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  CHAPTER ONE

"Hey, Tayl, come quick!"

Ensign Taylitha Basil, a brown-furred Karaka'An, looked up from her data tablet and into the eyes of her agitated bunkmate as he skidded through the door. She didn't usually room with only one other person, but accommodations on the Quickwater Reserve were more spacious than their four-person suite on the UAV Nightslip.

"What's wrong?" she asked, felid ears perked. She set her tablet aside.

"It's Kairell. She's brawling again."

Taylitha covered her eyes with her hands. "Again? I thought she'd had the fear of the lieutenant drummed into her after yesterday's incident."

"Yeah, well, the lieutenant hasn't shown up yet and the new folk started it—"

"—started it, or inspired it?" Taylitha asked, sliding off her bunk and joining Johnigan.

He blushed bright pink beneath red freckles. "You know how Kairell is."

"Yes, I do," Taylitha said, tail lashing. "Lead the way."

Johnigan turned and scampered back the way he came with Taylitha on his heels. She wasn't sure why she was bothering to break up Kairell's fights on the reserve. On the ship it made sense: a scout wasn't very big, and one belligerent ensign made everyone's life a misery. But on the reserve they were only one group of many, with plenty of room to avoid the clamor of a fight. Maybe pride? Ensigns always got dropped for team-building exercises at the same time as their captains . . . though their captains would be gone for months and the ensigns only for a week before returning shipboard to help with the refits. Personnel thought mixing the ensigns together for exercises would help introduce them to their 'class,' the people who would share their ranks as the years wound on.

Or at least, that was how it was supposed to work, Taylitha thought with resignation as she stepped into the yard in front of their building. People like Kairell would probably not be accompanying her yearmates up the ladder.

"Who are the new drops?" Taylitha asked Johnigan as they approached.

"Ensigns from the UAV Diamondwing," Johnigan said.

"Diamondwing? Not the battlecruiser? Great," Taylitha said, and advanced on the argument.

Kairell was a big woman, a heavyset Hinichi wolfine with enough throwback features to make her a textbook illustration for genetic engineering, including a demi-muzzle long enough to barely qualify for the 'demi.' She was rabid about Fleet's exploration and patrol charters, but to her mind anything larger than a scout was a saber waiting to be rattled at people who wanted only to live in peace with their neighbors. While she sometimes found other excuses to start fights, the arrival of a battlecruiser's group was an invitation for her favorite polemic. The new ensigns were arranged in a ragged semicircle around Kairell and a smaller man whose flagged ears indicated he hadn't been expecting any trouble, and whose raised voice indicated that as long as he had it, he'd be happy to defend the honor of the Fleet. As Taylitha joined the ring of people surrounding them, Kairell leapt for him and he swung back.

Before she could push past the last two people in her way, another woman stepped between the combatants. The man pulled his blow. Kairell didn't—but the new woman simply moved, just enough for the fist to fly past her. The wolfine tried to push her out of the way, but a gray hand caught her wrist and held her in place.

"Get out of the way!" Kairell snarled, trying to loose her hand.

"No," the woman said.

"Oh, so you're here to help your fellow blood-mongering soldier?"

"No," the woman said. She had a pleasant alto, and try as she might Taylitha couldn't hear even the faintest tremble in it, no fear, nothing. "I don't think much of fighting."

"Right . . . straight from the mouth of a battlecruiser ensign! You expect me to believe that?"

"Yes," and there was steel in that voice, enough to stop Kairell from struggling. "I thought you might answer a question for me, Ensign . . . Rhyt, is it?"

"I don't feel like talking." Kairell said, beginning to deflate. Her ears flipped backward.

"Evidently not," the woman said. "Tell me . . . how did someone troubled by Fleet's military charter come to believe using her fists was the best way to resolve her difficulties?"

Kairell gaped at her. So did most of the crowd. Taylitha grinned, ears pointed sharply forward; she'd wondered the same thing herself, but had never seemed to have the time to point it out to the Hinichi.

"Are you making fun of me?" Kairell growled, trying to tower over the woman, who didn't seem to notice.

"No. I want to know the answer. You must strongly believe in Fleet to be a part of it despite your misgivings."

Taylitha slid around a few more people to the front of the onlookers, itching with curiosity. Had she imagined the genuine tone? But no, the woman was attentive, standing in front of Kairell with forward-canted ears and a tilted head. She was a Karaka'An like Tayl, gray to Tayl's brown, and taller than any other Taylitha had seen. Her body was spare, almost thin, and her face was unusual, strongly planed but not masculine, and even more human than most others of the race. Taylitha herself had been teased as a child for looking more human than felid. She couldn't imagine the kind of comments this woman had gotten.

"I . . . never got anywhere by talking," Kairell muttered finally.

The woman nodded. "Ensigns aren't exactly asked for their opinions on Fleet policy," she said. "I assume you're in this for the long haul, Ms. Rhyt?"

"I want to be," the wolfine said.

"You might have an easier trip keeping your objections temperate," the woman said. "Once you're a captain you'll have better luck influencing the admiralty."

"That's a long way from here," Kairell said, but her frown had dissipated.

"It doesn't have to be," the woman said. Her grip on Kairell's wrist had become a friendly clasp on the arm. "I'm sure you'll get there sooner than you think. The Fleet thinks highly of individuals with convictions, particularly those articulate enough to convince others of their view. Maybe you could think about becoming someone like that."

"Maybe," Kairell said, tail drooping. "Umm, right." She paused, shifting from foot to foot. "I guess I should get going."

"Of course," the woman said. "But maybe later in the mess you can stop by? I'd love to hear your views."

Kairell's ears lost their dejected crumple and she nodded before backing away. With the fight finished, the crowd began to disperse and the new group resumed their interrupted report to quarters.

The woman picked up her duffel.

"That was really nicely done," Taylitha said with admiration. "I usually have to pull her bodily away from her intended targets."

The gray Karaka'An glanced at her, then smiled. "Thanks." One black brow lifted. "You pull her away?"

Taylitha rubbed an arm and laughed. "Yeah, I know. It doesn't look plausible. But I'm stronger than I look, really."

"I'm sure, Ensign . . . ?"

"Basil. Taylitha Basil, of the UAV Nightslip."

"Alysha Forrest, UAV Diamondwing. Pleased to make your acquaintance, Basil."

"Taylitha's fine." She paused, realizing she wanted to prolong the discussion and couldn't think of a thing to say, or even a reason to do so. Finally, she blurted out, "Do you really think she's command material? All of us on the scout figure she'll be washed out for sure."

Alysha smiled. "If she can learn to moderate her opinions, no question. Fleet needs all kinds of people. Scientists who aren't interested in command. Engineers who want to build better ships. Captains who want to keep people safe. Captains who want to explore new territories. And admirals who are willing to kill invading armies. Rhyt had the skill and intelligence to get through the Academe. To waste her now because no one is willing to give her ideas the thoughtful consideration she needs to move past her anger would be wrong."

"I guess," Taylitha said, eyes wide.

Alysha glanced at her, then laughed. "Did I say too much?"

"Maybe a little," Taylitha said. "For a minute there, I thought I was listening to an admiral. Aren't you a little low on the ladder to be worrying about whether Kairell's going to make it as an officer?"

"No one's too low on the ladder to care about their fellows," Alysha said with a smile. "If you'll excuse me, Taylitha? I should find out where I'm bunked. It's been a pleasure."

Bemused, Taylitha watched as the other woman headed to the barracks. On impulse, she called after Forrest, "Which one are you?"

Alysha stopped. "Pardon?"

"The kinds of people you mentioned. Which one are you?"

Alysha only laughed and walked on.
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The Diamondwing’s ensigns were the last drop at Quickwater for this retreat. Once she returned from a quick supper, Taylitha found the mission brief for their team-building exercise on her data tablet. She read the précis with growing unease while Johnigan showered. By the time he joined her, toweling off his carrot-orange hair, Taylitha was ready to go AWOL.

"What's wrong, Red Twin?" he said. Her hair was a shade darker, but that hadn't stopped the crew from the christening.

"The team-building exercise is a camping trip up the mountain with prizes for certain goals," Taylitha said.

"What's wrong with camping trips?" Johnigan asked.

"Nothing," Taylitha said. "I like camping trips. It's coming back downstream in a canoe over rapids that bothers me."

"Rapids?" Johnigan asked. He laughed. "They can't be that bad. There are too many of us who aren't familiar with rafting for them to risk four boatloads of ensigns on a dangerous river."

"Are you sure?" Taylitha asked.

"Positive," Johnigan said. "This isn't the Terran Navy. The Alliance Fleet is more interested in. . . um . . . not taking unnecessary risks on training missions."

"Yeah, but we have a lot of new human admirals," Taylitha said.

"Don't worry about it," Johnigan said. "When do we start?"

"Tomorrow," Taylitha said. "With partner picks." She flipped through the brief and said, "We're supposed to spend tonight looking at people's service records."

"Which will accomplish what?" Johnigan said, flopping onto his bunk.

"Which will tell us who we want to pick," Taylitha said. "Other than requiring we choose someone from another ship, our only direction is to . . . well, choose well based on what we can find out."

"More work!" the human said. "I was hoping to go investigate the grounds—you know how long it's been since I've been downstairs?—but going through the service records of over a hundred people? That'll take all night!"

Or it would, Taylitha reflected, if you didn't already know who you wanted. She ignored Johnigan's grumbling and went straight for the Diamondwing’s lists.
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"How'd your discussion with Kairell go?" Taylitha asked.

Alysha Forrest turned to her, ears tilted forward. "Ah, Ensign Ba—Taylitha. It was fascinating. I'm sorry you couldn't join us."

"I thought it would be a bad idea, given that Kairell already knows my opinions about her opinions," Taylitha said, stepping up beside the other woman. Together they surveyed the chaos of the flag field. Their lieutenants had gathered them into groups by ship, then set them loose to choose their partners. Taylitha had been one of the first to move, knowing that finding anyone would be impossible once the ship groups broke formation. She'd located Alysha by the well of calm in the Diamondwing’s group and waited for the others to disperse before approaching.

"It would help her to know that one of her own crewmates could change her views," Alysha said. She looked at Taylitha, head canted with the same considering expression she'd leveled on Kairell. "You can change your views?"

Taylitha laughed before she thought about being offended. "Yes, I think so," she said.

Alysha grinned at her. "So you can laugh at yourself, and apparently you have initiative. You were hunting me, weren't you?"

"Do you have a problem with that?" Taylitha asked, ears flipping outward. "I wasn't sure if you had someone else in mind."

"Honestly, no," Alysha said. "Anyone I ended up with would have been a learning experience." She studied the free-for-all. "My only plan was to wait for the stragglers and see if anyone needed a partner, but I'm willing to be ambushed by a determined individual."

"Good," Taylitha said, and watched the milling crowd alongside the other woman. Where Alysha's shadow crossed her shoulder, she felt cool and comfortable. Not just because of the shade, Taylitha thought. It was just pleasant to stand here. It felt right.

After a moment, Alysha pulled in a long breath and turned to her. Taylitha met her eyes, a blue less vibrant than her own, with curiosity and interest.

Alysha grinned and shook her head. "I was expecting someone more difficult," she said. "Someone who doesn't know how to let a conversation go. Someone who doesn't feel sure enough of themselves to meet another person's eyes. Someone intimidated or angry or too eager to prove themselves to think straight. How am I going to get my learning experience if you make this so easy, Taylitha?"

"Simple," Taylitha said, grinning back. "I'm terrified of water."


  CHAPTER TWO

They waited over twenty minutes for the rest to finish making their choices, standing in a comfortable silence. Once the last ensigns finally separated into pairs under the stern gazes of their lieutenants, one of them shouted, "Form up!"

. . . which led to an amusing few minutes of confusion as roughly a hundred ensigns from four different ships tried to figure out how to make a square without losing their partners.

"We're not very good at this, are we?" Taylitha whispered to Alysha.

"I seem to remember spending about a day on parade formations at the Academe," Alysha said. "That seems like very long ago, though."

"One day!" Taylitha said. "One hour, maybe."

Their superiors didn't seem overly pleased with their disorganization, but also didn't interfere with their efforts. Their distance intrigued Taylitha, since most of the time she could count on anyone above her in the chain to help. As their ragged square was led to a field with benches and a dais, she snuck a few quick peeks at the formal faces of their lieutenants and wondered what was in store for them.

Once they were seated on the benches, an exotic-looking Ciracaana in a lieutenant commander's braid flowed up the stairs to the dais and towered there. Taylitha had never seen a Ciracaana in person before, and she wondered how hard it was for him to coordinate all four feet along with two arms, a head and a tail. The centauroids had always fascinated her, but the Ciracaana seemed even more alien than the squat, bizarre-looking Glaseah . . . it was something about the seeming bonelessness of their limbs, their great height, and the sharp points of their whiskered muzzles.

"Welcome to this year's leadership retreat at the Fleet Quickwater Reserve," the centauroid said. "By now you've all received your mission briefs and chosen a partner. In a few minutes, we'll separate you into teams and send you up the mountain. What you do there is all up to you. You can choose a leader or not. You can go up with your partner or plan to meet the rest of your team partway up. You can choose which goals to meet, how to meet them, when to give up and when to move on. In short, nothing about this mission is planned for you.

"One of Fleet’s defining characteristics is its reliance on officer-trained personnel for all its jobs. You are all expected to choose your destinies and get there on your own. Whether you intend to be the Chief of Medical, a biochemist in the science department, a captain or a ship's chef, you'll be charting your own course up the ranks until you reach your goal. No one can tell you what that goal is but you. And while we can tell you over and over how to work with other people to do what we expect to be done, the only way those lessons will stick for most people is to actually try . . . and fail . . . in a closed environment."

The Ciracaana's gaze roved over them. "That is not to say this is a safe place. There are a lot of ways to get hurt while hiking. We're not going to offer you any help unless you get into trouble so badly you've forfeited your mission . . . and the only way to forfeit the mission is if your team doesn't make it down in one piece, together. Keep that in mind.

"As part of the Alliance's Fleet, you will be called on to do many duties, from excavation of archeological sites to police-work, from rescuing stranded ships to fighting any enemies we may in the future develop. You're our first faces to our citizens, our allies, our friends and neighbors. It's up to you to uphold our values, not just in the presence of people outside Fleet, but to those within it too.

"Now, line up at the tables and we'll assign your teams and trails."

As the ensigns stood, Taylitha felt a shadow cross her back. She glanced at the sky in time to catch the silhouette of a broad-winged bird of prey. She bumped into Alysha in her surprise, managed to point.

"A good omen," Alysha said with a chuckle. "It did look like the Fleet eagle, didn't it?"

Taylitha nodded, then added, "We'll need all the luck we can get. Did I hear him right when he said there would be no help at all?"

"No help offered," Alysha corrected. "I suspect if we ask, we'll receive."

"I hope so," Taylitha said.

There were over a hundred trails up the mountain, more than enough for each pair to use alone; most of them converged at the mountain's top and the canoe rental cabin, and some of them had merged checkpoints with first aid and communication facilities. Taylitha stood in line with Alysha and watched their hapless lieutenants attempt to organize the assignments. The officers in charge of the ensigns' retreat were chosen by lot from the lieutenants on participating ships; it was considered a proving ground for their organizational skills. Coordinating the movements of roughly a hundred ensigns through a nature reserve sounded like fun to Taylitha, but she was considered odd by most of her friends, and the men and women at the head of the line looked tired and stressed.

"Your assignment," one of them said when she and Alysha finally reached the table. They received paper maps along with their data tablet loads. "You'll be meeting up with group four over there at your checkpoints. Go talk with them."

Taylitha studied the map as she followed Alysha over. It looked like a gentle route: four days up the mountain and two to three down, depending on the river they chose. She gazed up past the buildings at the tree-blanketed slopes and lifted her shoulders in a long, pleased breath. "This is going to be fun."

"It should be," Alysha agreed.

Which was before Taylitha saw the ensign holding forth in their group. She didn't recognize him, but from his pompous expression and tense stance she knew the type. As they drew near, the conversation—if it could be called that with the man giving orders—only confirmed her misgivings.

"So, we'll all wait at the checkpoint until the last group arrives before we keep going," he said. "Then I'll lead us to the cabin. We're supposed to be up the trail in a little under four days. I'd like us to get there first."

"Why?" Taylitha interrupted.

The human rolled his eyes. "Haven't you been reading the briefs, fur-for-brains? The first group to make it to the bottom of the mountain gets a commendation. It's good for those of us who want to make captain."

Taylitha bristled, but found a gray hand on her arm. She glanced at Alysha, whose calm seemed to counsel patience. Taylitha set her ears back but forced herself to relax, and Alysha nodded before resuming her read-through of their new tablet material.

Apparently emboldened by Taylitha's dissent, one of the others asked, "Why should you be the leader?"

"Because I grew up in the mountains," he said. "I know my way around."

"That's not going to help any of us who aren't your partners," the dissenter, a stubborn-looking Aera, said. His long ears telegraphed his disgruntlement even in the crowd, they were so big. "You won't be around to guide us while we're actually doing the hiking."

"Why do we need a leader anyway?"

"All groups need a leader, or else how do things get done? By committee?" The human sneered. His name tag read 'Mike Beringwaite.'

"Sometimes committees work," an uncertain girl said.

"You obviously haven't sat on any committees," the man said with rolled eyes. "Besides, that's not how we do things in Fleet. Have you seen a ship with a team for a captain? No? Didn't think so. Now, how many of you have mountain experience?"

The group had grown to twelve members during the discussion, but no one raised their hands.

"You see? You'll need me if you want to know how to do this the fastest way possible."

"I see there are other goals we can receive commendations for other than 'First Group Back,'" Alysha said into the uneasy quiet. "There are several based on bringing back certain specimens of plant; at least one for capturing footage of a rare bird. One for least use of Fleet resources. Given the inexperience of the group with moving quickly through this kind of terrain, wouldn't it make better sense to try for one of these other goals?"

Beringwaite folded his arms and guffawed. "Right. The inexperience part will apply to people tramping through woods trying not to scare birds away as well as not being able to hotfoot it through the hills."

"But they don't involve the same level of time pressure," Alysha said. "That gives us a greater chance at success."

"Plants! How much trailfood we eat! We're Fleet, not some mewling group of civvies," the human said with scorn. "Do we want to win this for the honor of the Fleet, or do we want to just grub around in the forest? We're tougher than that. We're better than that!"

"Now would be a good time to give that speech about needing all sorts in Fleet," Taylitha said sotto voce to Alysha. The woman flashed her a small smile, then shook her head and indicated the other members with the tip of her chin. The same people who'd seemed so uncertain before were now wearing prideful looks to match their would-be leader's.

"It's settled then," he said. "We're getting up that mountain and down it first. And I'll lead you there!"

Amid the cheer that followed, Taylitha looked at Alysha with wilted ears.
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"The guy's an idiot," Taylitha said, tail lashing as she rooted through the supply shed. "He's going to get us all killed. Why didn't you say something?"

"You expected me to say something?" Alysha asked in a curious voice. She picked up a walking staff and examined it.

"Well, yes!" Taylitha exclaimed. "You'd make a better leader any day than that overstuffed ego. "Fur-for-brains" my backside!" She tossed a few packets of K-plus rations into the mound with their backpacks. The groups had been sent to the storage sheds to choose their equipment; the larger sheds were well-organized, but rumor intimated that the sheds no longer maintained by the storekeeper contained more interesting items for those willing to paw through them. "Seriously. Why didn't you challenge him?"

Alysha put the walking stick on their pile and pushed past a stack of hiking boots into the next aisle. "Because he's my learning experience."

"How in the twenty midnight hells can that pompous bratling be your learning experience?"

Alysha looked over the aisle at her, laughing. "Besides giving you an opportunity to increase my vocabulary?"

Taylitha glowered at her, and Alysha chuckled. "Sorry. Look, Taylitha, we're not always going to be able to work for people we agree with or like. That doesn't change that we'll be expected to carry out their orders to the best of our abilities . . . and that sometimes, doing so will require us to stretch what we already know, or require us to do things we don't have the first clue how to accomplish. I'm not a speed-hiker, and I certainly don't know how to canoe down a mountain. But I'd like to see if I can learn. Quickly."

"What about the rest of us?" Taylitha asked. "Don't we have a right to a safe commander?"

Alysha paused.

Taylitha's ears perked. "Ha! You don't have a ready answer for that one, do you?"

"No," Alysha admitted. "I have feelings about it, but I haven't spent enough time with them."

"So you should have been leader," Taylitha said, investigating what appeared to be a bundle of tents of various types. She plucked one of the M-rate collapsibles from the mess and tossed it into their pile. "So you could have that time to think about what it means to have people under you."

"I've already thought about that part," Alysha said, her voice growing quieter than usual. "It's whether we've waived some of our rights by joining a military organization that I'm still considering." When Taylitha opened her mouth, Alysha said, "And yes, I know all the arguments about Fleet not being a military organization, despite our trappings. But if something threatens the Alliance, we're going to be the best thing, probably the only thing, between it and its enemies. Maybe we shouldn't lose sight of that."

"I'm partnered with a philosopher," Taylitha muttered.

Alysha stepped around the corner and looked down at their tiny pile of supplies. "And I, apparently, with a logistics specialist. Did you choose all these things for a reason, or are you operating on instinct?"

Taylitha joined her. "Oh, no. While I was in the Academe I worked Stores part-time. We deprecate a lot of supplies every year. Sometimes because they're not as good as the things that are becoming available . . . but just as often because what's available now is cheaper, or not as heavy, or not the right color, or not from a manufacturer we have a contract with at the time." She pointed at the rations. "The vitamin-plus rations went out of fashion for logistical reasons . . . each species gets a different spread of vitamins, and keeping track of how many of every species was in a group was too much trouble. The M-rate tents get too hot in desert conditions, so they should keep us pretty warm on a mountain. The gel is good for Pelted with foot pads . . . we'll probably do better hiking without boots in this terrain, but unless you've done a lot of walking we'll need something to keep the pads from cracking. That kind of thing."

Alysha shook her head. "Amazing."

"It's not really that special," Taylitha said. "It's just about keeping details in your head."

Alysha chuckled. "I see. Are you done?"

Taylitha glanced over her shoulder. "Yeah. We should have enough time for our last shower for a week."

One of Alysha's ears drooped, and Taylitha chuckled. "Me too."


  CHAPTER THREE

"Remember," Beringwaite said, "We all wait at the Chapel Grove checkpoint for everyone to arrive so I can lead us up the last leg. It should only take most of you two days to get there, so don't stop just because you're a little tired. We're going to win this thing!"

"It's not a competition," Taylitha muttered.

Alysha shouldered her backpack. "It is to Mister Beringwaite," she said as Beringwaite called out their trail assignments. "So it is to us."

"You two cats . . . you're on trail A-33."

"That's us," Alysha said.

With a sigh, Taylitha picked up her pack and followed Alysha through the slowly parting group. She'd rubbed cream into her paw pads earlier, but the moment she set foot on the dusty path she winced. Getting used to the pebbles and scratchy grass and broken nut shells would take some time. She'd also spent a few minutes in the shower stretching her back and arms, but even so it didn't take long for the weight on her back to become burdensome. Nor, she thought as she followed Alysha, was she as in perfect shape as she had been in the Academe.

But oh, the air was the perfect temperature, the crisp cool of spring. The breeze offered the perfume of new flowers. Fresh leaves on the trees rustled as their branches swayed. Taylitha forgot her tender feet and aching back.

They wound up the path in companionable silence. It led them over a thin stream, its murmurs barely audible as it trickled over its leaf-choked channel. They stopped in a hall of intertwined trees.

Taylitha wasn't sure which of them paused first. "It's beautiful," she said after a moment.

"It's a pleasant change," Alysha said, touching the flaking bark of one of the trees. "We're used to the manicured walkways created by most landscapers. This is how it should be."

Taylitha looked up and down the hall. Several kinds of trees of varying ages were unevenly staggered along the path. The leaves that leaned on one another overhead were tri-peaked, or oveate, or serrated. The branches were gray and brown and pale green. She could smell the mingled sap of a dozen types, spicy and sweet and green and sharp.

Alysha stepped up behind her and smiled. "What do you like best about it?"

"Is this a test?" Taylitha asked with a laugh.

"A question. Just a question." Alysha's eyes sparkled with a warmth that dispelled the effect of their light hue.

"The variety," Taylitha said finally. "The diversity of colors, of kinds. It's invigorating."

Alysha's brows rose. "Interesting," she said, and headed back up the path.

Taylitha blinked, then hurried after her. She drew abreast of the other woman, noted the quirk of her smile. "Well? What about you?"

"I like that the path came after the trees, not the other way around."

Taylitha frowned. "Does that mean you prefer nature over the works of people? That you like us to respect nature and are glad we're capable of it? Or that you're proud that we're resourceful in making our way around obstacles?"

"You are reading a lot into this," Alysha said with such a straight face Taylitha almost mistook the tiny smile.

"And you're not?" Taylitha asked. "So which is it? And no, don't ask me which one I think you think is true."

Alysha stopped, both hands tightly gripping the straps of her pack. For a moment Taylitha thought she'd upset her until she noticed the tiny quivers running through Alysha's shoulders.

"Oh, go ahead and laugh," Taylitha said, grinning. "That way you can catch your breath faster and we can concentrate on meeting that fool Beringwaite."

Alysha leaned against one of the trees and laughed until she couldn't stop. Taylitha watched her, still wearing a broad grin. She liked putting people at ease, and making them laugh was even nicer, particularly when they laughed with such candor.

"I'm done," Alysha said after a moment, wiping her eyes. "I'm sorry. I'm not used to people reacting to me the way you are."

"Which is how? Noticing that you're doing what you're doing, turning it back on you, both?"

"Add 'not being offended when you notice' and I think you'll have covered the list," Alysha said. She resumed trekking up the path. "And for your honesty and good humor I tell you what my answers are, without prompting. But I won't explain what they mean, any more than you do. What they say about me I'll leave you to puzzle over."

"I guess that's fair," Taylitha said. "Though if this is the way you normally do things, I probably haven't had the experience you have in interpreting people's answers."

"You don't study people?" Alysha asked.

Taylitha resettled her pack. "I don't think so. At least, not consciously. I don't test them, anyway."

"I don't test people either," Alysha said. "I just want to know what they think. It was only an accident when I discovered that most people aren't used to being asked for their opinions."

"And that most people like to talk about their opinions?" Taylitha said with a chuckle. "You must make a lot of friends."

"I learn a great deal, anyway," Alysha said.

Taylitha wrinkled her nose. "You make me feel young."

Alysha glanced at her, amused. "Do you always say what you feel?"

"Only around you," Taylitha said with a grin.

Alysha laughed. "So you've tested me already, and decided you know everything you need to."

"I guess so," Taylitha said, and though she'd never thought of it that way she liked the idea. She straightened. "So, how old are you, anyway?"

"I've been an ensign almost a year," Alysha said. "If that answers the question."

"It doesn't!" Taylitha exclaimed, then laughed. "But I guess it's a rude question. At least I know which of us has seniority. I've only been star-and-pierced for three months."

"Does that matter?" Alysha asked.

"It does to some people," Taylitha answered.

Alysha glanced at her. "But not to you."

Taylitha hooked her fingers beneath the straps of her pack and looked up at the interwoven boughs. "You'll have to work harder than that."

Alysha laughed in delight.
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They climbed together, sometimes talking, sometimes in a silence Taylitha could hardly believe, it was so comfortable. The soil beneath her feet cooled her toes, and the sun on her shoulders warmed her, and the taste of the water in the canteen was certainly fresher than anything she'd had since she'd left Burbage Township. They crossed broad meadows dotted with lavender and pearl-poppies; stands of pines redolent with the sharp resin scent of evergreens and strewn with sienna-brown cones; wind-ruffled glades encircled in brush and washed with sunlight. Mountains framed the bits of sky Taylitha could see through the eaves of the trees, and the pellucid blue seemed more breathtaking because of it.

"This isn't so bad after all," Taylitha said, hushed.

Alysha smiled at her.

An hour before sunset, their path reached a plateau. The trees remained dense on their left, but to their right they petered out completely to a cliff. As Alysha began to set up their camp, Taylitha edged out to it and peeked over its edge, resting her hands on a boulder that formed a hump along part of its edge. Fifty feet down a beautiful meadow collected purple evening's shadows, and she gasped at the sight of a family of deer grazing. "Oh, wow!"

Alysha joined her. "Ah! That's lovely."

"Real deer," Taylitha said. "I've never seen any." She watched, holding her breath, as they wandered back into the brush and out of sight. "This is wonderful. We're stopping?"

"It seems a good place," Alysha said. "The checkpoint's not too long a walk from here, but we should probably take it while we're fresh. Some of these trails skirt long drops. Once we get there, we can rest while we wait."

"Wait?" Taylitha asked.

Alysha nodded. "We're one of the lucky ones to have company most of the way up."

Taylitha glanced at her. "Ah! And you're not happy about that, are you?"

Alysha smiled, brows lifting. "And what makes you say that?"

"I don't know," Taylitha said. "Your word choice, I think. Am I right?" She followed the other woman back to the trail crossing, where she started to dig a pit for the fire.

"When you see who our company is, you'll know the answer," Alysha said. "Should we have rations for dinner? Or be brave and attempt to forage?"

Taylitha pulled out her data tablet. "No bravery required . . . just patience and attention to detail. Let's go look!"

"Okay," Alysha said, taking out her own. "But let's stay within earshot. The brief didn't mention anything about wildlife, but I can't imagine these mountains don't have their share."

"Things more dangerous than deer," Taylitha mused aloud.

"Things more dangerous than deer," Alysha agreed.
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Taylitha found several handfuls of edible mushrooms, a stand of tan onion shoots, and a selection of old nuts that hadn't already been scavenged by birds. She returned with her booty to find Alysha coaxing a fire from the kindling it was just beginning to crisp. Their tent had already been pitched.

"I hope you had better luck than I did," Alysha said.

"Probably," Taylitha said. She unrolled one of her blankets and spread the bounty. Alysha added a few shriveled clusters of greens and sweet-birch sticks, enough for tea and dessert. Grinding the nut meat with the roasted onions and mushrooms made for a generous meal. Taylitha was gnawing on the moist, fibrous center of one of the peeled sweet-birch branches when her companion spoke.

"So what brought you to Fleet? You must have attended one of the satellite campuses . . . I don't remember seeing you at Terracentrus."

Taylitha nodded. "I'm from the colonies. Terracentrus would been a very long ride." She wiped birch-juice from her chin and said, "And I joined Fleet because I like to meet people."

"There are definitely easier ways to meet people," Alysha said, brows lifting.

"As many people? As varied?" Taylitha asked. Her ears drooped. "I don't tell people this often because they make fun of it, but I'm hoping we'll discover a major new alien species in my lifetime. Maybe even during my tour of duty."

"It could happen," Alysha said, stirring her tea with a birch twig. "There were the Flitzbe, and the Chatcaava, and of course, humans."

"Humans don't count," Taylitha said. "That's like saying one of your aunts is an alien just because she's strange and you haven't seen her in twenty years."

Alysha laughed. "Point taken. Still, I think wanting to explore the unknown is a good reason for joining. In fact, it may be the best reason." Her eyes lost their focus. "I thought it was mine."

"It's not?" Taylitha asked. "Then what is?"

"I'm not sure," Alysha said. "Not anymore. I used to feel very strongly about the stars for the sake of exploration. Now that desire seems to have waned. And yet, I still feel strongly about being here."

"Maybe that's why you go around asking everyone's opinions on the Fleet," Taylitha joked. "You're hoping you'll turn up yours."

"Actually, you're right," Alysha said, and grinned at Taylitha's start. "Or maybe I just like meeting people too."

"No fair stealing my reason," Taylitha said, stretching her aching legs. "I worked hard on it!"

Alysha held up her hands, smiling. And then continued, “So, command track?”

“Yeah,” Taylitha said, warming her hands on the tin cup. “It seemed the best choice.” She grinned. “Not that I like telling other people what to do or anything. Just when it’s obvious they’re not paying attention to the little things.”

“You’re good with that,” Alysha observed.

“I try,” Taylitha said. “You’re command, of course. You already talk like an admiral.”

“I had a good example,” Alysha murmured.

“Really?” Taylitha asked, glancing at her. “I haven’t known any working captains. Well, I didn’t until I got to the Nightslip, but it’s not like I know her very well. I just had the teachers at the Academe, and I don’t think it’s the same. You don’t get to really see how they work. You have?”

“A little, yes,” Alysha said.

“And?” Taylitha asked, when her companion didn’t seem minded to go on. “What’s it like?”

“It’s a lot of big-picture thinking,” Alysha said after a moment.

“Like that bit with Kairell,” Taylitha said.

“Exactly,” Alysha replied.

“Great,” Taylitha said. “Just the opposite of what I’m good at, and here I am…!”

They laughed, but the observation stuck with Taylitha. When the conversation began to suffer from the exertion of the day's hike, she did not revive it. Settling in her sleeping bag for the night, Taylitha wondered. Here I am, she thought. But should I be?


  CHAPTER FOUR

The next morning they scaled a narrow path to reach the checkpoint, a glade bordered by cliffs and encircled in trees. One tall and ancient pine rose from the glade's center, shading a tiny stream and a cabin the size of a closet. Its facilities included a rudimentary but very welcome shower head mounted on the outside wall. While Alysha washed, Taylitha explored the area around the glade. Several trees had tumbled down, their gnarled roots exposed and the topsoil beneath them ripped to reveal broken stone, ground almost to sand in places. The trees surrounding the glade cast a shade denser than seemed warranted by their numbers. Taylitha peered up through the heavy needles and found a cloud obscuring the sun.

As she leaned back, her foot lit on gravel and skidded. She teetered between two pines, certain something behind her would stay her fall.

Her back foot fell on scree and gave beneath her. She twisted, grabbing one of the pines, and discovered nothing between her and a ledge fifty feet down except a tree root she grabbed in utter desperation. That she screamed like a girl half her age embarrassed her, despite her larger worries. Hadn't Johnigan said something about Fleet not being in favor of dangerous training missions? What would he say when he found out she'd walked off a cliff while cloud-gazing? Probably "Curiosity killed the cat." He loved using that chestnut on her.

The tree root was slipping from between her sweating hands.

"Taylitha!" Alysha grabbed her wrist, wet strands of hair flinging water into Tayl's face.

"Be careful!" Taylitha exclaimed. "The trees are barely rooted and the soil's skin-deep!"

Alysha glanced around herself with a growl. Taylitha could hear flying gravel, but couldn't see what the other woman was doing. She concentrated on keeping her arms in their sockets.

"Can you get your feet onto something?" Alysha asked.

Taylitha made the attempt, but her pads slid off the rock. "Not reliably," she said, wondering at her own calm.

"I'm going to pull you up," Alysha said. Her and what army? "Hold onto my arm." As if she was planning to let go. "Ready?"

"Ready," Taylitha said, and took a breath.

Alysha leaned down, let go of the tree and yanked backward. Taylitha grabbed a gray elbow in one hand and a gray wrist in the other and tried to wiggle upward, half-expecting the other woman to tumble off the edge with her.

She didn't. Taylitha stared at the quivering of the muscles in that arm, at the shadows that lined their ridges. Pebbles and soil bruised her breast and stomach as she slid back up between the trees, and she scrabbled the last of the way onto level ground.

Together the two sat, panting, shaking.

"Let's," Alysha started, and took a long breath, "Let's get further into the glade."

"Absolutely," Taylitha said, standing despite her shaking knees.

She did glance backward once, and so see a certain impossibility; the bare stone revealed by the clearing of the gravel simply could not have claw marks in it.

They returned to the center of the glade to await the rest of the team. As Alysha sat on one of the fallen trees, Taylitha struggled with her embarrassment, uncertain how to break the silence. She'd known the checkpoint was perched on several sheer edges; the walk here had given her plenty of opportunities to peer over similar ones. Had she been any clumsier, she would have gone over the edge completely, without even grabbing the root. She would have been severely injured landing on that ledge . . . or worse, had she missed it.

Taylitha was not so intent on self-flagellation that she missed the surreptitious stretch and flex Alysha was attempting with her left arm.

"What happened?" Taylitha demanded, catching the hand. She turned it over and found a long line of scrapes and torn fur from the side of the hand all the way up above the elbow. "How did you do that?"

"I got a little too close to the ground while pulling," Alysha said. She didn't flinch when Taylitha tried to brush some of the dirt out of the welts, but her tendons rose against her skin.

Taylitha fetched her first aid kit and went to work. As her embarrassment faded she noticed Alysha's stillness beneath the sting of the antiseptic.

"You take this well," she said.

"I'd rather not distract you by shaking or twitching," Alysha said with a wry smile.

Taylitha swabbed the scratches near Alysha's elbow, which she recognized belatedly as her own claw-marks. Her ears flattened, but she continued after a moment, "I don't mean your arm. Most people don't like being tended. They get flustered."

Alysha didn't answer immediately. Presently, she said, "I decided a while ago I might as well get used to it. I can't exactly administer my own medical care."

Taylitha glanced at her while unwinding the bandage from the roll, hearing something in the quiet of the alto. "Is that your real reason?"

"Part of it," Alysha said with a laugh. "The other parts have to do with being friends with healers, and being under their hands too often."

So much hidden in so little at the end of a jovial reply! Taylitha wrapped the bandage around Alysha's arm, struggling not to ask what kinds of activities got someone who looked so healthy into a clinic "often." Sports? Manual labor? Perhaps Alysha practiced sword, as she did . . . but no, there were none of the calluses Taylitha had on her own hands. She forced her curiosity down and said, "I'm no healer, but this should work until the quick-sealers have a chance to integrate with your skin."

Alysha flexed her fingers with caution, then smiled. "This is very well-done," she said. "How many other useful skills are you hiding in there, Ensign Basil?"

"Probably not enough to thank you for saving my hide," Taylitha said, blushing in the ears. She didn't look away despite it. "I'm sorry I was careless."

"It was an accident," Alysha said, putting a hand on Taylitha's shoulder. "It could have happened to either of us. Don't let it weigh you down."

Taylitha took a deep breath, then nodded, letting the tension drain from her.

"Ah, you're here! Good! I was expecting to wait!"

The fur along the back of her spine shot up. Taylitha twisted slowly, hoping Mike Beringwaite would vanish in the moments between hearing him and seeing him. But no, there he was, standing with arrogant confidence, a tired-looking Tam-illee man just coming to a halt beside him.

"You're ready to move on, I hope," Beringwaite continued, striding toward them. An almost cartoonish scowl spread over his face at the sight of Alysha's arm. "How did you do that? It's only been a day and a half! I hope you're not accident-prone, Forrest . . . I'm going to push us hard."

"Leave her be!" Taylitha exclaimed.

"It's okay, Taylitha," Alysha said, eyes never moving from Beringwaite's face.

The human looked from one to the other. "What are you trying to hide?" he asked. "No one gets protective without someone having done something wrong. I don't want any muck-ups during my mission."

"Your mission!" Taylitha burst out. "Just because you're the unofficial leader doesn't make you our commanding officer . . . and doesn't make this your mission! It's our mission, and we have as big a say in how we do it as you do!"

"That's what you think, fur-for-brains. But the group has spoken, and I'm it. What I say goes, or you'll be the reason we fail."

Alysha caught Taylitha's arm before Taylitha realized she was about to advance on the man. In her quiet alto, Alysha said, "We'll follow you, Mister Beringwaite. But a good commander doesn't use racial slurs on his subordinates."

Beringwaite stepped back, then guffawed. "Right. It's just a joke."

"Not to us," Alysha said. She smiled. "Though I suppose we could call you Skinny, or Devvy."

Beringwaite paled, and even Taylitha and the silent Tam-illee bridled. It had been years since anyone had trotted out the derogatory terms assigned to humans since their rediscovery of the Pelted. "Skinny" was bad. "Devvy," from 'Devolved,' evoked all the Pelted's most prejudicial beliefs that after creating the Pelted humanity had become less than their gengineered children.

"Don't call me that," Beringwaite finally said. "I'm your leader."

"Don't do to us what you wouldn't have us do to you," Alysha said.

"Whatever," Beringwaite said. "The day's getting old." He turned on them and started up the trail. The Tam-illee man followed him with drooping tail and bowed shoulders, awarding them only the most fleeting of glances on the way past.

Alysha shouldered her pack and followed. Taylitha walked behind her, smoldering.
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If Taylitha had thought Beringwaite the mission commander irritating, she found Beringwaite the trail guide insufferable. She couldn't deny he did seem to know what he was doing, but he couldn't deliver a single fact without making it clear who was God on this particular mission. Nor could he bear any person with him making mistakes, and his definition of a mistake was so broad he had no end of excuses for his diatribes. More than once he told the Tam-illee man, whose name was Jender Forthstars, that the foxine's penchant for stopping to look at the scenery was stupid—what, had he never seen a tree before? Taking care of blistered feet made Jender a softie, ill-fit for Fleet. Even their choice of places to relieve themselves was subject to discussion and correction.

Four hours after joining up with Beringwaite, Taylitha knew very well where Jender had acquired that beaten submissive look. One did not argue with Beringwaite . . . at least, not productively, as she discovered.

"What are you looking at, Basil?"

"There's a fallen tree in those shadows. It might have mushrooms on it."

"Might," Beringwaite said with a guffaw. "Keep walking, furry."

Taylitha bristled, but said, "The mission material says red oysters grow on trees in the shade in this area."

"We have rations."

"We could use them to supplement the rations. They're nutritious."

"So are the rations."

Taylitha growled. "It'll only take a minute to check!"

"A minute we don't have, furry. Keep walking."

She had not been in Fleet long enough to be in the habit of bowing her head to any authority figure... particularly someone her rank who had appointed himself as leader. Taylitha ducked away, into the brush.

In moments, Beringwaite was behind her, grabbing her arm.

"I said to stay on the trail!"

"No you didn't," Taylitha said. "You said to 'keep walking.' I'm still walking. I'm walking to investigate this tree."

"Get back on the trail," Beringwaite said. "This is a waste of time."

"How do you know?" Taylitha asked, flattening her ears.

"Because that's a mottled birch and red oysters don't grow on them. Their bark is too acidic."

Taylitha allowed herself to be dragged back onto the path. She fell into step behind Jender and surreptitiously consulted her data tablet. Much to her irritation, Beringwaite was right.

All the while, Taylitha could hear the soft scrape of Alysha's foot-falls behind her, and she wondered over and over why the other woman wouldn't put Beringwaite in his place and take charge.
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The sun disappeared over the horizon, and somehow this visceral reminder of time's passage aggravated her manifold aches and pains. Beringwaite had run them twice as fast as she and Alysha had gone the day before... nor did he show any signs of stopping. Taylitha was deciding how to express her frustration when Alysha's quiet voice sounded behind her, carrying clearly to the head of the line.

"Beringwaite? Are we stopping?"

"Not yet," the man said. "Or are you furries exaggerating when you say your night vision is better than ours?"

"We can manage," Alysha said. "But you're not one of the Pelted."

"No, but I know mountains. We'll keep going. There's a place we can stop in a couple of hours." He snorted. "We could have been there by now, but you people are a disgrace. I thought you would at least have tried to maintain some sort of physical condition on-ship."

Taylitha scowled, but said nothing. She couldn't, given that she hadn't been in the gym as much as she should have been.

By the time they reached Beringwaite's chosen campground, Taylitha was certain her legs weren't going to work in the morning. The muscles in her thighs were twitching, and her knees made unappealing sounds when she stretched. She erected the tent with Alysha's help and crawled into it, not seeing what was outside and not really caring. Her partially undone sleeping bag was unrolled enough for her to flop onto it and groan, and while her ears registered Alysha's arrival, she didn't open her eyes until she smelled flowers.

Alysha was offering her a handful of fleshy red and orange petals. "You need to eat, arii. Don't sleep yet."

"I'm about dead," Taylitha said. "I couldn't possibly."

"Sure you can," Alysha said. "I have some mushrooms and some kendrage too."

Taylitha pulled herself upright and accepted a handful of the shiny green leaves and spindly mushrooms. "Where'd you find these?"

"On the way up," Alysha said. "I noticed Beringwaite doesn't mind the back of the group as much as he does the front, especially if you don't attract his attention."

"Yeah, I noticed," Taylitha said sourly. "What exactly were you doing back there? Besides foraging?"

"Watching him," Alysha said. "Seeing if he was successful."

Taylitha flipped her ears back. "Oh, he's plenty successful, if his intention is to so totally demoralize his people that they're ready to mutiny at the first fork in the road."

Alysha nodded slowly. "He doesn't know how to treat people," she said. "A pity, because he does know the terrain better than any of us. He walks the paths with confidence."

"Arrogance, you mean," Taylitha said. "He's a snot. I hate him."

Alysha laughed softly.

"I'm not kidding," Taylitha said. "There's no excuse for the way he treats us. When are you going to fix it?"

"Fix it?" Alysha asked, ears flicking sideways in surprise.

"Yes!" Taylitha exclaimed, exasperated. "He pushes us too hard. And he abuses us verbally."

Alysha's expression stilled so quickly Taylitha hesitated, unnerved. She finished with more caution. "When are you going to stop him?"

Her companion said nothing. Taylitha couldn't pin down how Alysha's face had changed, but she no longer looked friendly and detached. The hardness in her gaze frightened Taylitha enough that she squirmed and said, "Ah… Alysha?"

"Sorry," Alysha said, touching her own forehead. She straightened and her eyes cleared. "Why me, then?"

"Why... you? Why should you fix it?" Taylitha asked. At the other's nod, she said, "Because you can."

"And no one else can?"

"Jender obviously won't," Taylitha said. "Beringwaite's already got a foot on his neck. I can't, because just talking to the man makes me want to throttle him. That leaves you."

"Of course," Alysha said in a tone Taylitha couldn't describe.


  CHAPTER FIVE

The following morning, Alysha took Jender's place behind Beringwaite, befuddling the poor Tam-illee and earning an askance look from the human.

"Got something to say, Forrest?"

"No," Alysha said. "I just thought I'd learn more here, right behind you, than in the back."

Taylitha almost choked.

"First smart thing anyone's said on this trip," Beringwaite said, mollified. "All right, then, furry, let's go."

They set off again. Taylitha anticipated another day of gritting her teeth through Beringwaite's attitude and behind her, Jender, cringing, no doubt expected the same.

It didn't happen.

For the first hour, Alysha and Beringwaite seemed at odds; he didn't know what to make of her attempts at conversation or her responses to him, and ignored her as often as he replied to her courtesies. But sometime into the second hour, Beringwaite no longer paid Taylitha or Jender any mind. Alysha absorbed all his abuse and somehow managed to keep him from running them quite as hard in the bargain. Taylitha had no idea how she was doing it, but watching the other woman carefully she realized that the tension and guarded care Alysha had exhibited earlier had been her way of drawing Beringwaite out, sounding him under pressure. Now she walked behind him, her body completely relaxed despite his constant harangues, as if she'd already done the hard work.

Each time Beringwaite said something particularly outrageous, something so heinous Taylitha felt she had to offer a defense on Alysha's behalf, Alysha caught her eye and somehow counseled patience just by canting her head or tilting an ear. Taylitha bit her tongue. She tried to do as Alysha must be doing, and watched them.

"Perhaps we should stop for lunch."

"We're not making good enough time to stop for lunch," Beringwaite snarled.

"It must be difficult to work with such inexperienced people," Alysha said, with only sympathy in her voice.

"Damn right it is," Beringwaite said. "We should have been much farther by now! We might not even make the Grove on time."

"Still, I can't imagine taking a short break for lunch will matter much."

"Are you dull in the head?" Beringwaite demanded. "Haven't I been saying that every minute counts?"

"You have," Alysha agreed. "I'm certain it's true of other groups, but not of ours."

"And how exactly do you figure that?"

"Because they don't have the benefit of your experience, Mister Beringwaite. Everyone knows an experienced trail guide can halve the time a group spends in transit. I have no doubt you'll get us there with time to spare, even if we do stop for lunch. In fact, I wouldn't be surprised if you used lunch as an excuse to scout ahead."

Beringwaite sighed. "And it would let you lazytails catch your breath."

Alysha nodded. "We're not as good at this as you are. Luckily, we have you to help us."

"And you should be grateful. Fine. Let's stop here, it's as good a place as any. I'll be back in fifteen minutes."

"Thank you. We appreciate it."

Beringwaite vanished around the next bend. Taylitha turned to Alysha, stunned. "Did you actually mean all that flotsam?"

"Every word of it," Alysha said, sitting on a rock and massaging her toe pads with sorrow in her voice.

"You must be jesting," Taylitha said.

"No," Alysha said slowly. "No, I'm not. Beringwaite is an invaluable resource. He will get us where we're going faster and more safely than I would, or you, or Mister Forthstars. You can't alienate your best tools."

"Isn't that what he's doing to us?" Taylitha demanded.

"That's what he's trying to do to me," Alysha corrected. "And failing at, because I don't alienate that easily."

"And while we're on that topic," Taylitha said, startling even herself with the immensity of her anger, "how can you let him say some of those things to you?"

"I've heard worse," Alysha said quietly.

"But he's Fleet," Taylitha said.

Alysha looked at her with unreadable, pale eyes. "That doesn't always matter."

Taylitha folded her arms. "If it doesn't, what does?"

"That I can take the abuse, and you and Mister Forthstars can't, and so I will." Alysha threw a ration bar at her. "Now stop wasting the minutes I bought us, Miss Basil, and eat."

Taylitha ate, but the honey-glued granola bar did not sit well with her roiling stomach. When Beringwaite returned and they resumed their travels, Taylitha attempted to make sense of Alysha's attitude. She hadn't figured the other woman for a martyr, but nothing in Alysha's attitude as she walked in Beringwaite's shadow suggested any pain or suffering.

Indeed, the longer Taylitha watched, the more she realized Alysha was managing Beringwaite. She used his impatience, his inflated sense of self-worth, and his ambitions to push him onto paths that better served the rest of the party. She ignored his baiting in order to play to his pride and manipulate him into doing the right thing... most of the time, anyway. She occasionally misjudged just what tone to take with him, but she rectified her mistakes as soon as he presented her the opportunity. Beringwaite was always eager to create opportunities for more abuse.

Taylitha couldn't believe it. It was more like Alysha was in charge than Beringwaite. A grin crept onto her face and stayed there.

Behind her, in a near inaudible whisper, Jender said, "I can almost bear the thought of sharing a tent with him after not having to deal with him all day."

That night in their tent, Taylitha sat on her bedroll and watched Alysha preparing for sleep. It was hard to tell, but she thought the other woman looked more exhausted than she had the previous evening, when they'd been traveling faster.

Once Alysha sat, Taylitha said, "Are you okay?"

"I'm fine," Alysha said. "Just tired."

"Are you sure?" Taylitha asked. "It's hard to listen to people like Beringwaite for long."

"It's not listening to him that's hard," Alysha said.

Taylitha nodded. "It's pointing him in the right direction and making him think it's his idea that's hard, right?"

That surprised a laugh out of Alysha, and Taylitha beamed at how it seemed to erase the lines from the woman's face. "So, you see what I'm doing now."

"Yes," Taylitha said, then added, "It doesn't make it any easier to listen to." She folded her hands in her lap and looked at them, embarrassed. "I wish I could help."

"You are helping," Alysha said.

"I don't see how!"

"You help by making it worth doing," Alysha said with a smile. She rolled herself into her blankets. "Good night, Taylitha."

Perplexed, Taylitha watched the other woman breathing, then curled herself into her own sleeping bag. She couldn't imagine putting up with Beringwaite for any reason... but Alysha could, and did. Why?
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The following day saw them to the Chapel Grove only a few hours into their hike; as Alysha had predicted, Beringwaite led them there with time to spare. Taylitha put it to use immediately by staring in awe. It was not that the trees were any taller than some of the ones she'd seen on the way up the mountain; it was their obvious age that impressed. It radiated through their gnarled and scaly bark and invested the grove with a green, damp timelessness. Her footfalls on the duff were muffled in a silence that had density and form, and the dusky air tickled her nostrils with the scent of conifers and the peppery sap of nearby spice maples.

Beringwaite eyed the grove, then pointed at a collection of rocks just in front of it. "We'll wait here."

"First thing he's said that makes him sound like a person instead of a martinet," Taylitha muttered to Jender, who even smiled.

They enjoyed a pleasant brunch, but as the hours dragged Beringwaite graduated from fidgeting to pacing and finally to a frustrated rage.

"Where are they?" he asked. "We're going to lose!"

"They're on their way, I'm sure," Alysha said. "We'll have time."

But Beringwaite would not be comforted. Taylitha feared for the ears of the incoming groups and apparently so did Alysha, who managed to convince Beringwaite to scout the path ahead. When the other woman sat on one of the flatter rocks, Taylitha worried over the tension she saw in Alysha's arms and shoulders, at the lines under her eyes.

"Maybe you should let someone else do this for a while," she said.

Alysha only shook her head.

The last group didn't trail into the grove until long after sunset. Even Alysha couldn't save them from the entirety of Beringwaite's wrath, though she deflected a great deal of it. Taylitha watched the emotional carnage with a dry mouth and an occasional flinch. Still, the scene was not lost on her; Alysha had positioned herself between Beringwaite and the unhappy newcomers, though not obviously enough to make him feel like she was deliberately blocking his view of them. She interrupted his stream of vitriol often enough to turn his anger on her, sparing the listeners.

It went on longer than Taylitha thought possible. She shivered as she watched. Was this what was in store for her as captain? She'd chosen her career path more by what she didn't want to do on a ship than what she did: she was no engineer, she definitely wasn't into medical, and she wasn't interested in learning the weaponry or science angles. She'd assumed that being in charge of a ship meant . . . well, telling people to do. Like every cadet in the Academe she'd memorized the list of shipboard duties, but most of the captain's seemed to involve delegation and high-level decision-making. It had all sounded so clinical in the texts.

What Alysha was doing was not clinical, not easy, and Taylitha wanted no part of it. And she knew why Alysha wanted to be in Fleet. What remained to be seen was why she wanted to stay in Fleet . . . or more accurately, what job she should take to serve her own purpose best. As a furious Beringwaite finally allowed Alysha to nudge him onto the trail through the grove, Taylitha shouldered her pack and mused on her life ambitions.
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They didn't get far before the darkness forced them to stop for the night. Taylitha pitched the tent with the other five pairs in their group, all the while keeping a surreptitious eye on Alysha, who was talking with Beringwaite in a lacuna created by the careful avoidance of everyone else. With Beringwaite distracted, one of their number dared to start a fire and set a stew simmering. Taylitha added the mushrooms and leaves she'd gathered in the quieter times on their hike, and by the time Alysha joined her in their tent Taylitha had food and tea ready.

Alysha ate in silence, then cupped the tea in both hands and let out a long sigh. The smile that curved her lips was so unguarded it surprised a purr out of Taylitha.

"Thank you," Alysha said. "I needed that."

"I thought you would," Taylitha said, studying her.

Both Alysha's brows rose. "Am I that disheveled, or are you looking at something else?"

Taylitha laughed. "I have you figured out finally. I know why you're in Fleet."

"Oh?" Alysha asked with calm interest.

Taylitha nodded. "You're here to guard people."

A tremor ran through Alysha's arms. She set the tea cup down carefully. "To guard people."

"Yes. Most definitely," Taylitha said. "You're a protector. You can't stand to watch people get hurt, so you get between them and whatever's hurting them. Fleet's an excellent way to get between millions of people and harm's way . . . so here you are. Keeping people safe. Keeping them from being hurt."

Alysha folded her hands together in her lap, head bowed. Her hair slid over her shoulders, obscuring her face.

"I'm right, aren't I?" Taylitha asked.

"Someone has to do it." Alysha's voice barely rose above a whisper.

Taylitha snorted. "You say that as if you need to convince yourself to do it. Don't think I haven't been watching you all this time. You can't stop yourself."

Alysha lifted her head with reluctance. Her eyes were gentled by the shadows cast by her lashes. "It's just that I can and so many people can't."

"You don't have to justify it to me," Taylitha said, touching the other woman's knee. "I can't think of a better reason to be in Fleet. Which is where my problem comes in."

"Problem?" Alysha asked. She wiped at one eye with the base of her palm, though Taylitha hadn't noticed any hint of a tear.

"Yeah," Taylitha continued with a lopsided smile. "I don't want to do what you do. I hate the idea. So now I have to figure out what to be instead of a captain."

"Not all captains are guardians," Alysha said.

"No, but I'm betting all the good ones are," Taylitha replied. When Alysha didn't answer, she chuckled. "See?"

"There are more routes through command than to the captaincy," Alysha said. "Many of them would allow you to meet people, as you would most like."

"True, but I want more of a plan that that." Taylitha said. "I'll figure it out. I just need some time to think, and you're giving me plenty of that by keeping Beringwaite off our backs. Which reminds me, I'm still confused about why you're leaving him in charge. You want to protect people, right? You'd have a better chance if you took his place. Why not do it?"

Alysha traced the rim of her cup. "I could," she said slowly. "But I won't. I can't. I need to learn what Beringwaite has to teach me."

Exasperated, Taylitha said, "In case you haven't noticed, there's nothing the man does that you can't do better. You're a better leader. You're a kinder person."

Alysha's ears flicked back, but she said nothing, her gaze still on the teacup.

"You owe it to us, don't you think?" Taylitha prodded. "We'd be much better off if you took charge."

"No," Alysha said, and there was a hoarse finality to the word that seemed to come from nowhere. "There is something more important for me to learn here, more important even than the comfort and happiness of our group."

"For the gods' sakes," Taylitha said, exasperated, "what is this lesson?"

When Alysha looked up, her eyes were shadowed. "How to protect the innocent and the powerless against people in power . . . even when I have no power myself. I have to know, Taylitha."

Startled into silence and held by the ghosts in the other woman's eyes, Taylitha felt the world change. While it did she observed prosaically how cliché it was to characterize the moment as earth-shaking, as life-changing . . . but there it was. She could scoff at herself, and she was, but it didn't make the sudden pain in her chest go away, nor the feeling that something in the back of her mind was exploding, expanding.

She wanted nothing to do with being a person like Alysha. In fact, she hadn't the slightest clue how to even want the same things Alysha seemed to want so badly. But she wanted everything to do with working for people like Alysha.

Will I really remember the smell of honey ginger tea forever? she wondered. In my memories, will I really fuse the tension of revelation with the tension of humid skies waiting for rain? In forty years, will I look back on this moment and think fondly of how it changed the course of my life?

Looking at Alysha, Taylitha thought she would.


  CHAPTER SIX

Taylitha woke to the drumming of water on the sides of the tent. When she peered blearily outside, the drizzle that greeted her made her groan. She did not predict a pleasant day on the trail, and not just because of the weather.

Nor was she proven wrong. The dense gray cloud-cover had fooled almost all of the group into sleeping late, including Beringwaite who did not react well to being as culpable as everyone else for their tardiness. He pulled several people out of their tents by their arms before Alysha got in his way. While she distracted him, Taylitha snuck into the tents and woke the rest of the group, warning them of Beringwaite's mood. One of the men in the group flipped his ears back as he wiggled out of his bedroll.

"What's with him, anyway?"

Taylitha shrugged. "A slug crawled up his ear. I don't know."

"Is She awake?"

Taylitha heard the capital letter and turned back from the tent flap with interest. "She?"

"Yeah, the gray ensign. I haven't caught her name."

"Alysha Forrest. Yeah, she's awake."

"Thank the Speaker-Singer," the man said. "Then it's safe to come out."

Taylitha grinned and crawled back out into the rain.

The sodden group managed to pack its gear and resume its march behind Beringwaite, though not fast enough to please him. The rain improved no one's mood and made the footing less certain.

"You're going too fast," Alysha said to Beringwaite as Taylitha watched surreptitiously. It was hard to keep an eye on their expressions while choosing her path in the rain, but she managed a quick glance once in a while. "You're going to get us into trouble."

"We're already late, Forrest. How many times do I have to tell you we don't have time for laggarts?"

Alysha's tail lashed. "Do you really want someone to sprain an ankle? Break a leg?"

"The footing's not that bad," Beringwaite said. "Besides, every one of you's a furry. Sink your claws into the dirt for traction."

"In case you hadn't noticed, there's rock under the dirt," Alysha said. For the first time, Taylitha heard a note of anger cooling the words. "Or do you think we all have steel claws?"

"And I'm supposed to know about what your claws can and can't do?" Beringwaite said. "Look, furry, I'm damn tired of hearing all about how much better you people are than we are. In case you've forgotten, we made you."

Taylitha stumbled in horror. It was impolite enough to bring up the fact that most of the Pelted were the result of scientific experimentation on Earth centuries ago, but to actually try using that relationship as a rationale for one race's superiority over the others. . . .

She did not mistake Alysha’s anger, though she hadn't seen it before. It took the form of a cold stillness, one Taylitha was very glad was not directed at her. It seemed lost on Beringwaite, and Taylitha wondered uneasily just what Alysha would do to him. Before she could find out, a yelp from behind distracted them both.

Taylitha looked back; Alysha sprinted behind her, displaying a traction on slick stone no one else could have, should have had. Taylitha followed more carefully, leaving an exasperated Beringwaite standing by a rock on the trail.

One of the foxine-like Tam-illee had fallen: not Jender, this one, but a silvery male whose name was Roben. In the drizzle it was hard to tell, but Taylitha thought once she reached him that the inside of his ears were pale. Shock? Pain?

"Are you hurt?" Alysha asked, bracing him.

"I don't think so," the foxine said, trembling. "Just a little shook up."

One of their team-mates, standing behind him, said, "He was lucky . . . he caught himself on the side."

Alysha looked up and found Taylitha's eyes. Even knowing that cold wasn't meant for her, Taylitha shivered.

"Would you—"

"—I'll take care of it," Taylitha said, sliding behind Roben on the other side.

Alysha nodded and stood, pebbles scraping away from her feet as she headed back up the trail. Taylitha squinted into the rain, wondering just what Alysha was going to say to Beringwaite.

"I wonder what she's going to say to him?" the Tam-illee said.

"Hopefully whatever it'll take to get him to slow down," the man standing behind them said.

"Can you stand?" Taylitha asked Roben.

He nodded, and with her help and his partner's gained his wobbly feet. Once standing he smiled and his tail wagged once or twice in limp relief. "Nothing broken."

"Thank An and Bast," Taylitha said. She stepped back and felt a strange pattern under one of her toes; lifting her foot for a quick glance, she saw claw marks in the stone. Again. The gray rain quickly filled them, but the image stayed with her, the impossibility begging questions.

"Now what?" the man behind her said, pulling her from her reverie.

"Now we keep going," Taylitha replied, clapping him on the shoulder. "Slower, or one of us is going to fall off a cliff."

Weak smiles. None of them thought she was joking. Unsettled, Taylitha slipped back up until she was third in place, in time to catch the tail end of the argument between Alysha and Beringwaite. The former looked sleek, wet and calmly controlled, the latter contemptuous. Taylitha's heart fell. Had Alysha appeased him or had she actually yelled at him this time?

"I'm serious, Beringwaite. Don't earn us a forfeiture by pushing us so hard someone gets seriously hurt. That won't reflect well on any of us."

"I guess not," Beringwaite said. "But if we don't make it to the bottom first—"

"—winning isn't the only worthwhile goal."

"Winning is the only goal, furry. And don't you forget it."

He turned and started back up the trail at his former pace. Alysha stared at him as he retreated through the rain.

"Now what?" Taylitha asked, horrified at Beringwaite's callous disregard for their lives. She glanced at the edge of the path and the cliffs that were only just obscured by the pines and the rain.

"Now, watch," Alysha said with determination. She strolled after Beringwaite and when he deigned to notice her pace, replied to his anger. Taylitha followed more slowly . . . and noticed that she could. Alysha's words upset Beringwaite sufficiently that he didn't notice their speed. Taylitha kept her silence and listened carefully: Alysha didn't allow the conversation to falter no matter how difficult the climb or how oppressive the weather. The humidity that followed on the heels of the drizzle was even worse than the rain, particularly heated by the sun.

"You people are too damned slow, furry."

"That happens when people are unfamiliar with the terrain and the weather conditions are unfavorable," Alysha said. After a moment, her voice devoid of anger, she said, "You really shouldn't call us 'furry.'"

"Why not? You are. Furry, that is."

"Because that's not the name we've chosen for ourselves. We're the Pelted."

"I don't mean it in a derogatory way. Can't you people take a joke?"

Alysha said, "Maybe you don't mean it in a derogatory way, but you should consider how we take it."

"I don't know how you take it and I don't really care. I haven't been polling people on it. It's not like I watch them to see how they react."

"Maybe you should," Alysha said.

Beringwaite growled so convincingly Taylitha could have believed the sound from a Pelted throat. "Am I supposed to think about how someone's going to take what I say before I say it all the time?"

"I don't know. Can you think of any reason you would benefit from doing that?"

"No," Beringwaite said. "I have better things to do with my time than to worry about what some envious or weak person thinks of me."

Alysha said, "Maybe people would follow you with more grace if you paid attention to what they need."

"I'm not interested in what they need," Beringwaite said. "Forrest, maybe you just don't get this yet, but people are lazy irresponsible slobs. If their parents didn't push them out of their nests, they'd never bother to earn their own meals. They don't do good unless someone makes them. And the thing is, they're grateful if you tell them what to do. People like it when you make them act like good people, because they like to think of themselves as good people."

"So people aren't good unless forced to be," Alysha said.

"Exactly," Beringwaite said.

Taylitha couldn't quite stop herself from interjecting. "So how do the people who force other people to be good get to be good themselves?"

Alysha shot her an amused glance.

"Their parents beat them into it," Beringwaite said. "You need a strong hand to keep people in line."

"I see," Taylitha said. She wanted to ask who taught a person's parents to be good, but the look on Alysha's face stopped her. Was that sorrow? Taylitha bit back her words. After a few moments, Alysha pointed the conversation somewhere else and resumed her distraction of Beringwaite.
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"We need to stop," Alysha said.

"Have you been listening to a word I said, furry? We're already running late."

"Still," Alysha said. "Perhaps you haven't considered that we might not be able to adapt to this situation quickly enough to suit you."

"Oh, I've considered it," Beringwaite said with a sigh. "Just my luck to have a pack of losers on my first command. Well, whatever. If they're going to whine, you figure out what's wrong with them. I'm going to go see if there's some faster way ahead."

As soon as Beringwaite vanished around the bend, Taylitha handed Alysha a water canteen. The woman drank before she even seemed to notice Taylitha, and when she handed the bottle back she looked surprised. A dry chuckle escaped her. "I didn't even see you."

Taylitha handed her part of a fruit bar and watched with secret gratification as that went down as thoughtlessly as the water. She kept handing pieces over. "I can't believe the things he's saying."

"Believe them," Alysha says. "They're real to him. They've been made real to him."

"How can he possibly think any of that hash is real?" Taylitha asked incredulously.

Alysha's eyes remained on the trail and softened again with that sorrow Taylitha had thought she'd imagined earlier. "Didn't you hear him? Someone beat it into him."

"You think his elders . . . " Taylitha grimaced. "Are you sure?"

Alysha shrugged one shoulder. "Completely? Of course not. But few people become as angry and unhappy and frightened and heavy-handed that young without reason."

Taylitha squirmed against the rock she'd chosen to lean on. "I hate to admit it, but I don't like any theory that forces me to feel sympathy for that idiot."

Alysha chuckled softly. "Oh, but you should, Taylitha. More than for more obviously sympathetic people. Beringwaite is barely into his life and he's already handicapped. He has seen bits of the truth, but what he's built of those bits will never stand. The foundation is cracked."

"There were bits of truth in any of what he said?" Taylitha asked, brows lifted.

Alysha nodded. "People sometimes don't know what they're capable of until under pressure to perform. People often resist change when change means hardship and toil, and yes, they're usually proud of themselves when they overcome those things. But I don't believe most people are as inherently irredeemable as Mister Beringwaite." She sighed and passed a wrist over her forehead, dragging aside the damp hair plastered there. "I'm not succeeding in my attempts to impress on him the things he's doing to alienate everyone, though."

"You're being too gentle," Taylitha said.

"Maybe," Alysha said. "But it's best to try the softest touch before you apply a hammer." She straightened, looked at her fingers and tapped them together. The fact that they stuck ever-so-slightly seemed to puzzle her. She said, "Did you just feed me?"

Taylitha glanced at the fruit bar wrapper and mustered her most innocent look.

Alysha laughed. "Thank you."

"You forget to eat," Taylitha said, blushing.

"Sometimes," Alysha said. "Still, there's work to do."

Taylitha followed her as she walked back down the line, talking to everyone. She listened as Alysha coaxed them back onto their feet, encouraged them in their effort, recognized their strengths and offered deft and often covert advice on solving their problems, whether they involved their unfamiliarity with hiking or their flagging spirits. She was still talking to the Seersan man at the end of the line when Taylitha spotted Beringwaite. Casually she handed her canteen to Alysha and said, "He's back. I can share my experiences with cracked foot pads with Derin . . . maybe we'll figure something out together."

"Thanks," Alysha said. Taylitha watched with glee as the other woman drank again, thoughtlessly, before heading back up the line.

She felt like crowing, 'I know a secret! I know a secret!' but couldn't quite quantify what it was.
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For the next leg, Taylitha drifted in her own thoughts, barely noting the constant back-and-forth between Alysha and Beringwaite. She found her own anger with Beringwaite too difficult to reconcile with Alysha's suggestion that he'd been abused, and that discomfort discouraged her from listening. Though the rain had stopped, droplets of water still lined the new leaves, occasionally gathering to fall in plangent drops to the hard-packed ground. Following one of those droplets to the ground with her eyes, Taylitha spotted a gray-brown feather. She picked it up, intrigued, and ran a finger along its slim edge. A spot of iridescent green was its only decoration.

She dropped down the line, showing it to the others. One of them carefully took it from her with bright, interested eyes: Cawdori, a short Karaka'An like Taylitha herself, but with stripes and spots on her golden fur. The other girl smiled and handed it back. "That's a nice find. Looks like some of the local birds are molting their secondaries."

"Secondaries?" Taylitha asked.

Cawdori nodded. "The flight feathers birds use to create and maintain lift. The primary feathers are longer and are responsible mainly for thrust, but the secondaries are often just as pretty, and very important to keeping the bird in the air. That's probably a female's, or an adolescent male's." The girl grinned. "Keep that one, arii—it's in great condition."

"I think I will," Taylitha murmured.

The rest of the walk she spent watching for signs of birds. One surprised out of the nearby brush imprinted itself against the back of her eyelids, black body on bright gray sky, primaries spread and secondaries trailing.


  CHAPTER SEVEN

They reached the canoe rental cabin early in the afternoon. The reception area in the cabin was an octagonal room paneled in golden wood; each wall had a separate framed photograph of happy people paddling down rivers, slicing through rapids, drifting in a placid lake. Taylitha wandered the circumference of the room until she found a brochure on canoe safety. She occupied herself with the sobering reading while Beringwaite presented himself to the single woman working behind the counter.

"Are we the first group here?"

The woman's voice sounded amused to Taylitha's one backward-canted ear. "Yes, indeed."

"I'm in charge. Tell me what I need to know."

Now she sounded curious. "Of course. If you'll come back the hallway on the other side of the counter—"

"—not you, Forrest. You stay and get these lazy cubs outfitted for the trip."

"Beringwaite—"

"Someone has to do it, right? I'm going to go decide which way we're going."

Taylitha turned from the pamphlet at this and surveyed the tableau at the counter. Alysha's ears had flattened completely and all her muscles were tense; Beringwaite looked obstinate. She couldn't quite catch the expression on his face, but she didn't like the importance he placed on talking alone to the woman in charge of the canoes. Why didn't that woman interrupt? But no, she was just watching, carefully impartial, letting the team work out its own solutions.

"I would really appreciate having a part in this decision," Alysha said.

"Well, we don't have the time, furry," Beringwaite said. Taylitha didn't miss the twitch of the woman—human—behind the counter. Nor did she miss Beringwaite's clever sneer as he delivered his final line: "Do you really want me in charge of outfitting and lecturing the team on safety measures?"

Had he figured out how to manipulate Alysha? Taylitha hadn't figured him for that smart. And it was smart. She knew, as Alysha did, that there was no way Alysha would let him deal with the team's safety directly. Gathering herself, Alysha backed away, watching as Beringwaite walked into the corridor and behind the counter with an unbearably smug expression. Taylitha scowled.

Alysha joined her a few moments after the two had vanished, her ears still flat against her head.

"So he's getting the mission briefing alone?" Taylitha said, tail twitching. "I hope he doesn't have to make any decisions that might, well, affect us."

"That's what I'm afraid of," Alysha said with a sigh. "Let's see if we can get everyone their required equipment."

"I've got a list," Taylitha said.

"A list? Already?"

Taylitha waved the brochure at her. "Let's get going. At least if we're in charge of outfitting we'll be sure not to mess anything up."

Between the two of them they found the lockers outside and distributed thermal bodysuits, life-vests, helmets, whistles and other assorted items. Some of the canoes bobbed on the nearby lake, tied to a post near the cabin; others had to be taken down from their racks and brought to the lake-side. Fortunately for them all, a safety 3deo was playing outside on a loop, giving them an opportunity to learn the basics of paddling . . . at least as an abstract. Taylitha watched as a pair of people danced through a series of rapids, then the image paused so the reel could demonstrate a combat roll, used to right a canoe when it went under. "Gods," she said hushed to Alysha, "I hope we're on gentler waters than that!"

"Just remember to roll with the direction of the dunking," Alysha said with a chuckle.

After the video, they dispatched the rest of the team to stow their equipment in their canoes. Taylitha began unpacking their bags.

"What are you doing?" Alysha asked.

"Spreading things around," Taylitha said. "Just in case." She frowned. "I wonder if I could get specialized rescue equipment."

When Alysha said nothing, Taylitha glanced at her and found her wearing one of those still expressions that meant she was thinking something she didn't want to say aloud. It was strange how many of Alysha's expressions were a lack of them . . . and how nevertheless, they could all be different.

"Just in case," Taylitha said. "You know. I don't anticipate having to rescue anyone. Particularly since I can't swim all that well . . . "

"I'll go check to see if there's any," Alysha said. "Just in case." She walked back to the rental cabin, leaving Taylitha chewing her lower lip and trying not to fret. It was going to be an easy passage down the mountain . . . wasn't it? Fleet wasn't going to risk a boatload of untried ensigns on a whitewater, just like Johnigan had said. She stowed a few bandages into one of her life-vest pockets and finished her distribution of the packs. Johnigan was right. Had to be right.

She found the feather in one of her pack pockets, carefully held flat with a travel book she thought she'd have time to update. Try as she might, she couldn't think of a way to carry it on her without damaging it, so she left it in the pack. After stowing the gear, Taylitha moved on to a visual inspection of the canoe as recommended by the safety 3deo. She had no idea how to find some of the more subtle faults glossed over in the reel, but she could at least check for gross flaws, like huge cracks or gaping holes.

Some time later, Taylitha paused in her examination of the oars to stretch, look up at the sky and breathe. The humidity remained unpleasant, but the size of the sky was still awe-inspiring with its ragged but beautiful clouds, pricked at the edges with the peaks of mountains. Beringwaite's absence was refreshing, and when she looked down the curve of the lake and saw Alysha in earnest conversation with one of the other pairs, she felt sudden pride and contentment at being part of a team. A worthwhile team.

Alysha rejoined her a few minutes later and handed her a small package. "Your rescue kit."

Taylitha opened it and examined its contents. A narrow spool of permasilk rope, just thick enough to do the job. An air gun with the rope already threaded through it. Patches for bodies and canoes, pills, a blanket folded thinner than a pancake. "Great! Did you get one for everyone?"

Alysha nodded. "Though it didn't comfort them as much as it comforts you, I think."

Taylitha grinned and slid the package into the front of her life-vest, sealing the pocket. "Being prepared will win half the battles."

Just as she was relaxing, Beringwaite strode out of the cabin. "All right, fuzzies, let's get on the lake! Time is wasting!"

"We're the first ones here, aren't we? What's the rush?" Taylitha asked before she could censor herself.

"The rush is that we need to be the first ones down. Now put in!"

Taylitha eyed the wobbling canoe with a grimace, then stepped into it and strapped her thighs down. She took up her paddle and looked at Alysha's back. "I already don't like this."

Alysha's tense silence was even more worrisome than any comment could have been.

In a happier mood, Taylitha would have enjoyed the fresh experience. She would have found a way to be grateful for the clouds regrouping overhead instead of worrying that they would drop rain on their expedition. She would have welcomed the exercise instead of dreading how paddling would make all-new muscles in her arms sore. She would have looked forward to having Alysha to herself again instead of fearing that Beringwaite would find a totally new way to abuse them without her mitigating influence.

It didn't at all help that she wasn't good at paddling. It took the two of them half the lake to find a good rhythm, though half the lake wasn't quite long enough for Taylitha to stop feeling queasy. It wasn't that she was seasick—lake-sick?—it was the feeling that she had no idea what she was doing. The canoe rocked under her in a disconcerting way, made her feel as if the world was no longer solid beneath her. Which it wasn't.

"Problems?" Alysha asked quietly.

"Nothing I can't handle," Taylitha said, then added in a moment of utter candor, "Badly."

Alysha chuckled. "The water?"

"I just hate the idea of not being able to swim well," Taylitha said. "Everyone at home swam. All my friends swam. But most of them didn't have a coat of fur this heavy. Every time I tried, I just got waterlogged and sank."

Alysha's voice had a grimace in it. "I'm familiar with the experience. It takes a strong current to keep someone muscle-dense and furred from sinking."

The water splashed against the prow of their canoe. Taylitha hated the uncertain rocking of the water, but she liked the sound. "Well, we have life-vests."

"Yes," Alysha said.

"And a rescue kit."

"And a rescue kit."

"And we're not going anywhere we'll need either, because we're going to stay upright in this canoe and we're going to get to the bottom and everything will be all right."

"Yes," Alysha said, and her voice held something different this time: a rock-hard certainty that Taylitha immediately believed. Then the other woman chuckled and added, "At least about the last part."

Beringwaite led them to the edge of the lake, where a river began its winding path around a boulder and out of sight. He let the unfortunate Jender struggle to keep their canoe in place while he addressed the group.

"This is it, furries. We'll go down one by one. This is the fastest route down, so we won't be long. Once we get to the lake at the bottom, we'll regroup and present to the lieutenant at trail's end. Got it?"

"Are we supposed to split up this way?" Taylitha whispered. Alysha only looked uneasy, ears pressed back against her hair.

"I'll go first—"

"We're going first."

That had come from her canoe. Taylitha stared in dismay at Alysha, who wore her most intractable expression.

"You must be crazy," Beringwaite said. "I'm going first! It's my mission!"

"You've been doing the hard work of scouting all this time," Alysha said. "Let us scout now."

"No—"

"Once we get closer to the bottom, we'll hang back so you can take point again."

Beringwaite paused. Taylitha couldn't believe he was going to fall for something so obvious. She prayed for him not to take the bait. She didn't want to go first! She wanted someone else to figure out the dangerous parts!

"Fine. Forrest's team will go first. Then I'll go. The rest of you, fall in. I don't care what order as long as you give each other room to move."

"Are you crazy?" Taylitha hissed forward.

"No," Alysha murmured, "I just don't trust Mister Beringwaite with our safety." They pulled ahead and into the river. Taylitha held her breath as they turned around the bend, expecting to see a long series of horrifying drops and choppy rapids. The actual vista, curtailed by rocks and trees, bothered her more. She didn't like not knowing what was around the next corner.

When the next few corners did not bring disaster, Taylitha actually found herself relaxing. With the current pulling the canoe along she felt a little less unstable and her queasiness faded. She began to enjoy the scent of the spray, the low hushed hiss of the water, the physical effort of paddling. The collected clouds did no more than block the most glaring of the sun's rays, and the breeze off the river dispersed most of the humidity. Once she figured out how to keep the canoe moving in a consistent direction, she surprised herself by finding delight in the weather, the sight of the banks sailing past.

"You've been quiet," she said after a while. "What are you thinking?"

"That Beringwaite said we were taking the fastest route down," Alysha said. "Which means there were other routes and they were slower. I'm no river expert, but I suspect they would have been easier for novices."

"You paddle like you've paddled all your life," Taylitha said.

Alysha laughed. "I'm as new at this as you are, trust me. I just like physical exertion."

"You do?" Taylitha asked. "Somehow that's not something I imagine anyone enjoying."

"My body works," Alysha said. "It works well. I'm glad of that. I tell it how to paddle and it paddles and doesn't fail me. But I wasn't thinking of myself when I mentioned the river course being harder than expected. I'm thinking more of the others. I'm thinking of you."

"I'm fine," Taylitha said.

"Says the woman who doesn't swim well," Alysha said.

"I can't dispute that," Taylitha replied. "But I'm as prepared as I can be and I've got you in the front there." She canted her head. "You worry about everyone else, I bet to the exclusion of yourself. You assume your body is going to serve you even though I bet I'm not the first person to notice you forget to take care of it. Don't you ever assume something's going to happen to you?"

Taylitha was now accustomed to the longish silences Alysha fell into while considering her answers. She enjoyed the breeze while waiting, thinking that she could almost get to trust a canoe in a river as tractable as this one. Perhaps someone had tricked Beringwaite into thinking this route was faster and it was going to be this easy all the way down.

"I know, intellectually, that I can get hurt," Alysha said. "But I think that surviving being hurt has granted me the belief that I will always survive what happens to me. I can live through anything, but others can't."

"Without your help," Taylitha said.

"My help can make a difference," Alysha corrected. Her tone lightened to wry amusement. "I'm not so proud to think that I'm the only one who can carry the world."

"That's good to know," Taylitha said. "Given how many of them there are in the Alliance."

Alysha's laugh was abruptly curtailed. Her voice grew cautious and tense. "There are a couple of drops coming."

"Drops?" Taylitha asked, trying to peer past Alysha and seeing only a couple of rocks. Then she squealed as their canoe flew down a waterfall as tall as her body. Somehow they landed well, and the canoe bounced up before the splash could dunk them.

"Another fall," Alysha warned. "Then some mild chop."

The second fall was so short Taylitha barely noticed going over it before the waves were reduced to froth and lace. Somehow she managed to keep her paddle in her hands, even when the water occasionally seemed to suck at it instead of letting go.

In minutes, it was over and they were sailing again on smooth waters. Taylitha blinked and wiped spray-heavy bangs from her face. "That wasn't so bad."

"No," Alysha said. "Not so bad."


  CHAPTER EIGHT

As the minutes stretched into an hour, and then two, Alysha began to relax and Taylitha was able to surprise her into laughing several times. Still, they were both exhausted when they chose a likely place to guide the canoe toward the shore for the night.

"Beringwaite's going to be livid," Taylitha said, examining the blisters on her hands. "He expected to be at the bottom by the end of the day today."

Alysha dropped her hands behind her head and stretched outward, curling her back. "He should have known better. Though I can't imagine us getting all the way down the mountain in another day."

"Me neither, but I'm no good judge of distance in the mountains. I didn't grow up near any, and things seem to twist back on each other and curve upward and become impassable too much," Taylitha said. She squinted upstream. "You know, the brochure said there should be call-stations along the trail. I'd really like to find one before it gets too dark. I'd hate to wait until an emergency to find out that Beringwaite's sent us down an unmarked trail."

Alysha's ears flattened and she instantly stopped putting up the tent. "Let's go look."

It took them ten minutes, but they did indeed find a call station, a short pedestal set back from the shore some hundred feet. A light at its base assured them both it was operational even if its display panel remained dark. The rumpled earth around it suggested recent upkeep, though neither of them could decide whether the grass had been ripped away for replanting or if it was intended to be left bare.

Back at camp, Taylitha took care of the fire and food while Alysha hung the tent. When Alysha tried to take over, she shooed the woman away. "Rest."

"And you shouldn't?" Alysha asked with a chuckle, though she did drape herself carefully across the ground near the fire. "You've been working as hard as I have."

"Once we got on the water," Taylitha said. "But up until then you had all the hard parts, dealing with Beringwaite."

Alysha rolled onto her back, pillowing her head on her hands. "You just like taking care of people."

"No," Taylitha said. "I like taking care of you." She stopped mid-stir of their supper. "Hey, I didn't know that."

Alysha glanced at her.

"Well, I didn't," Taylitha said. "I pulled my weight at home, but it was a relief to get away from all my little sisters and brothers for a change and only take care of myself. I don't like taking care of people. It's exhausting."

"But this is somehow different?" Alysha asked.

"This is very different," Taylitha said, satisfied. She tapped the spoon clean and set it aside. "How are your hands?"

"My hands?" Alysha withdrew one of them and studied it. She opened and closed a fist. "Sore."

Taylitha ducked into their tent and returned with her first aid kit. "Do you ignore every injury you get?"

"Only if there's something else that needs to be done," Alysha said with a rueful smile. She gave her hands over to Taylitha with a hesitant grace, as if not quite able to believe Tayl was asking for them.

"And let me guess, there's always something that needs to be done," Taylitha said.

"Yes," Alysha said with a laugh.

Taylitha addressed each of the blisters in turn, working up her courage for the question on the tip of her tongue. She didn't find it until the second hand, and even then it didn't come out right. "Even when you're seriously injured?"

"I haven't been seriously injured all that often," Alysha replied with warmth in her voice. "But serious injuries have a habit of taking your choices away from you. I suppose that's why they're serious." Her considering eyes fell on Taylitha's face. "Your curiosity is showing."

"Does that mean you want to know what I'm wondering?" Taylitha asked, ears flopping sideways.

"Go ahead and ask."

"Though you might not answer," Taylitha guessed. "I was just wondering . . . well, the whole thing with your being so easy with healers. I can't imagine you getting that hurt that often."

"It happens," Alysha said with a smile. "I'm not invincible, as you yourself pointed out earlier."

Taylitha checked on the scratches she'd raked into Alysha's elbow and found them healing well. "You're dodging the question, I see."

"It's a difficult question," Alysha said after another of her pauses. She stretched her fingers after Taylitha's ministrations and said, "though I think you're right about why I'm in Fleet. Most of the injuries I've sustained have been in service to others."

The gravity in the phrase sank through all the layers of thoughts dashing around in Taylitha's head, stilling them completely. In service to others. There was no doubt in her mind how Alysha meant it. It wasn't just something she did out of duty. It was something she sought.

Service was a word Taylitha associated with priests and social workers. Or occasionally, with causes or charities. But it was not something she ever associated with normal people's lives.

"Taylitha?"

Wryly, Taylitha noted the softness of the question. Did Alysha ever not notice someone's mood accurately? "Service to others."

Alysha nodded.

"Is that how you ended up with steel claws?" Taylitha asked.

The other woman started, closing both hands into fists. "I don't have steel claws."

"The Hells you don't," Taylitha said. "You've been gouging out marks in the rock. I've seen it with my own eyes. Besides, you said it back on the trail to Beringwaite. 'We don't all have steel claws.' Am I right?"

Alysha folded her arms over her breast and opened her mouth to speak, then froze. Her ears flicked to one side. With a frown, Taylitha glanced that way and saw the shrubs shiver.

"Just an animal," she said, hushed. "Smelled our food, maybe. It'll go away—"

Alysha rolled onto her knees and then up to a crouch. "Step away," she whispered. "Slowly and quietly."

Taylitha responded to the command before she even fully registered it, backing away from the bush. Her arms and legs were trembling.

The leaves parted for a snout the size of Taylitha's forearm. Her first ridiculous thought was to wonder how she'd missed an animal that large creeping up on their campsite. Its brown head followed its snout, making Taylitha uncomfortably aware that it could probably bite off her arm without chipping a tooth. Now that she could see it she could also smell it: a musky, dense smell, full of oils and the smell of animal.

Alysha backed up until she was in front of Taylitha, then slowly raised herself to her full height. The thing's head lifted to follow.

"Stop that!" Taylitha hissed.

"Stop what?" Alysha asked almost inaudibly.

"Stop protecting me," Taylitha said. "You'll get yourself killed!"

"Sorry," Alysha whispered back, but incredibly Taylitha could hear a grin in her voice. "It's in my blood."

The beast's round head lowered and it stared at them for a few minutes, minutes that seemed extraordinarily long. Taylitha counted the frantic beats of her racing heart and wondered if it was going to drop out of her chest; she was shaking, it was pounding so hard.

When the creature failed to move, Taylitha said in exasperation, "I wish it would just steal our food and move on!"

Alysha laughed a little, breathily.

After a few more minutes of staring at them, whuffling around the campsite and nosing the bushes, it lumbered back into the brush. Neither woman moved for some time after the leaves on the shrub stopped waving, and then finally Taylitha started laughing. She flopped onto her back on the dirt and laughed and laughed until she thought her ribs would cave in. Alysha joined her, setting her back to a tree.

When at last she decided she'd laughed herself out, Taylitha eyed her companion. "Look at you. Even when you're supposed to be unwinding from stress, you're doing it."

"I guess so," Alysha said. She leaned forward and set a light hand on Taylitha's ribs.

Taylitha froze, startled at the touch. Then she stared at the claws Alysha gently inched from her fingers. They weren't steel . . . they were something otherworldly, black with a hematite glitter. She could smell blood. "What are those?"

"Breathnache," Alysha said.

"You can't be serious," Taylitha said. "They make starship structural members out of that stuff. You could cut diamonds with it."

Alysha said, "Scratch them, at least."

Taylitha stared at the claws for a while longer, realized the blood scent was coming from the fingers that sheathed them. A tiny crimson bead was forming on the corner of Alysha's thumb where the metal inserted. "That can't feel good," she said softly, after a moment.

"It doesn't," Alysha said. "As prosthetics go, it isn't the best choice."

"You chose it for something else?"

"I thought it was to protect myself," Alysha said.

Taylitha smiled a little. "But you were wrong."

Alysha dipped her head.

Taylitha rested a hand on top of Alysha's, pressing on the area just below the knuckles until the claws slipped back in. "In service to others, huh?" she murmured.

"I guess so," Alysha said, her voice quiet.

Taylitha sighed and pushed herself upright. Her arms still felt weak from the adrenaline of the encounter, but the lightheadedness could be fixed with food. "And now, time for more antibiotics!"

"For this?" Alysha asked, looking at her hand. "I cut myself up worse coming up the trail—"

"—and will probably keep doing it, but I'm not going to let you bleed while I'm your second," Taylitha said. "Now go sit by the fire and let me work so that we can eat."

Alysha went as bid, much to Taylitha's pleasure. When she returned with the first aid kit—again—Alysha said, "My second, eh?"

"Seems to work, doesn't it?" Taylitha said. "I hope you're hungry."

"You're dodging the question," Alysha said with a grin.

"I didn't hear any question," Taylitha said mischievously, not looking at her. She whisked the blood from Alysha's thumbs and hummed, content.


  CHAPTER NINE

The morning dawned fair and clear, and Taylitha woke with an expansive sense of well-being. She checked the thin book she'd brought and pulled the feather free, stroking its long edge.

Lift to the primary's thrust. One to provide direction and power and the other to give it the sky to fly in. She studied the feather for several long moments, losing herself in the image of a bird in flight, dark against a bright sky. Then she smiled, repacked the book and feather carefully, and slid out of the tent.

Taylitha walked to the river bank and stretched, lifting her arms to the powder-blue sky, breathing in the fresh newness of the air. She felt easier today than she had any other day. Something had snapped into focus in the deeps of her heart, and though she couldn't name it now she knew the answer was there and it would come soon.

Alysha's footfalls stopped just behind her and to one side. In silence there they watched the river, perfectly content. Taylitha noticed with fine humor that once again they'd fallen into a position where Alysha's shadow laid soft and cool over one of Tayl's shoulders.

"Ready for the day?" Alysha asked her.

"Ready," Tayl said firmly.

They put back into the river after a breakfast of dense honey-nut bars. A cool breeze tickled them on its way upstream, and the sun sparkling on the rippling water enchanted them both. For several hours, their conversation consisted of discussion of the trees with their new leaves, the birds and animals sighted on the banks and the lovely weather.

"Strange," Taylitha said after a while.

"What?"

"Well, the brochure said that the rivers have markers every few miles to tell you which river you're on, warn you about water hazards, that sort of thing. I haven't seen a single one."

"An oversight?" Alysha offered. "Or perhaps this way down is easier than we thought."

"It's certainly seemed that way," Taylitha said. "Well, maybe we'll see a sign in a while. I wonder how the rest of the group is doing?"

"I'd be surprised if they weren't some distance behind us. We started down too late in the day."

"I wonder if Beringwaite kept going after nightfall," Taylitha said.

Alysha shook her head.

"Whatever the case, we should be down the mountain today, if I remember right," Taylitha said.

"Small blessings," Alysha said. "I'm almost looking forward to helping with refits when we get back."

Taylitha laughed. "Have you been through refits before?"

"None this extensive."

Taylitha grinned. "You might change your mind once you—"

"Taylitha." A command for attention, a warning, tense and controlled, it set all of the fur on Taylitha's neck on end. She glanced past Alysha's body and stared in horror at the vista revealed by their last turn. A series of drops led to chaotic groups of rocks as sharp and treacherous as an alligator's mouth. The waves churning around them smashed against one another and the stone teeth of the river, tangled and white with froth. Trains of waves extended between groups of rocks, and these rapids continued for as far as Taylitha could see, connected by vicious waterfalls that looked more like launch pads than spouts.

"Oh gods," Taylitha said, unable to suppress a whimper. "We're going to die."

And then they were flying over the first of the falls, soaring like birds into treacherous waters. They plunged bow-first into the water, kicking up a tremendous splash, and skidded sideways over a rock and into a confusion of currents so severe they rotated in place. The waves swept them backwards into the stream.

Paddle, Taylitha thought, just paddle, paddle, keep paddling, everything will be okay if I just keep paddling—

Their canoe dove between two leaning rocks, jerked up and down over the rough water between them, and fell down another spout. Taylitha's mouth filled with water, but she didn't realize until she heaved a breath that she'd actually been underwater and rolled upright again. They crashed through a curtain of water and into deep waves, and after their second roll Taylitha thought they'd had the worst of it.

The canoe stopped moving. Taylitha didn't. The sharp edge of a rock splintered their canoe in half, and only luck catapulted Taylitha out of her restraints far enough to grab the rock and pull herself above the water's sucking grasp. Both halves of the canoe tumbled into the spray and vanished.

"ALYSHA!" Taylitha screamed. She scanned the waves, heart pounding so hard her hands shook. The detached voice that always seemed to pop up when she was falling apart wondered why Alysha had to be gray with dark hair, the same color as the rocks. "ALYSHA!"

No response. No yell over the roar of the angry water. Taylitha pulled herself further up and squinted into the spume.

There—against a stone, further downstream. A web of dark hair plastered to the surface, and the glint of an earring. But Taylitha couldn't see anything else, including whether Alysha was moving, conscious . . . alive.

Between her and that rock the water roiled and tumbled, hissing, snarling, splashing. Her swimming skills were adequate to the task of removing her from still pools, not to this sucking monster. She wasn't even sure she could get herself to safety, much less tow a body. But she had no intention of leaving Alysha behind. Even had they been issued telegems with sufficient range to contact someone for help, she wouldn't have been able to let Alysha hang there, possibly sliding into the grip of the currents.

"Right," Taylitha said. "We'll drown together. Curse it all."

She studied the distance between herself and her goal. One rock was close enough for her to leap to, if she pushed herself to the very tip of her current perch.

She didn't allow herself to think about it. I have to make it, and so I can. She pushed herself to the edge of her rock and jumped.

The jagged edge of the stone ripped at her life-vest, but she landed without incident. Her heart raced, shaking her whole body, but she was closer now.

Except there were no easy perches between here and there. Petrified, Taylitha scanned the currents. There: a pattern. They suggested something under the water, and when she followed the turbulence to its seeming source she was rewarded by the very tip of a gray rock poking above the water. If she could aim for that and cling to it, she might be able to catch her breath between efforts. Her biggest problem would be avoiding the currents trying to drag her under . . . and the larger line that seemed to lead into the middle of the river and a staggered line of toothy rocks that looked capable of tearing her body to shreds.

Her life-vest. She had a rescue kit in her life-vest. Clinging to the stone with her thighs, she dug it from the inside pocket and scanned its contents. The gun with its line of thread . . . if she could just get the grabber end on that rock-tip, she could reel herself to it.

Except that in addition to being a poor swimmer, she wasn't a great shot either. She suddenly regretted making excuses to get out of target practice. Still, she was better at shooting than she was at swimming, so she seated the spool in the base of the gun, aimed with trembling hands, and fired.

The grabber end zoomed into the current. She reeled it back in and tried again. And again.

Taylitha glanced at Alysha, whose body seemed to have slipped a few inches. She whimpered, aimed again.

This time she hit.

"Okay," Taylitha whispered. She took a deep, shuddery breath, wrapped the strand around her waist and focused on the tiny tip of the stone.

She leaped off her perch.

The waves snatched her, choked her with foam and then dragged her beneath the surface. She fought her way to the top with the help of her life-vest and struggled against currents so strong they seemed to bruise her with their force. There was no swimming against them. Taylitha concentrated on keeping her head above the water and pulling herself up the strand. Not much further—

A wave smashed her body into something below the surface. With a howl, she clawed her way forward and discovered her legs had reached the rock tip before she did. Gasping, she hung onto the spire just below the surface and shook, unnerved by the roar of the waves and the speed of the flow.

She could see Alysha's face now, only just above the waterline. Perhaps her body's shaking made her mistake the rise and fall of Alysha's ribcage, but Taylitha hoped not. Alive, she prayed. Just let us both live through this.

With the spool reeled back in, Taylitha took aim at the furthest edge of Alysha's rock and hit it on the first try. She tied herself in, scrabbling at the rock beneath the water until she could stabilize herself on part of its bulk while crouching. With a deep breath, she flung herself back into the water, which grabbed her and threw her downstream. She clung to the strand with desperate fingers, but couldn't find the strength to begin the climb again.

I can't do it. I can't fight this.

Alysha slid another inch further down her stone. Taylitha cried out, but the other woman didn't move.

Oh Gods. I don't want to die like this. I don't want her to die like this.

The strand around her waist lurched and she screamed. Was it—it was coming undone! She quickly wrapped her wrists into the rope, just in time for it to fly out from around her body. The strands were digging cruelly. She wondered if she could chop her hands off this way.

Incongruously, in a flash, she thought of Alysha's hand resting on her stomach, that bead of blood on her thumb. In service to others, Alysha regularly ignored things that hurt far worse.

In service to others.

Taylitha grabbed the length of strand and pulled herself upstream. Another armlength. The river buffeted her, tried to pull her under, succeeded. She popped to the surface and dragged herself another length.

One hand over the other. Over and over again. And again. And again. Her hands were bleeding. She kept going.

The rock ground against her body and suddenly she was climbing onto it. Sobbing with relief, Taylitha pulled the other woman up, checking for a pulse, for injuries. Her bloody fingers complicated matters, but she didn't see any signs of obvious injuries, and the pulse she located with trembling hands beat strong and hot under her fingers.

Her own heart fluttered when she observed the shoreline. It was farther than she thought, and looked as treacherous as the river's middle. She couldn't conceive of being able to pull Alysha's body through it to safety.

Can't panic, she thought. Can't afford to panic. We could still die. Have to think of something. Is there enough rope to get us to shore? She scanned it looking for anything she could use to get to dry land. Was that a tree branch overhanging?

"Taylitha . . . ?"

"Alysha!" Startled, Taylitha looked at the other woman and found her eyes open. "Are you—do you—are you okay? Can you swim?"

Alysha set a careful hand on the rock and pulled herself a little further from the water. She winced. "I can swim if I have to."

"You have to," Taylitha said. "The shore . . . well, we're going to have a hard time."

Alysha studied their exit points for several minutes, then said, "I'm not up to that kind of swimming. You're going to have to go for help."

"Me?" Taylitha squeaked. "You're a better swimmer than I am, even if you're still wobbly from being plastered to a rock!"

"Not with a broken rib I'm not," Alysha said.

"A broken rib!" Taylitha exclaimed.

Alysha closed her eyes and let out a long, halting breath. "Or two. Unfortunately, I know what it feels like."

"Can . . . are you . . . can you die from that?" Taylitha asked, horrified.

"No," Alysha said. "At least, I don't think so. I'm not a healer."

"Oh, gods," Taylitha said, shaking. She pressed her forehead to the stone and realized she was crying. "I can't do it. I just can't."

"How'd you end up here, then?" Alysha asked.

"The canoe broke."

"Yes, but you didn't land here," Alysha said. "You must have gotten to this rock somehow."

"Luck," Taylitha said. "I was lucky. And I had the rescue kit."

"Taylitha," and her voice again had that tone, the one that commanded attention, that instilled confidence with its calm. "Anyone else might have fallen apart, but you didn't. You've done this once. You can do it again."

"I can't," Taylitha said, but her fear was drowning in the steadiness of Alysha's gaze.

"You can," Alysha said. "I know you can. And you have to . . . because I can't."

Taylitha opened her mouth to say something, though she didn't know what.

"Taylitha," Alysha said. "I have faith in you. You're not going to die."

"Promise?" Taylitha said in a tiny voice.

"I'll come after you myself before I let you die," Alysha said, and there was no questioning the conviction in her eyes.

Taylitha surveyed the mess of the shore. The tree branch looked unsteady, but it was the best chance she had. She re-spooled her gun, now somewhat worse for the wear, aimed and fired.

And missed. She glanced at Alysha, embarrassed, but the other woman only watched her steadily, with such confidence that she turned back to the task and this time made the mark. She wrapped the end around her body more securely this time and stowed the gun . . . but before she leaped, she thought of the blanket in the rescue kit and took the time to withdraw it and drape it over Alysha. The bright yellow fabric handily distinguished her companion from the rocks.

Alysha's eyes twinkled. Laughter? No, pride? Both? Taylitha blushed, turned back to the river and launched herself into the waves with a deep breath. Her mouth filled with water. The life-vest yanked at her arms as it popped her back to the surface. Her hips bashed into a submerged rock, saving her head from the same treatment.

No time to whimper. No time to scream. Her head and heart wanted to explode from the fear as the current tried to draw her back into the middle of the river. Taylitha thrashed her way into an accidental eddy and floundered shorewards, clinging to the strand with all her strength. It was even harder on her hands this time than it was last time, and she thought to herself that someone should notify Supply. Why couldn't they have shaped the rope like a ribbon, instead of this sharp cord?

Wearily, Taylitha dragged herself foot by foot toward the shore. It became less about fear and more about exhaustion. Could she fight her body for another few feet? She could. How about another few feet? Success.

For a moment, Taylitha hung in the current, feeling its drag against her body as she hung half in the water and half out of it. She wondered if she would be here forever, torn between water and land.

The strand in her hand jerked. She glanced at her waist: still secure. She looked up and blanched from the tip of her nose to her ears. The branch had cracked. It leaned so far it was sinking toward the river's grasping waves. Another few heart-beats and now the tip of the branch was skimming the water.

Now the water had it. The strand jerked again as the river seized the branch and sucked on its end. Frantically, Taylitha began to pull herself along the rope, ignoring the slicing pain in her fingers, along her back. Her arms had never hurt so badly. Her head had never throbbed so hard . . . panic, or had she hit it too hard?

The rope in her hand jerked her almost out of the water, then went slack. Taylitha leaped for the branch, missed it, and fell into the water. In horror, she struggled to swim, only to realize she wasn't being carried back into the river's middle. She was in an eddy, and there were rocks at her feet. Then her claws sank into mud. She was crawling. She was lying on the bank. She let out another sob. It was over, it was over.

Almost.

Taylitha pushed herself to her feet and scanned the river for Alysha, found her still clinging to the rock. She waved and received a wave in return. Then she ran into the brush to look for the nearest comm station. Desperation made her search feel too lingering, and once she finally found the pedestal she whacked it with a fist. "Wake up, wake up!"

It lit and connected her automatically, and even its near instantaneous response seemed to take too long. "Canoe Station, Herville Candesse speaking."

"I need help now!" Taylitha said.

"Got that, Station D19." The voice paused, then hurried on, "D19! What are you doing there? Who's this?"

"I'm Ensign Taylitha Basil. Our group is on this river. We just hit a horrible spot—"

"You're not supposed to be on route D! We specifically told all groups to choose between routes A through C! We haven't cleaned D or put the signs back up yet . . . it's—"

"—I know it's dangerous, curse it!" Taylitha yelled, "My partner's stuck on a rock mid-stream and I'm lucky I made it out at all! Send someone down here now, before all the rest of us end up dead!"

"On our way. Stay where you are."

"Thank you," Taylitha said, and slumped against the base station. Her eyes wouldn't stop watering and her fingers wouldn't stop bleeding, and wiping her nose only dirtied it further. After all she'd done, the fact that she couldn't get the snot and blood off her face undid her completely. She gave in and sobbed until she shook, until the place her tears were coming from dried up and left her restless. She stood and paced, still trembling. Should she stay at the comm station or go to the river? Would they know to look for her there or would they come here first? How was Alysha? What to do? Just as she decided to stay, a Fleet-issue craft crested the line of evergreens and set down upstream of her. A few minutes later, a harried-looking man pushed through the brush, followed by several others, outfitted in life-vests and carrying medical and rescue kits.

Taylitha said, "This way!" and led them to the river. The bright yellow blanket distinguished Alysha from the rocks, just as she'd hoped, and Taylitha stepped back to allow them to do their work. Their equipment was far more impressive than the tiny air gun in her little kit, and she couldn't help her own fascination.

One of them drew her aside. She belatedly identified his voice as the one she'd heard on the comm station. "You said the rest of your group is coming down this route?"

Taylitha nodded. "We were the first ones down, but we weren't that far ahead." Her ears flattened. "Is there . . . can you stop them?"

The man nodded. "We'll handle it. Thank God you called us when you did, though." He waved one of his fellows over and jogged up the trail. Taylitha watched them go, wondering if they would make it in time.

The rescue team was depositing Alysha gently on a warmed stretcher, a narcotic patch already on her arm, when Taylitha returned to the river side.

"Not too bad," a woman wearing a DNA caduceus patch on her arm. "You are the proud owner of three fractured ribs, ensign, thankfully none of them piercing anything vital. Congratulations! You win a free ride to our station for an hour under a halo-arch."

"Perfect way to end the retreat," Alysha said drowsily.

Taylitha presented herself at the woman's elbow. "I'm coming along."

"I wouldn't imagine otherwise," the healer said, then squinted at her. "What happened to you, anyway? You're bleeding."

"Oozing more like it," Taylitha said, blushing. "It's nothing."

"Did you come through that river?" the woman asked sternly.

"Well . . ."

"Get a second stretcher!" the woman yelled.

"I can walk!" Taylitha exclaimed, though her knees felt wobbly.

"Be a hero later," the healer said. "Trust me, you'll thank me for it."

Meekly, Taylitha let herself be guided to the stretcher. She didn't remember closing her eyes, nor did she remember the ride to the clinic.


  CHAPTER TEN

Taylitha’s hands surprised her by being sliced too deeply for a common skin-sealer. The wand used on them took longer and hurt more than she expected; though she tried to hold as still as Alysha had for her ministrations seeming ages ago, she still twitched and jumped through the process. The healer didn't seem to notice, though. She checked Tayl over, pronounced the other scrapes and bruises trivial and left them untreated so she could go check Alysha.

"You're good to walk around," the woman said on her way out. "Just don't do anything strenuous. Wash up, if you want, the shower's down the hall. At least change. We have dry uniforms in the hall closet."

Taylitha ran her stiff hands over the bump on her side and winced. She'd gotten worse bruises at holoblade practice, but only when someone whacked her hard with a wooden blank. How had she gotten so banged up without noticing? The only thing she really wanted to do was curl up and sleep.

Well, and get clean. That was enough incentive to push her off the bed.

Taylitha had never had a shower that felt as good as the shower she took at the canoe station in the staff space behind the reception area. She didn't even peel out of her wetsuit before hopping into the steamy chamber, stripping it after the water had warmed her bones. Since no one yelled for her to come out, she sat on the shower floor and let the hot spray roll over her fur and hair until some of the tension dissipated and her hands no longer felt creaky when she opened and closed them.

It took fifteen minutes for her to convince herself to get out of the shower. Once she dried off, Taylitha dressed and tiptoed to the clinic to see if the healer was done with Alysha. There were no medical personnel to be seen, so she slipped onto the stool next to Alysha's bedside. It was strange, Taylitha reflected, how kinds of unconsciousness could rest so differently on people's faces. Alysha sleeping had looked troubled, or thoughtful, as if her dreams didn't allow her much rest. Alysha under sedation looked relaxed.

Satisfied that the other woman was resting, Taylitha scrounged around the room until she uncovered some magazines. She flipped through them until she found The Eagle's Flight, the Fleet news-zine she usually received electronically. She didn't welcome the reminder that her own data tablet was now lying on the bottom of a river, but better her data tablet than pieces of her body. She'd just gotten to the part about the newest human officers to be inducted into the admiralty when Alysha opened her eyes.

"Feeling better?" Taylitha asked.

"Much. How's the rest of the team?"

Taylitha blinked. "I hadn't thought to ask. I told the rescue personnel that they were coming down the river, and they left to stop them. I was less worried about them than about you."

Alysha said nothing, and only looked at her.

"You want me to go find out," Taylitha guessed.

Alysha grinned.

"Well, it's better than you trying to haul your body around," Taylitha said, sliding off the stool.

"I feel fine," Alysha said.

"Right, Miss Invulnerable 'My-Body-Always-Works and I-Never-Get-Hurt.'"

Alysha laughed softly, didn't disagree, and in fact closed her eyes again and drifted off.
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The front of the cabin offered a sharp contrast to its peaceful rear: when Taylitha found her way to the reception room, it was packed with anxious team-mates, some being ushered past her on stretchers, others mobile but disheveled, dripping and upset, with still more being escorted in by the rescue team. She inserted herself into the crush in an attempt to get everyone to calm down and tell her what had happened. Cawdori was crying, so Taylitha wrapped her arm around her. The people still standing looked shaken.

"Oh, gods," Cawdori said through her tears, "I thought we were going to die!"

"I know that one," Taylitha said ruefully. "The rescuers?"

"They pulled us out before we got too much further," Cawdori said.

"I thought Beringwaite and Jender were supposed to be behind us, not you two . . . what happened to them?" Taylitha asked.

"Beringwaite decided to walk the canoe down the trail around the rapids," Roben said, toweling off his head. "The rescue team just located them on the trail. They had no idea the rest of us were in trouble."

"Anyone else get seriously hurt? Who else was on the river?" Taylitha asked.

"All the rest of us!" Roden said. "Though only Cawdori and Damien were in serious trouble. Kristil and I swamped out long before then, and the rescue team plucked us out of the water. The others were pretty far behind, so they didn't get to the bad parts before they got directed to get out. Injuries . . . " He looked at the others.

"Dami's with the healers," Cawdori said of her partner, the long-eared Aera that Taylitha now noted was absent. "And I think Terry is too. They don't think it's bad."

"Where's She?" interrupted the Seersa Taylitha remembered from the tent, Delin. "Where's Forrest?"

"In the clinic with three broken ribs," Taylitha said. "We were lucky to get out in one piece."

"Speaker-Singer!" Delin said, ears and tail falling. His were not the only set. "She'll be okay?"

"Thank God and Her Partner, yes," Taylitha said. "I am telling no lie when I say we were lucky. Very very lucky."

"No question of that," said a voice behind them. Herville Candesse, the head of their rescue team and owner of the voice from the comm station, was standing behind them with a shocked-looking Beringwaite and exhausted Jender. "We've lost six people to that river in the fifteen years Quickwater's been renting canoes. It only gets worse from the place we fished you people out, without a break to breathe."

"Six people dead?" Taylitha said with a squeak.

"Six. Dead." He eyed them all. "Sheryl told you not to take that route specifically, and for good reason. That you only had one serious injury . . . . " He shook his head.

"What do you mean one serious injury?" Beringwaite demanded, recovering himself and pushing into the circle around Taylitha. "Who got hurt?"

"Alysha broke three ribs," Taylitha said, watching him. Was he really upset on her behalf? Had he actually figured something out? But no, his face showed only anger.

"You were supposed to be scouting!" Beringwaite shouted at her.

"We were supposed to be on another river entirely!" Taylitha shouted back.

"Enough!" Candesse said. "I'm going to take those of you who aren't injured down the mountain. Form up outside."

"But what about the mission?" Beringwaite said.

"Didn't you listen to the lecture at the beginning?" Candesse said, irritated. "One of your team got hurt. The mission is forfeit."

"But we—"

"No buts," Candesse said. "Go outside."

"What about the rest of us?" Roben interrupted. "He made the choice."

"But you followed him blindly. That's enough! You'll be debriefed once you get to the bottom, as a group and individually. Move!"

They moved, Taylitha included. She was surprised when Candesse touched her on the arm. "Not you, Basil. Stay and wait for your partner."

"Right, sir."
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The hours Alysha spent sleeping off the healing session seemed to stretch twice as long as warranted. Taylitha spent the time on her stomach in the bed next to Alysha's, thumbing through The Eagle's Flight and pretending to read it. She was too angry to concentrate. Beringwaite's stupid choice had gotten their entire exercise thrown, and none of them had had the strength to stand up to him. She gave up on the newsletter and instead sought out all the literature the rental cabin had on their routes, particularly the information on Route D. She listened to the officers discuss the tally of broken canoes, lost equipment and injuries in the hallway.

By the time Alysha woke, Taylitha could barely speak she was so upset. She helped the other woman to her feet and waited with a patience that surprised herself as Alysha changed into a clean uniform and made the slow walk out to the transport down.

Once they were seated and belted in, Alysha said, "Tell me."

"The entire team effort was forfeited," Taylitha said. The transport's engine coughed to life and then settled into a smooth hum that vibrated through her backside and legs. "Everyone got out of the river safely, but a couple of groups lost their canoes. Some bumps and scrapes. A lot of scares. The river route Beringwaite chose was interdicted for the retreat. It is the fastest route down, but the last half of it is a long stretch of very difficult rapids, like the ones that did us in but worse. It's usually reserved for only the most experienced of riders."

"Forfeited," Alysha murmured. "That's a shame. Hopefully Beringwaite learned something from this."

"Beringwaite! He's thick as a concrete block. I'm sure he didn't learn a thing," Taylitha said. "He didn't care that anyone had gotten hurt. All he cared about was that you and I weren't scouting the way we said we would, and that the mission's been scrapped."

Alysha looked out the window, and Taylitha didn't need to see her expression to know she was sad. That, if anything, infuriated her the most. "But enough about Beringwaite," Tayl said. "What I want to know is if you learned anything."

"Plenty," Alysha said. Her hand lightly traced her ribcage, though Taylitha was pretty certain she wasn't actually thinking about the injury.

"The right things," Taylitha pressed.

"Which would be?" Alysha now looked guarded, an expression Taylitha hadn't yet surprised her into.

"It didn't work," Taylitha said. "Your plan to manipulate people into doing the right thing. You can't protect people from everything that way." She waved a hand. "You can't protect people from everything, anyway, but you didn't succeed this time. If we hadn't gotten the rescue team out there . . . Lieutenant Candesse says that six people have died on that river, two of them rescuers. The injury list for route D is terrifying. Comas, broken bones, soft tissue injuries, people getting pulled apart like taffy . . . that could have been us. That was almost us!"

The guarded expresion had fled, leaving something darker, more morose. Taylitha's ears flattened. "No, don't do that. I'm not trying to make you feel powerless."

"What is your intention, then?" Alysha asked quietly.

"To see you not do this again. To make you see this was too important to sit out on," Taylitha said, struggling to put her feelings into words. "It's true that there will be a time you can't take the place of someone who's not capable of safe leadership, but this wasn't one of those times. You shouldn't have let everyone suffer Beringwaite just so you could learn something!"

Alysha stared at her. Her ears flipped backward. "This wasn't supposed to be a dangerous outing."

"Anything can be dangerous, if someone's in charge who doesn't understand how to be in charge," Taylitha said.

"Beringwaite had the local expertise," Alysha said. "It should have been enough."

"But it wasn't, and you should have known it because it was his ambition and his pride that were his downfall, and you saw those immediately."

Alysha pressed a hand to her forehead. "Taylitha—"

"You gave Beringwaite a chance," Taylitha said. "Maybe you shouldn't have."

"Everyone deserves a chance," Alysha said.

"Do they? Alysha, Beringwaite would have gotten us killed. You know that, right? We survived by accident! More experienced people have died on that route. You think a group of green ensigns with no paddling experience would have made it through miles of whitewater like that?"

"I make mistakes," Alysha whispered.

"I know," Taylitha said, suddenly feeling horrible for her outburst. "I didn't mean to yell at you. In fact, I feel pretty awful because I'm holding you to a standard I'm clearly not holding myself to. Someone should have stood up to Beringwaite, but no one did. I'm not even sure if anyone could have . . . except you." She looked down. "I guess that makes all the rest of us even worse."

Alysha shook her head. "There's nothing wrong with being willing to follow someone."

"But this wasn't about that," Taylitha said. "It wasn't that we were willing to follow someone . . . well, maybe it was that in the beginning. It was that we were all afraid to say 'no' to him."

"There's nothing wrong with being afraid either," Alysha said, her voice softening.

"There is if your fear is leading you into danger and you can't bring yourself to stop it." Taylitha's ears drooped. "You're not the only one who makes mistakes."

"You're allowed," Alysha said. "Striving for perfection is all to the good, as long as you don't hate yourself for not reaching it."

Taylitha glanced at her. "I'm allowed, but you're not?"

A crooked smile tilted Alysha's mouth. "I don't have time to make mistakes. There's too much I need to do." She looked out the window again. "You're right, though. I did make a mistake. I won't make this one again."

Somehow the hard determination, touched with the faintest of sorrows, wasn't what Taylitha had been aiming for when she'd begun her tirade. Her ears wilted, and she followed Alysha's gaze out the window. "Looks like we're about to land. I guess we'll show up for our discipline and that will be the end of this."

"Not the way I'd planned to spend this retreat," Alysha said.

"Me neither," Taylitha said with feeling. She turned back to Alysha. "I'm sorry."

"You spoke your mind," Alysha said. "And you weren't out of line. It's okay." She looked past Taylitha at the trees that were drawing closer. "I'm still trying to learn. I have too much to learn, and sometimes I feel like I'll never have enough time."

Taylitha patted her arm, tentatively. "You already know more than most people I've met." When that got no reply, she added, "And I bet you think that's not enough."

That won her a chuckle.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN

They disembarked on a landing pad not far from the Quickwater compound and proceeded to the mess hall in search of their harried lieutenants. Their superiors were nowhere to be found . . . but the rest of their team was in the mess hall, drooping over hot chocolate, kerinne, coffee or tea. The strong words bouncing off the walls warned Taylitha about their welcome well before they actually entered the room.

"So here you are! Finally decide to join us after getting us thrown out?" Beringwaite stood in the middle of the room, glaring past the tables at them. Taylitha bristled, expecting Alysha to make some genteel excuse. Bad enough that she'd accidentally scraped Alysha raw on the ride down . . . but to add Beringwaite's abuse? She stepped toward the man.

Alysha touched her on the shoulder, stopping her instantly. The other woman lifted her chin, and the anger in her voice shocked Taylitha into swallowing her protests.

"We did not get our team's efforts thrown out, Beringwaite. You did, by choosing a route the station staff told you was interdicted."

"If we'd made it down, they would have rewarded us for our initiative—"

"You broke the rules," Alysha said, advancing. Her voice rose. "You risked our lives for nothing more significant than your ambitions. You put your pride before our safety. You failed, Beringwaite, and this time you can't blame anyone else for it. Are you going to take it like an adult, or are you going to somehow try to convince yourself that one of us is to blame?"

"How is it my failure when you can't handle a canoe?" Beringwaite asked.

"Because the trial you failed wasn't climbing a mountain, or paddling downstream. It wasn't knowing how to pick the best trails or how to rough it without help. The trial was leadership. The trial was taking care of your people!"

"Leaders don't take care of people," Beringwaite said. "Leaders make decisions. People follow or they fail in their duty."

"You're wrong," Alysha said.

"Fleet is not a nursery!" Beringwaite yelled. "Fleet is winning! Fleet is for the strong!”

"FLEET IS NOT A CONTEST!" Alysha's voice rang through the entire hall. Her body nearly vibrated with the intensity of her anger. "Fleet is about protecting its charges! Fleet is about preserving the ideals of the Alliance! Fleet is not about tyrannical officers who ignore the strengths and weaknesses of their units and then sacrifice them on the altar of their own vanity! You are a failure, Beringwaite . . . and so am I, for letting you abuse everyone in this room."

Beringwaite stepped toward her, hand lifted.

"Hit me, Mister Beringwaite, and you'll regret it," Alysha said. "Stronger men than you have tried me."

The cold that radiated off her was so intense even Taylitha backed up a step. Beringwaite trembled for a few seconds, then turned away.

"You're all washed up, Forrest. No one will ever make you a captain."

From the table, a voice said unexpectedly, "They'd better. Because I'd follow her before I followed you any day."

Taylitha blinked as the Seersa man she'd shared foot-pad woes with stood and bared his teeth at Beringwaite. "You're a Speaker-damned fool, is what you are," Delin said.

"Brave man," Beringwaite said with a sneer. "Took you long enough to say anything."

"Shut up," said Jender. The Tam-illee shot Beringwaite a venomous look. "You've done nothing but yell at us, insult us, use us and condemn us since you put yourself in charge. The only useful thing I've gotten out of this entire exercise is a healthy skepticism about people who try to stir up our enthusiasm for something we're not ready for."

Beringwaite began to back away from the tables. "Whatever. You think I was such a bad leader? Fine. You take over."

"Nice try," Alysha said. "But you started this expedition and you're ending it. You've earned the reprimand you're going to get from the officers . . . we're not taking it for you."

He stared at her. "You bitch—"

"Get out, Beringwaite," Alysha said softly. "Get out before I escort you out."

And amazingly, after a last poisonous look, he did. There was a moment's tense silence, and then the mess hall burst into applause. Alysha shook herself, shedding her anger like water, and smiled at the people at the tables. "Don't thank me," she said. "I should have done more."

"Maybe," Jender said. "But you helped. It would have been a hundred times worse without you running interference."

"Hear hear!" one of the others agreed.

Seeing the pearl pink flush in Alysha's ears gave Tayl great glee.

Over their lunches, Taylitha asked Alysha in a soft voice, "So do you feel better, or are you going to keep blaming yourself for letting Beringwaite run us over the coals?"

"I thought you were the one who thought I should blame myself for letting Beringwaite run us over the coals," Alysha said.

Taylitha shrugged, discomfited. "I wanted you to save us from ourselves . . . but we have a responsibility to save ourselves, too."

"If you can, you must," Alysha said quietly. "And many people don't understand just how much they're capable of if they try."

"Or are pushed?" Taylitha asked with a chagrined smile.

"Or are pushed," Alysha agreed. She rubbed her thumb over the fork in her hand. "You're right. I can't protect everyone from everything, not all the time—"

"Thank the gods!" Taylitha exclaimed with a laugh, "she can learn!"

"No, to do that, I need help," Alysha finished, grinning. "Which means more people need to learn how to be like you."

Covering her blush, Taylitha said, "And not like Beringwaite."

Alysha sighed. "And not like Mister Beringwaite."

Taylitha grinned fiercely. "Seeing you take him down . . . " She shook her head. "Bast and An above! I don't think anything his lieutenants say will have that kind of power."

"People like Beringwaite will always respond better to authority than to truth," Alysha said quietly. After a while, she continued, "You kept your head in trouble."

Taylitha didn't succeed in hiding her blush this time. "Must be all the experience with my little sisters and brothers. You can't exactly fall apart when all these kids are expecting you to stay together."

"You're confident enough to question me," Alysha said.

"I know you'd never hurt me," Taylitha said without thinking, "so why shouldn't I?"

A softness flew across Alysha's face, and she laughed. "Have you decided what to do with yourself in Fleet?"

"Not yet," Taylitha said. "But I have some ideas."

"Well, when you figure it out, tell me," Alysha said. "It'll save me the trouble of finding you."

Taylitha blushed harder, fought with a foolish grin, lost. She speared a piece of white broccoli. "I'll keep you informed, sir."
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The Ciracaana commander who'd given them their introductory lecture showed up after lunch wearing an expression Taylitha never wanted to see again. He paced, flowing from one side of the room to the next, then stopped near the door, as if to block it with his bulk.

He began speaking without preamble. "Fleet rarely deals with win-or-lose situations. Because of this, we don't often emphasize a winning condition in our exercises. While our original charter involved preparation for combat, the reality of our situation as the one of the only powers in space has forced us to evolve. The live-or-die, succeed-or-fail mentality of the military outlook simply doesn't work for us. There are many kinds of success, and recognizing each is important to keeping our organization running. This exercise was built to allow you the opportunity to accomplish different goals so we could begin the process of understanding what style of work you as individuals will be best suited for.

"But we do send our people into dangerous areas. We do deal with life-or-death situations. And the safety of your people, those in your command, those on your team, those we still have a charter to protect as the Alliance's sole military establishment, is so paramount that it does comprise a win-or-lose condition."

The Ciracanna paused, lashing his very long tail. "One which you failed."

Taylitha clenched her hands in her lap.

"We expect you to believe you're invincible . . . you're young. But we also expect you to learn how to assess risks and decide honestly whether you can deal with them with the skills you have now. You made many bad choices. Going down a river you'd be told expressly not to choose was the worst of them. But you could still have made it down had you worked as a team to study the risks. Had you stayed together and scouted on land, treating the river as an unknown—which it was—you would have seen the rapids and been able to carry your canoes downstream instead of risking your lives. You would have been reprimanded for taking the wrong route . . . but you would have arrived, and the mission would have been counted a completion. There are risky situations that a team can take on that an individual or a pair of people can't. If you want to learn one thing from this mess, learn that. Count on your people, whether they're your partner, your team-mate, people under your command or people above you."

"What if you can't count on them?" Beringwaite interrupted.

The Ciracaana stared at him. "Did I give you leave to speak?"

"No, sir," Beringwaite said.

Taylitha waited for the commander to give Beringwaite his due scolding, but after a few moments of uncomfortable silence, the Ciracaana said, "It's a good question. But don't interrupt me again."

"Yes, sir."

The Ciracaana moved gracefully to the center of the room and surveyed them all. When his gaze passed over Taylitha, she flinched. She didn't need to hear his voice to know he was angry.

"There is not a single one of you in this room who isn't competent in one or several areas of study. There is not a single one of you who didn't make it through the Academe—which is no playground—and come out on top. You are all Fleet, no matter how inexperienced, and if you think you can't count on one another it's because you've decided you won't work with one another, not because of any genuine incompetence. Fleet is a team. A family. The people in your room are your brothers and sisters. Get that through your heads now, or leave and don't come back."

Complete silence. Taylitha hid a tiny crow of triumph at this slap at Beringwaite's idiocy.

The Ciracaana continued. "Unless you transfer onto another ship due for refits, this will be the only retreat you attend as ensigns. I hope by the time you attend your next one as lieutenants or lieutenant commanders, you'll have learned something from this experience. The forfeiture you've earned will be on your records, but it may be ameliorated by whatever you tell us in your one-on-one debriefings. And don't lie. We'll be comparing notes from all your sessions to check your stories. Be honest, and you'll be rewarded, even if you made mistakes. Now, stand up!"

They stood with the sound of a dozen feet scraping against the floor, benches pushing back.

"Before we send you to those one-on-one sessions, it's time for some credit due in this debacle. Ensign Basil, join me please."

Taylitha froze, the fur along her spine lifting. Alysha nudged her with a grin, her lips forming the word, "Go!" Numbly, Taylitha made her way to the front, where the Ciracaana rested his hand on her shoulder and turned her to face the others.

"Ensign Basil made the rescue of your team possible. According to the canoe station personnel, she made sure her partner was stable, got herself out of the river and called the rescue team. She kept her head in a crisis. She remembered to look out for the rest of the team as well as herself and her partner. For this significant act of courage, Basil's earned a commendation. I hope she's also earned your thanks." He turned to her and offered his palm. Taylitha covered it out of habit, her mouth dry with shock. "Ensign, congratulations."

"Thank you, sir," Taylitha whispered.

He twined fingers with her, squeezed and released. Turning, he said, "Your lieutenants will return shortly to begin your one-on-one sessions. Remember my advice."

The door had no sooner closed on him when the carefully ordered ranks of the ensigns inside broke, converging on her, cheering and congratulating. Taylitha received more hugs in those few seconds than she'd had since leaving Burbage Township, where her siblings would use any excuse to pile on her. Still, she looked past the people thanking and cheering her for the one person whose opinion mattered the most.

The others made way for Alysha, though Taylitha didn't think they realized they were doing it. Something about the other woman's thoughtful scrutiny reminded Taylitha of the Ciracaana's . . . the same measuring, the same assessment . . . the same feeling that Alysha was taking notes for some future reference. Taylitha straightened under that pale blue gaze, ears perking and shoulders squaring.

Alysha laughed, caught her upper arms and pulled her into a hard embrace. Taylitha squeaked.

"Good job, Taylitha," Alysha said into her ear. "I knew you could do it."

Taylitha flushed bright pink.

"Hey, Beringwaite!" Delin called. "Aren't you going to congratulate Taylitha?"

Tense silence descended. Alysha stepped back to look past the shoulders of the other ensigns at the lone figure still seated on the bench.

Taylitha flattened her ears. "I don't need his congratulations."

"He could at least thank you," Roben said.

"She didn't save my life," Beringwaite said. "We were porting around the rapids, just like the lieutenant commander said we should have." He stood and stalked outside.

"Iley!" Roben exclaimed. "Can't he even admit it when he's wrong?"

Jender said sourly, "No. Especially not when he's wrong."

Alysha quietly followed Beringwaite, and Taylitha, after a moment, followed Alysha. She wondered with a sigh whether she was going to have to watch Alysha try to reform everyone for the rest of her life . . . somehow the idea was both cheering and irritating.

Outside, Beringwaite had crouched by the wall, fingering a twig in his hands.

"Beringwaite—Mike," Alysha said in her just-so-soft voice. Taylitha stood a little behind her, wondering if it would work.

"Don't call me that," Beringwaite said. "I don't want your kindness."

Guess not, Tayl thought.

"We don't hate you, you know," Alysha said.

"You shouldn't," Beringwaite said. "You have no right to."

Taylitha stepped closer to Alysha, one ear canted. "And why's that?"

"Because you're not all that much better than we are."

Taylitha's ears flipped back. "Are you still fixated on this whole Pelted versus human thing?"

"Pelted versus human thing?" Beringwaite laughed, a bark of a sound. Then he spit at their feet. "All these years since humans have joined back up with you, and you patronize us, and you think we're so backwards, so warlike, so uncivilized. You've made second-class citizens of us, though we're the ones who made you, and you ask me if I'm still fixated on this Pelted versus human thing? How many human admirals do you think there are? How many human captains?"

"There are fewer humans than Pelted," Alysha said quietly.

"Yeah, and? Doesn't change the fact that there seems to be less room for us to be successful," Beringwaite said. "Let me tell you something, furry. My dad didn't raise me to be a failure, and I'm not coming home as second fiddle to some animal we raised onto two legs in a science lab five centuries ago."

Alysha's voice remained quiet. "We don't have to be your enemies, Mister Beringwaite."

"Right. So Miss Perfection over there and her partner get to walk away with a commendation and I'm the one who ruined the mission even though you're the one who got hurt. That doesn't seem fair to me."

"You're a fine one to talk about fair," Taylitha said, stepping in front of Alysha. "You took control of everything and wouldn't let a single one of us gainsay you. Do you really think you were born knowing everything?"

"Knowing everything?" Beringwaite asked. "Nope. More than you? Absolutely."

The wave of frustration that rose in Taylitha threatened to overwhelm her. "Haven't you learned anything? Didn't you just listen to the same lecture I heard? We're a family! We failed because we didn't work together!"

"We failed because you were the weakest link, and I didn't figure that out in time to keep you from messing up," Beringwaite said. "I'll have to keep that in mind for the next time." He tossed the twig aside, stood, and said, "See you, furry. Try not to let your accidental commendation get you all excited."

Taylitha lunged after him, only to find Alysha in her way, holding onto her wrist.

"No, arii," Alysha said, quiet, intent. "It's not worth it."

"But he won't listen! He won't learn!" Taylitha hissed.

"Slapping him won't make him listen," Alysha said.

Taylitha began to deflate. "It would make me feel better, though," she muttered.

"For a few seconds," Alysha said. "But it would only guarantee that he wouldn't listen to you in the future. Not only that, but it would get you a reputation for solving your problems in the coarsest way possible. Who will listen to you if you stop talking and start fighting?"

Taylitha sighed. "But how do we get through to people like him?"

"We don't," Alysha said. "But someone else might, in the future. Someone else might make the difference." She looked after Beringwaite, into the auditorium where their lieutenants were just then organizing them into lines. "I thought we might be the ones for Beringwaite, but we aren't. All we can do is try, and if we fail, hope that someone else will try and succeed some day."

"You give people too many chances," Taylitha said, glancing at Alysha now. "It's going to get someone hurt."

"Only if I allow it," Alysha murmured. Then, louder. "Come on. Time to face the briefing."

"Alysha . . . "

The other woman glanced over her shoulder at her.

"If we don't get a chance to see one another again . . . " Taylitha began.

"We will," Alysha said. "Maybe not this retreat, but we will."

Taylitha heard the same quality in the words that she'd heard when Alysha had promised to come after her if she couldn't make it to shore. She grinned. "I'll write you."

"Alysha Forrest, UAV Diamondwing," Alysha said. "I'll be expecting it."


  CHAPTER TWELVE

Taylitha was lucky enough to get Lieutenant Cane for her one-on-one, the only lieutenant that had stayed from the Nightslip. She gave her full report, leaving out nothing . . . not her inability to say 'no' to Beringwaite without wanting to hit him, not her own mistakes, and especially not Alysha saving her life at the cliff, and again from the animal in the woods. She was chagrined to learn that the creature was a fruit bear, eating only carrion and vegetable matter, but Cane took into account that neither of them had known that when they'd reacted.

"You will put that on her record, right?" Taylitha asked. "That she saved me. That she was good to me. To all of us."

"Definitely," Cane said, and Taylitha was satisfied.

After her report, Cane delivered a significantly longer lecture than the Ciracaana's: on the virtues of proper mission planning and preparation, the importance of accruing honor and good word for her vessel instead of ignominy, no matter how accidental, and the reminder that as an Academe-trained ensign the Fleet had already spent valuable time and money on her as a resource, and that she should take better care of her body. He also spent time praising her for her commendation, which made her feel much better about the entire affair, but emphasized that the success of the team was more important, in general, than any personal success she could earn.

At the end of the session, Cane stood and grinned at her. "I admit, this could have come out much worse. The mission was a near disaster, but you did good work. I'm proud of you, Red."

Taylitha beamed.
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The memory of Alysha's company, of her approval and friendship, lit the days that followed after a shuttle picked up the tired, sore ensigns and delivered them back to work on the Nightslip’s refits. Stuffed into tiny compartments to run through checklists until her muscles cramped, Taylitha imagined Alysha doing the same and grinned . . . she couldn't imagine Alysha complaining about such work, so she tried not to herself. Keeping quiet on those long shifts seemed to inspire everyone around her to new heights of garrulousness; it made her realize how much a body could learn from other people by listening to their complaints.

One evening she collected her uninspiring food from the galley and glanced around the tiny mess. The only person in it was Kairell, so there were plenty of tables available for some quiet contemplation, studying or reading. She thought about using one of those tables to eat in peace, but had a sudden flash of memory: wanting to punch Beringwaite in the stomach just to get him to listen to her. Strange how quickly powerlessness can turn you to violence, she thought. But there are other ways to deal with powerlessness. Ways that might work better.

Taylitha made her way across the mess and plunked her tray down across from the Hinichi's. "Afternoon!"

Kairell blinked at her tray, then at her face. "Umm . . . why are you sitting here?"

"Why not?" Taylitha said.

"Because you don't like me," Kairell said.

"That's not true," Taylitha said, and realized she meant it. "I just don't agree with you about . . . well, your views on Fleet. I was going to say 'just about everything,' but I really don't know anything about what you think that isn't about Fleet. Maybe we could change that?"

"Why?" Kairell said suspiciously.

"Because I've been unfair, and you've been hard to approach, and neither of those are good reasons not to give someone a chance," Taylitha said. "There are good reasons but . . . well, those aren't any of them."

"Well, we agree on that at least," Kairell said, and surprised her with a grin. With her muzzle gaping a little and her eyes alight with mischief she looked a wholly different person. "So how'd you spend the retreat?

"On my back, half-drowned, sore-footed and head spinning," Taylitha said.

"Sounds awful," Kairell said.

Taylitha closed her eyes, then chuckled. "Yeah. But I'd do it again in a heartbeat." Kairell's incredulous look was lost on her as she dug into her food, still grinning.
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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.


  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.
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  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! I just find I work better when I'm thinking with a pencil as well as a keyboard. I've selected a few of the sketches from when I did the initial drafts of Second, and hope you enjoy the peek into the artist brain.

 

1. Cadet Break: Alysha and Taylitha, with lots of trees.

2. Camp Walk: A typical expression for Taylitha, I think!

3.Taylitha in the Rapids: A fairly ambitious piece but one of my favorites.
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    Return to the Alliance


    More Fiction Set in the Paradox Universe


    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?


     


    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...


     


    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.)

  


  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.

"Second" 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.

If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review… or telling a friend!
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