pots and pans at his men?

      Trying to not show any sign of his previous shock, Vlasov crumpled the message in his hand. He punched a button on the console built into his command center and queried the main computer, “What’s the status of the crew and loading?”

      “Crew induction and loading is almost completed as ordered. More than ninety percent of expected crew members are present and accounted for. Officers are expected to begin arriving within the hour. Ship stores are complete, and all holds sealed,” the computer replied. “Ship will be ready for space in two point three hours.”

      The captain leaned back in his chair and relaxed a bit. Everything else was moving according to Navy procedure and according to plan. Idly pressing the controls of his board, he watched the in-processing of personnel and cargo. The Washington was a very large, very old ship. Her last refit had filled the halls with security cameras that only he and the command staff knew about. Vlasov had plans for this ship, important plans.
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        * * *

      

      The main kitchen was pretty nice for such an old ship. According to the kitchen records it had gone through a refit when the ship’s guns and engines were replaced just last year. Captain Vlasov, it seems, was tired of eating cold eggs.

      “Sir.” The ship’s main cook stood at attention when he saw me enter. The rest of the staff joined him.

      I waved them down. “At ease. I only require formality inside the kitchen when there are outsiders present. Shipboard rules still apply. If you had to salute me all the time how would we get any cooking done.”

      There were chuckles all around as the men and women stood down.

      “Now. My name is Chef Casey Lewis. I’m known as the Chef of the Fleet. To you, though, I am just Chef or Chef Casey.” I waved towards the dining room. “Our primary duty is to feed everyone out there to the best of our abilities. That is why I was sent here and why you have the jobs that you do. I’ll let you and Chef Johnson here get back to work. There are a great many new sailors joining the crew and after we launch they will be hungry. Chef?” I motioned to Johnson.

      Chef Larry Johnson blinked a couple of times, then realized I was talking to him. With a surprised look, he motioned to the rear of the massive kitchen. “It’s this way.”

      “Excellent.” Looking over my shoulder, I spoke to my guide. “Ishmael, you can return to your duties. I’m sure we’ll meet up again soon. Everyone has to eat. One of the staff here can help me find my quarters.”

      “Understood. Thank you, sir.” He turned and stepped away.

      Tapping a button on my chrono, I directed my cases to follow Chef Johnson and me.

      “You have a nice set-up here, Chef,” I stated as we threaded our way past prep stations and a wide variety of kitchen equipment. Almost a dozen manufacturers were represented, as well as a few I’d never seen before. BuShips were the ones that outfitted the Navy, and as in most bureaucracies it was the lowest bidder that built everything. The Washington was one of the oldest in the fleet. It stood to reason that some of its original equipment might be here still.

      “The refit techs really helped us out. There was an entire section of coolers hit in our last battle, and without them we were in trouble.” Johnson waved his hand at a pad on the wall, opening up a large workspace filled with consoles. Pointing to an overflowing desk he explained, “That’s mine. My sous uses that row over there. I haven’t even touched the command desk yet.”

      Like the bridge above us high in the superstructure, the kitchen had a place for visiting royalty or command. While I didn’t have official rank in the command structure, I was the equivalent to an Admiral in the kitchen. This and all the kitchens on all the ships in the fleet were mine to command.

      Cocking my head to one side and pursing my lips, I gave him a conspiratorial smile. “I will bet that either on your first day in charge or on the day after, you sat in that command desk at least once. Come on, am I right?”

      The chef blushed a tiny bit before answering. “Maybe once or twice.”

      “Everyone has dreams, Larry. The Navy makes it possible to live those sorts of dreams if you work hard. I wasn’t always a chef. Or a cook, for that matter. Training and hard work makes many things possible. Now why were you in such shock when I called you the chef?”

      Johnson leaned against the wall of the office and stared at me. “I’m the head cook. My job title isn’t that of Chef. There’s only one of you.”

      I smiled. This was the reaction I got in almost every kitchen in the fleet and on the stations. “Until I stepped into your kitchen a few minutes ago who ran this kitchen?” I asked.

      “I do, Chef,” Johnson responded.

      “Do you make the menu, decide what to serve, train the staff, make the schedule, and cook for the captain?” I pointed upwards. Notice I didn’t say hire. BuShips, in their ever-present wisdom takes care of that for us.

      Larry nodded. “I do all of that and more. I mentioned the attack. We here in the kitchen had to help with damage control and still serve the meals, in null gravity. The main dining room doubled as morgue for that one.”

      “That is why I called you the Chef. That title doesn't come by just being here and having the job. The fleet isn’t looking for deck bunnies or coasters. They want men and women who dig in and work their asses off for the good of the fleet and the Confederacy. Planetside, you’d be the head chef of any restaurant you worked at. I may be the Master Chef of the Navy, but here you are the Washington’s Chef,” I pointed at him. “The reason BuShips sends me to different ships constantly is to see if you’ve got what it takes to do my job. You and I have a huge pile of work to do this tour. We’ll get your staff straightened out and go over all your recipes.” Seeing his expression, I smiled maliciously.

      “Don’t worry. It’ll be fun. Wait till you see the surprises I’ve brought for you. Admiral Hawthorne gives me quite a bit of leeway when it comes to the types of food we offer and how to add it to a ship’s purchase. Think of this as a learning experience,” I explained.
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      Chef Larry Johnson stared at me in surprise as we unloaded my traveling cases. Of the six that had followed me onto the ship, five were destined for his kitchen.

      “Don’t be so shocked, Chef. You had to have heard all the rumors about me,” I asked him.

      “Uh…To be honest, I thought most of them were all lies. Not much is free in this man's navy,” Larry responded.

      “I do this for every command I visit, space permitting. Like most noncommissioned officers, I don’t have much say in where they send me every tour.” I smiled at the reactions of the men around me. “BuShips wants them to not expect me so they don’t tell them until the day they ship out.”

      Looking horrified, Larry asked, “By every God in space, why?”

      Pointing at him I explained, “That very reason right there. They want a good reaction from folks like you here and the captains, as well. Naval personnel are supposed to be able to tackle all obstacles and adapt to any situation. If they knew I was coming, things might be different. I’m not the inspector general, but I’m the next best thing in the eyes of BuShips.” Pointing up towards the ceiling, I continued, “those in charge want us all to succeed. Down here in the bowels of the ship we forget we’re part of a greater team. They need us just as much as we need them. Especially in war time.”

      “I can see that,” Larry commented.

      “Think of it as an experiment in logistics and communications. Now let me show you my surprises,” I said even as I reached for the first cargo container.

      “One of my first assignments was to a fuel tug way out on the very edge of Confed space. The Gordo was and still is one of the oldest ships of her class still in use. When I got there I almost refused the job.” Shaking my head, I thought back to that place. “Old equipment is too tame a word for what was there. I was half surprised the crew wasn’t starving to death out there. If it worked, it was rusty. If it didn’t work, it was clean. The entire galley was an anachronism. The crew had been out there so long they’d forgotten that good food actually existed.”

      “My first request was new equipment. Even old school pots and pans would’ve been an upgrade to that place, but I hit a roadblock,” I paused.

      “New equipment isn’t a kitchen expense,” Larry commented.

      I pointed my finger at him. “Give that man a kewpie doll!”

      Larry looked at me with a strange expression. “Kewpie?”

      “It’s from Old Earth. Something I picked up from watching old vids, not important really. While we have amazing latitude in what we order when it comes to food and drink, we have to have both the ship's purser and captain approve all equipment. In the case of the Gordo they were stuck.” I pulled out three complete sets of professional cookware. “The captain wasn’t an evil man; he just had no taste in food. He liked basic and that’s what they made for him. Can you imagine twenty years of nothing but beans and rice or burgers?”

      The chef in front of me shuddered.

      “My personal equipment travels with me everywhere and that day I gave it to the ship’s chef. Instead of training like I wanted to, I cooked. After two months of my cooking the captain caved. He didn’t want to see another burger again. Did we rough it even with my equipment? You bet we did, but it made all the difference. So after that experience I carry extra. Everything here is for you and your crew, courtesy of BuShips and me. It won’t count against your budget or the ship’s in any way.”  Carefully, I helped the staff unload knife kits, robo-chefs, and other special machines. “Some of this stuff you should have received when you were in spacedock, but for the captain it was a choice between helping you and adding the latest in command and control equipment. I’m not a fan of the Navy’s purchasing system and accountability, but it comes from the Confed Council so what can we do?”

      The Confed Council were the rulers of our section of space.

      Throwing off the yoke of Earth more than a thousand years ago, it was created by the colonies that survived the battles. Much like the American Civil War, ours was one of freedom. Freedom from taxes, slavery, and totalitarianism. Earth Firsters controlled the government then and only cared for themselves. We, the colonies, were just sources of income and materials to them. Second or even third-class citizens. Organizing in secret, our ancestors built a fleet and fought them, for years.

      The Council and our current infrastructure came from those battles. Planets cut off from Earth formed their own cultures and rules. Tying them all together took skill not found among the military. Taking a page from ancient Earth history, the victorious revolutionaries formed a government similar to the ancient Romans. They had the Senate, the Consuls, and the Assemblies. It was a way to decentralize power, keeping it out of the hands of the few. At least in theory. The Confederation Council were our Consuls. Each planet in the system had a single representative to govern the whole. Our version of the Senate were the Families. Powerful groups of former settlers that controlled much of the industry. Regular citizens made up the Assemblies. Each quadrant had one. Citizens were either voted in or selected by lots to serve. It was supposed to be for only a year, but it wasn’t.
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      Plasma bolts shot into the sky like bolts of lightning. It was all I could do not I knew I was dreaming, and that’s the thing; this fucking dream came to me more nights than not, but even as I watched it all happen exactly as it actually had that day, I couldn’t wake myself the hell out of the dream to save my life. The bolts impacted Five’s shuttle, utterly destroying it and killing my friends.

      Boom!

      The falling fusion reactor went up in a secondary explosion before it hit the ground.

      “What the fuck was that? I thought the Turds said the natives were primitives?” I shouted into my open mic. The ship we’d come in on only had two shuttles.

      “They said a lot of things, Casey. It seems the Polywogs are the survivors from this ship’s crash. Us digging here is the whole reason they’re attacking,” Three explained. “Typical science division crap.”

      “Figures. What level of tech, do you know?” I asked him. Three’s real name was Shade. No last name to speak of, it wasn’t in his file. Unlike most of us in Special Forces, Shade had come to us from Naval Intelligence. I suspected he’d been part of their infiltration corps, but he’d never said. Not that I asked! That sort of info was blacker than black. Just the fact that I knew about it could land me in the brig.

      “Advanced. Above out level is what I can say. The Turds are very excited, they mentioned us trying to acquire one of the guns if possible,” Three stated. “Casey, I don’t think I can get away and hide from the Turds. You told me to watch them carefully. What they’ve found here is too important for the Confederation to lose.”

      “Ignore them Shade, grab your guns and bug out. We’re just the escort. They can’t give us orders that will stick. You know it and I know it. Overwhelming force isn’t something we deal with. If we can stay ahead of them, the shuttle will come for us. Count on it!” I yelled at him. My team was down by two already. Losing Shade wouldn’t be good.

      “No can do, boss lady. My other bosses won’t agree to that, and you know it. Anything that can take down a shuttle with one shot is worth getting, regardless of the cost,” Shade replied. I could hear the stress in his voice.

      “Goddammit no! Shade, we can come back. We’ll let the navy glass the planet first, though. That shit is underground, it’ll survive. Nothing is worth all our lives!” I yelled, ignoring OPSEC and other rules.

      “I beg to differ. Hold on a moment, Casey…” I could hear Shade breathing but everything else was drowned out by the Polywogs.

      “Shade, what’s happening over there?” I shouted. There were background noises I didn’t understand.

      “Polywogs. Assessments were wrong Casey, they aren’t primitives… when you see them, tell them they were wrong,” Shade replied. He was always, even in battle, calm, cool, and collected as a rule. This time I could hear the panic in his voice and it scared me. “Make them pay Casey. Make them pay.”

      “Bail out, Shade,” I muttered but I knew it was too late. Along with the noise I took for the natives, were the distinctive sounds of battle. Confed battle rifles have a very recognizable whine when they are firing nonstop. Even knowing he was beyond hearing me, I sent him a DMC message. “I promise.”

      Flashback is over, right?
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        * * *

      

      “Whuff!” All my senses snapped to attention as my body jerked awake. Always the same damned dream. Over and over, the same bit. Shade didn’t make it, but none of the Turds did, either. He deserved so much more and a much better death procession than a bunch of greedy scientists. Even Four, real name Buck, took out more Polywogs than Shade did. Damn my subconscious for not showing me THAT memory.

      Closing my eyes again, I said a silent prayer to the Consciousness of Space. Some called her the Goddess of Space as well. Gods and Goddesses were considered old hat by most humans though. Once as a people we went out into the great beyond, that is. What is a God on Earth, compared to the vastness of space?

      My boys were revenged. That memory wasn’t a nightmare in the least. It was fact.

      Now, on board the Washington, I was enjoying a cabin that befitted an officer. Unlike some of the ships I’ve served on, this cabin actually had room for the bed and a desk. Just having room to stretch out without sticking your finger in someone else’s ear was a luxury. Think more sardine cans than barracks.

      Rolling out of my bunk, I staggered to the desk, grabbing the stool so I wouldn’t fall. The desk was adjustable, not the stool. Like boats on the water, spaceships moved in all directions. Unsecured items were known to fly around the room during harsh maneuvers. Pulling myself up, I tapped the screen to bring my computer to life. ShipNet was active on all workspaces, but monitored. As a member of BuShips, I could bypass the security using my access codes, but it would tell whomever was watching that I had a secret to tell. That would defeat the whole purpose of me being here. So, I used my regular account but with a twist.

      “Dear Mom…” I started my letter. Going around normal procedure, the Admiral and I had a coded system set up. Saying the normal things a starsailor would say told him all was right in the world. If I talked about family or my bosses, he knew to dig deeper into the message. Certain phrases and how I repeated them meant specific things. If I wrote “learned a new job,” that told him the staff here was messed up beyond all belief and I either needed a new chef assigned or I’d be training them. “Met the Captain or smiled at by an officer,” would put them on alert. Something was rotten in Denmark, and my assignment was now like my old job in the Navy. In ten years, there’d been only a couple of those sorts. Loyalty oaths meant something in the Confederation.

      This message was of the former, not the latter. Things were good so far. As one of the Navy’s premier ships, the Washington was supposed to have a top-notch crew. It had way too many mouths to feed for bad food. I was expecting this to be an easy assignment for once.

      Pausing, I looked left for a moment. The dreams had stopped bothering me for a while. Or so I thought. Ten years was a long time to not forget stuff after all.

      “Stupid, dredging this all up. You know better than this, Casey,” I muttered. I had been evaluated very carefully after joining BuShips. They wanted to be absolutely sure I didn’t have PTSD or some kind of psychosis after escaping that near death sentence on the Polywog’s planet. My introduction to the Admiral was a bit explosive to say the least. “Heh, boom indeed.” Fingering one of the buttons on my uniform I remembered that day on the station. I’d thought to go out in a blaze of glory… But they stopped me halfway. The bastards.

      Finding a military uniform is far easier than to do than most civilians would believe. So is infiltrating the primary military station belonging to the Bureau of Ships, or BuShips as we like to call it. But I need to back up a bit, that’s the end, not the beginning.
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        * * *

      

      Rescue came for me, eventually. All my boys were dead, and I was alone on the planet. Fighting free of the Polywog perimeter cost me everything and everyone that I loved. Training and pure unadulterated stubbornness brought me out alive. Memories of slick, bloody Polywog bodies would haunt my dreams forever. If they weren’t shooting at you, they were charging in wave after wave of suicide attacks. The high-pitched screams even now echo through my brain.

      Ammo lasts only so long before it’s down to knives and trench tools. I’d like to say I slipped away in the turmoil, but that’s not the truth. Four, the team’s overwatch sniper, took out the leaders first, along with those armed with plasma rifles. Their loss triggered a madness neither of us expected or wished for. It was the screaming that started the charge. It was a sort of whining like a lost child, except tinged with cat-in-a-blender sounds. Horrible.

      We held the high ground but were encircled almost immediately. It was only by triggering all our demo at once that we finally broke free. But even that didn’t save Four. Surviving four years in service didn’t prepare him for falling on his ass down a rocky hilltop only to be torn to pieces by pissed off yellow-skinned aliens that looked like bowling pins with arms. Four generations of military are what he always talked about. Four generations of honor and duty within the Confederacy.  With a name like Ringo he almost expected to die, though. The honored Four did.

      The ship, orbiting around what I was calling Polywog Alpha responded to my distress call a full three days after the destruction of the shuttlecraft. Three days in which almost a full ream of messages flowed back and forth between them, RMF-2, and General fucking Gryb. Tricky Dick was doing his damnedest to screw us during the entire process. The Turd stealth ship claimed they ‘lost’ our bugout frequencies and were unable to contact us. It took using my DMC in a method proscribed by the navy to contact the ship. And wasn’t that so much fun to do.

      “...don’t care what regs say. Override the frequency and punch through!” I argued with my own AI. Every Confederation soldier had some form of artificial intelligence built into their DMC. Only officers and those who were able to bribe the fleet medic who programmed the system had something more than an artificial stupid in their head. I’d had an uncle in the service who’d given me both the heads up and funds to acquire something better, if illegal. “An edge” is what he’d called it. If I were to ever be promoted above enlisted, heaven forbid that, then I’d be given a nanobot injection to boost the existing system. Keeping the grunts down was what they really wanted, though. As a master sergeant I needed every edge I could get. Having that boost now was the only reason I was even attempting to boost my signal. A regular system might fry a grunt’s brain in the process.

      “External power must be added to my operating system to facilitate that,” the AI responded to my yell.

      “How? This isn’t some 2D viddie, my brain doesn’t have someplace I can just jack into and go,” I replied, referencing some of the ancient Earth programs I remember from my childhood on the public video nets.

      “Understood. Do you wish instructions or not?” the AI asked.

      While mine was smarter than the average, it could be pretty dumb sometimes. “Yes? I don’t want to sit on this alien infested rock any longer than usual. How do I do it?”

      “Take a standard power source and hold it to your mouth. Carefully swipe your tongue over both power studs at the same time. The resulting power surge will allow me a 3.25 second surge of amplified power. Which should be enough to direct a burst transmission at the stealth ship,” my AI replied.

      I could feel my mouth drop open at that. “Let me get this straight. You want me to shock myself, frying my brain?”

      “If this is to work, yes. Your uniform and implants should ground you sufficiently. There is a reason this procedure is against regulations,” the AI explained. “Be advised the internal connections that make this possible can only take one or two jolts before being rendered inoperable.”

      “And what happens then?” I asked, dreading the answer.

      “Negative brain function. There is an 85.7 percent chance my system will lose the ability to draw resources from your body. Without them I will cease to function within six hours,” it replied.

      “Is it possible for my body to operate without your assistance?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

      “No. Cerebral connections are too interconnected now. Even if you were to survive my loss, the implants in your body lockdown all motor functions. ‘Human paperweight’ is the term listed on the procedure specifics.”

      “Well, that sucks. Since we only have one freaking chance at it, you better make it a good one then! Should I lick the cone of death now or wait a bit?” I asked sarcastically.

      “The ship should be at optimum apogee in two hours. I would advise waiting until then,” the AI instructed.

      “Great. One suck and blow ‘til death. Not the way I wanted to go out. Not even a fun way.” Digging into my tattered pack, I pulled out the nonfunctional communication array and a standard navy torch. Both took similar powerpacks. Holding each in my hand, I tried to gauge width and circumference. “Heh. If I die doing this, I sure hope the thing falls out of my mouth first.” It would be some kind of poetic justice to not only get screwed by the navy but killed by an electronic prick in the process!

      Obviously, I survived, and the ship reluctantly picked me up. Leave it to the Turds to want to preserve their find, and with the sort of operations we were sent on, any intel is good intel. Returning me to Confed space was another story, though. The General, in his infinite wisdom and chronic cover your ass syndrome, had me and my team declared MIA and dead. The sugar-frosted-fucktard.

      Semper Knife mutherfuckers. That was my response to them even as the crewmembers tossed me out of the ship at Chandlers Retreat. Good luck and fuck off was what they called out to me. So much for loyalty and esprit de corps. Too much shit to call real. As Spec Ops, we expect some screwage, but not to this sort of extreme.

      Chandler’s Retreat was even more of a hellhole than the Nerdbase I called home. It was located on the edge of Confed space, tucked into a dilapidated orbit around a planet called Pluto. Why someone would name this place after a dumb looking dog was beyond me. Sol system, the birthplace of humankind, was a blasted and worked out system. Repeated wars beyond memory destroyed the inner planets. What was left was mined out of existence by the Corporations. According to my AI, Pluto used to have five moons. Even they were consumed by the mineral-greedy companies. Only the former mining station remained, and it was overrun with pirates and lowlifes. Just my luck.
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      “Fuck you and the ship you rode in on. So much for interagency gratitude. You tell that fucktard you call a general I’m coming for him and every, single, one of you freaking stealth-humping bastards!” Waving my arms and shouting at the closed airlock door probably didn’t paint all that great a picture to the locals as I might’ve wanted, but the crew on the stealth ship really pissed me off. First, they interrogated me, kept me locked up in the brig the entire time, and then instead of putting me out of my misery like they were ordered, they dumped me on this piece of junk. Fucking General Gryb, that prick would get what’s coming to him if it took my very last breath. Then I’d get those bozos on that ship as dessert.

      Turning away from the door I gave the locals a frown. What now? At least they left me my weapons. I gave the duffle a kick. The heavy bag at my feet rattled at me. I knelt and popped it open.

      “Mutherfuckers…” I cursed under my breath. As promised, they’d left me all my guns and gear except they’d disassembled it down to bare bones. Modern guns weren’t supposed to be broken down this much. Not without a clean room, at the very least. Fuckers.

      It looked about the same as just about every station I’d ever been on. I took in the grime, dirt, and angry-looking spot welds. Even at half gravity, the place looked like a shithole.

      “Since when does the navy deliver? You’re a nice piece of sweet meat, missy. What’cha doing in a way out place like this?” It was a loud, obnoxious voice and it came from directly behind me.

      Without answering or even looking behind, I started grabbing the easiest parts within reach.

      “I’m talking to you, little lady! Me and the boys would like a word or three with you. Maybe something a bit more, right boys?” He was answered by a couple of chuckles.

      Assembling weapons is something every grunt in the world practices in their sleep. POGs, not so much. People other than grunts use weapons. Grunts like me absorb them. It was child’s play to put one of my pistols together in a matter of seconds. It took less time than that to spin around in confrontation.

      Stalking a defenseless woman is one thing. Having one pop up armed is something completely different.

      “Hey, hey, hey! Watch where you’re pointing that thing.”

      Knife in one hand, pistol in the other, I confronted the man in front of me. Tall, stocky, and armored, he resembled every shit pot colony world enforcer I’d ever seen. Decked out in redneck armor with shitty cast-off weapons, he looked like a target to me. “Down on your knees, hands where I can see them.” Glaring at the men behind him, I brought them to heel, too. “Everyone else freeze! The first one of you even twitches will need a patch kit and a new life.”

      “Who’s in charge around here?” I asked the frozen men.

      All the men, even the bozo on the floor, gibbered at each other, none of them speaking a coherent word toward me. After a moment, someone spoke, a new person. Backed up by three heavily armed guards.

      “That would be me, Jacob Marley.” The best word to describe Jacob was dapper. Somewhere, in the depths of my brain, that word came to me. He was a rose surrounded by thorns. If we’d been someplace more civilized and we weren’t pointing guns at each other, I’d have done him.

      I chuckled to myself. At least three jumps from home, in the ass end of the known universe, and I was thinking about sex. Am I military or what? Available and single or just breathing sometimes was the story of my life. No attachments, no feelings, no change was the norm for those like me. Robot brothels were a thing. Just about every station had one, including this one. I was almost sure of it. Not that I was in the mood or feeling like putting on a long-lasting show for these halfwits. Not even if they submerged the place in antiseptic, for a week.

      “And who are you when you’re at home?” I asked him. My eyes flicked back and forth, keeping everyone in sight.

      Waving his hands at the lowlifes I’d first confronted, Marley crossed in front of them.

      “Thank you, Jacob,” was the loudest of the sounds the men muttered as they ran for it. Mr. Grabby, the man on his knees, didn’t speak as he crawled away.

      “What if I wasn’t done playing with them yet?” I asked him. There were less to keep track of but that didn’t make too much of a difference, yet.

      “This is my station. I’m the overseer here,” Marley exclaimed. Spreading his arms wide, he waved to the walls. “All of this is mine.”

      “Nope,” I stated. I slid to one side and folded my knife along my arm. If they charged me, I wanted to be ready.

      Jacob frowned. “What? Why do you say that?”

      I snorted. “This isn’t my first time in a place like this. It might say mining station on the outside, but none of that is happening here. Not enough dust, for one. Those boys that left weren’t prospectors or even miners. The way they move, most spacers would laugh their butts off. Those little boys are chairwarmers and bar bunnies. You’re the fixer here. I’d say pirate king if this was one of the Core systems. But way out here? This is a hidey hole, not a base.”

      “Who exactly are you now?” Jacob sent really subtle hand motions to his guards.

      “Uh uh. None of that now. Anyone gets too close and I shoot you first, not them. I’m someone you either want to get to know or get off your station as fast as possible. I can both help and harm you,” I replied.

      “How so?”

      “Resources. I need transport out of here and I assume you could use easy to find supplies. Let’s make a deal,” I answered. “My friends in the ship, we had a disagreement. They left me here, but it won’t be the last they see of me. There are resources and items of intense interest available.” I tapped my head.

      Jacob raised his eyebrows. “That was a Confed Navy stealth ship that dropped you here. We’ve seen them before, done a bit of business as well. Why should I trust you?”

      I smiled. Now he was right where I wanted him. “Bunch of guys, out on the rim, off the beaten path? How does a Confed supply base sound? Or maybe a bunch of Guardships disabled and floating in space? I can point you toward a former Neo-Mormon colony ship adrift around a no-name star, as well. If it’s still there, that is. Lots of accidents happen in space.”

      “Well now, that might be a bit interesting after all. Why so generous… I never got your name, now did I?” Jacob asked me.

      “Casey. And no, you didn’t. Let’s just say it’s all part of my revenge. Some things are better served cold than others. Cold as the depths of space.”
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      There’s a saying from old Earth that there’s no honor among thieves. It might be easy to believe as an outsider looking in, but honor isn’t something easily discarded, even among thieves.

      I haven’t always been a grunt. Once upon a time I was a street rat on a world best forgotten by decent people. Stealing was a way of life there. Sleep in the wrong spot and you’d find yourself stripped to the bone in mere moments. Honor was just about the only thing that did matter in a society like that. Your word was your bond, even if nothing else was. Trusting the word of my recruiter was how I escaped. Trusting Jacob’s was how I got off Chandler’s Retreat.

      “Did your parents have literary aspirations?” I asked. Jacob escorted me back to what served as his office on the station. The Nerdbases were designed similarly, so I instantly knew the room was supposed to be the med bay. From what I remembered only standard water and power remained. Whomever converted the place had done a shitty job of it. Hastily cut conduit and bulkhead mounts hung from almost every joint and corner. The urge to don an emergency suit was very strong right now. Since breathing was pretty important to me, I wondered just what else they’d stripped from this place.

      “Hmmm? Literary?” Jacob looked up as he dug through a cabinet along the wall.

      “Your name. It has a history,” I remarked.

      “I actually knew that. My family were refugees that ran afoul of the Confed Guard once during the last Reformation. I was raised an orphan,” Jacob explained, even as he pulled a bottle and two glasses out. “There was a book of stories we kids were shown. Naming day was when we reached our majority, according to Confed Orphan Services. Before then, I was either ‘Boy’ or ‘Hey You’! Choose a name or they choose one for you. Totally random, I’m afraid. It sounded good to me at the time,” Jacob smirked at me. “Life in the orphanage was a learning experience.”

      I suppressed a shudder at the look on his face, like the rictus you’d see on a plague victim. Cold and horrifying. There were rumors and stories about COS that made many, including me, think twice about bringing a child into the universe. Show politicians a way to make a deca credit and they’ll take advantage, and COS was run by the Senate itself. Jacob had survived it. That was something to be proud of. We all had our stories.

      “Check out an old Earth author named Dickens sometime,” I commented to him trying to give him a parallel to understand. “The literary version of the name is a ghost with a purpose. It’s not all that different from what a mob fixer does.”

      “I found this on a drifting hulk a while back. Give it a taste,” Jacob said. He opened the bottle and poured us both a drink. Glowing with an inner light, the liquid beckoned to me.

      Drinking strange green alcohol on a dilapidated space station filled with pirates and lowlifes in a deserted system was a good way to end up on a milk carton somewhere. Naturally I gave it a try.

      “Up yours!” I tossed it back even as Jacob did the same.

      Jacob had a shit-eating smile on his face, but I had one up on him. Spec Op operatives were supposed to be able to drink piss and eat metal, or at least that was the rumor we threw out there. Having an artificial digestive system facilitated that. We lived on the sharp end. The Navy didn’t want us to be taken out by something as simple as poison or some foreign bug. If I could eat it, I could pass it. Even strange glowing green juice.

      “Nice, good flavor even. Got any more?” I smiled at him like a schoolgirl on her first date.

      Jacob’s smile dropped as he looked down at his glass. Picking up the bottle in front of him, he stared for a moment before looking back at me. Cocking his head to one side, he asked, “How did you do that?”

      I chuckled. “Trade secret. Now do you want to deal, or do you want to dick around a bit more? Nothing you’ve got is putting me down.”

      “Fine,” he replied, slamming the bottle down. “What is it you want?”

      “Transport, obviously. The dickheads that left me here expected you to kill me or worse. While you might still be contemplating the former and possibly the latter, I think you should be aware of something first.” Giving him my most seductive look yet, I continued, “If I really wanted to, I could kill you and all the miscreants you call a crew before you could kill me first. When I’m not drinking poison or fucknut tipping, I’m out on the sharp end for the Confederation. I lead a Spec Op team.”

      Jacob reached for his gun but mine was up first. “Too slow. Careful now, take your hand off the weapon and place it back on the table. Do it!”

      With a slight tremble, the pirate king placed his hand palm down on the table next to the now glowing bottle. Gesturing with his other hand, he asked, “Do you mind?”

      “Sure,” I replied.

      Jacob poured himself another drink and slugged it down. “What the hell are you?”

      “I told you that already. Now, I need a ship to take me inside the Confederation. Just to a station or port so I can move on. You can keep the ship and I promise, on the honor of my service, to not kill or arrest whomever you send with me,” I smiled at him. “In return, I’ll provide you with certain intelligence and location data that will advance whatever agenda you have out here. Trust me on this, I have my own generals to fry, and could care less about your little wars.”

      “How do I know this isn’t a trap to arrest me?” Jacob asked.

      “Seriously? One lone woman against how many of your men on a station in the middle of nowhere? You’re much smarter than that, Jacob. Take what I say is the Universe’s own truth and forget the rest. I just need a ride.” I lowered my weapon, laying it in my lap. “If you’re that worried about it, take me to the Pirate’s Retreat in sector six. I’ve got a few resources I can access there. Surely you trust the Painted Brethren to protect you?”

      Internally I smiled when Jacob’s eyes widened at the mention of the Painted Brethren. The PB’s were the most notorious mercenary group in Confed space. It was no rumor they were secretly an arm of the Council. Anything under the table that had to be done was given either to them or Spec Ops. We had a very close alignment. Going there was a risk, but if it got me off this shit pile it was one I would take.

      “You know Darius?” Jacob asked me.

      Darius Blackheart. A rather unimaginative fellow. He owned and operated Pirate’s Retreat. He didn’t lead the PB’s, but he was a member.

      “We’ve danced a round or two,” I replied. I meant that literally, but I was pretty sure Jacob was thinking we were bedmates. In another life that might’ve happened, but Blackheart was too much of an abusive asshole for me.

      Jacob took a deep breath. “What resources do you have?”

      “Give me your tablet and I’ll list them out for you,” I said holding out my hand.

      Jacob mumbled a bit and scooted his chair over to the cabinet where he’d gotten the juice. While he was distracted, I sent a few silent messages to my AI. If I was to make it out of this thing alive, I needed to have an edge.

      “Here,” he said as he handed me an older model tablet. “I want all the details you can remember.”

      “Of course, of course.” Using my AI’s assist, my fingers flew across the surface of the screen as if they were possessed. As the data went in, so too did the AI. Programing was hacked and changed in the blink of an eye. Military intrusion programs almost always topped that of the civilian market, especially the really old stuff. Handing the chunk of electronics back, I concentrated my eyes on his gun hand, waiting for him to try yet again.

      Even as Jacob glanced at the first page, he drew his gun. Lightning fast, my hand actually blurred from sight as I beat him yet again. “It was funny the first time, but now I might have to kill you,” I said.

      “Here’s how we’re going to play this now,” I continued, my voice low and very controlled. “You have the data, but it’s locked. The moment the ship you provide undocks from the station I’ll release it. If you try to kill me again it’s gone, and so are you. If I have to nuke this entire station to stay alive, I will. My base at home is really similar to this one. Wanna bet I know where the reactor is and how to overload it? Do we have a deal, or shall I just kill you and find my own way home?”
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      I got off, and not in a fun way. The deal went down, and surprisingly Jacob lived up to his end. His ship, if you could call that hunk of junk a ship, dropped me off in Corporation space. Easy in and easy out, which told me he had some sort of working relationship with them. Not really my problem, though. My days with the Confed military would be over one way or the other after this mission.

      The corporations got off old Earth early. Even before the colony ships packed up to go. There was money to be made after all. Why should the colonists have all the fun?

      It was pretty funny, actually. Earth was overcrowded and constantly at war with itself. Those with the means went all in, building up their ships and recruiting the best of the best for them. Sleeper technology was in its infancy and you had an 80/20 chance of surviving it. Not that the investors were told that little tidbit. Ships were built big and overloaded. Those that didn’t make it were to be grist for the mill or food for the larder. They loaded up and pushed themselves out into the unknown with only a star-chart to guide them. Homesteaders of the new frontier.

      But not really. The Corporations had a plan. Get there first. Robotic ships, faster, stronger, and better equipped, pushed out as well. No need for life support or even food, they were much faster. So fast that they could set up robotic factories to begin seizing the resources.

      One jump out from Earth in all directions was considered Corporation space, most of it abandoned. Like Chandler’s Retreat, the stations were repurposed from mining or industrial stations.

      Rally’s Chance was one such place. Unlike Chandler’s, the Corporation still ran this one. Call it a casino, vacation, retirement home for executives. We grunts called it a pump and dump. Suck you dry of everything you own or could possibly make, then dump your corpse into space. A nice scam at the end of your life. But it made money. Lots of it.

      Lots of cash brought corruption. And Corruption? Corruption would get me home.
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        * * *

      

      Corporate sectors are weird. If it’s not mining and farming, it’s giant mice and balloons. For just a moment after Jacob’s ship dropped me off, I thought I was on some strange new drug. People dressed as animals is a thing, go figure.

      Getting out of the Mickey system wasn’t an issue. I didn’t even have to access one of my hidden accounts. I just hopped one of the free shuttles. All I needed was a Goofy shirt and some mouse ears to fit right in.

      Iger Incorporated ran actual shuttle cruises into and out of the system almost every hour. Tourist groups, stripped of funds, were given free rides home. The company encouraged repeat visits this way. It was the least they could do for them.

      I took a corner seat out of the way. More than half the main bay was filled with brightly dressed, very tired, children. The attached adults drifted listlessly among the younglings.

      Frowning, I looked down at my shirt. I couldn’t see the obsession with all things mice. The red, white, and black shirt had to be the loudest piece of cloth I’d ever worn in either of my lives, military or civilian. On the table in front of me lay a set of ears. I’d needed them to get aboard, but refused to wear them afterwards. If only my boys could see me now.

      My boys. Just thinking about them and how I lost them to stupid funny looking aliens brought a tear to my eye. General Gryb and those under him were going to pay if it took the last breath in my body to do so. They needed to be taught the lesson that you don’t fuck with Special Operations. Not if you want to live a long life.
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      Every Spec Ops team is given certain resources to be used for evacuation or evasion purposes. This included caches and hidden accounts. As team leader, I knew most of the current passwords and locations. My AI knew all the rest. As I’ve said before, she wasn’t an artifical stupid like the standard issue.

      “…access?” Sarah, my AI asked. Named after the best lay, male or female, I’d had before joining up. Saying that name made me think back to her smooth curves and hot raging body. My nether regions heat up just thinking about our last time together. I needed to find a robot pleasure center and get my freak on or I’ll turn into a raging sex machine right here and now.

      “Access whatever I’ll need for a ticket to Alpha Sector, Sarah. Keep in mind we’ll have to visit Fort Hood to pick up supplies,” I replied. Using my own memory, not Sarah’s, I started planning my next few steps. All of them included murder and mayhem.

      “Understood,” Sarah said, then paused. “Records indicate three regimental caches near that base. Would you like me to mark them on your map?”

      “Yes, thank you, Sarah,” I replied even as I brought up the map. Fort Hood was one of the largest ground-pounder bases in this region of space. I had at least two, maybe three former squad mates based there. I might be able to call upon them.

      The mouse shuttle dropped its passengers at the main terminal at the Beta Three station. Information I’d found onboard the ship explained plans and the locations of everything I’d need onboard. If only some of the places I’d spent hours infiltrating were as free with their info.

      Military stations are structured a bit like onions. Each layer connects with the next, both supporting and protecting the core. At the core would be command and control along with all vital systems. Usually the battle room, also known as the command center, sat at the very tip of the station. Very susceptible to enemy fire, it would be abandoned during battles. All the electronics required to keep it running were easily shorted out by EMP rounds. One commander I served under said the room made a really good target.

      Beta Three was a civilian base, though. Completely different. Very much so.

      “How the hell can anyone find a damn thing in here?” I mumbled to myself as I strode through the station. Nothing, and I do mean nothing, looked like the map I had in my hand. Turning it upside down and even looking at it sideways got me nothing. The place looked like a street fair had sex with a neon jungle. Everything either glowed or flashed at me.

      Turning left, I had to close my eyes, the flashing was so bright. “Hats! Get your sun hats here!” Just as I got past that glaring light, another sign flashed in its wake, “Sex! All the sex you want! New robots just in!”

      The words kept flashing on and off inside my eyelids, they were so bright. I liked sex as much as the next grunt, but I needed to see to get my freak on!

      “Please stop!” I mumbled as I tried to open my eyes. Blinking a few times, all I could see was a big white spot. Instinctively I brought both hands up to my face to rub my eyes.

      “Chef, are you well?” I felt someone touch my arm. “Chef Lewis?”

      “What…” I jerked awake suddenly. Looking around, confused, I could only gape at the man in chef whites standing next to me. “Sorry I was...thinking. I think. Whatever. Where were we?”

      Tomas Chavez, one of the ship’s sous chefs, explained. “You said you had a braising recipe that would actually work in transwarp?”

      “Recipe. Right. Sorry, I’m not sure where my brain went, there. You work as many different ships as I have, it all runs together sometimes. Now, as you might know, some cooking methods just don’t work in space. I’m neither a scientist nor a physicist. If I had to fly this ship, you better hope we’re close to a planet for bailout. Flying isn’t my thing. But I can cook, and that’s all that matters right now. Ship standard cooktops and the Steampro cookers are supposed to be able to make anything we can dream up, but there’s something in the way transwarp pushes the ship itself that negates that. But when I was out on the rim with the scout service I ran across this technique.” Crossing the kitchen, I approached one of the Steampro ovens. “What they discovered is if you put the meal inside the portable units and then place it inside the steamer…”

      “Wait, won’t that melt the unit, damaging the equipment?” Tomas asked me.

      “If you put it in the oven it would, but the steamer is different. Something to do with the math and magnetic properties. Like I said, I’m not a scientist.” I reached over, unlocked the door, and opened it wide. “The middle rack has to come out for it to fit, though. So don’t use this for anything else at the same time.”

      Grabbing one of the portable cookers, I set it inside the oven. Without actually turning it on, I explained how to set the temperature and how long to cook it. “It’s so simple even a CS could understand it.”

      The sous frowned at me before speaking. “Most of our culinary specialists came to us pretrained. The Chef insists. As one of the flagships of the Navy, we’re very discerning about who does and does not get onboard.”

      Smiling back, I agreed with him. “Very true. So once you set the temperature you should set a timer. Figure one hour for each half pound of the dish. That’s about half what you’d get for non-warp cooking. You and the chef will have to experiment a little, though. Every machine is a bit different.”

      Tomas looked between me and the machine for a moment as if weighing his options before setting on just me. “Why doesn’t the Navy just use robo-chefs like some of the cruise liners do? I’ve asked before, but no one could give me a straight answer.”

      “Nice segue there, Chavez.” My tone was stern, but I said it with a smile. “How much do you know about Earth and early space exploration?”

      Making a face like he’d just bitten into something sour, the sous frowned at me. “History? It wasn’t my best subject. Uh, Earth launched us all into space before it blew up.”

      Leaning forward, I started laughing until my head almost touched the countertop. I shook my head at him. “Let me guess, you grew up in the public school system and then at FSA school they just covered the basics, Escoffier, Bourdain, Toups, and Fieri. Just enough to get by, but not enough to truly understand the history of our field. Am I right?”

      Tomas nodded. “Yeah. I liked hearing more about the crazy ones than those old French guys. It’s a dead language. Why learn it?”

      I chuckled. “Latin is a dead language, but all the doctors use it. Think of it as a trade language. Nobody outside of our chosen profession uses French, and it gives us a secret way of communicating with each other. Not just Navy, either. Chefs on some of the richest worlds in the universe speak fluent French. But I’m getting a bit off topic. History. I won’t bore you with old guys cooking but some of that stuff is good to know. Take my suggestion… That you learn some of it. Even if it’s on your own time. Especially if you ever want my job.”

      “I’ll look into it, Chef Casey,” Tomas answered.

      I stressed the word “suggestion,” and he seemed to have listened. “You do that. Earth first went into space in the 1960’s but didn’t colonize anything, not even its moon until the 2100’s. At first, they travelled with packaged food, some of it so bland and unpalatable Confed marines might choose to not eat it using it for target practice instead.”

      Tomas looked up at me in shock. Confed marines have a bad reputation.

      “They were using chemical rockets as propulsion and every bit of weight savings was that much more important, so their trips were short. Better fuel and engines made travel easier, but humans are picky about what they put into their mouths. Very early robo-chefs came into being around 2300. But like the packaged stuff, the options were limited. The tech wasn’t up to the challenge yet. Colony world agriculture was in its infancy then. Very, very, basic rations were available, even for those on the ground,” I explained.

      “Was it the corporations that changed things?” Tomas asked me.

      “Close. What’s the one thing that has always advanced human civilization, can you guess?”

      He shook his head. “Sex?”

      I laughed. “Nope, that’s a nice guess, but no. It’s war. Every time war breaks out, someone comes up with better weapons, better tech, better ways of doing things. Earth went to war with itself. You have to understand this part to really understand. Unlike the Confederation, Earth was still ruled by dozens of city states. Each ‘country’ controlled part of the population and the resources available. To get anything done, they had to cooperate with each other. When they stopped, it all went to hell. So enter the colonies. They had the food but not the expertise to feed everyone. And the Navy needed those ships in space for protection. At the Food Service Academy, they started all of you out on the blandest, most tasteless food they could find. Didn’t you ever wonder why?”

      “I was told it was allergies, that the docs needed a baseline to work from,” Tomas replied.

      “That’s half right. Feeding you basic rations did allow them to run those sorts of tests, but it also trained your palettes. Good food tastes good. The Navy wanted you to know the difference. A robo-chef can only follow a recipe. It takes a master to season properly. Sugar looks an awful lot like salt in its raw form. Accidents happen,” I explained.

      “Not on the cruise ships or even the freighter service, though. I worked a few ships before joining up,” Chavez replied. “We never fed them bad food.”

      “How inventive was it? Were you able to change the recipes or was the menu completely locked down? Could the Captain or one of the guests request a change? Ask the robo unit to make a strange dish? Those are the questions you need to ask to answer your question. They are the true reasons we have live people instead of robots. Something else to think on, too: Cooking is our primary duty, but we have others. How can a robot box on the table put out a ship fire or patch a bulkhead breach? Only we can do that.”

      I gave Tomas a pat on the back and continued, “I will tell you one quick story that one of my instructors related to me. About two centuries ago, a member of the leading Council was forced to travel on one of our ships for more than a month. He and his staff worked their way through the entire robo-chef menu in the first week. Three more weeks of generally bland and tasteless food brought about the change we all work for today. Chefs, on the ships. Trust me on this, Tomas. I’ve worked a lot of ships and just having someone who can make toast and boil an egg is way better than making the toaster do it for you.”

      “Was it true, though?” Tomas asked.

      “Which part?”

      “Your instructor’s story. BuShips would know the answer, for sure. Did you ever check?”

      I scratched my head. “You know, I never have. But I’ll make you a promise. When I get back there, I’ll ask someone. Ok?”

      Tomas nodded and slapped the table.

      “What the hell is going on down here? Is it the social hour now? I can tell the captain you people aren’t busy enough and get you assigned to the deck.” A man dressed in ship’s greys stepped into the kitchen.

      Straightening up, Chavez looked the man in the eye. “Good afternoon, Sergeant Bolton. Are you here for the captain’s meal?”

      The sergeant’s uniform didn’t seem to fit him very well. Tall and thin, his muscles looked out of place somehow. I wasn’t an expert on human anatomy though. I knew how to kill but not how to repair them. Not really. Something about the man unnerved me, though. His skin was darker than I was used to, but humanity was broad. Skin color, accent, and genotype didn’t matter in the Confederacy. Only rank and function did.

      “As if you didn’t know. I sent the order hours ago. He’s serving three tonight. So where is it? Chop, chop!” Bolton demanded.

      Chavez didn’t rush and he didn’t bow. As far as I could tell, he did everything by the book. Stepping away from me, he reached into one of the coolers and pulled out three stacked trays. Quickly checking the contents, he loaded them onto a grav-lifter.

      “Is there anything else, Sergeant?” Sous Chef Chavez asked the rude man.

      Grabbing the grav-lifter, Bolton walked away without a word.

      Chavez turned back to me and shook his head. “Watch out for that, Chef Casey.”

      I arched an eyebrow at him. “Is he always like that?”

      “Pretty much. Bolton’s a mean one. Not like the old steward.” He shook his head again. “Jonathan, Sergeant Draven, went AWOL during the Washington’s refit a few months ago. I still don’t believe it.”

      I knew the Washington was fresh from the central dockyard. Six-month refit. If she hadn’t been the flagship of the Navy, she would only have gotten a patch job. Time and money were too scarce for every ship to get that treatment. I was unaware of a ship jumper, though. Middle of space or one of the corporate planets I could see that happening, but not at dock!

      “Who was he?” I asked.

      “Jonathan? Only the best sailor on this damn ship! Came aboard as a seaman first class, if you can believe it. He worked his way up the ranks to sergeant and applied for extended training. Passed at the top of his class, going to work for the general staff as one of their stewards. The Washington was supposed to be his last big tour. A reward for service well done, is how he told it. No way he’d just take off like that!” Tomas exclaimed. “Some of us, we looked for him when we heard. Checked out all the dive bars, too. Nothing. Not even a vid-scan.”

      “And Bolton?” I asked him.

      “Came on board with the Captain the day we left the dock. He’s as mean as a snake. Watch your back.” Tomas looked back at the Chef. “Where were we?”
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      Vaslov had been a captain for more than a decade while officers that graduated below him were admirals now! It didn’t matter to him that the others were more politically connected than he was or even that they had more skills. All he cared about was that he was continually being passed over. It was his right. He’d put in the time. He deserved fucking promotion.

      It was almost time now. Time to turn the universe on its ear and tell the    Confederation where they could stick it. “Pass me over, will you,” Captain Vaslov muttered as he leaned back in his command chair. Everything was coming together as planned. Soon, very soon, he’d have his revenge on everyone.

      “Lieutenant Jones, prepare the ship for transwarp and set course for Ceti 89257,” Vaslov ordered.

      Jones, the helmsman on duty, turned to look at his captain. “Sir, that’s outside the parameters of the testing.”

      “Change of plans, Lieutenant Jones. Make the corrections and engage. Now,” Vaslov demanded. Scooting forward, the captain sat on the edge of his seat watching the crewman.

      “But sir…” Jones started to say even as Vaslov’s roar drowned him out.

      “Now, dammit! Follow my orders or await death in the brig! Do it, do it now!” Captain Vaslov shouted. Waving his arms, he directed the ship’s marines forward.

      The lieutenant looked down at his console and pressed several buttons at once. “Initiating transwarp in 3...2...1… Transwarp!”

      A shudder ran through the entire length of the ship moments before every living person on board felt as though they’d jumped into the air unexpectedly with both feet.

      Gripped by a floating sensation that made you check to see if you were actually flying, transwarp was the scientific achievement of the century.

      “Take him below and lock him up. Inform the third shift helmsman he’s needed on the bridge immediately,” Vaslov ordered.

      Third officer Carson Foley snapped to attention. “Sir. I will inform the officer. Is there anything else?”

      “Assign the next available officer to the vacant post. Take command of the helm. I’ll be in my quarters if needed,” the captain replied.

      He didn’t add “suckass” to the order, but he should have.
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      “... and then he ate it! Can you believe that shit? Let me tell you Captain, I’m so glad you chose me for the ship. Smuggler ops along the frontier was getting so damn boring.” Bones, the new ship’s doctor, slapped his knee as he praised the ship. Both he and the new XO were in Captain Vazlov’s cabin for the first time.

      “Here on the Washington you shouldn’t have those sorts of problems. This is a capital ship. We tend to shoot first and ask questions later. No smuggling interdiction for us. There are parasite craft for that,” Vazlov explained. “You might speak to our Marine group if you want to hear some real war stories. It’s my understanding that they trained in ship-to-ship maneuvers while we were in the space dock.”

      “Parasites? What do you mean by that exactly?” Bones asked. Traditionally, all shipboard doctors were called Bones by the crew. Their true names were seldom used, even by the captain.

      Thomas Watson, the Executive Officer, jumped in with the answer. “Smaller members of the fleet are called that. For this ship, it would mean either of the two small pinnaces or assault shuttles we keep down in the holds.”

      Bones nodded. “I see. The things you learn in this business.” Checking his chrono, the doctor looked up at the two officers. “I’ve got sick call early so I need to retire. Captain, it has been a pleasure. I’ll be looking forward to this cruise.”

      Standing, the captain saw him out. “I can guarantee you this will be one for the record books. When the admiral comes on board, we’ll knock you for a loop. I promise. Have a good evening, Bones.”

      Waiting until the door closed and locked, Captain Vazlov walked back to his other guest. “The admiral won’t ever be coming aboard, you can count on that. The idiots the navy sticks us with. Who cares what smugglers do to hide their product?”

      “The Navy and the colonies. Smugglers cost them tax dollars. But it’s not like you or I are getting that income,” Watson replied. “Is everything ready?”

      “That’s my line, Thomas. But I wouldn’t have picked you for this if you didn’t have your shit together. How are you finding the general staff?” Vaslov asked him. Pulling out a chair, he sat at the table across from his executive officer.

      “Well trained. You have no idea the quality of crewman the navy has out on the edges of civilization. I swear if there was a goat nearby, they all would mount it. By the gods they suck, officers as well.” Thomas rolled his eyes as he looked skyward. “Too much longer and I might’ve taken this job from you for free.” Looking the captain in the eye, he winked. “But I’m not that stupid. When we talked last, you only gave me a rough idea. What’s the Vig going to be?”

      Captain Vazlov smiled. “Straight to the point. I like that in an officer. It’ll be more than you can spend in a week at the tables on New Vegas. It won’t just be for the ship, though.”

      “What else?” Watson pursed his lips and looked across the table at the captain. Before joining the Confed Navy he’d been part of several mercenary outfits working both sides of the law out on the fringe. A chance encounter with the Confed Counterintelligence Division forced him into the navy at gunpoint. Prison or ship duty. The choice was pretty clear after all. Rising through the ranks was far easier than he’d thought it would be, though. The quality of crew was just that bad out there. The sector being a dumping ground for every malcontent or fuck up helped as well. Thomas only had to pay a single data-slicer to alter his records. After that, it was smooth sailing. Needed to sneak contraband past the border? Pay me. Need military supplies for some sort of op? Pay me. Intel? Pay me. And on and on. There wasn’t much in the way of down and dirty he hadn’t dipped his beak into. “Lots of young sailors on this tub. Slavers?”

      “Ha! You’re a man after my own heart. The folks that hired me originally said I could make my own deal about the crew. Easiest way is to open up the mutiny doors and vent the ship, but have you seen the tits on some of them? Lots of credits to make on certain markets. I can think of one or two brothels that might make us a nice deal. Subduing them is the biggest issue.” Vaslov rubbed his hands together in anticipation.

      Watson had his own contacts in that world as well. Slaving random colony ships or a lost cruise ship was one thing, but doing it to Confed Navy? That was a bit riskier than he wanted. He shook his head. “Captain, that is way too hot for me. CCID would catch us for sure.”

      Vaslov’s smile dropped away and the devil came out. Pointing his finger at the mercenary, he growled out his response. “You’re bought and paid for, bucko! Do you hear me? You’ll do as I say or there will be consequences beyond your imagination. All sorts of bad things can happen in space if you aren’t watching. Let me worry about those Intel boys. The Washington’s one of the flagships remember?”

      “That’s what worries me, all the extra crew and things on board because of the admiral. Do you have a plan for that? I sure don’t see any others here with us. A ship this big… there’s only the two of us,” Watson remarked, glancing about the room.

      “Plans within plans. I’ve had six full months to put my end of this together. Trust me. The Broth…” Vaslov waved his hands as if to erase his words. “I’ve other agents like you in place already. Everything will work as I explained. Our biggest worry is the crew. Have you found any issues?”

      Watson gave his boss a wry look. Not knowing all the pieces was going to drive him insane, but even half of five hundred thousand credits was by far enough to pay off his debts and maybe, just maybe, get the syndicate off his ass. Note to self: never, ever, bet on a horse that gets a limp and never take advantage of a woman you don’t know. It was just his luck the top dick in the underworld had a very young-looking wife who liked to play. A little kink was one thing but getting caught with his pants down, literally, wrapped up in leather hanging from the ceiling on her sex swing was a bit much. He was so very lucky her guards took cash, all he had on him. This job couldn’t have come at a better time. Taking a deep breath, he nodded almost to himself before finally answering. “Issues? Yes, just a couple.”

      Vaslov pulled out his tablet and laid it on the table. “Who?”

      “The doctor was one, but I see he’s more of a loudmouth than a revolutionary. A bit of violence in the right direction will take care of him. A bullet to the brain if need be. You said it yourself that we’ve got a short crew for this one. Three biggest issues are the marines, engineering, and the chiefs. Eliminate at least two thirds of them and we’ve got this. If I had to choose, it would be marines, then engineering, followed by the chiefs,” Watson explained showing the captain his lists.

      “The marine force is covered. I wouldn’t even be attempting this if it wasn’t. Why engineering? None of these were on my list,” he said pointing at the tablets.

      “Control. This ship is from another time. Thirty, forty years ago the galaxy was different, more violent. I really wish I’d been born then. It wasn’t all that long ago that the Colony Wars ended, and the navy didn’t completely trust itself,” Watson said.

      “Explain that,” Vaslov said.

      “Simple. Query your AI. Look at the mutiny rates then versus now. It’s the entire reason we even have mutiny doors on this ship. There were way too many colonial pukes in the navy to trust them with command. It’s one of the reasons the armory is between Marine country and engineering. Check the schematics. There’s only a single deck between the two. If you’re able to look at some of the original plans for the ship, you might see some of the extra compartments in CIC and engineering. Weapon stores. Those spaces were set up to take back the ship if need be,” Watson pointed out. “We don’t use them now, I double checked that little tidbit. Emergency food supplies and backup ship parts, respectively. But why engineering? They can control the ship from there. Any engineer worth his salt can rewire the board down there to run the ship remotely. It’s been done before. Historically as well as recently. Nova twelve.”

      Nova twelve. Vaslov stroked his chin a few times in thought. He’d forgotten that little dustup. He was sure the Navy wanted to, as well.

      Two destroyers, one a surplus ship left over from the Colony Wars, the other the newest top of the line scout special, the Bunker Mountain. Nova twelve was the Corporation’s newest golden child. A system filled with rocks, rubble, and riches not seen in years. Aliens existed. Humanity had run into them less than a hundred years out of the Sol system. Their interest in us humans varied. Some, like the Greys, traded extensively with humans. They were sneaky double-dealing little shits, but they sold good stuff. Others were so far above humanity we were ants to their boots. Every so often you’d read a report of primitives or lost ruins found somewhere, but never a whole damn system. That was Nova twelve. At some point in time, there’d been a war and the Nova people lost. They lost big. Some unknown weapon vaporized all the planets.

      Infrastructure was slow to build, so protection was needed. The older destroyer, the Opus, was assigned the job by one of the corporations. It was the ship on station when Bunker Mountain came calling. Neither captain could explain it afterward, but there was something in that system that blocked standard communication procedures. The very moment the Opus called to report its position, all coms went down on the Opus.

      The battle might have been awesome to watch if anyone was watching. As it was, they were alone among the rocks. Opus fired first and Bunker finished it. Both ships floating in space, streaming air and the frozen blood of their dead. The Opus was older and better equipped for war than the newer ship. “They don’t make ‘em like they used to,” explained it best.

      “Right,” Vaslov said. “I don’t have a man down there, and that’s a problem. My original plan was to seal off that section first, then attacking with the marines if possible. The distraction provided would give us time to consolidate the bridge and either gas or vent the ship. However, since I put the plan into action I’ve managed to replace more than ninety percent of the officers. My contacts are supposed to meet us at our drop-out point. If certain officers and crew are eliminated, we might be able to pass it off as an attempted mutiny if something goes wrong. But it shouldn’t. I’ve been informed that they can assault the ship if need be, but we’d lose our fee if they have to do it. I’d rather get paid.”

      “And the chiefs?” Watson asked. Among the enlisted men of the ship, the chief was the closest thing to a god they had.

      “Half of them aren’t with us, like the missing crew. With a couple of exceptions, the officer corps is brand new, too. None of them have had time to explore the ship or become acquainted with either all the chiefs or enlisted. I’ve worked them that hard. Besides yourself, there are an even twenty of my people on board. In a ship of multiple thousands, what we’re about to do would be near impossible. There are less than five hundred crew with us,” Vaslov explained. He chuckled. Orders from the Admiralty said to take the Washington out half a sector before jumping straight back. BuShips wanted a simple test to be sure the engines were working. He could only laugh at their imagined faces when word reached them his ship had vanished. It was the most perfect revenge on them. Eyeing the renegade in front of him, he frowned slightly. Two hundred fifty thousand credits was way too much to pay a double dealer like Watson. When his employers came for the ship, he’d make a secondary deal with them.

      Thomas Watson was having similar thoughts. Just who was this guy, besides a disgruntled captain? CCID would pay big time money to learn about him. Stealing even a small ship from the navy was ballsy, but one of the two flagships? Vaslov should walk with pride wherever he goes. His balls must be gigantic and made of gold and silver. If the chance arose, Watson would use the communication protocols they’d given him, but for now he’d ride the inside track and learn what he could. Maybe things would go as planned. Two hundred fifty large with the added bonus five hundred prime mining slaves would bring. New Vegas would be the least he would hit with that kind of cash! “Is there anything else for me?”

      “One person to add to your list that wasn’t in the records. Chef of the Navy, Casey Lewis. She came on board at the last minute before departure,” the captain explained.

      “Lewis? Isn’t she like some kind of food guru or something?” Watson asked with a frown.

      “A nosey bitch is more like it. She’s one of BuShip’s spies. While she does a good job training up the cook staff, she pokes her nose into the entire ship, or at least that’s what I’ve heard. As Chef of the Navy, Lewis is outside the normal chain of command,” Vaslov commented even as he searched his tablet for the Chef’s records.

      “What’s her background, do you know?” Watson asked.

      “Cooking. She’s been in at least fifteen years but only worked for Admiral Hawthorne for ten, I think.” The captain gave his tablet a shake. “Stupid thing. There isn’t very much here. Just enough to prove she’s navy. One of my Academy classmates told me about her once. She roams around almost at random. Orders from the admiral told me to give her a free hand with Chef Johnson, my personal chef. She’s supposed to be training him and his staff on new procedures and recipes.”

      “Blond hair, about this high?” Watson held up his hand less than two meters.

      “Yes,” Vaslov answered, “that’s what’s written here.”

      “She caused a stink at boarding. One of my… our… specialists had a run-in with her. Something about large floating cases he was unable to search. Master Sergeant Draven and Lieutenant James took care of her. I’ll assign someone to keep an eye out. You got anything harder than this? We should toast the job.” Watson held up his glass of tea.

      Vaslov snorted. “Spirits, on a naval vessel? Who are you kidding here? I’ll call my man to bring us something really good.”

      “Why do I always get the idiots?” Sergeant Michale Bolton mumbled to himself as he monitored the conversation in the dining area. It seemed like every time they needed someone to monitor the pigeon, his name came up. Being recognized as the best at something made you beneficial to the Brotherhood and decreased your chance of spacing. But only a little. Vaslov had sounded like a good bet. A free battleship with little to no cost looked too good to be true. Poke one officer here, prod another there, and suddenly a promotion goes away like it never existed. From what he’d seen so far, the man was a good captain but a lousy drunk. Loose lips sink ships was just as relevant now as it had been a thousand years ago. But still, asking drunken naval officers how they’d take their own ships down paid off occasionally. Bolton closed the hidden panel and set his tablet down. Time for some play acting. “Coming, sir.”

      Bolton stepped into the room, his hands behind his back, almost at attention. “Sir?”

      “Break out the good whiskey, Sergeant. Time for a toast,” Vaslov ordered.

      Studying the executive officer for a moment he nodded. “Of course, sir.”

      The really good stuff sat in a bottle marked ‘Foot Elixir’ that was stored inside the medical cabinet in the galley. Naval regulations were both lax and strict when it came to alcohol on board. Admirals and above were allowed a single bottle of spirits and unlimited wine to be used for socialization and meetings. But captains were only supposed to have wine. Officers were limited to single bottles per tour with enlisted having none. That didn’t stop micro stills from popping up in unexpected places, anyway. It was the primary reason sugar and fresh fruit were kept under lock and key aboard ships. If you wanted a nip, you had to disguise it.

      Transferring the liquid to two shot glasses, Bolton returned to the officers. “Here you are, sir.”

      “Oh, that’s nice,” Watson smelled the glass, taking in the waft of scents. “Not much of this out on the frontier.”

      “I know. This is my personal supply. I had it stashed until we departed. Those damn dock workers were everywhere for the past six months. You can’t keep much secret from them,” Vaslov gripped his glass. Giving his XO a nod, he slugged it down. Even as the fiery liquid burned down his throat he uttered the word “smooth.”

      Watson frowned as the whiskey touched his taste buds. He’d had the really good stuff on New Vegas, and this wasn’t it. Rotgut, more likely. One more check mark against the captain. He always judged character by what a man drank.

      “I won’t keep you from your duty, Thomas. By my calculations we’ve got less than a week before the rendezvous to take care of the crew. Start now. In the morning, I’ll see what we can do about this list,” Vaslov said as he held up his tablet.

      “Yes, sir. That sounds like a plan.” Watson slid out of his chair and stood up. “I’ll see myself out, then.”

      Vaslov upended the shot glass, catching the last drop on his tongue. “Good. We’ll touch base in a day or so. Carry on.”

      The moment the door closed and locked, Bolton was on Vaslov. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      Vaslov slammed the shot glass down onto the table, almost breaking it. “Who are you to speak to me like that?”

      “You know very well who I am, so don’t play those games with me, Captain,” Bolton replied with scorn in his voice. “How soon you forget who dragged you out of the massive hole you’d managed to trap yourself in. It was the Brotherhood who gave you this chance at revenge. Our plans. Our people. Do you have any idea of who he’s worked for in the past? Do you? You might’ve given the entire fucking thing away by bringing him along.” Bolton pointed at the door. “By bringing that traitor here with us you’ve put my head along with yours on the chopping block. And let me tell you something. I like my head where it is, so if I go, you go. Don’t think I won’t kill you in the most inventive way I can think of. Seriously, what the fuck were you thinking?”

      “If you must know, I hired him to help with the officers. The ship’s computer can only do so much. I have to have a few hands I can trust as well,” Vaslov replied. His hands were starting to shake just a bit.

      “You don’t fucking listen, do you. What did we say? Does that alcohol-pickled brain of yours remember anything? The Brotherhood will provide the manpower. Yours is the will. Only on your authority will the computer lock out the others. Hiring your own people wasn’t in the contract we signed with you, damn you!” Bolton yelled again. “This plan of yours better work.”
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      “Sergeant Bolton doesn’t exist,” I muttered to myself. Officially, my job within BuShips was to evaluate the culinary departments. However, Admiral Hawthorne also wanted me looking for what he called oddities. Strange bits of staffing qualified as odd. Exiting out of the ship’s crew registry, I had Sarah do a general search of the name.

      “Nothing pertinent shows up. The surname has some historical meaning, though. Only one entry this decade not related to the navy in general,” Sarah replied after a moment.

      “Define historical meaning,” I directed. Sometimes knowing the history of things helped to understand the present. Everything was interesting to me.

      “Michael Bolton, a singer and performer of music defined as pop. Birth and death in the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries. John Bolton diplomat and activist. Birth and death in the same time period as Michael, no relation found. Several towns and historic buildings located in what was once the North American portion of Old Earth were also–”

      “End,” I said, cutting Sarah off. I stared into space for a few seconds. “Other than ancient records, what do you have for the fleet? Any Boltons there?”

      “Not the modern fleet. Records indicate there was a Bolton family on board the Kansas City in 2215,” Sarah answered.

      “The Kansas City? Which Navy?” I asked her.

      “Colony ship The Kansas City, ship number J-5-Alpha. Privately constructed by a consortium of investors in Earth orbit. Officially launched with a marked destination of Ceti Tau Four January 30, 2215. The ship never arrived. No trace has been found,” Sarah explained.

      “Hmm. Interesting, but not part of this, then. Resume standard searches,” I ordered. While I wasn’t technically a spy, my AI was. Keeping Sarah and her ‘advances’ secret was part of the deal I’d struck with BuShips and Admiral Hawthorne. She did the majority of the info grabs. I just cooked.

      I pushed away from the small built-in desk in my quarters and started to gather my things. I’d felt the vibration of the Washington entering transwarp several hours ago. According to my copy of the orders, we were supposed to jump out a quarter parsec, cruise for half a day, then jump back. Any and all malfunctions were to be noted. Food and other supplies were stocked aboard in the off chance the newly upgraded jump engines failed. Sublight sucked so much that traveling home on it alone would be awful. But for even a ship as large as the Washington, it would only take a few days rather than weeks. That was the real reason for the short staff. While I’d been working with both Chef Johnson and his sous chefs, today was the real training day.

      “Ok boys and girls, it’s time to play some games.” The Washington’s kitchen crew was top notch, but it was my job to make them better. My training techniques might not follow the book, but they worked. And that was all Admiral Hawthorne wanted. And he wanted success, and I planned to get it even if it killed all of them. “This...” I dropped a stack of flimsies on the table in front of them. “...is just a taste of some of the new recipes we’ve put together for you. BuShips has been listening to all of your complaints and requests fleet-wide for a while now. We’ve boiled it all down to three main categories: food, equipment, and technique. Technique meaning new recipes or new ways of doing things. For example, a fellow cook way out on the rim discovered a way to cook meat during transwarp. Rather than keep it to himself, he shared it.”

      The many cooks surrounding the table all began murmuring to themselves. Everyone except Sous Chef Tomas, that is. He’d learned this one already. One of the ways I trained was through demonstration. Reading manuals or naval directives got old fast. Because they were written by the most unimaginative and boring of authors, most cooks and chefs lost interest halfway through, and ended up depriving their crews of a tasty treat.

      Pulling fresh ingredients from the reach-ins and refrigerant units surrounding this part of the kitchen, I proceeded to demonstrate some of what I was talking about. “...so you see the difference? Food you prepared the old way might be rejected by your captain and crew as inedible or wasteful. It was those practices that have set this job of ours back a century. Never forget that everyone has to eat to survive. Even the Craven, those funky doglike aliens in the Opus sector, have to eat at least once a week. Trust me on this, I’ve eaten falconer, and prepared improperly it’s grisly and unappetizing. The guy that invented this technique turned down a transfer to BuShips, by the way. He told Admiral Hawthorne he liked the customs cutter he was on too much. Room to experiment without oversight, is what he told me. So, take his example to heart and learn something new. When we stop learning we start dying.”

      Half the room just stared at me until Chef Johnson and Sous Tomas started clapping. As the others joined in, I smiled. Grabbing the large stack of chips from my bag I scattered them on the table. “Grab you one and get started. Practice makes perfect. We’ve already announced to the crew that all meals today would be of an experimental nature except for breakfast food. That will be prepared by Chef Johnson, Tomas, and me. We can spare a bit of time to make eggs to order if it gives you training time. Remember, when in doubt, ask. There is no such thing as a wrong answer. With food it’s all about creation. Now scoot and try not to burn the ship down!”

      There was a bit of a mad scramble, but all the chips were taken. It was a good collection. Recipes collected by both me and the chef I’d mentioned to them.

      Chef VanNorman had been a culinary instructor once upon a time for more than a decade. Financial issues forced him into the Navy and inexperience with rules and regs drove him to the rim. Reading his record, I’d seen that even with his prior experience, he’d started out at the very bottom as Class zero cook. Zero meant he was only assigned dishwashing and cleaning duties. Any advancement from that level was internal, through training. Even now there weren’t many chefs that would take the time with a zero. The Confed Navy could be pretty fucked up in places, but that was low even for it. Digging a bit deeper, using resources the Admiral called to my attention, I found the true story.

      VanNorman had run afoul of what some called one of the Noble Lords of the Navy, and was demoted. Exile was better than outright death. With any society, there are those in high positions and those in low. The Confederation is no different. Even with much of my own history hidden from the navy classification system, I was still considered middle to upper class. Half a noble. If only they knew… Those that had and those that didn’t. It sucked to be poor. My old sergeant back in boot camp used to say that only the strong survive. He was mostly right.

      “These are pretty good,” Chef Johnson said as he eased his way up to my table with his tablet open.

      “It’s standard for my lessons. Hoarding what works and what doesn’t defeats all of us.” I waved my hands at the many cooks. “Every ship is different. ‘Officer culture’ is how Admiral Hawthorne explained it to me. We all revolve around the tastes of those who control us. If the captain hates the food...well, you get the picture. Every chef should have a recipe ready and waiting for almost any occasion. Do you want to know my favorite?”

      Johnson cut his eyes in my direction slightly nodding. I snorted. Dropping a smile on the man, I told him. “Lemon bars. It was something my mother tried to teach me that I perfected on my own. My first cooking assignment after joining BuShips, actually. That was an experience.”

      “Were you always a cook?” he asked me.

      Thinking back to the hell I went through to just get into Special Operations and then what I’d done to exit it, I shuddered slightly. Cooking was an escape. Something I’d only done on leave to relax. My lemon bars were like magic. If it hadn’t been for them, I’d have been killed by military police units years ago. Prison would not have been an option. Not after what I’d done. Embracing my smile, I caught the Chef’s eye. “No. I wanted to be a pilot. The Confederation had other plans for me.”

      “Almost everyone changes their MOS in boot camp,” Johnson replied.

      I only nodded. He didn’t need to know the story behind what I’d said. No one did. Only the Admiral knew the entire truth, and even then it wasn’t written down anywhere. Let’s just say that my hopes and dreams were changed at an early age when psych evals found I had a certain flexibility when it came to morality and sense of being.

      “What about you? Was the culinary world your goal?” I asked Johnson.

      “Nope. My dad was a tanker back when there were actual Confed ground pounders. I’d learned every dirty story and every mission from him before I was knee high. Knowing how to fix floaters and all things mechanical was in my blood. Such high hopes for a mud rat on Winfield VII. BuShips took one look at my test scores and sent me to SDF,” Johnson mused. “You should have seen me. All elbows and knees, trying to scrawl up under all the machinery you can imagine at a Self Defense Force base out on the rim. Talk about patience, they didn’t have any with me. Dad might’ve been a great mechanic, but that didn’t make me one! Lug nuts? What lug nuts? You really should’ve seen the sergeant’s face when all the locking nuts for the commander’s personal shuttle vanished. I’ll swear on any stack of books you can find that they were right there…” Johnson mimed, pointing down at the table. “...before they weren’t, of course. I got bumped after that. Line troop. Pretty much gun bunny duty. Point and shoot, but I couldn’t even get that one right. You shoot one officer in the ass and your life is ruined. Let me tell you. But the gods of space hooked me up. Three months of peeling vegetables and scrubbing the galley actually taught me something. Zero to hero in less than a year.”

      Johnson’s file was impressive. The man was exaggerating a bit, but most of the facts were true. He’d been assigned janitorial duties. If his unit’s chef hadn’t died suddenly, his skills might not have been noticed or needed. Working your way back from the hated SDF to a main line unit was something short of a miracle. The Navy didn’t believe in miracles, though.

      He was another of my assignments this trip because I didn’t believe in miracles either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Follow the Yello Brick Road

          

        

      

    

    
      “Your mission is a go, Master Sergeant. Take the chiefs first before locking down the compartments. Try and keep casualties to a minimum if possible. Every death is one less paycheck, after all. The mines won’t dig themselves,” Captain Vaslov chuckled over the comm system. After months of planning and following stupid Confed orders, it was now time to go his own way. Every part of his plan was in place now. All he had to do was take the ship and meet up with the Brotherhood fleet, a nice paycheck and he’d be sitting on a beach somewhere laughing. “XO, let’s wrap this up, shall we?”

      With a smile, the executive officer gave the captain a jaunty mock salute and waved at the two marines guarding the deck. Pulling out a hidden handgun, he stepped up behind Jones, the helmsman, and stuck it in his ear. Raising his voice, he announced, “Get your fucking hands up!”

      Every officer except Jones smiled. Now was the time. Between the XO and the Captain, they’d managed to fill the crew with their own people. But not everyone, as Lt. Jones was finding out.

      “Sir?” Jones exclaimed even as the two marine guards yanked him out of his chair and onto the floor. He barely had time to say another thing before he was hooded, bound, and dragged from the room.

      “The time is now, my friends,” Captain Vaslov said. “Time to tell the Confederation to fuck off and time to get rich quick! Lock the ship down and go stealth. Keep a close eye out on the jump points and notify us immediately if anything changes. Understood?”

      “Sir, yes, sir!” All the officers present answered as if still at boot camp. For most of them, this was to be the last hurrah. A chance at millions of credits for so little work. Treason was easy if you weren’t committed to patriotism, as most of them weren’t. Once Vaslov knew what revenge he would bring down upon the Navy, he’d used all of his contacts to find the lowest of the low, officers and marines that were inches from prison. Criminals and cowards who’d slipped through most of the military cracks were taken in hand and promised many things. All they had to do was a single job and then they’d be free.

      “Excellent. My contacts should be here soon, if everything goes according to plans. Once that happens, you’ll have your money and revenge. We have an entire hanger deck filled with transport out of here. We have only to hold our positions,” Vaslov exclaimed. Locking eyes with Watson, the XO, he jerked his head toward the ready room. “Helmsman Orlando has the deck.”

      “Aye, Captain, Orlando has the deck.”

      Inside the captain’s ready room, both officers smiled at each other.

      Vaslov yanked open a drawer in his desk and pulled out a crimson bottle. “Time for a hit. This stuff will put some hair on your chest.”

      Watson smiled back but waved off the offer of alcohol. “What now? You haven’t said who this is we’re meeting. When you hired me back on Oracle Seven, I assumed you were in contact with one of the other empires, but now I’m not so sure. With a ship like this, we could be in Zanzibar by now. I was thinking dancing girls and all the hashish I could smoke. Trust me, a million credits will get you a LOT of fun in that place. I know the Zanzibar navy would want the Washington as well.”

      Drinking straight from the bottle, the captain slugged back about half of it. Wiping his mouth with his hand, he answered, “Navy Intel would figure that shit out so fast your head would still be spinning as they shot you. Uh, uh,” he tapped his head. “I’ve been in the navy too long, captained too long, without not having learned some things. Zanzibar, Hong Kong Two, and even Grand Tortuga are riddled with Confederacy spies and operatives. How else do think they’ve managed so long without an outright shooting war? I’ve been to the rim and some of those out-of-the-way sectors. Dropped off quite a few special operations teams as well. I know better than that. This is the big score. More money than you’ve ever, ever, seen. Trust me, I’ve thought it all out.”

      Watson waved his hand. “You still haven’t said who. You mentioned Grand Tortuga. Is it pirates?”

      Vaslov smiled and shook his head. Taking another slug of wine, he slammed the bottle down. “I’ve gotten us this far. You have to trust me.”

      “Fine, fine, your plan and all that. A man has to worry about some things you know,” Watson muttered. Going back to jail or being killed wasn’t in his own plans, either.

      “The organization that’s coming doesn’t like loose ends or loose lips. It’s much safer for the both of us that you don’t know who’s coming. The money is there, though. I’ve seen it, felt it, all but made love to it. I was advanced a tiny portion to hire you and the others with some of it. It’s real, and once we turn this ship over to them...we’ll be kings. They say that revenge is a dish best served cold. Well I’ve been out in the cold for almost a year now, and I’m ready. This will hurt them,” Vaslov explained. Tapping a couple of buttons, he switched on the ship’s internal display. “Stick to the plan. Draven and his bully boys should be picking up the chiefs right about now. Once they’re secured, we’ll use the fire suppression system to lock the ship here, here, and here.” He made slashing motions across the ship map. “Those bulkhead doors are more than fifteen centimeters thick. There’s no way the crew we have left can cut through it. As long as we keep them away from the bridge and out of the engine room, we’re golden.”

      “We still have to corral them, though. It’ll take more marines than we’ve brought to do it,” Watson remarked. Using the controls, he marked the sections of the ship where they planned to close off. He peered closer at the conduits and utilities channels then looked back at the captain. “And these? They could go through them.”

      “Part of the plan. The chiefs are the key. When re-staffing the ship, I had to keep a few people who could fix things on the fly. Newly repaired or not, I couldn’t risk an accident in transwarp. All other essential personnel are transfers. Remember, the Admiral was supposed to take over next week. The ship was to be fully staffed at that time. With those that know all the systems locked away… It will be chaos down there.” Vaslov smiled. “Newbies and cooks. Not a one of them sailor enough to stop us.”

      Watson rolled his eyes at Vaslov’s plans. As if a megalomaniac could make ones that made sense. There were things he needed to know though. Clearing his throat, he asked, “How do we get the crew out of there?”

      “Gas,” Vaslov answered him.

      “Gas?” Watson asked.

      “Gas.” Vaslov smiled again. “We use the navy against itself. The Washington is considered a flagship. Because of that, there are certain measures and tricks added to it that only the captain knows about. Things such as anti-mutiny measures and self-destruct systems.”

      “Are you saying this thing has a bomb on it?” Watson asked in shock.

      “Don’t be a fool. Everything above a cruiser has a self-destruct system. That’s a holdover since the last interstellar war. You can’t let the enemy know how to find your resupply points. Every captain was supposed to detonate themselves if caught,” Vaslov snorted. “You can imagine how much that was used. Prison camps were better than fiery death. No, what I plan on using is knock-out gas. All capital ships are equipped with systems to use in case of mutiny or invasion. The flag deck, above us, can be sealed off and used as a life pod, or a safe room. I’m not sure who at BuShips thinks up these things, but they’re effective and creative.”

      “And the chiefs, they know how to turn it off or something?” Watson asked. The renegade officer frowned as he put all the information together. Only days away from jail, he’d been recruited by Vaslov from the outer sector, most of his crimes buried deep in former commanders’ files. It took a criminal to find a criminal.

      The captain gave him a stern look. “You should know the basics of this. I know for a fact they teach a class at OCS about putting down mutinies. Things must have gotten really slack out on the rim of known space. We have work to do. Get with Master Sergeant Draven. I need his boys to lock down engineering and secure the bridge. Between you and me, I trust the rest of our officers about as much as I can throw this ship.” Vaslov motioned to Watson. “You and I need to be a team here. The fewer officers and marines we have, the bigger our cut is.”

      More money meant more time at the tables and brothels. For Watson, that sounded like the thing to do. Right after he bought himself a planet or small asteroid. King Thomas was what he planned to be called. Or maybe he’d just convert it all to coin and swim around in it. There was an old Earth vid that showed that. Clicking his heels together he snapped off a textbook salute. “Sir!”

      Vaslov shook his head and chuckled. “Stop being a Dorothy and do your damn job.”
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      “Orders! Now we live up to our costly paychecks,” MST Vince Draven yelled at his gathered marines. He, like the captain, felt wronged by the Confederation as a whole. The sergeant spent his entire life and three wives battling whomever, and whatever they told him, to no avail. Two of those wives he’d buried himself when the worlds they occupied were overrun with the enemy. And what did those in charge say? Nothing. Not a word was spared for dependents. “Just win the war for us,” was all he’d heard.

      Vince tried to do things properly, though. He’d worked his contacts in the fleet and marine command. They either didn’t care enough, or were scared to rock the boat. Rebellion wasn’t treated well in the Confederacy. Those in control would disappear you and your whole family. There were reasons most line troops kept their kin away from the core worlds. Packing up and running was far easier on the rim. The breaking point for him, though, had been the death of wife number three, Heather. She was supposed to be safe with a full third of the corps surrounding her on base. But she died anyway. Accidental discharge was the official reported reason, but Vince didn’t believe it one bit.

      He’d had to burn up his entire bereavement leave, but he’d finally found the real story, in a bar of all places. Military bartenders were the gossip queens on most Confed stations. They’d heard it all from the officers and men who’d come to them to drown their sorrows. The story was hushed up but not completely, and her killer tried to drink himself to death.

      According to the man, it was a case of mistaken identity gone wrong. Armed drunken officer in search of his cheating girlfriend got the house wrong. And they covered it up! It paid to be the son of an admiral.

      Vince got his revenge, though. Being a marine meant something. He caught the officer in question alone and took care of him permanently. None of it brought his wife back, but deep down it soothed some of the pain.

      None of that mattered now, though. Vince had a ship to capture and a future to experience. Nearly unlimited funds would secure it for sure. He and his men set out for the mess hall and the engine room.
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      “Does everyone understand the recipes now?” I asked the kitchen staff. Breakfast shift was in full swing and those members of the crew who were off duty were diving into it. Normally on a ship like this there were multiple facilities, and more than three shifts on duty. It depended on what the mission was.

      Because of the tests the Washington was running, BuShips had cut the personnel by more than half. More like down to a third if Chef Johnson’s figures were correct. Easier for us, but harder for the ship’s company in general. The admiral did explain it to me before I was assigned here. It was a trial period for the Washington. Taking more than a year to complete, the construction crews replaced the engines, most of the weapon systems, and life support. But glitches happen. There was always the chance of gremlins in the system that could kill the crew. Better to space with a fraction of a crew than take a chance on a whole one. Or that was at least the theory.

      Getting everyone on the same page in the kitchen was actually easier than normal, due to the competence of the cooks. Many of them had more world experience than I was used to. Only the best for one of the three flagships of the fleet. It gave me something to look forward to at the end of my deployments. If all the side jobs for Admiral Hawthorne didn’t kill me, I could just transfer to one ship. Wouldn’t that make the admiralty spin? Those old fogeys in charge of the Navy were still a bit pissed they couldn’t have me take a stroll outside in space sans suit. Too fucking bad if they can’t take a joke. Special Operations ruled!

      “Ok Chef Johnson, what now? I’ve got an entire box full of knives and shit we can award your guys with, or we can dig into the spices. We’ve still got to plan dinners for when the admiral comes aboard, you know,” I mentioned. It was true, too. The Confed Navy was a tiered system. Grand Admiral at the top, three Fleet Admirals below him, followed by about a dozen or so Admirals, and finally another dozen Vice Admirals. Commodore then captain, commander, lieutenant, ensign, and regular sailor made up the rest. The marines were a whole different animal, using primarily army ranks. On board a ship there could be only one captain, so most marine commanders were either colonels or majors. Admiral Hawthorne at BuShips was just a plain admiral, even though he was in charge of all naval personnel.

      The chef shrugged his shoulder at me. “Evaluations? I’ve got a few ideas for welcoming Admiral Horton to the ship. This will be his first rotation with us. Do you know the man?”

      With a forced smile I nodded back. Horton. Delightful. He was one of the biggest naysayers to my transferring to BuShips. You kill your boss one time and the whole world is against you. “I’m not one of his favorites. We might want to plan for me to stay out of his way for the first leg of that voyage. I’m not in his command, but shit happens. I’ll depart early if there’s any trouble, so don’t worry about that bit.”

      Chef Johnson looked at me with interest in his eyes. “Something you can discuss?”

      I chuckled at him. My story was so secret within the culinary community that some of the people I’d trained actually had bets on what it was. Any bit of new info was added to the betting pools. Quite a bit of credits on the truth so far. Not that I planned to ever set the record straight. I’d signed a lot of actual hard copy paperwork to keep that shit secret. Horton might dislike me, but even he’d keep my secrets. If he wanted to keep his rank, he sure would. “Nope. You can ask Admiral Hawthorne if you like, but I wouldn’t. The last guy to do so is still cooking out in the Bunker Sector.”

      Johnson cringed at my words. No bet was worth that. Bunker was a naval scrapyard. The place where every worn-out ship retired. Ghosts of a thousand worlds haunted that place. “Nope. No thanks, I’ll keep my job here.”

      “Thought so,” I held up my finger to him. “However, I do have it on good authority that the admiral really likes Old Earth-style Italian food. How’s your lasagna recipe?”

      So that’s how we spent the time between breakfast and lunch. Spread out on two tables in front of the buffet line, Johnson had his cookbooks and I mine. Between the two of us we’d managed to scrape together a cohesive menu that with a bit of weekly variation should work for the entire tour. I’d dug deep into my records, pulling out a few Sicilian and Northern Italian specialties that I thought might make the new fleet commander happy and keep Johnson employed.

      The sous chefs were given free rein to make and serve the lunch menu while we worked. Both of us as Chefs kept an eye on the junior crew, but screwing up sandwiches and soup was really hard to do. Besides, there wasn’t all that many to serve on board.

      Looking around the dining area, I gave Johnson my approval. “You’ve got a great facility here. I’m surprised the chiefs actually eat here and not down in the Goat Locker.”

      “Foods better up here,” Johnson admitted. Waving his hands to get his point across, the chef explained it to me as he pointed to the table in question. “I’ve got a group of five top cooks on rotation down there feeding the chiefs. But they’re only cooks, not chefs. Technically I’m an officer in their eyes, so I’m not really allowed down there. Hell, Captain Vaslov isn’t allowed either! You know how tradition is in the navy.”

      Boy, did I, too. The Goat Locker was special. It was a holdover from Old Earth navies, the American one specifically. COB or chief of boat lived there. It was his domain. Like the officers’ mess, the goat locker was supposed to be a place for the chiefs to coordinate their duties. But it was used like a super-secret fraternity instead. Special permission was needed from its members to enter.

      Looking over my shoulder, I took in the five chiefs in question. Chiefs were the men that kept us flying. Even if you gave me all the manuals in the universe and a computer to explain them to me, I couldn’t fix even the simplest engine on the ship. Or fly. Cooking and killing. That was what I was good at. Unlike me, chiefs were magical.

      I wasn’t kidding about that. An old salt chief could take a handheld tablet, some scrap metal, and a couple of coconuts, and build a shuttle craft out of them. They were that good. It was their job to train and supervise ordinary star-sailors, the men that really ran the ship. Gods among men is what they were.

      Which is why, when a large group of the ship’s marines came barging through the door and surrounded the men in question, I paid attention. My situational awareness kicked in automatically as I counted weapons, men, and where all the exits were. It was highly unusual for something like this to happen. Especially on a ship like the Washington.

      “Chief Peterson? You and your men need to come with us, now,” Master Sergeant Draven demanded. The large marine was out of standard uniform and wearing tiger stripe camo instead of blue. Like the others, he wore a sidearm and carried a Marine Standard laser rifle.

      “On what charges? Do you know who I am? As Chief-of-Boat, I can only be ordered by the ship’s officers. You know it and I know it, Draven,” the COB answered. He and the other chiefs gripped the table.

      Draven shook his head even as he caressed the weapon strapped to his hip. He motioned with one hand as he ordered the marines to seize them. “My orders come from the very top. Don’t make this any harder than it has to be. Accidents do happen.”

      “You still haven’t mentioned any charges!” Peterson yelled as three very large marines yanked him from his chair.

      “Just following orders. You and all the rest of your little goat club are to be sent to the brig. Charges are pending, just so you know,” Draven said with a smile. “Get them below. Shoot any that try to escape.”

      “You can’t do this! It’s against regs, damn you!” Peterson continued to yell as he was literally dragged from the room.

      “Hold up a minute, boys,” Draven ordered as they all were about to enter the ship’s transit bay. “I think a demonstration of power is in order.” Casting his gaze around the mess hall his eyes lit upon one of several members of the ship’s engineering department. Crew members’ ranks and positions were designated by uniform color and number of stripes. Engineering technicians wore red jumpsuits.

      “Everyone will remain seated until I say otherwise, is that understood?” Draven announced to the room. The marine’s eyes practically gleamed as he took charge of the room.

      As far as I could tell, everyone either nodded or replied to him verbally. Chef Johnson and I stayed quiet, silently praying the cooks in the back wouldn’t cause trouble.

      Draven pulled his sidearm and fired into the overhead bulkhead. “I said, do you understand?”

      “Sir, yes, sir!” We all yelled as if still in boot camp. In my head, I automatically cataloged the make and model of the weapon, rating it against my own and those I’d used in special operations.

      “Better, much better. Now, you four pussies over there,” Draven pointed at the red-suited men. “Get your asses up and stand against that wall.”

      The engineering pukes half stumbled, half fell out of their chairs as they tried to stand up. I didn’t blame them. When the men who’re supposed to protect the ship and repel boarders order you to do something… you do it. Facing out toward the marines, the crewman lined up.

      Draven flicked his fingers to marines on either side of the room. They approached with rifles in hand. “You all need to understand something. There’s a new order to things now. The old way of doing things is over. I’m the one who says who lives and who dies.” Twirling his hands, he motioned to the four engineers. “Face the wall.”

      The main kitchen hatch was ten meters behind me, behind the main food counter. If I rolled out of my chair I might, might, have all of ten seconds to make the jump. Staying in peak physical shape was the rule for me. I made time to work out daily. Johnson didn’t look as though he could make it, though. Resigning myself to watching and keeping my head down, I concentrated on what Draven was saying. Sarah, my AI, would be recording. She’d already tapped into the ship’s security system to do so, sending me a notification only I could see. If this was a mutiny, there would need to be some sort of record.

      The Marine commander was now pacing back and forth behind the four men with his gun drawn. “I could never figure out who it was who came up with the stupid-ass color system on ships like this. At least we marines have standard colors, unlike you cunts in your faggoty-ass red uniforms. If you study history like every, single, fucking, marine does! You’d know that the ancient fleets of Old Earth used the same color for everyone. White uniforms with gold buttons. Not this shit. It’s like serving on a fucking rainbow.”

      One of the engineering techs suddenly dropped to his knees as his legs began to tremble out of control. Throwing up his hands he used the wall to keep from falling over.

      “Did I say you could move? Get your red ass back in formation right freaking now!” Draven yelled.

      “What did we do? What… what did we do? Sir? What did we do that was wrong?” Trembling so hard, the man could barely speak.

      Scowling, Draven approached the man from behind. “What the fuck did you call me? Do I look like one of those gold braided idiots to you? I work for a living.”

      “Uh…” the tech barely got out even as the sergeant stuck his sidearm against the man’s head.

      “This is a demonstration. Fuck with us and you will pay.” Draven pulled the trigger. Shipboard hand weapons were high intensity masers to lower the impact on breakables inside the ship. But they went through flesh like a hot knife through butter. The tech didn’t know what hit him. One second he had a head, and the next it was gone. Blood and gore splattered the bulkhead and men beside him.

      “Ahhhh!” The other three techs yelled as one, trying to scramble away from their dead companion. Chef Johnson and I both slipped out of our chairs and under the table.

      “It’s a damn mutiny or something. Did I say you could move?” Draven waved at the men. The rifle-armed marines opened fire, killing them all.

      “Listen up, you. It’s time to put your head between your legs and kiss your ass goodbye, because from now on you’re all mine.” Draven waved to his men, pushing them toward the lift. “Sit tight, I’ll be back later.”

      Even as the transit doors slammed shut, everyone else in the room was in motion running for an exit, any exit. Johnson looked at me in shock. “What the fuck was that?”

      I exhaled the breath I felt I’d been holding the whole time. “Trouble is what that is.”
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      Crewmembers out in the dining room ran for it, using the transit tubes. We could hear the whine of marine masers as they cut them down. It told me two things: this wasn’t just a mutiny, and the “marines” weren’t who they said they were. True Confed marines wouldn’t do what these were doing; their internal programming wouldn’t allow it.

      As I’ve said before, we’ve all got an implanted internal link that includes a dumb AI. Everyone in the military has one. It relays orders, tells you your specific duties, and keeps you within navy regulations by tracking your actions and access to systems. Breaking any of its internal rules will cause it to shock your body into submission. Like any system, there are ways around it though, chief of which is higher orders. If someone like the captain or the executive officer ordered the marines to execute those men, their AI might allow it. Which was troubling. Usually mutinous crew were afflicted with some sort of mental disease or tampering, due to enemy action.

      “What do we do?” Chef Johnson asked me, breaking me out of the fugue I was in.

      Looking him in the eye, I shook my head. “Normally I’d say call ship security, but they’re the ones doing this. Let me check something first.” Speaking aloud, I asked Sarah that same question.

      Even the best artificial intelligence couldn’t read your mind. They were intuitive more than anything. The subject’s personal thoughts could be kept off their radar with some effort. Usually I either texted her or sub-vocalized everything to keep us in contact.

      “Sarah, what do regs say about this?” I asked her.

      “Nothing definite. You should report to higher, meaning either the captain or XO in his position as vice-captain. However, only the two of them can subvert the marine forces. You’re out in the cold here,” the AI explained. “I would advise removing yourself from such an exposed location.”

      “Teach someone else to suck eggs, why don’t you. But I understand. Break into the comm chain and see if it’s possible to contact Admiral Hawthorne or higher. If I have to revert and go rogue, I will,” I said. Casting my gaze back to the kitchen staff, I nodded almost to myself. “Chef, we’re on our own here, I think.”

      “I don’t know what to do, Casey.” Johnson waved his hands around. “These men, they all look up to me. I’m the guy in charge, but I’m a cook. Ok, a fancy cook, but still a cook. The only thing I remember from basic is how to qualify with standard weapons. Other than knives, I haven’t touched a weapon since culinary school. Those guys out there are killers!”

      “None of that matters now. It’s time to step up, cook or no. I have no intention of staying here to be slaughtered, so we need a way out. Is there a place we can hide the men that isn’t here? I’m not that familiar with the ship, but you are. Think for a moment,” I exhorted the chef. “There has to be somewhere…”

      Johnson closed his eyes in concentration. He may have been trying to use his AI to find a place or check in with his handlers. While this situation was beyond my ken, I may have in the past instigated a couple situations like it while doing a spy run. But never with our own military. That’s just stupid.

      The kitchen on the Washington was bigger than almost every ship I’d been on. Only a fleet carrier was bigger in size, but not volume. They were mostly flight decks and support cargo sections.

      “And?” I asked after a moment.

      “Deep cargo. It’s the only place that comes close to what we need. Let me show you.” The chef motioned to the cluster of cooks and sailors. Stepping up to one of the prep stations, he grabbed a double handful of flour. “Somebody take my pies out of the oven before they burn.”

      I let out a small chuckle. We were at death’s door and saving an oven full of pies was a priority.

      Scattering the flour across the table he started to sketch out the ship in linear form. “Ok, we’re here.” He pointed to a thin block of rooms on the map. “Transit tubes here, here, and here give access to most areas of the ship. We know this one is blocked, so they all might be.” The ship’s chef drew small exes on the tubes. “Below us is long-term storage and ballast. Because of her size, the Washington requires weight to keep the hull level. With smaller ships, this is done using anti-grav units. Much of the food we buy for the ship is kept here and here, but since we weren’t going out full staffed they only filled the zero cool sections. Dry goods is empty or mostly empty.”

      I studied the map closely. “How do they get the food down there?”

      “Cargo doors here and here on the lower sides of the ship. They’re armored the same as the ammo bays, which by the way are at either end, butted up against food stores. They don’t connect either. Food stores are in a sort of pocket surrounded by all four ammo sections. They’ve got replicators down there, completely robotic,” Johnson explained.

      “How do we access them?” I asked him, looking at the transit tubes.

      “Through the kitchen, this kitchen. We’ve got our own loading system back between the main coolers. It’ll be a bit uncomfortable down there, but livable.” Now it was Johnson’s turn to study me. The operative part of me already had a plan, although it was a bit crazy. There were so many things I didn’t know about the situation topside on the bridge. Were we under attack, or weren’t we?

      Blowing out a breath, I met the chef’s gaze. “How much do you trust me? Remember, I’m not in your chain of command.”

      He held out his hands palm out and said, “Stop right there, Casey. You’re the Chef of the Fleet. It puts you in charge of all of us.”

      “Fine, whatever. Here’s what I think we should do.” With the staff clustered around the flour-covered table, I laid out my plan in as much detail as I dared. There were a few objections, of course. But in the end, they caved to my wishes.

      “The last thing I need is a way to get to my quarters. Everything else I can handle alone,” I told them.

      “Fine, but when this is all over, you will explain a few things. To me at least. You owe me that much,” Chef Johnson demanded. Pointing to one of the newer cooks, he gave me my way out. “Smith here worked in engineering before he had a… call it difference of opinion with Engineering Commander Wesley that ended very badly for him. With his options extremely limited, he took a lateral transfer to my department. So I’ll let him explain it.”

      First class cook Harold Remo Smith was a short stocky man that resembled what some would call an Old Earth fireplug. It was no surprise at all that his nickname in the kitchen was No-Neck. The man didn’t seem to have one. “Chef Casey, it’s like this. While every one of these compartments are linked together horizontally and then connected to the tubes, they are also linked up vertically with power and control access tubes. Down in engineering we call them Jeffries Tubes, after some old 2D vid. They all have ladders in them, but with all the conduit and other control equipment, it’s pretty tight.”

      That actually made a lot of sense to me. I’d never seen a single repair person going through the bulkhead walls unless it was battle damaged, and even then, only minimally. “Are there tubes on every deck?”

      No-Neck nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” He drew small lines up and down the crude flour map on the table. “It’s a bit of a maze in there. The transit tubes only link the decks in four places and don’t access the bridge, but the Jeffries do. They have to. How else would all the conduits connect? Engineering and the power station are a long ass way from there. So, in a few places there are short vertical tunnels as well. I don’t have engineering access anymore, though, and other than memory I can’t tell you how to navigate them well. I could come along with…”

      I shook my head. “Don’t even finish that statement, sailor. This is a solo mission for me. Besides, it looks like you’ve been sampling the product down here a bit more than usual. I don’t want to have to grease you up to get you out of a tube. That image alone reminds me of shit through a goose. Just show me the access port here, and I’ll take it from there.”

      Smith walked away from the table to where the ovens connected to the wall. With his hands pressing in two places he suddenly kneed the wall, popping it open. “They don’t like these things opening up by themselves. Be super careful from here to the cross tunnel. Some of those power couplings are super-hot. Head left, then take the second right…” The former tech thought for a moment then continued. “You’ll come to what looks a bit like a compass point. Look up and go thirty meters or so. That should be the deck you want. There’s an internal access point every fifteen meters. Be extra careful to close them behind you.”

      “Good luck to you all and remember, stay down in the hold until I come for you. I’ll try and send messages through your links, but they can be monitored. See you later.” Not looking back, I swung up into the tube and started climbing. If I could reach my quarters without incident, I might be able to figure some of this mess out and possibly do something to fix it. It was within Sarah’s capability to access the comm system. But she’d have to hack in.

      I was ten meters up the tube when Johnson and the rest started down to the hold, so I missed any conversation about my skills. There are a lot of rumors about me out there. Some of them are even true.
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      “Is it done?” Captain Vaslov asked out loud as he and the XO finished up a small celebratory feast. They’d popped open more than one bottle of the good stuff already. The captain’s subtle smile increased to one of almost glee. “Excellent work, Sergeant Major. You’ve lived up to your princely reputation.”

      “I don’t know about that bit, sir. We’re not finished yet, after all. However, the mess deck is secure and so is engineering. Light casualties among my men. Nothing that a trip to see Bones won’t fix,” Draven responded over his DMC.

      “And the crew, how did they take it?” Vaslov asked him.

      Draven chuckled darkly. “Badly. There were a few losses. Commander Wesley among them. He and his engineering techs tried to scram the power generator and had to be put down. We saved one of two of the lower ranking techs for repairs, though. They are only lightly bruised.”

      “Good, good. We shouldn’t have need of their services for long, anyway. We’re just sitting here in space, waiting. Those that come for the ship will have their own crew. It will hurt us a bit at the slave markets on Davros Three, though. Trained technicians are hard to come by. But it’s just extra pocket money after all is said and done,” Vaslov explained. “What about the rest of the ship?”

      “Flight deck is clear. I’ve got a squad of my best making sure it’s locked down. There are random sailors scattered all over the place, but my men have orders to either lock them down in available spaces or shoot ’em. How long do we need to stay secure?” Draven asked.

      “No more than a day. Contact Bolton, my steward, if you need any sort of supply. I can guarantee he won’t try and poison you like those chefs down below would. That reminds me,” Captain Vaslov paused, smiling at the XO across the table from him. “BuShips sent that nosy super-chef to us just as we left port. Find her and bring her to me in my cabin. I’m sure she’s got valuable information we need to extract. Maybe some of your men might enjoy helping us do that?”

      Draven smiled to himself before answering. The blond with the travel cases was a looker. Finding out what she looked like under that chef coat might be interesting. “I do believe she’s in the main mess hall. Cowering under a table, the last time we saw her. It will be my pleasure to accommodate you, Captain. I’ll bring a few of my experts with me.”

      “Commander Watson and I will look forward to it. Contact me when you catch her,” Vaslov responded before hanging up. He smiled again at the XO. “That should be a good bit of sport to pass the time. Bolton? Where the hell are you?”

      Sergeant Bolton slid around the pantry door where he’d been listening and walked into the small dining room. “You rang?”

      Vaslov scowled at the extremely thin man. “I’ve volunteered your services to the marines until our relief arrives. Be sure you accommodate them as well as you can.”

      Bolton drew himself up straight and looked Captain Vaslov in the eye. “No.”

      “What did you just say to me?” Vaslov thundered. “I’ll have you tossed out into space without a suit. You were placed here to help me.”

      “Exactly. Help. Not serve you or bow to your every whim. You forget yourself, Captain. The Brotherhood isn’t your plaything to be tossed this way and that. We bow to no man,” Bolton exclaimed with a low growl. “You are a convenience, nothing else.”

      “Brotherhood? What’s the Brotherhood?” Commander Watson asked.

      Vaslov waved his question away. “It’s the group of pirates we’re meeting. Bolton here works for them.”

      “Works,” Bolton sniffed. “You took our money and our advice and still haven’t a clue who you climbed into bed with. Calling us pirates is an insult. One that I refuse to take lightly.”

      “Call yourselves whatever you like. Merchants, pirates, businessmen, there are a thousand permutations of the name. Fine. Don’t help the marines. I’ll have Sergeant Draven use emergency rations instead. Happy?” Vaslov said with humor in his voice. “Who cares about the details when the money at the end is nice? Your people are going to make a fortune selling this baby out on the rim. There’s got to be a half dozen or so petty empires in need of a brand-new battleship!”

      Bolton shook his head. “Still the fool. Whatever. My masters have been in contact. Expect retrieval in twelve standard hours. They will have your credits and a small cargo ship for your baggage.”

      “Good, good. Can we still be friends? I’ve got the marines bringing us a little treat from down below. Do you want at turn at her? She’s rumored to pull a train at BuShips every weekend if you listen to rumors.” Vaslov licked his lips in anticipation.

      It will end badly, is what Bolton told his masters in the Brotherhood when they’d asked him to turn this creature in front of him. Madness was the easiest way to subvert the DMC in most Confed military heads. All it took was a psychological push here and there to tip them over the edge. Of course, it did help if they swung that way in the first place. The robot brothels were so helpful that way. Only the inner circle and their assistants knew the Brotherhood owned them all. Each parlor kept careful track of who, how, and what happened in the booths. So much easier to encourage deviant behavior that way. Especially in the military. Vaslov had been different. Bolton had to add in a small bit of code to his virtual reality program to disable the DMC. A little bit crazy wasn’t enough to trip it. Force was needed. Still, the man’s ego and superiority complex hadn’t coupled well with his need for pain and domination.

      “No. I shall retire until I’m needed,” Bolton said as he turned and left the room in disgust. Both Captain and XO would be dealt with soon, regardless.
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      Tight was an understatement!

      The entire Jeffries tube was filled with wire conduit and tubes. Engineering must be made up of beanpoles.

      Even if he were a bit skinnier, No-Neck would have needed a lot of lubricant to do his job. I was starting to feel as though I was trying to push a watermelon out of an air hose. Like having natural birth. Ugh, nobody who had any lick of sense did that anymore! Test tube and incubation tanks were the thing now. Screw that carrying around a bun thing. Or in my case, don’t worry about it, ever. Spec Ops had removed the whole apparatus as part of pre-training. I don’t really miss it, much. Just another thing they got the bill for from me when I called to collect.

      Now I needed to clear my head and get my game face on. Subvocalizing, I started up a conversation with Sarah. “Did you record all of what No-Neck was saying about which way the tubes go?”

      “Of course. There is a map available, as well.” Even as she said it, a map of the ship’s interconnected internal tubes popped up on my heads-up display in front of my eyes.

      “Why didn’t they say anything about it to me?” I asked. I’d managed to climb up to ‘my’ deck.

      “He may not have known about it. It was part of the construction updates file,” Sarah explained. “The database is command level only.”

      “Did you find out how deep this goes while you were in there?” I asked her. It would help me to know how many combatants there were.

      The map in my vision was replaced with video of the bridge. “Fuck, am I really seeing this, Sarah?” The images playing showed Executive Officer Watson remove the helmsman with the captain’s tacit approval. Even the marines on duty were laughing. For a captain to be bribed into taking a ship… It was almost impossible to get around the programming to do that. And to top it off, it was happening on a fleet command ship. A battleship! If I did nothing else, I just had to get this information to Admiral Hawthorne and intelligence somehow. They really needed to know that just about every failsafe our people had was wide open. There could potentially be infiltrators everywhere.

      Sucking in my stomach a bit, I squeezed through another tiny hole. Both ship’s engineering and the construction crews needed to be a bit neater. There were literally cables everywhere down here. This route was not a good one for a quick exfiltration. You’d go down with the ship for sure, here. Just that bit alone got me thinking. “Sarah, pull up the maps of the ship you found and start plotting exfiltration routes. I want a solid path from the cargo section to the first available hangar deck containing shuttles. Do one from the bridge downward also, preferably the same hangar. I’ll almost guarantee it those cooks would kill themselves if not careful.”

      “Working,” Sarah responded.

      Using the maps Sarah highlighted, along with the shaky information Smith gave me, I finally sat in front of what I hoped was the correct access panel. “Are there active cameras in this section?” I asked.

      “There are,” Sarah responded even as I let out a curse. Fuck. Surveillance was something I should have thought about right away. My skills at this subterfuge shit were definitely slipping. Ten years out of special operations would do that. I made a mental note to tell the Admiral I needed a few weeks off to bring them all up to par. Half a week spent sneaking around Ground Forces operations or the training center should hone them pretty well. I’d spend the rest of the time on one the pleasure planets. Hustler Five had the best nude beaches and robot masseuses. The last time I visited I don’t think I used my hotel room bed once. One of the resort’s lifeguards was a muscular guy named Jules who could do the most magnificent things with his tongue. He might even remember me. But first I had to get off this tub.

      “Sarah, can you jam the cameras?” I asked.

      “I can, but it’s not necessary. The security station is unmanned at present. Sensors indicate the screens have not been slaved to another station at this time either,” she replied.

      Removing the cover of the keypad, I quickly typed in the code I’d been given. It was the first time I’d tried it, but No-Neck was certain it hadn’t been changed. When I asked him about it, he’d explained. “It’s like this Chef, there must be at least three to four hundred of those pads on just this ship alone, not to mention the fleet at large. Sometimes when we open them, we have seconds… Literally seconds to fix it or the ship and the crew dies a horrible vacuum sucking death. Who has time to look that shit up and get each one approved by higher? Even my stupid AI can’t do that. Someone in BuShips engineering simplified it a century ago. One code. Something simple that even an idiot second lieutenant could remember. How familiar are you with popular music from Old Earth?”

      My collection of music was better than most, so I could answer truthfully. “I’m ok with it. Hard rock and disco are my favorites.”

      The former engineer made a face at me. “Disco, seriously? Why listen to that shit? Then you might get this or not so much. The number you want is 8675309. It should work on just about every internal system lock, barring those locked out by the captain or higher. If for some reason the computer challenges you, type that in words, “Jenny sent me.” If that doesn’t work, run.”

      I’d caught the reference and smiled at him. “The name of the musician might have been safer to use. It isn’t spelled like it sounds.”

      “Right but remember this might be under battlefield conditions. They were smart, those early Fleet engineers. Keep the secret confirmation code to yourself though, please. Engineers need to have some secret cool factor to them,” No-Neck Smith explained.

      “I’ve got no problems with you guys. I’ve found engineers to be very good with their hands. They always have made me go fast,” I said, giving him a wink that made him blush.

      I continued on. “Jam the cameras anyway, Sarah, better safe than dead.” Inputting the code, I crossed my fingers and toes. All or nothing now.

      There was a faint hiss as the pressure equalized, then the seal cracked open. Gripping a borrowed kitchen knife in my hand, I gave the door a light push. I slid the door open on its tracks and gazed out at the open floor and I rolled into the hallway. Knife at the ready, I looked both ways but saw nothing. The guest wing of the crew quarter section was like a ghost town. Empty and silent. Checking room numbers, I quickly accessed mine and slid inside.

      “Anything notice that Sarah?” I asked my AI.

      “Nothing so far. Captain Vaslov and the executive officer are still inside his quarters.  The ship is at a dead stop,” Sarah answered.

      Rushing into the refresher I let loose a flood of pee I’d been holding for hours. “That feels so much better. Do you know which system we’re in Sarah?”

      “Negative. My tap into the navigation system shows we left Sector Gamma Four a full day ago. Triangulation based upon the local red dwarf star and our course place us outside known space. If I had to guess my estimation would be that we are inside the Sylph zone.”

      That made me wince. Humanity wasn’t alone in the universe, and we knew it. In my previous life, I’d run up against almost a dozen races on far too many planets to count. Technically, the New Worlds Confederacy was in diplomatic contact with three races. The Greys, the Panoptic Square, and the Glure.

      All of them were dangerous, but the Glure scared us the most. Human explorers met them here, in Gamma Sector. Like in a novel, two exploration ships bumped into each other. We’d come in peace, they’d come for war. Our ship might’ve been bigger and better armored, but they were just plain insane. When their guns ran dry, the Glure suited up and attacked individually. Suicide charges in space! They made the Old Earth Japanese look like children. Once the greater navies got involved, it got bloody really fast.

      Only the actions of a single human destroyer captain saved the day. Honor was everything to the Glure, and only through individual combat did one advance in their society. Captain Ringo made the ultimate sacrifice in challenging their best, and by winning, sort of. Fighting hand to hand was nothing new. Fighting hand to hand in pressure suits with bladed weapons while floating in space? That was a supreme challenge. Ringo managed to defeat his opponent, only to die of asphyxiation a moment later. The war was stopped, and lines were drawn.

      Humanity got their first look at an alien species during the peace accords. Resembling fantasy artistry of fairy creatures, the Glure were renamed by human newscasters. They called them the Sylph.

      “We are so screwed. Nobody intentionally messes with the damn Sylph!” I exclaimed. This is going to suck balls. Quicker than I’d planned, I scrubbed my body clean. Crawling through those tubes was pretty nasty. My job with BuShips was to cook and train. I was also supposed to spy. Every captain I interacted with assumed I was a spy. So it didn’t really matter. What they didn’t know, though, was that I was also an assassin. Assassination wasn’t the right word for what I did to Admiral Gryb though.

      Special Operations wasn’t under BuShip’s purview. Admiral Hawthorne knew they existed, of course; the main office was two decks up from his office. Previous Admirals had made them separate from the regular navy so as to serve as their own private army. Navy personnel had no direct contact with agents like I was. They never even saw me coming. Sneaking in I blew up their entire operation on board the station and killed everyone in a singular act of revenge. It was then that Admiral Hawthorne saw his way inside the mystique and grabbed me for himself.

      Records of all Spec Ops operations disappeared overnight as database were scrubbed, noncooperating units were reabsorbed into the Navy and reassigned crappy posts. It was as if the organization I’d spent half my life fighting for had never existed. Hawthorne saved me from the chopping block and my past...my past changed. I belonged to BuShips now. All my loyalties transferred to it since he’d saved my ass. Now when the admiral said jump, I asked how high.

      It wasn’t all bad though. In my cover as Chef of the Fleet I got to cook and have fun at the same time. No longer locked away on old stations, I could sleep my way across the inner corps pleasure planets, and no one would be the wiser. If someone needed killing, I was the girl to call. That little bit of information was why I fought so hard all the time to keep my locked Chef cases close to me. Security. They held all my weapons and toys. A girl’s gotta have a few toys to play with.

      Wet and naked, I stepped out into my room. Small to begin with, the room was supposed to hold two officers rather snugly. I’d wedged one of my floating cases into the corner where another would sleep, so I was alone. My chef clothes wouldn’t be used for this small adventure. No, for this I needed my big guns.

      The culinary cases really did hold both food and kitchen supplies. They were the decoy. Ship’s security was sure to scan those extensively since others would have contact with them. Personal items were supposed to be sacrosanct. Only explosive traces would allow them to be searched. My babies were packed better than that!

      Palming a small DNA-triggered sensor in the far corner of the case I watched with glee as the inside walls folded back on themselves. So many of my early missions would have been far easier with tech like this. It took a special order from Admiral Hawthorne to get them for me. Lining the inside were all my special weapons and gear. It was time for some fun.
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      “Captain, we have a problem,” Master Sergeant Draven announced over the ship’s intercom system.

      Pushing himself away from the table, Captain Vaslov smirked at the drunken form of his executive officer Thomas Watson, who was laid out across the table, his head down. The both of them had been drinking pretty steadily as they waited for the marines. Watson had passed out way earlier than he had. “Lightweight,” he muttered. “Obviously you haven’t been an officer all that long. Drinking is career, not a talent.” Grabbing the device’s receiver, he answered, “Couldn’t find her or she’s dead?”

      Draven’s image lit up on the unit’s small screen. “Neither one. She and all those cooks are gone from the kitchen.”

      “Gone? What do you mean gone? Didn’t you lock them in and place guards? This isn’t how you earn my trust, Sergeant,” the captain yelled into the mic.

      “We did both of those. They just aren’t here. Is there another way out of this section that I’m not seeing?” Draven asked, wincing. He and his men had ripped the walk-in and freezers completely apart searching for that damn cook. They’d even checked the head. There wasn’t any obvious sign.

      Vaslov thought for a moment then nodded almost to himself. “Between the freezers, there’s a passage down to stores. That’s the only place they could be if you’re telling the truth, here. There are a few electrical conduits down there leading up, but only a snake can squeeze through those. Not a herd of cooks. Seal the door and they can’t get out. They’ve jailed themselves down there for you.”

      “What about the outer cargo doors? Can’t they use them to escape?” Draven asked, even as he directed his men to find the door.

      “Nope. Air pressure equalization. Unlike the hangar bays, cargo doesn’t have force shields. We only load those sections in port. They require specialized equipment to even open them,” Vaslov explained. “There is a hatch connecting them upwards, but it can only be opened from inside bay one, and then only manually. Leave them down there. The gas will take care of them. Leave a guard or two and get back up here. Our benefactors should be arriving soon.”

      “Understood, sir.” Draven cut the connection. Rounding up his men with a shout of “On me!” he cursed to himself. Being outfoxed by a bunch of fucking poorly trained cooks burned his ass. Nobody screwed with him that way. Not the Navy, not the officers, not even the fucking cops. One last score was what he wanted for his men. One last big one to retire on.

      “Captain says they’re down in that hole.” Draven pointed to the sealed hatch to stores. Initially they’d ignored it, since it was locked from the outside. How they’d done that bit of mischief he’d figure out eventually. The captain discussed his plan to sell them all off as slaves already, and the marine approved. A little bit of extra cash would help them all out. “Unlock it and toss down a couple of CS grenades. Those bays are huge, but we might get lucky.”

      Three marines approached the door and unlocked it. Standard codes weren’t needed in the kitchen. Anything of value that required securing was supposed to be in either the purser’s office or sealed up in the main bay. Who wanted food stocks, anyway? Only kitchen staff could prepare them. Chucking in a half-dozen mixed tear gas and smoke grenades, the men sealed the door back up quickly.

      “That should ruin their day. Captain Vaslov says not to worry about them. When they gas the ship, we can retrieve them easily. Secure the main doors and switch off the lifts. If they make it out they won’t go very far. Be sure to lock as many inner doors as you can, then join me on the bridge,” Draven ordered his men. “As you sweep, lock any crewmen you find into their cabins. We won’t herd them together like this again. Just shoot them.”
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        * * *

      

      While Draven was jacking around with his marines having a dick measuring contest or whatever, I was trying to work for a living. Pulling out all my shit, I ran through the checklist and armored up.

      Body armor, check. This was the good stuff. Carbon fiber laced with super-kevlar and Draconian spider silk. Strongest natural fiber in the universe. An actual product from the Mouse Kingdom before they went all touristy. Army intelligence snapped up the process and every catchable specimen way before they built the castles and fun-rides. Pretty much only used by special operations and those high enough up the food chain to even know what they fucking were. Chair warming generals and admirals. Since I wasn’t exactly active anymore, I only had the vest and leggings. If I got shot in the head or arms I was screwed. Looking over my shoulder at how snug they fit me, I smiled. My ass was tight and shiny. Too bad I had bad guys to kill. This could be Party time instead.

      Guns, knives, shit that goes boom! I had a sampling of it all. Admiral Hawthorne's theory behind my little stash was a simple one. Use what I had to get bigger shit. Raid the armory, steal a ship, blow up the bad guy. I’d been trained by the best the Confederation had to offer, and some they feared. If I needed more than twenty clips, I might as well kiss my tight ass goodbye right now. My bag was light, but it had all the goodies special ops was famous for. I was better than a bunch of pussy marines, and it was time to share it with them. “Cry havoc and release the...Goddess? Release the Goddess of war! Or the cook of war. Chef of war? Something like that. Time to get it on!”

      Crouching low, I peeked out of my quarters’ doorway. No sign of any guards. I pulled up the ship’s schematics on my internal screen and double checked my plan. It only made sense for the guards to cover the major intersections leading to weapons and the bridge. This far forward, the engine room was too far away to get to. Not that my taking it would help this situation. I didn’t know a sprocket from a spindle in there. I’d be libel to blow us the hell up. No, I needed to either access the lift system going up a floor, or crawl back into the Jeffries tubes. I wasn’t about to dress down to get through them this time.

      One guard. One. That’s all they left on the lift system doorway. I guess in hindsight it made sense. None of the regular crewmembers should think anything was wrong beyond added security. Only I knew the truth about the command staff. Even if it didn’t make any sense.
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        * * *

      

      Marine Rudolph Buckley was about half asleep on the job. Pushing off the wall for about the fiftieth time, the private thought about what put him here, on guard duty no less. He’d spent four long, grueling weeks in the brig on board the Cincinnati before being transferred to Hell. He’d told the jury of his peers that he hadn’t meant to kill Petty Officer Jenkins in a fight, but he was lying. And they knew it.

      There were only some times that temporary insanity would work in a military court. Rudy had already had his three saves. First back on Antar, where he’d been a militia sergeant, and then on Alpha Centauri Four as a cargo lifter. Changing his name and DNA trace were easier than it sounded, but he couldn’t give up the call of the military. Too much free shit and pushing people around for money sounded so right to him. Damn military cops! Using a new procedure, they’d drilled his teeth and found real DNA and his true identity after he’d been caught on a military station smoking an illicit substance. Instant ticket to Hell, the Confederation’s most secure prison planet. It was rumored most inmates lasted half a rotation before being killed. Almost no one returned from there, to be sure.

      During the trial, Rudy wailed, pleaded, and beat his fists against the walls of his cell, to no avail. The prison guards had seen it all. Many potential inmates finished themselves off before the shuttle even touched down. But it wasn’t the kindness of strangers that saved him. He was alive now, but thinking of the past still made him shudder. Death was his only option until Master Sergeant Draven saved him.

      “Ready to die boy? The moment we touch down it’s going to be a melee like you’ve only dreamed about. If they don’t eat you first, they’ll rape you. Nice smooth-skinned boy like you might last a day or so. Save me some of that and I’ll make you my bitch,” prisoner #2-543-9 yelled from across the bay.

      Three hundred prisoners stacked in three by three half meter isolation cubes lay in rows across the deck of the ship. The most violent were stacked together at one end. Killer though he might be, Rudy wasn’t like the others. His kills were much cleaner than the psychotic man in the next cell. Shouts, screams, and taunts filled the air all around him. A phrase from history popped into his brain all of a sudden, “Those about to die, we salute you.” They were all about to die; most of the prisoners were just fighting back in the only way they knew.

      Rudy wasn’t all that religious, but clutching his manacled hands in front of him, he said a prayer or three to all the deities he could remember. Buddha, Loki, the White Christ. Surely one of them might put in a good word for him with the Creator of Space.

      Boom! The cargo ship shuddered. The lights dimmed suddenly. Lying on his side, Rudy could sort of see out of the small feeding slit in his cube. None of the attendants were present, but he could hear the faint whine of repulsor rifles. Maybe there’d been a break out?

      Gunfire noises increased so much that the other prisoners were now screaming. Some to be saved, some to just end it now and take all the pain away. Rudy could go either way.

      The flickering stopped as did the sounds of battle. An occasional shot reinforced the idea that someone had won. Who it was remained to be seen.

      “Shut the fucking hell up, you goddamn rats!” A voice suddenly shouted over the hanger bay loudspeaker.

      “Fuck you!” A prisoner at the edge of the deck yelled back.

      “Cha-cha-chow…” The stuttering of a fleet battle rifle sounded as it killed the protester and shut everyone up. Including the psycho across from Rudy. “Speak out of turn and you’re dead. We can space the lot of you right now if you like!”

      The bay fell silent. All Rudy could hear were the sounds of his own breath. Half a second later the voice yelled again. “We’re looking for a few good men. Former military, cry out as we pass. The rest of you, shut the fuck up or die.”

      Taking the chance as manna from heaven, Rudy volunteered right then and there. Twisting his body into a human pretzel he managed to stick his fingers out the food slot. “Take me. I’m a marine.”

      “Marine,” said the shadow of a man standing next to his opaque cube. “Unit and length of service.”

      Rudy swallowed hard and repeated his basic info. Each and every Confed soldier and sailor knew their details intimately. You needed to if you wanted to be paid by the quartermaster.

      “I’m a marine too! Take me! Get me out of this thing,” the psycho next door started shouting at the man.

      “You, you aren’t worth the shit on my boots. A marine, my mother's white shiny ass,” the evaluator exclaimed. Pulling his sidearm he shot the psycho in the head. “Let that be a lesson to all of you. Lying will get you dead.”

      And so, Rudy was rescued. The ship he was on was scuttled. Whether it happened before or after they removed the prisoners was none of his business. All he knew was that Draven and those above him saved his life, and for that he owed them everything. Including his loyalty. So no matter how boring the job was, it was better than an isolation cube on its way to planet Hell.

      Slinging off the backpack he wore, Rudy dug around inside it for a stim pack. If he wasn’t being relieved, maybe he’d take a small hit of paradise to wake him up. It was then he felt the knife at his throat. Shit.
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        * * *

      

      How stupid were these guys? Turning their back to both directions of the hallway? Idiot.

      “Drop the pack,” I whispered into the man’s ear. As hungry as my blade might be for blood, I needed information. This guy was about to give it to me, or else. “Slide your ass into the meeting room over there.” I gave him a not so light punch to the kidneys in the direction I wanted him to go. “Move it!”

      Like every new place, I’d scouted the hallways out pretty well with the access I was given. Besides visitors’ quarters, this floor contained two meeting rooms and a set of extra heads. The meeting room was what I wanted for question and answer time. Keeping my knife blade under his chin, I stabbed him with a preloaded knockout stick. Just one of my more special tools. The fake marine went down like a sack of potatoes. Now for the real fun.

      Hoisting him to the ceiling up was the hardest part of my plan. Because of construction details and battle damage needs almost every room on board ship was equipped with places to hang equipment. It took very little time to secure him and then all my strength to get him up high, like a side of beef.

      “You work out,” I said as I stripped the imposter marine of all his things. “Nice abs. If you weren’t the enemy, I’d do you right here and now. You could tell all your asshole buddies down in the swamp that you’d ridden the wild chef. But since you’re not really a marine, you don’t get that privilege.” Using my knife, I sliced away his trousers and shorts. Sizing him up, I laughed. “Then again, you are a much smaller marine than I’m used to. That’s got to be how you tell the good from the bad, size. You’re a bit short there, buddy.” Giving him a sharp poke to the genitals, I woke him up.

      “Ready to start talking now, little man?” I taunted.

      “You bitch! Cut me down now!”

      “Nope. I have all the cards. Your name badge says Buckley. Is that your real name?” I asked, holding up the name patch. Just for fun, I’d cut the uniform off him.

      “Get me down or so help me…” Buckley shouted, but he stopped mid-sentence as my icy cold blade brushed up against his balls.

      “Here’s how we’re going to play my game. I’ll ask the questions and you, you’ll answer them. Don’t bother screaming, these rooms were designed so the corporate stooges could have all the privacy they think they deserve. “Ten centimeters thick.”

      “What do you want to know?” Buckley exclaimed, a touch of fear in his voice.

      “Did I ask you a question Mr. Buckley? I don’t think so.” Using my knife, I cut him across the chest. Barely breaking the skin, the sharp blade severed several small blood vessels.

      “Aaaaa!” Buckley screamed in pain.

      “Now I know you’re not a real marine. That’s barely a scratch. State your name and rank, for real. Not this mercenary shit,” I ordered, my knife at the ready.

      Buckley flailed his arms and legs around. “Buckley, Rudolph no-middle-initial. Marine recruitment and social services division.”

      I snorted. “R and S? You’re one of those pussy boys? Seriously? Your kind hides in the gutter, scraping planets of their young and educated. I’m surprised you know how to fire a rifle much less hold one at port arms. How’d you end up with this bunch, pussy boy?”

      Buckley shook his head. “No. I recognize you now. You’re that chef the captain wants.”

      “Captains never get what they want when it comes to me. Vaslov would only be so lucky. Now, who are your little friends, and how did you get on this ship?” I asked again, jabbing him with the point of my blade.

      “Arrgh, you can’t do this. Torture is against navy regs!” Buckley screamed at me.

      “Is it?” I shrugged. “Where I come from, things are a bit different. You might say I’ve got connections. Let me tell you what I’m going to do if you don’t start with the talking. I’ve got some fun tools I picked up a few years ago called hemostats. They look a bit like old-fashioned scissors. Rim world colonies don’t have the luxury of Robo-docs and AI surgeons. They do things the old-fashioned way. You called me chef. Did you know that in culinary school they teach you how to identify the parts of animals? Have you ever tried Rocky Mountain oysters?” Not waiting for an answer, I sliced his genitals right off his body. The sinew and blood vessels parted in a spray of blood. Using a hemostat, I cut his bleeding off. But not before the spray covered me from head to toe. Wiping my face off, I grinned up at the now screaming man, my face a rictus of death incarnate. “It’s party time and I’m hungry.”
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      It took carving Buckley’s arm off him to get him to finally speak the truth to me. Carving a man up like a chicken is a lot easier than one might think. All you need is the will and a sharp knife. Humans are much like cows and pigs. We have the same basic parts. The extremities are the easiest to cut off, but you have to do it properly. You can keep someone alive for days on end with the right tools. Tools I didn’t have. So just the threat of carving out his tenderloin, cooking it up, and feeding it to Buckley broke him. Well, that and the testicle I fed him. Being a chef was so much fun!

      Once he swallowed and stopped screaming, Buckley poured his guts out to me. He explained Draven, the mercenary group he’d formed, and the contract they’d gotten from Captain Vaslov. He’d mentioned the mysterious third party as well, but that information was need-to-know, and Buckley did have the clearance for it.

      Vaslov would bring them aboard. They’d play at being marines for a couple of weeks then turn the ship over to this third party. Simple. Shooting members of the crew hadn’t been part Vaslov’s plan. Draven seemed to have his own agenda. Buckley and his compatriots didn’t care either way, as long as they got paid. It was a death sentence for all of them if they were caught, anyway.

      “That’s a fine tub of shit you’ve brought with you there, Mr. Rudy. No money for you now, though. Hell’s too good for you now, though,” I commented, even as I yanked the hemostat off his genitals. “Enjoy what’s left of your life.”

      There would be no capturing of prisoners. I didn’t work in security. Besides, it was just me and a bunch of cooks. They were safer in the hold than up here with me, the one-woman wrecking crew. A small, almost impossible, plan formed in my head. Buckley was short on the why, but he lots to say about the who and where. I knew we were in an alien system and I knew how many troops were on board. There was a slight chance we all could survive this mess. It predicated on what the third party brought to the game, though.
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        * * *

      

      With hardly a ripple in space, twenty-five dark ships warped into the system. Keeping to the outer edge, all but the scout craft hid in the dark spaces of the surrounding planets. The larger ships went silent.

      “Prelate, the fleet is at the transfer point,” the navigator stated. He, like the others on the bridge, wore a heavy grey cloak, hiding his features from sight.

      “Understood. Instruct the scouts to go into stealth and stay there. I want every meter of this system scouted and recorded. If this is a trap, I want to know ahead of time. Once the fleet is positioned, launch the probe. Report to me in my quarters when Agent Bolton reports in,” Prelate Yakov ordered as he left the bridge.

      Pulling the cowl of his cloak over his head, the Prelate of the Order of the Solar Temple walked to his quarters. Following close at his side were two heavily armored men. They, part of an entire legion of honor guards, traveled everywhere with him. Murmuring to himself as if to set the conversation into his mind, the religious leader spoke. “Are we doing the right thing? Taking a chance of this magnitude?”

      Alpha one, the prelate’s lead guard, reached forward and touched the man’s elbow before they reached the doorway. “Sir? Did you say something?”

      Yakov waved his hand over the door, opening it. He looked to either side and frowned at the guards. “Stay here. If I need you, I’ll call.”

      “Sir, orders…” Alpha replied even as the now angry cloaked man spun around to glare at him.

      “And who gave you those orders? Stay by the door or I’ll have you assigned to the pain amplifier for the rest of this mission. Am I understood?” Prelate Yakov growled.

      Both Alpha troopers went down on one knee, crossing themselves for forgiveness, heads bowed.

      Yakov didn’t speak to them again as he entered the room and allowed the door to shut behind him.

      “Lights on,” he ordered. Soft white lights instantly illuminated the desk in the center.

      Stripping off his cloak, Yakov threw it onto a waiting chair before plopping down after it. Couch, chair, and desk were all covered in leather black as night. “And so it begins. Either we win or we lose.”

      “We shall win and sweep through the known galaxy as avenging angels,” a sepulchral voice announced from one of the dark corners of the room. “Earth and its colonies shall be cleansed of filth and sin, awakening the spirit of God. He that believeth in me shall forever grace the halls of the faithful!”

      Turning his head, Yakov pierced the newcomer with eyes so blue they almost glowed. “Save that one for the invasion. It should stir the troops quite nicely.”

      “Oration is required for my position as Elder,” Levi Smith, the Elder of Ancient Times answered. “Has everything occurred as his holiness foresaw?”

      “Not quite. We’ve no contact with Bolton yet,” Yakov replied. “I’ve ordered drones out, but until we hear back I cannot trust it isn’t a trap.”

      “The ship is there, though. I’ve seen it on the screens. Surely this magnificent fleet can destroy one Confederation ship if it threatens us,” Elder Smith asked. He’d never gone to war before and didn’t quite understand the logistics of it all. Not yet, anyway.

      Yakov blew out a breath and frowned. “The Washington is a battleship. Not their newest, but the one with the newest toys. If the spies were telling us the truth, it has every new system they’ve come up with in the past ten years. Technology that will propel our navy a century ahead if we can decipher it. Even alone, that ship could damage us very heavily. While Bolton is one of our finest, I don’t trust him. He’s been too long among the unbelievers.”

      “The Council of Three and his holiness trust him. Put all doubt out of your mind and trust those that lead us to put us on the correct path,” Elder Smith replied.

      “I worry, that’s all. Humans don’t fight their ships the same as aliens do. We’ve spent centuries hollowing out our stronghold in space since leaving Earth. This war might jeopardize it,” Yakov replied.

      “No! Speak not of this again! There shall be no doubts, no foul thoughts brought forth by Satan or any of his dirty alien servants. We will take this ship and use it against the unbelievers in the Confederation wiping them out, along with the demonic Sylph, and any others that threaten our faith!” Smith cried out.

      “And the righteous shall inherit the earth,” Yakov intoned, all thoughts of disaster gone.
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        * * *

      

      Agent Michale Bolton, known in the Confederation as Sergeant Michale Bolton, prostrated himself before his altar to God. Personal faith wasn’t suppressed by the navy. Freedom of religion was one of the most defended laws in the military. It was how he’d been able to set the small shrine up inside the pantry. Faith was everything where he came from. Not like it was here. Here, inside the Confederation, everyone was a heretic or unbeliever. Spy that he might be, it was also his job to mark and record those he deemed unworthy to receive the sacrament when the cleansing came. His list was mighty.

      Buzz. Buzz. Buzz. A small black device barely as long as a human pinkie finger vibrated suddenly from inside a false-bottomed ration pack stored on the shelf.

      “At last,” the agent breathed, as he rose up to reach for the hidden device. “The time has come for all to be revealed.” Fumbling with the packaging, Bolton held the device to his lips and whispered, “The brotherhood lives.”

      “Solaris est templum iter para,” a mechanical voice responded.

      The Solar Temple comes, prepare the way. Six words the agent had longed to hear for so, so long. Pulling out a chip he’d kept close to his heart, he plugged it into the device. “Now they will die.”
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      “Eeny, meeny, miny, and your name is Moe,” I said to myself as I fired my silenced weapon at a false marine standing guard. He was the fifth one I’d picked off so far, not counting Rudy. By my count, they were down a full sixth of what they boarded with. Their overconfidence was a major weakness.

      Not knowing what sorts of armor they each wore under their uniforms, I’d taken to shooting them in the head like I was at the range or something. Boom. Splat. A most satisfying result. Unfortunately, this time, I had to wipe the goo off the lift controls to activate them. “Yuck.” Reaching down to grab the man’s uniform shirt, I wiped off all the blood, bone, and brain matter I’d picked up from the most recent target, who now laid at my feet. Giving the body a kick, I scolded him, “You sir, are a mess.” I leaned my face down next to where his head should have been. “I need a shower. Too bad you can’t come and watch me. Try better next time.”

      “Fun Casey is back and loving and I’m loving it.”  I chuckled to myself. Speaking about the violent side of myself in third person always made me seem like a serial killer or something. Like my middle name was Wayne instead of Die Mutherfucker. They used to say way back in basic that if you talked to yourself by name you might be insane. That part really isn’t true. In my mind, it’s only if you have a complete two- or three-way conversation with yourself that you’re truly crazy. Muttering to myself is completely normal-ish. For me.

      “You’re showing your age and your geekiness for all to see, Casey,” I muttered to myself, as if to demonstrate. The bad guys I was about to kill didn’t need to know all my secrets. Hell, I barely knew them all myself. Standard procedure after every mission was a trip to the team psychologist. Government only knows how much they shrank our heads each time, which of course added to the problems.

      

      Capital ships like the Washington looked a bit like gigantic human femurs when viewed from a distance. Hammerheads on each end, with a tube in the middle. As a battleship class ship, this one was more heavily armed than, say, a scout or frigate. Big guns. Let’s all say to together, BIG GUNS. Ventral and dorsal turrets were the primary armaments. Small- to medium-sized guns filled the length of the ship. Broken up by cargo and hangar bays. There were some on both sides. Top of the line shield generators lay in hidden portals along the edges of the ship. During battle, they would rise up, encasing the entire ship in what some would call air or space armor. I wasn’t a physicist or any sort of scientist, other than culinary. It was all a sort of math I didn’t want to understand except for the baking part that was easy. But it was fun to discuss the basics. If you planned on fighting a ship, you needed to know stuff about how it operated and where not to go.

      The bridge was on deck one, but according to the dearly departed Buckley, the emergency bridge was on three. Not marked on the map, the mini bridge was dead center on the ship. It was from there that any of the officers could duplicate all bridge functions. To save Chef Johnson and the rest of the kitchen staff, I needed to access one of the flight bays. More specifically, the armories for our snub fighters. Each of those sections contained a lift system for easy transport. When resupply ships refilled those areas, they used the same cargo hatches. The only difference was the dividing wall opened up.

      To do that required the bridge, and the bridge alone. Even trying to open one of the cargo bays during flight, or apart from a loading sequence would result in the ship decompressing, crushing it like a beer can. Or at least that was what Buckley said. Like I’d trust a guy that cannibalized himself?

      My plan, the one I came up with on the fly while crawling through all those tubes, was super simple. Kill the bad guys and steal a shuttle. We were in a system. There were planets. We’d take the shuttle down and join one. Surely someone would be able to communicate with the Confederation. Even the Sylph were in minor contact with them. But then again, the Sylph could very well eat us, first.

      

      “Hey! What do you think you’re....Urk! Aaaaahh!” There was an officer on the emergency bridge, not a marine. He’d spoken to me without looking when I came through the door, probably thinking I was just another marine. It wasn’t until I’d slipped the garrote over his head that he spoke at all.

      In my former business, the garrote was a silent method of eliminating an enemy. Extremely up close and personal, though. On Old Earth, in ancient times, it was an approved form of execution. For those like me, it was a tool like many others we would use. Sometimes it was a weapon of chance. You find a length of rope. Tie a knuckle-sized knot in the middle, and use it to kill someone. The knot needed to be placed in the center of the throat, cutting off the victim’s oxygen. Rope, shoelaces, industrial wire, were some favorites. Old-fashioned piano wire was a favorite of many of my troops, though. Loops or handles could be added to aid in the task. My preference was a handy dandy portable wire camp saw. Think flexible hacksaw with handles. It didn’t so much strangle the victim as remove the head. They were cheap to buy, and actually available in the civilian market. Legal to own. Crazy.

      Muscle and willpower. If you didn’t have the will, you wouldn’t put forth the strength needed to do the job.

      The officer was expecting someone, so I took advantage. Once the chain was around his neck, all it required was strength. Like trying to hold onto a bucking bull while strapped to it with space tape. Not an easy thing to do. The officer tried to grab the garrote himself with one hand, while he used the other to try to punch back at me. More elbow than fist. The action caused me to get in close, put my knee on his back even as we tumbled to the floor. With both hands I squeezed, pulling the ends of the tool closer together, the wire biting down into the man’s neck. So close I could hear his wheezing breaths as he gasped for breath, the blade cutting into his trachea, cutting off the airway. There was a squelch of blood, an almost meaty sound as the blade hit bone and severed the neck. Blood poured down, splashing me and the deck of the ship.

      

      “Ugh, always with the squishy! Humans have too many juices,” I muttered to myself as I stood up. Fresh blood covered the front of my armor again. Washing it out was going to be a bitch.

      Looking about the small equipment filled room, I looked for the navigation station. I needed our location and a map of our surroundings. Getting away was all well and good, unless there was nowhere to go.

      “Data card? Where the fuck did I put the damn thing?” Patting my body all over, I left bloody fingerprints everywhere. “Fuck me, did I leave it…” Looking down at my feet, I found it in a pool of blood. “Bloody hell, if it doesn’t work, it’s all your fault, you know.” I sneered into the gushing face at my feet.

      Fortunately for me, this was the Navy, and most equipment was built to be very resistant to all things. They were to be used by real marines, after all. Using crayons and ate raw meat, that sort of thing. Monsters in disguise, if you read the FAQs the media put out.

      Turning so I could keep one eye on the door, I tapped a few buttons, bringing the system to life. It was a simple matter to bring up our location and information on planetary bodies within shuttle distance. Flying a shuttle was one of my talents. Flying a bigger ship, not so much. Some would say they were related skills, but not really. Way more buttons and math were needed. Switching over to the main console, I took a chance and had the computer download the logs, bridge tapes, and any orders given by Captain Vaslov. If I survived this mess and managed to get home, this info would be valuable. I hoped.

      Knowing the jig would be up as soon as they found the body, I rigged it. I wasn’t supposed to be going all Rambo on the ship. The equipment I had was for emergency situations only, not trying to retake a ship or something. I had a minimum of explosives with me. Just two grenades and some shape charges. Pulling the activation pin on one of them, I placed it under the officer’s body. If anyone moved him, there’d be a nice big room-shattering boom.

      Info in hand, I now had to get back down to one of the hangar decks, and then cargo. Authorizations on the emergency bridge stated the captain ordered a mutiny lockdown level one on decks eight through three. That included the kitchen, hangar decks, and cargo. Engineering was on a separate life support system and not affected. Captain Vaslov ordered the false marines to take it all over. Too many troops for me to deal with alone. It was time to touch base with the cooks.
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      “What do you mean we’ve lost half a dozen of your men? To whom? There’s only a couple of hundred star sailors on this ship as it is, and more than a third are locked the hell up! Your men are supposed to be the only ones with weapons!” Captain Vaslov shouted. Sergeant Draven, splattered with blood, stood in front of him. “And what the fuck is all over your uniform?”

      “Blood, brain matter, bits of shit. Someone put a bomb underneath a dead body for us to find. Didn’t you hear the explosion? Or were you and Watson here having too good a time while our people were dying?” Draven shouted back. He was beyond angry at the captain. This was supposed to be an easy score for him and his men. Take a ship away from the Navy with the help of the officers and captain. Get paid. Go home. Simple. Now he had more than half a dozen of his men dead or missing. The officer that blew up had taken two more with him, as well. Storming into the office, he’d found the man he worked for partying it up with two female officers. Music was so loud he’d had to use his security clearance to get in. None of the officers could hear the door chimes.

      “Bomb? What bomb? What the hell are you talking about?” Vaslov asked in shock.

      Draven let out a breath and started to explain. “Standard patrol. I was accompanying our third deck group when we discovered a dead body on the emergency bridge. Securing the room, we checked for life signs. As we turned the man over, a fragmentation plasma grenade rolled out. If not for the quick reactions of one of my men, I’d have been killed as well. He dropped the body over the bomb and threw himself down on top.”

      Both Vaslov and Watson winced. Plasma grenades were designed for use in closed environments. Basically, lots of multi-directional force, added to a carbon sand mixture. There’d be a big flash as the grit tore your body apart. Space forces called them gritters for that reason alone.

      “Have your men seen any of the killers, this unknown commando team? It has to be someone in the crew. Engineering maybe, those guys get lots of extra training?” Watson asked, a puzzled look on his face. The idea that a bunch of geeks could take down trained marines had him spooked.

      “Nothing, nobody. It’s like a ghost is doing this. My security teams have increased their sweep, and everyone is supposed to check in by the numbers. What about security station on the bridge? Has your officer on duty there reported anything unusual?” Draven asked the officers.

      Watson cut his eyes left to stare at the men Draven had with him. Both of them were heavily armed and really big. Getting past them would be impossible. He’d sort of forgotten to replace that officers’ station. There was just so much going on. Covering all the stations was hard without extra crew. Everyone on the payroll was already on the bridge or in a vital station. Technically, he was supposed to take up the slack. But drinking and partying it up was way more fun than actually working.

      “Well? What aren’t you telling me?” Draven demanded.

      Captain Vaslov shrugged his shoulders before eyeballing the XO. It was time to throw someone under the aircar. In a condescending voice he asked, “Crew assignment is your department, Watson. Who’s guarding the farm for us?”

      Watson shuffled his feet for a moment and didn’t look at the captain. Rolling his eyes a bit, he finally looked up. “We were safe out here with the crew locked up. There isn’t anyone to watch it. You told me to keep watch out there.” He spread his arms wide, almost whacking one of the security men in the chest.

      “Bridge now,” Vaslov growled as he pushed past the XO, and headed for the door. Spying the two women still in the room, he glared at them. “You two sluts need to get dressed and back on duty. I’m paying you to work, not fuck!” He ignored the fact it was he who had invited them in. Looking over his shoulder to Draven, he motioned him closer. “The computerized system is supposed to record automatically when not supervised. It’s normally the operator’s job to zoom in when he sees something unusual. Maybe the dumbo caught something on its own and we can salvage this situation.”

      The Confederation as a rule didn’t trust independent artificial intelligence. Part of the war that destroyed Old Earth and the Sol system was run by corporate-sponsored AIs. Nobody wanted a repeat of that, even by accident. So on ships, the computer did actions by rote and was only a few steps above a robot pet. There were functioning intelligences in space, but they kept very low profiles and rarely came in contact with the regular military.

      “Captain on the bridge,” one of the guards announced as Captain Vaslov stomped into the room. Looking around, the captain scowled at the officers. Only Lieutenant Spark acknowledged him with a salute. The rest sort of waved and spun in their chairs. All they cared about was a payday now. The naval farce was over.

      “Which one of you lazy idiots triggered the sleeping gas like you were supposed to?” the captain asked.

      Lieutenant Rosco Jones spun around in his chair to face the officer. “Neither you nor the XO ordered us to.” Gesturing over his shoulder, the helmsman pointed to the security desk. “We all thought XO Watson was taking care of it from the emergency bridge.” Seeing the look on Vaslov’s and Draven’s faces, he clarified a bit. “Seriously sir, that really is what we thought. Play acting aside. We know how a ship’s supposed to operate. None of us left the bridge.”

      Captain Vaslov grunted. “Check the damn feeds and gas the shit out of the holds and engineering. Maybe we’ll catch whoever it is.”

      Pushing past the captain, Draven sat down at the console, activating all the screens at once. “I never should have taken this freaking stupid job,” he said almost to himself.

      “What was that? Did you find something?” Vaslov asked, stepping closer to peer down at the screens.

      “Nothing yet, sir. I was just running through the activation sequence to myself. I’m only used to the older versions of this equipment,” Draven replied, covering himself. Down deep inside, he was raging. Plans existed among his unit to break free, steal one or both of the shuttles, and just leave. He was seriously thinking of just killing everyone on this cluster-fuck of a ship, taking his boys, and punching out. Why he allowed himself to be suckered in by this useless chunk of a man…

      “There, right there,” Vaslov pointed at something on a screen, breaking Draven out of the internal loop he was creating. Isolating the specific screen, he started to zoom in.

      The captain shook his head and said, “No. Put it up on the big screen so we all can see.”

      Draven grumbled to himself and cursed the captain under his breath, but did as he was instructed. Hitting the correct sequence of buttons, he transferred the image from screen three, guest quarters, to the main bridge screen. “Done.”

      The image in front of the officers shifted from that of near space to a dimly lit hallway. A single marine guard stood watch over the lift system hatchway. Just past him a slight figure dressed in color-shifting armor crept down the hall, hugging the walls.

      “Where is that?” Captain Vaslov asked, still staring the screen.

      Draven didn’t need to look, but did so anyway. “Brown twenty-five, guest quarters level.”

      As everyone on the bridge watched, the marine turned his back to the hallway to search his gear bag for some reason. Half the room said out loud, “Turn around, you idiot.”

      They watched as the guard pawed through his things. Then he looked up for just a moment. He didn’t see or hear the intruder, not until he was tackled.

      “What is he doing to him?” Vaslov asked with a sense of morbid fascination. Death and sex went hand in hand for some, and he was beginning to feel a rise in his pants just watching this.

      Draven’s face had turned to stone. Private Bates might not have been the brightest tool in his box, but he belonged to him, and this assassin was stealing his life from the former marine. Hearing the question, he answered without looking away from the screen. “Garrote. See how the assailant pulls their hands back and forth? It’s some sort of wire or chain. Usually you would squeeze as hard as you can until the airway cuts off.”

      The sudden gush of blood and removal of Bates’ head made some on the bridge cry out in shock. But still they watched. It was only when the assailant looked up into the camera that someone spoke. “Freeze it,” Valsov ordered. Looking up at the screen in shock he asked, “How is that even possible? She’s just a cook.”

      “Is she, Captain? Is she really just a cook?” Draven stood up straight after catching his breath. “Or is she something more?” Draven stood a little straighter, his free hand resting on his sidearm. “We have a serious problem on this ship with us.”
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      “Why has Agent Bolton not responded?” Elder Smith asked for the tenth or eleventh time. Leaving the prelate’s cabin, he’d crossed the ship to now pace up and down across the rear portion of the bridge.

      The Brotherhood fleet still sat hidden, but not for too much longer. Prelate Yakov waited for the most opportune moment to strike. Even now, surveillance drones circled the Washington, probing all its secrets.

      “Give him time. The Washington is one of their largest ships, and even I don’t know where our agent is aboard it. The drones will tell us much, but not who or what is inside. Patience is a virtue, after all,” Prelate Yakov explained while he checked and cross-checked information from the drones.

      “Speak not the holy writ to me, Alter son of Noah. My duties to his Holiness the Pope of Worlds outrank even you and these…” Elder Smith waved at the crew all around them. “These military people. It is impossible for any of them to truly understand His ways. You know this to be true as a Prelate of the Solar Temple.”

      “My association with the brothers is a matter not to be discussed here. Would you bring the wrath of the Alliance down upon our heads? You know as well as I do the knights are secretive…” Yakov dropped his voice down low, “and everywhere! Lead not us all into your temptation, Elder. Allow me to do the job his Holiness selected me for. Have you forgotten that as well?”

      Making calming motions with his hands, the Ancient Elder settled down. “I have forgotten. My apologies. It has been centuries since I last traveled the space ways. All of this...technology, is not my way.” Smith spit out the word as though it was made of dirt.

      “Understood. Take a minor role in this, then. Parvis is prepared for war where you are not. Bolton will answer. He cannot help himself to not. The Washington shall be ours and we will cleanse the unworthy from the Empire of Man. So let it be written,” Yakov started.

      “So let it be done,” Elder Smith finished with a smile.
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      “At last they are here,” Sergeant Bolton whispered. His long journey was at its end. Just a few small details to wrap up, and the ship would be theirs. Confederation tech in all its modern glory. Something the Brotherhood had very little of.

      The Brotherhood of the Solar Temple was an ancient order on Old Earth. Founded three hundred years pre-diaspora at the very beginning of what humanity called the Space Age. They were religious prophets and believers. Three goals dominated the church: primacy of the spiritual over the temporal, preparing humanity to transition into a new age of the second coming, and domination of all religion. One God, one church. All others were to put to the sword.

      Temporal authority at the time called them murderers and terrorists, forbidding the faithful from leaving Earth. But the brotherhood’s values were revered by many, both rich and poor. Where there is a will, a way will open. Colony ships were purchased or subverted in mid-flight by hard core followers from a place once called Europe. Humanity was reaching for the stars and the Brotherhood was going with them. Little did Earth know where they were actually going, though. Outer space was deep and dark.

      “Time to inform Vaslov and start the dance. Soon this will all be over, and I will return home,” Bolton muttered to the shrine in the pantry. The signal had been given.

      Now he had only to string them along a bit more.
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      “She’s a damn cook,” Vaslov yanked Draven around to see his face.

      Looking at Vaslov’s hand on his arm, Draven snarled. “Get your fucking paws off me. This is all your fault! If you and that idiot you brought on board had told me the truth about this plan of yours from the beginning, we might have had a chance. But if she’s who I think she is, we’re fucked. There could be a half dozen of them on this ship with us. And the Navy? The fucking Confeds know where we are. They have to if she’s part of a Spec Op force. Those guys are way too valuable to just throw away. I’d always thought they were an urban legend.”

      “You’re insane. Nobody, and I do mean nobody knows where we are. The Confederation Navy wouldn't follow us out here, even if they did know. Look at the coordinates, we’re half a parsec inside of Sylph space. No human’s ever charted these planets and lived to tell the tale,” Vaslov explained with a sneer. “You need to calm the fuck down and explain yourself to me. Who or what do you think is happening here and what Spec Ops force?”

      “Sylph space? You are fucking insane! Have you ever fought them or even seen them? Because I have! They will freaking strip the flesh from our bodies and eat whatever’s left. Merciless is the best way to describe them, and that’s on a good day,” Draven yelled. “We dead! All of us! Dead!”

      “Relax. Calm your whiny ass down. The folks we’re meeting have promised to protect us from those alien freaks. This part of space isn’t part of the Sylph empire, not technically,” Vaslov explained. “Once they have the Washington, we’ll all be transported out of here and back to friendly space. That was the deal I made.”

      Draven snorted. “Deals can be broken. Who are these people that are meeting us, anyway? Or did you sell this ship for a bag of magic beans and a funny story? Sylph space! May the Gods of Space consume your soul.”

      “I swore an oath to not say who they are. Their money is good, trust me. Bolton… I mean all my contacts couldn’t be lying to me, now could they?” the captain stammered. This wasn’t a situation he’d planned for. It was all supposed to be so easy.

      “Bolton? You mean Sergeant Bolton, your steward?” Draven asked, a questioning look upon his face. “What does he have to do with all of this mess?”

      Captain Vaslov shook his head back and forth. “I promised. On my life, I promised to not say anything.”

      Drawing his sidearm and pointing it at him, Draven said, “It’ll be your death if you don’t start talking right fucking now. It’s not just you and fuck-face Watson over there. Oh, I know all about who he really is, and you should’ve left his traitorous ass back where you found him. There’s a reason they shoot traitors and spies. Did you think my company was just a bunch of guys and gals out for a lark with guns? Seriously. We’re all veterans of one sort or another. Start talking.”

      “Fine, whatever. We’ll still get paid, regardless. A ship like this is too good to pass up,” the captain started to explain. “It was like this. I was in a bar and I met…” Vaslov explained being passed over for promotion and how he’d met Bolton. The plan was all his own except for the Sylph space part.  That was a new one on him. The money they’d given him was good, though. It let him pay off everyone and front his own private rebellion. Technology to break the computer programing in his head wasn’t cheap.

      “That you’d plan all of this on the word of a random guy at the bar blows my fucking mind. Seriously, the Brotherhood. That’s who you’re dealing with?” Draven shook his head in disgust. “They aren’t pirates. They’re more like ghosts, if you had to call them anything. I only know about them because of my contacts with fleet intel. Nobody knows who they are or where they come from. Which in is fucking scary. When were they supposed to meet us?”

      “Now. Today. I was supposed to have the ship at this point in space between a specific set of dates. We’ve already passed that,” Vaslov pointed out.

      “Scan the system again. Look for anything out of the ordinary,” Draven ordered the officers.

      “Do what he says,” the captain ordered.

      The bridge officers in charge of weapons and navigation turned to their stations and began activating every scan on the ship.

      “Sir, I think I’ve got something,” the weapons officer, Cremin, said. “An intermittent contact just off the port bow. Maybe three hundred meters or so. I almost didn’t catch it at first. Somehow it passed through our shields. When it did traces of Alpha and Beta, Ion field particles were left behind. Let me show you,” she explained. Hitting a series of switches on her console, she threw what she was seeing up on the main screen. “Watch this track. Every time the contact passes through our shield, it leaves a bit of itself. See, right there. That spot.” She pointed to several spots on the display. “Now watch what happens when it reaches this point.” The screen flashed again.

      “Navigation, your thought on this, whatever it is?” Vaslov asked.

      “Just what I can extrapolate from Tara, I mean Lieutenant Cremin’s map. If you look at where the contact possibly came from…Sir, we could have a lot of something hiding out here,” Jones explained. “It’s not a Sylph probe, that’s for sure. Nothing in our database matches it.”

      “Brotherhood ships, maybe? We can ask Bolton. He was supposed to inform me when his masters were here,” Vaslov explained. “Have one of your men go grab him.”

      “Good idea, we’ll get this shit out of the way right freaking now. Because I want off this ship and out of this system.” Draven gave orders to his men. “What about the cook? Any special orders other than killing her?”

      “Kill her. You still haven’t said who you think she is, though,” the captain asked. Draven slumped back into his chair.

      “Special Operations or Black Ops, if I had to guess. Like I said earlier they’re supposed to be extinct. Ghosts. Confed command blew up the officers leading the missions and hunted down all the members. Or at least that’s the story my contacts all repeated to me. Ghosts in the machine, is what some call them. Rumors abound, but no one has seen one in a decade,” Draven explained. “If she is part of that, the navy brass must have slipped her on board on purpose. All that fuss at the dock. She was slipping her weapons on board. Why else fuss over kitchen shit? Remember we didn’t search those boxes of hers.”

      “Why else indeed,” Vaslov answered thinking of all the shit Lewis might have brought onto the ship.
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      Going down was easier than going up. If only my sex life was like that! It’s pretty much why I preferred robotic partners to the real thing. Men suck the wrong way and it’s not my place in life to teach them. Women are better for that, but have the wrong parts for me to really get my freak on with. Too bad human parts aren’t interchangeable. I could create the best partner that way.

      Cocking my head to one side, I thought a bit more about that. If I took the head from one and the dick from the other… too distracting!

      I didn’t bother with the real bridge. Was halfway there when my dead body surprise went bang, and I knew the jig was up. That bit made me chuckle. Madeline Kahn, actress for the ages.

      Leaning against the wall, I tripped the locks, then kneed the door open. “Sarah, whoever thought up these was an idiot. Gun battles won’t wait for this shit. Hold on a minute, sir, while I open the door. Stupid, stupid, stupid. I’m gonna shoot the fucking idiot that thought this procedure up. It’s too much like kneeing a guy in the nuts.”

      “Internal ship’s records only say Group five being involved with that design element. Would you like me to dig deeper?” Sarah responded.

      Having visions of her tearing up the comm channels, trying to dig out an answer made me wince. It happened that way once before with my old team. No signals out, no signals in while we were in heavy contact with half a battalion of really pissed off aliens. This was not long after she’d been installed and was taking everything I said literally. Very literally. How do you explain to a super intelligent, but people stupid, artificial intelligence that looking for Hungarian paprika on every planetary database at the same time isn’t possible because the only source of it was on Old Earth? I’d casually mentioned that I’d like to make chicken paprikash someday. My great, great grandmother claimed our family was from Hungary. How the entire conversation boiled down to paprika escapes me, but it did cause a very intense conversation with Sarah about what I mean versus what I say. It’s still a work in progress.

      “Not now, Sarah. Dig into it if and when we return to Confed space,” I muttered back to her. Down really was faster inside the Jeffries tubes. Plus I had them mostly figured out, where to put my hands, where not to place a foot, and for all that’s holy, don’t press the button. Squirting and spraying goop and or shit is no fun in a confined space. It's a wonder the marine guards didn’t smell me coming at them. “And give me directions if I mess up in here.”

      “Goddess damn it!” I cursed out loud for the umpteenth time, as I missed yet another tube junction. Climbing up them was slow and tedious. Sliding downward was like trying to thread the needle at Beggar's Canyon back home. Don’t listen to me, I made that shit up. Military humor. We got to watch all the cool Old Earth shit. It was too bad that space wasn’t the way the Lucasites portrayed it. Not that thousands of Jedest followers didn’t try to make it that way. The Goddess of Space was enough of a god for me. I found it hard to believe in mystical powers that held everything together. They should’ve called themselves glue boys or something.

      “If you would pay attention to me the first time, you wouldn’t have these issues,” Sarah commented as I slid through half a tube of sewage. Part of my instructions were to miss this bit of damage I’d caused. At least I knew I was on the right track. The long way, not the shortcut we’d found. Karma is like that. I just knew it was from cursing the Goddess too many times. “Take the next left turn then down.”

      “Ouch! Fuck a duck, that hurt!” Taking Sarah’s advice, I’d grabbed the handle for the left tube and promptly slammed my head into the wall as momentum swung me around. Not wanting to cause another spill or something, I grasped only the handles this time. “Where am I?”

      “Twenty meters to the right and open the next hatch. You should be above hangar bay one. The freight lift is located one hundred meters directly in front of you. Ship’s schematics detail the control panel as being to the right, inside a small guard station.”

      Tripping the switch on the inside, I peered out the hole as the hatch cover receded. Everything looked to be where Sarah said they were, except I wasn’t level with the floor. “What the fuck? You couldn’t pick an entrance half a level down?”

      “Negative. There is a high-density gravimetric transmitter in that section of the hull. Where you are located is the only way without crossing to bay two,” Sarah replied.

      If I didn’t know better, I’d swear she was just doing this to fuck with me. But if I die, so does she. We were in this together, win or lose. Bending forward, I scanned the hangar deck. Not a soul in sight. Two assault shuttles sat on the left-hand side of the mostly empty bay. When this ship went into service for real, it would really kick ass in battle. The specs on it said it could hold thirty snub fighters and four shuttles. I assumed the others were in bay two.

      Pushing myself out of the hold, I did a layout with a half twist on the landing. If my old gymnastics coach had seen it, he would’ve applauded. If the drillmaster had been there, I’d be running laps until the universe died. Don’t fuck around on a mission, was one of his most famous mottos. Both reactions would’ve made me smile though. Ten years on, and I’ve still got it.

      “Sarah, tap into the lift system and open it up. I want for us to be off this tub ASAP.” With a whine and a clang I hoped no one heard, the floor opened up and started going down. Humming an ancient battle hymn, I hopped on. Love in an elevator. Not something I’d done on a battleship. Too bad it was the navy and I was on duty.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Should we try for the shuttle bays? They’re right up there. We could use the Jeffries tubes?” Tomas, one of the sous chefs, suggested.

      “This section doesn’t have or need them,” No-Neck explained. Reaching out, the pudgy cook patted the bulkhead. “This area here and through that wall is the ship’s ammunition storage. Shells for the big guns topside, as well as missiles for the snub fighters.” He pointed upward at the ceiling and walls. “This is the most armored section of the ship, not counting engineering or the bridge. If an enemy shell or rocket were to penetrate to here… it would be a very big boom. We might survive. The cargo doors on either side of us cannot be opened unless in port or a construction bay. The Dunce, what many of you call Dumbo or Dummy, has them hard wired to not open unless in those areas. There is no manual control, either. This wall moves, but is only controlled by the bridge.”

      “How the hell are we supposed to get out of here, then?” one of the cooks asked.

      Chef Johnson nodded to himself before speaking. “I’m starting to get the idea now, Mr. Smith. Unlike many of you, I’ve been down here during restocking. You forget that I have to sign for all of this down here per records and regulations. If you look up, you might see the outline of a really big circle. That’s how we get out, isn’t it?”

      No-Neck Smith nodded. “Yes, sir. The only problem with the cargo lift is the controls are up there, on the flight deck. It was decided there were too many ways for sabotage, having them down here. If someone missed the lift and got trapped, they could exit through the kitchen or if on the other side, the marine section. Those doors have internal handles. Chef Lewis knows all this. I doubt she’ll come back down the tubes.”

      “Yes, then we should get things ready. Prepare. Did she give you any idea of her plans?” Johnson asked.

      “No, sir. Not really. She did ask how many shuttles were up there. Remember they only half loaded us. We were supposed to be coordinating with fleet engineering for engine tests. Wanna bet those folks are freaking out somewhere? How do you lose a battleship?” Smith replied, shaking his head.

      Chef Johnson looked his cook in the eye. Pursing his lips and cocking his head he asked a question that had been bugging him. “Why exactly are you here in my department?”

      No-Neck snorted, “Short answer, I got really lazy and screwed the pooch on the job.”

      Johnson leaned back against a pallet of crates, trying to get comfortable. Waving his hands, he made a come on motion. "Okay, I'll bite. Long answer?"

      “Truthfully, I was bored,” No-Neck said. “I joined up to see the universe and maybe actually use my education. My grandfather’s part of the Council, the ruling council. Senator Remo. He and the rest of my family think I'm a worthless layabout who won’t amount to anything. So I went off to school to prove them wrong. Studied math, science, alien tech, and mechanical engineering before the money ran out. Nobody gets to be the eternal student in my family. Get a job, they said. So I joined up. I was way overqualified for most of the tech positions, and I almost failed OCS. BuShips stuck me in deep down in engineering to serve out my four. But I got them, too. I reenlisted. They didn’t like that one bit and cut me off completely. I’m the black sheep now. The reason I’m here with you guys is I like food too much. Growing up rich sucks. Your every desire can be soothed if you know the right person or agency. Pick a girl, any girl, and she’s yours. Fancy aircars, fine suits, hotels, casinos, they’re all for the taking. But none of that mess gives you any sort of purpose in life. It’s so boring.”

      Chef Johnson goggled at him. “All the pussy and beer I could handle forever, are you nuts?”

      “Maybe, but I’ve had society’s finest throw themselves at me for the tiniest piece of the pie. After a month of that sort of treatment, one of them will either catch you, come up pregnant, or you’ll drink yourself to death. It’s a planet full of Leets, all trying to consume you,” Smith said with a sad smile. “I’m in your area because I gave up and got fat. Too much of your fine food. They told me to transfer out, pick something. I chose to stay on big George. The food’s still the best in the fleet.”

      “That’s actually not the craziest thing I’ve heard. Good for you. So I take it you’re broke?” Chef Johnson asked him.

      “Pretty much. There’s a trust fund, but only if I get married and contribute to the family in some way. Not completely ready to do that right now. First, we have to survive this mess,” Smith answered.

      “That we do. Let’s get moving, then. Round up all the portable food we can find, and get it ready to move it upstairs. We have to trust that Casey is coming for us,” Johnson ordered.

      “And if she’s not? What then?” Smith asked.

      Johnson turned and gave him a grin. “Big ass food orgy?”
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      The sight of me coming down via the freight lift elevated me to Goddess status among the ship’s culinary staff. Twenty cooks, the chef, and a very small assortment of mixed sailors actually cheered once they saw it was me.

      “Hello, boys! Need a leg up?” I taunted, lifting my pants leg up a bit. Everything was all fun and games until they were trying to shoot you. The rescue was my plan all along. So was attempting to fly out on one of the assault shuttles. They were designed for ship-to-ship and ground operations and could hold at least thirty-five men plus cargo. If we piled it high and sucked in our guts, we might get a bit more.

      Getting off the ship and down to a planet was the hard part. The Washington, the Sylphs, and this mysterious third party the captain was meeting with were all in our way. Surprisingly, I was least worried about the aliens.

      But I had another crazy plan.

      “You want us to do what?” Chef Johnson yelled.

      “We’re where?” No-Neck Smith spat out, almost at the same time.

      I let out a little squeak of a laugh at that. “We don’t have a lot of options. At some point they will come for us, and I don’t have enough guns to go around. Not even close.” I held up three fingers and gave them the options I could see. “One, we run. Load up a shuttle and boogie down to the best life-bearing world we can find in the system. Two, we fight. Obviously, I haven’t always been a cook. I guess all this blood on me is a dead giveaway. Even with me backing you up, though, we die. If I take them on myself, I die, then you die. Not a good idea. Especially for me.

      “And three, we stay here and do nothing. If the captain and his marines don’t get us, whoever they are selling this ship to will. One of the false marines, a Rudy Buckley, and I had a nice long conversation about their plans for us down here. If they catch us, you have lots of digging and dying to look forward to. Apparently, mining corporations like slave labor. So no. Not happening. Choose now or forever hold your peace.”

      Everyone started talking at once. Including Chef Johnson. I let them jibber jabber for all of two minutes before stopping it. Sticking two fingers in my mouth, I let out a sharp whistle. “Get this shit, put it on the fucking lift and let’s get out of here. Did you think this was a fucking democracy or something? When in the hell has that ever worked?”
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        * * *

      

      “Sir, my men have swept half the ship so far. Other than three more dead bodies, we’ve found nothing. If there is a strike team on the Washington, they’re better than us. Does the Navy have man portable cloaking tech?” MST Draven reported to the captain.

      “Where did you find the bodies? Show me on the map,” Vaslov demanded, pulling up a large schematic of the ship.

      While the marine force swept the ship for intruders, the officers scanned hours of security footage.

      “Starting with the galley area, there was a guard at the lift, here. We all saw my man lose his head at the guest quarters. That’s two decks down from us, here. Our search discovered a blood trail and a very mutilated man in this conference room. We’re pretty sure he was drained of information. There were signs of torture.” Draven pointed at spots all over the map.

      “If she’s alone, how did that bitch get from the dining areas way down there, to all the way the fuck up here by us? She didn’t fly. The lift system is monitored. We would have seen her,” Vaslov said. “And in answer to your earlier question, the portable cloaking tech, or whatever, I don’t know. That kind of tech isn’t something I’ve ever heard of. Not even speculated upon.”

      Thomas Watson, the executive officer, started laughing. Pushed aside since the security station fuck up, they’d pretty much ignored him until now. “You don’t get it, do you? The answer is right in front of you, and you’re ignoring it.”

      Captain Vaslov looked over his shoulder at the XO and snarled, “Shut your pie hole, you lazy bastard. It’s your fault we’re even in this damn mess.”

      “Pride goeth before the fall. Riddle me this, Captain…” Watson asked, with as much disdain as he could put in his voice. “Why did you have all the chiefs from the goat locker arrested first? Eh? Do you remember, or has all that alcohol burned out your brain by now?”

      They sat in silence while Vaslov searched his memory. “Fuck! I’m an idiot. He’s right,” Vaslov cursed at himself. “Too blind to see it.”

      “See what?” Draven yelled.

      “Jeffries tubes. The Washington didn’t have them, originally. At least not to the extent they are now. They needed them for the refit for all the new systems and shit. I didn’t want the chiefs using them to fight us. They’re the ones that know the tubes the best.” Vaslov pounded on the table. “She could be anywhere!”

      “Tubes? You mean the maintenance tunnels? Show me,” Draven ordered.

      Third helmsman Tony Orlando pulled them up on the screen. “Fore to aft, port to starboard with interconnecting passages at each intersection.”

      “Fuck. We don’t have a choice, now. I’m ordering my men to stay aft in the engine room here. They’ll barricade the passages, setting up traps in every tube they can find. Up here, we’ll have to do the same thing, but we’ll post double guards both inside and out on the main doors. It will mean you’re stuck up here for however long it takes until these Brotherhood pirates show up, but if you like living, that's the way it has to be,” Draven directed. “Once we leave, she’s their problem.”

      “But the deal I had with the slavers…” Vaslov started to say even as Draven glared at him, his gun loose in his hand. Vaslov eyed the gun, sighed in resignation, and said, “Fine, whatever. We’ll all be rich enough. Do it.”

      “Sir, I’m showing movement in hangar bay one. Did you authorize the outer door to be opened?” the helmsman asked.

      “What now? Put it on the screen.” The big screen in front of the ship lit up. “Stop that shuttlecraft! Get that fucking door closed.”

      The hangar bay door was open, and the force shield down. Everything not secured to the deck was being sucked out of the ship. Including one of the armored shuttlecrafts.

      Jones started hitting every button on the console, but nothing worked. “I’m locked out. That ship has power!”

      “This system can’t be locked out! It would take computers twenty generations more advanced than Dummy to freeze anything. That was one of the reasons for the refit in the first place. Stop that ship, blast it out of the sky if you have to!” Captain Vaslov ordered. The shuttles were part of the deal he had worked, and now all that expensive equipment was flying away.

      “Sir?” Another of the officers caught the captain’s attention. “Found her.” With the screen angled so everyone could see, they were able to watch the cooks emerge from the cargo hold and board the shuttle.

      “And we missed it. How many of the crew did you see? Any commandos or security troops?” Draven asked.

      “No, all I see are cooks and boxes.” The officer put the video up on the main screen alongside the hangar bay.

      “Shoot it down and all will be forgiven. Shoot it the fuck down!” Draven cursed.

      “We’re locked out of weapons as well! That’s got to be why she was at the emergency bridge. Fuck!” Captain Vaslov exclaimed. “Maybe the Brotherhood won’t notice.”
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        * * *

      

      “Prelate Yakov, we have separation from the battleship!” one of the cloaked officers cried out.

      Alter Yakov was a religious man and did not curse in public. His position as Prelate of the ship was earned, not assigned. Rising from his seat at the top of the pyramid of officers, he started giving orders. “Track it. Send a stealth scout to follow on, as well. I want to know everything about that ship. Deacon Paul, excellent work. Has there been any other movement?”

      Being singled out by one in charge brought a smile to the Deacon. Rising up within the Army of God was difficult without the pushes a higher up could give. Scanning deeper into the distant battleship, he reported, “Sir, I’m detecting oxygen outgassing as well as debris coming from the ship.”

      “On screen, let us all see this debris for ourselves,” Prelate Yakov ordered.

      Unlike on Confed ships, the entire wall was a screen for the Brotherhood. Multiple windows with different vid feeds opened up on the wall. The Washington could be seen from six different angles at once.

      Scanning and identifying the small objects floating in space, the ship’s artificial intelligence sent the information to officers.

      “Was there an explosion? Those are all from the hangar deck,” Yakov asked.

      “No, sir. Scout five reports the doors opened moments before the shuttle departed. For unknown reasons, the Washington didn’t reengage the shielding on the bay and have allowed the door to remain open,” Deacon Paul reported.

      “Navigation, where did the shuttle go?” the Prelate asked.

      “Toward the planet sir. Scout eight is in pursuit. The ship is not, I repeat not, headed for the Sylph outpost near the equator,” Deacon Carson replied.

      “Interesting,” Prelate Yakov breathed. Turning, he looked back toward the Ancient Elder Smith. “Your thoughts?”

      Elder Smith shook his head. “Not political. The Sylphs in this system are subservient to us, an offshoot from the main hive. They would not attempt a hijack or assumption of materials here. This is something else. Agent Bolton perhaps?”

      “No. We received his report, did we not? The unbelievers may have seen through our ruse. Alert the fleet and uncloak. It is time to end this and seize the ship,” the Prelate ordered. “Bring the fleet about and engage.”
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        * * *

      

      Twenty-five ships uncloaking at the same time set off every alarm on the Washington’s bridge. Lights began to flash as the collision alarm blared. “Collision alert! Collision alert! All hands to stations!”

      “…the hell is that!” Captain Vaslov slid into his chair and started yelling orders. “Shut that thing up and scan the system.”

      “Sir, seven small ships have just appeared all around us. Two within twenty meters of our hull. Scans are inconclusive of their origin,” Lt. Jones reported from navigation.

      “Are they Sylph ships? Activate weapons grid and switch the ship to condition three,” Captain Vaslov ordered. “Battle stations.”

      “Ships are no known configuration. Sensors indicate…” Lt. Jones grabbed his console in front of him, hitting several buttons. “Sir, new contacts! Eighteen more unidentified ships have just cleared the shadow of the planet. I think they’ve been there all along.”

      “I need weapons and I need them now. Navigation, bring the ship around perpendicular to the planet and the emerging fleet. Lock us in as tight as you can,” Vaslov ordered. He might be a mutineer, but his life was spent as a captain. Good training shows.

      “Sir, the weapons system isn’t responding,” Lt. Jones replied.

      “Then you better get it online, Lieutenant, or we’re all dead! Status of the enemy?” Vaslov roared out.

      “Still in formation, still closing. They will be in estimated firing position in three minutes. The smaller craft have moved away from the ship,” helmsman Orlando reported.

      “Watson, get your ass over to weapons and figure out the problem. I need a firing solution and I need it right fucking now!” Vaslov ordered.

      “Captain Vaslov?” a soft voice asked suddenly from the doorway.

      “What now?” Vaslov turned to stare at Sergeant Bolton. He was in full dress mess uniform. “Bolton! Get off my bridge! I’ve got a battle to fight, here.”

      Bolton shook his head. “No. No you don’t. Not if you still want to get paid, you don’t. Those ships out there, that is the Brotherhood. They’ve come with your payment.”

      “Stand the ship down. Payment? Is it in platinum as I asked?” Captain Vaslov almost drooled.

      Bolton bowed his head as if in prayer. “It is. Everything that you’ve wished for now comes true. Will you allow my people on board?”

      Seeing dollar signs, Vaslov gave the order, “We have a few rogue elements loose on the ship. Tell them they should come armed.”

      “Captain Vaslov? Sir,” MST Draven asked, raising himself up from behind the weapons station. “Did you see their ships?”

      “What now? What about the ships?” Vaslov asked.

      “They look familiar,” Draven answered, pointing at the main screen.

      The captain frowned at the marine master sergeant and looked up at the screen. The approaching ships did have a familiar look about them. Fiddling with his chair controls, he enhanced the images. “Computer, compare those ships with library samples.”

      Up on the screen, multiple images flashed as the limited intelligence ran the approaching ships through a matching program. One result was highlighted.

      “Terran Navy. That’s impossible. They were completely destroyed when Old Earth was. It’s some kind of trick,” Vaslov explained. “It’s been a thousand years. Everything’s gone from that period in history.”

      Bolton smiled. “With God all things are possible.” Taking a step backward, the navy steward was equidistance between both the bridge guards. “For You have girded me with strength for battle. You have subdued under me those who rose up against me. I must prove myself to regain the touch of heaven. Only the prophets know the truth, that the believers are truly one with God.” With lightning speed, Bolton’s arms came up, sticking both guards with some sort of injector. Taking a sidearm from one of the now stricken men, Bolton rose up. His eyes wide and mouth open, he began firing at the crew. “He trained my hands for battle. Once you are in His hands you shall be forgiven, but only if you renounce your heresy.”

      Only Draven was armed, and he was the first to die, with a laser shot to the head and back. Bolton cried out in ecstasy with every death or maiming. In his eyes, his was the righteous path to glory.

      “We had a deal! Why kill us now?” Vaslov cried out. “I’m giving you this ship.”

      “How the mighty have fallen, for this is a day of war and battle. You and those with you are unbelievers. The light and the glory of God will cleanse you of evil thoughts and actions.” Taking aim, Bolton blew Vaslov’s head right off in a spray of gore. Taking out the lesser officers was far easier after that.

      Standing on the bridge, dripping with blood, Agent Bolton pulled out his communicator. “Glory be to His Holiness the Pope of Worlds. The unbelievers on the bridge have been cleansed of their guilt and are awaiting redemption.”

      “Status,” Prelate Yakov asked him.

      “Engineering is under guard along with the technical staff. Unbelievers and possibly Confederation operatives are still scattered amongst what few crew remains. Captain Vaslov and his group of fornicators are awaiting the procession to glory. Their lights will shine upon the faithful forever,” Bolton reported.

      “Glory be to God for he has prepared the way,” Yakov announced before closing off communications.
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        * * *

      

      Neither I nor any of the cooks with me paid a damn bit of attention to the Washington once we cleared her laser range. Sarah did us all a huge favor, hacking into the weapons system and shutting it down. We’d have been dust on the wind without her.

      While I claimed to know how to pilot a shuttle, the only one I’d ever managed was the colonial one my parents owned. Three hundred years old at least, that hunk of junk could barely make orbit without losing parts. Achieving half-light speed like this new shuttle was an impossibility with that antique. Like I’d told Chef Johnson, I could fly them, just not fight them. Getting us down to the planet was my only goal now.

      “Did they follow us?” Chef Johnson asked me. He’d managed to squeeze his way forward, sticking his head onto the bridge.

      Looking away from my gauges, I glanced in his direction. “No idea. You could check for me, if you like. The sensors are over there.” I pointed to the co-pilot position.

      “I’m a cook first and foremost. I’d probably blow us all up if I used that equipment. Is that a Sylph city over there?” Johnson asked, pointing out the viewscreen.

      “Not a clue. I’m not an archeologist.” There were ruins as far as the eye could see. I didn’t care about ruins as much as I cared about an open spot where I could land this thing. “Tell everyone to hold on back there. This is going to be rough.”

      Shuttlecrafts were nothing but hunks of armored steel surrounded by anti-gravity systems and thrusters. Light on the throttle was what was called for, but this was an armored shuttle and I was in a hurry.

      Wham! Shivering with damage, the assault shuttle crashed into a small forest, grinding itself to a stop.

      “We’re down!” I exclaimed. “Now we need to inform the fleet and fly away, again. Here’s to hoping that we don’t get eaten. By the way, I’m up for the fun way, if anyone’s interested. Once I shower, of course.”

      

      Chef Lewis and her brigade of cooks will return in Whipped. Look for it, Summer of 2020.
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      Thanks for reading the first Space Chef book!

      

      It’s been almost two full years since I’ve even thought about writing science fiction again. Paranormal adventures just sucked me in and wouldn’t let me go. Agatha, Fergus, and all the gang over in the Federal Witch Universe had kept me extremely busy. And it’s been a rough couple of years of late.

      Deaths in the family slowed me down. The Paul side of my family has always been small and losing half of it, in the space of a couple of months threw me for a loop. I’m better now. Things are on track.

      So, crazy space chef. Almost a decade ago I attended culinary school. L’Ecole Culinaire (in French it means cooking school) in St Louis, Missouri.  Two years of food, fun, and a few friends. But I barely used the degree. It did enhance my love of cooking though. I’d been kicking around the idea of a space mercenary styled book for a while. Something that is not like the Athena Lee series. Athena is fun but is a whole lot tamer than what I wanted. For inspiration I watched some movies and read some books.

      Under Siege. A classic if you like actor Steven Segal, before he got a plastic face. My thought was do a spinoff of that but make it mine and make it a chick. Per my usual writing style if you look deep, you’ll see some Easter eggs and my usual puns. But remember that Casey isn’t Athena or Agatha. She’s something new. Something raunchy. This story isn’t for the kiddos.

      The Sylph. I have yet to write about aliens. Zombies yes, but not aliens. Check out Dead in Space if you like space walking dead. And they aren’t even in this first book. But they are coming, and not in a fun way. I’ve got three books planned so it should be a fun ride.

      For the future. 2020 is going to be an intense year for me. I’m back on track with a huge list of things to do. Two more Agatha books are in the works, not counting Death Awaits. That one is my current project. Be sure to check out the Origins of Honor charity book that I’m in as well. That project is making me write in a Post Apocalypse Science Fiction series. The prequel is my story in the set. Look for more Athena Lee too. And new stuff. A lot of that and much more. So much fun is on the way this year.

      As usual you can find me on Facebook in either the Fans of the Federal Witch group or my page, Author TS Paul. Look for links below. Keep it magical and stay safe. Thanks. Scott

      

      Website: https://www.tspaulbooks.com/

      Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/ForgottenEngineer/

      Fan Group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/363520877425449/

      Etsy: https://www.etsy.com/shop/GreatGodPanStore

      Pinterest:
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