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Chapter 1

	Nika

	 

	“Hey!  Ingersoll girls!”

	Nika turned around to see where a woman in a blue blazer and matching skirt was hurrying up to them. A small white drone with a “Press” decal was hovering over the right shoulder, enough to identify her as a reporter.

	“I thought we’d be able to escape,” Rika, her twin, said, but not sounding too disappointed.

	“No such luck.”

	The twins had already had their fifteen minutes of fame after the Krackle invasion.  But it had been eight months since then, and as students at Astor Polytechnical, they’d faded from the limelight—something Nika was more than happy with.

	Rika, on the other hand . . .

	“Aloiese Utor, Arcadia Life.  I’d like to have a word with you, if I may.”

	“Arcadia Life” was one of the new shows that had popped up after the battle, full of feel-good stories meant to raise the spirits of the planet.  While the Krackles had been defeated, too many citizens had been either killed or kidnapped, and shows like this had popped up everywhere.

	Nika and Rika had even been interviewed for the show, although not by this particular reporter.

	“Uh, we’re about to board,” Nika said.  “And we’re making our goodbyes.”

	She waved a hand to encompass their sending-off party.

	The reporter seemed to notice the others for the first time. “Ah, Colonel Ingersoll.  I didn’t recognize you out of your uniform.”

	“I’ve been retired for six months now. I’m Mr. Ingersoll now.”

	Nika rolled her eyes. Her father might be retired, but he was still a Marine, through and through.  He’d always be a Marine.

	“Well, it’s an honor,” Ms. Utor said.  “And you must be Ms. Ingersoll?”

	“Call me Lisbeth,” their mother said, holding out a hand.

	Ms. Utor took it before noting the PFC standing off to the side.

	“And you are?” she prompted.

	“Private First Class Kel Grafton, ma’am.”

	“Ah, I know who you are.  You were with our two heroes, right?  You took care of the dog.”

	Nika could feel her sister stifle a laugh.  She gave Rika an elbow in the ribs.

	Kel had been with both of them during the rescue effort at the Yaakov Ammunition Depot, and it was true that Kel hadn’t taken a very active part in the operation, but that wasn’t his fault. At six-foot-three, he’d been far too large to crawl in and out of the camp through the drainage pipes.

	“Yes, ma’am, I was part of the rescue,” he said with a touch of steel wool in his voice.

	Kel always had a Type A personality, but Marine bootcamp had only tempered his iron, something Nika found more than a little attractive.

	“Maybe when we’re done here, I could interview you.  You know, for an observer’s viewpoint on what happened.”

	The reporter seemed excited and didn’t realize that she was being dismissive of Kel.

	“PFC Grafton wasn’t just an observer, ma’am,” Nika said. “Without him, far fewer of the people at Yaakov Depot would have made it out alive.”

	Ms. Utor raised an eyebrow at that.  “Well, if that’s the case, why don’t you tell me what happened?  I thought it was you and your sister who got the people out of the line of fire so your father’s Marines could stop the Krackles.”

	“Unfortunately, as I’ve said, we’re saying our goodbyes.”

	Nika had never enjoyed the notoriety she and her sister had achieved after the fighting. They hadn’t fought the alien Krackles, after all.  The Marines had done that.  But the press had latched onto the storyline of twin girls saving the day, and the storyline had grown well past the reality.

	And she wasn’t enjoying this.  The reporter was too pushy, too focused on getting her story without regard to what they wanted.

	But then Rika said, “We can spare a few moments, though.  Right, Dad?”

	Their father seemed surprised that it was being thrown to him. “If you girls agree, then you’ve probably got a couple of minutes.  But you really have to board soon.  You don’t want to miss movement before you’re even sworn in.”

	Ms. Utor didn’t wait for Nika to agree, given Rika’s previous willingness to talk to her.

	“Well, if I only have a few minutes, let’s get right to why I’m here. And which one are you?” she asked, looking back and forth between the two of them. 

	“I’m Rika.  That’s Nika.”

	“OK, Rika.  You two were just seventeen at the time of the invasion.  What gave you the confidence that you”—she paused to give Kel a nod—“and your friends, of course, could take on the Krackles and their zombies?”

	This was only the hundredth time they’d been asked a variation of that question, and Rika had the same answer they’d given each time. 

	“It wasn’t a matter of us thinking we could do something. We had no choice. We had to do something, or our mother and friends would be lost.”

	“That’s simply amazing.  You’re so young and sma . . . inexperienced, to take on the invaders.”

	 Nika rolled her eyes. Yes, they were smaller than most women, and people tended to project childlike capabilities upon them.  But Rika pushed on.

	“Yes, we are on the petite side, but that was to our advantage.”  She pointed at Kel.  “That’s why he couldn’t use the drainage pipe to enter the depot. He wouldn’t fit.”

	The reporter seemed relieved to get past the slip.  “I went to the depot yesterday in my prep.  I saw where the pipe came out.  Even as slender as you two are, I still can’t believe you made it through. I don’t think my six-year-old could.”

	“I did escort five of the children through.  It was tight, but we managed.”

	“Yes, I knew that.  I interviewed Tommy Lentz yesterday as well.  He said he almost stopped several times, but it was only your calm encouragement that got him out.”

	Nika gave her sister a glance.  Of all the things that had happened to them, it was her trips through the tunnels that sometimes woke her up at night. Rika was the risk-taker, the adventurer between the two of them, but she had some secret phobias, such as a fear of the dark and of closed-in spaces.   Nika might be the only person who knew how much Rika had to overcome to make the transit in that dark, wet pipe, knowing that at any moment, runoff from the storms could trap her.

	And it almost had.  She’d come within seconds of drowning before the rush of the runoff blasted her out of the end.  Rika had endured a lot, starting from when the Krackle had captured her and taken her to the concentration camp at the depot, but Rika making the journey back and forth through the pipe was probably the bravest thing Nika had ever seen.

	It made her so proud of her twin.

	The reporter didn’t seem particularly prepared for the interview, which made Nika think this might be for a fluff piece instead of something more detailed.  She wandered a bit in her questions, asking more along the lines of whose idea it had been to change places in the depot and not on how they managed it or how it felt to reunite with their mother inside.

	Nika had always felt that the Krackles’ inability to tell them apart—despite the evidence that they probably were able to read, if not complete DNA, then enough markers to identify individuals—was the most important aspect of their story. Well, that and how they managed to make the switch without being detected. But the reporter kept with the touchy-feely questions until she ran out of time.

	“Final call for the Golden Ray,” came over the loudspeakers.  “If you have a ticket, please board immediately.”

	“I’m afraid I’m going to have to cut this off now,” their father said.

	Ms. Utor looked disappointed and asked, “Just one more question?”

	But Nika had already turned to hug her father, her head on his chest. “I’m going to miss you!”

	“And I’ll miss you, too, girl.”

	“Girl?  You do know who I am, right?” she asked, pulling her head back to look him in the eye.

	“Uh, sure.  Nika?”

	Nika laughed and pulled him down for a kiss.  It had long been a family joke that he couldn’t tell his daughters apart.  He wasn’t the only one. Only their mother seemed to get it right a hundred percent of the time.

	“I’ll make you proud, Dad,” she whispered.

	“You’ve always made me proud.  Just worry about making yourself proud. You can’t do any better than that.”

	He gave her a hard squeeze, and she broke the hug to go to her mother.

	To her surprise, she started choking up. While her father had been gone for half of her life on deployments and to fight the wars, she’d never been separated from her mother.

	And then it hit her hard. Eight months ago, she’d almost lost her mother forever. That was something that had been pushed to the background after her father came home for good and while she and Rika were at school, but now, the emotions were coming back in a rush, sweeping over her like a tsunami.

	Tears started to flow, and she got an ache in her chest as she latched onto her mother in a death grip.

	People say that twins have a special bond, a connection that can’t be broken. That was probably true, but their mother, too, always seemed to know what they were thinking. 

	“This time, it’s only temporary.  We’ll see each other in a year, Nika, on your annual leave.”

	“But it could have been—”

	“But it wasn’t, thanks to you and Rika.  And your father and the rest of the Marines.”

	“Hey, are you monopolizing Mom?  How about giving me a shot?” Rika said.

	Her mother gave her another squeeze and said, “Go say goodbye to your Marine.”

	Nika wiped the tears from her cheek and stepped over to Kel. She didn’t really think of him as “her” Marine.  They were friends, sure.  Maybe more than that.

	She’d never been that close to him before.  If anyone, it had been Rika who was closer.  But going through the battle together had shown her that there was a lot to appreciate about the young man, and their experience had created a bond between them. 

	They’d even started dating after the battle, up until he left for bootcamp.  She wasn’t sure what they were now. She and Rika were going to the Academy, and they wouldn’t be able to come home for a year.  And Kel?  Who knew where the Marines might send him.

	They stood awkwardly in front of each other for a moment before Nika leaned in and gave him a kiss on the cheek.

	“Don’t get yourself shot while I’m gone, OK?” she said.

	“I don’t plan to.”

	“I’m glad you came to see us off.”

	“When I told the sergeant why I needed the weekend off, she couldn’t say no.  You two being the heroes and such.”

	There was still a bit of hurt in his voice.

	“That reporter doesn’t know anything,” she said.

	 “I know,” he said, forcing a smile on his face. “I guess next time I see you, I’ll have to salute.”

	“Darn right you will,” she said with a laugh.

	“Nika?  The shuttle,” her father said.

	“I guess I’ve got to go,” she told Kel.

	“Take care, Nika.  I know you’ll kick ass,” he said as he let her go.

	“This is the final call for the Golden Ray. The doors will be closing in two minutes,” the terminal AI announced.

	“Now, Nika,” her father said.

	Rika grabbed her sister’s hand and pulled her toward the gate.  “Let’s go!”

	She blew everyone a last kiss, then let Rika guide her.  Most of the people had already boarded.  There were a few couples getting last-second hugs, and a woman was handing a crying little girl to her father.

	Behind them, a young, somewhat pudgy man was staring at the twins as they hurried forward. It took Nika a moment to recognize him.

	“Hey, it’s your breeder boyfriend.”

	“Where?” Rika asked, slowing down to look. “And he’s not my boyfriend.”

	“Behind the couple with the baby. And he’s staring at us.”

	Rika faltered a step, then waved at Ben. “He’s just seeing us off,” she said, resuming her stride.

	“Seeing you off.”

	Nika didn’t know what her sister saw in the zombie.  Ben was a Quavarian, and after being captured in Galant, he’d become a zombie.  A quisling, working for the enemy. He’d wanted to take her—he hadn’t realized at the time that there were two of them—as his “breeder.”

	Rika had saved Ben’s life after the Krackles were defeated.  She said it was because he’d helped her back in the camp.  Maybe even saved her life. To Nika, he was the enemy, though. A traitor to humanity. 

	She was sad they were leaving their family and friends, but that was one person she hoped to never see again.

	“Good riddance.”

	And then they were at the gate.

	“Cutting it close, ladies,” the attendant said as they scanned their wristbands.  “It’s open seating, so please be quick.  We’ll be taking off momentarily.”

	Nika paused at the bridge door and looked back. Her parents, Kel, and even the reporter waved.

	“Let’s go, Baba,” Rika said. “We have to find a seat.”

	Nika waved back, then turned and followed her sister into the next phase of their lives.

	 


Chapter 2

	Rika

	 

	“Rika Ingersoll, and this is my sister, Nika Ingersoll.”

	The Navy petty officer looked up from her screen and first at her, then at Nika, then back at her in obvious surprise.

	The sisters were used to it. Monozygotic, or identical twin, births were far rarer than in past millennia. The same supplements that were added to most processed foods to ensure healthy zygotes and embryonic development also suppressed the possibility of the blastocyst splitting.  Only one in about 20,000 births were twins.

	“Look into the pickup,” she told Rika.

	Rika centered her right eye over the lens, and a moment later, was confirmed that she really was Rika Ingersoll, Citizen Number 33-48329-88672.

	The petty officer watched the screen, then said, “You’re next.”  But before Nika could get her retina scanned, she asked, “Or maybe you can just get scanned twice, right?”

	Rika shook her head.  “No, that won’t work.”

	“But you’re like clones, right?  Same DNA and all of that?”

	“We’ve got the same DNA, but the environment can create small changes to us. And our retinal patterns were developed in the womb,” Nika said as she leaned into the pickup.

	The petty officer didn’t seem convinced, so Rika lifted up her right pants leg to reveal a small, four-inch scar on her shin.

	“I got that when I was six and jumped off the roof.”

	“And since I’m not as crazy as my sister, I don’t have a scar like that,” Nika said as she pulled back.

	The petty officer grunted and watched the screen until Nika was confirmed as Nika.

	“Hmph.  You two are going to the Academy. Second one to come through here today.  Or, I guess I should say, second and third,” she said with a little chuckle at how clever she’d just been.

	Rika only just managed to refrain from rolling her eyes.

	She handed each of them a wand.  “These will take you through processing.  If you have any questions, you can twist the bottom counterclockwise, and someone will take care of you.”

	“That’s it?” Rika asked.

	“That’s it.  And if you two can vacate my station, I can take care of the next poolee.”

	She looked over Rika’s shoulder and motioned for a young man to advance up to her.

	“Come on,” Nika said as she pulled Rika away.  “We can figure it out.”

	“Of course, we can.”

	Rika didn’t have a question about that. It was just . . . well, shouldn’t there be someone to greet them, at least?

	We are going to the Academy, after all.

	She looked at the wand with a frown.  It didn’t look like the Krackle wands.  Not really.  But Rika suppressed a shudder.  She’d been wanded during the rescue as she tried to take the children out through the drainage ditch, and that memory was something she’d never forget.

	It’s not the same thing, girl.

	This was a guide, nothing more. They hadn’t been given any instructions to use it, but it was pretty self-evident. A message was on a small screen telling them to follow the blue line to Room B562.

	Along the walls—bulkheads, they needed to start calling them—were lines of various colors. She and Nika started following the blue one and, after about five minutes, reached B562:  Uniform Fitting.

	They opened the door and waved their wand under a reader.  The display said, “Take a seat.”

	There were eight other people sitting in the chairs, leaving only three empty, and none were next to each other.  Rika and her sister liked to stay together wherever they went, and that feeling was only heightened here on another planet, far from home. But they weren’t going to make a scene now.   She took the last seat in the row, up against the wall and next to a soft-looking boy.

	He looked up as she sat, then over to Nika, who had grabbed a seat facing them.

	“Oh, wow!  You’re twins!”

	Great, Captain Obvious.

	He kept looking from one to the other, a smile on his face.  “You really do look alike.  How can you tell yourselves apart?”

	Nika’s eyes got big, and the boy said, “Oh, sorry.  That was stupid.  Of course, you know which one of you is you. I mean, you can tell yourselves apart.  Duh!  I mean, how can other people tell you apart?”

	Rika thought about pulling up her pants leg again, which had become their go-to to show they weren’t completely identical, but Nika said, “There are differences if you look closely enough.”

	“Cool.  I can’t see them, though.  I’m Bellum.  Bellum Yuris.  Everyone calls me Bell,” he said, holding out a hand to Rika.  She gave it a perfunctory shake, then he stood up and stepped over to Nika to shake her hand.  

	The girl next to Nika took the opportunity to say, “And I’m Lia.”

	“Rika Ingersoll, and that’s my sister Nika.”

	Neither seemed to recognize the name, which somehow disappointed Rika. “We’re from Arcadia,” she said, giving them a prompt.

	“Arcadia?” Lia said in surprise. “Were you there when the Krackles hit it?”

	“Yes, we were,” Rika said.

	Still nothing, which surprised her. Twin girls.  Krackle invasion.  Certainly, they must have seen something on the news.

	“Did you see any of them?” Bell asked, leaning in.  His excitement was evident.

	“Yes, we saw them,” Nika said before changing the subject. “Where are you two from?

	“Right here from Corinth,” Lia said.

	“And I’m from Horgath’s,” Bell said.  “This is my first time offworld.”

	“Horgath’s?” Rika asked.  “We were stationed there for three years.  Camp Kim.”

	Bell’s brows scrunched together in surprise, and he ran his eyes up and down each one of them.

	“Our dad was stationed there,” Nika said. “We were five at the time.”

	“He was a Marine?” Bell asked.

	Again, Captain Obvious.

	Camp Leslie A. Kim was one of the largest Marine bases in the sector, so that was a pretty reasonable assumption.

	“He just retired.  He was a colonel,” Rika said with pride.

	“A colonel?  That’s pretty high, right?”

	This time, Lia rolled her eyes.  “Yes, that’s high.”

	Bell didn’t seem to take offense. “I guess I’ll find all of that stuff out at boot camp.  I’m a Marine, too.”

	Rika opened her mouth to object, but Nika gave her a slight shake of the head, so she bit it off.  Bell would find out soon enough.  He was a poolee.  Even after being sworn in, he wouldn’t be a Marine.  That would come only if he successfully made it through boot camp.

	“I’m going to be an Explorer,” Lia said. “And with the family connection, you’ll be with Bell here as Marine boots, I’m guessing?”

	“No,” Rika answered. “We’re going to the Academy.  I mean, we might go Corps after we get our commissions.”

	“Academy?  I guess it does help to have connections,” Lia said in a dismissive tone.

	Nika frowned and turned slightly away from the girl, but Rika wasn’t going to let that slide.  “Our father had nothing to do with our appointments.  We got them on merit.”

	“Right, I’m sure.”

	Rika wanted to argue.  They’d been given two of the planet’s precious seats because of their actions during the invasion, not because their father was a colonel. But these two didn’t seem to know what they’d done, and Lia was assuming they were getting into the Academy because of their father.

	“And he’s a ring-knocker, I’m sure,” Lia added.

	“Actually, he’s a mustang, not an Academy graduate,” Nika said quietly, and when Bell looked confused, she added, “He came up through the ranks.”

	Lia gave a dismissive snort, and that was too much for Rika.  She started to stand up to tell Lia exactly what they’d done to earn their appointments, but Nika made a small cutting motion of her right hand.

	Her sister was right. It didn’t matter what this Lia person thought. 

	Rika had enjoyed their notoriety since the invasion, and maybe a little of it had gone to her head.  But it was evident that here on Corinth, no one knew who they were or what they’d done. And that was something of a letdown.

	And she realized it would be the same at the Academy.  If they were going to make it through and receive their commissions, it was going to be based on how they performed there, not on any past accomplishments.

	Still, she was tempted to make some snide comment but was saved when Lia was called for her fitting. The Explorer poolee stood and disappeared through the door.  Rika jumped up and moved to sit next to her sister.

	“She doesn’t know who we are, Baba,” she said.

	Nika shrugged. “Lots of people don’t know who we are.”

	“I’m not complaining.  I’m just saying.  I don’t think many people do.”

	“We’re starting from a clean slate,” Nika said. “We’ve done that all our lives, as many times as we’ve followed Dad. From one duty station to the other.  We’ve always had to start anew.”

	That was true enough. After attending nine schools growing up, they should be used to it, but somehow, this was different for her. This time, they were the ones leaving their past behind. 

	It was more than a little scary, if she was being honest with herself, but her curiosity about their future couldn’t be denied.

	The two sisters settled into a companionable silence.  Bell tried to ask a few more questions, but after too many monosyllabic responses, he tapered off until he was called to his fitting.

	“It was nice meeting you two,” he said before he went through the door.

	The fittings went relatively quickly, until finally, the loudspeaker said, “Ingersoll, Rika.”

	“Here we go, Baba,” she told Nika as she stood.

	She couldn’t help but be a little excited now.  A uniform somehow meant to her that it was real. She’d always admired her father’s Marine uniforms. As midshipmen, they wouldn’t be getting Marine uniforms, of course, but still, just to have her own would be pretty darn cool.

	Rika entered the door, where a bored-looking civilian sitting behind a console said, “Go inside the booth.  Take off all of your clothes and put them in the shelf there. Make sure they’re completely inside the shelf.  Nothing hanging off.  If you have any rings, jewelry, externals . . . take them off as well.  Stand on the disc, hands at your side.  The disc will turn.  When I tell you to lift your arms, raise them above your head.

	“Once I have a good reading, you may dress and come back out.  Any questions?”

	Rika didn’t expect to have to strip down to nothing. “Can you see me when I’m in there?”

	“No.  I can’t see anything,” he said in a flat tone that reflected he’d probably been asked that thousands of times.

	He pointed at the booth.

	Rika wasn’t feeling overly confident as she opened the door. The booth was about seven feet in diameter.  A disc was in the center, and an array of lenses covered the walls.

	She spotted the shelf to her left and gave it a wary glance.

	Rika knew she was “cute,” as other people had often told her. But she and her sister were small girls, barely topping four-foot-five and weighing seventy-seven pounds soaking wet. Neither were “curvy,” to put it bluntly. 

	In most ways, Rika was confident. Maybe overly confident. But not about her physical appearance. And she really didn’t want to strip down with a middle-aged man right outside the door.

	She knew, though, that in the military, you couldn’t be self-conscious about things like that.

	The quicker I do this, the quicker I can get dressed again.

	She took a deep breath, took off her clothes, and then stood on the disc.

	“Hands at your side and don’t move,” the voice said, making her jump.

	For a moment, she thought he’d lied and could see her, but then she realized that her weight on the disc must have alerted him.

	Blue lines of light started crisscrossing her body, and the disc made a single revolution before they stopped. 

	“Raise your arms and stand still.”

	The blue lines started up again, as did the disc.

	“OK, that’s it.  You can get dressed,” the man said.

	Which she did in record time.  She peeked out the door, and the man looked up and said, “You can leave now.  Follow your wand to your next stop.”

	He didn’t look up as Rika opened the door and stepped out.

	“Ingersoll, Nika,” the man said, this time into the waiting room.

	Nika stepped up, giving Rika’s hand a pat as she passed.

	“I’ll wait for you outside,” Rika said as her sister disappeared to get measured.

	 

	***************

	 

	“Raise your right hand and repeat after me,” the Explorer captain said.

	The last two days had been both mind-numbingly boring and hectic at the same time as Rika and her sister had gone from one station to the other.  Some of the tasks at each one had been routine, such as making out declarations for next of kin, getting lectures on various programs that they had to opt in or out of, and getting measured for uniforms.

	Other stations had encompassed batteries of psychological tests, which told Rika that their appointments were not necessarily a done deal.  That became even clearer right now with the four of them. There had been six midshipmen going through processing.  Two of them had been dropped.

	During the testing, Rika had started becoming paranoid.  What if she got dropped but Nika didn’t?  Or vice versa. She didn’t know what she’d do if they got split up.

	But they’d both made it through all of the hoops.  And now, along with the other three poolees, they were standing there in their brand-new uniforms, about to be sworn in.

	“I, state your name,” the captain said.

	“I, Rika Ingersoll . . .”

	“Do solemnly swear . . .”

	“Do solemnly swear . . .”

	“That I will support and defend the constitution of the Second Regency, against all enemies, alien, foreign, or domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; that I take this obligation freely, without any mental reservations or purpose of evasion; and that I will well and faithfully discharge the duties of the Office of Midshipman in the Regency Naval Service, on which I am about to enter, so help me God.”

	“Congratulations, midshipmen!” the captain said, a smile almost breaking his face in two.

	John Fox, standing next to Rika on her left, stuck out a hand and said, “Congratulations, Rika.  We did it.” 

	Rika took it, mumbled something, then turned to Nika, who was being congratulated by the captain.

	“Hey, Baba,” Rika said. “How about me?”

	Nika turned around and held out her arms.

	Rika gave her sister a bear hug. 

	“I guess it’s official, Baba,” Nika said. “There’s no turning back now.”


Chapter 3

	Nika

	 

	“There’s the USO,” Rain said, needlessly pointing to the sign on the terminal wall.

	“Can we drink in there?” Nene asked.

	“Probably not.  But we’ll find out soon enough,” Rika said.

	Alcohol was a no-no during their intake, as it would be at the Academy.  But they’d be making the voyage on a civilian liner.  No one had said they weren’t allowed to drink during the passage, and there wasn’t an officer to watch over them. But the USO was affiliated with the military, so who knew what they’d be enforcing.

	They filed into the USO and got their answer right away. A sign was on the front desk.

	 

	Alcohol is prohibited for all recruits, midshipmen, and cadets.

	 

	John was disappointed, but Nika didn’t care much one way or the other. There were about twenty other people in the USO, most in civilian clothes.  They’d be retired servicemen and women, along with some on active duty.  She was more interested in the seven young people in the same uniform they were in, though, all who were looking back at them.

	But the elderly lady at the desk had already started her spiel.

	“Welcome to the Hapsben Spaceport USO . . .”

	Nika had been to many USOs with her family.  They were all similar:  snacks, drinks, net connectivity, comfortable chairs, entertainment, and a play area for toddlers.  She tuned out the woman and studied the others.

	They were in the same uniform, but they weren’t midshipmen.  Four had the silver nova of the Explorer Corps on their right collar, while three had the wreathed rifle of the Guard.  

	Together with the midshipmen, the ten of them were all heading to Freedom Station to join the Second Regency Uniformed Services Academy, Class of ’79.  They were eventually heading into different services, but for the next four years, they’d be classmates, sharing much of the same curriculum. More importantly, at least according to the briefs they’d all received, they’d be building the bonds that would help ensure interservice operability between the Navy and Marine Corps, the Explorer Corps, and the various Guards.

	The Explorer cadets were selected in much the same manner as the naval midshipmen.  The Guard cadets were a little different. Most guard cadets were trained by their home planets or, in some cases, by sector or cooperative administrations. But a select few earned appointments for the Academy at Freedom Station. That meant the competition was pretty fierce for those slots, and Nika was anxious to get to know some of them.

	Rika gave her a light elbow. “Take a look at the Explorer cadet.”

	“Which one?  There’re five of them.”

	“The redhead.  She’s gorgeous.”

	“You’re gorgeous,” Nika said, which was her automatic response.

	Rika was a little self-conscious about her body and looks, and sometimes she needed a little bit of encouragement.

	“I’m not fishing for a compliment, Baba.  I’m just saying she’s beautiful.”

	Nika gave the girl a closer look.  She had a classically beautiful, almost aquiline face with light red hair in a bun.  The Academy uniform looked sharp, but it was still a uniform and not very complimentary.  Nika couldn’t tell much about the girl’s physique, but she was taller than the boy standing beside her.

	“I guess so,” Nika said.

	“You guess? There’s no guessing about it.”

	“OK, she’s pretty.  So, what?”

	“Nothing.  I was just pointing it out.”

	“You’re weird, Baba.”

	The USO volunteer finished her spiel, and one of the cadets waved them over.  Anxious to meet their classmates, the midshipmen hurried to their table. 

	Rika went straight to the redhead Explorer cadet. 

	“Hi.  I’m Rika Ingersoll, and this is my sister, Nika.”

	“I’m Aria.  I heard there were twins with you mids.”  She gave each of them a cursory look and said, “You do look pretty much alike, but I can see your face is a little leaner, Rika.”

	“Really?  Not many people can see that.”

	What’s with you, Baba?

	Nika shook Aria’s hand, then broke off to introduce herself to the nearest Guard cadet. She wanted to find out what he had to go through to get his appointment.  Besides, if she was going to take her commission in the Marines, then the Guard was a little closer to that than the Explorers or even the Navy.

	They might have four years together before they went off in their own direction, but she might as well start forging those all-important bonds.

	 

	***************

	 

	Ms. Humma, the USO volunteer, approached the group. 

	“Your shuttle for the Mockingbird’s Song is getting ready to board at B2.”

	“Well, then, we’d better go,” Rika said.  “You ready, Aria?”

	Nika frowned.  Her sister had spent most of the last hour, if not exactly ignoring everyone else, then at least paying far more attention to the Explorer cadet.

	She pulled her sister’s head in close and whispered, “What’s with you and Aria?”

	Rika looked surprised and whispered back.  “Nothing’s with us.  I’m just trying to be friendly.”

	“There’re others here, too, you know.”

	“Well, excuse me, Mother.  I’m sorry if I’m trying to get to know our classmates.”

	“We’ve got something a little more important coming up, in case you’ve forgotten,” Nika said.

	“I haven’t forgotten,” Rika whispered, patting her blouse over her belt. “You just be ready.”

	“I’m ready,” Nika said, despite her growing nervousness.

	What had seemed like such a good idea yesterday now seemed like a foolish risk.  She was tempted to tell Rika she was calling it off, but she knew her sister wouldn’t agree.  And what would happen to the Kri-Blade?

	Kri-Blades were handmade works of usable art, and they cost a mint. But her father’s Marines at his infantry company had chipped in and bought one as a farewell present at his outgoing change of command.

	The knife had been mounted on a plaque at the family home when the Krackles invaded, and the girls had taken it with them when they left to find their mother and the others.  That had proven to be fortuitous as Nika had used it to pry open the lock on the security screen blocking the end of the runoff pipe that led into the camp.

	The knife had been emplaced back on the plaque, but a week before they left Arcadia, their father had presented it to them, telling the two that whoever finished the higher at the Academy would take sole ownership and that he’d get another for the loser.

	Nika and Rika were extremely competitive, so they were all in, and their twin trash talk had already begun. But there were problems.

	The knife had been in the checked luggage to Corinth. No problem in getting it to the processing station. But that led to Problem One.

	Except for limited personal items—whatever toiletries, religious items, and sundry items they could fit in their small transit pack—all of their civilian clothing and property had been packed and sent home, leaving them with their uniforms and other military-specific gear.  Those items were packed into a single seabag by the processing center staff, and they wouldn’t see that seabag again until they arrived at the Academy.

	The Kri-Blade could not be hidden in one of their seabags, not if the girls weren’t doing the packing.  And their small travel pack, which included an extra uniform, exercise gear, and underwear, would be inspected before being loaded and sent to their staterooms so it couldn’t be jammed in there.  It would have to be smuggled on their person to get aboard the ship.

	Enter Problem Two. Because the Mockingbird’s Song’s first port of call was Pandemonium’s Lair, a restricted planet, all personnel would have to pass through a scanner before boarding the ship.

	A scanner that would pick up, among other things, explosives, bio agents, handguns, and cutting weapons.

	They could have sent the knife home with their personal gear and waited until their second year at the Academy when they would be allowed to have personal items like that. But the girls were stubborn, and the challenge to smuggle the knife was just too much to pass up.

	And now, Nika was having big-time second thoughts. If they were apprehended and accused of smuggling, what would happen to their appointments? They’d decided to plead ignorance if they were caught, but there was no guarantee anyone would buy it.

	“We need to head to the gate,” Jackson Singh said.  Jackson was a Corinth Planetary Guard cadet they’d met at the USO while waiting for their shuttle.

	“Easy, Baba,” Rika whispered. “You already look guilty.”

	Nika nodded and put on her garrison cap like everyone else.  Rika had her beret under her waist belt, and no one had noticed it until she took it out and placed it on her head.

	“The uniform for travel is garrison caps,” Aria said.

	“Yeah, I know.  But the idiots who took care of our seabags packed mine and left me with the beret.”

	“You might get some demerits when we get there.”

	“Not my fault, but if I do, I do.”

	“Didn’t she have a garrison cap before?” John asked Nika as they made their way to the gate.

	Nika just shrugged.  Any violation of the Honor Code, such as lying, was a reason to be kicked out of the Academy, and she wasn’t going to risk that.

	But you’re willing to risk smuggling. Real smart.

	“I could have sworn you both had garrison caps,” John said.  And when Nika didn’t respond, “Well, maybe I was wrong.”

	Gate 22 was in Terminal 3, and the USO was in front of Terminal 1.  They made their way past the various spacelines and the masses of people checking in. Nika had flown out of many different spaceports—even Hapsben when she’d been five years old—but she didn’t think she’d ever seen this many passengers in one place.

	And it felt as if all of them knew what she and Rika were planning. Any glance their way was an accusation.  But no one jumped out shouting j’accuse, and other than banging elbows and shoulders in the crowd, they reached the terminal without being stopped. 

	There were eight security stations at the terminal, all on line about three meters apart, with ropes designating paths to each of them.  The one on the far left was designated for military or official travelers. The seven on the right had lines of people moving through. The scanner on the left had only two people as the midshipmen and cadets arrived.

	Nika didn’t know if that was a good or bad thing. “Military” and “official” might mean the person monitoring the station would be more lax. But it could also mean the woman had more time to scrutinize each and every one of them.

	“OK, everyone, line up in alphabetical order,” Jackson said. “Get your IDs out.”

	The Guard cadet had appointed himself as their leader, and no one else objected. There was no reason to have to be in alphabetical order, but then again, there was no reason not to be.

	It worked out for Nika and Rika, though.  Nika had to go through first. She doubted anyone would know if they had been out of order, but this way, there was no question.

	Nene Babangida was first, and Nika tried to look calm as the line moved forward. But the more she tried, the more she thought she looked guilty.

	Nika was the fifth one to present her ID card, which had been loaded with their travel orders. She waited nervously until the light turned green and an AI told her to lean into the reader.  She knew she was who she was supposed to be, but still, she kept expecting to hear a voice call out for her to stop. 

	But within seconds, Nika was told to proceed.  Instead of immediately moving forward, she turned as if waiting for Rika to make it through, then together, they stepped up to the scanner. Nene and Osiria were already on the other side, waiting, and Theo was stepping through while the operator watched her screen. The woman studied the screen for a moment, then waved Theo on.

	She then beckoned John.

	“We’ve got this,” Rika whispered as the cadet stepped forward to present her ID.

	Easy for you to say.

	John made it through without issue, and the emotionless operator directed Nika forward.

	She thought her heart was going to explode, but with what she hoped was a look of casual nonchalance, she stepped forward through the scanner and stopped on the other side to turn to the operator, who, after a moment, waved her on.

	Nika took a few steps forward then halted to watch Rika with a rictus-like smile plastered on her face.  Her heart rate surged.

	Rika swaggered forward. Just before she reached the scanner ring, she turned to give a thumbs-up to the others waiting in line. As she started to turn back, it looked like her feet got tangled up.  She tripped, slammed the side of the scanner, and ricocheted off to the side, then landed face-first on the floor, as her beret went flying.

	Nika was already in motion.  As Rika cried out in pain, Nika was at her side.

	“Get a doctor!” she shouted at the operator, who, for the first time, showed signs of emotion.

	It wasn’t pity.

	Nika bent over to help Rika up, and her garrison cap fell to the floor as well.  She had Rika, who was groaning in pain, by the shoulder.

	Aria rushed forward to help, but the scanner operator shouted at her to stay back.

	At that moment, while the attendant was distracted, Nika undid one of her buttons and twisted her blouse around while Rika pulled at the bottom of hers. She straightened up first while Nika stayed bent over and took over the groaning.

	“Ma’am, can you call a doctor?” Rika asked as if she wasn’t the one who’d tripped.

	The woman stared suspiciously at them for a moment, then asked, “Is she really hurt?”

	“I hit the scanner pretty hard,” Nika mumbled.  “Let me see.”

	Rika stepped back, her face twisted with concern as Nika slowly straightened out, groaning again for dramatic effect.

	“You need to keep the pathway clear,” Rika said. “My sister could have killed herself.”

	The woman frowned, and Nika wondered if Rika had gone too far. There was only the low rubber-like walkway leading through the scanner, and the edge wasn’t even a centimeter above the floor.

	“Do you need a medical response team?” the operator asked.

	Nika stretched again and made a show of straightening out her uniform blouse. “No, I think . . . I think I’m OK.”

	Nika could see the woman fighting to keep from rolling her eyes.

	Rika bent over to pick up Nika’s garrison cap and put it on her own head.

	The woman stared at them for a moment, and Nika would have given anything to read her mind. Fifteen or twenty sailors approached her station at that moment, ready to get checked.

	She shook her head ever so slightly, then said, “You”—she pointed at Rika—“get back to the other side.  “And you,” she said to Nika, “you still need to get scanned.”

	Nika nodded her head and started to limp to the front of the scanner, when the woman said, “With your beret.”

	Rika asked, “Can I toss it to her?”

	“No.  Technically, you’re already contaminated, but I don’t want to waste no more time.”

	It would be quicker, Nika thought, but she wasn’t going to argue.  She went over to grab it under the operator’s watchful eye, then hurried to the front of the scanner and stepped through. 

	The woman waited for the results to pop up, then said, “Go” to her and “Next” to Hasan.

	Nika felt dizzy with relief, and she thought she might faint for real, but she made it to the others.

	“Are you OK, Rika?” Nene asked. “You hit that thing pretty hard.”

	“I thought you were knocked out,” Theo said.

	“I’m fine. Just embarrassed.”

	“It was the beret.  It brought bad juju,” Nene said.

	“Blame whoever packed my seabag.”

	Aria started to say something to Nika, but then she stopped and looked back and forth between the twins.  Nika tried to avoid her eyes, and Aria didn’t say anything.

	Within minutes, the rest of the group was through, and the sailors started their screening.

	“Are you good to go, Rika?” Jackson asked Nika.

	“Yep.  Just embarrassed.  I guess I’ve always been far less coordinated than my sister Nika here.  I’m the clumsy one in the family.”

	Rika smiled, but she stared daggers at her.

	“OK, then.  Let’s get to the gate. I want everyone ready to board, so no wandering off to look at the shops.”

	“Like that’s gonna happen,” Rain whispered.

	But the group started to the gate.

	“I’m the clumsy one?” Rika whispered as she intertwined her arm in Nika’s. 

	“Well, it was you that fell, right?  What else am I going to say?”

	“I’ll get you back for that, you know.”

	“You mean you’ll try.”  Nika paused a moment, then asked, “Everything OK?”

	Rika patted her belly and said, “It’s still here.  Mission accomplished.”

	 


Chapter 4

	Rika

	 

	 

	“Are you sure you’re OK, Rika?” Aria asked after leaning into their stateroom.

	“I’m Nika.  That’s Rika.”

	Rika leaned out from the bottom bunk and said, “I’m fine, Aria.”

	“That was a pretty big hit. If you want to stay in for the evening, I’m sure everyone will understand.”

	“No, really.  I’m fine.  I’ll be there for departure.”

	Aria frowned, then said, “OK.  I guess I’ll see you there,” before she backed out and the door hissed to a close behind her.

	Nika laughed and in a falsetto caricature of Aria’s voice, parroted, “Are you sure you’re OK, Rika.  Riki-tiki-rika?”

	Rika threw her pillow at her sister, who easily blocked it with her forearm.

	“Don’t blame me, Baba,” Nika said.  “You’re the one who wanted to play the klutz.”

	Rika sniffed in dismissal. It was true.  When they put the plan together, she’d insisted on carrying the knife and doing the fall.  It had been the logical choice. Acting was far more up her alley than her sister’s.

	She reached up under her pillow where she’d stashed the Kri-Blade and touched it.  It was still there.  Here in third class, they didn’t have to worry about a daily turndown service, so it seemed like as good a place as any to keep the knife during the voyage.

	“It worked, didn’t it?” she asked.

	“Of course, it worked.  I never doubted it would,” Nika said as she leaned back on the fold-down couch.

	Right, Baba. You were stressing out the whole time.

	“I thought your girlfriend could tell us apart,” Nika said.

	“She’s not my girlfriend.  And lots of people say they can tell us apart. No one really can.”

	“Mom can.”

	“Mom’s not a people.  She’s Mom,” Rika said.

	Nika couldn’t argue with that, so she said, “This stateroom isn’t as bad as I thought it would be.”

	“It’s still a luxury liner, Baba.”

	“But we’re in third class.  The military isn’t going to spring for an upgrade.”  

	She stretched out her legs.  The twins were short at four foot five, but still, her foot almost reached the lower bunk. Rika grabbed her big toe and gave it a gentle squeeze.

	“Just be glad we’re not in steerage.  At least here, we’ve got a stateroom to ourselves,” Rika said.

	Nika made an exaggerated shudder.  “Please, no!”

	Steerage was the bare bones of interstellar voyaging. Every citizen had the legal right to travel, and the shipping lines were required to provide passage to anyone who wanted it at the government-determined ticket price.  The liners, which made their real money with the top three classes, cut their steerage losses by crowding as many people as possible in large bunkrooms. Each bunk had a private entertainment console—the hope was that most people would stay in their bunks for as much time as possible and not crowd the services for the higher three classes. The spaces were kept clean and the food was passable but nothing special.

	The twins had traveled in steerage five times before, and it really wasn’t that bad.  But compared to steerage, a two-person stateroom, no matter how small, was pure luxury.

	“Next break, we’ll be on a Navy ship, Baba, so enjoy this while you can,” Rika said.

	“I plan to,” Nika said when their 2D screen turned on. 

	“Welcome, Nika Ingersoll and Rika Ingersoll,” an AI-generated woman in the black and gold dress uniform of the Volans Line said. “My name is Astra, and I’ll be your personal concierge aboard the Mockingbird’s Song.  My only job is to make your voyage as enjoyable as possible.  You can access me by simply saying my name anywhere aboard the ship.  So, whatever you need, please don’t hesitate to call me.  But first things first.  Before we can depart Hapsben Spaceport, all passengers must receive their security brief.

	“While you may have listened to security briefs previously, this is your first time aboard a Volans Line ship, so please pay attention.  All ships are different, and our procedures vary.  At the conclusion of the brief, you’ll be required to scan in and acknowledge that you understand and will comply with the requirements. Please acknowledge.”

	“Can they program her to sound any sunnier?” Rika whispered. “I’m about to gag.”

	“Yes, I understand,” Nika responded to the screen.

	The image turned to face Rika and waited, an expectant look on her smiling face.

	Nika gave her sister a nudge with her elbow. 

	“OK, OK.  I understand that we’ve got to listen to this.”

	“I was just trying to see how long she’d stand there waiting,” she whispered.

	“Well, great! Let’s get started!”

	The view switched to a montage of various sections aboard the ship, all with happy, smiling passengers having a great time. Astra’s image appeared on the right side of the screen, superimposed over the happy passengers. 

	“As Third Class passengers, you have access to all of the guest facilities except for the Platinum Atrium.”

	A diagram of the spherical ship replaced the other images, but their AI was still in the forefront.  A small section near the hull turned red, and Astra pointed at it.

	“This is our Platinum Atrium.  Don’t worry, though,” she said with a laugh with just the right touch or programmed mirth. “I know the ship’s spaces can be confusing, but you don’t have to memorize the location. The Platinum Atrium has only one entrance, and you would need your Platinum Pass to be admitted.  Maybe on your next Volans Line voyage, you can enjoy the comforts of sailing in the ultimate luxury.”

	The image behind her switched to a short compilation of beautiful people lounging around in an opulent space, sipping drinks, snacking at an elegant buffet table, and holding what must be amazing conversations judging from laughter and the expressions on the actors’ faces. 

	“She’s trying to upsell us?  Doesn’t she know we’re military?” Nika asked.

	Astra paused her brief and asked, “Do you have a question . . . Ms. Ingersoll?”

	Rika almost laughed. She knew the AI had been programmed to use their first names—more personal and all of that. But as it used facial recognition, they’d actually stumped an AI, making it falter.  That was no mean feat. These AI liaisons, while nothing like the big AIs that ran factories or a planet’s public services, were nevertheless high-tech programs that generally ran without hiccups.

	“No, no.  Go ahead,” Nika said.

	“That’s great! Let me continue, then. Other than our luxurious Platinum Atrium, you are free to access the rest of our guest spaces.  However, there are spaces on the ship that are restricted.”

	That last sentence was craftily programmed to shade her sentence to make it seem both routine and serious at the same time, something done for the passengers’ own good. Rika was suitably impressed.

	The red on the diagram switched from the Platinum Atrium to two separate areas: a core running through the center of the ship from one side of the hull to the other and a fairly large section at the very center.

	“This long area is our star drive. You don’t want to be caught inside when the RheeCo 2000s power up,” she said with another laugh.  “But don’t worry.  You’d need a platoon of Marines to break into them. You are perfectly safe.”

	Rika fought to suppress rolling her eyes, but then she wondered why she bothered. Astra was an AI, not a real person.

	“And this is the bridge, control centers, galley, crew quarters, and other areas we need to run the ship. Unless you’ve received an invitation to tour the bridge, then please stay in the guest areas. Let us keep working our tails off to make your voyage as enjoyable as possible.”

	She stopped, and an image of the Volans Line crest appeared against a black background.

	“We are required by law to now go over emergency procedures.”

	Rika could swear the image rolled her eyes as if to imply that this was totally unnecessary.

	“We’ve never had any of these emergencies on a Volans Line ship, but we do comply with the law.”

	“Didn’t they have another name before?” Rika whispered.

	Evidently, not quietly enough.

	“Do you have a question, Ms. Ingersoll?”

	“I was just asking my sister if Volans used to be called something different.”

	The image broke into a smile that might give a real person a locked jaw. “Why yes. When we reorganized five years ago, focus groups felt that Volans better reflected our philosophy of high-end, luxury voyaging at a reasonable cost. If you don’t know, ‘volans’ means ‘flying’ in Latin.”

	“Flying” reflects luxury?  I sure wouldn’t connect the two, Rika thought to herself.

	But that was neither here nor there.

	“Were there ever any emergencies before the name change?” she asked.

	The AI-generated image never faltered, nor did the smile fade. “Good question! But I’m afraid I only have access to our current records. You would have to find answers to that elsewhere.”

	Rika nudged her sister with her elbow. She never would have thought of asking had the image not mentioned it.  Now, she was determined to find out.

	“If you don’t have any more questions, let me continue.  Once again, I must stress that we do not anticipate any emergencies to occur during your voyage, but on the slight chance that one does, please return to your stateroom to await further instructions. Do not leave until you are cleared to do so. Each room can be sealed and has a three-day supply of air for two people, so you will be perfectly safe while we address whatever issue has occurred.

	“In the remote chance that we will have to abandon the ship, you are assigned to Escape Pod 20-14.”

	The ship’s diagram popped up again, this time with a route tracing from their stateroom to a position on the hull.

	“Please familiarize yourself with the route. But if it becomes necessary, you will receive a guide that will illuminate the route as you take it.”

	A small opening appeared alongside the screen, revealing two sets of goggles.

	“Just put these on and follow the blue line to your pod.”

	The cubicle closed, and the AI image went on.  “Please follow all instructions from the crew.  Your safety is our highest priority.”

	The background image changed to a group shot of about fifty crew members. “We’re high on Volans!” they shouted in unison as they raised a thumbs-up.

	“This concludes the Mockingbird’s Song, Voyage one-nine-six-six, welcome aboard briefing.  Do you have any questions?”

	Rika looked at Nika.  If either of them would have a question, it would be her.  But she just shook her head.

	“No, we’re good.”

	“Outstanding!”

	The screen changed once again to the retinal scanner on one side, a lot of fine print on the other.

	“Please read the release, then scan your right eye and affirm that you’ve received the brief.”

	Nika went first. She didn’t bother reading but looked at the scan target, then when prompted said, “I’m Nika Ingersoll, and I’ve received the safety brief. “

	Rika followed suit, and their concierge said, “Thank you so much for your time. Remember, I’m here to meet all your needs.  Just say my name, and I’ll be there.  Most of all, have a Volans great time!”

	The screen went dark.

	“That was fun.  Now, if anything happens, it’s on us,” Nika said.

	“Unless the ship’s at fault. They can’t pass on responsibility to us for that.”

	“I’m sure their lawyers are adept at making sure the ship can’t ever be in the wrong, Baba.  You know how they are.”

	Rika tousled her sister’s hair. “You worry too much.  What’s going to happen on a milk run like this?”

	“Nothing, but it’s the principle of us signing away liability like that.”

	Rika looked around their stateroom. The screen had come back on with what looked like a real-time view of the station. Four other ships were lined up, stretching to the end of the terminal.  She knocked on the walls—"bulkheads,” she knew was the proper term.

	“Do you think this room can really keep us alive for three days?” Rika asked.

	“They say it will.  Not that I want to test it.”

	“Me neither. I just want a nice, quiet voyage before we hit Freedom Station.”

	The twins had read all they could about Plebe Indoc, what the first two months of their time at the Academy was called.  Their father had told them that no matter how rough it was described as, it would be worse in real life. If that was the case, then Rika wanted to relax and enjoy their last days of freedom the best they could.

	“I’m hungry,” Nika said.  “Aren’t we supposed to have room service available?”

	“Astra,” Rika said, addressing the blank screen.

	It immediately powered up, and their concierge appeared. “How may I be of assistance, Ms. Ingersoll?”

	“We’re hungry. How can we get some food?”

	Astra looked distressed, and she said, “I’m so sorry.  But all of the galley facilities are offline until an hour after departure.  Would you like me to put in an order for you?”

	Nika said, “I guess not. There will be snacks at the departure, right?”

	Astra’s face brightened.  “Yes, an array of delicacies from our renowned galley service will be provided for our guests there. Some offerings should already be set up, but the main dishes won’t be for another thirty minutes.”

	“OK, you can go,” Nika said, and the screen went dark again.

	 Rika swung her legs around and sat on the edge of the bunk.  “So, are you ready to leave this maaaaavelous accommodation and head to the atrium?”

	“You heard her.  There are just some munchables out now.  Nothing to stick on our ribs.  We can hang here for a little longer.”

	“Munchables are still food, last I heard.  And it’ll be crowded.  Remember the Kobotu?”

	Nika winced. The Kobotu had taken them to Arcadia four years ago.  They were moving on their father’s orders, so the Marines paid for a third-class family stateroom, but the liner had been small for the number of passengers, and it had been packed for the departure. The twins had been even smaller then, and the crush had been almost too much for Rika, who suffered from claustrophobia.

	“Good point. We can get there early and stake out our territory,” Nika said.

	Rika put her shoes back on, and they left their stateroom and chimed on the others’ doors. Theo and Hasan didn’t respond, and Aria and Nene said they’d meet them there, but the two of them and several others made their way to the Atrium where the cruise pros were gathering.  

	Nika grabbed Rika by the arm and headed to the buffet table, which was set up with snacks—snacks that always ran out too early. The twins loaded up on fruit jellies and cookies, then headed back to the group.

	“If you want to eat, grab it now while you can,” Rika told the others.

	“I’m too excited to eat,” Osiria said.

	“Excited? It’s just a departure,” Rika said.

	“My first.  I’ve never been out of the system.”

	“Me neither,” Rain said. “I was born and raised on Klipsch.”

	Rika and Nika exchanged glances.  As military brats, they’d been to eleven different planets.  Sometimes, they forgot that most of the human population never made it off the planet of their birth.

	“This is my second time,” Hasan said.  “But she’s right. The food on my way over ran out quickly, so if you want some, better grab it now.”

	“That’s a good idea,” Jackson said.  “Let’s go grab some chow, then come back here.”

	Rika hadn’t intended to make it a military maneuver.  She’d just said it as a courtesy.  But everyone headed to the tables, which were already getting crowded.  The twins tagged along but held back from the scrum.

	“It’s going to be worse when the real food comes,” Nika said.  “We won’t be able to get to the table.”

	“I bet Jackson would be more than willing to fight for us.”

	“He’s big enough that he shouldn’t have any trouble.”

	“Hey, these are good,” John said as he twisted toward the girls while holding up half of a spring roll.  “You want me to grab you some?”

	“Sure,” Rika said before turning to her sister.  “I mean, why not?”

	The others, all with full plates, made their way back.  John had three plates before giving Nika and Rika theirs.  He’d not only gotten the spring rolls but also samosas, strawberries, and some small sandwiches with blue inside. 

	“Thank you, John,” Rika said while Nika took a disproving sniff of the sandwich.

	“Just eat it,” Rika told her, then popped one sandwich in her mouth as the group headed back to their corner.

	She had no idea what the blue filling was, but it tasted good.

	They milled about as more and more people crowded into the Grand Atrium. Rika was glad they’d come early and had grabbed their little base of operations. They’d never have been able to find each other in the crush. It was only by a stroke of luck that Aria and Nene spotted and joined them.

	Finally, the huge screen, which had been showing the station, switched to the Volans Line logo, and then to a young man in his formal line uniform.  It looked like he was standing on a stage there somewhere, but Rika was too short to see where it was.

	“Ladies and gentlemen, I am Hasper Minc, your cruise director.  And welcome to our departure ceremony,” the man said as the crowd broke out into cheers and applause.

	“That’s the spirit I like to see!  I have a feeling that this is going to be a great voyage.  But let’s get to the reason for the season here. For how many of you is this your first system departure?”

	There were cheers and applause.  Osiria and Rain were among the many who raised their hands.  

	“Ah, virgins!” the cruise director said to the laughs of the crowd. “Don’t worry.  We’ll be gentle.”

	There were more laughs.

	“Seriously, though, the departure ceremony is a millennia-old tradition, harking back to the earliest days when humankind reached for the stars.  It is the celebration of us breaking the chains that kept us prisoner in the home system.  Some people say it’s bad luck not to have the celebration.  I don’t know about that, but any excuse for a party is a good one to me.”

	There were more laughs.

	“Without further ado, I’d like to introduce you to Captain Sutoh.”

	The screen flickered and switched to the bridge.  Captain Sutoh was a heavyset woman who obviously didn’t bother with vanities such as hair rejuv.  Gray was showing at her temples, and Rika had to admit that it did give her a sense of gravitas—perfect for a ship captain.

	“Welcome aboard the Mockingbird’s Song,” the captain said.  “We hope you enjoy the voyage, no matter your destination.  We, with the Volans Line, pride ourselves on being more than a cruise line.  We’re a way of life.

	“I wish I could be there in the Grand Atrium with you, but, you know, captaining and all that,” she said with a smile as she swept an arm to indicate the bridge.

	She probably said the same thing for every voyage, but it worked.  The passengers broke out in laughter.

	“But you’re in good hands with Cruise Director Minc.”

	The captain turned to the side and asked, “Are we ready, Navigator?”

	“Ready, Captain.  If you’ll do the honors?”

	The captain looked back into the pickup.  “Mr. Minc, if you’ll put the countdown on the screen?”

	The screen divided, half now showing the view of the terminal. The gangways had already been retracted, and the ship cast off.  Technically, the voyage was already underway, but on every ship Rika and Nika had been aboard, the official launch was when the impulse engines were engaged to move the ship away from the docking station.

	A large number 10 appeared at the top of the screen.

	“Now let me hear you!  Ten!” Mr. Minc shouted, with the entire Grand Atrium joining him a split second later.

	“Nine . . . eight . . . seven . . . six . . . five . . . four . . . three . . . two . . . one . . . LAUNCH!”

	The captain dramatically pushed a button alongside the navigator, and the screen erupted into fireworks.  Rika was under the impression that when they did that, the button was just for show.  Nika was more trusting that it was real.

	The crowd erupted into cheers as the ship began to slowly pull away. She would be under the impulse engines for another thirty minutes or more until it was far enough away to power up the ion engines—station chiefs and ships in adjoining docks didn’t appreciate getting splashed with ion exhaust, after all.

	“I guess this is really it,” Aria said.

	“Next stop, Pandemonium’s Lair, and after that, Freedom Station and our home for the next four years,” Rika said, grabbing the Explorer cadet’s hand.  “I wonder what’s in store for us.”

	 


Chapter 5

	Nika

	 

	“Not much of a gym,” Rika said as the two looked inside.

	They’d only been underway for two hours, and there were already three passengers on the treadmills.

	“And you’ve been a gym rat for exactly how long?” Nika asked.

	“We’re going to haf‘ to be in shape at the Academy.  Might as well get started now.”

	The twins had begun working out once they received their appointments, but it had been a half-assed effort at best.  Their father had been more enthused than they were, and he’d gone whole hog in giving them daily exercises to get them into shape.

	Nika felt guilty about disappointing him.  He hadn’t said anything when the two of them missed too many sessions, but she could tell.

	“Anything else you want to find?” Rika asked.

	“I think we’ve seen most of the ship, at least where we’re allowed.  No Platinum Atrium.”  She paused.  “Do you think the food is better there?”

	Rika shrugged.  “What we just had was good enough.”

	Nika didn’t bother to hide her eye roll.  She never understood how her twin was satisfied with pretty much anything to eat.  

	“Let’s just get back to our stateroom.”

	Rika pulled out the wand, but Nika said, “We don’t need that.”

	“If you say so.”

	It was almost twenty-five minutes before the two found their passage. Rika never said, “I told you so,” but Nika could feel the smug comeuppance emanating from her.

	Once she had turned down the wand that would have guided them unerringly to their berth, there was no way she was going to surrender, so they’d gotten turned around more often than not.

	“There we go.  I told you we didn’t need the guide.”

	Rika just snorted.

	They approached as peels of laughter came out through the open door of one of the other midshipmen staterooms.

	“I guess we’re missing the party,” Nika said.

	“Let’s crash it.”

	They passed their stateroom to join the others, when Osiria, in her unmistakable, rather high-pitched voice, said, “Did you see her face when she tripped and fell at security? What a klutz. Then the other one had to rush and help her.”

	They stopped in their tracks, and Rika glared at her sister.

	“Which one was it?” John asked.

	“I think it was Nika,” Nene said.

	“It was Rika,” Aria said.

	“Well, whoever, they looked like clowns,” Osiria added.  “Not Navy material.”

	“What do you expect?” Jackson asked.  “I mean, they didn’t earn themselves the appointment.”

	“We sure the hell did,” Rika hissed.

	She started to march into the stateroom, but Nika pulled her to the side, just short of the hatch.

	“I don’t know about that,” Aria said.

	“You’re so naïve.  Look, how many Regency appointments came from Arcadia?”

	“Three,” John answered.  “Those two and me.”

	“Right.  So somehow, those two managed to snag two of them,” Jackson said, the derision in his voice clear.

	Nika thought that one reason the cadet had aggressively tried to move into the leadership position was that he felt jealous of the Regency midshipmen while he was there as a Corinth planetary cadet.  Now, she felt sure of it.

	“Two sisters, twins . . .”

	“That part’s creepy.  Unnatural,” Osiria said.  “Freaks me out looking at them.”

	Jackson continued. “Their dad’s a colonel.”

	Aria said, “A colonel’s not much.  Not for the Regency Marines.”

	“Still, he’s a ring-knocker.  That counts.”

	Nika had to grab her sister to keep her from charging in.  Their father was a mustang, an enlisted Marine who’d risen through the ranks before getting commissioned.  He hadn’t attended the Academy.

	“And the media on Arcadia makes them some sort of heroes for doing what?  Nothing. It’s no wonder they got their appointments.  They’re not like us, who had to compete for a spot.”

	Nika hoped John would speak up.  They’d discussed the Krackle invasion with him back on Arcadia when they met, and he’d seemed both interested and respectful of what the two of them had done.  He didn’t come to their defense, though.

	This was getting awkward, and Nika didn’t like what she was hearing. It didn’t help that there might be a little truth to what Jackson was saying.

	The two of them were qualified.  That wasn’t a question.  But with the invasion, the normal processes of government had been turned upside down. A relatively small number of candidates had managed to get their applications in on time—the Academy process was not going to change the requirements for one planet, even if they had been invaded.

	Then there was their notoriety, their fifteen minutes of fame. She wasn’t naïve enough to think that had no impact on the decision.

	One thing was for sure.  She didn’t want to hear any more from people she’d already considered as friends.

	“Let’s go,” she told Rika, pulling gently on her arm.

	Her sister was angry, and for a moment, Nika thought she was going to argue, but she nodded.

	They turned, but before they could slink back to their stateroom, Jackson’s voice cut into the passageway.

	“Cute, though. I’ll give them that.”

	Rika snorted loud enough that Nika thought their fellow midshipmen might hear, and she started to rush back when Jackson continued.

	“I’d sure like to have a little cuddle time with them both.”

	“At the same time?” Osiria asked in shock.

	“Of course.”

	“You’re perverted.”

	“You wouldn’t?”

	“Hell no!  They’re . . . they’re gross! Twins?  That’s not natural.  And besides, they’re skinny little things.”

	“I would,” John said. 

	“Think of it,” Jackson said.  “As small as they are, I could have one of them—”

	Nika had enough.  Her face was burning as she bolted to her room.  Mortified, she slammed herself down onto her rack and pulled the pillow over her head.

	How am I going to face them again?

	She heard her sister come into the room and the door irising shut behind her.  Then she could feel her stand there over her rack for a moment.  A hand gave her a short touch on the shoulder before Rika climbed into her own rack.

	 


Chapter 6

	Rika

	 

	Breakfast the next morning was a trial.  Rika was still angry at the others, and she’d love to tell them off, but Nika had convinced her to back off.  Nika pointed out that they had to live with the others for the next four years, and if they made a scene—if it didn’t cancel their appointments—it would certainly spread like wildfire through the Brigade of Midshipmen.

	Their dad had warned them to take it easy and not stand out that first year.  Don’t make a bad impression.  Their entire career could be shaped by the initial reputation they created for themselves.  So, she bit her tongue and smiled politely at the rest of her classmates.

	Jackson was the hardest.  He was his blustery self, full of confidence.  Every time he smiled at either of them or said something, it took a force of will not to slap him across the face.

	Rika wasn’t a prude.  She liked the company and attention of men.  But this guy?

	Not in a million years, buddy boy.

	She picked at her pancakes while the others tried to anticipate how their plebe year was going to be.  It wasn’t surprising that Jackson was positive that he’d be chosen as a class officer.

	“Me and Aria are gonna head to the arcade,” Nene said as she pushed her plate away.  “Anyone else want to join us?”

	Nika perked up. “What do they have?”

	“Just about everything you could want.”

	Which wasn’t surprising.  No matter how much a line tried to stress the luxury of space travel, the fact was that while the ships maneuvered and picked up speed for their gate jumps, the passengers were pretty much stuck inside huge metal balls.  Gaming arcades, movies, and never-ending food were tried and true means to keep the passengers occupied. 

	“When do we jump?” Rain asked.

	“Not for another twenty-six hours,” Jackson said.

	“Sure, I’ll come, then,” Rain told Nene.

	Rika gave Nika a glance.  

	Her sister shrugged, which Rika took as an assent.

	Rika loved games—Nika less so.  But there really wasn’t a lot else to do except read or watch a holovid until they were hungry again.

	“Nika and I’ll come, too.”

	In the end, everyone except for Hasan decided to head to the arcade as well.  They made their way to the second and third-class arcade, and it was impressive.  Steerage passengers also had access to thousands of games, but all through headsets.  Second and third-class passengers had those as well as full-action platforms. This was as good as a high-end gaming arcade at Nuevo Monterrey.

	They stood at the entrance for a moment, soaking it all in.

	“And unlimited plays,” Theo said in reverent awe.  “I might not leave until we hit Pandemonium’s Lair.”

	“Hey, look,” Nene said as she stepped forward.  “They’ve got a ZAP!”

	Rika almost broke her neck, snapping around so quickly.

	ZAP! was a fairly typical hunter game, but instead of fighting other humans or alien monsters, the enemy were Krackles and their human zombies.  The game was banned on some planets as being triggering.  It had been available on Arcadia before the invasion, and Rika had liked it well enough then.  After the invasion, the ZAP! consoles had been removed, supposedly on a temporary basis.

	That actually made the game more alluring.  There were workarounds, of course, to download the headset version, but the full-action versions were no longer available.

	“I’m the king of ZAP!” Jackson said, pushing past Nene to take the A-spot on the platform.  “Who wants to take me on!”

	You can’t challenge a bunch of military personnel to a war game and expect no response.

	Every one of them started to accept the challenge, but Rika was the quickest.  She bounded around Nene and hopped onto the B-spot.

	“You’re on, buddy boy.  Prepare to get your ass whipped.”

	 


Chapter 7

	Nika

	 

	“This is it, folks.  One minute until we jump,” Hasper Minc said.

	Not all lines celebrated a simple jump, but Volans was making a big deal of it.  One moment, they were on the outer reaches of the Corinth system.  The next, they’d be who knows how many parsecs away at the Pandemonium’s Lair system, ready to slow down for their stop at the planet.

	“Forty-two hours, and you’ll be partying on the Lair,” Minc told the crowd.

	“No, we won’t,” Aria said to the others.

	For a significant percentage of the passengers, Pandemonium’s Lair was their destination, either long-term or for a vacation.  For the rest, they’d have eighteen hours to sample what the infamous planet had to offer before the ship set sail for Freedom Station.

	“The rest” did not include the midshipmen and cadets. Their orders were clear on that.  None of them were authorized to leave the ship until it docked at Freedom.

	Nika wasn’t as disappointed as the others, but still, it would have been interesting to see if the reputation of the place lived up to its billing. 

	Besides, it would be one more planetfall.  As military brats, the twins had been to nine planets, far more than most people. The Lair would be just one more notch in their belts. 

	She swept her gaze across the Atrium.  A good portion of the non-steerage passengers were there, but the celebration seemed forced. Some passengers—well into the cups, from the looks of it—were doing their best to have a good time, but most of the people seemed to take this as Nika was—just one more way to pass the time.

	There was another buffet, albeit not as extensive as the first one, but with the first sitting for dinner in only another hour, not many people were doing more than just nibbling.

	Even Hasper Minc didn’t seem that into it. But he was a professional, and he was trying.

	At thirty seconds, a large timer appeared, overlaying the screen.

	“Let me hear you!” the cruise director shouted as it approached ten seconds.

	The passengers dutifully started counting down.  At five seconds, something appeared on the screen and started expanding in size.

	“They expect us to believe that’s the gate?” Rika whispered as she nudged Nika.

	Gates were fairly large artifacts, but at the speed the Mockingbird’s Song was traveling now, the ship was still too far away for anyone to visually pick it out if the screen was an actual window into space.

	“Three . . . two . . . one . . .”

	An image of a generic gate station suddenly filled the entire screen, and as the Mockingbird’s Song seemed to pass through it, brilliantly colored lights crisscrossed their field of view as it looked like the ship was passing through far-off galaxies.

	It was impressive and oohs and ahhs filled the Atrium. Nika couldn’t help but give a little exclamation of delight.

	“You know, that’s all for show,” Jackson said as he sidled between the two sisters.  “You can’t really see anything when we pass through a gate.  It’s like stepping through a bedroom door.”

	Nika rolled her eyes. Of course, she knew that. Didn’t everyone? Maybe Jackson had forgotten she’d made gate jumps before. 

	She was about to set the cadet straight when Rika said, “Really, Jackson?” in a voice that Nika had never heard her use before.

	“What is it, then?  I mean, I don’t understand.”

	Nika turned to her sister in shock.

	Is she . . . flirting?

	Rika winked at her before she turned her full attention to Jackson.

	The cadet’s chest visibly puffed out.

	“Like I said, it’s just for show. Something to impress the tourists.”  He held his hands together, palms facing each other, then made a fist with his left and folded his right hand over it.   “But I don’t know if you understand how a gate really works.  If you’ve heard of Bellini’s Principle, what that means is that a gate opens up . . .”

	Nika glared at her sister, who was staring with seemingly rapt attention as Jackson gave the secondary school lecture on how gates worked. She knew Rika was still fuming over what they’d overheard in the passage outside their stateroom, but she’d thought she’d convinced her to let it go.

	Evidently not.

	And she wasn’t being subtle.  Jackson was going to realize that she was making fun of him, and that could be worse for them in the long run. Calling out someone for being an asshole was one thing, but embarrassing them could make an actual enemy.

	“Come on, Rika.  Let’s get some food,” she said, pulling on her arm.

	“No, I want to hear this,” Rika said, shaking her arm free.  “I want to know why all those colors we saw weren’t real.”

	Nika was tempted to physically yank her twin away.

	“Like I was saying,” Jackson said while pointedly looking at Nika.

	She sighed and let go of Rika’s arm. She wasn’t hungry, but she couldn’t very well back down after suggesting they grab something to eat just a moment ago.

	Maybe he is too dumb to know she’s screwing with him, she told herself as she headed to the buffet spread.

	 


Chapter 8

	Rika

	 

	“Next stop, Freedom Station, and we can get down to business,” Jackson said as he stepped up beside Rika.

	She was regretting screwing around with him after passing through the gate.  He hadn’t crossed any line, but he seemed to be hovering around her more lately with what he thought must be sage observations.

	Rika was tempted to tell him to get lost, but Nika was right.  No good would come out of making enemies.

	“We’ve still got over forty hours before we jump, then another forty or whatever on the backside before we hit Freedom Station,” she replied before pointedly turning to Aria and Nene.

	If he took offense, he wasn’t showing it.  He simply moved up to join the three women at the buffet.

	“This is the exact same food that they had at Corinth,” Nene said, picking at a melon ball.

	“It’s all done according to a set program,” Jackson said.

	Rika had to struggle to keep from rolling her eyes.

	“I guess you’re right.  But couldn’t they program different dishes?”

	Rika glanced at Nene, sure she was humoring Jackson, but to her surprise, she seemed serious as the two started discussing space fare in earnest. And that got her wondering if she was taking her dislike for him too far.  Sure, Jackson had made those rude comments, but not to her face.  It wasn’t even that much worse than what she’d said about others to Nika more often than not as they entered their teen years.

	Rika could be pretty blunt about things, and she was going to say her mind, but she prided herself in having an open mind. This was something she was going to have to think about.  She didn’t think the cadet was going to be her best friend, but if she could at least work with him, that would be important if they were going to be in the same company at the Academy.

	Nene and Jackson shifted to the pros and cons of real food versus fabricated food when Aria caught her eye, tilted her head at the other two, then winked.

	Well, I guess I’m not the only one who thinks he’s a pompous ass, she told herself as she smiled and gave her a wink in turn.

	She reached for the mushroom puffs and helped herself to four of them.  Aria sidled closer.

	“You’re not interested in how they fabricate pork Milanese?” she whispered to Rika.

	Rika snorted.  “Not hardly. If it tastes good, I eat it.  That’s all I need to know.”

	“The Rules according to Rika Ingersoll?”

	“Damn right.”

	And it was largely true. Nika had the more refined palette of the two. Rika didn’t give as much thought to food. It was fuel, and it should taste good.  That was about it.

	She sometimes wondered about that difference between them. They had different personalities, and that made sense.  But didn’t they pretty much have the same taste buds?

	“Rika Rules.  You should write them down.  What about your sister?  Are there Nika Nuances?” she asked before taking a bite of an unfamiliar appetizer.

	She felt a little warm glow.  Other than their mother, not many people could tell them apart, but Aria had never mixed up the two.  She’d even looked suspicious during their security escapade on Corinth—Rika was sure she knew what happened, but she’d remained silent.

	“Nika Nuances?  You’d better believe it. More than you can shake a stick at.”

	Aria giggled, and a fleck of cream flew from her mouth to land on Jackson’s back. He was so intent on the variants of pork Milanese that he never noticed.

	Both women laughed.  Aria started to reach out to wipe the cream off, but Rika stayed her hand. She thought it was fine just where it was.

	“Speaking of Nika, where is she?  You two are always together.”

	“All the more reason to get a breather, right?”

	Aria seemed surprised.  People usually acted like that.  Twins were a rarity in modern times, and in the holovids they were identical in every way.  The fact of the matter was that while they did look alike, they were two totally different people.

	Sure, they were close, probably even closer than most siblings, but they weren’t the same people.  Maybe it would be a good thing to make sure their fellow midshipmen and cadets realized that.

	Aria finished off her appetizer, wiped the corner of her mouth with a dainty finger, and asked, “You think the newlyweds have a chance?”

	Rika gave the couple a long look.  They were all over each other and all smiles. They hadn’t even known each other two days ago, and now, they were husband and wife, victims of what Pandemonium’s Lair did to otherwise normal folks.

	Minc and his staff managed to co-opt the underway celebration into their reception, complete with a white wedding cake that had been ignored by most of the passengers, not that the two of them seemed to mind.

	“Who knows?  People have gotten married for all sorts of reasons,” Rika said.

	“Yeah, and gotten divorced, too,” Aria said before asking, “So, what are you doing next?” she asked.

	Rika shrugged. “Hadn’t thought about it after the overwhelming excitement of getting underway again.”

	Aria let loose a surprisingly little girl giggle. “Yeah, overwhelmingly exciting. I could barely contain myself.  Well, Osi reserved the Dinosaur Hunter console.  We’ve got three, if you want to be the fourth.”

	“Sure, that would be OK,” Rika said, struggling to keep her voice calm.

	It was so schoolgirl the way she wanted to be with the cool kids.  As a midshipman, Rika might hold a slightly better social position than the planetary cadets, maybe the four Explorers, too, but somehow, while the ship was at Pandemonium’s Lair, Aria, Nene, and Osiria had elevated their status as prime movers.

	In most ways, Rika was a confident, capable young woman.  But she could never escape the little bit of self-doubt that anyone other than Nika really liked her.

	“We’ve got another forty-five minutes,” Aria said. “And that’s only if Nany can break away from Jackson.”

	“Osi,” “Nany,” and “Ari” were relatively new nicknames the three had started using among themselves. Rika wondered if she could get a nickname, too.

	If they had the DH console reserved, then they’d miss the first sitting and, if they got too involved in the game, most likely the second.

	“We’d better stock up then, Ari,” Rika said, pointing to the buffet line and trying out the nickname.

	Aria didn’t object. “Smart thinking.”

	They filled their plates and headed over to Osiria and John.

	“Where’s Rika?” John asked, scanning the passengers.

	“I’m Rika.  And I don’t know where Nika is.”

	“Well, I can’t tell you apart.  You must be used to that.”

	“Ari here, can. Tell us apart.”

	He didn’t seem to take offense, and the discussion shifted to the upcoming knockball tournament.  The Pegasus Conference qualifications were going to have to be moved after a Krackle attack on Horizon.  John thought it had been a bad idea from the git-go, scheduling the quals at one of the outer systems, while Aria thought it was only fair that all of humanity got to participate.

	Rika mostly just listened.  She liked knockball as much as anyone else, sort of, but humanity was at war.  She understood the desire to keep life going as normally as possible, but really?  What if the Krackles had attacked during the conference tourney with all the spectators heading to the planet.

	Yet, here I am on a luxury liner, snacking on a buffet and getting ready to play Dinosaur Hunter.  

	Nene finally left Jackson and joined them, when Aria nudged her then pointed across the Atrium. “There’s your sister.”

	Nika spotted them and made a beeline over.

	She nodded at the others, then asked Rika, “You ready?”

	It took a moment, then Rika’s heart fell.

	“Ready for what?” John asked.

	“We’re going to try out the weightless gym, then binge-watch the last season of Lost Chance. I’ve already got two episodes loaded.  We want to get through it before we hit Freedom Station.  We don’t think we’ll get much access to shows after that,” Nika said with a little chuckle.

	“Um . . .” Rika started, then trailed off.

	Nika locked in on her.

	“Um, what?”

	“Well, Aria invited me to play DH.  We’ve got a console reserved. “

	“But, you said—”

	“I know what I said.”

	“I just thought, you know, you and me, we . . .”  She pursed her lips, then said. “That’s OK.  We can watch it after we’re done with DH.”

	“Oh, sorry, Nika,” Aria said.

	Nika looked from her to Rika, the confusion obvious on her face.

	“She invited me, Baba.”

	“We got our four,” Aria said. “Maybe you can round up another three and try to grab a console, too.”

	“Oh, sure.  Maybe.” she said in a slightly faltering tone before turning back to her sister. “Just get back when you can, and we can start watching then.”

	Rika felt bad, and she considered telling Aria she was out and to go on without her when she caught Osiria’s bemused but condescending look.

	She had to act.

	“Geeze, Nika!  You don’t need me to hold your hand to watch a damn holovid. Just watch it yourself, if you’re so anxious.”

	Nika’s mouth dropped open in surprise, and Rika felt a knife in her heart.  She was going to have to smooth over Nika’s ruffled feathers and explain what she was doing.  This was for both of them.  If she was a little hurt now, well, there wasn’t much Rika could do about it at the moment.

	The other four watched in silence, and Nika suddenly seemed to realize they were waiting for her reaction.

	“OK, then, I will.  Come back or not.  It’s up to you.”

	She spun around and stalked off.

	“Well, she didn’t take that well,” Nene said.

	“She’ll get over it,” Rika said, more to herself than to Nene as guilt washed over her.

	 


Chapter 9

	Nika

	 

	“Turn off, Astra,” Nika said.

	She’d waited for more than an hour for Rika to return before deciding that she wasn’t beholden to her.  They’d planned on trying out the ship’s weightless gym before watching Lost Chance, and if her sister would rather play Dinosaur Hunter with the others, that was on her. Rika would just have to catch up later.

	She wasn’t going to go to the gym alone, but she could still watch the show.  Nika changed into her Banty Bird pajamas, one of the few personal items she’d selected to stuff in her travel pack back on Corinth.  They were not very military, but she’d worn several different Banty Bird PJs for years, and it was sort of her thing now. Then she settled in to watch Episode 3, but without Rika, her mind kept wandering.  Finally, she gave up.

	She grabbed her bookpad and tried to read, but her mind kept drifting to what Rika would be doing at that moment.  Another hour crept past.  She turned off and collapsed her pad, then leaned her head back on her pillow, feeling a bit sorry for herself.

	Come on, Nika.  Be happy for her.

	But she didn’t feel happy.  Why was she getting invited and not her?  And why would Rika accept, leaving her high and dry?

	“Astra, turn off the lights.”

	The stateroom went dark, but the AI wasn’t going to leave it at that.

	“Are you upset, Ms. Ingersoll?”

	Nika smiled.  Even as sophisticated as Astra was, she still couldn’t tell the two of them apart.

	“I’m fine,” Nika said.  “Just tired.”

	“Would you like me to set the white noise to sleep?”

	“Sure.  Why not.”

	Nika hadn’t even noticed the background noise, but now that the AI had mentioned it, it was more obvious.  The tone shifted.  It didn’t seem more relaxing to her, but it had its effect.  Within a minute or two, Nika drifted off to sleep.

	 

	***************

	 

	“Ms. Ingersoll, wake up!”

	Nika pried her eyes open to the dimly lit stateroom.

	“Baba?” she asked as she sat up.

	Astra brightened the room.  Rika wasn’t there.

	“Where’s my sister?” she asked, rubbing her eyes.

	She couldn’t have gotten much sleep, not feeling as groggy as she was.

	“I do not have that information.  But there is a situation on board the ship now.”

	“Situation” snapped away most of Nika’s mental fog.

	“What kind of situation?” she asked warily.

	“The Mockingbird Song’s captain has initiated Condition One-Alpha.”

	“I don’t know what that means, Astra.  And I need my sister.  Where is she?” Nika asked as she jumped out of the bed.

	“Condition One-Alpha means you must stay in your stateroom while the crew addresses the situation.”

	There was that word again, and Nika started to become more anxious.

	“Your safety is our most important goal, so your cooperation will be appreciated.”

	“What is going on?”

	“I’m afraid I can’t say anymore, only that you need to remain in place until the captain passes the all clear.”

	Can’t or won’t?

	“Would you like some music, Ms. Ingersoll?”

	Like that’s going to soothe me?  I need to find Baba.

	Whatever was happening, Nika would rather have her sister at her side.  And there was no way she was just going to sit there not knowing what was going on.

	She stepped up to the hatch and waved her hand over the sensor.  Nothing happened.  She repeated the motion with the same result.

	A hint of anxiety crowed her general annoyance.  

	She cleared her throat and said, “Astra, open the door.”

	“I’m sorry, but I cannot do that until Condition One-Alpha is lifted.  Please sit down and relax.  Would you like to continue watching ‘Lost Chance?’”

	“No, I don’t want to watch ‘Lost Chance,’” she snapped.

	Her mind raced as she tried to guess what was happening.  Probably someone did something dumb.  The media was always relating how someone got somewhere on a ship and did their best not to pass on their genes.  Or some crook stole something, which was pure idiocy.  There was probably nowhere in the galaxy more covered by surveillance than on a spacefaring ship. 

	Nika didn’t think Rika would have done something stupid, but if she was with the others, and they egged her on . . .

	I’ve got to find her.  But how?

	She glanced at her bed, then slowly moved to the pillow.  Nika didn’t know how much Astra could see, but in the end, it didn’t matter.  She slipped her hand under the pillow and took out her father’s Kri-Blade, then slipped it out of its sheath.

	The knife was beautiful, but its worth was that it was an amazingly versatile and effective tool. Suited for close combat, it was equally as effective in hammering in stakes, cutting cable, or holding a pot over a fire. According to the marketing, it was also equally as effective piercing Krackle armor. 

	Her father had had the knife for more than twenty years and had put it through a lot, but the blade looked untouched as if it was just out of the forge.  She held it out for a moment admiring the simple, but perfect form.

	“Weapons in the passenger berthing are not allowed.  All weapons must be turned into the ship’s crew for safekeeping, where they will be returned upon arrival at your destination,” Astra said.

	“That’s what I’m going to do right now.  So, if you can open the door, I’ll get right to it.”

	There was the slightest hitch in the AI’s response.  For all its personality, Astra wasn’t particularly sophisticated, and Nika had just presented it with two diametrically opposed courses of action.

	But the AI went through its progression and said, “Please hold the weapon for now, Ms. Ingersoll. Once the captain lifts Condition One-Alpha, one of the crew will arrive to take it for safekeeping.”

	Didn’t think that was going to work, but it was worth a shot.

	So it was time for Plan B.  Or, more accurately, Plan A, as she hadn’t thought she could really screw up Astra so that she would open the door.

	She approached the hatch.  To open, the door irised.  Somewhere along the edges would be a release—or at least Nika thought there would be.

	She ran her fingers over the edges, hoping to discern any variations.  When she couldn’t, Nika picked a spot at random and forced the tip of the knife in. It sunk about half a centimeter before hitting the structure of the door itself, then she started forcing the knife tip along the length of the edge.

	“Damaged ship property will be charged to your account, Ms. Ingersoll,” Astra said.

	“Call the Navy,” Nika muttered.

	She ran the tip up, then had to stop to bring over the chair to stand on before she could go farther. It took her a couple of minutes to turn the tip around the entire door.  She reached her starting point without hitting anything to release it.

	“Any suggestions, Astra?”

	“I cannot help you, Ms. Ingersoll.”

	Since the door irised to open, Nika gave the center a closer look, but she couldn’t even see a seam.

	Nika did not take defeat well.  She stepped back and stared at the stubbornly closed hatch, determined to figure it out, when it suddenly opened.

	She turned around to Astra’s speaker.

	“It’s over?”

	Silence.

	“Astra, am I free to go?”

	Silence.

	The anxiety she’d felt before turned into foreboding.  She took two cautious steps to the door and looked out into the corridor.  Across the way, the facing stateroom was open as well.

	She stuck her head out and looked to the right, then the left.  An elderly woman stepped out of her stateroom and spotted Nika.

	“Do you know what’s happening?”

	“No, ma’am.”

	“Why do you have that knife, then, young lady?”

	Nika looked down.  She was holding the knife out as if to fend off an attacker.

	“No reason,” she said, then stepped back inside for a moment.

	It looked like whatever emergency had taken place was over, but the fact that Astra wasn’t responding was disquieting. She didn’t want to put the Kri-Blade away.

	Rika grabbed the sheath, which she’d left on the rack, and started to strap it to her thigh, then stopped.  She was in her pajamas, and the knife strapped to the outside of her thigh would catch the attention of the crew.

	She pulled down her PJ bottoms, strapped the scabbard to her thigh, slipped the blade inside, and pulled her bottoms back up just as the lady reached her door.

	“My hostess is dead.  She won’t answer me.”

	“Mine, too,” Nika said.

	“This is unacceptable,” the woman went on. “The Volans headquarters is going to hear about this.”

	“I’m upset, too,” Nika said as she gently pushed past her and into the corridor. Several other people were emerging from their staterooms as well.  None of the midshipmen were there, which bothered Nika.

	Am I the only one who isn’t out and about?

	There were seven rooms in total in this section of the corridor.  The ship’s doors that kept each section airtight and isolated from the other sections were open, but Nika couldn’t see past the curve of the ship to see if there were more passengers beyond. 

	A nervous looking woman stepped out holding an infant and with two more children in tow.  The kids were in pajamas, the woman in some sort of leisurewear. The older boy, who might have been four, was loudly complaining about not being able to watch Payton Pony, and the girl, possibly a year younger, was crying.

	Nika instinctively walked over to the family.

	“Do you know what’s going on?” the woman asked.

	“Some glitch.  I’m sure they’ll fix it,” Nika said before kneeling in front of the boy. 

	“What’s your name?” she asked.

	Before the boy could answer, there was a scream of fear.  Nika spun around.

	At the far end of the corridor, two figures in black and silver jumpsuits, weapons at the ready, appeared.

	“All of you, you’re our prisoners.  Don’t do anything stupid, and maybe you’ll get out of this alive.”



	
Chapter 10

	Rika

	 

	“Son of a bitch!” John shouted as he threw down his headset. “First, we’re stuck here, and now this?”

	Rika ignored the outburst.

	When the crew told them that they were confined to the game room, the original foursome of Aria, Nene, Osiria, and Rika had stopped playing, allowing John, Jackson, and two civilians to jump on. 

	“They probably cut the system to take care of whatever maintenance they’ve been doing,” Nene said.

	“Just as long as it doesn’t interfere with our jump,” Osiria added.

	“We’ve got another thirty-plus hours before that,” Aria said.  “Plenty of time to get things fixed.”

	Rika nodded, but she couldn’t help but feel a slight twinge of unease.  Maybe it was because Nika wasn’t with them.  She’d enjoyed the excitement of going against the others in the console, and she’d been performing well, having killed Aria twice and Nene once and only been killed herself once.  But out of the console, the adrenaline was fading, and she felt guilty for abandoning her sister.

	“They’d better get it fixed,” Nene said. “We don’t want to be late reporting in.”

	The midshipmen had some wiggle room in their transit, and even if the ship had to loop back and make another approach to the gate, then that would only add a few days to their trip.

	“Can you imagine a so-called luxury liner having this kind of shit go down?” Jackson said as he and John joined them.

	Nika softly snorted, which Jackson thankfully didn’t catch.  The Corinth cadet might put up airs, but the fact of the matter was that it was just a mid-class line.  She wondered if Jackson was just being Jackson or if he really thought the military would be springing for a real high-end luxury liner to take them to Freedom Station.

	“If the games are down, they should just let us go back to our rooms,” Osiria said.

	“They probably just want to keep the corridors clear for the crews,” Rika told her. “The ship taking us to Lancer Station had a water main break, and we were stuck in place for eight hours while they patched it and cleaned up.”

	Aria laughed.  “Not very confidence building if they can’t run water throughout a ship.”

	Nika didn’t respond.  Ships were extremely complicated constructs, completely enclosed systems designed to keep their fragile occupants alive while shuttling them across light-years. Complicated and expensive, which meant some ships have been plying the space lanes for more than a century.

	It wasn’t unheard of for ships to simply disappear.  Maybe not passenger liners, which had more stringent inspections they had to pass every five years, but still, there were always glitches.

	John craned his head to scan the room.

	“There’s no crew here.  Think we can just make a dash back to our rooms?  If we can’t play DH, I’d just as soon hit the rack.”

	“No,” Jackson said with certainty.  “We’re representing the Academy, so no screwing around.”

	John frowned but didn’t argue. 

	Rika approved of Jackson for once.

	“Speak of the devil,” Nene said, looking toward the entrance.

	Rika turned.  One of the crew was backing into the room, hands held out at shoulder level.

	“What the heck is he doing?” Jackson asked.

	“Everybody, don’t resist,” he tried to shout over his shoulder, his voice breaking.

	A familiar sense of dread, something she’d suppressed for the last year, came over Rika.  She stepped between the others and the crewman as an armed man in a black and silver jumpsuit walked in, a Franklin aimed at the crewman’s chest.

	“What the—” Jackson started to ask.

	“Pirates?” Nene whispered to the others, cutting him off.  “Here?  We haven’t left the Lair system.”

	Dread washed over Rika as a woman joined the man.  Pirates seemed unlikely.  This wasn’t some out-of-the-way nook of the galaxy.  This was Pandemonium’s Lair, a major human center.

	But the weapons spoke volumes.

	The woman stood half a step behind the man and raised her own Franklin.  She reached to her thigh and removed a—”

	“Shit,” Rika whispered in horror as her knees almost gave out.

	The woman held a wand out.  Not the kind of wand that she and Nika had used to guide their way around the ship, but the kind the zombies had used during the Krackle invasion of Arcadia.  The kind of wand that had been used on her.

	“They’re zombies,” she told the others.

	“Like Krackle zombies?” Osiria asked in disbelief. 

	“No way!” Jackson said.

	“It’s them.  I recognize the wands.”

	Something was wrong, though.  Zombies, which was the term people used for humans working for the Krackles, didn’t carry weapons.  At least the shaggies, who were humans who had been captured by the aliens, didn’t, probably because the Krackles and smoothies—the “First Servants,” humans born under the Krackle yoke—didn’t trust them.

	To control the prisoners, the zombies were given baton-like wands, which combined personal communications and data retrieval with the ability to mete out excruciating punishment.  Rika had been on the receiving end of that punishment, and she couldn’t mistake the wands for anything else.

	She wasn’t the only one to recognize the wand.

	“Not again,” John hissed.

	John was from Arcadia, same as her, and he’d been through the invasion there.  Rika had sensed that he didn’t want to talk about it, so she’d never asked about what he’d experienced.  But there was a lot of pain in that voice.  And panic, just like she was feeling.

	“John, steady,” she said, partly to him and partly to herself.

	“There’re only two of them,” John said as he oriented to the two, who had stopped at the entrance into the game room.

	“No!” Rika said, while Aria added, “John!”

	“Go!” John screamed as he charged the zombies.

	There was almost an expression of satisfaction as the human traitor shifted his aim and pulled the trigger.

	A Franklin was a shipboard weapon, favored for defense against pirates.  The soft, heavy slug carried a big punch, but the round flattened out against hard surfaces, making it less likely to damage a ship’s hull or life-support systems.

	A human body is not a hard surface.  The slug tore into John’s chest, spraying blood and bone back across the others.  John collapsed into a heap, ten meters from the zombie.

	The mids and civilians gasped in shock.  The man paused to look at John’s body, then looked up, and with a broad smile breaking out over his face, asked, “Anyone else?”

	“Don’t fight!” the crewman almost screamed.

	The woman stepped around the man and shouted, “I’d pay attention to the crewman here unless you want to end up like your friend.”

	The woman pointed her wand at John’s body as blood started to spread out under him.

	“Why didn’t we join him?” Jackson asked. “We just let him go at it alone.”

	“Then you’d be dead, too,” Osiria said, her voice hard as steel.

	“All of you, hands over your head and move to the center of the room here and get down on your knees,” the man said.

	No one moved.

	“Now!”

	Getting on their knees was not a good idea, but they didn’t have much of a choice.

	“They don’t want us dead,” Rika said in a low voice as she nudged Nene forward.

	No, what they want with us is worse than dying.

	Slowly, the frightened passengers started to push into a tight circle.  Except for Aria.  She was frozen, her eyes locked on John’s body.

	Nika risked lowering an arm and locked elbows with her, then pulled her out of the spot.  She was in shock herself, but she’d seen death before.  She’d gone through it.

	She helped Aria down to her knees, then faced the two human traitors.

	“We’re going to wait here until this ship is secure before we go through processing. I’d suggest when the time comes, you go with the program. It will be easier on you.”

	Rika’s mind was numb, but when the zombie mentioned securing the rest of the ship, only one thing went through her mind.

	Baba!

	 


Chapter 11

	Nika 

	 

	“It’s OK, Dierdra,” Nika whispered to the snuffling little girl she was now carrying. “We’re going to be OK.”

	I hope that’s true.

	Josh was holding onto the bottom of his mother’s sweatshirt while she—Nika hadn’t caught her name—carried the infant. There were more than two dozen of them now, all being herded by four pirates? 

	Their captors were wearing the same black and silver jumpsuits.  None had any markings she could see.  Nika didn’t think pirates bothered with uniformity, but she wasn’t an expert in pirate operations.

	Part of her feared the Krackles, of course. Capturing ships was part of the Krackles’ modus operandi, but not in this sector, as far as Nika knew. That, and the fact that during the invasion of Arcadia, she’d never seen zombies as combat troops gave her hope that this was simply a well-organized pirate band whose goal was a ransom.

	Them being somehow able to get aboard the ship as it headed to the gate was a pretty good indication that this wasn’t some fly-by-night operation. 

	One of their captors constantly harangued the passengers to keep moving, but for the most part, none of them were mistreated.  No one had been struck, and neither had anyone been overtly threatened with a weapon.

	The ship had elevators to reach the other decks, but the captors had bypassed them for one of the broader staircases and ordered everyone to climb.  The older woman Nika had first seen stopped at the bottom and anxiously stared up the steps, but then one of their captors incongruously slung his weapon and took her arm to assist.

	Nika was right behind them, and she eyed the rifle, which was a KU-50, one of the most common military weapons in production.  She had visions of grabbing it off his shoulder and . . . what?  Shooting the four captors, then leading this scared group of civilians in a counterattack?

	She pulled her eyes away and climbed up the steps, which took them deeper into the ship.  Like most passenger liners, the very center of the ship was reserved for the drive, other engineering spaces, and crew berthing. This area, except for the null-g gym if the ship had one, was off limits to passengers. The next levels out were for steerage passengers, with the outer decks for the top three classes and their facilities.

	It wasn’t lost on Nika that they were ascending to the center, which gave her hope. Being located farther from the hull might make a rescue attempt more difficult, but the mere fact that they were being moved inward had to mean that their captors might be thinking a rescue attempt was possible.

	They climbed farther into the ship, converging with more passengers as they progressed.  More captors, too. Nika kept her head on a swivel.  She hadn’t decided yet who their captors were, but she watched for the unmistakable shape of Krackle, and she kept expecting the skin-crawling sensation of a Krackle body scan.

	It wasn’t just watching for Krackles, though.  She wanted Rika, but her sister could be nearby and still lost among the crowd.

	They were herded into a large open space.  Nika hadn’t been in this section of the ship, but it had to be the galley-slash-community room.  The telltale outlines on the floor hid pop-up tables that were deployed during meal hours.

	Nika had traveled in steerage before.  Meal times were highly regulated with strict time limits so that people could get in, get fed, and get out.  Between meals, the tables would retract, creating space for general lounging or passenger-run talent shows.

	The problem was that the spaces were never enough for the number of passengers, and as more people were being herded in, Nika wondered how they were all going to fit.

	The space was eerily quiet.  There had to be several hundred people there already, with more arriving.  Even with people whispering to each other, even with their captors giving instructions, it was as if the passengers’ fear swallowed up the sound.

	Their two captors disappeared into the growing mass of humanity.

	Nika reached out and tugged on the woman’s arm.  “Come to the side so we don’t get separated.”

	The mother nodded, and the two forced their way toward the bulkhead.  They were jostled but managed to push their backs against it, their bodies pressed together.

	“What’s going to happen to us?” the woman asked.

	“Ransom, maybe,” Nika said, even if she was becoming more and more convinced that these were zombies, and that meant there were Krackles aboard, too.  She couldn’t figure out how they managed that in a well-populated system, but that might be their big mistake. There were Navy ships here.  Marines, too.

	“What’s your name?” Nika asked.

	“Lemy.  Lemy Sanders.”

	“Listen, Lemy.  Whatever happens, you’ve got to be strong, OK?  Your kids are going to be depending on you.”

	“Are you leaving us?” Lemy asked, her voice edging into panic.

	“Not now, but we don’t know what’s going to happen.”

	As if on cue, there was a crackle over the speakers, which caused people to cry out.

	“Passengers of the Mockingbird’s Song, I’m your new god.  At least, you need to act as if I am.  If you do, then you can expect to live out your lifetimes.  Not the one you’d planned, maybe.  But you’ll be alive.  If you don’t obey our commands, well, we really don’t want to go into that, do we?”

	Nika’s stomach dropped.  “Lifetime” was longer than it took to pay a ransom. If she only suspected it before, now she was sure. This was a Krackle operation, even if the ground troops were human. 

	“What are you going to do with us?” a man shouted out.

	If the unseen speaker heard the question, he didn’t respond.

	“Our controllers are among you now, and they are about to begin segregation procedures.  I suggest you pay attention to what they tell you.  You won’t like what happens if you don’t.”

	The captors in the room made a dramatic show of opening up scabbards and withdrawing wands.

	Nika gasped in shock, and memories slammed into her with titanic force.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Without seeming concerned about being outnumbered, the zombies—that’s who they had to be—started to move through the crowd, pushing men one way, women another.

	People grabbed each other and wailed before being forcibly dragged apart.  The wands swung into action, leaving broken bodies on the deck.

	And then Nika realized the zombies weren’t just separating men and women. Children were being pulled from their parents.

	“Lemy, come with me,” Nika hissed as she dragged the woman by the arm.

	Josh started to cry, and Dierdra buried her face into Nika’s shoulder.

	Whatever Nika intended—and she still wasn’t quite sure what it was—disappeared when two men blocked their way.

	“Those kids, give them to us,” the shaved-head one said.

	“No!” Lemy screamed.  “Please, leave them with me.”

	“You can’t—” a large, middle-aged man started to say as he stepped between the first captor and them.

	With an almost casual flick of the wrist, the zombie struck the man with his wand.

	Nika winced as the man’s shriek of pain was cut off, his body stiffening into a statue before tipping over to the deck.  A cleared circle immediately formed around the fallen man as people tried to get out of the way.

	“The baby,” the man said.  “Give it.”  Then, almost as an afterthought, he added, “This is just for now.  Cooperate, and you’ll be back together once we arrive.”

	Nika knew what that meant. They were being taken by the Krackles. 

	No one knew what happened to those kidnapped.  Well, the shaggies did.  They’d all been captured themselves.  But the masses of the kidnapped simply disappeared, never to be heard from again.  For all she knew, children were culled, as many people thought.  That was too painful to contemplate, so she grasped at the lifeline where it could be that taking the children was just a measure to gain more control over the adults.

	“The little girl, too,” they told Nika. 

	“I’ll do what you say.  Anything!” Lemy shouted as she tried to retreat, still holding the baby and pulling on a crying Josh’s arm.

	The first man nodded at the second, who raised his wand.

	Nika had helped Lemy when she could, but these weren’t her children, and she had to find Rika.  Her rational mind told her to stay out of it.

	But before she could consider the consequences, she raised her voice slightly higher than normal and said, “Mommy, I’ll take care of them. It’s OK.”

	The second zombie stopped, then looked back at the first, who hesitated.

	This is stupid.  I’m a grown woman.

	But she was small, dressed in Banty Bird pajamas. 

	She tried to project youth as she knelt and held her hand out for Josh.

	Please, Josh, come to me.

	“OK, let the sister take them,” the zombie said, then to Lemy, “Give the baby to your daughter.”

	“But—”

	“Do you want the wand?  I said the baby.”

	Nika thought that Lemy was going to bolt, but that would mean leaving Josh and Diredra.  She slumped in defeat and stepped up to Nika, handing her the infant.

	“Take care of them,” she whispered in Nika’s ear.

	“I will.”

	“And thank you.”

	Josh was having none of it, though.

	“Mommy!” he kept screaming.

	Nika struggled.  She couldn’t handle Dierdra and the baby, so she had to put the older girl down and take her by the hand. She bent over the little boy and tried a command voice.

	“Josh!” she shouted.  “Behave, or you’re going to be in trouble.”

	“Go with your sisters, Josh,” Lemy said in a broken voice.

	Josh looked at Dierdra, then the baby.  Not at Nika, but the zombie didn’t seem to notice the omission. 

	“Take care of them, my little man,” his mother said.

	“Come on, Josh,” Nika said, this time less forcibly.  “Take Dierdra’s hand.”

	The little boy was confused, but he dutifully took his sister’s hand.

	“OK, come with me,” the second quisling said.

	Nika nodded and followed their captor through the chaos of the steerage common room.

	What the heck have I done?

	 

	 


Chapter 12

	Rika

	 

	“Nika!” Rika called out as her sister, holding a baby and pulling along two toddlers, disappeared out the door.

	“Where?” Osiria asked.

	“Over there,” Rika said, pointing.  “I just saw her walking out with some kids.”

	Osiria looked in that direction. “You sure?  There are a lot of people between us.  And why with the kids?”

	It was apparent that the children were being separated from the adults, much to the despair of the parents.  More than a few were out cold, probably from being wanded.

	It was a valid question.  Why would Nika be with the kids?  She hadn’t even seen Nika’s face, but she didn’t need to recognize the pajamas to be positive that was her sister.

	A flurry of activity broke out behind them, and Rika spun around.  A man was trying to stay between a boy of maybe seven and a zombie as he begged the captor to leave the boy alone.

	Another man tried to intervene, grabbing the zombie’s shoulder from behind.

	“Crap,” Jackson muttered.

	The zombie spun around, sweeping his arm.  The wand struck the man, whose body went rigid before crashing to the floor.  The father turned to run, pushing the boy in front of him, but with the crush of people, there was nowhere to go.  The zombie stepped forward and hit the man in the back with the wand.

	The results were as expected.  He crashed to the ground, just like the other, and the passengers pushed back as if afraid they’d be next.

	For the most part, the wands had been hidden at first, with only a few being shown.  But after the big reveal, it was as if the zombies had been given permission to use them more freely, probably to make a point to the passengers.

	Rika had been wanded before, and her fear was palpable.  So was guilt.  She’d done nothing, and now, as the zombie was dragging the screaming boy away, she was still doing nothing.

	She was a midshipman, sworn to protect humanity, yet she was frozen in place. Images from the fighting on Arcadia kept assaulting her memories.

	The boy was handed off to another who was shepherding about a dozen out the door, and the zombie started looking for their next victim.

	“Why are they taking the kids?” Aria asked, the first thing she’d said since they left John’s body.

	“To control the adults,” Rika said, hoping that was the only reason.

	Anything else was just too horrible to even consider.

	The zombies strode through the passengers, probably looking for more children.  There were at least three hundred people, maybe four, crowded in the galley, and while it was difficult to count, there might be fifty of the zombies.  Rika knew that if the passengers attacked them, the pure mass of humanity would prevail, if at a terrible cost.  All of the zombies were armed, and not just with wands.

	But who was going to coordinate such an attack?  And who was going to lead the charge?

	No one.

	The zombies pushed through the crowd without concern, like sharks swimming into a school of sardines who darted out of the way. 

	Eventually, with no more children, their captors started separating the men from the women, sitting them down on opposite sides of the room.  Rika, Aria, Nene, and Osiria sat together directly across from Jackson, Rain, and Hasan.  If Theo was in the room, Nika couldn’t see him.

	“You sure?” Nene asked. “It’s the Krackles?”

	Rika nodded.

	“How come we haven’t seen any, then?”

	Rika didn’t have an answer for that, but she knew it in her bones.

	In front of them, the newlyweds were clinging to each other.  The woman was still wearing her wedding veil from the reception earlier. Rika watched them with dread, but instead of getting wanded, two zombies just yanked them apart and shoved the groom toward the men’s side.  An older woman stood, put an arm around the bride, and pulled her back.

	Rika had a hard time figuring out the zombies.  Especially the shaggies, the ones who’d been captured themselves.  The smoothies—the “First Servants”—were different.  Based on DNA regression studies, the currently accepted theory was that the initial smoothies must have been captured tens of thousands of years ago—which had opened up an entirely different bag of worms.  The modern-day smoothies had been born into captivity.  They were raised under the Krackle thumb.  The shaggies, though . . .  

	She hated the very concept of humans turning against their own kind.  But Ben had become one, and well, he wasn’t a bad person. He’d even helped her at Yaakov Depot.

	Some of the zombies used their wands with what seemed like glee, but others were refraining.

	“What do they expect to happen now?” Nene asked in an almost plaintive voice as if needing some comfort.  “This isn’t some isolated corner of space.”

	“We’re already on gate approach,” Aria said quietly.

	“But that’s hours away.”

	“If they’ve cut comms . . .”

	Then it hit Rika.

	“No one will know the ship’s been taken.  If the Krackles adjust the entry at the last moment, who knows where we’ll end up?” she said, finishing Aria’s train of thought.

	“Maybe the ship got off a warning?” Nene asked.

	“If it did, the gate will be closed to us. The Navy will come, right?” Osiria said.

	Rika was sure that the communications had been the first thing either taken down or gained control of.  

	The entire situation was beginning to make sense.  The reason there weren’t any Krackles was that their captors had been on the ship since Pandemonium’s Lair, at least.  They’d come on board like all the rest of them.  Somehow, their weapons had been smuggled aboard, and they managed to seize control of the ship.

	The zombies’ job was to get the ship through the gate to some corner of the galaxy where there would be Krackles to take over. 

	No one really knew what happened to the hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of humans who’d been kidnapped over the years.  But unless the prisoners could come up with something to change their fate, Rika knew they’d find out.



	
Chapter 13

	Nika

	 

	The children were shepherded into the Grand Atrium.  The sounds of crying and whimpering were swallowed up by the large space.  More kids were brought in until there were a little over a hundred of them there, by Nika’s estimation.

	She tried to shrink in on herself, anxious to avoid attention.  As small as she was, she was still one of the largest among the passengers.

	There were far more girls than boys.  Some of the older girls looked to be about twelve or so, but the boys ranged from infants to possibly six or seven years old. 

	Nika was still mentally berating herself for being there. What did she hope she was going to accomplish?  And once the zombies figured out that she was an adult, what were they going to do to her?

	Keeping her face averted, she studied the zombies out of the corner of her eyes, where they were huddled together in a discussion.  They had wands, so they had to be doing the bidding of the Krackles, but who exactly were they?

	She didn’t think they were smoothies.  Those looked like normal humans, and while there was a small amount of genetic drift that hinted their ancestors had been separated from the rest of humanity for several millennia, the two groups were biologically the same species.

	But there was a vague sense of alienness about them that these zombies just didn’t exhibit, and with few exceptions, smoothies didn’t speak Standard.

	They didn’t seem to be shaggies, either.  They were too confident and assured, and they acted with an almost military purpose.  Nika had been around Marines most of her life, and she could recognize the swagger.

	When humans were kidnapped, it was rarely the military or cops who were taken.  Those were killed trying to defend the rest, and the Krackles didn’t take surrender as an option.  If a person resisted, they were killed.

	Finally, there was the fact that as far as Nika knew, shaggies were never armed with anything other than a wand.

	Could they be . . . mercenaries?

	That filled Nika with horror.  Humanity was in a war with an existential threat.  She thought the shaggies were the scum of humankind, but they were only acting as a result of being captured.  Nika thought they were traitors, but they didn’t ask to be kidnapped.

	If they were mercenaries, then that meant these people had volunteered to do the Krackles’ bidding.  They were selling out their own kind, all in pursuit of the almighty credit.

	There was no excuse for that.

	The discussion was getting heated, and one woman pushed a man hard in the chest, sending him back a step.  The man was angry and started to raise his weapon, when another pushed the muzzle down.  The second man whispered into the first one’s ear while that guy glared at the woman, who was glaring right back.

	Nika had a brief hope that they were going to fire at each other, but after a long moment, the angry man spun around and stalked out of the Atrium.  A moment later, the rest of the zombies followed, leaving only one woman, who couldn’t be much older than Nika, to watch over the children.

	Nika was surprised at that, and she studied the woman.  They might be of an age, but the zombie had maybe thirty kilos on Nika, and she was armed with a KU-50 and a wand.

	The woman casually walked over to one of the buffet tables that were now cleared and hitched the side of her butt on it as she looked over her charges.

	Nika’s hand brushed over the scabbard concealed by her PJs.  She still wasn’t sure what she thought she was going to do, but this could be an opportunity if only she knew how to exploit it.

	 


Chapter 14

	Rika

	 

	“What’s going to happen to us?” one of the passengers asked the zombie.

	“That depends on you, now, doesn’t it?” the silver-haired woman answered, which was the same thing she’d said to other captives.

	The other response given by the zombies was along the lines of they’d have to wait and see.  Nika could tell that some of them enjoyed their positions of authority.  Others, like Silver Hair, didn’t seem to care one way or another. This was just a job to do, and she had no stake in the game.

	That confused Nika.  She thought she’d figured out the how of the ship being taken over, but not the why.  At least, why the zombies were involved. Of course, the Krackles had long been kidnapping humans, and no one knew exactly why.  But why were the zombies cooperating?  They weren’t smoothies, that was for sure, born as part of the Krackle empire.  These could speak Standard, for one. But wouldn’t shaggies, given weapons and the opportunity, jump at the chance to free themselves?

	The only thing that came to her mind was that they weren’t alone on this mission.  No one had seen a Krackle on the ship, but they could be there with their virtual leash on their slaves. For all Nika knew, the “Masters,” as the shaggies referred to them, were all over the ship, leaving contact with the prisoners to the zombies.

	How Krackles had managed to board was something she didn’t know.  It wasn’t as if they could have boarded with everyone else at Pandemonium’s Lair.

	“How much more time?” Aria asked.

	The group dynamic had shifted.  Rika was the only one of the seven mids—John was dead, and Nika and Theo were unaccounted for—who had any previous contact with Krackles or zombies, and that somehow made her the expert.

	“Another eighteen hours.”

	Eighteen hours in human space.

	Once they were through the gate and gathered up by the Krackles, they’d never see their homes again, their lives would be irretrievably changed.

	“Do you think anyone knows what’s happening to us?” Aria asked.

	“There was time,” Rika said with more confidence than she really felt.

	If an alarm had been sent out, their physical rescue should have happened early on, before their speed built up, and Navy patrol vessels would have been closer. 

	Of course, the gate control could wait and simply reprogram the interface, which would screw up the shipboard control side of gate jumping, but that might be worse.  If the ship failed to gate to the expected destination, well, the Krackles were known for their scorched-earth policies.  If they were stymied, they’d order the complete extermination of the passengers.

	A quick death or a life of slavery in uncertain conditions—Nika didn’t know what was worse.

	The only question was whether the zombies would go through with wanton executions, which was probably why no one had suggested they revolt against their captors.  Not yet, at least.

	Rika had already told the others that if the killing did start, they had to fight. All of them, especially Osiria, agreed. But for now, it was a waiting game. 

	If it came to that, it would take more than the seven of them.  All of the passengers had to act.

	She looked around the galley. This wasn’t the entire passenger body, but maybe a third.  None of them knew where the rest were.

	Some people were asleep, but most were sitting in small groups.  Subdued conversations occupied many of those who were awake, so it was fairly quiet.

	Packaged snacks and water had been hauled out, and the zombies allowed the prisoners to use the heads—which is where Osiria had told Hasan in passing about taking on the zombies.

	He’d told the other guys, and Jackson had flashed a quick thumbs-up across the galley to them. That was great, but what about the civilians?  Would they act?  It wasn’t as if Rika could gather all the women around her and brief them on what had to be done.

	One of their captors walked past her, so close that Rika had to lean out of the way.

	“Still quiet,” the zombie said into his throat mic. 

	He listened for a moment, then said, “Roger.  Will do.”

	If we just had simple comms, we could organize.

	She shook her head.

	Yeah, and if we had a company of Marines, they could clear out the zombies.

	Her mind wandered to communications, then to whether an SOS had gotten out.  The zombies would have wanted to control transmissions, of course.  They couldn’t afford for  the Pandemonium’s Lair system controllers to know anything was going on, not if they wanted to deliver the prisoners to their masters.

	It wasn’t a bolt of enlightenment, but an idea slowly coalesced.  Not a great idea, but at least it was doing something.

	She leaned into Osiria.

	“You think one of the crew knows about the ship’s communications?”

	The cadet scanned the galley.  There were thirty to forty people in the ship’s uniform.

	“Probably not.  Isn’t comms in the center of the ship?”

	“We’re in the center of the ship.”

	Osiria gave a grudging nod.

	“It’s possible, I guess.  Why?  Do you want to know if they got out an SOS?”

	“What if we make a focused assault on the comms center?”

	“We don’t even know where that is, and even if we did, what do we know . . .”

	Osiria trailed that thought off.

	“That’s why you asked.  If one of them is here.”

	“Right.”

	Osiria thought about it for a moment. “It would be guarded.”

	Rika shrugged.

	“You’re right.  What have we got to lose?”

	Osiria stood up and made a show of stretching.

	“Let me find out,” she whispered before casually walking to the heads.

	Rika watched her go. She’d spoken to her because it seemed she still had her head on straight.  Still, it had taken her a few moments to realize what Rika had been getting at.

	If Nika was here, she’d have understood the minute I asked.

	But her sister wasn’t here.  Whatever Rika was going to do, it would be without her twin, and that was a scary thought.

	 


Chapter 15

	Nika

	 

	“You know what to do?” Nika asked.

	Horty and Lea both nodded.

	Both girls were about twelve.  Horty was the slightly heavier of the two.  Her brown hair was cropped close, and she was nervous. Nika had second thoughts about recruiting the girl, but if there was any chance of pulling this off, she needed help.

	Lea was a concern as well but for opposite reasons.  The girl was slender with a dark complexion, and her brown eyes flashed with eager violence, which seemed out of place for someone so young.  She wanted to fight back, and Nika had to calm her down. She didn’t want anything to alert their guard.

	“OK, get in position.  But wait for my signal.  Don’t do anything until then.”

	They started to turn in unison, and Nika said, “One at a time.”

	Horty nodded and held back while Lea slowly made her way to the table where water and snacks had been set up.

	Nika slid back to a sitting position on the floor, her back against the bulkhead. Averting her face down toward the deck, she turned her attention to their lone guard. She wasn’t sure why there was only one, but she intended to take advantage of that fact.

	If the timing was right.  If the guard cooperated.  If none of the other zombies chose that moment to come into the Atrium.  If, if, if . . .

	Their guard looked young, not much older than Nika, but she was a good thirty or forty pounds heavier.  Her KU-50 was slung over her back, and she hadn’t drawn her baton.

	The unnamed woman had that swagger of confidence many of the zombies had, but it hadn’t manifested as cruelty.  Nika was sure that she’d been the one to get water and food delivered, and once, she’d even helped change the diapers of an infant.

	In another time and place, Nika might have even been friends with her. For what Nika had planned, it might have been easier if the woman had mistreated them.

	She’s the enemy.  She’s kidnapping us. Steel up, Nika.

	Nika tried to remain small and unnoticed, just as she had since they left the steerage galley.  She’d played hide-and-seek with the guard, always out of the woman’s line of sight and never letting her catch Nika’s eyes.

	Nika might be small, and she might be in a pair of children’s pajamas, but any close look would expose her.

	At least she thought it would, and she wasn’t taking any chances.

	Nika shifted her gaze from the guard to the hatch at the far side of the Atrium that was clearly marked with white and red diagonal stripes.  Everything depended on that.  Then, afraid that the guard might notice her interest, she quickly averted her eyes back down to the deck in front of her.

	Lea was in position, and Horty was halfway there.  Nika’s heart was pounding so hard that she thought it might burst out of her chest. The scabbard on her thigh seemed to be burning, and she was sure it had to be obvious to the guard.

	Horty reached the table, and almost as one, both girls turned to look back at Nika.

	A flash of anger-slash-panic washed over her.

	Girls!  Don’t be so damn obvious!

	Nika took three long, calming breaths.

	“Come on, Nika.  They’re kids,” she said under her breath.

	They might be looking at her, but she had to make sure she wouldn’t be noticed.

	She gave a quick glance at the entrance to make sure no zombies were entering the Atrium, then turned to the girls and nodded.

	Lea got in position, both hands grasping the edge of the table.  Horty moved to the other side. They looked back at Nika, who gave the slightest of nods again, and then Horty tipped the table over with Lea under the edge.

	Water and snacks crashed to the ground around her.

	“Help, help!” Lea screamed as the table seemingly pinned her to the deck. Around her, other children jumped up in alarm, many screaming as well.

	Step 1.

	Several kids rushed to help, which was where Horty did her thing, using her larger bulk to make sure the other kids weren’t able to get the table off Lea.

	Nika kept her head down as she watched the guard from the corner of her eyes.  The woman snapped her head up at the crash, one hand going for her wand before she realized what had happened.  She rolled her eyes and shook her head.  More importantly, her hand drifted away from the wand before she turned and started to walk over.

	Step 2.

	Nika had positioned herself to where the guard would have to pass her to reach the table.

	She shrunk down, trying to make herself as small as possible, and hid her face.

	“Calm down,” the zombie shouted.  “You’re not hurt.”

	Nika stared at the spot in front of her until she saw the guard’s feet step past.

	Step 3.

	Nika bolted into action.  She reached into her PJ bottoms and withdrew the Kri-Blade as she stood.

	The guard was a step past her—not running, but striding purposefully.

	Standing now and looking at her directly for what was really the first time, Nika felt a quick sense of misgiving.  The woman was larger than she’d realized, with broad, muscular shoulders.

	There was no time for second-guessing, though. Given their height differences, it might have been smarter to go for the guard’s kidneys, but Nika had already decided on her neck, and she didn’t have time to change her mind. She ran ahead three steps, the blade ready to strike. 

	The guard might have heard her.  She started to turn her head as Nika brought the blade down with all the force she could muster—but without consciously making the decision, she twisted her hand around and struck the base of the woman’s neck with the heavy butt of the knife.

	The guard grunted and went down hard on her face, and Nika felt a surge of victory.  But the woman was not out.  She reached back with one hand to her neck, then tried to push herself up with the other.

	Nika’s exultation switched immediately to panic.

	More children started to scream, and those closest scrambled out of the way.

	The guard got to her knees, and the hand on her neck shifted to her wand.

	Nika jumped on the woman’s back.  She smashed her face against the muzzle of the rifle, but Nika didn’t even notice that as she rained blow after blow on the back of the guard’s head. The woman tried to shake Nika off, and her hands moved back to protect her head, but she wasn’t at a hundred percent, and Nika was at an adrenaline-boosted two hundred percent.

	The woman fell forward again.  She managed to turn her head to look at Nika before a final blow, this time to the guard’s temple, put her out for good.

	Nika pushed off her, then on her knees, stared for any sign of movement.  Her lungs were bellowing like a forge as she took it all in. She’d given herself a ten percent chance of taking the guard down, but there she was, out cold.

	“Step four!”

	The entire Atrium was awash in children crying. Nika looked to Lea and Horty, who were staring at her in shock as if they hadn’t believed she could do it, either.  Lea was still under the edge of the table, holding it tight.

	“Go!” Nika shouted. “Get the kids!”

	The shout galvanized them. Lea kicked free, and the two took over and shouted instructions while Nika jumped to her feet and ran to the hatch.  With every step, she expected the zombies to rush into the Atrium and put an end to it all.

	Nika found the handle.

	“Thank you, Astra,” she said as she popped the pin, then pulled the handle.

	With a whoosh, the hatch swung out and to the side, revealing the inside of the lifeboat. She hesitated for a moment.  It was smaller than she’d imagined.  She spun around to where Horty and Lea were already in full shepherd mode, pushing the uncomprehending children toward her.

	Everyone on the ship had their assigned lifeboat berth, but there were several general-purpose boats at various positions along the hull—such as the Atrium. But it was only this one here, and there was no time to try and herd a hundred kids down the passages to another lifeboat.

	“We’re just going to have to make it work.”

	“You older kids, get the little ones inside this boat!” Nika shouted.

	Some of the kids seemed surprised to hear her adult voice, but a few others started to comply and help Horty and Lea.

	Nika turned back to the boat and tried to recall everything Astra had told them. The interior deck lights were on, but the overhead weren’t.  Nika had expected that, but it was still a blow.

	That meant that the Mockingbird’s Song’s captain hadn’t been able to activate the boats.  And that meant that the lifeboat’s functions, including comms, weren’t live. This was going to have to be a dead launch.

	The beacon would work, of course, but that meant no one out there would know what was going on until the lifeboat was recovered, and by then, it would be too late.  The ship would have gated.

	There was no helping it, so Nika went to work.  She threw herself into getting the little ones into the lifeboat, all the time watching the entrance for armed zombies to storm in.  There must have been some sort of alarm going off in the bridge, and the zombies had to be there to run the ship.

	At least twenty seconds had passed since Nika had opened the hatch, and already, the first of the children were entering the lifeboat. Then, it became a mass rush as the kids realized what was happening.  Infants were carried, toddlers dragged.  The little ones were confused, but the older ones had a sense of purpose that couldn’t be denied.

	“Hurry, hurry!” Nika shouted, to be echoed by the older children.

	“Take a seat and strap in.  Put the babies in the hampers.  You’re going to lose gravity,” she told the mass of crammed children.  “If you don’t have a seat, just hang on.”

	“That’s the last,” Lea told Nika. “Let’s go!”

	Nika took one last look at the Atrium.  It was unbelievable.  All those children were somehow inside in far less time than she thought possible.

	“Do the best you can.  I don’t know how long it will be until you’re picked up.”

	“But you’re coming, right?” Lea said, looking afraid for the first time.

	“I can’t.  My sister is still here.  I’m counting on you and Horty.”

	Nika stepped back and hit the lifeboat access.  The door closed across Lea’s anxious face.

	She hadn’t planned on staying behind, and she felt bad for putting control of the kids on two twelve-year-olds, but she couldn’t leave, not with Rika staying behind.

	She had to move, though.  She thought she could hear the zombies approaching.

	She twisted the release three times, just as Astra had instructed them to do.  Through the porthole, she could see the lifeboat start to drift away.

	“And Step Five,” she said as she wheeled away and took off running.

	 


Chapter 16

	Rika

	 

	“Something’s going on,” Osiria said as she shook Rika’s shoulder.

	“What?  I’m awake.”

	Rika shook her head to clear the cobwebs, then sat up and craned her neck.  Near the main entrance, three unfamiliar zombies, with their weapons at the ready, were in an intense conversation with four of the guards.  All seven of them kept glancing around at the prisoners.

	“How long was I out?” Rika asked.

	“Maybe half an hour.  Those guys just showed up a minute ago.”

	The posture of the seven zombies raised Rika’s hackles, and now the other two guards were heading over as well.

	She nudged Aria and Nene with her foot.  The three had tried to get some sleep while Osiria stood watch so they’d be ready for anything.  Rika had the sinking suspicion that “anything” might be now.

	“They’re not happy,” Rika said.

	“You don’t think . . .”

	“Maybe,” she told Osiria.

	Rika looked across the galley to the boys.  Jackson was awake, but his back was to the zombies, and he hadn’t noticed anything.  Rika stared at him, trying to will his attention.  To her immense surprise, he looked up and caught her eyes.

	Without lifting her hand, she extended a forefinger toward the zombies.  Jackson nodded, then slowly turned his head.  He watched them for a moment, then turned back to her. Rika tilted her chin toward the head.

	“I’m going to talk with Jackson,” she whispered to the others, then stood up and made a show of stretching.

	She took two steps toward the head when one of the zombies shouted, “All you prisoners.  Sit down and shut up.”

	Rika turned around.  Each of the zombies now had their weapons in their hands, the muzzles covering the mass of passengers.  A man stepped out of the head, and nine muzzles swung to lock in on him.  The man’s eyes got large, and he took a step back.

	“Sit the fuck down!” one the zombies shouted.

	The man dropped like a sack of potatoes among the women and raised his hands.

	“No one moves,” the zombie said. “Don’t even blink.”

	The zombies didn’t have any military-type insignia on their jumpsuits, but the man acted like a leader.  He motioned three of the other zombies forward, told them something, and they took off, leaving six bunched together in the galley, weapons facing outboard.

	“Now, listen up. We’re just going to wait here for a bit.”

	“Are you going to kill us now?” a man asked.

	“Maybe.  And if you don’t do as I say, probably.”

	Gasps rose from the seated prisoners.  Several of those closest to the zombies tried to scoot back.

	“I said, don’t move!” the man shouted as he took several steps and aimed at one of those who had moved.

	The woman shrieked in fear but stopped.

	“Where’s this Auman guy?” Rika asked Osiria.

	“I think that’s him, with the white hair, over by the water.”

	Rika gradually shifted her line of sight.  She spotted the crewman Osiria had identified.  He was older, possibly in his eighties or so.

	If what Osiria had been told was correct, then the crewman had once been a communications specialist. With the segregation between the men and women, she hadn’t been able to talk to him, and she hadn’t a chance to use the restrooms to get one of the guys to do it.

	If things were coming to a head now, though, she needed to know where he was.

	She turned her attention back to the zombies.  Gone was the self-assured attitude they’d exhibited since the takeover of the ship. Something had happened, which could be good or bad.

	Anything that interfered with their kidnapping was good, of course, and that gave Rika hope. But if their captors decided it was a lost cause, things could get bad—very bad—for the prisoners.

	“Do we move now?” Aria asked, uncertainty strong in her voice.

	“Not yet,” Rika said.

	She had no experience in fighting.  Yes, she’d been there during the invasion, but she and Nika had essentially gotten messages between the Marines and prisoners.  They hadn’t fought.  And while they were in uniform now, they’d had none of the training they needed to run a military operation.

	Still, something told her to wait.  Six armed zombies, all on the alert, could kill a lot of people.

	The people were cowed, though, and after a minute or two, the zombies started to relax just a bit, enough so that Rika thought they wouldn’t explode in fire if someone coughed.

	It might be safer at the moment, but time was ticking.  Every minute was a minute less where they could alter what was happening to them.  Maybe Aria was right.  Maybe now was the time to move.

	Rika wasn’t in charge, but for the first time in her life, she felt the weight of command, where she knew that making the wrong decision could have fatal consequences.

	“Rake!” a woman shouted as she stuck her head in the entrance.  “Diep wants you.”

	“But—” the leader started to say as he swept a hand over the seated prisoners.

	“They’re not getting outa here.”

	Rika gulped.  She wasn’t sure what that meant, but her mind was racing to the worst possible meaning.

	The leader—Rake—frowned, said something into one of the women’s ear, then left with the one who’d summoned him. Four of those left behind watched him as they spoke to each other, too far away for Rika to hear what they were saying.  The woman Rake had spoken to didn’t join their conversation but turned around to survey the prisoners with a look impossible to interpret.

	The woman, with purple stubble on the left half of her head and a skull tattoo on the right half, had been one of the crueler zombies.  She hadn’t hurt anyone once things settled down, but she gave off the air that she’d explode given the slightest provocation. Rika didn’t know if Rake’s absence would change anything. 

	Rika took in the four who were still looking out the entrance and probably discussing their leader leaving, then shifted her gaze to the skull-headed woman whose muzzle had dropped toward the deck.  On the other side of the five zombies, Jackson gave Rika a questioning look.

	She didn’t hesitate. There were too many factors to try and consider each one individually. Rika’s subconscious knew what had to be done.

	Before she realized it, she pointed at the zombies and then made a slashing motion across her throat.

	The skull-headed woman saw the motion out of the corner of her eye, and she turned toward Rika as she raised her weapon.

	Rika knew she’d made a grave mistake—not her decision, but how she signaled it.

	“Go!” she shouted as she jumped up and charged the woman.

	The woman’s eyes narrowed as she aimed in on her until another shout grabbed her attention.  She quickly looked to her left, where Hasan was charging her as well.

	Evidently, she considered him the bigger threat.  She was already aimed at Rika when she swung her body around, targeted Hasan, and fired.

	Fury burned through Rika, first because her fellow midshipman was hit and went down, and second because the woman didn’t think she was even worth shooting.

	She started to turn back, an infuriating smile on her face, when Rika closed the distance, came up under the barrel of the Franklin, and crashed into her.

	They went to the ground while Rika pounded away, only to have the woman grab her wrist and twist her off.  Rika struggled, but the woman was rock-hard and strong.  She punched Rika in the side of her head, which stunned her. 

	Skull Head pulled her weapon around to butt-stroke Rika when a scrum of bodies piled on her.

	Rika was kicked in the head, then on the collarbone.  She struggled to free herself, then got to her feet. Aria, Nene, and Osiria were on top of the woman, and Nene had her hands locked on the barrel of the weapon, holding it toward the ceiling.

	Ten meters away, Jackson and at least ten other men were fighting with the other four zombies. Another woman pushed past Rika to join the fight, and then another.

	None of this had been planned other than the agreement that something might have to be done.  Nothing had been discussed in detail. Yet civilians were joining the fray.

	A Franklin went off, then another as bodies struggled for control.

	Passengers were screaming, and most were trying to get out of the way.  But more rushed to help.

	Rika couldn’t even get in on the woman who’d shot Hasan, so she ran past the other fight toward the entrance.

	“You, help me close the door!” she yelled, not directing it at anyone specifically.

	She wasn’t the enemy, but people scrambled to get clear of her. Three people—two women and a man—got up to join her.

	“How do we close this?” Rika asked as she frantically searched for a mechanism.

	One of the crew ran up to the side of the entrance and pulled open a box, revealing a bright red handle.  She pulled it out.  An alarm sounded, and the door started to close.

	Down the corridor, Rake and the other woman were sprinting back.  The woman raised her KU-50 and fired, sending Rika and the others diving for cover.

	Rika tried to will the door to shut quicker, sure that the two were going to be able to reach them, but the door snicked shut while the alarm kept blaring.

	“Can we lock it?” Rika asked the crewman.

	“Don’t have to,” the older lady said as she gulped in the air.  “This is an atmospheric barrier.  It can’t be opened except from the bridge.”

	It made sense.  Rika knew that all ships were designed with atmospheric integrity in mind, and all sections of the ship could be sealed off in case of a breach. That meant that for the moment, at least, they were isolated.

	Rika spun back to the fight—or what had been a fight.

	Nene had wrested the weapon from Skull Head while no fewer than five women were holding the zombie down.  Jackson and what now had to be twenty passengers and subdued the other four.  Three were motionless in heaps on the ground, with passengers still kicking them.

	A civilian had one of the weapons and aimed it at the fourth man, who was being held by Rain and one of the crew.  The man activated the trigger, but nothing happened.

	Rika wasn’t surprised.  She knew her father’s weapons were keyed only to him, so it wasn’t too far a stretch for the zombies’ weapons to be personally keyed as well.

	The civilian snarled when the weapon didn’t fire and butt-stroked the zombie instead, knocking him out of Rain’s grasp.

	It wasn’t just the zombies down, though.  Three passengers were down as well.  Blood was still flowing from a woman’s head and spreading across the deck.  Several passengers looked at the encroaching blood in horror.

	“You’ve killed us all,” a woman shrieked at Rika.

	She ignored the woman as Jackson ran up.  The side of his face was already swelling up, but his excitement was palpable.

	“What now?” he asked Rika.

	Yeah, what now?

	She took a moment to scan the room until she spotted the comms crewman,

	“Osi, check on Hasan.  I mean, all of the wounded.”

	Rika inwardly winced the moment she said that.  The woman, at least, was dead.  She hoped that was the only one.

	“Rain, make sure the zombies are secured.”

	Then she told Jackson to follow her as she made her way through the crowd, which parted before her like the Red Sea.

	“Are you Auman?” she asked the white-haired crewman.

	“Me? No, ma’am,” the man said.

	“You don’t know shipboard comms?” Rika asked, her heart falling.

	They needed someone who could communicate with system control to let them know what was going on.

	“No, ma’am.”

	The “ma’am” almost threw her.  Given her youth, she wasn’t used to elders treating her like that.  Maybe it was the uniform.

	She almost said she wasn’t a ma’am, but now wasn’t the time for that.

	Then the man, in a faltering voice, said, “Auman used to be in comms, though. Back in the day.”

	The man pointed across the galley to where another crewman, also with white hair, was comforting a semi-hysterical middle-aged woman.

	Rika, with Jackson in tow, ran across the galley.

	“Are you Auman?” she asked.

	The woman looked up at Rika and, still holding the other woman, said, “Yes, ma’am.  I am.  What can I do for you?”

	“You’re a comms tech?”

	“No, ma’am.  I’m a life systems tech.”

	“Why the hell can’t anyone get this—”

	The woman cut Rika off with, “I used to be in communications.”

	Rika took two deep breaths.  Stress was building up, and she was tempted to scream why the crewman hadn’t said that in the first place.

	“If we get you to the communications station, can you contact system control?”

	“This is a Mielsonvore system.  I worked the AN-500s, back in the day.”

	Rika took another deep breath before asking, “But can you work this Meel . . . Mole—”

	“Mielsonvore.”  She paused for a moment, then said, “But, if you can get me there, I think I can handle it.”

	That’s all Rika needed to know. She turned to Jackson.

	“Get a team together.  People who can handle trouble. Ten, maybe a dozen.  No more.  Be ready to go in three minutes.”

	“Did you girls come up with a plan?” Jackson asked.

	Rika let the “girls” slide.

	They hadn’t really gotten past the concept stage, but she had three whole minutes to come up with something.  

	No problem, right?

	“We’re going to force our way into the comms station and call in the cavalry.”

	 


Chapter 17

	Nika

	 

	“Astra, are you here?” Nika asked as she slipped into their stateroom.

	Silence.

	She’d expected as much, but it was still disappointing.

	It was probably stupid to make her way back, and it had almost turned to disaster several times as groups of agitated zombies rushed by.  If it weren’t for the fact that the doors into most spaces were open, she would have been caught.  As it was, there were two very close calls, with Nika darting into a room an instant before she would have been spotted.

	The first thing she did was to look for a note from Rika.  Her twin was constantly on her mind, and she wanted something—anything—to assure her that Rika was OK.  There was nothing, which wasn’t a surprise, but it still hurt.

	She opened the closet.  This was why she’d made her way to the stateroom.  Nika had no idea what was in store for them, but one thing was for sure.  She wasn’t going to meet her fate in pajamas.

	Leaning over, she checked to make sure no zombie passing by could see her, then quickly stripped off her PJs, grabbed her uniform, and put it on.  She immediately felt years older and maybe a bit more confident.  She pulled down the hem of her uniform blouse and automatically looked at the mirror, except it was still just a dull surface.

	Most of the ship, except for gravity, life support, and lights, seemed to be shut down, but the mirrors? Why?

	Maybe they’re hooked up to the central system somehow.

	The ship’s propulsion would certainly still be working.  The gating system as well.  How else were the zombies going to get the ship where the Krackles wanted it? But what else was down?  The ship’s surveillance?

	If she was capturing a ship full of passengers, Nika would want eyes everywhere.  But she’d been surprised that she’d had enough time to get the kids on the lifeboat before there was a response, and she’d spent the last thirty minutes making her way to her stateroom without a posse galloping on the scene to take her back into custody.

	It didn’t make any sense, and that made her very uncomfortable.  How could she plan anything unless she knew the rules of the game?

	She gave her uniform one more tug, when a blaring alarm made her jump.  She tried to flatten herself into the corner of the stateroom, out of sight to anyone in the corridor.

	Was I too quick to dismiss the cameras?

	She tried to calm the pounding of her heart as she strained to hear anything other than the alarm.  Carefully, she edged along the bulkhead toward the door.  After waiting a very long minute, she was about to stick her head out, when voices made her jerk back.

	It was difficult to make out the words, especially with the blaring alarm, but it sounded like someone asked, “Where was it?”

	“Steerage.  Galley One.”

	The zombies stepped closer, and this time, it was easier to hear. “This is going to shit. First the kids, and now this?”

	“We knew this wasn’t going to be easy,” a woman’s voice said.

	A shadow passed by the door.  Nika sidled even closer, anxious to hear anything else.

	“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean we have to stay. We can hit the lifeboats, you know.”

	This was a male voice, a deep, gruff one.

	“You really think the Kracks are gonna . . .”

	The rest was lost as the zombies got past the room.

	Nika swore under her breath.  

	Kracks are going to what? And the steerage galley? What had happened there?

	She took a big risk and stepped up to the door, then peered around the edge.  Two zombies, their weapons at the ready, were retreating down the corridor.

	Nika waited until they were out of sight, then started to step out, when she paused and pulled back.

	Just where am I going to?

	Getting back to her stateroom had been her immediate goal. That was where her uniform was.  Now what, though?  She wanted to find Rika, but this was a big ship, and she didn’t know where her twin was.

	The zombie had mentioned something about the galley in steerage. There were two of them, so she didn’t know which one caused the concern or if Rika had been taken there.  More prisoners had been arriving when Nika and the kids were escorted out, so it was possible that was where Rika was.

	It was as good a place to start as any, though.

	She reached for the ship’s wand she had in her uniform pocket, then gave a rueful grin. If Astra and the rest of the normal systems were gone, then it wouldn’t work.  Still, she gave it a quick look.

	Nope.

	She slipped it in her pocket, then tried to mentally orient herself.  She’d made the trip once before, of course, but something told her that taking the main passageways might not be the best idea.  She tried to visualize an alternate route, but in the end, she just decided to go for it. She could always adjust on the fly.

	Nika listened for a moment, and hearing nothing, looked out. The corridor was clear.  She took a couple of deep breaths, then slipped out.

	There was an access ladder just down the passage, and Nika quickly ran to it, trying to keep her steps as silent as possible. It only took twenty seconds.  Unlike the doors into the rooms, this one was closed, and the pass pad was dark. It wouldn’t have mattered had it been powered up. As a passenger, Nika didn’t have access.

	She was just about to turn back when someone coughed ahead of her.  Without thinking, she pulled on the handle, and to her surprise, it opened. She slid inside as the sound of hurrying footsteps reached her.

	Nika almost slammed the door shut, but something stayed her hand and she stopped it just before it was completely closed. It wasn’t until several bodies—she couldn’t tell how many—rushed past almost immediately that she realized what had stopped her.  Slamming the door shut could have been heard.

	Sometimes, I’m smarter than I know, she told herself as she eased it closed.

	The access was austere—bare metal and basic lights where the Third Class area on D Deck was much nicer.  Nika climbed up hand over hand until she was on E Deck.  This should be steerage, but the galley was one more deck, if she remembered correctly, so she went up the next ladder and stopped at the exit door.

	She leaned her ear against the door.  No sound reached her.  Carefully, she undogged the latch, then tried to force the door open a crack.  It didn’t move.

	Damn!

	She checked the latch, and it was open.  The door was just a bit balky.  She pushed a little harder, but it still wouldn’t move. 

	Nika pulled back and stared at it, as if her gaze could break it free.  This access tunnel went up only one more deck before it stopped.  She could climb it, use that exit, then find another way back down to the F Deck.

	It was frustrating to know that right on the other side of the door was where she wanted to be.

	“Let’s give it one more try,” she muttered.

	Nika squared up, then shifted to a sidewise stance.

	“One . . . two . . . three!”

	She slammed her shoulder into the door, and it burst open. She fell through, only to crash into a body and fall to the ground.

	Panic gave her strength as she surged to her feet and twisted around into a spinning backhand . . . only to have a hand grab her wrist and stop the movement cold.

	It took a moment for what she saw to register.

	“Rika, I think I’ve found your sister,” Jackson said with a crooked smile, still holding onto her wrist.

	 


Chapter 18

	Rika

	 

	Now that Nika was with her, Rika felt far more confident as they prepared to enter G Deck.  She knew it made no sense.  Nika didn’t offer much more in the way of physical prowess, communications skill, or even knowledge of their plan.  But facts were facts, and Nika’s presence was making her feel better.

	She’d been shocked just as much as everyone else when her twin had fallen out of the door.  As tight as her team was, they might have shot her if they’d been armed. 

	There hadn’t been time for a reunion celebration.  Not even a hug.  The longer they were in the open, the more chance they had of being discovered, which would bring the zombies down on them so fast it would make their heads spin. They rushed through the hatch Nika had so generously opened for them, and while the team climbed to G Deck, she’d given her sister the twenty-second update.

	After taking down the guards, Rika had allowed her team three minutes to get ready to move out from the galley.  That hadn’t been possible. It had taken them nine full minutes—nine minutes where the zombies could figure a way to break in—until they had their plan.

	The first problem was getting out of the galley itself. They had to assume that the zombies would be outside the entrance, waiting for someone on the bridge to figure out how to release the door.  Rika also assumed that there was another way out, and a food services crewman proved her right.

	Most of the food for steerage passengers was fabricated, but there was no way a commercial machine could manufacture food with the right consistency, so just as in the higher-class food preparation, the galley had ovens that could finish the manufactured pizza, dinner rolls, and baked desserts into what the passengers expected.  And like any oven, they had to be vented.

	Vents collected grease and grime, which could cause problems ranging from Legionnaires’ disease to fires.  Robots kept them clean, but there still had to be access.  The crewman pulled out the far-right oven, revealing an opening into the vent system.

	The vent wasn’t large, less than a meter by a meter, it smelled, and there was a light coating of grease, but it provided a way out of the galley.  Some of the bigger people had a tighter fit, but being petite, it was better for Rika, which she was grateful for.  She still had nightmares about the tight drainage tunnel on Arcadia.

	The vent couldn’t take them to the communications station. The crewman told them there was a cleaner that scrubbed the air before recycling it, and they couldn’t get past that. But it took them to another access point, two rings removed from the galley entrance. Rika was worried that because the venting system was connected to the galley, the door there would be sealed the same way as the galley entrance now was. But in a quirk of design, this one was an old-fashioned, manually dogged door, complete with a wheel that had to be turned thirty or forty times.  She knew there must be a logical reason for that, but it didn’t matter.  They could get out.

	They exited the vent system and ran down the corridor to the access hatch that Nika had come tumbling out of. 

	At least now they weren’t crawling in a vent.  They entered an access passage designed for crew to move back and forth through the passenger sections without bothering anyone. But it wasn’t spacious, and Rika was beginning to regret having eleven people—twelve now with Nika—in the party.  The two sisters had to stop on the ladder as the first six could barely fit on the small platform by the door into G Deck.

	“Should we go out?” Jackson shouted down to her.

	Rika leaned back at full arm extension and tried to look past Rain’s butt. She didn’t like the fact that they’d be spread out so much, but there really wasn’t an option.

	“Send Auman first.”

	She’d rather have one of the bigger guys lead, but the crewman was the only one who knew the way.

	“Then you help everyone else through.”

	“Got it,” Jackson said.

	She looked back down at the last few people.

	“Keep right up the asses of whoever’s in front of you.  We’ve got to do this quickly.”

	Nika reached up and gave her calf a squeeze—which had a good, confidence-building effect—as Jackson took over, getting Auman front and center, then opening the door.

	It took a moment for the initial few to step through.  Rika strained to hear the sounds of gunfire as she scrambled up, almost pushing Rain with the top of her head.

	Jackson grabbed her arm as she reached the top and jerked her up. Rain was already stepping through the door, and she went right after.

	G Deck was the last in passenger country, so it had the same simple but classic design as the other steerage decks.  The team was crouched along the bulkhead in a line.  All were looking back to the open hatch as Rika emerged. 

	Danger wasn’t going to come from there, though.

	Osiria was the second person in the line, right behind Auman.  She was carrying one of the zombies’ Franklins, which she couldn’t fire, of course.  It might be a half-assed club, Rika guessed, so she just let it be.  

	Rika caught her eyes and made a little circling motion with her forefinger, ending it with the finger pointing ahead. Osiria nodded and turned to the front. With Jackon now helping everyone through, he’d moved from the point person to the Tail End Charlie.  Rika felt extremely vulnerable as they crouched in the corridor, so she wasn’t going to wait for him to move forward.  The moment he emerged, she motioned for the line of passengers to advance.

	In this section of the ship, there wasn’t a hidden passage from G to H Deck.  According to Auman, they had to move down the corridor and cross over a ring before they could get access.

	As far as Rika was concerned, the less time on G, the better.  There were probably zombies in the crew decks, but she figured there were more in the passenger spaces, especially given the alarms that had been going off.

	The curves in the corridors were more pronounced here, so she couldn’t see that far ahead as they rushed forward.

	“There’s the weightless gym,” Nika said as they passed the entrance.

	Nika’s voice wasn’t accusatory, but Rika felt a pang of guilt. Using it had been the promise she’d broken with her twin to game with Aria and the others. She kept her eyes averted as she hurried past.

	Just a little farther . . .

	And there was the entrance at the end of the corridor.  Auman waved her access card across the readers, but as she’d guessed in the galley, nothing happened.  Her card was tied to the ship’s system, but even if it weren’t, the reader itself would be. She lowered her hand and punched in a code on the line of eight buttons below the reader as Rika moved forward.

	Auman pulled on the latch, frowned, then pulled again.  The door didn’t budge.

	“I swear that’s the code,” she muttered.

	“What’s the matter?” Rika asked.

	Auman waved her off and punched the code in again, then pulled down on the latch.  The door remained stubbornly shut.

	“Can’t you get in?” Rika asked.

	Osiria crowded closer. “Are you sure it will work with the system down?”

	“Like I said, these are mechanical. I just need to use the right combination.”

	“Don’t you have it recorded somewhere?” Osiria asked.

	Auman didn’t answer but held up her wrist for a moment, displaying her dead wristcomp—where people recorded things like passwords and combinations.

	“Let her concentrate,” Rika said.

	“It starts with three-two.  Give me a moment.  I’ll get it.”

	Rika crowded a little closer as if that might make a difference when her skin tingled just a bit. She frowned and shook it off as she watched Auman try another combination.

	“Baba,” Nika whispered, then when Rika didn’t answer, repeated, “Rika!”

	“What?” Rika asked as she turned around.

	Her sister’s face was white, her eyes wide.

	“What?” Rika repeated when the tingle came back, more of an itch, really.

	Rika’s heart stopped.  She’d felt that before, on Arcadia, and she knew what it was.

	A Krackle was on the ship.  And close.

	 


Chapter 19

	Nika

	 

	Nika saw the understanding sink in.

	“How did . . . that’s . . .” Rika stammered out quietly so the others wouldn’t notice.

	“Doesn’t matter how.  It’s here,” Nika said.

	Hopefully, only one.

	She had no idea how a Krackle could get on a passenger liner.  As far as she knew, there hadn’t been an active boarding.  The zombies must have gotten on as normal passengers, but how could a Krackle board?  At eight feet tall, three or four hundred pounds, and with four arms protruding from their sides, they were rather hard to hide.

	But the how didn’t matter at the moment. What did matter was how many there might be, and what they were doing.

	“What do we do?” Rika asked.

	Nika’s hand slid down to the scabbard of the Kri-Blade.  She didn’t think it would offer much protection, but it gave her a little emotional boost.

	“Is she going to be able to get us in?” she asked, nodding at Auman.

	“I hope so.”

	Nika hesitated.  She didn’t want to leave the relative comfort of the group.  But she couldn’t think of an alternative.

	“You stay here.  Get everyone to the comms station and get the word out.  I’ll try and locate the Krackle.”

	And delay it if I can.

	“I’m coming with you,” Rika hissed.

	“We need that message to go out.”

	“Osi can do that.”

	Before Nika could object, Rika stepped over to Osiria, pulled her aside, and whispered into her ear.  The midshipman looked confused, but she didn’t jerk back in alarm.

	“Are you sure?” Nika could read from Osiria’s lips.

	Rika nodded, then turned back to her sister.

	Nika was both upset and gratified at what Rika had done.  Upset because of all of the others, she trusted her twin the most to get the message out. Gratified and relieved to know she wasn’t going to be alone. 

	The two slowly edged back.  Osiria kept giving them puzzled looks, but everyone else was glued to Auman as she tried to open the hatch.

	As soon as they were past Jackson, they turned and hurried down the corridor until they were around the bend.

	“You didn’t tell her, did you?”

	Rika shook her head. “No.  Maybe I should have, though.”

	Nika agreed.  Osiria should know, if for nothing else but to understand the stakes and the need to speed. But she wasn’t going to go back.

	“You think it’s this way?” she asked.

	“This corridor ends, it has to be—”

	Another wave washed over them, a little stronger this time.

	Krackles didn’t see as humans did.  Neither did they echolocate like a bat or dolphin, but something in between.  They emitted two kinds of pulses that reflected back to them.  The first was low frequency and went out in a 360, giving the Krackle a low-resolution picture of what was around it.  That was what the twins had felt.

	The second was a focused beam of gamma waves that could be read by the ferrous oxide in the creature’s body.  It was so acute that it could see down to a person’s DNA if it was near enough.

	Being on the receiving end of that was painful, and at close range, it could also use that pulse as a weapon. Nika had borne the brunt of one of the blasts during the invasion.

	Nika pulled out the knife and held it in front of her.  Rika’s eyes widened at the sight, but she didn’t say anything.  The Kri-Blade famously claimed that the knife could penetrate Krackle body armor, and there were more than a few highly touted cases where it had, but Nika had no illusions that she was going to take on a Krackle in hand-to-hand combat and come out the victor.

	“Let’s keep going,” Nika said.

	The two crept along the bulkhead, all senses alert.  They felt the tingle twice more, and each time they froze for a few moments before proceeding.

	“It’s scanning,” Rika said.

	Nika had to agree.  Krackles often just sent out a questing pulse as a security measure, like a human scanning the area.  The tingle she was feeling was “fuzzier,” if she had to describe it. With the hard surfaces of the corridor, the pulses should have no problem promulgating with very little loss, but it was accepted that Krackles weren’t as efficient in closed spaces.

	“Maybe it’s farther away than we think,” Nika said. “Should we go back?”

	Nika hesitated.  If they could get back unseen and Auman could get the door open, they could be gone before the Krackle knew they were there.  But if these fuzzy pulses had already detected them, then the Krackle would be on its way.  She had to know.

	“A little bit farther, Baba.  Maybe to the lounge we passed?”

	Rika nodded, and they both edged forward. The lounge was one of the many that were in steerage.  With the berthing so crowded, lounges served to let the passengers get some quiet time to read, watch holovids, or just relax.

	One more pulse washed over them, but once again, it didn’t seem as tight as what they’d both experienced back home on Arcadia.

	Rika pointed as the lounge came into view, then raised her eyebrows in a question.

	“Just past that, then we go back.”

	They slowly advanced.  The hatch to the lounge had a glass window. The space was dimly lit, but she could see the overstuffed chairs and a card table as she came abreast of the window.  She turned her attention to the limits of her line of sight when something inside the lounge caught her peripheral vision.

	She gave the lounge a quick glance, then jerked back, slamming into her sister.

	“Baba!  What the—”

	“It’s in there,” she hissed as she pulled Rika back.

	She mentally berated herself. They’d been pretty foolish, assuming that the Krackle was down the passage. They’d even had the evidence.  The reason the tingles had seemed fuzzy was probably because the Krackle was enclosed in a space where the pulses lost energy by bouncing back and forth from wall to wall.  They’d only been hit with side lobes.

	“Did it see you?” Rika whispered.

	The creature was at one of the card tables with a piece of gear that gave off an electronic vibe. It hadn’t seemed to react to Nika’s presence, and it wasn’t blasting the area with gamma waves.

	Nika was breathing hard as she clasped the Kri-blade against her chest, back against the bulkhead.

	Think!  What now?

	“Why didn’t we see it before?  We just passed by here.”

	Nika shook her head.

	“Maybe it just arrived?”

	She wasn’t happy with the guess.  The timing was just too tight, and if it had been behind them in the corridor, they should have felt its pulses.

	Nika wasn’t all that up on Krackles, despite her previous contact with them.  It could be that the creature had been taking a nap, for all she knew.

	“What was it doing?”

	“It had some equipment.  Maybe comms?” Nika said.

	“So, get back to the others?”

	Nika nodded.  That seemed like the safest bet.

	“Hey, there you are.  What are you doing?”

	Both sisters whirled around.  Jackson was striding down the corridor toward them.

	They frantically motioned for him to stop, but he kept coming.

	“Osi told me to come get you,” he said.  “Auman thinks she’s about in.”

	The blast almost staggered Nika, but she could hear the Krackle move inside the lounge.

	Nika made a split-second decision. They could run back to the others, which would lead the Krackle to them. If Auman hadn’t opened the door, that would be deadly.  That left only one option.

	Rika must have come to the same decision because they both took off in the opposite direction.

	“What the hell?” Jackson shouted.

	“Krackles! Krackles!” the twins shouted in unison.

	Nika hoped the others would hear the warning as well.

	They ran about ten meters, then slowed to a stop.  It wouldn’t do any good if the Krackle didn’t follow.

	Jackson was staring stupidly at them.  Any second now, the door into the lounge would open, and there he was, standing on the other side of the lounge.

	“Get your ass out of there!” Rika screamed.

	Jackson looked startled, then bolted into motion—toward them, not away.

	It was too late now to change that.  Just as the cadet reached them, the door started opening.

	Both twins started yelling and stomping their feet as they retreated past the bend.  Krackles might not have vision, per se, but they could pick up almost any sound vibrations.  

	Jackson finally must have figured out what he’d done.  His face was in panic mode, but he slowed down as he reached them and joined with the shouting.

	The three kept retreating before they were hit again, this time with a sharp, precise pulse.  Not a disabling one, though. The Krackle didn’t need that to locate them.  It could chase them down without wasting energy, then hit them with a knockout blow.

	Or just shoot us.

	Nika hadn’t seen a beamer, but the thing had to be armed.

	“Keep ahead of it,” Nika said as they ran.

	She wasn’t sure how far this corridor went before it dead-ended.  At some point, they were going to have to find an exit or somewhere to hide, hopefully after Osi and the others made it through their hatch and onto G Deck.

	Nika could hear the Krackle’s footsteps as it followed them.  It didn’t seem in a hurry, as if it didn’t consider the three humans as much of a threat.  Maybe they weren’t, but that still hurt.

	The three reached the weightless gym.  A little bit farther, and they’d be where they’d come out into this deck. Nika considered bolting down that to E-Deck, but she quickly dismissed that.  The Krackle probably had comms with the zombies, and it could be marshaling them toward the midshipmen right now.

	Something tried to break loose in her mind as they reached the hatch into the gym.  Without knowing just why, she skidded to a stop.

	“Baba, come on!” Rika said.

	“No!  Open that!” she shouted before she sheathed the knife and undogged the door.

	“What the hell are you doing?” Jackson asked while grabbing her arm.

	“Krackles.  Zero gravity!”

	Rika immediately understood.  It was commonly accepted that Krackles were not well suited for null-g.  It could be an exaggeration or an urban myth.  They were a spacefaring species, after all.  But Nika was counting on at least some truth.

	She grabbed her knife.  If they could get the Krackle to follow them, then maybe it would be disoriented enough for her to hurt the thing.

	Her rational mind knew she was grasping at straws, but her adrenaline was pumping, and all the fear from Arcadia boiled over and morphed into anger.

	“They don’t like null-g,” Rika told Jackson. “Maybe we can stick it. You keep going in case we fail.”

	“You’re going to use that knife on it?” Jackson asked as he watched back down the corridor for the Krackle to appear.

	“I’m going to try.”

	“Give me it. I’m bigger and stronger.”

	Anger flared through Nika. She might be small, but she was just as—

	She pushed the anger away.  Now was not the time for ego.  Jackson was right. While he was smaller than a Krackle, he was twice the size of either one of them, and he had martial arts training.

	Nika handed him their father’s Kri-Blade.

	“Get up high and hug the bulkhead. When we distract it, you attack.”

	She pushed him through the open door, then turned to face the corridor.  Rika snaked out her hand and grasped hers.

	“DNA?” she asked.

	Nika grunted. It was as good of an idea as any.

	As identical twins, their DNA had been exactly the same at conception, with only environmental drift in the womb and after birth since then.  It had confused the Krackles on Arcadia, and if it could make this Krackle hesitate even a moment, then that might give Jackson the break he needed.

	She hated the thought of being bait, but sometimes, a person had to sacrifice for the greater good.

	And that time was now.

	The Krackle jogged around the curve in the corridor, and it was armed, as Nika had expected.

	“Kiss my ass!” Rika shouted before pushing Nika into the gym.

	One moment, Nika was standing in the ship’s artificial gravity.  The next, her stomach flipped-flopped as she became weightless. Rika’s push put her off-balance, and she flailed a bit crossing the space.

	Luckily, it wasn’t very far.  The gym was actually quite small, only fifteen meters across and spanning two decks. She hit the far side, and trying to put everything she’d learned when she’d been weightless before, she used the handles attached to the bulkhead to steady herself and face the open door.

	Rika did the same, and the two waited, ten meters apart, for the Krackle to arrive.

	“Don’t make a sound, Baba.  Make it search for us,” Rika said.

	“Above” them—there was no above or below, of course, but above in relation to F Deck, where the Krackle was—Jackson was positioning himself, hooking his feet under a handle.

	Too soon, the Krackle appeared in the doorway.  It was huge, much larger than Nika had remembered, and suddenly, she felt very, very small.

	What made me think we could pull this off?

	It hesitated, and Nika could swear it was enjoying this.  Maybe it was.  If it was the commander of this operation, it had to be royally pissed that things hadn’t gone smoothly.  Here was a chance for it to get a little payback.

	Still outside the gym, the feathery gamma wave emitters rose around its head like a peacock’s tail.  The bottom pair of arms were troll-like and powerful.  The top pair were smaller, with tentacles that resembled octopus arms more than anything else. These were for when finer motor skills were needed.

	The Krackle lifted the muzzle of its beamer, and Nika braced herself, heartbroken that it hadn’t even come inside so that Jackson had a chance.  She forgot for a moment, though, that it couldn’t “see” them, something she was reminded of when she felt the questing smack of a focused blast, almost strong enough to make her gasp.

	It swung the muzzle to her, then toward Rika, and then splitting the distance between them.  It hissed in confusion and practically jumped into the room—which sent it tumbling.  It sent out a buzzsaw of Krackle clicks as it flailed with its legs.  One leg made contact with what it must have thought was the floor, but that only made it worse.

	The Krackle started tumbling up toward Jackson.  It might be out of control, but it knew where it had located Nika and Rika, and while it might not understand what it had detected, it still took action.  It fired its weapon, somehow managing to send an energy beam that splashed enough of a sidelobe onto Nika to numb her arm.

	She wasn’t going to just wait for the next shot. She gathered her legs and pushed off a moment before Nika and Jackson did.  She did a superman lunge with one arm outstretched and hit the Krackle at the legs.  She wrapped her good arm around the ankles, grasped her numb arm’s wrist, then hung on for dear life. Nika felt more than saw Rika collide with the Krackle’s chest and fight over the weapon, which started to fire in rapid succession. Nika could feel the displaced air from the shots, then grunted as something—probably one of the Krackle’s lower arm fists—hit her back, each blow like a hammer, before Jackson swooped in like an avenging angel. 

	Nika had a perfect view as the cadet hit the Krackle high on what would be the neck of a human.  He snuck one arm around it, then with his other, started plunging the knife into the neck, just above the body armor collar, over and over.  At the same time, he hooked his right leg around one of the four arms, both trapping it and giving him leverage.  The blade dug deep, but each plunge also sliced through the emitters crowning the head. The Krackle screamed and exploded into action, the force flinging Nika free so hard that she lost her grip and bounced off the bulkhead, the breath knocked out of her. A pulse hit her with force, and she almost lost consciousness, but the next one was weaker, followed immediately by another even weaker than that.

	She twisted around, hoping to get back into the fight, but with one final stab, the Krackle went still, blue blood forming globules that spread out in the gym.

	Rika was still clutching the barrel of the weapon, but as the Krackle died, so did its grip.  Rika wrested it free and kicked away from the creature.

	Jackson had a crazed look on his face, which faded as he realized the Krackle was dead. He unhooked his leg, then kicked away, sending the body rotating across the gym.

	“Did we do it?” he asked in a surprisingly quiet, almost little boy voice.

	Rika looked at Nika, who gave her sister a thumbs-up.

	Nika was in shock.  It had been a long shot, for sure.  But they were alive, and the Krackle was dead.

	“We did it, Jackson,” she said.  “We killed the son of a bitch.”

	 


Chapter 20

	Rika

	 

	Rika stared at the body of the Krackle.  Its head hung at a weird angle, and one emitter twitched.  Another was floating across the gym.  The alien was still bleeding, and spherical globes of dark blue blood formed an arc as the body slowly rotated. It was beautiful in a perverse way, and she stared at the scene in fascination.

	A Krackle was a large, strong creature, and somehow, the three of them, with only her father’s knife, had killed it. It hadn’t really sunk in yet.

	It was Nika, as usual, who brought her back to the present.

	“We’ve got to get out of here.  There might be more, and then there’re the zombies, too.”

	Rika shook her head to clear it, then took several deep breaths to try and slow down her racing heart.  Her sister was right.

	She held out her hand to Jackson, who stared at it a moment before he realized what she wanted.  Reluctantly, he handed over the Kri-Blade.  Rika wiped the Krackle blood off on her uniform trouser thigh, then kicked over to give it to Nika, who slipped it into the scabbard.

	“Glad you went back for it,” she said before kicking toward the door.  Five bright yellow arrows reminded the gym users of which way the artificial gravity was oriented, and Rika adjusted herself and made a smooth transition, alighting in the corridor as if stepping off an escalator.  Nika landed right beside her, stumbling only slightly.

	Jackson missed, coming out at an angle and falling to his side. He jumped right up, the excitement of the fight overcoming any embarrassment.

	He turned and gave the dead Krackle one last look.

	“I can’t believe it,” he said.

	Neither can I.

	“Let’s go,” Nika said while pointing down the corridor.

	They hurried back to the others.  Auman was still trying to open the door.  Osiria looked up as they approached, her face a mix of annoyance and relief.

	“I think we’re close,” she said before she noticed the disheveled uniforms and the blue blood on Jackson’s face.

	Nika was much better.  A small trickle of blood had dripped from her hairline, and her face was red and already swelling up from where she’d been hit by the Krackle.

	“What the hell happened to you?” Osiria asked, which prompted several of the others to stare at them as well.

	Suddenly—and weirdly—self-conscious, Rika tried to straighten out her uniform.  It was a lost cause.  One of her epaulets had been torn and was hanging on by a thread, and the Krackle blood made a dark stain on her trousers.

	“We killed a Krackle,” Jackson boasted.  “With Rika’s knife.”

	Rika rolled her eyes at his misidentifying them, and she started to correct him, but no one cared.  Everyone except Auman focused on the little thing of killing a Krackle, not which twin was which and who had a knife.  The questions landed on the three like an avalanche.  

	“Wait, wait, wait!” Nika said, holding her hands out to stop the onslaught. “We’ll tell you. Give us a sec.”

	But they were cut off when Auman shouted in triumph, “I’ve got it!”

	As much as the others wanted to know about killing a Krackle, that trumped everything.

	Auman punched the buttons, paused, and pulled back on the handle.  Rika held her breath, only letting it out when the door swung open.

	Auman looked relieved, and there were two cheers.  

	Both Rika and Nika hissed, “Quiet!”

	“There’ll be zombies on the way,” Rika told them. “We’ve got to get moving.”

	She didn’t know that for sure, of course.  But the Krackle had been doing something, and if it had suddenly been cut off from the zombies, they’d come to investigate.

	“Maybe more Krackles, too,” Nika added.

	That got everyone’s attention.

	Rika didn’t know if there were more Krackles on board.  There could be, but with the one they killed isolated and with what had to have been a difficult feat to smuggle it aboard the ship, she kind of doubted it. But if that would light a fire under the team, she was all for Nika saying it.

	The team filed in through the door.  Rika was last, and she pulled the door closed after her and latched it shut.

	This passage between decks was the mirror of the last one:  a simple metal ladder.  The team was already climbing.  Rika stepped back as far as she could to watch Rain reach the top and test the door. He opened it just a crack and turned to give a thumbs-up to those below him.

	Now, just the comms station.

	Rika’s heart was still pounding from the fight with the Krackle, and she felt—well, there was no getting around it.  Despite everything, despite John being killed and maybe Hasan as well, she was on top of the world.  She felt fantastic.

	She knew her mission wasn’t over and that she had to put the Krackle behind her and focus, but that was easier said than done.

	“Can you believe we pulled that off?” Nika asked as they waited their turn.

	The blood on her forehead was starting to dry, so Rika licked her thumb, then tried to rub it off. 

	Better, but not perfect.

	“No,” she replied. “But we did. Now, we’ve still got to get that message out.”

	And then it was time to climb.  The first few team members were passing through and into G Deck.  There weren’t any shouts of alarm.  No sounds of fighting.  But Rika was sure the zombies were on the way.  Maybe crossing up a deck would give them some time, but she wasn’t going to assume anything.

	Yet no one greeted them as everyone reached G Deck and headed to the comms station.  It was eerily quiet.

	Auman seemed confident as she stepped up to the door into the station, but Rika heard her mutter, “Now, unless they changed it . . .”

	The crewman had said it had been a while, but Rika hadn’t considered that she wouldn’t have access.  For the second time in fifteen minutes, she held her breath as Auman started to punch in the code.  She needn’t have bothered.  The door swung open before she was done.

	Auman gave a snort of surprise, then stepped inside before she stopped dead in her tracks.

	“What’s the matter?” Rika asked as she pushed her way forward.

	Rain made room for her, and Auman turned but didn’t answer. Rika took a step inside and immediately saw the problem.

	It looked like someone had gone to town on the small station with an axe.  Equipment was smashed, and debris littered the floor.  A few red lights were slowly flashing, but for the most part, the station was dead.

	“Shit.”

	Rika stepped in farther, followed by the rest.

	“Do you think you can get it up and running enough to send out a message?”

	Auman didn’t look confident, but she said, “I’ll try.”

	“Do it.”

	Rika turned to the others who were looking at her for guidance. “Jackson, Osi, watch for Krackles or zombies.  If you feel a tingle, like an itch, that means a Krackle is coming.”

	It was pretty common knowledge how the Krackles “saw.”  Their nickname came from the pulses, but both cadets seemed unsure of themselves.

	Nika saw that, too. “I’ll go with them,” she said.

	Rika nodded, then told the rest, “Stand by in case there’s anything we can do to help Auman.”

	It became quickly obvious that there wasn’t much they could do.  Auman kept shaking her head as she went from one piece of equipment to another, all the time muttering under her breath.

	Rika’s elation over the fight quickly faded. She’d never been confident that they could reach the comms station in the first place, but now that they’d made it, it was a cruel twist of fate that it looked like it had been a wasted effort.

	She clung to the hope that Auman could jury-rig something and followed the woman like a lost puppy for seven or eight minutes when Nika stuck her head back into the station and said, “We might have company.”

	Rika hurried to them.  Jackson was out in the corridor, his body as tense as a pointer on a bird.  And then she heard it—muffled voices approaching.  She couldn’t make out what they were saying, but unless they were another group of prisoners, which she doubted, they were zombies.

	Maybe looking for them, maybe just reacting to something else. It didn’t really matter, though. Either way, it was trouble. 

	“What do you want to do?” Osiria asked.

	Rika listened for a few more moments, hoping that whoever it was would break off in another direction.  But with the layout of the ship, there weren’t many options. The footsteps came closer, and she knew she had to make a decision.

	If they were fellow prisoners and the team hid in the comms station, then it wouldn’t really matter, but if they were zombies and they saw the team, that could be bad.

	“Get back inside,” she told the three.

	“Listen up,” she announced to the others. “Someone is heading this way. I want that door secure, then everyone freeze.  No sound.”

	Nika and Jackson closed the door behind them then secured the latch.  Or tried to.

	“We can’t lock it,” Nika said.

	“Jackson, Rain, and Tye, you hold that latch closed. Don’t fight anyone. Just make sure they think it’s locked.”

	Tye was one of the crewmen on the team, and after Jackson, he was the biggest one of them. Rika knew that didn’t mean he was among the strongest, but it was a reasonable assumption.

	It took the three a moment to figure out how to do it, but with Rain sitting on the deck and reaching up and the other two standing to each side, they were ready.

	None too soon.  Within thirty seconds, voices reached the team.  Someone out there tried the latch, and the three door guards strained to keep it still.  Whoever it was stopped, and Nika could see the three start to relax.

	“Keep at it,” she whispered, and a moment later, the latch was tried again, this time harder.

	Nika could picture the zombies calling for help and two more coming to try to put their muscles into it.

	The latch jerked, but the three men dug down, got tough, and kept it from moving far enough for the latch mechanism to release. 

	The voices got louder, and Rika quietly positioned everyone so that if the zombies managed to get in, they couldn’t take everyone out in a single volley. 

	Nika pulled out the Kri-Blade and moved into a protective stance over the three men.

	The voices sounded like they were arguing, but they were too muddled to make out the words.  The attempts on the door stopped, though.  Rain took the opportunity to shift his position, but the three kept their death grip on the inside latch.

	Rika moved up alongside her sister.

	“What do you think?” she whispered.

	“Zombies, for sure.”

	“And what should we do?”

	“Stay right here.  We can’t do anything for anyone else, and if we leave and get caught, then whatever freedom we have for now would be gone.  Or worse.”

	Nika was usually the optimist between the two of them, but she sounded bitter.

	Osiria joined the discussion.  “Without the comms, we’re screwed.  We’re gonna gate into the Krackle’s waiting arms.”

	“Anything can happen,” Rika said. “We haven’t gated yet.  Nika got that lifeboat out, you know.”

	“Which she said had no comms, either,” Osiria said.

	Rika glared at her sister.

	“You could have told me that earlier.”

	Nika glared back. “It’s not like we’ve had much time to catch up.”

	“Point taken.  But we’ve got time now and not much else to do.  So tell us what happened.”

	Rika realized that she’d just accepted Nika’s suggestion to stay put, but no one objected.  The others got a little closer as Nika recounted what she’d done.

	Rika was impressed, not that she’d expected anything different from her sister.  And she’d saved a hundred kids from capture.  The lifeboat would have been spotted by system control and rounded up.  It would be too late for them, but at least the older kids could tell the authorities what had happened.

	Jackson asked how they’d gotten the knife on board, so the discussion shifted, which then led to the three of them relating how they’d killed the Krackle.  Not surprisingly, the mood lightened. Battle victories tended to have that effect.

	Voices were heard several times, and everyone froze.  The three on the door got ready, but no one tried to open it again. 

	Throughout most of the time in the room, Auman kept trying to gin up something, but in the end, she joined the others as people recounted their lives, which looked like would soon be history as they faced the future.

	It was as good a way as any to spend their last hours as free people.

	Rain was telling the others why he’d decided to become an Explorer when Rika felt a slight tremor sweep over her.

	“I think we just gated,” she said, and Rain cut himself off.

	“Yes, I felt it, too,” Nika added.

	The space went quiet as the ramifications sunk in.  No one knew where the zombies had shunted them, but one thing was certain. It was done, and their lives would never be the same.

	“So, Rain, you were saying?” Rika asked.

	It would take a while for the Krackles to match velocity, approach, and board the ship, but until then, there was no use in fretting.  They might as well enjoy each others’ company while they could.

	In fits and starts, Rain began his story again.  Rika just sat and absorbed the moment.  Nika shifted over and leaned her head on Rika’s shoulder.

	“No matter what happens, Baba, stick on me. As long as we’re together, I can handle whatever they throw at us,” Rika said.

	“Of course, Baba.”

	“Why do you two always call each other Baba?” Osiria asked.  “Isn’t it, you know, confusing?”

	Rika gave her a puzzled look before she started to laugh. “Uh, we can tell each other apart.  No problem with that.”

	Osiria frowned and started to say, “But if you . . .” when realization dawned.  She smacked her forehead with the palm of her hand and said, “Duh!” then laughed as well.

	Within seconds, everyone started laughing.

	“Wow, who would have thought it? They know which one of them is which,” Jackson said before almost letting go of the door latch in a fit of laughing.

	The twelve of them were hiding out in a destroyed comms center with Krackles closing in to make them slaves or whatever they did with prisoners, yet all of them were laughing.  They didn’t care if they were heard. What did it really matter?

	“Twins!” Tye said as if that answered everything.

	“I bet you that when you two—” Auman started to say when a shout from outside cut her off.

	Every smile disappeared.  It was easy not to care when the inevitable was in the future.  Now that it was staring at them in the face, things were different.

	Someone tried the latch, and the three door guards scrambled to set their feet and resist.

	“I guess this is it,” Osiria said as the rest of the team rose to their feet and faced the door.  “Do we fight?”

	Rika didn’t feel defeated.  She was angry.  And while she knew it wouldn’t make a difference in the long run, she wasn’t going to make it easy on their captors.

	“Screw them. If they want us, they’re going to have to earn it.”

	Nika pulled out the Kri-Blade and stepped up beside her.  The rest moved over to flank them.

	The shouting sounded human rather than Krackle.

	“Smoothies,” Auman snarled, making it a curse.

	Jackson, Hasan, and Tye struggled to keep the door closed, but the latch was now jerking with force.  Rika knew they couldn’t hold on.

	“Let go,” she ordered. “And come join us.”

	Jackson looked surprised, and she thought he was going to argue, but he changed his mind, and with a resigned look, he told the other two, “On three.  One . . . two . . . three!”

	They all let go, then scrambled back.  The door blew open, and armored figures rushed in. Jackson reversed course and tackled the first one, and Nika raised the blade and started into the attack when Rika shouted, “Stop” at the same time as one of the armored individuals shouted, “Staff Sergeant Conrad Mas, Freedom Station Space Guard.  We’re here to rescue you!”

	 


Epilogue

	Nika

	 

	“But sir, it isn’t our fault,” Rain said.

	Captain Tinault, the Commandant of Midshipman, frowned at him.

	“Were you, or were you not, late reporting in to the Academy?”

	“Well, yes, sir.  But the Krackles.  And then the debriefs.”

	The commandant paused and stared at Rain, and Nika could see him wilt.

	“One thing you’re going to learn, Mr. San Martin, is that to be a military officer in the service of humankind, ‘It’s not my fault’ is never an appropriate response. Those who are killed under your command aren’t looking for fault.”

	Nika tried to surreptitiously nudge Rain.  The commandant had told them they were being written up for failure to report on time.  He hadn’t said what, if anything, their punishment would be.  Rain had no connection to the military like she and Rika had, so he didn’t understand what mitigation meant.

	Yes, they failed to report on time, but there was a good reason.  A mitigating reason.  Reason or not, though, the AI that kept track of every midshipman who had ever come through the Academy noted in the records the failure. It was programmed to, and there was no easy way to avoid it.  But the question was what would happen to them as a consequence.

	They’d had three extra days programmed into their itinerary, but with the hijacking of the ship, the recovery, and then the investigations, the Academy midshipman—they’d quickly found out that whether a planetary cadet, Explorer, or Regency midshipman, all of them would be mids until they were kicked out or graduated—had reported in five days late. Nika could feel Rain’s anger, but at least this time, he controlled himself. 

	The commandant watched him, though, and it wasn’t until Rain got control of himself that he continued.

	“Now, as to your punishment.  For the next week, you will be restricted to your rooms, with no contact, from the end of chow until taps.”

	Rain grunted, and Nika whispered, “It’s a good thing.”

	The commandant had to have heard her, but he didn’t react to it.

	Instead, he said, “As you have already missed five vital training days, I suggest you use that time to get caught up with your studies.  No matter what you might have achieved, there will be no excuse,” he said, stressing those last two words, “if you can’t catch up to the rest of your classmates.”

	This was exactly what Nika had realized, even if Rain hadn’t.  The “no contact” was the key point. Supposedly, the hours between evening chow and taps were free time for the midshipmen where they could study, maintain their uniforms, and relax.  In reality, at least during Plebe Indoc, the upperclassmen on the plebe detail—think drill sergeants of a sort—used the time for “extra instruction.”  That vital instruction might include uniform races, exercises, and other activities that bordered on hazing. 

	By putting them on “No Contact,” the upperclassmen had to leave them alone and so they’d have uninterrupted time to catch up on the program.

	He paused again, and even Rain caught on.

	“Your beast masters are anxiously awaiting you outside, but before you’re thrown to the wolves, I’d just like to say I’m proud of you.  Even before you set foot on these sacred grounds, you proved to humanity that we chose well.”

	He gave a wry chuckle.  “Not that it’s going to help during Plebe Indoc, but still.”

	Nika felt a surge of excitement.  Intellectually, she knew the next two months were going to be rough, but she was up for the challenge.  There was no doubt in her mind that after all they’d gone through, she and Rika were going to make it.

	She glanced at her sister, who caught the look and winked back.

	Not just the two of them, of course.  All nine—the eight here today and Hasan when he got out of the hospital.  Over the next four years, Nika would be making friends and forming relationships that would last a lifetime.  But these nine—they had something special, something that no one else would share with them.

	 From the moment they boarded the Mockingbird’s Song until they set foot on the Academy grounds, that special connection had been forged.  The Krackle and zombies had been the catalyst, but they’d risen to the occasion.  Their steel had been tempered, to quote what their dad would have said.  He probably had said it, maybe to that same reporter who’d caught them at the Arcadia spaceport what seemed like a year ago, in a different time.

	And to think, it had come so close to ending in disaster.

	The mids didn’t have all the details yet, but they knew enough to realize they were lucky.

	Rika had been right in that the zombies weren’t smoothies or shaggies but rather mercenaries doing the Krackles’ bidding for money.  They’d boarded the ship at various ports, coming together to take the ship after leaving Pandemonium’s Lair.

	No one knew how the lone Krackle had gotten aboard yet, or if they did, that hadn’t been disseminated. 

	The mercenaries had struck quickly, taking the bridge and disabling the comms.  The entry angle into the gate had been set to be altered at the last instant, just enough to affect their ship’s destination, where a Krackle combatant would have been waiting.  That was what the Krackle that Nika, Rika, and Jackson had killed had been doing.

	Routine communications were sent from the bridge to keep up appearances, so no one in system control suspected anything.

	Except for one thing.  The lifeboat.

	Nika had expected that it could take as long as a couple of days before the lifeboat could be recovered.  But by pure luck, a nearby scavenger had detected it and rushed to claim it before any of her competition could.  She had to be shocked to discover that it wasn’t a derelict but had over a hundred scared children.

	Horty and Lea told her what happened, and she’d reported it to system control. 

	Here’s where things got a little fuzzy for Nika. The Krackle had set up the controls to shift the ship’s destination. So, did killing it negate that?  But from what they were told, system control seized the ship’s approach to make sure it gated to Freedom Station where the space guard had been scrambled to intercept it as soon as it arrived.

	One thing was for certain.  After the Krackle was killed, all the mercenaries bolted on the lifeboats.  None stayed with the ship as it gated, and the guard troops didn’t fire a shot.  All the military action, so to speak, was back in the Pandemonium’s Lair system as the mercenary lifeboats were rounded up.  There had been several who resisted capture and were killed in gunfights.

	Nika had asked if the guard she’d hit had been captured, but she hadn’t even caught the woman’s name, so no one could tell her.

	The mids had discussed whether it was the lifeboat that saved the day, the killing of the Krackle, or if both were necessary.  Maybe they’d be privy to the final report, and they’d find out.

	One thing they did know was that with close to 2,000 souls on the ship, only nine, including John, were killed.  That was sobering, of course, but they all knew it could have been much, much worse.

	“Well, I think I’ve kept you here long enough,” the commandant said.  “Your beast masters are waiting.”

	He stood, and the eight mids jumped to their feet when the hatch opened, and a familiar figure walked in, followed by an impeccably turned-out Marine major with a blue aide-de-camp aiguillette hanging from his shoulder.

	“Attention on deck!” Aria shouted.

	Vice Admiral Yevette Johns was short—taller than the twins, but not by a lot—but she had a force of presence that couldn’t be denied. Formerly the four-star Regency Chief of Naval Operations, she’d been pulled back from retirement, demoted a rank due to regulations, and assigned as the superintendent of the Academy to guide the venerable institution through some rough waters.

	“Ma’am!  I didn’t know you were coming,” the commandant stammered.

	“I spoke to the incoming class five days ago, Captain. Why wouldn’t I want to speak to these eight as well?”

	“Well, yes, ma’am.  Of course.”

	“Sit,” the superintendent said.

	Nika eyed her chest.  As a Marine brat, she was familiar with many of the ribbons the admiral wore, but not all.  And she’d never seen such a collection of fruit salad.  Her father was highly decorated, but the admiral had to have twice as many ribbons as he had.

	“Well,” she said once everyone was seated. “You’ve had an interesting trip here.”

	Nika wasn’t sure she was joking, but she joined in the hesitant laughs.

	“First, I want to express my condolences for the loss of Midshipman Fox.  We offered to inter him here, but his family declined, and he is on his way back to Arcadia for burial.”

	With all the relief that they were safe, John’s loss was always there in the background, a dark cloud that refused to dissipate.  And while the superintendent hadn’t said much, Nika thought it was a nice gesture.

	“Second, Midshipman Nasr is doing well, and he should be rejoining you within a week.”

	That was a surprise.  The last Nika had seen of Hasan was when he was whisked off the Mockingbird’s Song for treatment. He’d taken a Franklin round to the shoulder, and the Guard medic had said he might lose the arm and have to undergo regen. The fact that he’d be with them soon was very good news.

	“Third, I want to express my appreciation for the actions you took.  It’s not a stretch to say that without you, thousands of families, including your own, would be in mourning. And when you get down to it, when you put on a uniform, that is what you do.  You protect people.”

	Standing behind her, the Marine major gave the slightest of nods in agreement.

	“The Chief of Naval Operations and the Commandant of the Marine Corps acknowledge what you did as well, and to that end, all nine of you—ten of you, including Midshipman Fox, are being recommended for awards.  I can’t tell you which ones or if they will be approved, but both have authorized me to let you know.”

	Rika nudged her with her knee.  They’d discussed a possible award over the last eight days. They’d both received civilian awards after the invasion of Arcadia, but now they were midshipmen, duly sworn into the Navy.

	It wasn’t considered proper to discuss awards, and they hadn’t mentioned them to the others, but between the two of them, anything was fair game.

	“Congratulations, but if you want an old lady’s advice, don’t ride them.  First, there are a number of prior enlisted midshipmen who will have higher awards earned in combat.  Second, as I’m sure Captain Tinault told you, you are getting no special treatment. The minute you step out of the building into the loving hands of your beast masters, you will be the lowest of the low, the slime that grows on a Krackle’s butt.”

	That got a real, if nervous, laugh.

	“There will be a ceremony.  Can’t get around that. But the standard recommendation to new midshipmen is that you put your medals away until you graduate.  Don’t flash them around.”

	She gave a chuckle, then looked down at her own chest. 

	“Yeah, I’m one to talk, right?  The difference is that no one here’s going to give me any shit, and you eight, well, the shit’s going to come down like a ton of bricks. Starting in about two minutes.”

	The major leaned over and whispered into her ear.  She nodded and stood, followed immediately by the mids and commandant.

	“A bit of advice.  First is that you can get through this next year in two ways.  There’s an ancient saying that the protruding nail is the one that gets hammered down.  So, the easiest way is to be unobtrusive.  Be a rabbit. Don’t attract attention, and just absorb everything you can to make yourself a better officer should you graduate. That’s why the standard recommendation about medals.”

	Just like father said.

	“Second is to take the bull by the horns and announce yourself.  Be a tiger. Force them to take notice that you’re the best there is.”

	Behind her, the major’s eyes glinted, and the crooks of his mouth twitched in a suppressed smile.

	I wonder what route she chose way back when she was a mid.

	“I’d wish you good luck, but luck has nothing to do with it,” she said as she started to leave.

	Then she stopped and seemingly made a decision.  She turned and faced Nika and Rika.

	“Your father. He’s a good man and a remarkable Marine. Do him proud.”

	She wheeled and strode out of the room.  The Marine hesitated, caught Nika’s eye, then nodded before he wheeled about and followed the admiral.

	“Well, not every plebe gets an audience with the sup,” Captain Tinault said with a forced laugh. “Take what she said to heart.  Keep your head down, and you’ll get through this.”

	I’m not sure that IS what she told us.

	“Your beast masters are waiting,” the commandant said. “So, let’s make their acquaintance.”

	The captain indicated the door, and the eight friends filed out.  Nika glanced at the secretary’s desk where her father’s Kri-Blade was lying, already tagged and ready to go.  She had hoped to keep it in her room, but she should have realized that wasn’t going to happen.  Captain Tinault had taken it and mentioned that it would make a nice display in the Academy museum, but promised that they could retrieve it after plebe year.

	Nika thought it could be a good display, but no way was she going to agree to that.  She was already going to have to fight Rika for it.

	They walked through the corridor, which was lined with images of the previous superintendents, all 143 of them. Nika could feel the history oozing out of them.

	The lance corporal on duty saw them coming and rushed to open the double doors to the outside.  A few more steps, and Nika was at the top of the stairs, the Academy grounds spread out in front of them.

	Ten upperclassmen, a white band on their left arms identifying them as members of the plebe detail—beast masters—spun around, their predatory eyes locked onto their prey.

	Nika had promised herself she’d be strong, but despite that, her heart gave a little jump, and she swallowed down the saliva that suddenly formed.

	The beast masters waited impatiently while the plebes walked down the wide granite stairs, their bodies tense as they waited to pounce.

	Rain was the first one to step off the bottom step, and that was the trigger.  The ten beast masters erupted into shouts as they screamed at the plebes to line up.

	Nika knew it was all for show, but she still felt a tremor of fear as she took her place alongside her sister on one side, Jackson on the other.

	“Listen up!  You maggots are late, so we’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”

	For some reason, Nika found “maggot” funny.  The fear was gone, just like that. These midshipmen were only two years older than they were, and they were playacting.  The upper class might not realize it, but it was all theater.

	She knew better than to smile, though.  Rabbit or tiger, there was no reason to invite abuse.

	“Each one of us is going to call off names.  When you hear yours, take one step forward.”

	“We’re not together,” Rika whispered out of the corner of her mouth.

	Nika had expected that, but still, that bothered her more than the screaming beast masters.  Luckily, none of them caught Rika talking.

	“Babangida, Nene!”

	Nene took a step forward, and one of the beast masters moved to meet her.

	“Come with me!” he ordered her.

	Nene glanced back at the others, which caused her beast master to go ballistic.

	“What are you looking at?  What are you looking at? Your future is ahead of you, not back with those losers.”

	They marched off with the upperclassman not letting up.

	“Singh, Jackson!”

	Jackson stepped up, but not one but four of the beast masters converged on him.

	“You’re Jackson?  You killed a Krackle one-on-one?” a beast master shouted, but with a hint of awe hidden in the bluster.

	Nika rolled her eyes.  Even during the debriefs about the Krackle, most of the attention had been on Jackson.  He’d driven the knife home, after all.  But that was only because she’d given him the blade and then because she and Rika had joined the fight and kept the Krackle occupied.

	Maybe the truth would come out, but for the moment, Nika was pissed.  So pissed that she almost missed what Jackson answered.

	“No, sir!”

	That stopped all of the beast masters.  Nika didn’t know what they’d been told or what they knew, but Jackson’s reply sure surprised them.

	It surprised her, too.

	“You didn’t kill a Krackle?” one of the other upperclassmen asked.  “Why did we hear you did?”

	“No, sir.  I didn’t kill a Krackle.”

	The remaining seven plebes broke their position of attention to stare at him.

	“What the hell?  Explain yourself, Mr. Singh.”

	Jackson drew himself up, then took one backward step, but at an angle, imposing himself between Nika and Rika.

	“What are you doing?” Rika hissed.

	Instead of answering, he put his arms around their shoulders, then dragged them forward a step.  Nika started to resist, but Jackson was twice her size.

	“What the bloody hell are you doing, Mr. Singh?”

	“With all due respect, sir, you asked me to explain myself.  I didn’t kill that Krackle.  We did. All three of us. Without Midshipman Ingersoll here taking the Krackle’s beamer, I’d have been a dead man.  Without Midshipman, uh, Ingersoll, uh, N. here trapping its legs and being beaten on top of it, I’d be a dead man.”

	Nika was shocked—and pleased.  She’d never have thought that Jackson Singh, of all people, would share the glory.

	The beast master seemed surprised into a momentary silence, too.  They might have been told Jackson’s name, but it was pretty evident that they hadn’t heard about her and Rika’s part in it.

	Jackson didn’t stop there.  “It wasn’t even my idea.  I wasn’t in command.  Midshipman Ingersoll R. was the commander. Midshipman Ingersoll N. had the knife.  They just told me what to do, and I did it.  And then, they stood there, ready to sacrifice themselves just so I could get in close.  No, sir.  No ma’am. Like I said, I didn’t kill that damn Krackle. We did. A team.”

	Jackson seemed proud of his statement.

	As he should be.

	Now, the three of them stood there, waiting for the reaction.

	Nika could see respect, maybe.  Admiration, maybe. Jealousy, maybe.

	And then the beast masters seemed to remember their roles. 

	One of them stepped up and yelled in Jackson’s face.

	“It took three of you?  That’s not freakin’ special.”

	She shifted to Nika.

	“If you’re Ingersoll, Nika, you’re mine, and I don’t like being played.”

	Nika couldn’t help it. She laughed at the beast master.  What the upperclassman just said didn’t make any sense, but it was all part of the act.

	“You think this is funny?  I’ll show you funny. Get on your face and give me fifty!” the beast master screamed, her face turning red with anger.

	Game or not, Nika had neglected all the physical prep her father had tried to get her to do.  Fifty push-ups no longer seemed like a joke.

	She got down, only to have Rika, then Jackson, get down beside her.

	“Ready, go.  One . . . two . . . three . . .” he started counting.

	The other beast masters went ballistic, and this time, the rage was real.

	“What the hell are you doing?” one of them bent over and shouted in Jackson’s face. “I didn’t tell you to do push-ups!”

	“Like I said, sir, we’re a team,” Jackson said before resuming the count.

	Nika appreciated that.  It was somehow easier with Jackson and Rika doing them with her.  Not just them.  Behind her, the other five were getting down as well, which caused even more chaos.  Beast masters were ordering the others to stop, orders that were being ignored.

	Their father had told them to be quiet that first year.  Nika loved her father, but maybe he wasn’t sure his little girls had it in them. 

	She knew she did.

	Rika looked over at her, her smile beaming as they grunted out more push-ups.

	“I guess we’re choosing to be tigers?” she said.

	“Damn right we are, Baba.  Tigers!”
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