
  [image: cover]


  [image: Who is Willing, Book 2 of the Stardancer series, by M.C.A. Hogarth]


   

 

 

"You must trust and believe in people, or life becomes impossible." —Anton Chekhov


  
    CHAPTER ONE


     


    Before her loan to the Alliance Fleet, Maureen Lovelace had spent twenty-seven years in the Terran Navy’s uniform. As a senior non-com she’d logged countless hours playing shepherd to freshly minted officers...enough that her transfer had come with a high-ranking “pony saddle,” what naval personnel had dubbed officer commissions in the Pelted’s topsy-turvy system. Whatever the case, she was the UAV Songlance’s NOTC—New Officer Training Coordinator—which meant all the newbies came through her office. And in all her years, she’d rarely seen a file quite like Forrest’s. The young woman standing at attention in front of Lovelace’s desk was the newest member of the Songlance’s crew and she didn’t look old enough to have accrued the comments appended to her file.


    “At ease,” she said. “Lieutenant Forrest. Welcome aboard.”


    “Thank you, sir,” the woman said.


    “You’re the seniormost officer we’re taking on at this stop,” Lovelace continued. “Lieutenant Shandreis is on family leave and we needed to replace him. Since you’re command track we’re going to put you on the usual full-ship rotation, but initially you’ll be handling his duty.” She tilted her head. “Your file says you have some facility with non-humans—you managed the security detail for a diplomatic visit to the Phoenix, yes?”


    “Last cruise, yes, sir.”


    “The Diamondwing didn’t have a water environment, did it?”


    “No, sir.”


    “Can you swim?”


    The woman’s ears flicked back, but her reply was confident. “Yes, sir, though it’s been a while.”


    “Brush up,” Lovelace said. “For your first rotation you’ll be serving as our liaison to the aliens. That’s mostly the Naysha and Platies, though we also have a small Flitzbe clod—they’re part of the Medical department. Your SKXA score indicates you should be capable of handling the task.”


    Actually, Forrest’s Stanley-Kerrileu Xenophilia Average indicated she was more than capable, but the lieutenant wouldn’t know it until she was promoted to a position that involved staffing her own ship. Fleet’s Logistics & Personnel division was very tight-fisted about releasing what it deemed sensitive material despite how flat the Fleet’s command structure was. Lovelace had been on loan for three years and she still wasn’t sure how they made a military work with only six ranks. She suspected the answer was “fine, until a war broke out.”


     “Until you move to your next rotation you’ll be reporting to me for everything but your bridge duties,” Lovelace continued. “Your schedule’s been tagged for you, and you’ll have the liaison’s quarters until you’re done with the assignment. Don’t let anyone twit you about their size. Just because your roommates are on the other side of a glass wall doesn’t mean you’re not bunking with them.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Any questions?”


    “No, sir.”


    “All right, go check into your quarters. We’re glad to have you, Forrest. You came recommended.”


    For the first time since she entered the cabin, the woman hesitated. Lovelace was glad to see it; she liked to see confidence in young officers, but she distrusted perfection. That pause made Alysha Forrest seem—well, human was the wrong word, despite the Pelted’s origins. Genuine, then.


    “I’m glad to be here, sir.”


    “Dismissed.”


    Once she was alone, Lovelace folded her arms and leaned against her desk. She could have asked the First Commander to assign one of the Songlance’s existing lieutenants to the liaison spot; for the grade, it was the most coveted position on a hybrid ship. Time logged with aliens always looked good on personnel records, and the administrative skills honed bridging such disparate worlds were prized among senior staff. In fact, it would be a miracle if Forrest’s assignment didn’t cause a certain amount of friction among her peers. That was why Lovelace had argued for it. She was an old hand by Pelted standards; she’d seen records like Forrest’s before. Someone was shepherding her career, and it would be better for the Fleet to find out sooner rather than later if her patron was doing it for the right reasons.


    The Pelted didn’t have a war yet, though you wouldn’t know it with the level of piracy on the border and in the neutral territory bordering it. But Lovelace gave it less than ten years before the Chatcaava brought them one, and when they did—well. They wouldn’t need any trophy officers in positions of responsibility. There had been many reasons to accept the assignment to the Pelted Fleet, but the one that had finally convinced Lovelace had been the same one that had seen her enlist in the first place: she wanted to protect humanity. And if the Chatcaava chewed through the Alliance, they’d make short work of Earth.
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    Alysha Forrest drew in a slow breath and then headed for her new quarters, using her data tablet to map the route. Like her last ship, the Diamondwing, the Songlance was a battlecruiser; unlike the Diamondwing, the Songlance had been built around a network of tunnels for the aquatics, changing the ship’s layout—and its feel. Instead of plants, the corridors had unexpected windows into the water environment, and the movement of fish in her peripheral vision was far more distracting than she’d anticipated. Particularly because she kept reading the water habitat as larger than the air-breathing one because of how frequently she spotted it; from her study of the schematics, she knew it comprised less than a tenth of the ship’s volume, but it looked like so much more.


    She’d been proud of her promotion; she’d spent only three years on the Diamondwing, and to move from it to another battlecruiser was superlative luck. But she’d also felt a frisson of nervousness over moving somewhere so different. And ending up as the alien liaison...


    They were doing it on purpose. They had to be. They weren’t sure of her so they were throwing her into the deep end of the pool. Literally. Alysha glanced one more time at the clear wall looking into the blue and saw herself: the wary look in pale eyes that belied the ease in her shoulders and the set of her ears. Well, she’d lived through worse than the prospect of her new shipmates’ jealousies. She could do this too, and would. Relaxing, she continued on her way.


    The liaison’s quarters were on a different deck than the lieutenants’ berths. Alysha let herself in and stopped short at the size of the place; she’d bunked with eight ensigns in an equivalent space on the Diamondwing, and that room hadn’t had the floor-to-ceiling window onto the main tank. As she watched, the distant shadow of a Naysha cut across the vista, disappearing behind the bulkhead that abutted her bathroom.


    The room held the expected bunk and desk. It also had what looked like a floor pillow with a bank of adjustable lamps. For the Flitzbe, she assumed, though what it would be like to look after them she had no idea. They didn’t talk and there was some debate still over just how sentient they were. She’d had no idea there were any on Fleet ships at all. She checked the schedule on her data tablet; she was due to meet the Naysha after dinner, so she had time to start reading on her responsibilities.  She had only just settled into that when the door chime rang.


    “Come in?” She set the tablet aside as the door slid open for an Aera with a pelt the shocking red of embers, edged in sandy fur that also rimmed his hare-like ears with their decorative tufts. He wore a lieutenant’s braid on his nametag, though he was too far for her to read it.


    “Hail the newbie!” the Aera said. “We came to say ‘welcome aboard.’ I’m Jae’en and this behind me...” He paused, looked past his shoulder and rolled his eyes. Reaching over, he grabbed the arm of another man and pulled him into sight: Harat-Shariin, from the gray stripes and rounded ears, but surprisingly retiring. “And this is Valery.”


    “Hello,” the tigraine said, his voice a soft baritone. He folded his hands behind his back and added, “It’s nice to meet you.”


    “And you,” Alysha said, bemused. “I’m Alysha Forrest.”


    “See? She doesn’t bite. Anyway, we wanted to invite you to the weekly skullbash—that’s our informal get-together. Us, I mean, all the lieutenants. Not at the same time, that would take a big hall. But all of us on the same shift—we’re on the same shift—so we can, you know. Coordinate. Because we already coordinate with our counterparts in the department on different shifts, so we thought we should talk cross-department. Except you, you don’t have someone covering your other shifts. You’re it.”


    Alysha said, slowly, “I...think I followed all that.”


    “Oh good,” Jae’en said with a grin. “Because I don’t think I could have repeated it. Anyway, you’ll come? Next session’s tomorrow night. Everyone brings a late night snack.”


    “I’ll be there,” she promised.


    “Good, great.” Jae’en’s grin spread. “And it’s nice to see another Pelted face. Can I just say? Great. Fewer problems adding to the Old and Proud.”


    Alysha’s ears pinned back before she could stop them. “You have problems here?”


    The Aera’s long ears drooped. “Ah, well, not problems, you know. Just...” He glanced at his Harat-Shar companion, who twitched his shoulders and looked away. Jae’en sighed. “It’s not problems, more like... “


    “Like what?” Alysha prompted when he trailed off.


    The Harat-Shar said, “You’ll see when you run into him. He’s on our shift.”


    “Him?”


    Valery nodded. “Beringwaite.”
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    An hour later, Alysha stood at the ramp leading into the water environment, her breathing mask in hand and a trembling tension in her body. She was aware of it, of her own distraction, and knew the cause: she’d met Mike Beringwaite during a leadership retreat a year and a half ago, and the experience had been a difficult one. She hadn’t been aware he was assigned to Songlance; she wondered if he knew she’d joined the ship on the layover at Starbase Ana. Would he make trouble? Better to ask, was he already making trouble…


    But she had a job to do. She glanced at the ensign standing at the lockers. “Anything I should know?”


    “If you haven’t been in a water environment yet,” the ensign said, “don’t expect it to be like a pool. And avoid the navigation chamber.”


    Shandreis had said the same thing in the notes he’d left behind for his replacement, in very strong terms: the navigation chamber, where the Platies interfaced with the ship’s systems, was off-limits to land-based aliens unless the chamber was in maintenance mode. The currents in it were too strong. Alysha tried to imagine the Platies she’d met being capable of navigating currents too strong for someone bipedal to manage and failed. She’d never seen a baby Platy but the adults she’d seen on viseo were the length of her arm and as thin as a pancake.


    “All right,” Alysha said. “I’m entering the environment.”


    “Aye, sir. Lieutenant Forrest, logged entry at… mark 2029.”


    Alysha pulled the mask up and stepped into the water, then dove into the bridging chamber.


    The ensign had been understating matters. The water was nothing like a pool’s. It was denser than anything Alysha had ever swum through, and warm, and though the filter in the mask converted the water passing through it into something she could breathe, it didn’t remove the smells... and the water smelled... alive. She paused beneath the surface to allow herself a moment to orient, then pushed through the bridging chamber’s egress into the habitat proper, where one of the shadows was growing more distinct. It resolved into a gray and orange-striped Naysha who fluked toward her lazily and stopped in place, fins idling. From the coloration, this was Ensign Sar, whom Alysha’s predecessor had indicated was the Naysha liaison to the air-breathers.


    Sar signed, /You are new? You replace Shandreis?/


    It had been a while since she’d learned sign, but it came back to her. The computer could have translated with visual projections, but she preferred the practice, no matter how much that limited her vocabulary initially. /That’s right. Alysha Forrest—I joined at Ana./


    The Naysha considered her with lambent fuchsia eyes, each the size of a fist. /You sign well./


    Alysha smiled. /Thank you. I like languages./


    Sar grinned. /We will teach you new words. You have read about us?/


    Alysha nodded. /Five Naysha, two in navigation, two in sciences, one in engineering. And four Platies./ She cocked her head, then swiped at some of the hair that was floating in her way. /I was surprised. So few Platies./


    /It is a concern to us,/ Sar signed. /Only because we worry about Hood’s successor. Hood is not concerned, though, and there are back-up navigational systems if something happens to him./


    /Can I meet him?/ Alysha asked.


    /You wish to?/ Sar’s signs had been fluid until this exchange, and the choppiness felt like surprise. /Shandreis did not./


    /Why wouldn’t I?/ Alysha asked.


    /Hood frightens people. Many people do not like the Platies./ Sar tilted her head. /Many people do not like us, either. They say we are not Pelted enough./


    Alysha looked at Sar. The Naysha had been engineered to recall the human legends of mermaids, and their bodies were streamlined combinations of human torsos and densely muscled delphine bodies. But they had fishlike skin and their faces were elongated and strange and mostly eyes. Many people found their near-humanness distressing.


    /You are Naysha,/ she replied at last. /I don’t see why anyone should measure you to any other standard./ And, keeping her motions smaller, /You are closer to true-alien than anything else the humans made. That is something beautiful./


    Sar held her hands palm-out, an expression of surprise. Then signed, /I have never seen such a thing expressed to me./ More firmly, each gesture emphatic, /Come./


    Alysha followed. The water environment intersected with the dry in several locations, in chambers large enough to allow the aquatics the space to meet with their compatriots on land. There were few other rooms of similar size. The navigation chamber was off-limits, but there were also sleeping compartments and an area designed for recreation and general meeting space. Alysha followed Sar through the tunnels until they reached that space, and found it wound through with colored ropes from which floated banners and hammock-like pouches. There were computer displays projected along one wall, currently dim, and hand-holds were built into the bulkheads with emergency equipment lockers.


    As she entered, Alysha was encircled by a rush of three glimmering creatures, each the length of her forearm. They whirled around her waist and then spun away, dashing through a helical pattern. Sar clapped her hands and signed, /They are excited. A new guest. I will ask them to return./


    Though she watched carefully, Alysha couldn’t tell how Sar summoned the Platies. But the three slalomed back, their bodies rippling. One of them was dark green with an iridescent edge, another a velvety black sprinkled with white patches. The third was a sun-bright pink. Sar shepherded them toward Alysha.


    /Here they are. The crew call them Al, Nighttime and Pinky./


    Nighttime and Pinky were self-explanatory. But—/Al?/


    /Short for Algae, I am afraid./


    Alysha blinked, then smiled ruefully.


    /You may touch them if you wish. They allow./


    /I won’t hurt them?/ She watched them twine around her. /They look so fragile./


    /They are not! Go ahead./


    Hesitant, she held out a hand, and Nighttime passed under it, grazing her palm. The Platy felt frictionless and dense, and she shivered.


    /Good?/ Sar asked.


    /Strange,/ Alysha said. /But yes. Tell them I said thank you?/


    /They know. They always know those things./


    Alysha glanced at the creatures. /Sar? Aren’t there four? Where’s Hood?/


    A shadow gathered behind the Naysha, who signed, /Don’t be afraid./


    The last Platy, the Songlance’s alien navigator, flowed over Sar’s head and coasted around her, and he was easily the length of a Recurve-class shuttle. Alysha froze as he wove beneath her and back around Sar, like an enormous curtain, one large enough for a theater. At least now she knew why the currents in the navigation chamber were so powerful. /I... had no idea they grew so large,/ she signed, her hands finally unlocking.


    /They do not stop growing until they die,/ Sar answered. The Naysha peered at her, translucent eyelids narrowing her gaze. /You are disturbed?/


    /Surprised,/ Alysha said. Tried to remember the word she wanted, formed the noun when she couldn’t remember the adjective. /Awe. I feel awe./


    /Awe!/ The Naysha straightened. /I think you might touch him, if you wanted./


    /I can’t imagine,/ Alysha began, but Hood rippled under Sar and up to her, brushing against her side. Her hands trailed over his skin, slick and dark, and then he passed behind her, the wave of it pushing her toward the Naysha. /How... how does he even fit in the tunnels!/


    Sar laughed, a big open-mouthed grin and closed eyes, hands flapping with amusement. /He rolls himself. You’ll see. If you come this way. Will you? Most liaisons stay in the bridging chamber. We go to them./


    /I’ll come,/ Alysha said.


    /Good. Then swim with us. I will introduce you to the others. They are on-duty. You will make the trip to their stations?/


    /Of course./


    Sar grinned again. /I think we shall give you a name. I will ask the Platies and the others./


    /A name?/


    /Something faster to sign than spelling out your name letter by letter,/ Sar replied. /We will think about it./ A gape-mouthed grin, almost a laugh. /Promise it will not be ‘algae’ or ‘pinky.’/


    /I hope not,/ Alysha said, grinning back.


    /This way./


    They found the remaining Naysha at their duty stations, where Alysha made their acquaintance and asked if there was anything she could do for them… but none of them had complaints. As she swam back toward the bridging chamber, Alysha paused to ask, /Is that true? They don’t need anything? Or are they being polite?/


    /We have few needs,/ Sar replied, hands flashing. She swam a ways longer, then paused to turn enough to sign. /We are glad to be here. There are few ships with water environments. We know the only reason why there are any spaces for Naysha at all in the Fleet is so that we can serve the Platies./ The Naysha shrugged, then added, /It is our opportunity. We are glad of it./


    /But I can’t do my job unless you are honest with me about your needs,/ Alysha replied. /Promise if you have any, you will say so./


    /We had one,/ Sar signed, emphatic gestures. /Someone who would come into the water with us./ A gape-mouthed grin. /Here you are./


    /Here I am,/ Alysha agreed. /And I will come back every shift./


    /Good. Then we are content./
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    Alysha hauled herself up out of the water environment, expecting the usual sense of sodden weight and instead feeling lighter. She paused at the top of the stairs, dripping and frowning, until the ensign interrupted her thoughts by reporting, “Lieutenant Forrest, logged exit, mark 2204.” The computer chimed its acceptance, and then the ensign turned to her, ears flicked back. “Sir? That took a while. Was there a problem?”


    “What? No,” Alysha said. “No, I was just meeting everyone.”


    The ensign’s expression wasn’t quite skeptical. Confused, maybe. Had she been that confused on her first tour of duty? She couldn’t remember, and found that funny… as if she was so old. Alysha went to towel off and change and see if she could locate her Flitzbe clod.


    On her way toward the Medplex, she considered Sar’s final commentary. Platy navigators could cut Well travel times anywhere from ten to thirty-five percent, depending on the individual, which made a ship guided by one faster than any other ship in its class. But maintaining the integrity of the water environment and protecting it from the sort of damage Fleet warships were designed to absorb made it impractical to commission more than a handful of their type. Alysha had never thought about what that meant for Naysha who wanted to join Fleet. What would it be like to have her own desire to protect the Alliance and so few opportunities?


    Her skin stippled with gooseflesh and she rubbed her arm, wrinkling the sleeve of her uniform. Well, she had a job to do. Even if the Naysha of the Songlance weren’t complainers, she would do her best by them. Which brought her to the doors of the Medplex, which slid open just in time for her to trip over a tumbling, bouncing army of round fuzzy aliens. She managed to get her feet under her again, but she did bump into the healer-assist shooing them out, a human woman with hair the deep brown of chestnuts and a look of perpetual amusement on her face.


    “Oh, hey, watch your feet—” The healer-assist clasped her by the shoulders and held her upright. “Wait until they roll past you. There you go.”


    Alysha said, “Those are my wards!”


    The human laughed. “Then I guess you’d better follow them. I just told them they’re off duty. They need food, they’re sagging around the edges.”


    “And I just put them under a lamp, right?” Alysha asked, wide-eyed.


    “Yep. And pet them. They can hear us, or it might as well be hearing, though it’s not auditory as far as we know. Maybe they sense our thoughts? Goddess knows. But no matter what they can do, we can’t get anything from them unless we’re touching them. So do a lot of touching.” The healer-assist turned her around. “Go on. They know the way back, but it helps to have someone leading so no one falls over them, the way you did.”


    “Right!” Alysha said, trying to keep her ears from pinning back. She jogged after the rapidly rolling aliens.


    Behind her, the healer-assist called, “Come back with them in the morning! They’ll wake you up! You’ll do fine, don’t worry!”


    “Thanks!” Alysha answered, hopping over a few of her charges until she could get in front of them. The largest Flitzbe in the group was only a foot tall and there were several much smaller ones, and it was very hard to tell how many of them there were when they were weaving in and out of one another’s paths. She hoped desperately they were all accounted for; she couldn’t imagine searching the ship for a single alien the length of her hand with no mouth, eyes or ears. That would be a fine way to start her first day on her new ship… by losing a Flitzbe.


    Alysha sighed, and smiled, amused. If anyone had told her she’d be playing escort to a group of furry beachballs with her shiny new commission, she would have laughed. And she laughed now, because it was still funny.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


     


    As one of the Songlance’s thirty-five lieutenants, Alysha reported to Lieutenant Commander Orien Felix, a Seersa male a foot shorter than her and white as the Arctic fox he resembled. The Flitzbe clod required nothing from her beyond escort to and from the Medplex, so her primary duties as alien liaison were to the water complement onboard. As most of the aquatics were involved in navigation, her duty station during her shift was on the auxiliary bridge, which was closer to the core of the ship and the navigation chamber. She reported there and settled into her seat, checking the data on her board: the display was slaved to the main bridge’s, which was currently displaying their patrol pattern. They’d pulled out of the starbase not long after her arrival, and sometime overnight they’d returned to the part of the border they’d been tasked with keeping clear of pirates. While piracy and skirmishes had become typical of the neutral territory separating the Alliance and the Chatcaavan Empire, the area assigned to the Songlance abutted the Crown—also known as “the suburbs”—and was so well-established that fights were rare: there just wasn’t enough space to fight over. Most of the action was spinward, where there was room to expand. While their area of responsibility wasn’t as quiet as the “milk run” patrols on the border near Earth, it was still considered an easy cruise.


    Alysha wasn’t sorry for that. Let the people who craved glory find out what fighting was really like. She flexed her fingers, feeling the ache of the breathnache that had replaced the claws she’d lost.


    Her board included a sidebar that linked her to the water habitat, with a running text translation of comments from the Naysha there and optional viseo or solidigraphic displays if one of them wanted to sign to her directly. She checked the status there and found everyone working; signing in, she greeted them and got back their acknowledgments, and from Sar the report that Hood was “in the flow,” something she guessed was both literal and figurative. She was about to ask when she felt a shadow over her shoulder.


    “Anything interesting going on, Lieutenant?” Felix asked, his bass rumble a surprise out of such a small body.


    “No, sir,” she said. “Just checking in with the Naysha.”


    “Mmm. And did they say anything interesting?”


    “Just that the navigator is well.”


    Did he sound amused? “Busy, I imagine.”


    Since the ship was moving... “Yes, sir.”


    “Then that leaves you free to run some drills,” the Seersa said, and now she was sure she wasn’t imagining his merriment.


    “It does, sir,” she agreed, having an idea of how her shift was going to go.


    “Well, then,” Felix said. “Let’s not waste a quiet day. Pull up the simulator library, mmm?”
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    That evening she clambered down onto the edge of the water environment, thinking that sitting at a station for seven hours shouldn’t exhaust her so much. The last thing she wanted to do was head into the heavy water, swim for another hour, and then drag herself out in time for the skullbash. But then, if she hadn’t wanted to work hard, what was she here for? With a half-smile, she pulled her face-mask on and said to the ensign, “Log me in, please.”


    “Yes, sir,” he said.


    His expression was so perplexed, she couldn’t help but ask, “Is there something else, Ensign?”


    “Ah... you’re back, is all, sir,” the youth said. “Usually the liaison only comes once a week.”


    Something in the way he said that made her think he really wanted to add ‘if that.’ She wondered what all her predecessors had been doing with the extra hour they were allotted to swim with the Naysha. What she said, though, was, “I see. I’ll be here every day, though, Ferrault.”


    He nodded. “Understood.” To the computer, “Lieutenant Forrest, entering water environment, mark twenty.”


    The computer chimed, and Alysha dragged in a breath and dove.


    She wasn’t long under before Sar glided into view. The Naysha stopped before her and signed, hands jerky, /Is something wrong?/


    /No?/ Alysha paused. /Why do you ask?/


    /You are here!/


    /I am supposed to be here,/ Alysha answered, the motions deliberate. /I am given an hour every shift to do this./


    The Naysha looked at her oddly; it was an arresting expression in someone with eyes that large. /You are given the hour in case of need. It has rarely been used./


    /Should I leave?/ Alysha asked. /Am I—/ She stopped, not remembering the word, substituting something she did. /Intruding?/


    /No,/ the Naysha replied, her motions slower, more graceful. /If you wanted to spend an hour a day with us, we would be.../ She paused, her fins gently undulating to keep her in place. /Pleased./


    /You meant to say ‘surprised’,/ Alysha guessed, wondering how one made sign look wry.


    The Naysha snorted, bubbles rising from her nostrils. /That too. Come./ As Alysha joined her, the Naysha added, /There have been some who have entered the waters more often. But it’s rare. We take care of ourselves, mostly./


    /I know,/ Alysha answered. /I don’t think I can do much for you. I think maybe this is selfish on my part./


    That stopped Sar entirely. The Naysha finned in front of her and made a quizzical gesture.


    /I want to learn more about you,/ Alysha answered, her hands slow. /And the Platies. I want to do my duty well, and maybe there’s no way to do that because you need so little. But I still want to be here, for myself./


    The Naysha grinned. /Then come. And learn something. Maybe we will, too./


    /Maybe you can tell me what it means for Hood to be in the flow..../


    /A good beginning. How brave are you, Lieutenant?/


    A pastiche of images tangled in her memory, of blood and back rooms, of too-late nights and too-narrow rescues. Her eyes cleared, and she signed, carefully, /Brave enough./ And added, rueful, /I hope./


    Sar was watching her, the translucent lids narrowing the glow from those eyes. Then she grinned. /Good enough. This way, then./


    Their route took them away from the living quarters, and the current here dragged at Alysha’s body: not a hardship, but knowing what she did about the navigator’s size, and the warning about the chamber, she couldn’t help an atavistic fear. She grasped Sar’s arm and stopped the Naysha, signing an interrogative with her free hand.


    /We aren’t going in,/ Sar promised. /Only to the antechamber, where we keep watch on the machinery. This you will find fascinating./


    The machinery that generated such enormous pressures? She hadn’t even considered how it was maintained. Of course, some of the Naysha were in engineering; this had to be their area of responsibility. Curiosity piqued, Alysha resumed swimming alongside Sar.


    The antechamber was closer than she’d expected. It abutted an enormous round portal, currently sealed; the semicircular area in front of it was studded with stations and banks of monitoring equipment, and a second hatch with a flexglass door looked in on as complex a set of pipes and tubes as anything Alysha could remember seeing outside her brief engineering courses. What surprised her more was: /It’s out of the water./


    /Partially./ Sar swam up alongside her, tapped the flexglass with the back of her knuckles. /Airlock here. Half the equipment is underwater. Other half, above. There we interface with the dry people./


    Alysha made a note to locate the air environment access to the room. /What happens when it breaks?/


    Sar shrugged, a motion obviously borrowed from other Pelted races. /What happens when air handlers break?/


    Not good, Alysha thought. /How does it work? The currents. If they’re so strong?/


    /Come. I show you./


    Alysha pushed off the bulkhead and sailed after the Naysha, joining her beside the monitors. There she found an overhead schematic of the area, glowing with various inputs and outputs, and a camera view of Hood. The navigator was rippling in a way that seemed almost languid, holding in place in the center of the chamber.


    /This,/ Sar signed, then tapped the schematic. /This chamber is as big as the Well engine capsule. Same reason. Helps make the ship go./


    Through what method, Alysha suspected she would never understand, so she didn’t ask.


    /Has airlock, like that one. Except not for air. For currents./ Sar paused, grinned. /Currentlock, we say./ She flicked her tail, absent. /This is a safety feature. For us, not Hood. In the lock, there are tethers. You get trapped in the lock accidentally, you tether yourself. Inner door opens, you will not get sucked in. If you do.../ Sar eyed her. /You get smashed against the back of the navigation chamber. Or sucked out through the recirculation vents. Won’t survive the trip around. You’ll come out the other end as little bits to tickle Hood’s fringes./


    Alysha shuddered. /Right. What are the chances.../


    /That you get trapped?/ Sar snorted, more a visual than an aural thing: little sardonic bubbles, spurting from her nose. /Not very. Ordinarily, the navigation chamber lock won’t open without an authorized person certifying all drylanders are gone. You could. Usually it is me, though. And from safely behind a bulkhead—we can’t be here either. Emergency, though—/ She pointed at a console. /There. A protocol, in case./


    In case of what, Alysha wondered? Something that required the navigator’s ability to speed the ship. Precipitously. Hopefully not something she’d experience. /I see. I... would like to learn to use the tether anyway. And the protocol. If I can authorize it—if I need to—I should know what I’m doing./


    Sar’s fingers wiggled in a laugh. /You practice everything, even the unnecessary./


    /Sadly,/ Alysha signed, /one rarely has the time when it becomes necessary./


    They spent a profitable half hour there, until Sar was satisfied that Alysha understood the basics of using the consoles, and Alysha was satisfied that in an emergency she could tether herself within the time she’d have before the internal door opened. That segued into a tour of the water environment’s safety features, with Sar pointing out the bulkheads that isolated the Naysha’s battlestations from the navigation chamber and general living areas. As they swam back toward the bridging chamber, Alysha signed, /I wish I could see Hood at work with my own eyes, instead of through a camera./


    /Trust me,/ Sar said, /you wouldn’t wish for it in any situation where it was possible./ At Alysha’s sharp glance, the Naysha added, /But it is an incredible sight./


    Which would have to satisfy her, Alysha thought. She didn’t relish the idea of being exposed to currents that could snap her spine or shred her against a filtration screen.


    [image: ***]


    The cross-departmental skullbash was held in one of the rooms attached to the recreation hall. Intended for small performances and tabletop games, they were often pressed into service when the official conference rooms were unavailable, or when someone was trying for informality. Alysha arrived with a plate of cookies she’d requested from the genie, which in itself had been more of an adventure than she’d anticipated: thinking of Laelkii’s homemade cookies, she’d requested chocolate chip and been asked, politely, which of the three thousand, four hundred and twenty-nine “basic” chocolate chip cookie recipes she’d preferred. Caught off guard, she’d blurted, “The healthiest,” and gotten something that looked... a little more substantial than anything Laelkii had ever made. Chagrined, and too tired from her long day to experiment, she’d wrapped them and gone in search of Jae’en’s gathering.


    The recreation hall was still in use, though not as heavily as it would have been earlier. Ideally, a Fleet ship’s three shifts were equally populous; in reality, the night shift still had fewer people, mostly because the ship’s senior officers worked the first two and that put most all the training officers (and the personnel in training) on duty during the ‘day’. Alysha was not surprised to find few people using the pool, or the exercise mats, nor to find the conversations subdued. So when she stepped into the right room and found it full of lights and people chatting and laughing and the smell of coffee and chocolate and tea, she stopped abruptly, clutching her tray.


    “Oh, here she is!” Jae’en exclaimed. “Come in, alet! We were just talking about you. Got tipped into the pool with the Platies, did you?”


    “You met Algae!” one of the other lieutenants said, grinning. “I named him.”


    “Did not! I did!”


    “You certainly did not!”


    “Now, now. It was a team effort!”


    Valery, looking pained, sidled over to her and whispered, “The first woman, that’s Serra FindaWrench. Next to her is Daven Ulregard—” He continued, describing faces and names while the others cheerfully argued. There were nine people in the room, not counting herself, which meant only one of their number was missing.


    “You brought cookies!” Jae’en said, taking the tray from her. “Oh, by the way everyone, this is Alysha Forrest, our newest newbie lieuie!”


    “All hail the newbie!” everyone called back obligingly, and Alysha couldn’t help grinning, and though she didn’t bow she managed what she hoped was a regal nod of her head. From the scattering of laughs, she’d succeeded.


    “What are these?” Jae’en said as he peered at her offering, one ear flopping.


    “And where’d you come from?” someone called.


    “And where are you going—” someone else mused, and got slapped in the head. “Ow! Hey! That’s no way to treat a philosopher!”


    “Those are chocolate chip cookies,” Alysha said. “I think. And I came from the Diamondwing. And I am going...” She looked around and pointed. “To that chair.”


    “Aww, you can’t be tired already!” That was the first woman who’d spoken, Serra, a Tam-illee foxine with a gray pelt over an otherwise completely human face. Her uniform tag had the inevitable engineering emblem; Tam-ley’s culture had a habit of producing engineers, when it wasn’t producing reproductive medical specialists.  “You just got here a day ago!”


    “Yeah, we would have thought the sweet, sweet luxury of your new palatial quarters would be all that is soothing,” a Harat-Shar pardine said, dropping into the chair next to hers and emphasizing the words with an undulating hand motion.


    “Might be if she spent any time in it.” Jae’en picked up a cookie and tried a nibble. “But I have it on excellent authority that she’s been logging lots of time in the water environment.”


    “Like how much lots?” someone called from the coffee pot.


    “Like over six hours!”


    A pause, then the room erupted into laughter and friendly jeering. Alysha got a few pokes in the side and claims of ‘over-achieving’, but she was surprised to find it all good-natured. She looked over the table at Jae’en, who grinned at her over his mouthful of cookie and waggled his eyebrows. So… he was the one who liked to help the new people fit in… and enjoyed it, from the sparkle in his eyes. She saluted him with a cup of something that looked like coffee but smelled like it had chocolate in it, and herbs, and something else. Whatever it was, it was a stimulant, and her first sip of it put the fur up the back of her neck. More ribbing now, and she accepted it with a grin.


    Jae’en was still chewing one of her offerings. “What in all the name of the winds is wrong with these cookies?”


    “You’re still eating one,” Serra pointed out.


    “Maybe he can’t believe it, so he keeps eating—”


    “I think they’re... good for me.” The Aera eyed Alysha. “Did you bring something healthy to the skullbash?”


    Abrupt silence. Into it, Alysha said, “Um... sorry?”


    The room exploded, and this time she laughed with them, and ducked when Jae’en mimed throwing the half-eaten round at her.


    Amid this riot of sound and merriment, the hiss of the door opening was almost inaudible. Almost. Alysha glanced up and felt her smile stiffen on her face, for there was Mike Beringwaite.


    Had he changed? Or had she? Both, maybe. It had been a year and a half since their meeting at the Quickwater Preserve where they’d done their leadership retreat as ensigns... a year and a half since Beringwaite had gotten their exercise thrown by his recklessness, and where she’d allowed it to happen instead of stopping it. That history made it hard to evaluate him fairly—not just because of his behavior, but because she regretted her own actions, and her inability to get through to him.


    On the surface, he looked good; unlike some of her peers, he hadn’t allowed his departure from the Academe and its more rigorous routine to put him off his exercise regimens. Human, her age—mid-twenties now—with short light brown hair and tanned skin, an impeccable uniform despite the late hour, and the same ferociously focused dark greenish-hazel eyes.


    The intervening years hadn’t done anything for his attitude, if the uncomfortable pause around her was any indication.


    “Alet,” Jae’en said, with a heartiness Alysha could tell was forced despite how briefly she’d known him. “We’re glad to see you! Have a cookie, tell us what’s going up—”


    “Or down,” one of the others said gamely.


    “—in your department.”


    Beringwaite glanced at the Aera, then said, “I just came to talk to Ulregard.”


    The wolfine straightened in his chair and said, “Um... yes? What’s on your mind?”


    “One of my people’s been trying to get an answer out of Ensign Fren about scheduling a cross-departmental stress test of the equipment for a week now.”


    “Oh, right. I’ll talk to him about it.”


    Beringwaite said, “Do more than talk to him about it. I don’t want this hanging over my head any longer. Commander Chevitz’s been hammering me for it, and I’m tired of being blamed for your ensign’s problem.”


    Ulregard put his ears back. “We’ll take care of it.”


    “Great. Do that.” Beringwaite turned to go... and saw her. And stopped.


    “Mister Beringwaite,” Alysha said, cautious, her voice quiet.


    His eyes narrowed, but he said nothing. Just left. Which, she thought with a sigh, was an improvement on how he would have acted before. Silence was an immense step in the right direction from someone who’d preferred to make his opinions known as vociferously and abrasively as possible.


    “Got some history there, Forrest?” Serra said, arms folded and one brow quirked.


    “I’m sure everyone who’s run into Beringwaite for even one minute in the hall has history with him,” Jae’en said. “She’s Pelted. That automatically makes her bad people in his book.”


    “Not all humans are like that,” Valery murmured, and since it was one of the few things he’d said all evening, everyone looked at him.


    “Not all humans are alike,” Jae’en said. “No surprise there. Not all Pelted are alike either.” He wrinkled his long nose. “Just like not all cookies are alike. If you bring these again, Forrest, we might have to have... a discussion.”


    Serra started laughing. “Fear, alet! Jae’en’s discussions are legendary!”


    “Oh?” Alysha asked, curious.


    “First he makes these round sad eyes,” the Tam-illee said, circling her fingers around her own. “And then his ears start falling down... and down... and down....”


    “You’re all right until his lower lip starts trembling,” the Harat-Shar pardine from earlier said. “Once the lip starts, you’re done for.”


    “No one can resist the lip,” Jae’en said modestly. “It’s one of my best leadership techniques. You should take notes, Forrest.”


    “I am,” Alysha said, amused by the fact that she was.


    The skullbash got down to business not long after, and she was surprised at how useful it was. A ship the size of a battlecruiser had many moving parts from a personnel standpoint, and though all the men and women in the room were supposedly her peers, Alysha could already tell from the kind of day she’d logged that opportunities to interact with them regularly would be rare... and as the alien liaison, those chances were even less frequent. She was nominally part of the Tactical division because of the Platies’ involvement with navigation, but she was expected to keep abreast of events in Engineering and Logistics because it was her job to report her constituents’ needs to those departments.


    Beringwaite, she discovered, was one of their shift’s two Engineering section lieutenants, along with Serra FindaWrench, the Tam-illee. Serra was permanent engineering staff: her goal was a position as a starship’s Chief of Engineering, and she would advance through the ranks within the department until she reached that goal. Beringwaite, on the other hand, was on the command track; like Alysha, he was rotating through all the sections on his duty tours in order to understand them better. There was already some friction between career specialists and the command officers phasing in and out of their areas of responsibility... Beringwaite’s attitude wasn’t making it any easier, from Serra’s occasional scathing comments.


    By the end of the session, Alysha was exhausted but glad she’d come. She was reaching for the platter of cookies she’d brought—nearly entirely devoured despite the cheerful disparagement aimed their way—when Jae’en said, “Oh, no, you don’t have to take those.”


    Alysha looked up, blinking back her fatigue. “I don’t?”


    “No. Everyone in the rec hall knows we meet in here.” The Aera was picking up discarded napkins and drinks and tossing them in the recycle chute. “People come for the leftovers. There won’t be anything left within half an hour of us leaving, and there’s a kind of unspoken agreement... we share, they take care of the trays and plates.”


    For a moment, Alysha watched him tidy. They were alone, save for Valery, who seemed attached to the Aera’s side. Something about his comment struck her as strange, though it was taking her a while to work through her fatigue to pinpoint it. Then it came to her: “But isn’t this the gym?”


    The Aera grinned. “Where people come to exercise? Alet, you don’t tell anyone about their indiscretions, and I won’t either.”


    She nodded. “Is that why you won’t let anyone talk about Beringwaite?”


    His hand paused above a napkin. Then he plucked it up and said, “Not much gets past you, does it, alet?”


    “It wasn’t that hard to notice.” She started helping, smiling at Valery as she handed him the emptied coffee pot.


    “Maybe I have opinions about how things should be done,” Jae’en said.


    Alysha nodded. “I think it’s a good thing to discourage talk like that.”


    He glanced at her. “You do, do you.”


    Alysha said, quieter, “It doesn’t do anyone any good.”


    One of Jae’en’s ears sagged. He looked at Valery, who said, “I t-think we have to say something.”


    “Yeah, I think so too,” the Aera said. He nodded and finished, “You seem like good people, Forrest.”


    “You too, aletsen,” she answered.


    “And because of that, I’ll say... watch out for Beringwaite, all right? What you said—you’re right, it doesn’t do anybody any good, talking trash. For lots of reasons. I sure don’t want people wasting our time here dragging his name through the mud. We’ve got actual work to do before we collapse of exhaustion. But he’s got it out for Pelted, and I don’t think he likes women all that much either.”


    Alysha blew out a breath. “I know. We’ve met.”


    The Aera’s brows lifted. “Something we should know about?”


    “I’m not planning on letting it become relevant.”


    Valery murmured, “Good luck,” and seemed to mean it.

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


     


    The following morning, Alysha turned on the lamp for the Flitzbe before going to shower. Her predecessor’s instructions on how to care for the clod consisted of itemized task lists, so she knew what she was supposed to do, and when… but not why, or how to evaluate whether she was doing the job well. She didn’t even know how to tell the Flitzbe it was time for duty—did they have a sense for the time? It wasn’t clear to her whether they understood spoken Universal, and it hadn’t been to her predecessor either. But when she stepped out of the bathroom, dressed and ready for duty, she found the entire clod waiting next to the door.


    “I guess that answers that question,” she said aloud in case they could understand her. “Let’s get you all to the Medplex.”


    They rolled at her heels all the way to the proper section, and the crewmembers passing her in the hall smiled as she went by: at the clod? At her? At the sight of her shepherding them? All three? It probably looked ridiculous; she found she was smiling herself by the time she handed them off to the attendant at the Medplex. She watched them rolling after the healer-assist and shook her head before trotting for the bridge, and whatever new task it was Felix was planning on assigning her ‘to keep busy.’


    Felix’s task was apparently mapping.


    “Since you’re keeping an eye on the Platies,” the Seersa said casually. “You should probably know where we’re going, and why we go in the pattern we do. Do you remember how standard patrol patterns are planned?”


    The question was innocuous enough that Alysha wondered what he was working up to. “Yes, sir. We’re traveling the routes commonly used by merchant ships in this sector, and we use the pattern we do in order to ensure all the Well repeaters and buoys dropped in zone are still operational.”


    “Very good,” Felix said. “How long are we scheduled to remain in this sector, Lieutenant?”


    “Four months, sir.”


    “Excellent. Maybe you can map me out next month’s route.”


    The only possible response to that was, “Yes, sir.” And she bent her head to it. The task was not as straightforward as her answer made it sound. This part of the Alliance might not be as heavily trafficked as the Core, but the majority of the Alliance’s eldest and most populous colonies were spinward of their patrol zone, and they constituted some of the richest markets for the Core’s goods. Companies based in the Core were sending their vessels this way, either on direct routes, or in long loops that hit several worlds before returning, and these colonies were wealthy enough to have their own trade vessels to send to their neighbors or back up to the Core, complicating the traffic patterns. Too, the buoy and repeater network here was nearly as thick as it was in the Core, and while testing the units was usually as simple as bouncing a signal off them, the ship had to come in range to do so. And all this, Alysha noted, was granting the simple navigation she’d learned at the Academe. There had been no specialized course on the ships that carried Platies. She would have to ask the Naysha on duty for help to ensure she was compensating properly for Hood’s contributions.


    A long shift, she thought, but she would learn something from it.
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    Felix didn’t ask for an answer before she was due to leave, but he did check her work and nod before waving her out. Which was good, because the Naysha helping with her questions, one of the engineers, had requested she come down for a conference at her earliest convenience. Alysha jogged to the habitat and changed into the slimsuit, waiting for the ensign to log her into the water environment before splashing down the ramp and propelling herself through the bridging chamber’s egress. On the other side she found Sar floating with Wyn, another of the engineers, a male with the strong countershading of an orca that extended up onto his humanoid back and face.


    /What is it?/ Alysha asked. /Fen said you needed to see me./


    /There is a problem,/ Wyn signed.


    Sar distracted her by adding a flurry of hand motions during his. /Not serious./


    Wyn scowled at her. /It is serious. Just not urgent./


    /What’s the problem?/ Alysha asked.


    /The monitoring system is not alarming correctly./


    Alysha stared at the engineer, then at Sar, hoping for insight. The other Naysha sighed a few bubbles out at her fellow. /You could be less cloudy./


    /I am being exact. The problem is as I describe./


    Sar rolled her eyes. She signed, /Come, over to the hatch by the chamber./


    /All right,/ Alysha said, and followed them. Wyn seemed less disturbed by the strength of the currents near the navigation chamber, perhaps because of his hyper-focus on whatever had inspired the Naysha engineering team to ask for her. She hoped Sar was right about how serious it was. An alarming fault didn’t sound promising.


    /Here,/ Sar said, coming to a halt alongside the airlock leading up to the machine room. She indicated the display, where an orange light was glowing. /This is the problem Wyn was talking about. This is the system that monitors our safety equipment for errors. It is malfunctioning./


    /Which means,/ Wyn said, chopping the water with firm gestures, /that if something goes wrong with any of the hardware or software that controls the safety features of the water environment, we won’t know./


    /And the safety features.../ Alysha said, signing a tentative interrogative.


    /Include the two airlocks, the air pockets, and the navigation chamber door and currentlock./


    All of which made sense, but: /Two airlocks?/ Alysha frowned. /Do you mean the one where I enter the water environment? The hole from the bridging chamber?/


    Sar shook her head. /The ingress isn’t an airlock. We mean this door,/ she tapped the one leading up to the machine room. /And the one beyond it./


    /There’s a hatch leading out of the machine room into the corridor,/ Wyn signed. /That door is also an airlock./


    Startled, Alysha said, /Really?/


    Both Naysha nodded, but it was the engineer who continued. /In the initial designs for these ships, the machinery was serviced by aquatics only, and the chamber was fully submerged. It could be drained for refits or when flushing the system, so they built a second airlock leading from the machine room to the water environment to protect the aquatics. But originally, it was the other airlock that led to the ship’s corridor and the air environment./


    /Ships now no longer keep the machine room submerged,/ Sar said. /But since the room can be flooded if the current generators reverse, they left the airlock in./


    Alysha tried not to look as disturbed as she felt. /Do the current generators often reverse?/


    Both Naysha grinned. Sar reached over and patted her on the shoulder before signing, /Not on purpose. They are designed to do so when the water is being evacuated. We keep the water as clean as possible, but just as with the air supply, sometimes we want to refresh the water supply./


    /So the generators push, to help the vacuums pull./ Wyn nodded. /It is an interesting process to oversee./


    /What about the pool?/ Alysha asked. /Does it flood when the generators reverse?/


    /Oh, no./ Sar waved a hand dismissively. /That little hole you pass through, it shuts. It is mechanical, not computer-controlled. If the currents push, it closes on its own./


    Alysha considered this, holding herself in place against the vague pressure of the currents near the chamber with a hand on the airlock door. /So the safety mechanisms are all working... you checked?/


    Wyn snorted, air bubbles breaking around his nose. /Of course./


    /And it’s just the system that reports that it’s working that’s not working./


    /Yes,/ Wyn agreed. /And I have checked on our end and have found no fault. I need someone to check the machine room with me. Someone with legs./ He wiggled two fingers demonstratively, the webbing between them shimmering.


    /All right. I’ll go down to engineering and get them to assign you a work party./


    /Good. Make sure it’s a useful one. Someone who knows the water machinery, and will actually talk to me./


    Surprised, Alysha said, /This is a problem?/


    Wyn eyed her expressively. Sar signed, /Prejudice is a problem for everyone./ And added to Wyn, /Not just Naysha./


    Wyn snorted again. /Give me someone who knows what they’re doing and I am fine. My only prejudice is against incompetents./ And then he finned off with a quickness that seemed dismissive. Alysha frowned after him until Sar touched her arm again, drawing her attention.


    /He is not happy because he prefers to fix every problem himself. It is an engineer thing. They are possessive of their machines./


    /I understand. I’ll find him someone to help./


    Sar nodded. /Thank you./
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    Ensign Ferrault’s voice jerked Alysha back from her thoughts as she pulled her mask off. “Lieutenant Forrest, exiting the water environment, mark 2022.”


    “Thank you, Ensign,” she murmured, and peeled herself from the slimsuit. She could leave Serra a message, but she was still feeling her way through operations on the Songlance. She’d worked in three sections on the Diamondwing, her previous vessel, and each one had preferred a different work style. An important part of maximizing efficiency involved understanding which section responded fastest to in-person requests versus mail versus virtual pings. Serra had seemed a congenial woman, though, so Alysha couldn’t imagine her blaming Alysha for a visit. Drying off and changing back into uniform, Alysha headed for the engineering section.


    There was something magical about Engineering. Alysha had done a stint in the Diamondwing’s engineering section as an ensign and found the enormous central chamber with its pulsing Well capsule fascinating, if alien. The rooms and corridors that ran out from that nexus remained mysterious to her even after working there for several months. But she knew better than to think she’d be able to find Serra easily on crossing the threshold, so she asked for the lieutenant on duty and was directed further in, ‘to the starboard relay.’


    But it wasn’t Serra who was bent over a console, frowning at a display there. Alysha halted abruptly and almost backpedaled before she reminded herself that they were all officers here, and Fleet. She was here on a legitimate errand, and this was Beringwaite’s section, not just Serra’s. And then he looked up at her and his eyes narrowed, and she knew there was no backing down from the challenge in them.


    “Mister Beringwaite,” she said. “I ran into a problem I was hoping you could help me with.”


    “What’s that?” he asked, skeptical.


    “Wyn, one of the Naysha engineers, tracked down a failure in the water environment safety monitoring system. He thinks it needs to be serviced by a joint team of water and air personnel. Could you send someone down to their machine room to help him find the problem?”


    The belligerence stiffening Beringwaite’s face eased as he tapped his fingers on the edge of the console, thinking. “Yes. I can do that. How urgent is the issue?”


    “The monitoring system is the only thing that can tell us when the airlocks and the safeties keeping the navigation chamber secure are functioning.”


    Beringwaite grimaced. “All right, that can’t wait. I’ll send someone down tonight, if your engineer will be there to interface.”


    She nodded. “He will. And thank you.”


    He turned his back on her to resume his discussion with the technician. She hadn’t expected the courtesy of a farewell, so this didn’t surprise her; what did was the realization that his conversation with the tech consisted of an explanation of what to do until Beringwaite returned from reassigning some specialists to Alysha’s problem.


    It bothered her, that she hadn’t expected him to take her seriously. She chewed the problem over on her way to the Medplex to pick up the Flitzbe. Was it that she assumed he wouldn’t do his work because he preferred to spite her? She didn’t want to think him capable of that kind of pettiness, but her one experience with him had led her to expect it from him. But even on the retreat he hadn’t been incompetent—rather the opposite. His attitude had been the problem, not his work. She guessed he was staying true to form on the Songlance, and doing his duty, just in a way that made everyone despise him despite his competence.


    What a waste! Alysha could only imagine what he would accomplish if he could relinquish his bitterness and pride.


    Herding her charges back to her quarters, Alysha reflected that her own pride made her want to be the catalyst for Beringwaite’s redemption.... and wasn’t that a pretty piece of hubris. She had done her best to redeem Beringwaite before and failed. She should know better now.


    “You can’t save other people,” she told the Flitzbe as they settled onto their beds. “You can only offer them a hand to grip while they save themselves.”


    Her charges jostled until they decided they were happy with their position under the sunlamp, but they had nothing to offer in response to her comment. Maybe they knew she didn’t really believe it herself... that there were claws in her fingers that said, very loudly to anyone who knew their history, that she thought it was her duty to save everyone who could be saved. Even the Beringwaites of the world. Alysha sighed and smiled ruefully.


    The sunlamp was due to switch off in half an hour, but it was not the only spot of brightness in her otherwise darkened quarters: her desk’s overhead was also on in response to messages she had in her queue. Some of them were routine and could be put off: new issues of journals she’d subscribed to, like the Journal of War History one of her teachers had recommended. Some were general, mail sent to the entire ship’s staff on upcoming drills, events, and scheduling changes. A few were personal: messages from Taylitha, now assigned to a battlecruiser herself, and Laelkii, and Alastar. But while nothing specific needed her response, she did have reports to write to her immediate superior, Felix, explaining the Naysha’s concerns, and also to Lovelace, whom she was expected to keep apprised of her progress. And here she’d thought she’d get to bed earlier than she had after the skullbash! Alysha shook her head and applied herself to the paperwork. Everyone said the pile only grew the further one advanced in command; she might as well get used to it now.

  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR


     


    The chime jerked Alysha from a sleep so deep she asked the computer to shut the alarm off before she realized the alarm hadn’t woken her up. Blearily, she rolled over and saw the chronolog floated against the darkened flexglass wall: who was calling her an hour before the morning shift commenced? “Computer, accept call.”


    Serra’s voice dropped into the air above her, sounding far too jaunty. “Alet? Got a minute?”


    “As long as it’s a minute,” Alysha said, pushing herself upright and wiping the hair from her face. “What can I help you with, Serra?”


    “Did you pull some of my engineers off task for an issue in the water environment?”


    Alysha grimaced. “I didn’t, no. I asked Mister Beringwaite for help and he—presumably—pulled some of your engineers off task for an issue in the water environment.”


    “Without telling me?”


    “I don’t know.” Alysha rubbed her eye with the side of a hand. “I made the request and he said he would handle it. What he did from there....”


    “Is my problem and his, not yours. Right. Sorry, I didn’t mean to jump all over you, but he should have informed me!” A pause, and a growl. “All right, he’s not obliged to inform me, but it’s a courtesy. Otherwise I might not know where half my people are when I’m looking for them.”


    Alysha’s last rotation through the Engineering section had been as a lowly ensign, but command track ensigns wound up with a great deal of responsibility despite their relative lack of seniorities. If the Songlance worked the way the Diamondwing had... “Did he update the project management task list?”


    “Hold a min.”


    Alysha stared at the Flitzbe dormant on their pad and thought of how comfortable they looked, still asleep.


    “Well, hit me with a stick, he did.”


    “So he updated the task list and just didn’t tell you about it.”


    “Which is technically all he had to do.” Serra sighed. “I should have looked before I called. Sorry about that.”


    “It’s fine.” Alysha shoved herself off her bed. “I was about due to get up anyway.”


    “Although... alet...” Serra’s voice trailed off, losing its edge of cheer and aggression. Alysha didn’t like the note of concern that crept into it. “He’s assigned all bad eggs to your project.”


    Alysha’s ears flattened. “Bad eggs?”


    “Yes. We’ve got some real hardcases here, and he’s picked the three worst ones.”


    She looked up at the ceiling in an instinctive move to evaluate the expression of a woman she couldn’t see. “They don’t do their jobs?”


    “Oh, they do them, if you ride them hard enough. But they’ll complain every minute of it.”


    “Alet,” Alysha said, voice low. “This is a serious issue affecting the safety of the Naysha and the Platies. Should I be worried?”


    Serra hesitated. “No,” she said at last. “They’ll perform, if they’re forced.” Which was hardly a glowing endorsement. Alysha rubbed her brow. As if sensing her unease, the other woman added, “If you want me to pull them off-task and assign a different team....”


    Should she? She had nothing to go on but Serra’s evaluation of the engineers, and the Tam-illee was in a much better position to form those impressions than Alysha was. But overriding Beringwaite’s judgment when he’d not yet given her any reason to doubt him—on the Songlance, anyway… and if Beringwaite complained, or someone in the engineering department talked, Alysha would have to account for her actions to the commander in charge of the section, and ‘because I thought Beringwaite would allow the safety equipment to fail through mismanagement of his personnel’ was an allegation far too grave to be made without evidence.


    He hadn’t given her that evidence. Her history with him wasn’t enough.


    “I asked Beringwaite to handle it, alet,” Alysha said. “I haven’t even given him a chance to try.”


    “All right,” Serra replied. “That’s fair, I guess. More fair than I bet he’d be with you. But if you feel like nothing’s getting done, or it’s not getting done to your satisfaction, you hightail it back to me and I’ll put some real engineers on it, all right?”


    “I will, and thanks.”


    “No problem. See you later.”


    Alysha put her face in her hands, made herself relax. It was obvious there was some friction between the two lieutenants in engineering. Serra’s misgivings might be the result of her own desire to find fault with Beringwaite, not out of any actual problem. Or at least, Alysha could hope. “But one of the most important principles of Fleet,” she told the Flitzbe as she switched their lamp on, “is that we have to be able to rely on one another. If we don’t have that, we might as well go home.”


    The Flitzbe rustled, their neural fur blooming bright peach and sunshine yellow as the light gradually strengthened.


    She still found it ironic that she was once again in a situation that required her to trust Beringwaite with the wellbeing of people she considered hers to safeguard. He hadn’t done well by them last time. But a year and a half, she thought, was a long time. And a reputation for hazarding the lives of one’s fellow crewmembers was a lot harder to escape when trapped on a ship with them for several months. She couldn’t imagine him taking the risks he had with strangers he knew he’d leave behind after a week here, where he’d have to wake up every day and face the people he’d failed.


    No, she thought. Things would be different here, or he would have been beached already. Squaring her shoulders, Alysha went to prepare for her day.


    [image: ***]


    If Felix found fault with the mail she’d sent him about the incident, he gave no sign of it—did not, in fact, even seem interested. He wanted her back to work on navigational exercises, this time practicing identification of ‘moths,’ the term used for any contact not yet assigned an ID. Because of their mission, Felix’s practice involved merchant vessels as well as warships—from every nation currently plying space. Alysha half-expected Felix to have made up a few just to keep everyone on their toes. Their long watches in auxiliary control mostly consisted of overseeing equipment that was programmed to alert anyone of any situations that needed attention, so what else, Felix said, was there to do, but to catch up on some much-needed study time?


    “You never know when you might need to know the different ship classes registered by Terra for independent merchant trade,” he said, pacing with his hands folded behind his back, just over the soft white tail. “Or between a Chatcaavan cruiser and carrier.”


    “We’re six sectors from the border,” muttered one of the watchstanders.


    Felix’s ears flicked toward him. “And we are obviously also in need of a history lesson. So let’s pull up records of known Chatcaavan incursions in, let’s say, the past two decades. You seem to have plenty of free time, Ensign Kalvey. You do that for us, why don’t you.”


    The ensign cringed. “Yes, sir.”


    Stopping by her chair, Felix added, “Any comment from you, Forrest?”


    “No sir.”


    “Good. Maybe Ensign Kalvey will learn something from your example.”


    When the Seersa had strode past her, Alysha shot the ensign a sympathetic look. He grimaced, gave a little shrug, and returned to his work. At least he’d taken the upbraiding well.


    By the time she logged herself out of her watch, Alysha was ready to hear that the engineering work in the water environment had gone well. Pushing through the egress—and now very aware of it as something that would seal shut if something went wrong—she found Sar waiting for her, but no sign of anyone else.


    /The repairs?/ she asked.


    Sar gave a little shrug. The Naysha was floating upside down in relation to Alysha, which made the motion confusing until she corrected for the woman’s orientation. There was no reading sign that way, though, and maybe Sar knew it because she twisted until her torso was upright. /Wyn very busy, with his relief. Don’t know how it’s going./ She glanced toward the machine chamber. /He is irritable. But engineers are always irritable when something isn’t working. And Wyn is even more irritable than some./


    /I didn’t think the repairs would take so long./


    /The little things are often as hard to fix as the big things. Harder, if you don’t know exactly where to look to fix them./


    Alysha rubbed her hands together, then signed slowly, /Should I…?/


    /No. He is busy… showing up now will distract him, and make him grumpy. When he is ready to report that it is fixed, or is not being fixed fast enough for his tastes, he will contact you./


    Alysha sighed. /All right./


    /And since he is busy, maybe I will monopolize you./ Sar grinned, all sharp teeth. /Come with me?/


    /All right?/ Alysha kicked herself after the Naysha, who reached over and grabbed her arm, surprising her. Sar transferred her grip to Alysha’s waist and then flung her forward. Surprised, she soared through the water, and halfway through her arc the little Platies spiraled around her, almost as if dancing with her. Nighttime and Pinky and—


    /Sar!/ she signed, startled. /What happened to Algae?/


    The Naysha corkscrewed through the water toward her, finned herself onto her back so she could converse with Alysha in the right orientation. /Hood decided it was time for him to grow./


    Algae had joined the other Platies doing their underwater ballet with her, but the green Platy was now twice the size of its—his?—companions. The velvety dark green of Algae’s body had become splotchy, showing patches of lighter green and mottled black. /Hood… decided? How does that work?/


    /No one knows,/ Sar said, drifting now. /But the older, larger Platies, they are the ones who decide when the smaller ones are going to grow, and they catalyze it somehow. Some people say it is part of reproduction? Because the small Platies are female, and the large ones male./


    /No exceptions?/ Alysha asked, watching Nighttime and Pinky dart around her.


    /No. The males are the ones who travel. The females stay in one place, with baby Platies. Some posit that the size helps protect them. But no one knows for certain. All I do know is that Hood chose Algae to grow./


    Something in the Naysha’s expression caused Alysha to sign, /But you think…?/


    /That the Platies know things we don’t. They move through space in a way we don’t understand. I think sometimes they move in time too. Maybe we will need another navigator soon./ Sar grinned. /Maybe they have funding and are building a new ship right now for Algae./


    Wouldn’t that be something? Aliens for whom time was as navigable as space? Alysha held out a hand and Pinky skimmed beneath her fingers. Who was petting whom, she wondered, and smiled. /Where is Hood, anyway?/


    /Resting. Would you like to see? He says it’s okay./


    /Sure?/


    Sar nodded and twisted, fluking deeper into the water environment. With a last touch for Nighttime, who’d wanted the attention, Alysha followed, and the Platies skimmed off to do… whatever it was they did.


    Hood was in one of the tunnels. In fact, Hood was taking up an entirety of one of the tunnels, having rolled himself to fit into it the way a biped would have used a hammock. The sight of it was both unutterably strange and somehow endearing. Hanging there in front of him, Alysha finally signed, /What if one of you has to use the tunnel?/


    /He never picks one we need,/ Sar replied. /You can touch him, if you want. He would like it, I think./


    /You think?/ Alysha splayed her ears, and Sar laughed, all silence and bubbles.


    /Fine. He would like it. He likes you, because you make an effort./


    Alysha floated closer then, unwilling to disturb the navigator’s rest. She chanced a soft stroke across the edge of his frill, received in return a tickle against her forearm that made her shiver.


    Sar, drifting in front of her beside the tunnel’s edge, signed, /Sometimes we curl up in the tube./ She pointed to the narrow space left. /Like sleeping in someone’s arms./


    Or wings, Alysha thought. Could she do it, she wondered? Wedge herself into what remained of the open space knowing a sapient being was surrounding her? It was one thing to sleep in the arms of another biped like herself... another entirely to take comfort in something so alien it had no face and was larger than a shuttle. And yet, with her hand on Hood’s edge, where the frictionless weight of his body tapered to a thin ruffle, she could almost imagine it.


    /What are you thinking?/ Sar signed, considering her.


    Her hands were slow to form the words. /That there are wonders in the universe./


    Sar smiled and made a motion that indicated agreement. Together they floated beside the navigator’s drowsing form until the chronolog flashed a warning on the inside of her mask. Hood didn’t rouse when she made her goodbyes; Sar promised to report if she noticed anything going awry with the repairs, and wished her a good evening. Rising from the waters of the pool, Alysha felt better than she had since her arrival. Not rested, certainly, and not without stresses. But calmer, more settled. She could handle this.


    Maybe it showed on her face because Ensign Ferrault accepted her mask and handed her the towel, and said, “Things are going well, sir?”


    “I think they are, yes.” She smiled at him. “I’m clocking out, Ensign. Good night.”


    “Good night, sir.”


    Alysha picked up the Flitzbe clod and herded it back to her quarters, but after turning on the lamp for them she stared out her window to the water environment. The larger space in the habitat, the one designated for the Naysha’s communal use, had an emergency hatch. A quick check of her data tablet confirmed that it opened somewhere behind Supply. While it was prohibited to use that hatch except in emergencies, she found she still wanted to know exactly where it was located. She was exhausted and she had the feeling that she would have to read up on the history lesson Felix had assigned her fellow watchstander before she showed up tomorrow... but it wouldn’t take long to find that hatch. She had so little feel for how the water environment interfaced with the air breathing portions of the ship. Maybe seeing the second ingress into it would help.

  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE


     


    Alysha had had very little sleep when she reported for duty in the morning; finding one obscure and little used door in a ship the size of a battlecruiser, even with the help of the schematics, had proven more of a challenge than she’d anticipated. She hadn’t been precisely grateful for the inadvertent lesson on how schematics only told you that corridors should be passable, not that they were blocked off for repairs, or clogged with extra supplies that had not yet been shoved into storage compartments... but it had been, she thought, a useful thing to learn. If nothing else, she now knew several routes to and from that part of the ship. Even having been up too late, though, she’d forced herself to go through her reading before dropping unconscious, and she was very, very glad to have done so when Felix started quizzing all of them on it. Since no one else had studied the material, she was the only one saved from Felix’s dry commentary.


    “How did you know?” the ensign whispered to her, pained.


    “I guessed.” Alysha paused, then offered with a lopsided smile, “It’s always best to err on the side of more work rather than less.”


    The felid groaned, muffling it beneath a hand. “Some of us have to sleep!”


    “Sleep,” Felix said, overhearing him on his return from the head, “is for civilians, Ensign. Fleet officers are made of sterner stuff. Am I right?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Right answer. You’re learning. Maybe if more of you were model citizens like Lieutenant Forrest here, we might get more done around here.”


    That, she thought with a grimace, was a test. No doubt her assignment to the water environment had inspired some whispers about being a senior’s pet; Felix was trying to exacerbate that tension, see how everyone handled it. She didn’t enjoy the feeling that he was painting a target on her back. The idea was to encourage solidarity, wasn’t it? Was Felix testing for flaws so they could be identified before they broke under real pressure?


    Once upon a time, a friend had told Alysha that she already thought like an admiral. Ruefully, Alysha wished that was true... because it would imply she already knew the answers to questions like the ones posed by Felix’s behavior.


    Nor did her day improve when she logged into the water environment, for Sar had nothing new to report, and though Alysha saw Wyn in passing the engineer’s only response to her was a curt greeting truncated by his body as he swam past. Sar had been sympathetic and taken her to see some of the other Naysha as a distraction, and while Alysha had spent the hour pleasantly it frustrated her that the repair work wasn’t going better for her people.
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    This pattern held for the remainder of the week. The glitch in the alarm system resisted both diagnosis and repair, and neither of the Naysha engineers had any useful progress to report, when in fact she saw them at all. Felix continued to drive the auxiliary bridge watch hard, and while her fellows didn’t resent her for what could have been construed as his preferential treatment, she didn’t think they liked her much either. Or maybe there were other factors, which was possible; she was the only lieutenant there during the morning shift, and the crop of ensigns working alongside her were probably not going to feel comfortable getting too familiar. She could hope, anyway.


    The beginning of the new week brought her the first of her recurring meetings with the NOTC, Commander Lovelace. There was definitely a type for the majority of the humans borrowed into Fleet, and like Mark West, Alysha’s physical education instructor at the Academe, Lovelace fit it. Most of the time, Alysha liked the no-nonsense practicality and straight talk. Right now, with her discomfort over the situation with Beringwaite, she could have wished that Lovelace wouldn’t give her that look that seemed to see straight through her.


    “So, Forrest,” Lovelace said, thumbing through the reports on her data tablet. “Looks like you’re keeping busy, if these updates are any indication.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Lovelace glanced at her over the edge of the tablet. “Workload giving you any trouble?”


    “No, sir,” Alysha said. When the skeptical look persisted, she finished, “I’m adjusting.”


    “Mmm. You’d probably be able to squeeze in some extra sleep if you weren’t going into the water environment so often.”


    “Logging into the water environment daily is part of the duties of the liaison position, sir.”


    “For an hour,” Lovelace said, conversationally. “It looks like you spend longer than that.”


    “Some days,” Alysha replied. “When the job seems to require the extra time.”


    “Overachieving, are we, Forrest?”


    Ruefully, Alysha murmured, “Sleep is for civilians, sir.”


    That surprised a laugh out of Lovelace. “Let me guess. Felix.” When Alysha didn’t reply, the human grinned. “Don’t worry, Lieutenant. I won’t hold your telling silence against you there.” She set the tablet aside. “I see Jae’en’s dragged you into the skullbashes.”


    “He’s very good at them.” When Lovelace cocked her head, Alysha picked her words carefully, unsure whether this was the sort of conversation she should be having with the training officer. “At managing personalities and organizing ways for them to communicate.”


    “That’s an interesting observation.” Lovelace folded her arms, leaning back. “Did you get that from one week? You can’t have seen him more than two or three times.”


    “It’s only a first impression,” Alysha demurred. But couldn’t help finishing, “But I trust it.”


    “How would you take it apart?”


    Alysha looked up. “Sir?”


    “That first impression,” Lovelace said, watching her. “How would you articulate it?”


    A test? No, she thought. Maybe this was part of training. Evaluating her peers would be part of her work as an officer for the rest of her career, after all. And maybe it would help her navigate her confused impressions of Beringwaite. “He sought me out once I was assigned. The first day. To invite me to an unofficial team meeting. He went out of his way to include me. He runs that meeting—he’d tell you he doesn’t, but he keeps everyone talking on topic once it starts. He doesn’t let anyone complain about other people, either.” She thought of the retiring Harat-Shar, Valery. “He also looks out for people who might be dismissed.” The warning Jae’en had issued her about Beringwaite she kept to herself.


    “Good start,” Lovelace said. “Are you running into any problems with anyone?”


    Beringwaite hadn’t actually done anything wrong, so: “No, sir.”


    Lovelace nodded and made a note on the tablet. “Anything you want to ask me? Part of my job here is to give you extra work when you make the mistake of requesting it.” She grinned. “That would be additional training opportunities.”


    Alysha was fairly certain she kept her ears from flattening. “I could use more time to settle in before I change my schedule.”


    “Fair answer,” Lovelace said. “Go on, then, Forrest. We’ve both got work to do.”


    “Yes, sir.”
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    This time, Alysha brought two bags of popcorn to the skullbash, neither one of them healthy. Her arrival brought forth a chorus of cheerful greetings, and she was relieved of both her offerings. “One of them is cheese and hot pepper,” she said. “The other one is… chocolate and caramel-drizzle? Or candy crunch? I don’t remember.”


    “She learned her lesson but good last time,” the Harat-Shar pardine said. Timur, his name was. He was on permanent track in the Medical department.


    “That spicy stuff is for me,” added Daren, snagging it out of Timur’s hand.


    “Settle down, boys and girls,” Jae’en said, lifting his hands and affecting a look of great sobriety. “We know our time is limited—”


    “Before we collapse of exhaustion,” muttered another Hinichi, a woman working in Science.


    Jae’en ignored her regally. “But it’s time to collect our winnings.”


    “Yes! I’m utterly going to wipe you all up. Hit us, Jae’en!”


    “Our winnings?” Alysha asked, bemused, taking a seat.


    “We started a betting pool,” Daren said.


    “…on how long you would spend in the water environment this week,” Timur finished, grinning.


    “You what?” Alysha asked, ears sagging.


    “All right, who’s got everyone’s bets?” Valery held up a data tablet and Jae’en pointed at it. “Good. Is everyone who placed a bet here?” The Harat-Shar nodded. “Then it’s time to read the numbers. Ready?”


    A chorus of ‘yeses’ came from the room, muffled in some cases by mouths full of cookies or popcorn or mugs of something. Alysha covered her face with a hand.


    “And the number is… twenty-two!” Jae’en peered at her over his data tablet. “That’s it? Really, alet. We thought you joined to work hard.”


    The cackles around her were interrupted by moans of distress from those who’d guessed too far off the mark.


    “The winner,” Valery announced, “is me.”


    “It’s always the quiet ones,” Timur said dramatically, sagging into his chair in histrionic dismay. “Take your money. Leave you crying… ow!” He laughed as another Tam-illee smacked his belly. “My acting was better than that!”


    “How much did you win?” Alysha asked, bemused. “And can I bet on myself next time?”


    “Nine fin,” Valery said. “And you can’t bet or you might try to game the numbers.”


    “Poor Alysha,” Jae’en said. “Someone give her a cookie.”


    Alysha accepted the food and drink, wondering if what she felt was chagrin or amusement. Both, maybe. She was grateful that her assignment to the water environment was being treated as extra work instead of a privilege, at least among the lieutenants on her shift. So far she was cautiously optimistic that she’d weather her assignment on the Songlance at least as well as she had the Diamondwing’s. Maybe, she thought, soaking in the congenial atmosphere of the skullbash, she’d do better.


    Beringwaite, she noticed, didn’t come.


    As with the first skullbash, she stayed back to help Jae’en and Valery with the clean-up, wondering if he’d have more friendly advice. She wasn’t disappointed.


    “Survived your first meeting with Lovelace?”


    Alysha was wiping down the table. “Surviving seems… a harsh term. It wasn’t a bad interview.”


    “Did she ask you about extra training?” Valery said.


    “Yes?” She glanced up, found them exchanging glances. “I guess she does that with everyone.”


    “Find something to take soon,” Jae’en said, stacking the trays. “Or she’ll make suggestions.”


    “Her suggestions are… grueling,” Valery murmured.


    The humor of having Lovelace talk to her about Jae’en only to have Jae’en turn around and talk to her about Lovelace struck her powerfully. She hid her smile by finishing with the wiping. “Any ideas on what I should do?”


    “Lecture stuff,” Valery said firmly. “Things that you can read and then take tests on.”


    “He says that because he doesn’t like hands-on courses,” Jae’en said. “But if you’re tired, I wouldn’t sign up for anything that happens at a set time, like one of the seminar sessions taught by the senior officers. Those tend to be really useful, but they’re unforgiving about you missing them. The test there is as much about your ability to manage your time and energy level as it is about what you’re learning.”


    Alysha paused, resting a hand on the back of one of the chairs. “How did you learn all of this?”


    Jae’en splayed his ears. “I’m naturally quick?” Valery nudged him and the Aera laughed. “All right, all right. My first assignment as an ensign was to assist the training officer on a warcruiser. I have big ears. I heard a lot of the conversations he had with the senior staff.”


    “A warcruiser!” Alysha exclaimed.


    “Don’t make it out to be a big thing,” Jae’en said. “They have huge complements, warcruisers, and they need to fill them out somehow. I didn’t do anything special to earn the berth, and my work for the NOTC there—the senior NOTC, because he had a team—was an ancillary duty, taken during a rotation. Honestly, even battlecruisers are a little big for me. I hope I end up on something smaller when they start handing out permanent assignments.”


    “And you?” Alysha asked Valery.


    The Harat-Shar flicked his ears back. “Sometimes it’s nice to get lost in a crowd.”


    Jae’en sighed and shook his head. “One of these days, arii.”


    “Not today,” Valery said, reaching for his data tablet. But not before Alysha saw the slight smile on his face.


    The interaction stayed with Alysha all the way to her cabin. The easiness between them, and the unlikeliness of Jae’en the extrovert wanting the smaller crew and Valery the introvert preferring the larger. What a waste it would be for Jae’en’s superlative talents in organizing groups to go under-utilized! But then, maybe he would be even better in whatever small group role he yearned for?


    She padded into her cabin, checked the Flitzbe—peacefully sleeping in a heap—and was about to head for her desk when the computer chimed. Stopping, she said, “Forrest.”


    “Sar here,” and the computer’s synthesis of the Naysha’s sign gave the woman an unexpectedly high soprano. “Will you please come to the machine room, alet? There’s a problem.”


    “On my way.”


    [image: ***]


    Alysha had stepped into the machine room while locating all the possible entries into the water environment, so she was familiar with it, insomuch as she could call herself familiar when it was all banks of mysterious computer consoles and even more enigmatic housings, tubes, and conduits. When she arrived, there were two humans bent over something that looked like a compressor they’d exposed by pushing up a hood. A third human was at a nearby console. And scowling on the deck beside the portal into the water environment was Wyn.


    Alysha knew the Naysha were mammals and could breathe air. But she’d never seen one out of the water. Without water to give Wyn a context, he looked far more alien. And he was big in a way that water made it easy to dismiss. Probably nine, ten feet long?


    The things he was signing hadn’t been taught in any of her courses. From the vehemence with which he was shaping them, they weren’t polite.


    Her arrival didn’t cause the three humans to stop their work, despite the fact she outranked them. Alysha forced her ears to stay forward. “Wyn? Sar sent for me?”


    Wyn twisted to face her, enormous body smacking the deck as he repositioned himself and propped himself up with his fins. He was signing so fast she couldn’t follow him, and she had to ask him to slow down, which did not improve his mood.


    /I have told them there is no issue with the pump. They think it is a mechanical problem. It is not a mechanical problem! I am tired of telling them to stop chasing impossible theories! Look at them, they won’t even look at me!/


    Alysha glanced over her shoulder, trying not to observe that they wouldn’t look at her either. “What seems to be the problem here, aletsen?”


    That didn’t get her a response.


    “Gentlemen?”


    One of them glanced past his shoulder, raked her from foot to ear with a skeptical gaze. Said after a hesitation, “Ma’am. We’ve been assigned to identify an error in the alarming system. Lieutenant Beringwaite put us on it.”


    “I’m aware of the problem,” Alysha said. “I’m the one who made the request.”


    He nodded. “We’re eliminating potential causes.”


    “It’s a tetchy problem,” the one at the console muttered.


    “Is there a reason you aren’t working with the Naysha engineer?”


    A pause. The one at the console said, “It’s not necessary.”


    She didn’t know how to handle this level of obduracy. Had they been hostile, she might have had an easier time. But this? “You don’t know that. He has access to parts of the equipment you can’t reach.”


    “If we cross out all the possible problems in the air chamber, we’ll suit up and check everything in the water,” the one at the console said. “We’re not at that point yet.”


    “Maybe if you asked Wyn to check for the problems there, you could speed the process?”


    All three of the humans looked at Wyn now. Even lacking the obvious signs a Pelted gave off with ears and tail and pelt, it was not difficult to see he was seething.


    “I’m sure he’s checked everything he knows about,” the one at the console said.


    Alysha was about to say something—though what she wasn’t sure—when the airlock opened for Beringwaite, who took in the tableau and said, “Thanks, Forrest, I’ll handle it from here.”


    “Lieutenant Beringwaite—”


    He met her eye and said, very clearly, “I appreciate your help. I’m here now, though, so there’s no need for you to stay.”


    She tried not to bristle, but all the things she wanted to say scattered when Wyn grabbed the back of her tunic skirt and tugged on it once, hard. When she faced him, he signed, /We can’t find the problem if we don’t work together./


    /Has the other lieutenant been here yet?/


    Wyn eyed Beringwaite. /No./


    Alysha sighed. Maybe Beringwaite hadn’t had a chance to discipline his people? Didn’t she owe him the chance? But she was supposed to be the interface between the water denizens and their land counterparts… she straightened and said, “I’m the liaison for the Naysha, Lieutenant. They asked for help.”


    “We’ll handle it.” At her look, he said, “I learned sign. And anything I don’t know, the computer can translate.”


    Another of those significant stares. Alysha glanced at the three human engineers, all of whom had stopped working in order to watch the confrontation. Better to let Beringwaite have his attempt and talk to him about it later than to air their conflicts in front of people they should be leading. Surely? “All right. Thanks, alet.”


    Beringwaite nodded. “Have a good night, Forrest. All right, boys. Let’s chat.” As she stepped through the door, she heard him say, “This isn’t going to work.”


    Alysha frowned. Had she been wrong to leave? She hadn’t thought of herself as averse to conflict. Reaching her quarters, she stopped in front of the window to the water environment and started as Sar sailed abruptly up to the pane. The Naysha folded her arms.


    /The other lieutenant should be handling it,/ Alysha signed.


    /I hope he does,/ Sar said. /Wyn is irritated./


    /I saw,/ Alysha answered with a sigh. /I think he might have taught me signs I probably didn’t want to know./


    /Did he?/ Sar’s hairless brow ridges lifted and a smile tugged at the corner of her wide mouth. /That must have been interesting. I guess he didn’t have time to tell you what they meant./


    /I’m not sure I should ask…/


    /But you should know,/ Sar replied with decisive gestures. /So you might as well show me./


    /If I remember./ Alysha paused before raising her hands to add, /I needed to let the other lieutenant handle it. They’re his ensigns to discipline, not mine. They weren’t doing anything obviously wrong, other than disagreeing with Wyn about how things should be done./


    Sar’s translucent second lids narrowed, filming her eyes. /I understand,/ she answered, the movements slower. /I hope your other lieutenant can fix it./


    /Me too,/ Alysha signed, fervent.


    /First mysterious sign now. Oh, that’s a good one!/
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    The skullbash and her excursion to the Naysha left her with too little time to catch up on all her reading before hitting the sack, which made her easy prey for Felix, who clapped a hand on the back of her chair the following morning and said, “Good news, Forrest! I’ve arranged with the prime shift to let you do the beacon testing today! We’ll be hitting five Well relays on this shift. You get to ping them, check the response time, and compare their internal maintenance record to the one in our database. Discrepancies get reported to the bridge. Can you handle that with those hollows under your eyes, or should I have you relieved?”


    “No, sir!” Alysha blurted. “I mean, yes, sir, I can handle it. Thank you.”


    The Seersa chuckled. “Please may I have another? Good attitude, alet. I’d look up the procedure if I were you. You have all of…” He made a show of turning to face the chronometer. “Oh, twelve minutes. Before we make the first pass.”


    Alysha was already scrabbling for the right manual pages.


    The work turned out to be tedious rather than difficult, as, she continued to discover, was most of the work on a ship. The worst of it was the maintenance record check; she would have thought the computer could have done a quick comparison, but the formats on four of the five relays didn’t match. She asked about it in a quiet moment.


    “Ah, well,” Felix said. “Not all those relays were manufactured by the same contractor. Not all of them are even Naval issue. Some of them were emplaced by private firms or local government agencies. The tech’s the same, but none of the rest of it is standardized: not the maintenance schedules, or the programming that issues the alerts when they need repair, replacement, or upgrade. Some of them might get serviced by contractors, who themselves are contractors hired by the original contractors…”


    “No wonder we need to check them,” one of the other ensigns muttered. “Sounds like a mess.”


    “It works,” Felix said. “But understand this now: a job’s in the details, aletsen. If someone had bothered with the details when accepting bids for these things, well. We wouldn’t be wasting Lieutenant Forrest’s time on converting the file formats of their maintenance records.”


    The final beacon spilled an enormous amount of code onto her screen when Alysha pinged it. As she watched, startled, the Songlance responded instantly, negotiated a handshake, and updated all its records. Looking over her shoulder, Felix chuckled. “There you go, Lieutenant. That’s one we built.”


    “We encrypt the access to the maintenance records?” she said.


    “Never know when someone might figure out how to use something to make mischief,” Felix said. “You wouldn’t want us to take any chances with the tech that makes it possible for us to communicate in a timely fashion with the entirety of the Alliance, would you?”


    “No!” she exclaimed.


    “Exactly. Better safe than sorry.”


    How she survived that shift on the amount of sleep she’d gotten, Alysha didn’t know. But she stumbled out of it nursing the desperate hope that someone else would receive the beacon learning experience next.

  


  
    CHAPTER SIX


     


     


    Two days later, Wyn had had enough.


    /They are useless!/ he exclaimed. /They work slowly, when they work at all. They refuse to listen to me. They are going through a checklist, not out of a need to be meticulous, but because without it they can’t come up with any ideas what to do next!/


    Learning Naysha sign for ‘meticulous’ was definitely an experience Alysha was going to remember for the rest of her life. Particularly when chopped through the water that way. Sar was hanging back, not so much to give the engineer precedence in the discussion, but to keep from being accidentally smacked by a flailing arm.


    /Maybe they’re still learning?/ she said, thinking with her hands.


    /They should not still be learning by this stage,/ Wyn said. /They are not command track ensigns. They are engineer specialists who are supposed to stay in Engineering, but Creator spare us if they actually do./


    Alysha winced. /All right,/ she said. /I’ll go have words with their superior./


    /You do that. Tell him they don’t come back until they stop being stupid. Which is never. Because they are stupid./


    After Wyn had darted away, Sar drifted to her and hung alongside, fins circling to keep her in place. /He can be impatient. It is because he’s brilliant./


    Alysha glanced at her, and the Naysha shrugged. /You know how smart people are. They hate to work with people who can’t keep up with them./


    /Do you think that’s what’s happening?/ Alysha asked, because her own baggage with Beringwaite kept prompting her to think the worst, and she knew it. She needed an external opinion.


    /I think there are always two sides to a story,/ Sar said. /We have heard Wyn’s. Maybe now you can hear this other person’s./


    Alysha sighed and nodded.
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    But she didn’t immediately go to Beringwaite. Instead, she reviewed the logs of the work of the three humans from engineering, a series of text entries that recorded when they’d begun and stopped certain tests and the results from each. As Wyn reported, they really did work slowly, and they had an unfortunate tendency to take more breaks than they should. Once there was a gap of almost an hour and a half before Beringwaite logged them back in; she stared at that entry in particular, frowning, wishing that she had the seniority to unlock the viseos so she could see what he’d told them. She wouldn’t have that kind of access for other departments until she hit commander, though, so she made do with the text entries. They consistently reported tardiness and mediocre attention to detail, but several more times Beringwaite forced them back to work. It wasn’t out of character for him to drive people harder than usual; she’d seen him at it on the leadership retreat. It was hard not to make assumptions, and she knew most of the ones she wanted to draw were unfair.


    Leaning back, she frowned, data tablet lax in her hand. There was no help for it. If she wanted to know more—really know, not imagine—she’d have to ask.


    Rather than inflame him with a realtime call, she left Beringwaite a message, expecting him to ignore it. She’d barely gotten back into her study of the sector’s primary traffic patterns when the tablet chimed.


     


    Officer’s Club. One hour after shift change.


     


    That was it. Startled, she texted an acceptance and checked the clock. Forty minutes. She had enough time to finish this chunk of her reading. If she actually read it instead of wondering at his motivations.


    But her puzzlement came back when she made her way through the corridors to the Officer’s Club. Every ship of their class or larger had some kind of restaurant, but the theme changed from vessel to vessel. The Diamondwing had named hers the Cave of Wonders and decorated it with fanciful stalagmites and stalactites and specialized in mixed drinks served in crystalline glasses that had been issued to the ship at its maiden voyage. The Songlance had gone a different route, and the OC was all rich carpets and dark wood furniture, rubbed to a sheen with polish. It overlooked the small park adjoining the recreation hall, and Beringwaite was in the very back corner, staring out the window at the joggers using the track. His folded arms and set jaw did not invite casual conversation, so when Alysha stopped by the empty chair, she found herself at a loss.


    He looked up at her. “Sit.”


    Asking him to be more polite was useless. The resentment he’d revealed at the leadership retreat hadn’t left him; if anything, it had grown more exaggerated.


    “Look at this place,” he said. “Ridiculous. A ship should have a mess hall. And a wardroom. This is a rhacking restaurant. It’s got peanuts on the damned table. Peanuts.”


    She couldn’t help asking. “So why here?”


    “Because where else am I going to find a beer?” He looked away. “Just... sit already. Dammit, stop looming.”


    She drew back the chair and sat. “Lieutenant,” Alysha said, because she couldn’t call him alet—they were not even the most formal of friends. “What’s going on with your engineers and my Naysha?”


    “Nothing’s going on with them.” A heartbeat. He was still staring out the window. Then he glanced at her, his expression savage. “I know that’s the problem.”


    It surprised her enough that she didn’t answer, and then she had to wait for the woman who brought his beer to set it on the table. She didn’t want to waste time looking at the menu, so she said, “One of what he’s having,” and waited for the woman to leave before continuing. “Can you expound on that?”


    “Expound on it,” he sneered, then rubbed his brow. “You’re thinking they’re incompetent rhack-ups, but they’re not.” A pause. “Well, no. Friedman is totally an incompetent rhack-up. But Solomon and Fayid can do the work.”


    “They just don’t?” she said.


    “They do, they just don’t do it consistently.” Frowning, he pulled from the beer, and she tried not to stare. Beringwaite, belligerent, she knew. Beringwaite uncertain was new to her. “Look. Forrest. We’re both on this ship, and we’re both lieutenants, whatever the rhack that means in this upside down navy. So let me just say this, all right?” His fingers were tapping now on the table, the other hand resting on the glass. “They hate being here. They resent it. When they can work past that, they’re great at what they do. But they don’t often want to work past it.”


    “They’re some of the Old and Proud,” she guessed.


    His eyes flicked up to hers, then back at the rings on the table. “Yeah. Yes. But that doesn’t mean they don’t deserve a chance.” He held up a hand to forestall her, as if she was going to interrupt when the last thing on her mind was interrupting. “Look, Solomon… one more mark against him and he’s going to end up grounded forever, and probably in prison again. And he’s only in prison because he grew up in a bad place, and how the hell was he supposed to get past all the stuff he had going against him growing up? He straightened out in the Navy, but they traded him to Fleet and now he’s screwing up by the rhacking numbers because he can’t stand what you people have done to the Sol system. But he doesn’t deserve to end up back in lock-up. He’s good when he’s not angry.”


    “And Fayid?” Alysha asked, staring at him.


    “Never wanted to be in space, but this is the only income between his kid sister and dying grandma and rhacking destitution. Half the time he has panic attacks. He faked his EVA scores to get into the Navy. Which is supposed to be impossible. So he can do the damned work. He’s good with software.” Beringwaite waved a hand. “Friedman’s good as sacked but he’s what I’ve got to work with and I’m not going to hang him out to dry until I absolutely have to because if I kick him, the others will turn on me and I’m the only thing between them and discharge. You get me?”


    For the first time, she did. “Yes. You want to save them.”


    “Don’t think I’ve got your rhacking complex,” he growled. “I’m not anyone’s savior. But these people deserve as many second chances as you people got. What they don’t deserve is a second class navy washing them out and ruining their futures. You understand?”


    “Yes.”


    He squinted at her, not even flinching when the second beer appeared on the table by Alysha’s elbow. “That’s it,” he said finally. “Just ‘yes’.”


    “Yes,” Alysha said.


    “You’re not going to make my life harder.”


    “No.”


    “You’re not going to report me.”


    “No.”


    “Or my people.”


    “No.”


    He scowled at her. “What’s the catch.”


    “The catch,” Alysha said, “is that if we can’t find this glitch in another week, we need to tell your commander in engineering we can’t figure it out and that they need to assign a different team.”


    He hesitated. “You want us to tell them we need a different team. Not that my people were messing it up.”


    “I don’t know if they are messing it up,” Alysha said honestly. “Maybe the problem really is that hard to find. Wyn hasn’t had any success either.”


    Beringwaite didn’t answer, studying her, his finger moving up and down his beer glass.


    “One week,” Alysha repeated. “Then we kick it up the chain and tell them we can’t figure it out. We’re pretty low on the ladder. It’s not like we’re supposed to have all the answers. Learning when to pass things up is part of our job.”


    She wondered if that would irritate him. In the past, intimating that he couldn’t solve every problem, that he had to ask for help, would have infuriated him. So when he didn’t bristle, she was… well. She was shocked. But not as shocked as she expected.


    “Fine.” He tossed a few fin on the table. “One week. I’ll contact you.”


    He left her with there with two beer glasses, the money, and her darting thoughts. It had been so easy to believe the worst of Beringwaite. And the worst kind of worst, at that: ambition, racism, overweening pride, self-involvement, an ability to step on anyone and everyone on the way to his goals. He’d given her enough evidence of it at the retreat. And while she was willing to extend the benefit of the doubt to almost anyone, she also knew that once someone had proved themselves unworthy of trust, it was her duty to excise them… and she could be very cold, doing that.


    Some part of her had already excised Beringwaite based on his willingness to put winning the leadership retreat’s contest above the safety of its participants. And… that wasn’t bad, was it? Because decisions like that had to be made, and you had to make them based on the evidence you had.


    But did that leave room for people to grow? What if he’d changed?


    No, that wasn’t right, because he was still offending and alienating their peers on the ship. Was he in the process of growing?


    Because he was looking out for other people now. Not only that, but he’d found out things about them she would never have thought to consider as motivations. Had her prejudice against him preventing her from doing her own homework?


    She sipped from the beer and was surprised to discover she liked it.


    That didn’t disturb her as much as the fact that she couldn’t figure out why Beringwaite had paid for them both.
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    /And you are satisfied with this?/ Sar asked the next day. Floating behind her, Wyn’s scowl was ferocious.


    /I think we can’t discipline them without evidence of malingering or wrongdoing,/ Alysha answered. /And we can’t assign them to remedial training unless they prove they aren’t up to the standards we’re setting. I have asked the other lieutenant to look for those signs./


    /My word isn’t enough./ Wyn’s hand movements were so cramped she almost didn’t see them. /That they are bad at this./


    /You know that’s not how it works,/ Sar said to him, twisting in the water toward him. /There is a procedure. You of all people should know the importance of following the process./


    /People never follow the process./ He startled Alysha by pointing at her, the web connecting his thumb to his forefinger stretching taut. /I tell you now: that system is never going to be fixed. And one day, the computer will let us open Hood’s chamber because it will not realize that all the fail-safes haven’t engaged. And then someone will die./


    The prediction seized all her stomach muscles. Swallowing, Alysha signed, /It won’t come to that. Either this team will find the answer or the other lieutenant will pull them and put a new set of people on it. But we’ll chase down the problem, Wyn./


    Wyn narrowed his enormous eyes, the doubled lids creasing. Without another word he turned and left them.


    /One week?/ Sar asked after a long moment.


    /That’s what we agreed./


    She nodded, the gesture strange on her stalk-like neck. /I hope nothing happens before that./


    /Me neither,/ Alysha said. /Thank you, by the way./


    The Naysha sighed a stream of bubbles. /Don’t. I am even less happy than Wyn. But I am used to working with people. It is never as easy as engineers wish it could be./


    There didn’t seem to be any way to respond to that politely, so Alysha let it lie for a moment before lifting her hands again. /How is Algae? Has he grown more?/


    Sar brightened, her shoulders loosening and gestures growing more animated. /Larger! Would you like to see him? I will ask him to come./ She twisted in the water, fins splaying. /There!/


    When she’d last seen Algae, he’d been twice the size of his companions. Now the Platy was the length of Alysha’s body, and the mottling had grown more distinct, with paler green in the center darkening in stipples to black at the edges. /So handsome!/ she exclaimed, to Sar’s delight.


    /You have made his day./ The Naysha grinned. /Not that he cares whether he is handsome or not, but he can tell you like looking at him, and what being does not like that?/


    Alysha twirled, trying to keep the Platy in sight as he sailed around her in lazy circles. /I wasn’t expecting him to get so big so fast. Is he going to grow to Hood’s size?/


    /Ah, you worry? Don’t. Hood controls Algae’s size when they are sharing the water this closely. Hood will not allow him to grow to the point where they must fight for the territory./


    Alysha stopped her attempt at rotation to look at Sar, alarmed. /Would they?/


    /In the wild. But this is not the wild. All the Platies know that this is Hood’s domain. Even if Algae did, somehow, manage to grow to his size, he would not be happy, fighting Hood. It would be instinct, not volition./


    Those words Alysha had to request translation for, a thankfully brief process involving the computer flashing the words alongside Sar’s hands.


    /I never thought,/ she signed slowly, /that the Platies might be… violent./


    /They aren’t,/ Sar said. /But if pressed enough, few are those who wouldn’t show teeth. The Platies no differently./ She spread her hands in a ‘what can you do’ gesture.


    Alysha quelled her shiver. /I know./


    Algae had come to a halt in front of her. She offered her palm and the Platy glided under it, skin frictionless and thick.


    /We all trust Hood,/ Sar said. /Or we wouldn’t swim with him. He will not permit strife here. Don’t fear for Algae, or any of us./


    Alysha nodded.
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    Her week was mostly quiet—unfortunately, because Wyn was no longer talking to her, and while Sar met her every day, often with the Platies, the mood in the water environment was obviously tense. Alysha kept an eye on the engineering team’s work remotely, as best she could with her security clearances, but all she could gather was that Beringwaite was in fact interacting with the engineers, and that they were logging tests, and that the tests had inconclusive results.


    The only excitement of the week came near the end of it, when the Songlance stripped one of Fleet’s Well repeaters and discovered a part in need of replacement. The bridge oversaw the repair, but everyone on the auxiliary bridge was given someone to shadow. Alysha watched “virtually” over the shoulder of the comm technician during the job, admiring how easy everyone made it look. Engineering scanned the part number, checked Stores for a spare, and had a genie create it from the pattern database when no physical part was located onboard. The EVA team swam out to the repeater on the tethers connecting them to the ship, giving the required fifteen minute status updates... nearly unnecessarily, because they needed only twenty to pop out the faulty bit and put in the new one. They stayed by the repeater while the comm tech pinged it, in case it needed a hard restart... but hot swapping the part had sufficed to solve its problem. The comm tech ran the standard tests, received the expected results, and reported the successful repair to the captain. The cables spooled the EVA team back inside, the incident was logged and pushed for archive, and the ship resumed its journey.


    That repair was on her mind when she presented herself to Lovelace for her weekly meeting, and maybe a little too obviously because after running through the standard questions, Lovelace considered her and then leaned back, folding her hands on her ribs. “Something on your mind, then, Lieutenant?”


    Alysha looked up, guiltily. And then, feeling her expression giving her away, stopped trying to hide it. “It’s easy to trust people to do their jobs when they do them well.”


    That won her a cocked eyebrow. “Go on.”


    “What if they don’t, though? How do you know if it’s because the task’s more complicated than it looks, or if they’re just not the right person for the job?”


    The other brow went up now, joining the first. Not surprise, Alysha thought. Or at least, not shock. “You’ve discovered that managing people who do things you don’t understand is harder than it looks.”


    “Is that what it is?” Alysha asked, ears flipping back.


    “Yes,” Lovelace said. “And since you’ve opted for command track, that’s going to be your cross to bear for the rest of your career.” She grinned. “But you’re asking the right questions, and earlier than some do. That’s a good sign.”


    “Then... there’s an answer?”


    “There are as many answers as there are people managing subject matter experts,” the woman replied. “One of them is going to work for you. Which means—”


    This was it, Alysha realized with a strong urge to put her face in her hands. She’d given Lovelace an opening.


    “—it’s time for me to supplement your reading. I’ll attach a few articles on leadership to your account. Have a look, see if any of them work for you.”


    That sounded less painful than taking a class at least.


    “And we’ll talk about the first two next week.”


    Alysha didn’t sigh. Or smile, because she had the sudden urge to do that too. Sleep was for civilians, after all. “All right, sir.” And added, “Can I ask... what your answer is?”


    “You can. Keeping in mind I’m not an officer. Or at least, where I come from, I’m not what you would think of as an officer. But for me, it comes down to how well you read people. Most of us have instincts when it comes to that. We meet someone, we look them in the eyes, we get how they hold themselves, how they talk, what kinds of things they say. Develop those instincts and listen to them. After a while you can tell when people are lying about whether they can handle something, or when they’re trying their best.”


    “And when they have something on their minds?” Alysha offered.


    Lovelace chuckled. “You made that one obvious. But I think it’s because you trust me, Lieutenant. I don’t think you’d let anyone you didn’t trust see you working through something.”


    Startled, Alysha said, “I wouldn’t?”


    “Would you?” The human smiled. “Think about that one. Tell me if I got it right. And next week... first two readings.”


    “Yes, sir,” Alysha replied.


    Returning to her cabin, she turned that over in her mind. Did she hate to be seen being uncertain? But she’d been willing to be uncertain in front of Rispa, and the other girls she’d worked with, who had surely needed her to seem strong. But then... she’d trusted them, hadn’t she? Maybe it didn’t matter to her who saw her working through things if she knew they wouldn’t hold it against her. Or maybe it was the environment? Had she let everyone see her uncertainty at the leadership retreat? Or only Taylitha?


    Alysha sat at her desk and looked at her data tablet. It made sense, wanting to pretend to confidence among people who didn’t know you well, or who were eager to find the worst in you. Didn’t it? Because if you acted lost, people would believe you, unless they knew you were just getting your bearings. People who trusted you, and whom you trusted... they would give you the time you needed to find your bearings. Or they’d help you, if you asked, without holding it against you.


    Didn’t everyone try to hide their uncertainties around people they didn’t trust? Maybe the observation had been teasing. A way of saying Alysha wasn’t so different from anybody else.


    ...and she’d walked in, troubled, and asked how you could tell if someone was doing a good job. Maybe that was part of the answer. You’d have a much harder time finding out if the person you were managing didn’t trust you. Alysha set her data tablet down and stared at the water. If it sounded facile, it was probably harder than it seemed. And in this case, of course it was. Because why would anyone among the Old and Proud trust one of the Pelted when resentment of the Pelted was what bound them together? Why would Beringwaite’s hardcases in particular want to trust anyone, given the lives they’d led? How could she trust Beringwaite, knowing what he’d done to them? How could he trust her to give him a chance, knowing she’d watch him mess up so badly?


    Alysha pressed her tablet to her forehead and sighed.


    And yet, he’d let her in, just a little, over that beer. Did that mean anything? Or had he just been backed into a corner?


    Only a few more days until their self-imposed deadline. Alysha brought up the leadership documents, winced at their size, and arranged them around her reading for Felix before getting to work.
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    That evening—late evening—at the skullbash, Jae’en said, “So, alet! You’ve been here three weeks. How do you like it?”


    “Three weeks!” Alysha exclaimed.


    Valery pushed a dumpling on her. She studied it, then tried a bite, found it filled with steaming apple, caramel, nutmeg. Her ears sagged. “Oh, that’s nice.”


    “Three weeks,” Daven reminded her. “How’s it compare with your last assignment?”


    What had the Diamondwing been like? Another battlecruiser, and yet… not at all the same. The Songlance felt smaller somehow. Maybe it was because she was a lieutenant now, elevated out of the sea of ensigns? Or maybe, she thought, looking at the faces around her, eating, laughing, holding data tablets or drinks, it was the company.


    “It’s gone by so fast,” she admitted. “And I feel like I socketed in a lot faster.” She lifted her brows and wrinkled her nose. “I can’t imagine why that might be.”


    A chorus of guffaws. Serra smacked Jae’en on the back of the shoulder. “Yeah, no idea why. It’s not like we have a welcoming committee or anything.”


    Jae’en huffed. “No idea what you mean. We’re doing work here. Hey, give me another of those dumplings before you people eat them all.” To Alysha, “Valery makes them himself.”


    “Family recipe,” the Harat-Shar murmured, ears coloring.


    They spent the majority of the skullbash discussing departmental issues. Alysha listened with interest, since future cruises would see her rotating through the remaining shipboard specialties. But she remained aware, while listening to Daven discuss the location of nutritional supplement supplies with the lieutenant in logistics, that Beringwaite wasn’t here. Had the welcoming committee come for him? Had he refused them? Or had it been something less straightforward, some combination of Beringwaite expecting condescension and finding it, and Jae’en reacting to the human’s bristling and not being motivated to push past it?


    She didn’t ask when they were alone, cleaning up. Instead, she pried out of Valery how a lieutenant with no kitchen made dumplings from scratch, which turned out to be a gently humorous anecdote about the perils and privileges of sneaking into the galley, being caught, and being occasionally put to work there.


    “The moral of the story,” Jae’en said for the first time since Alysha had started coaxing the pard through the whole tale, “is that virtue is always rewarded. With more work.”


    Valery laughed softly.


    “Which, you’ll notice, is hardly fair,” he added to Alysha. “Since it means the slackers end up with what they want.”


    “That assumes that work is a bad thing,” Valery said, smiling to himself. “But work is the angels’ gift to us.”


    “To keep us out of trouble,” Jae’en said sagely.


    Alysha laughed too, then. But she thought about it, all the way back. In her chamber, she bent alongside the Flitzbe clod and ran her hand over each of them. Work was definitely its own reward, if you believed in what you were doing. Through her palms she thought she felt the sleepy agreement of aliens, and she dipped her head and smiled.
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    Three days later, she slid into the water environment and found Sar waiting for her, accompanied by the two smaller Platies and Wyn. Surprised, Alysha signed, /Is something wrong?/


    /The stupid engineers are gone,/ Wyn replied, his movements sharp enough to cut bubbles from the water. /There are new people there. Pelted now. They talk to me./


    /Really?/ Alysha said, startled.


    Wyn nodded, luminous eyes on hers. /Thank you for resolving the situation./


    /I… of course./


    The engineer spun in place and sped away with a powerful downstroke of his tail. Alysha watched him go, then turned to Sar and signed a quizzical gesture.


    /It is true,/ Sar said. /They arrived earlier in the shift. They are very communicative. Wyn is pleased./ She exhaled. /The waters are a lot less tense./


    /Have they found the problem then?/


    /Not yet,/ Sar said. /They seem more confident, though. Wyn certainly is./ She smiled. /You did well./


    Had she done well? She hadn’t done anything! After leaving the water, Alysha checked the work logs. Beringwaite was still supervising the team, but there were three new names assigned to her open issue. She couldn’t access Engineering’s memos to find out what had prompted the re-assignment. Tempting to ask him if he’d pushed it up the chain by himself, and find out why he hadn’t waited for her, but… she’d set a deadline for escalation and apparently he’d taken it seriously. Unless the change had been mandated from the top down? Had someone noticed that the team wasn’t performing adequately and fixed it for them? Except that it had happened the very day she and Beringwaite had agreed on. What were the chances of someone noticing and addressing the personnel issue on this particular day?


    It bothered her not to know. If Beringwaite had followed through, then…she needed to re-assess him based on that information. If he hadn’t, she needed to know that too, for what it implied about how far she could trust him. Right?


    Why hadn’t he contacted her?


    She paced her cabin once, vacillating. She could ask him directly—but would that offend him? If he was coming around, she didn’t want to imply that she didn’t trust him. Going around him would avoid that, but if he found out he would be angry. Rightly so.


    What should she do? Why was this so hard for her, when so many other things with people had felt easy?


    Alysha dropped into her chair and hugged her knees, looking out at the water environment’s soothing blues.


    “Maybe,” she murmured, “I’m the one with the problem.”


    She thought of the humans she’d known. She thought of the human men she’d met. And the human man who’d saved her. Was it even possible for anyone to meet that standard? Had she been holding Beringwaite up to it, and blaming him more for failing it than she would have any Pelted?


    On a whim she reached for her data tablet and opened Lovelace’s reading to a random chapter. The quote at the start read:


     


    Trust your own instinct. Your mistakes might as well be your own, instead of someone else's.


     


    Startled, she laughed. And then smiled at her reflection in the glossy surface of the tablet. “All right,” she said, softly. “I’ll believe the best of him today.” And she dropped him a quick note, thanking him for taking care of it, before she flipped back to the start of the reading and resumed work.


    Half an hour later, her tablet flagged a response. All it said was, “Had to be done. –B.”


    “Don’t make it easy for me, will you?” she told the message, amused despite herself. She acknowledged receipt of the reply and let it lie. He’d done the right thing by acting on the problem. She’d done the right thing—she hoped—by telling him she’d appreciated it. Maybe it would help, somehow.

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN


     


     


    Was it irony then that the problem wasn’t magically fixed by the change in personnel? It was certainly painful to have Lovelace ask her about it at their next meeting. “Took fifteen days for you to get it moved up the chain,” the woman said. “And now it’s been another five and it’s still not fixed. Is this problem significant, Forrest?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Why didn’t you escalate it faster?”


    “I… I have no excuse, sir.”


    Lovelace had eyed her and said, brisk, “You have the very temporary excuse of your youth and inexperience. Are you going to make this mistake twice?”


    “No, sir.”


    “Then I’ll let it pass. Don’t let any moss grow under your feet next time.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    It had been an uncomfortable discussion, and it had been followed up with a grueling shift at her station, trying not to watch the Naysha and Pelted engineers running through yet more tests and finding yet more nothing while Felix hovered and dropped lessons, assignments, and quizzes on them at intervals that were only predictable because he always chose the most awkward times to trot them out. She was grateful to escape.


    At the skullbash that night, Serra cornered her over the coffee pot. “You need cream?”


    “No, I like it black.”


    The Tam-illee nodded. “I heard you were having some trouble with Beringwaite.”


    Alysha glanced at her and flicked her ears back. “From whom?”


    “The human specialists got traded out for a Pelted team on that issue in the water environment. People talk. You know how it goes.” She glanced at Alysha past the pitcher of cream. “They couldn’t handle the work, I’m guessing.”


    “No,” Alysha said. “Nothing like that.”


    Serra faced her now, frowning. “What was it, then? These are people I have to manage too. I want to know what the issue was. It might smack me in the face next time, not him.”


    “You could ask him,” Alysha said, cautiously. At the skeptical look, she clarified, “Beringwaite.”


    “No one asks him anything. He doesn’t share.” Serra prodded her forearm with a fingertip. “But you’ll tell me. Right? Here, pass me the honey.”


    “I really don’t know what happened,” Alysha said, handing it to her. “Beringwaite and I agreed if the first team couldn’t solve the problem by the end of the week, we’d give someone else a chance. It’s been a week, so he assigned new people. But they haven’t figured it out either. I don’t think it’s about the first team being able to handle it or not. It’s evidently a very hard to fix problem.”


    “Huh,” Serra muttered. “Seriously? He talked to you.”


    “Over a beer,” Alysha couldn’t resist saying. “He has good taste in beer.”


    Serra eyed her. Then guffawed. “All right. I get the message loud and clear. If there’s a problem here, it’s on both sides, right? If I give up on it, then that’s on me as much as it is on him for making it so bleeding hard to stick with it.” She eyed Alysha. “But he really does make it hard.”


    “Sometimes the things you work hardest at are the things you end up proudest of?” Alysha offered.


    The foxine barked a laugh and couldn’t stop. Turning Alysha to face the rest of the skullbash, she said, “Admiral in the making! New betting pool! She makes the grade first!”


    “Not taking that bet,” Valery said, unruffled.


    “I will,” Alysha said. “I think Jae’en will get there first.”


    The tigraine considered, much to the Aera’s amusement. “All right. Good point. I’ll give you my dumpling recipe if you win.”


    “I’ll be sure to check back in twenty years,” Alysha said.


    The meeting concluded early and dispersed, leaving Alysha in her chair, wondering about the shape of her life. The routine of being in Fleet—hadn’t someone said it was mostly tedium punctuated with moments of extreme terror? She looked at her coffee mug and the plate full of crumbs and smiled. Would it ever bore her?


    “So what was that all about?” Jae’en asked, dropping to a seat across the table from her. At her quizzical look, he elaborated: “Serra.”


    “Oh!” Alysha flicked her ears outward, embarrassed. “She was just….”


    “Making trouble, and you called her on it,” Valery murmured.


    Both of them looked at him, surprised. It inspired the tigraine to blush and look away. “She can be overbearing. It rubs people the wrong way.”


    “Engineers sometimes see situations as problems that can be solved as neatly as formulas, you mean,” Jae’en said. “Most things aren’t.”


    “Why isn’t Beringwaite here?” Alysha asked him directly.


    In the following silence, Valery’s soft chuckle seemed to echo.


    “Calling you on it, now,” the tigraine said.


    Jae’en winced. So did Alysha. “I didn’t mean…”


    “You did,” the Aera interrupted. “And you’re not wrong. He’s not here because he’s a pain to manage and as Serra would be the first to point out, I’m not an admiral yet. I don’t have infinite energy to devote to personnel issues.”


    Alysha wondered if Brighthaven had felt he had infinite energy for anything, much less personnel issues. But then, he’d taken an interest directly in her, hadn’t he? And who was she? “The more we shut him out, the more shut out he’ll stay. It’ll become part of his identity: the one who got shut out and didn’t need anyone. But you’re right about us needing to talk, Jae’en-alet. Why haven’t you made more of an effort?”


    “Why is it his effort to make?” Valery murmured.


    A pause. Then they all burst out laughing. Pointing at her, Jae’en said, “He’s calling you on it this time.”


    Grinning past her blush, Alysha said, “All right. I’ll own it.” She rose and bowed to Valery. “Alet. Thank you.”


    The tigraine muttered something under his breath, looking pained.


    “I forgot,” Alysha said, “that it’s all of our responsibilities.”


    Jae’en made a ‘so-so’ motion. “You didn’t want to step on my toes. Yes? It’s my meeting, and you know it. Beringwaite has never come when I’ve invited him, but you’re welcome to try. If he does come, though… he’s gotta feel like someone here has his back. Otherwise, why would he stay? Who stays in a room where everyone hates you and no one wants to help you accomplish anything?”


    “Does everyone really hate him that much?” she asked, ear flattening.


    “Probably not,” Jae’en said. “But it feels that way to him, I bet. So you’re going to have to make him believe otherwise. You’re going to have to be on his side.” He quirked a brow. “Think you’re up to that?”


    Several answers floated to mind, ‘no’ and ‘I can try’ being foremost among them. She thought of Beringwaite failing the ensigns on the leadership retreat… and then of him trying to protect the second chances of the humans on the Songlance, who needed them. “I’ll do it.”


    “You’ll have to protect us from him too when he gets too abrasive,” Jae’en warned.


    Valery murmured, “Shouldn’t have said that…”


    Alysha’s mouth twitched despite her best effort. Jae’en sighed and ruffled up the tigraine’s hair. “All right, fine, we’re adults, we’re supposed to be able to handle ourselves if we’re attacked. Especially us.”


    “But we do need to hang together,” Alysha said. She picked up her mug and plate. “I can’t say it’ll be easy. But I’ll work on it.”


    “All right,” Jae’en said. “You bring him, we’ll give him another chance. Several of them, as long as you vouch for him. Who knows, maybe it’ll do some good.”
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    Saying she was going to handle the situation and approaching it were different things, she thought in the morning as she herded her Flitzbe clod to the Medplex. Would the best thing be to invite him to the club and do it there? On one hand it was a relaxed setting, conducive maybe to him agreeing to return to the skullbash. On the other, it gave him enough time to argue. Maybe it would be best to just drop by and ask him? Give him less time to react? But then his reflexive response might be to turn her down. She paused to let the Flitzbe roll past her into the Medplex, counting them as they went past to make sure they were all present. When the door closed on them, she turned into the corridor and paused.


    A quote floated to her from her reading: Be bold, be bold, and everywhere be bold. All her ruminations were just a way to put the work off. She could waffle over the best way, the perfect way… or she could do something, and if it didn’t work, try again. She had twenty minutes before Felix was expecting her. That was enough time. She checked the computer for Beringwaite’s location, found him still in his cabin, and headed that way. Shift change had been underway for an hour, so the corridors were busy. She turned into his and found him exiting his cabin.


    They both stopped.


    “Forrest,” he said, wary.


    Only now, staring at him, did she realize she had no idea what he wanted to be called. Did it bother him to be addressed the way all Pelted talked to one another? “Mister Beringwaite,” she said instead of ‘alet,’ feeling her way through it. “Do you have a moment?”


    Another pause as he evaluated her. Then he said, grudgingly, “Beringwaite’s fine. Otherwise my name takes forever. What is it?”


    Be bold, she reminded herself. “You should come to the skullbash.”


    “I should, should I,” he said, emphasizing the command. He started walking down the corridor. “Why’s that, Forrest? So the rest of you can get new material to use when my back’s turned?”


    She followed him. “That’s not why I asked.”


    “You didn’t ask,” he pointed out. Angry now, she thought.


    “You’re right. I started that badly. I’m starting everything badly because—Beringwaite. Stop.” She stepped in front of him. “We have history and I let it control how I feel about you. Can we talk about this?”


    “What’s there to talk about?” He was definitely angry now, eyes burning cold. “We went to Quickwater. We had a fight there. We already know we don’t like each other. What is there to discuss?”


    “But I don’t know if I don’t like you.”


    That stopped both of them. Beringwaite’s patent incredulity was no more definitive than hers. Did she like him? Of course she didn’t. But: “I barely know you.”


    He stared at her as if she’d gone crazy. “Yeah. Why don’t we keep it that way.”


    As he walked on, she called after him, “Why? Do you think one of the Pelted could never like you?”


    “For God’s sake, Forrest, give it up.”


    “Come to the skullbash,” she said again.


    “Stop telling me what to do—”


    “Please come to the skullbash?”


    He stopped and slowly looked over his shoulder.


    “I said that right, right?” Alysha said, unable to help a grin. “I assume it’s the same language, at least. Please come to the skullbash?”


    “What is it,” he said, exasperated, “with you and your savior complex, Forrest? I am not a drowning puppy you need to haul out of the water.”


    The metaphor was so exact she asked, “Did you? Have a dog?”


    He paused again, for so long she thought he wouldn’t answer. Then, grudgingly. “Yes.” And more clearly, “I thought you people didn’t like to hear about pets from us. Aren’t you worried we’re going to turn you back into them?”


    Alysha joined him. “See, this is exactly the kind of thing that makes people not want to talk to you anymore.”


    “So it’s all my fault.”


    “I… well…” Was it? “Yes. You’re angry, I get that. Maybe I get it a little better now that you’ve explained to me some of what it’s like on Terra. But how is taking it out on people who could help you going to help anyone? You? Them?”


    He squinted at her. “Back to lecturing. You’re big on that, aren’t you.”


    “Stop that!” Alysha said, exasperated. “You don’t have to turn everything into a weapon.”


    “You don’t have to turn everything into a learning experience, either.”


    “I do if I don’t know enough.” She flicked her ears back and met his eyes. Be bold. “Not knowing enough got us in trouble on the reserve.”


    “Us.”


    “Us,” she repeated. “I made mistakes too. Not the same ones, but my errors compounded yours. Look, can’t we just agree that we messed up? All of us. Even the people following our lead.”


    “My lead,” he muttered.


    “If it was your lead, then it’s all yours. The responsibility. Was it?”


    He grimaced. “Look, maybe your superior’s not into punctuality, but mine will blister my ears if I show up late. I’ve got to go.”


    “All right. But can we talk about this more?”


    He hesitated.


    “Please?” She smiled. “See, I know the word.”


    Beringwaite sighed. “Why the hell are you so persistent? Fine. We can meet after shift.”


    “Another beer?” she suggested.


    He eyed her. “I didn’t know you liked beer.”


    “I didn’t know either until I had what you were having,” she said. “Maybe you can introduce me to a few more?”


    This long pause was more considering, and something in his face didn’t loosen, precisely, as much as… fail to be rigid. In that moment, she saw him: Mike Beringwaite. Not someone who could be saved, but someone she might like. With work. Maybe a lot of work, but hadn’t she just suggested to Serra that sometimes the reward was commensurate with the effort?


    “We’ll see,” he said. “I’ll meet you at the club.”


    “Done.”


    At her bridge station—which she’d had to jog to, to reach on time—she found herself satisfied with the encounter, and that satisfaction inspired her to revisit the memories of the retreat where she’d had her disastrous meeting with Beringwaite. In some of their correspondence, Taylitha had reminded her not to take everything on herself. ‘Followers,’ she’d said, ‘have a responsibility to be good at following. That means we think about how we carry out our orders before we go down a bleeding unmarked trail in a leaky canoe.’


    Beringwaite was right, though. She did want to save everyone. She wanted to put herself between everyone and the suffering she’d gone through as a teen. Was that insecurity on her part? A feeling that there was no safety unless she was eternally vigilant? Or was that just a part of her personality? A good one, worth nurturing? She watched Hood rippling in the navigation chamber through the camera at her station, her mind elsewhere. Felix would probably call her on her distraction, but she was all right with that.


    It wasn’t Felix who snapped her attention back to her board, though. It was Hood’s abrupt cessation of movement, and then a flood of data as their navigational coordinates abruptly changed.


    “Catch that, ensign?” Felix was saying to the Asanii felid sitting at the station slaved to the comm board.


    “Ah, yes, sir. We’ve received a distress call from a contractor replacing one of the repeaters.” The felid tilted his head, listening. “Engine failure. They don’t sound desperate. Just glad to see us.” He grinned. “We’re heading to them now.”


    Hood had resumed swimming at a much reduced pace. Alysha glanced at the scrolling text alongside the navigation chamber’s view and saw the Naysha discussing the course change.


    “How long will we be en route?” Felix asked Alysha.


    “Nine hours,” she said. “It’s the stop after the one we were supposed to make today.”


    “Nine hours,” one of the other ensigns said, disappointed. “That’s after shift change. We won’t be here to see it.”


    “It’s going to be a long shift,” someone else muttered.


    “Sounds like an excellent time to do some simulations on search and rescue ops!” Felix grinned. “Then, tomorrow, when we go over the logs of how we actually performed, you can produce your own after-action reports based on your observations of how it went down.”


    Not only did the crew on the auxiliary bridge not groan, some of them grinned back at the Seersa. People could get used to anything, Alysha thought, amused. She kept an eye on her console, just in case something came up about the forthcoming rescue, but to her surprise, the simulations interested her—and the others too, if their questions were any indication. Felix had participated in four such operations and based his sims accordingly, and the delta between procedure and reality, particularly with first-hand descriptions, was fascinating. “Real world ops,” he said, “are almost always thornier than what the book tells you.”


    “Our fix for the repeater went well,” someone pointed out.


    “A problem of minimal complexity,” Felix said. “It’s when you start adding variables that it trips you up. And nothing adds variables like an entirely separate crew and a broken ship. You watch. When it’s all over, someone will have broken a leg, or misplaced a spare, or forgotten to file a report.”


    “Not a missing report!” the ensign at comm exclaimed.


    “Missing reports are the worst of all,” Felix promised. “One day you’ll see.”
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    Leaving the bridge after her shift, Alysha could feel the current of energy running through the corridors. The Songlance had maintained communication with the ailing ship, enough to prepare the teams who’d be Padding over to help them with repairs; all they needed now was to arrive. Waiting gave the air in the ship a shivery feel, one that translated into her body. After weeks of routine, some excitement, a chance to do good! She regretted not being there to see it. Maybe she could find a place to watch? Less than an hour now, she judged. Hood had made good time.


    The hum of conversation in the Officer’s Club also communicated the ship’s anticipation, higher in pitch, louder, and more rapid. She paused at the threshold to orient herself. Beringwaite hadn’t arrived yet, so she picked the table they’d shared before. Strange notion: the table they’d shared before!


    He didn’t keep her waiting; a few minutes later, he pulled back a chair and sat on it, radiating his wariness. But he’d come, and that was a beginning. Maybe they could make something of it. “I bet Engineering was busy today,” she said.


    Another of those hesitations, as if he couldn’t quite decide that they were colleagues able to have a normal conversation. Then: “Yeah. This ship we’re heading for, they blew out the bleed-off system for the Well drive. The components list was about twenty items long. Not cheap either. If we were closer to civilization we’d probably tow them to the nearest port. As it is… we’ll end up billing them.”


    “I never really thought about how that would work,” Alysha mused. “Where the money comes to recoup the costs we spend on rescues.”


    “Well, we can’t run on fumes.” Beringwaite scooped up a handful of the peanuts in the bowl in the center of the table. “Even the almighty Alliance with its rivers of money needs to pay the bills somehow.”


    So easy to take umbrage to his casual disdain. Now she looked at him and wondered at the conditions in the Sol system. What must it be like, to live somewhere with such want? And to never feel like you could pay it back? “You know,” she said slowly. “We need humans.”


    His face grew more set. “This should be good.”


    Her conversation with Brighthaven by the sea, after her graduation… it was still so vivid. The cool, damp wind on her face. The piercing brilliance of the stars over that dark horizon. His baritone, so clear and so bitter. And the feel of his fingers on the insides of her ears. She flicked them back, feeling the earrings shift against her hair. “We know how to be Fleet. But Fleet doesn’t know how to be a military.”


    “True,” he said. “What makes you think they’re ever going to change, though?”


    Her answer was reflexive. “Pessimism?”


    Beringwaite blurted a laugh. “You? Really? I would never have thought it, furry.” He caught himself. “Excuse me. Forrest.”


    It was hard not to react to the slur, even though he’d apologized. “You could try my name.”


    “Forrest is your name.” He cracked one of the peanuts, ordered a beer from the table. “You serious about beer?”


    “Maybe?” She glanced at the list. “What should I ask for?”


    “You like it sweet or hoppy?” At her blank look, he frowned, but thinking, not angry. “More like chocolate or more like green tea?”


    “I don’t like sweet things much. I like chocolate that’s earthy?”


    “Right. Pick this one.”


    She shrugged and tapped it. “I thought you’d learned your lesson about calling us names.”


    Beringwaite looked away. “Yeah. Bad habit. Sorry.” At her stare, he said, “It’s the company I keep. You talk like the people you’re with most. Which is why I don’t really believe you and the pessimism claim. You’re not a pessimist, Forrest. You don’t hang around enough miserable, disenfranchised people.”


    Her voice grew quieter. “You’re making assumptions about me without any basis.”


    Whatever he saw in her face—the shadows of Rispa and Angel and the Harem Rose, maybe—made him flush and resume building his pile of peanut shells. “Fine. I still think you’re an incurable optimist. So why do you think Fleet’s ever going to become a real military?”


    “Because,” Alysha said, thinking of the journals she’d been reading since leaving the Academe, “I don’t think it matters how good your tools are if you use them badly. We have tools, Beringwaite, but I don’t think that’s going to matter to the Chatcaava if they decide they want what we have.”


    “Practicality about violence from one of you Pelted makes me suspicious,” Beringwaite said with a snort. “What makes you think the Chatcaava are coming?”


    “Maybe they won’t,” she conceded. “But if they don’t, we still have other problems.”


    “Like what?” he said, unimpressed. “Pirates?”


    The ship shivered under them. They both looked up at the ceiling, then down at the floor, in time for their chairs to buck them off. As the table crashed alongside them and they rolled out of the way, the lighting flickered and a second set of lights began to strobe.


    “Battlestations. Battlestations. The ship is under attack. This is not a drill. Battlestatio—”


    The words cut off as the ship shook again, and this time when the lighting flickered, it didn’t come back.


    “Rhack!” Beringwaite hissed.


    Alysha jumped to her feet, gave him a hand up. He took it, too, and she felt a moment’s surprise at it, and then they were both running for the exit along with everyone else. As first shift on the auxiliary bridge, her battlestation was there, at secondary nav; that put them both in the same corridors for most of the way, and having him at her side felt… strange. In the dark, with only the low red lights lining the corridors to prick him from it, she could hear him breathing and it was quick but strong.


    What could have gone wrong? Had someone come to prey on the ship they’d come to rescue? But what pirate would tangle with a battlecruiser? It made no sense. It continued to make no sense when they rounded the corner into a group of people out of uniform.


    “BACK!” Beringwaite yelled, throwing her around the corner. Palmer fire streaked the space they’d vacated. “Armory!”


    “This way!” She pushed herself off the wall and ran back the way they’d come, heart pounding. Boarders? Boarders here? How was that possible? Their palmers hadn’t squeaked: illegal, then. She wouldn’t know they were about to hit her until she was down.


    The halls were chaos. Shouting—the strobe of the emergency lights, the sirens, the dashing of personnel, the sound of people falling. They reached the armory and darted inside.


    “Boarders,” she hissed.


    He handed her a chest plate and palmer, his motions jerky as he pulled them off the racks. “Bet the “rescue” was a ruse. It was an ambush.”


    “Who ambushes a battlecruiser?!”


    “Someone who thinks they can take it.” Beringwaite strapped the palmer on. “Any news?”


    Alysha had already tried the panel by the wall. “Comm is either on lockdown or compromised. Here,” she tossed him a telegem. “Better keep it local.”


    He fitted it to his ear and inhaled, meeting her eyes. “Well. What the rhack now.”


    “We get out there and neutralize them.” Her body was trembling. Fear? Adrenaline? Anger? “If they want the ship, they have to head for places they can use to control it. The bridge, engineering.”


    “Good luck there.” Beringwaite checked the wall panel, looking for external camera views. “Engineering’s a hard target. No way they’ll get into it before we fix whatever damage is keeping us from firing back or running away.”


    “Running away,” Alysha murmured.


    “Sure. Mobility wins engagements.”


    And Hood could move the ship. “If they cripple Nav…”


    He looked at her sharply.


    “What’s the corridor look like?”


    “Clear now.”


    She nodded. “Let’s go.”


    They stole out into the dim red halls. She didn’t question that he was following. Their differences fell away before the threat.


    “Quiet,” he observed over the telegem. “Even with their palmers silenced, I would have expected more people down this way.”


    Her ears twitched at a noise. “Wall!” They flattened themselves against it and saw fifteen pirates jog past.


    “Rhack,” Beringwaite cursed. “Remind me to shut up.”


    She cautiously checked the corridor. “Gone now.”


    “They’re heading toward the water environment, aren’t they.”


    “I know a different way in.” She peeled herself from the wall and started back, glad of the hours she’d spent memorizing the layout.


    He grabbed her arm. “In?”


    “They either want to claim the chamber or sabotage it,” Alysha said. “We’ve got to stop them.”


    “By doing what?” he asked. “There are two of us, Forrest.”


    She met his eyes. “I know a way. But we don’t have much time.”


    He might have objected in that moment. He might have told her he was a better leader, and that he needed to be in charge. He might have insisted she explain, even. All those possibilities flickered between them, quick as punches to the gut, and they both felt them.


    What he said was, “Let’s go.”


    Alysha led him out. No one had cleared away the extra supplies in the corridor with the second hatch into the water environment, which gave them more than enough cover, had there been enemies. They saw no one. Switching channels on her telegem, Alysha heard the staccato of orders passing back and forth, the haze of static when the pirates found and cut off that channel, and the switching to new ones. Aloud to Beringwaite, she said, “We should keep the chatter minimal. They’re jamming everything they find.”


    He nodded.


    This hatch led directly to the water, the way the machine room’s second hatch did. They donned the masks in the airlock, then passed through. Did he find it strange, the thickness of the water? She had no time to ask. The Naysha were gone, hidden behind the emergency bulkheads that had dropped throughout the habitat to protect its denizens from any loss of integrity. The emptiness struck her, harsh as an amputation. Even here, the emergency lighting was in effect, and everything around them was a dim red murk. Difficult to get her bearings… she pointed finally, and sailed toward the hatch into the machine room. They swam past the enormous doors into the navigation chamber’s currentlock, and Beringwaite glanced at them.


    The masks also had a comm channel, short-range. She used it. “We need to get them into the machine room. You think they’ll come on their own?”


    “If they know how the system works, yeah. They’ll want to disable or control the room.” He drifted to a halt alongside the hatch. “Doubt we’ll know if they do.”


    “We could bait them.”


    “Dunno if two lieutenants are going to interest them.”


    She looked through the window into the machine room. “Two lieutenants probably won’t. Two wet lieutenants running to a room that says authorized personnel only?”


    “Good point.” He shoved the lever up and pushed the door open. “Should we warn the aquatics?”


    “The Naysha are sealed in.” She checked the panel alongside the hatch. “They’re good. The Platies are with them, except Hood. Hood’s in the nav chamber.”


    “Right.” He pulled himself into the lock. “Let’s go be tempting.”


    Emerging from the water environment made her realize how poorly her uniform was suited to being in it. It clung to her, sopping, as she jogged to the external hatch and opened it on the corridor. Beringwaite looked over her shoulder, slid past her. They’d barely stepped toward the junction nearest them when a clot of pirates appeared at it. As one they dove back through, closing the external door before rushing through the second inner door.


    “Think they’ll wonder why this is an airlock too?”


    “Not before we use it on them, I hope,” Alysha said, diving for the second hatch.


    “They’re trying the outer door.”


    “Good.” She glanced toward it as he jumped in. “Be ready.”


    He had his hand on the lever. “Martyr complex at work, Forrest?”


    “Shut up, Mike.”


    Did he laugh? Was that a joke? She was shaking. She didn’t think she was capable of feeling anything. He was so steady. She was too, more than she’d believed possible. The lever on the door into the machine room started to rise. As it swung open she dropped into the airlock and dragged the hatch closed behind them. “Go.”


    The moment they were ejected into the water environment, she went to the panel and brought up the visual feed. Pirates. In their ship. In her part of the ship. Five. Six. Nine.


    “Looks like that’s all of them,” Beringwaite said, watching. “For now, anyway. And they’re working at the panels, not shooting them.”


    “Let’s test their reflexes.” She flipped through the controls. Hit the one to flood the machine room, authorized it as the liaison to the water environment. A hesitation. Then water surged into the camera view. The pirates started shouting. Some of them grabbed the masks in time. Two of them went under and didn’t come back up.


    “Seven,” Beringwaite said. “They’re going to drain the room.”


    Her heart was pounding, but she felt very calm. She started keying in the sequence. Behind her she felt the tides shift. “Not in time.”


    “Forrest—”


    “The currentlock’s opening. There are harnesses in it. Buckle in, now.”


    “What about—”


    “I’ll be back in time. Go!”


    He backed away, then twisted in the water and swam to the enormous doors. She turned back to the panel, breathing slowly. The engineers hadn’t isolated the error in the alarming system. Had she thought she’d ever be grateful for it? Because there would be nothing to warn their enemies what was coming, not even the flash of a light. She queued the procedure. Nothing checked her, nothing flagged. As far as the monitoring system was concerned, the currentlock was closed, and no one had entered a command to change that.


    “Secure?” she asked.


    “Yes.”


    She nodded and started the countdown, then lunged for the machine room hatch. She opened the first door, shoved it wide. Started work on the second.


    “Forrest, what the rhacking hell—”


    “Hang on,” she said, and pushed the door into the machine room open. One of the pirates spotted her; she grabbed the edge of the hatch and propelled herself back into the water, swimming strongly for the navigation chamber. She reached the edge of the currentlock just as the water shivered near them.


    Her fingers shook as she flew through the harness’s buckles. The memory of Sar’s calm instruction, and the repetition, steadied her; even so, she almost didn’t finish before a thin, dark line crackled the seam between the navigation chamber’s giant doors.


    “Rhack,” Beringwaite whispered.


    The doors began to part, and with it brought a terrible suction.


    Had she thought herself prepared for it? That thin mouth had barely opened and abruptly the current was tearing at her, bruising her against her harness. She didn’t even think of it; she reached for Beringwaite, found him already grasping for her, and they clasped one another as the doors continued to grind open. Even through the thickness of the water the roar battered her ears. She squinted, saw three shadowed shapes fly past her, then another. And still the doors slid, gaped, until at last they had irised fully open and there she saw Hood in the flow, spotlit by the few remaining lights bright enough to see by. The great Platy was rippling in place as if the shift of the water was nothing, and the strength implied in that muscled blanket of flesh was inconceivable. The thought that their enemies were screaming as they flew past the navigator… she couldn’t hold it in her head. She was glad the water was too dimly lit for her to see if their bodies had been excreted through the filtration system as fine dark clouds.


    “My God,” Beringwaite whispered, and the telegem brought it to her ear as intimately as if he’d spoken it against her skin. “Look at that. Oh God, how are we going to get out of this.”


    “We’re going to,” she answered, hoarse. “They won’t. That’s the point.”


    And then a body smacked into them, tearing them apart. One pirate, face frozen in a rictus of terror and hate, caught the straps of Beringwaite’s harness.


    He had a knife.


    She hadn’t popped her claws in so long. It hurt like a burn, the breathnache slicing her flesh and the water environment stinging at the edges, sucking the blood from the thin cuts. She grabbed for the pirate and her fingers went through his clothes, his flesh, his body armor, without resistance. He howled, mouth contorted and no sound issuing from it, and turned on her, knife up. She dodged as he swung, and Beringwaite’s fist tore him free of her. The suction yanked the pirate away.


    Alysha swung after him, seized by the current.


    She clutched her harness, found it cut from the miss with the knife. Before she could panic, Beringwaite seized her by the back of her uniform, jerked her back. The strap began to part.


    “Hang on!”


    She wrapped her arms around him, felt his around her. The remaining straps dug into her ribs, her shoulders. She could feel the tremor in Beringwaite’s arms as he fought the current. There would be bruises under the fingertips he had dug into her back and hip.


    She’d only programmed a two minute exposure. It lasted forever. She was sure she would die, and knew Beringwaite would never let her.


    The doors began to close. Their bodies lost their strained diagonal, drifted downward. The harnesses grew loose around them. Hood vanished behind battlesteel, and all the pirates with him.


    “All right?” he asked, voice husky over the telegem.


    “In one piece, because of you.” She managed a smile. “Thanks.”


    He glanced toward the doors. “Rhack. And I got you angry at me once already. I can’t believe I survived it.”


    The pressure in her chest was a laugh. She choked on it, on the inappropriateness of it. “We should see if that got them all.”


    “Right.”


    Together they passed through the airlock into the machine room. Dragging out of the water was so hard… her body felt heavier, not lighter, and her side hurt. Alysha reversed the flood while Beringwaite checked the consoles. “They were trying to isolate Nav from the bridge. The job’s still running.”


    “Can you stop it?”


    “Yeah. Brute force attack.” His fingers glided over the console, paused to push the mask up now that the water level had fallen. “That should take care of it. Ship’s still fighting them off.”


    “Stay or go?” she asked.


    He glanced at her.


    “You think they’ll try the chamber again?”


    “Good question.” He grimaced. “Let’s see if there’s someone to give us orders.”


    Alysha wrung out her uniform tunic, trying not to twist her torso, waiting as he ran the console through the available comm channels. Then, abrupt into the empty, dripping silence of the room: “This is Lovelace. Report.”


    “Beringwaite here, with Forrest. We’ve secured the navigation chamber. Nine hostiles came in. We presume they’re dead.”


    Sharply: “Presume?”


    “Forrest put them through the nav chamber.”


    Lovelace didn’t pause. “Understood. Remain where you are. We’re mopping up, but we’re not done yet.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “Lovelace, out.”


    “She didn’t sound very concerned,” Alysha said, slowly.


    “She wouldn’t,” Beringwaite said. “She’s a senior noncom. They never show fear.” He grinned crookedly. “It’s surgically excised during the promotion process.”


    She inhaled slowly around the ache in her chest, wondering that she felt so calm. “Do you think they’d come in through the water environment?”


    “I doubt it, but the moment we decide they aren’t, they’ll do it.”


    She made a noise. Maybe a chuckle, but it was too strangled for her to tell. “I’ll take this door. You take the one to the hall.”


    “Done.” He paused. “After you check that cut.” At her blank expression, he touched his side, under his arm. “Here. You’re bleeding. And you’re moving badly.”


    Was she? It had seemed unimportant next to the pain that reminded her not to twist toward the right. How had he noticed? Except there was a gap in the chest armor and her uniform was ripped, exposing the gray fur and the dark line through it. She spread it with her fingertips. “It’s superficial. I don’t think it would be bleeding like this if it was dry.”


    He ducked under one of the consoles and came out with a kit, shoving it across the floor at her. “Then dry it up. Last thing we need is another exercise thrown because of your ribs.”


    “Are we talking about this now, then?” she asked, opening it.


    “Hell,” he said with a sigh. “It’s been coming, hasn’t it. And I’m not feeling it anyway after living through that.” He crouched alongside the outer door. “So, you want to tell me that I was a bastard?”


    “That seems rude, since you just saved my life.”


    “Funny, I think it’s fair, since the last time we talked I called you a bitch.”


    She looked up from the kit, fingers frozen on the lid. “You remember.”


    “‘Fleet is not a contest,’” he said—quoted because she knew the words, had heard them come from her mouth. “‘Fleet is about protecting its charges. Fleet is not about tyrannical officers sacrificing their units on the altar of their own vanity.’” Beringwaite was staring at the door, expression a mask. “The altar of their own vanity. That was an exact quote.” He paused, added reflectively, “You also called me a failure.”


    What could she say? She hadn’t expected her words to mean anything to him. That scene in the mess while they’d been awaiting judgment for their catastrophic mistake at the leadership retreat… she’d taken a stand for the others around her, who’d needed it. And for herself, because she’d finally been pushed too far. She hadn’t believed it would penetrate his self-righteous armor, his bitterness, his anger. She’d been sure of it when she’d followed him outside, with Taylitha, and tried to talk to him only to be dismissed.


    “You called yourself a failure too,” Beringwaite continued. “For not stopping me from abusing everyone. That’s the part that stuck with me. You felt you had to protect them from me. And I was angry about that for a long time, because everything you people do is supposed to be so much better than what we do. I joined your military because it was the best, only to discover that it’s only the best in some things.” He glanced at her over his shoulder, his eyes unreadable. “I’d already heard all my life that the Pelted were better than humans. And I knew that was wrong, and it didn’t matter that I knew because no one cared. But to get to Fleet and find out that everyone said it was the best and it also wasn’t?”


    “Mike—”


    “Shut up, Alysha, and listen.” Said without heat, and she shut up, and did. “I didn’t know what to think anymore. It’s like there’s no future that’s not infected with this… this story that everyone’s telling everyone else, and that no one can contradict. And nothing at that retreat taught me any different. Until you said you were just as bad as I was. We were both failures, by your standards. Me for buying into the story and hating it. You for letting me.” He shook his head, shoulders rigid and eyes tightly closed. “But at least, you’d admitted that Pelted could fail.”


    When that pause drew on long enough, she offered, hesitant, “Of course we can.” And then, because it was true, “I can’t imagine what it’s like. To be human, and to be… here.”


    “No.” He inhaled slowly, ribcage expanding and the light shifting over his wet uniform. “I don’t think I’m handling it well. But the fact that you thought I’d been abusing everyone… I didn’t even trust you to tell me water was wet, and that stuck with me.”


    Could this even be a dialogue? Interrupting his confession seemed rude, and yet. He hadn’t been the only one there, and the only one failing. “You had something to prove. I should have seen it.”


    He snorted. “You’re not stupid. You did see it. And you’re right, I did. I couldn’t figure out how to succeed in Fleet, if I couldn’t succeed the way I understood. I even thought of quitting in favor of the Navy. But I wasn’t wrong to call that a step backward, too. This is where all the action is. It’s where it’ll always be. Earth is… Earth is yesterday.” He glanced at her. “That cut’s not going to patch itself.”


    She hastily applied herself to it. “Terra isn’t yesterday, Mike. I meant it when I said we needed you.”


    “You’re the only one who thinks it—” He twitched. “No. That’s hyperbole. You’re the only person who’s told me that. The only Pelted.”


    “I might be the only one who’s told you, but I’m not the only one who thinks so.” She closed the kit and pushed it out of her way before taking her station alongside the hatch into the water environment. She sighed. “I guess there was no way to have this conversation until now.”


    “I don’t know. Almost dying together made it easier, certainly.”


    Her mouth tensed into a near-smile. “You know what the funny thing is?”


    “Do I want to know. Shoot.”


    “Before this afternoon, I spent several days wondering if I could count on you. That’s what you asked the Ciracaana lieutenant at the retreat when he was dressing us down. You remember?”


    “Almost. I think it was ‘what do you do if you can’t count on someone.’”


    She nodded. “And he said—”


    “That Fleet was a family and if you couldn’t trust your brothers and sisters then why were you here, or some schlock like that. Or maybe it was your friend Miss Commendation with the Red Hair who said it. My memory on that part’s hazy.”


    “But we found out, didn’t we,” Alysha said. “When it finally mattered.”


    They met one another’s eyes across the room.


    “Yeah,” Beringwaite said, returning to his vigil. “I guess we did.”

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT


     


    She and Beringwaite held the machine room until Lovelace stood them down; Alysha stayed to oversee the retraction of the emergency bulkheads in the water environment, and to run checks on its integrity with the Naysha engineers. They’d suffered not even a crack in an external corridor, but the composition of the water….


    /Will need to switch out filters,/ Wyn had signed. /These are no good now. Too much material, too quick./


    Alysha had swallowed her gorge, thinking of the material in question, and had two ensigns bring her new filters from stores. The procedure for changing them was tedious and involving; her participation spared her no attention to listen for news, and she was exhausted by the end of it. Lovelace accepted her report on the water environment and sent her to the Medplex when she reluctantly admitted to her injuries. The slice was the least of them, apparently, because she’d torn some of the cartilage between her lowest rib and the next highest. “That was luck,” the healer-assist told her. “Whatever did that could have done worse.”


    Alysha thought of the suction leading into the navigation chamber and quelled her shudder. “Yes.”


    They kept her for an hour while the halo-arch worked on her soft tissue injuries, then released her with instructions not to exert herself for at least twelve hours. When Alysha tried to put herself at Lovelace’s disposal, the NOTC told her everything was under control and to get some sack time. Resigned, she herded half her clod of Flitzbes to her quarters, leaving the half working overtime to help with the wounded. And there, instead of confining themselves to their cozy nest, they bumbled to her bunk and bumped against it until she looked over its edge and trailed a hand over the nearest. A fizz and sparkle lit in her mind, insistent. She didn’t know how she knew they wanted up, but they did. Bewildered, she picked each of them up and set them on her blankets, and as she reached for the next the previous Flitzbe rolled out of the way. By the time she had them all disposed, her side was throbbing and she wasn’t sure if there would be room for her. But she set her head down, and all the Flitzbe rearranged themselves between her body and the bulkhead, and that was strangely comforting.


    “I guess this is what you do when you’re in the Medplex,” she murmured.


    A vague sense of agreement, accompanied by tranquil dark blue and star nursery purples. Tiny stars sparkled in the vista, and they drew her down, past the agitation of a far too eventful day, to sleep.
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    She didn’t hear the entirety of what happened until she reported for duty the following morning.


    “A little bit of excitement,” Felix said. For once his tone lacked his customary jocularity, though he didn’t sound grim. “And a good learning experience. For us. Let’s review what went wrong.”


    As Beringwaite had guessed, it had been an ambush. The ship waiting for them at the repeater hadn’t been faking its failures: it, itself, had been captured by pirates a month prior. The pirates had towed the wreck to the repeater, manned it, and sent the distress call from it. The ship presented with all the signs of its reported breakdown, but the weapons systems had remained operational, and the pirates had waited until the Songlance was in position to begin repairs before unleashing them. Once it sprang the trap, a second ship had popped out of Well to help. Felix walked them through every error of judgment made by their crew, and it stung. “We were seeing what we expected,” the Seersa had said, ears flattened. “We were lucky we didn't get hurt more badly for it.”


    No one had died, though two people were still in the Medplex for injuries severe enough to require vigilance. The casualty rate was high, though: forty-seven people were on reduced duty while recovering. The Songlance herself had escaped serious damage, but Engineering was going to be pulling double shifts for a few days.


    The pirate vessel had escaped, taking most of its crew with it; the Songlance had more bodies than prisoners to interrogate, and the few handful they’d captured weren’t talking. The wreck the Songlance had come to rescue was now salvage, and there were teams on it scavenging for any intelligence on why pirates believed they could hunt battlecruisers with impunity.


    “They knew,” Alysha murmured. “About the Platies.”


    “And maybe they found out by accident.” Felix gripped the chair. “But maybe they didn’t.”


    “Do you think we’ll figure out which?” someone asked.


    “We’ll try,” Felix said. “But if we do, thee and me won’t hear about it until we’re much, much more senior.”
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    The healers’ insistence that she not swim left her with the novelty of free time in the evening. She spent the time on correspondence, smiling a little to herself at how she tailored her news to suit each recipient. Laelkii would only badger her if she heard about the injury; Taylitha would lecture her if she discussed Beringwaite. Alastar could hear the whole story without judgment, but probably wouldn’t answer for a month, being on a long-range and involving mapping expedition. After sending her mail, she caught up on her reading—her personal reading, since she’d been hip-deep in both Lovelace’s and Felix’s suggested articles. Anthropology journals. The Eagle’s Flight, one of Fleet’s unofficial newsletters and the best of the lot. And the military journals she’d started reading during her Academe years, and had renewed her commitment to after her cruise on the Diamondwing. On a whim, she thumbed through two of those and checked the bios for the article authors. With only three exceptions, they were all human.


    She stopped to stare out the flexglass window. Smiled a little, rueful, and kept reading.


    Her data tablet chirped an hour later with a message from Jae’en. Spreading it, she found an invitation to an ad hoc skullbash, “because we have things to talk about.” Didn’t they…! She accepted it and set the tablet down, wondering what to bring. Staring at the genie’s menu, she found herself making a decision that had nothing to do with the dessert selection.


    Twenty minutes later she was outside Beringwaite’s cabin, chiming for entrance. When he opened it, he squinted at her. “Have you memorized the address? Is that why you keep badgering me, Forrest?”


    Alysha thrust a tray at him. “Come to the skullbash, please.”


    He had a towel looped around his neck over the uniform’s undertunic—about to shower, or just come out of it? “I just got off duty. You know. Triple shifts in Engineering?”


    “That’s why you need to come,” she said. “We’re going to be talking about all of this. Maybe there’s a way we can make it easier on you all.”


    “I don’t see how…”


    “Exactly,” Alysha said. “You don’t see. That’s the point of these things. More heads are better than one.”


    “Forrest—”


    “Mike.” She met his eyes, deliberately smiled a crooked smile. “I said please?” 


    He eyed the tray. “What is this, anyway.”


    “Lemon bars. You’re bringing them.”


    His sigh was noisy. “Fine, let me get dressed.”


    She waited outside, leaning against the bulkhead with her arms folded. When he emerged, he was carrying the tray.


    “I still don’t think this is a great idea.”


    “It’ll be awkward,” Alysha agreed. “You’re to blame for some of that.”


    He snorted. “I’m surprised you didn’t say ‘most of it.’”


    “I was trying to be diplomatic?”


    “I prefer it when you’re honest.”


    “Fine,” she said. “You’re responsible for almost all of it. But on the bright side, that means you have the power to fix most of it.”


    Beringwaite stared at the ceiling. “Never pull punches, do you.”


    “Alysha,” she prompted.


    “Alysha.” He wrinkled his nose. “I wouldn’t have brought lemon bars.”


    “That’s what happens when other people make your choices for you.”


    “I didn’t even know I was supposed to bring anything!”


    “And now you do,” Alysha said, surprised to find herself grinning.


    Beringwaite shook his head. “You know, you really are insufferable.”


    “Am I?” she asked, interested.


    “Yes. Being perfect must be a burden.”


    She stopped outside the rec hall door. “The last thing I am is perfect, and you should know it. You’ve seen me make mistakes.”


    He halted across from her, considered her. “Yeah. I guess I have. And seen you admit them too. But let me tell you something, Alysha.” He lifted the tray. “Lemon is always a mistake. Next time, coconut.”


    “Coconut!”


    “Or pineapple,” he said. “Pineapple’s good too.” And stepped inside.


    Her feelings about Beringwaite had shifted so fundamentally that it was shocking to be confronted with silence when they entered the skullbash’s room. Every head swiveled to them and seized there. Daven stopped chewing his brownie. Three mugs halted en route to their owners’ mouths. Even Jae’en’s long ears dipped, just a little.


    “Is this the part where I say you made me bring lemon bars?” Beringwaite said dryly.


    She eyed him. “No, this is the part where you say you brought lemon bars and I say I brought you.”


    “We should have rehearsed, apparently.”


    The silence grew more marked.


    “They don’t expect me to make jokes.”


    “Because you’ve barely said a handful of words to them and they were probably all obnoxious,” Alysha answered.


    “Uh… should we leave the two of you alone?” Jae’en said at last, his mouth almost curving into a smile.


    “We’re here for the skullbash and he brought lemon bars,” Alysha said, pulling out a chair.


    “She brought lemon bars and made me carry them,” Beringwaite said. “I would have brought something else. That wasn’t lemon.”


    Valery looked up from his data tablet, which he’d been gripping hard. “What would you have brought?”


    Beringwaite frowned as he set the tray down. “Mango fritters.”


    Quiet as everyone digested that.


    “I like mango fritters,” Valery said, hesitant. “Or at least, I like fritters. I’ve never had them with mangos.”


    “Fine,” Beringwaite said, dropping into a chair and folding his arms over his chest. “We’ve established what junk food I’m supposed to bring next. Is that all? Or do we actually do some work here?”


    “You’re being obnoxious again,” Alysha murmured.


    “I’m underslept,” Beringwaite said. “And I don’t want to waste my time.”


    “By all means, let’s not waste your time, then,” Jae’en said, voice cooling. “Why don’t we start with Engineering. Then if you fall asleep, alet, you won’t miss anything important.”


    That was about how it went for the meeting’s entirety. Beringwaite was prickly and abrupt; the other lieutenants curt, resentful, or exasperated by turns. They did, surprisingly, get some work done, and identified several procedures that could be temporarily tuned to help with the double shifts in various departments. But it was the least enjoyable skullbash Alysha had attended, and by the end of it she was working on a headache. At the conclusion, she said to Jae’en and Valery, “I’ll be back to clean up in a moment,” and walked Beringwaite to the rec hall door.


    “You could have handled that better,” she said.


    “Yeah, well. I’m not here to make things easy for people.”


    “Even yourself?” She stopped and faced him. “Look, Mike, not everyone’s going to have a life-threatening experience that changes their minds about you. Granted that, can’t you make more of an effort to not be so abrasive?”


    “Will it work?” he said. “I mean really. Are they going to believe I’m willing to try?”


    She looked up at him. “I do. And I had less reason than they did to trust you when I got here.”


    He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. It made her notice the tension in his shoulders, and the hollows under his eyes. “If I say I’ll think about it will you let me off the hook for a night?”


    “Will you really think about it?”


    Beringwaite scowled at her. “Can you let up for even a minute?”


    “I’m too busy saving you,” she said, mouth twitching.


    It worked… his mouth started too, and then he guffawed once, disgusted. “Fine. I’ll really think about it.”


    She smiled. “Thanks.” And touched his arm. “Good night.”


    He glanced at her hand, surprised. Then said, “Yeah. You too. Alysha.”


    Back inside, the Aera and Harat-Shar were waiting for her, and neither of them was cleaning. She flipped her ears back, feeling their hoops bounce against her hair. “I did say I would bring him.”


    “You did,” Jae’en said, his voice neutral.


    “And we got useful information passed around,” Alysha said.


    “We did.”


    “He’s awful,” Valery muttered.


    There was a limit to the amount of caviling she could take, and apparently she’d reached it.  Briskly, Alysha said, “He saved my life during the ambush.”


    That got their attention. Once she had it, she continued. “We had nine pirates to deal with and he dragged the one fighting me off me.”


    Slowly, Jae’en said, “I’m sure anyone would have….”


    “And then,” Alysha said, words harder, “when the cut strap on my harness started giving way, he wrapped his arms around me and held me in place while the navigation chamber’s doors opened. You know how strong the suction is in there?” She pointed at her ribcage. “I ripped two ribs apart.”


    They had both grown very still, and the insides of Valery’s ears had paled.


    “So he’s got an attitude problem,” Alysha said. “I get that. But he’ll never stop having an attitude problem if we don’t give him the breathing room to stop reacting to years of frustration and bitterness. I got him to come. Now it’s up to all of us to make sure he keeps coming.”


    Jae’en looked away, long ears dipping until they fell past his shoulders, like a mane. It was Valery who picked up one of the empty cups and said, “He made a joke.”


    “He did,” Alysha said.


    “And he saved your life? I’d like to hear the full story.”


    Alysha nodded. “I could tell you.”


    Jae’en heaved a sigh. “It was a pretty good joke.” He picked up a discarded napkin. “And mango fritters sound good.”


    “So how did it happen?” Valery asked.


    When she paused, Jae’en asked, low, “Did you seriously open the navigation chamber?”


    She glanced at him. “You know what that means.”


    The Aera nodded, face grim.


    “Well I don’t,” Valery said. “So I’d like to find out.” He handed Alysha two of the mugs. “We’re listening.”


    And they did, all the way through, at first without interrupting, and then with startled noises and winces and shocked questions, and she knew by morning mid-shift that the details would be all over the ship. While she wasn’t looking forward to her own involvement being discussed, she’d deal with it if it made people look at Beringwaite differently.


    On the way out, Jae’en set a hand on her arm. “You’ve made your point, arii. We’ll make the effort.”


    “Thanks,” she said. “I won’t forget it.”
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    Having decided that her bunk was now their proper resting place, the Flitzbe spent the night burbling soothing dreams into her mind, but even that wasn’t sufficient to make up for too few hours of sleep. Her stint on the bridge the following day seemed to last forever, and the prospect of a long swim afterwards didn’t appeal. But she found the routine comforting amid the tension of a ship still recovering from its misadventure. Nor was she the only one; Felix’s newest drills met with no groans from the rest of the watchstanders, and everyone turned to the extra work assigned them with relief.


    Alysha was about to log out of her station when a text message from Sar popped up on the nav board.


    Come. And bring the other lieutenant.


    Startled, she wrote back. Beringwaite?


    Yes.


    He might not be off shift yet, she wrote. He’s in Engineering, they’re working overtime.


    We can wait. A pause, then clarifying, Hood will wait.


    Alysha swallowed. Right. I’ll get him.


    This time she sent him a message, rather than running him down—he was still in Engineering and she didn’t want to interrupt. She got an acknowledgment, but didn’t hear from him until an hour later, when he showed up at the door to her cabin. “What’s the problem? Did the Naysha find something the engineering team needs to look at? Besides the alarming issue.”


    “I don’t know,” Alysha said, stepping past him into the corridor. She started walking. “They asked for us, that’s all.”


    “And you couldn’t take a message?”


    She glanced at him. “The navigator asked for us.”


    That gave him pause, one long enough to get them to the interface chamber. She found it strange that it wasn’t an uncomfortable silence. Not restful—there was too much energy between them for that—but not hostile either. Charged, she’d call it, and it accompanied them to the ramp where they both stripped down to the uniform undertunic and donned slimsuits under the watchful, if tired, eyes of one of the ensign specialists.


    “We’re going in,” she told him.


    “Understood, sir. Lieutenants Forrest and Beringwaite, logged entry at… mark 2113.”


    Alysha nodded and walked into the water.


    Beringwaite was a better swimmer than she was, she saw. She wondered where he’d learned, and if she’d ever find out. That was likelier now than it had been before. “You understand sign?” she said over the mask’s comm channel. “I asked you that before, didn’t I.”


    “You did. I do.” A heartbeat. “The Naysha are... interesting. Not like the rest of the Pelted.”


    Easier to accept, she wondered? Maybe for the same reason other people found the Naysha so unsettling, because they really did seem like aliens. She smiled a little and came to a halt as the shapes of Sar and Wyn resolved in the distance. The two Naysha glided toward them and braked short, settling upright with fins stirring in gentle circles.


    /I brought him, as asked,/ Alysha said. /Have you met?/


    /We have,/ Wyn said, with a nod at Beringwaite.


    /But we have not,/ Sar said. /I am Sar. You are the other lieutenant, who manages the engineering team working on our problem./


    Beringwaite’s sign was less fluid than Alysha’s, but he had less trouble keeping station off her side than she would have, had she been trying to. /That’s right./


    Sar also nodded, creasing the long stalk of her neck. /Wyn is glad you switched the team members./


    /I can speak for myself./ Wyn’s chopped words looked testy. /You did the right thing. We might not have fixed the problem yet, but they respect me. I can’t work with people who won’t look at me./


    /I get it./ Beringwaite stretched his fingers, then added, /It had to be done./


    /Not all things that need doing get done. I wanted to say it to you in person, here. Where the water is truthful./


    /What does... that mean?/ Alysha asked, hesitant.


    Sar replied, /When there are Platies, it is a bad idea to lie. They feel things. They like clean water./


    /That’s the other reason you’re here,/ Wyn agreed. /We watched the camera feed of what you did. It was clever./


    /Dangerous,/ Sar said, her motions small enough to seem like a mutter.


    /Dangerous,/ Wyn repeated. /Yes. But clever. Hood wants you to know that he appreciates your help keeping the water clean of impurities./


    Alysha couldn’t help her quiver. /I would think we added to the impurities./


    Wyn cut the water with the flat of his hand. /Not literal. You must think here./ He smacked his chest with a fist. /That is what the Platies perceive most directly./


    Sar nodded, grave. /We have, therefore, asked you both here to receive his gratitude. And your names./


    /Wait, wait./ Beringwaite held up his hands, then signed clumsily, too quick. /I didn’t do anything. It was her idea, do you understand? If you want to thank anyone—/


    Sar’s snort bubbled from her nose. /You think we did not see you keep her from dying?/


    /That was impressive,/ Wyn said, for the first time showing a positive emotion on his taciturn face. Admiration. /The current should have ripped her away from you. You are powerful./


    /I... work at it,/ Beringwaite signed, the motions faltering. She thought he was blushing, and didn’t blame him. But she didn’t rescue him either. It really had been impressive, and he deserved to know, even if it did make him squirm.


    /That was the basis for your name,/ Wyn said. /I get to give it to you./ He brought his hands up, almost ceremoniously. /From now on, you are not Beringwaite./ Spelling it out laboriously, letter by letter, as they had to do with all the Pelted names. /You are Strong Friend./ Two motions, graceful, solid.


    Beringwaite stared at him. /You’re... you’re serious./


    /It suits you,/ Sar said. /And now you, Lieutenant Forrest. Are you ready?/


    Alysha inclined her head. /I’d be honored./


    /You are no longer Lieutenant Forrest,/ Sar said. /To the aquatics of the Songlance, you are Who is Willing. Because you have shown that you are./


    Alysha crossed her hands over her breast and dipped her head again.


    /Now you are properly known,/ Sar said. /Hood would like to come thank you. Strong Friend, you were courageous in the fight. You are brave enough to meet Hood?/


    /I... yes./


    /Good,/ she said. /He comes!/


    And he did, flowing toward them, the shadow gathering under his vast body. Algae rode the current at his side. Alysha floated alongside Beringwaite, and when the Platy passed over them and then past them, brushing at their sides with his edges, Beringwaite didn’t flinch. He turned his eyes up, and she saw in them a flash of that somber awe she’d felt at her first sight of the navigator.


    They splashed out of the water environment shortly afterwards, shucking the suits and hanging them to dry. Stopping outside the corridor, Beringwaite said, “That was... that was really something.”


    “It was, wasn’t it,” Alysha replied, and let herself really feel it in her bones.


    “Living up to those names is going to be rough.”


    “I don’t think they gave us names to live up to,” Alysha said. “I think they gave us names we’d already earned.”


    He glanced at her, flushed and looked away. “I haven’t been anyone’s friend.”


    “You’ve been to Friedman, Solomon and Fayid, and all the other Old and Proud who needed someone to care. You’ve got it in you. And they’re right. You are strong, Mike. It’s just a question of what you’re going to use that strength for.” When his eyes narrowed, she said, “I’ve been where you are. I had to make a similar choice. Do I keep the world out with the weapons I’ve got, or do I let it in and try to make it safe for the people who don’t have those weapons.”


    “You make it sound easy,” he muttered.


    “It’s the hardest thing in the world,” Alysha said. “But it’s the kind of hard that rewards you, because the more you work at it, the stronger you get.” When he shifted his weight on his feet, she said, “Look, this chip on your shoulder... just let it go. Fleet needs you now. And it’s going to need you even more when things get tough. I know you can do this, because you did it in the water. When the crisis hit, you came through for me, for the Naysha, for everyone on the Songlance.”


    Beringwaite pressed his hand to his eyes. “Overdoing it, Forrest.”


    “Which part?” she asked, innocent.


    “The whole ‘be the best you can be’ bit. And the ‘be a hero’ bit.”


    She laughed. “I’m overdoing it because you still don’t get it, Mike.” When he looked up, she said, “You already are a hero today.” She looked at the ceiling. “Being the best must be a burden. How do you handle it.”


    A choked noise made it out of his throat. “You’re still insufferable.”


    “I try. Just to get under your skin, you understand.”


    “Don’t you.” He looked down the corridor, sighed. Managed a lopsided smile. “Let’s go get a beer. Alysha.”


    “The last one was too heavy. What should I try next?”


    “I don’t know. I’m tired. We could order a flight.”


    “That sounds dangerous,” Alysha said, thoughtful.


    He grinned, tired. “I don’t know, the way we work, I think the distance between drunk and asleep is about this wide.” He pinched the air with his fingers. As they started toward the Officer’s Club, he added, “So, have you saved me yet?”


    Alysha chuckled, folding her hands behind her back. “I think you’re doing a pretty good job on your own.”
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    It seemed like forever since she’d sat in Lovelace’s office for a meeting. But the ship was finally returning to its normal operating tempo, and with the double schedule canceled all the normal business of a Fleet battlecruiser had resumed. Alysha had even managed to get some sleep, at some point, despite the mound of Flitzbe that insisted on cuddling her.


    Nothing in this room had changed. Lovelace’s spartan desk, with its single data tablet and host of glowing, hovering projections of ship’s statuses. The few enigmatic pictures on the wall of the human with various teams from parts of the Terran Navy that Alysha couldn’t identify by sight or insignia—yet. And the woman herself, so correct in her uniform and yet looking utterly out-of-place in it, as if Fleet had attempted to buff a high gloss on a battle-scarred weapon. The source of humanity’s strength, Alysha thought. The strength the Pelted did not always recognize and needed. The strength they devalued too much.


    “So, Forrest. Everything back to normal?”


    Alysha nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”


    Lovelace’s hand stopped on the way to her data tablet. “I beg your pardon?”


    What had she said? Oh—“I’m sorry,” she said. “I meant sir.”


    “Did you,” Lovelace said, eyebrow lifting.


    “I’ve been keeping company with some of the humans,” Alysha said. Thinking of Beringwaite, “You talk like the people you’re around.”


    Lovelace mmmed and picked the tablet up. “I don’t mind ‘ma’am’ if it slips out, Lieutenant, but in Fleet sir is considered standard. It might confuse people.”


    “Understood, sir.”


    Lovelace nodded. “How are you feeling about your performance during the incident?”


    During ‘the incident.’ She looked down at her hands. “I killed people. More than one person.”


    “Bothering you any?”


    “No,” Alysha said, slowly, ears flattening. “They were here to kill us first. I don’t regret it. But I feel... strange. Like it should have bothered me more.”


    “You don’t seem very enthusiastic to me.” Lovelace folded her hands on her data tablet. “You sure it’s not bothering you?”


    “Maybe it is,” Alysha said. “But... you’ve seen the navigator?” At Lovelace’s nod, she continued. “I feel like I was in his world, not ours. And that world was a lot... more... animal than ours. And maybe more mythic. I don’t know how I feel about any of it.”


    “I hear the Naysha were pleased with you and Mister Beringwaite.”


    Alysha nodded.


    “It’s perfectly fine not to be ready to talk about it,” Lovelace said. “But when you decide you need to, find someone. Me, someone in the Medplex. A friend.”


    “I will, sir.”


    “Good,” Lovelace said. “Then with that set aside for the moment... I hope you had time to work on your reading.”


    Alysha suppressed her sigh and smiled. “Yes, sir.”


    “Let’s hear your thoughts on Daundileon’s article on leadership as an advanced form of stewardship, then.”


    It wasn’t until they were done and Alysha was heading for the door that Lovelace said, “Sure there’s not something still on your mind?”


    Alysha stopped and bowed her head, shook it a little. “Don’t tell me it was obvious?”


    Lovelace grinned. “Comes with age, Forrest. Age and experience. Let me have a guess. Still chewing on trust issues? Did you figure out how to tell when someone’s the right person for the job?”


    Alysha set her hand on the doorframe. Who is Willing, something in her whispered. Because it wasn’t enough to be open to the simple situations, the people who made it easy. The challenges demanded more of them, and wasn’t that why they were here? “No, ma’am. But I might be a little closer to figuring it out.”


    Lovelace hahed, quiet. “Good for you, Lieutenant. Stay humble and work hard. It’ll get you where you need to go.”


    “Yes, sir,” Alysha said.
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    About Fleet


    Alysha Forrest’s Fleet is not, most of you will have noted, much like a military. This is a reflection of its origins. After the Pelted fled Earth and established their new homeworlds, they thought it would be a good idea to have a military, but while the technology was easily within their reach, the cultural challenges were significant. Most Pelted are non-violent both by inclination and biology, and prior to the Exodus their few interactions with military personnel on Earth had been either as distant authority figures or in security functions. They knew nothing of military history; they weren’t aware of the division of labor or forces; they didn’t understand the military culture and, importantly, its purpose in keeping people under high stress functional and capable of executing their missions.


    In short, they were pacifists who could build big guns, decided they should, and then weren’t sure what to do next.


    It didn’t help that once they settled into their colonization period, the Pelted failed to find anyone to deploy their fledgling military against. The universe was mostly empty until the Pelted filled it with their own experiments in genetic engineering, and the few aliens the Pelted met were benevolent. The warships the Pelted built found themselves assigned to exploration, disaster relief, and ambassadorial duties. As the merchant fleet expanded, Fleet found extra work in anti-piracy duties… but pirates were few and poorly organized, and these few encounters never necessitated the development of even the most rudimentary of tactics.


    Hundreds of years after the Exodus, the most modern and potent military in known space is manned mostly by scientists, engineers, and a small handful of people trained in executive decision-making. It completely lacks the distinction between officer and enlisted personnel, has all of six ranks, and offers little mobility between them save in the command track. Most of Fleet’s members are in the soft and hard sciences and remain ensigns all their careers. They are assigned to the departments of particular ships and never leave. This structure—more like a corporation or government—reflects the duties that have become typical for Fleet, which are primarily scientific, exploratory, and diplomatic.


    Command track officers are among the few Fleet personnel who do advance, usually based on their abilities with personnel and resource management. While some of them have the decisive personalities and leadership qualities that a Terran military officer would recognize, most of them are simply superb managers who drive their ships from world to world, mapping nebulae, ferrying diplomats around, and occasionally frightening away pirates.


    When the Rapprochement reintroduced the Pelted to their makers, humanity was eager to join its defensive efforts with its far more powerful ally… which was when they discovered just how ill-equipped the Pelted Fleet was for anything more complex than escort duties. Earth wanted badly to overhaul the Pelted’s military, but the Pelted resisted. Their Fleet had grown to one of the most sizable employers in Alliance space, and one of its most productive governmental arms; they had no desire to change it to suit their more warlike progenitors’ demands.


    ...and then the Chatcaava, who had previously been a non-issue (and whom the Pelted had insisted to humanity was no threat), became abruptly expansionist. The unexpected change of policy made the Pelted uncomfortably aware of their own vulnerability, and the subsequent increase in piracy made it clear that at least some traditional military training would be necessary in the future. With this in mind, the Pelted began to accept the offer of personnel loans from the human militaries into theirs, and the culture clash began in earnest. As the Chatcaavan Empire has become more aggressive, humanity's demands that the Fleet find the wherewithal to transform into an actual fighting force have become more urgent.


    This is the Alliance Fleet into which Alysha Forrest and her contemporaries have been inducted, and the tension between humanity and the Pelted, and the looming threat implied by the Empire’s saber-rattling, have cast a long shadow. No doubt Fleet will make the transition. The only question is whether they will do so in time to serve the purpose their makers never thought they would need to fulfill.


     


     


    Current Ship Classes


     


    This is the ship line-up during Alysha’s early career, prior to the outbreak of the Chatcaavan war, in size order. Complements are listed with minimum/maximum crew:


     


    Voyager Class Courier (20/35)


    Sojourner Class Scout (50/70)


    Vigilant Long-Range Scout Class (deprecated: complement was 100/150)


    Ghost Class Destroyer (200/250)


    Paradox Class Battlecruiser (380/400)


    Parallel Class Warcruiser (1000/1200)


    Avatar Class Rescue Ship/Hospital


     


    Note that these ship classes have absolutely no relation to human military vessels with similar names. As Isidore Wyatt observes in the story “Stormfront,” the scout class is more like a destroyer. As is typical for the Pelted, they arm something they consider a scout ship with sufficient firepower to act as a destroyer without giving it the name or operational duties of a destroyer... and their “destroyer” class is more like a light cruiser, with the warcruisers weighing in at the superdreadnought size. Nomenclature becomes problematic when the two navies interface.


    Additionally, Fleet operates several transports (the Great Dame class), and owns a number of colony ships (the Brighthopes). Cruisers also carry Recurve-class shuttles, which are minimally armed.


    Fleet is not the sole operator of military-style vessels; First Voice, the Alliance’s principal ambassadorial arm, also runs a number of couriers and scouts.


    


  The Species of the Alliance Universe

The Alliance is mostly composed of the Pelted, a group of races that segregated and colonized worlds based (more or less) on their visual characteristics. Having been engineered from a mélange of uplifted animals, it’s not technically correct to refer to any of them as “cats” or “wolves,” since any one individual might have as many as six or seven genetic contributors: thus the monikers like “foxine” and “tigraine” rather than “vulpine” or “tiger.” However, even the Pelted think of themselves in groupings of general animal characteristics, so for the ease of imagining them, I’ve separated them that way.

 

The Pelted

 

The Quasi-Felids

The Karaka’An, Asanii, and Harat-Shar comprise the most cat-like of the Pelted, with the Karaka’An being the shortest and digitigrade, the Asanii being taller and plantigrade, and the Harat-Shar including either sort but being based on the great cats rather than the domesticated variants.

The Quasi-Canids

The Seersa, Tam-illee, and Hinichi are the most doggish of the Pelted, with the Seersa being short and digitigrade and foxish, the Tam-illee taller, plantigrade and also foxish, and the Hinichi being wolflike.

Others

Less easily categorized are the Aera, with long, hare-like ears, winged feet and foxish faces, the felid Malarai with their feathered wings, and the Phoenix, tall bipedal avians.

The Centauroids

Of the Pelted, two species are centauroid in configuration, the short Glaseah, furred and with lower bodies like lions but coloration like skunks and leathery wings on their lower backs, and the tall Ciracaana, who have foxish faces but long-legged cat-like bodies.

Aquatics

One Pelted race was engineered for aquatic environments: the Naysha, who look like mermaids would if mermaids had sleek, hairless, slightly rodent-like faces and the lower bodies of dolphins.

 

Other Species

Humanoids

Humanity fills this niche, along with their estranged cousins, the esper-race Eldritch.

True Aliens

Of the true aliens, four are known: the shapeshifting Chatcaava, whose natural form is draconic (though they are mammals); the gentle heavyworlder Faulfenza, who are furred and generally regarded to be attractive; the aquatic Platies, who look like colorful flatworms and can communicate reliably only with the Naysha, and the enigmatic Flitzbe, who are quasi-vegetative and resemble softly furred volleyballs that change color depending on their mood.


  [image: cover]


  Author Sketches

It's typical for me to do sketches while writing, a sort of mental doodling as I work out events and character arcs. These sketches are not intended to be the final word on what the characters look like! In fact, I usually have trouble pinning down people's looks. I just keep at it anyway!

 

1. Lieutenant Forrest: ...complete with Flitzbe. This was of a shipboard mixer. Fleet has a lot of soirees. I should write about one!

2. At Rest with Platies: This is an old drawing, from long before I planned this novella. But I've always known about Alysha's time serving as water environment liaison, thus this image. I like it mostly for translucent data tablet and the Platies in the back (I rarely draw them; these are about the size of growing Algae).

3. The Currentlock: One of the few modern drawings, done when I was first messing with the outline for the novella. I like this one for its sense of space.

4. Sar and the Platies: And my attempt at Alysha signing to Sar while the Platies swirl around them.
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    Glossary


    3deo – a solidigraphic or holographic video


     


    AAP – (sometimes AAP syringe) Air-Assisted-Pump; an instrument that injects compounds into the bloodstream by means of air pressure


     


    Alet – One of the foreign words incorporated into Universal. Means 'friend' in the formal style (think Caesar's speech: "Friends, Romans, countrymen..."). Typically used for people which the addressor might not know or is only acquainted with. Can also be used as a suffix.


     


    AMT – Acronym for Alliance Mean Time, the chronology used by the Alliance Core and by all Fleet and most space-going ships. AMT has 360 days to the year, split into 12 months of 30 days each. The format is year-day: hour.minute.second (i.e, 450-30:4.12.36).


     


    Arii – One of the foreign words incorporated into Universal; it means 'friend', and is used in the same way, and is typically only used for actual friends. Can also be appended as a suffix.


     


    Breathnache – A clathrate often used for building warship structural members. Black with a silvery sheen.


     


    C-med – Chief of Medical


     


    D-per – (digital personality)  An AI, Pelted-style. The teams responsible for the creation of D-pers work in tandem with genetic engineers.  D-pers are given DNA unique to themselves, and thus a race, gender, and specific look, as well as a definite personality.  Originally, D-pers once activated were indentured to their programming teams until the cost of their creation was worked off. Few D-pers are created anymore, and the D-per culture remains one of the more mysterious.


     


    Data Tablet – A small personal item of variable size that can be used for accessing, storing, and displaying information. Data tablets come in various sizes with various interfaces. Some are even large enough to house a D-per. All but the most basic kinds are tied to the u-banks, and what kind a person has depends on their taste, budget, and sometimes their organization (Fleet data tablets, for example, are usually standardized).


     


    Duster – A military cloaking device for vessels


     


    Feminic – used to describe a Fleet ship with an all-female crew (and sometimes, rarely, a non-Fleet ship)


     


    Fin – The name for the gold coins previously used as money within the Alliance. The word 'fin' is now often used for a unit of credit in a person's account, while its antiquated plural (finca) is seldom used.


     


    Genie – a small Pad used for materialization of food and small items. Very wasteful, energy-wise, so rarely used when goods can be acquired in a normal way.


     


    Haloarch – a span of alloys and plastic extended over a patient on a bed in order to ascertain their vital signs; also acts as the power source for the various sensors and instruments used in medical interventions.


     


    Hitch – a tractor-beam (I'm just gonna call it what it is)


     


    Mark – A measurement used in specifying the hour of the day, roughly equivalent to the expression 'o'clock'. Most of the Alliance Core and all of the militaries (including Fleet and First Voice) are based on a 24-hour clock, a hold-over from Earth. Thus 12 mark is equivalent to 12 noon, and 24 mark to midnight.


     


    Masculic – used to describe a Fleet ship with an all-male crew (and sometimes, rarely, a non-Fleet ship)


     


    Medplex – a generic term for a medical department, clinic, or sickbay. Capitalized when referring to a specific ship or starbase's medplex.


     


    Night Admiral – The Admiral in charge of covert operations, including Special Forces and the Fleet Investigation Agency.


     


    Pad – A platform that creates a tunnel between two points in physical space, like a small wormhole. Pad technology requires at least one platform on the departure side; (you can Pad to a place without a platform, but you can't Pad away from that place without a platform). Most Pelted cities of significant populations and wealth have permanent Pad locations, though smaller, portable one-person platforms are becoming less of a rarity (the military already has them, of course). Pads can also be used for sanitation and disinfection; if you set the Pad location for the same place and step over it, it will automatically decontaminate you and remove any foreign particles (including dust and dirt) from the body's exterior, resulting in a quick (though generally thankless and less relaxing) way of taking a 'bath'.


     


    Rhack – A crude term referring to copulation. About equivalent in acceptability to the modern term. The Pelted use is almost always implying violence; humans more often use it interchangeably with their own term, with the subsequent blurring of meaning (where it can also be used for casual exchanges, or fun).


     


    Scales – The slang term/nickname given to body/battle armor, which is built as a suit of scales with larger plates down the front and back and smaller, interlocking scales across the sides.


     


    Solidographic – a solid projection simulated with magnetic fields. More typical than holographic projections, except when people are saving power or money.


     


    Spread – How one opens a static (non real-time) message.


     


    U-banks – Stands for 'Universal Banks'. The database of information in the Alliance. A repository: think library, not internet.


     


    Universal – The common tongue of the Alliance, which is a near-exact duplicate with little lingual shift to the American English spoken when the Pelted were created on Earth; its purity is due to the efforts of the Seersa, to whom fell the responsibility of updating and maintaining its integrity. It does incorporate many foreign words, usually from other races within the Alliance that have their own languages.


     


    Viseo  – 2-D video of any kind


     


    Wallscreen – Used for any 2-D display embedded into a wall. Has also come to be used for any part of a wall that is either active (in that it can be used to access computer resources), or against which a computer can project visual information.


     


    Well Drive – Powered by antimatter-matter reactions, the Well Drive creates a field around ships that allow them to wrinkle space into smaller folds and cross over them.


     


    White Admiral – The Admiral in charge of overt operations, including Fleet and Ground Forces.

  


  
    Return to the Alliance


    Done with the Alysha stories and ready for more? The stories of the Peltedverse intertwine throughout several series!


     


    Earthrise, Book 1 of Her Instruments. Reese Eddings has enough to do just keeping her rattletrap merchant vessel, the TMS Earthrise, profitable enough to pay food for herself and her micro-crew. So when a mysterious benefactor from her past shows up demanding she rescue a man from slavers, her first reaction is to say “NO!” And then to remember that she sort of promised to repay the loan. But she doesn’t remember signing up to tangle with pirates and slavers over a space elf prince...


     


    Mindtouch, Book 1 of The Dreamhealers Duology. Seersana University is worlds-renowned for its xenopsychology program, producing the Alliance's finest therapists, psychiatric nurses and alien researchers. When Jahir, one of the rare and reclusive Eldritch espers, arrives on campus, he's unprepared for the challenges of a vast and multicultural society... but fortunately, second-year student Vasiht'h is willing to take him under his wing. Will the two win past their troubles and doubts and see the potential for a once-in-a-lifetime partnership?


     


    Even the Wingless, Book 1 of The Princes' Game. The Alliance has sent twelve ambassadors to the Chatcaavan Empire; all twelve returned early, defeated. None of their number have been successful at taking that brutal empire to task for their violations of the treaty. None have survived the vicious court of a race of winged shapechangers, one maintained by cruelty, savagery and torture. Lisinthir Nase Galare is the Alliance's thirteenth emissary. A duelist, an esper and a prince of his people, he has been sent to bring an empire to heel. Will it destroy him, as it has his predecessors? Or can one man teach an empire to fear... and love? (Caution: contains adult/difficult situations.)

  


  The Pelted Universe Reading Order

The Stardancer Stories

 

Alysha’s Fall (book, prequel)

“Second” (novella)

“Who is Willing” (novella)

“In the Line of Duty” (short story)

Either Side of the Strand (book)

“Dark Lighthouse” (short story)

“Season’s Meaning” (short story)

 

Other Stories in the Pelted Universe

 

Mindtouch (Dreamhealers 1, novel)

Mindline (Dreamhealers 2, novel)

“Family” (novella)

 

Earthrise (Her Instruments 1, novel)

Rose Point (Her Instruments 2, novel)

Laisrathera (Her Instruments 3, novel)

A Rose Point Holiday (Her Instruments 4, novel)

 

Even the Wingless (Princes' Game 1, novel)

Some Things Transcend (Princes' Game 2, novel)

Amulet Rampant (Princes' Game 3, novel)

Only the Open (Princes' Game 4, novel)

 

Claws and Starships (short story collection)


  About the Author

Daughter of two Cuban political exiles, M.C.A. Hogarth was born a foreigner in the American melting pot and has had a fascination for the gaps in cultures and the bridges that span them ever since. She has been many things—web database architect, product manager, technical writer and massage therapist—but is currently a full-time parent, artist, writer and anthropologist to aliens, both human and otherwise. She is the author of over 50 titles in the genres of science fiction, fantasy, humor and romance.

"Who is Willing" is only one of the many stories set in the Paradox Pelted universe. For more information, visit the “Where Do I Start?” page on the author’s website. You can also sign up for the author’s quarterly newsletter to be notified of new releases. Fans who like behind-the-scenes peeks and daily art and writing updates can check out the author's Patreon.

If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review… or telling a friend!
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Finally, a dedication: Grey, this one is for you. I know you wanted to know more about the aquatics... here they are.
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