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From the air, Koto looked like a massive wheel that 
someone had pushed onto its side so that it rested on top of 
Hanzey’s thick, endless jungles. Ten spokes—corridors—
radiated from the large central hub outward to what Kai 
surmised were separate hangar facilities, and smaller corridors 
spiderwebbed off the larger ones, but remained within the tight 
wheel formation that Koto mimicked. Home, Kai thought, 
watching the hologram of the planet as it floated in front of 
her, for at least the next few Earth months. Another military 
base. Another posting. Another Coalition whim, this one only 
six hours old. She’d had only that long to collect her gear and 
prepare to board the lander for Koto. Typical, she thought, 
irritation once again settling in her gut like bad food.

She glanced at a group of five passengers on the other side 
of the lander’s lounge who sat chatting in the lyrical tones 
of a local dialect, civilian employees from the cruiser that 
had brought them all to Hanzey’s orbit. Another group of six 
monopolized a different table, talking in Empire and drinking 
beverages from the ship’s stores.

Kai was the only military personnel on the lander, and the 
only new military officer to be posted to Koto in over one 
Earth year. And that made her suspicious about what might 
really be going on here. The Coalition never made decisions 
one could take at face value, and as good as she was at rooting 
out smuggling rings, whether like-mind or not, Kai had a 
feeling that wasn’t the reason she’d gotten this posting, no 
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matter what her orders said. The Coalition often reacted to 
rumors, and those had been circulating for a year now, about 
potential like-mind cells coalescing for an uprising. No matter 
how the Coalition chose to word her orders, this wasn’t about 
smuggling.

Another passenger entered the lounge. The almost violet 
sheen of her black sari echoed that of her equally dark hair, 
piled into a tight coil on top of her head. Both contrasted with 
the rich mahogany tones of her skin. Several pairs of eyes 
followed the newcomer’s trip across the lounge toward one of 
the viewports, to Kai’s amusement. She caught Kai’s gaze and 
nodded at her. Kai nodded back, and the newcomer turned to 
stare out into the night. Kai continued to study the holomap 
that hovered over her table. It highlighted topographic features 
and positions relative to Koto’s orientation, and she wanted to 
familiarize herself with as much as she could.

She pressed the tabletop to shift the view. Distant northern 
mountain ranges punctuated the verdant expanse, their peaks 
barely visible from Koto’s highest watch point, which the 
infopack Kai had received indicated was located on one of 
the western hangars. Kai pressed another spot on the tabletop 
to call up different images of her destination. A view of 
Koto replaced the map, and she noted that the military base 
seemed to hover above the treetops on massive metal pillars. 
From what she’d learned about the jungles on this planet, 
workers were outside every few days to scrape the relentless 
undergrowth off those pillars.

“May I join you, Commander?” a female voice said in 
Empire.

Kai looked up at the newcomer, who was no longer 
standing at the viewport.

“Certainly.” Kai gestured to the seat to her right. Whoever 
she was, she knew how to read military rank on uniforms.

“Thank you.” She seated herself in a movement so languid 
that it was almost seductive. A bracelet the color of obsidian 
graced her right wrist and a matching stone rested at her throat, 
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hanging on a silver chain. “I’m Niya,” she said in a way that 
told Kai she rarely used a surname or a title and didn’t really 
need one. 

Pleasure envoy, Kai guessed. Possibly one of the more 
specialized consorts, and one who knew how to get exactly 
what she wanted, from her demeanor. “Kai Tinsdale.” She shut 
the holomap off. No sense not giving her name, as it was on 
her uniform.

“Pleased. Forgive my intrusion. I find it easier to talk to 
individuals than groups.”

“It’s not an intrusion. I invited you, after all. Would you 
care for something to drink?”

Niya smiled. “Thank you, but no. We’ll be landing soon. I 
noticed that you were quite engaged with the holomap. May I 
ask, is this your first time to Koto?”

“You may. First time to Hanzey, actually. And you?”
“To Koto, yes. Hanzey, no. Fascinating place. Have you 

read the history of its cities?”
“Some. I’d like to learn more, however,” she said in a way 

that invited Niya to provide information, if she wished. Given 
the newness of her orders, Kai hadn’t had time to access 
databases, something that also irritated her. The Coalition, 
trying to keep her off guard? Maybe.

“Perhaps I might help you in that regard. There are six, and 
four military bases that operate separately but in coordination 
with them as needed.” Niya reached for the tabletop. “May I?”

“Certainly.” Kai gestured an invitation to the planetary 
holomap, and Niya activated and tapped a pattern onto the 
table. Ten red spots on Hanzey glowed, positioned at varying 
places on the globe. Niya grazed the holomap with her 
fingertip, and the image slowly turned.

“This is Koto,” she said, pointing at one of the dots. “The 
closest city is Yenchi, here.” She indicated another dot, and 
Kai silently calculated, based on the scale. Easily five hundred 
Earth miles.

“Before the Collapse,” Niya said in low, melodious tones, 
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“Yenchi was the seat of power on Hanzey. Its dynasties went 
unrivaled by the six sister cities, but the Yenchin rulers ensured 
representation on its planetary council. Each city was allowed 
ten, appointed by their ruling dynasties.”

“And if denizens of a city were not pleased with a 
representative’s performance?”

“They took their complaint to a local council, which in turn 
carried the message to the dynastic leadership. Prior to the 
Collapse, Hanzien politics was a mixture of dynastic rulership 
coupled with strong strains of republicanism. City residents 
were allowed to vote on certain issues that might affect them 
directly, and they did have some say in their representation 
on the local and planetary councils.” She shrugged, and the 
material of her sari bunched slightly at her shoulder.

Kai pondered that for a moment. Authoritarian 
republicanism. Perhaps the councils operated like parliaments, 
like what was present during the Administration centuries 
ago. “Did such an arrangement ensure social and economic 
stability?”

Niya sat back, a half-smile curving her lips. A smile Kai 
was sure conjured many fantasies in the people to whom she 
spoke. “Does any arrangement offer such? In this case, it 
worked for long stretches—often centuries—but yes, there 
were periods of unrest, especially if an unpopular ruler 
ascended to leadership.”

Kai watched the image of Hanzey turn on its axis, a 
metaphor in some ways for the passage of time. According 
to the databanks she did manage to access, the first Asalians 
arrived during what would have been the Administration on 
Earth, a few decades before the Reorganization, which in 
turn ushered the Empire to prominence. That era initiated a 
loose interplanetary alliance, rife with friendly corruption 
and capitalist expansion into quadrants that hadn’t had much 
visitation. For all its faults, the Empire had brought universal 
rights charters and protections from potential environmental 
degradation wrought by expansion. Loyalty to the Empire was 
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a choice, not a mandate, and if you chose to ally, the fee you 
paid bought a guarantee of military protection in event it was 
needed. And the Empire took its military seriously, something 
Kai appreciated even more now, in the wake of its destruction 
and the rise of the Coalition. She shifted her gaze to Niya.

“What makes a ruler unpopular on Hanzey?”
Again, Niya half-smiled. “Many of the things that make 

them unpopular elsewhere. Inattentive to citizen needs. 
Corrupt. Ineffective at landscape maintenance—which, as you 
no doubt have realized, is an important issue on this planet.”

Kai imagined the jungle choking Hanzien cities, thick 
vines encircling towers and structures like massive fingers, 
squeezing the life from them. How long had they been here?

“Fifteen cities once graced Hanzey’s surface,” Niya said, 
as if she had anticipated Kai’s train of thought. “Ten remained 
when the Empire formally asserted power. At the time of the 
Collapse, there were seven. Hanzey is a difficult place to 
maintain civic infrastructures, as I’m sure you’ve ascertained.”

Kai nodded as she watched the image of the planet turn. 
One city had not survived the decade since the Coalition 
seized power. She wondered if anyone would recognize the 
site where it once stood. No doubt the jungles had already 
reclaimed it. “What happened to the seventh city?”

“The Coalition was not kind to certain Hanzien dynasties,” 
Niya said, her voice noticeably softer, though it carried no 
judgment, either pro or con, with regard to the Coalition.

The dynasties Niya referenced may have allied with the 
Rebellion. Or perhaps chose their own way and declared 
independence from both sides, which, to the Coalition, was as 
bad as joining the Rebellion.

“It’s not a subject many are open to discuss,” she continued, 
tone slightly clipped.

Kai took heed of the verbal warning, as subtle as it was, and 
tried another line of questioning. “Perhaps you can tell me how 
Asalians came to Hanzey, then. I have read several conflicting 
accounts.”
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“And each probably has an aspect of truth.” Niya settled 
more comfortably in her chair—a simple movement most 
people would ignore, but on Niya it combined sensuality and 
control, invitation and aloofness, and she continued to attract 
the furtive attention of the other travelers of all genders in the 
lounge.

“Asalians have been on this planet since the early days 
of the Empire, and intermarried with the royal dynasties as 
well as the common citizenry. They arrived as merchants, 
mercenaries, and settlers with skills they put to work in the 
cities, like any other who seeks a new beginning or a change. 
Now, it’s impossible to speak of Hanzey without also speaking 
of Asalians.” She gestured at the holomap. “Many don’t 
distinguish between themselves and the original Hanziens. 
They, too, are Hanzien and have been for generations.”

Niya was good at maintaining boundaries, even with 
Empire, a language whose infrastructure encouraged a range 
of meanings that shifted with how a speaker accented certain 
terms. She hadn’t weighted anything in her statements, hadn’t 
provided any insight into her own views, but her choice of 
words made Kai think that perhaps Niya was more invested in 
Hanzey than she allowed herself to show. Most would not have 
discerned Niya’s barriers, nor would they have recognized that 
she was not a mere pleasure envoy, but Kai was very good at 
reading body language, and very good at finding chinks in 
many different types of armor.

“How long will you be stationed at Koto?” Niya asked, 
hints of curiosity the only undercurrent in her question.

“Long enough.” Kai smiled back, injecting an apologetic 
note into the statement. She couldn’t discuss such matters. 

Niya didn’t look away from her direct gaze. Whatever 
culture she claimed, its interpersonal interactions were similar 
to Kai’s own. On the other hand, if Niya were a consort, she 
would already have categorized Kai and would know how to 
approach her. Pleasure envoys, no matter the level, were astute 
observers and thus valuable contacts to have.
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“Of course. I apologize, Commander, for prying. Quite 
rude of me.” She regarded Kai like a merchant might inspect 
wares, but also with a bit of respectful assessment. “Though 
you might not be able to reveal specifics about your own 
posting, I can tell you that my services have been requested 
here for the next six months.”

“Then Koto is indeed acquiring a gem.” Kai used the term 
in Empire that implied “riches.” Niya, she’d decided, was no 
mere envoy and was, most likely, a prime consort—highly 
educated, fluent in many languages, and a consummate 
diplomat. A few, she knew, were employed as spies. From 
her brief interaction so far, she was certain Niya could extract 
information from the most recalcitrant client. Or anyone else, 
for that matter.

“You flatter me, Commander,” Niya said with a soft laugh, 
in recognition that Kai understood what Niya’s background 
was.

“Perhaps. And what other part of Hanzey have you 
visited?”

Niya leaned forward and tapped the table. The holomap 
reappeared, floating between them. “I have also been called 
to Shourin, one of the cities on the same landmass as Koto.” 
She pointed at an urban center, perhaps a thousand miles from 
Koto, according to the scale.

“How long were you there?”
A smile curved her lips. “Long enough.”
Kai smiled back. “It’s my turn to apologize, garini, for 

prying.” She used the Empire term for “respected one,” 
something that most people did when addressing a prime 
consort, and Kai was willing to take the gamble that Niya 
was at least prime, if not esteemed. Probably prime, since she 
didn’t seem to be traveling with a detail.

Niya arched an eyebrow in appreciation. “Again, you 
flatter me, Commander.”

So she’d been correct. “I might say the same of you, since 
it was you who initially requested my company.”
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“How delightful. And rare, to find a military officer so 
gracious.” She leaned back in the chair and watched Kai with 
new interest.

“And how troubling to hear that my fellow officers 
have perhaps behaved below expectations. Should something 
untoward occur on Koto with regard to that, I would hope you 
would apprise me so that I might address the situation.” Kai’s 
intonation let Niya know she would not be offended should 
she refuse it.

“Thank you again, Commander. I hope I don’t have to 
accept. Koto, in my understanding, is much better behaved 
than other bases,” she said with some caution but also an 
inflection that implied a willingness to engage Kai’s help 
should she require it.

Kai had heard that about Koto, too, and mostly because 
of Major Tinniset Vic, the ranking officer. She didn’t have 
authority to access the files of higher-ranking officers, but 
from what she had gleaned about Vic, she at least didn’t seem 
a typical Coalition bootlicker. Which might make this posting 
less unpleasant than she had assumed, though she never trusted 
the Coalition’s orders.

“I hope that your sources are correct.”
Niya inclined her head. “As do I. And I also hope that 

should Koto be better behaved, it won’t discourage further 
conversation with you. I trust my duties won’t prove a 
hindrance to that.” She left a question hanging on the end 
of the statement, letting Kai know that not everyone who 
interacted with her was a client.

Would she accept Kai as a contact? Prime consorts were 
notoriously choosy, and with good reason. Perhaps Niya 
merely wished to add a high-ranking—and apparently polite—
officer to her network, something not unheard of. Niya no 
doubt played both sides of the Coalition as it suited her 
purposes, like so many others did.

“Since we are both to serve at Koto, I think further 
conversation is likely, and I look forward to such an 
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occurrence,” Kai accepted, using a formal tone that ensured 
no misunderstanding in her intentions. Contact. Not client.

“Excellent. Provided your duties allow you some time.”
“I might say the same to you.”
Niya smiled and stood. “Well met, Commander. To the next 

conversation, then.”
Kai stood, also. “Well met, garini.”
Niya held her gaze a moment longer, then glided from 

the lounge, every pair of eyes on her first, then on Kai, who 
ignored them. First chance she had, she’d run a check on 
Niya and see what her own networks could access about her, 
though consorts enjoyed more privacy than many, even after 
the Coalition took power. She suspected Niya was well aware 
of who she was, and wanted to ensure a military connection 
that would treat her fairly should trouble arise. Otherwise, 
why would she have initiated a conversation with her? Prime 
consorts were selective about their networks, and Niya had 
chosen Kai for specific reasons.

Kai left the image of Koto floating above the table and 
went to the viewport where Niya had recently stood. The 
lander floated a mile above the surface, waiting for docking 
clearance. She stared down into the darkness, noting the 
pinpricks of light bouncing some distance away from the 
base proper—appearing, then disappearing, then reappearing. 
Recon patrols, she guessed. The Coalition was always jumpy, 
even on a planet like Hanzey, whose jungles were guaranteed 
to devour any attempt at settlement that wasn’t a large and 
well-orchestrated effort. Smugglers out there? She doubted it. 
Like-mind cells might use the jungle as a rendezvous point, but 
trying to hack anything permanent out of it was something that 
required time investment. A rebellion, by its nature, needed 
constant movement and constant data gathering. Hanzey was 
a most unlikely place for a like-mind cell, let alone a rebel 
underground.

Kai had heard rumors about organized resistance, but there 
had been rumors of a rebellion since the Coalition ascended 
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to power over a decade ago. So far, any success like-minds 
had remained isolated to the farthest edges of Paltor Quadrant, 
though she’d heard about unrest in parts of Zeta, as well, 
which was something to think about. The planetary alliances 
in Zeta had been welcoming to the Coalition long before it 
skewered the Empire, but some rumors suggested that winds 
had shifted.

If that were true, and if the High Council were truly 
interested in Kai’s skills with regard to breaking up smuggling 
rings, they would have sent her to the more troubled areas 
of Zeta or to some place in which the High Council had an 
economic or strategic interest. Koto, though an effective 
military base with ties to Hanzey’s six major urban centers, 
offered nothing the Coalition didn’t already have.

She clasped her hands behind her back, watching the 
patrol’s lights flickering and dodging like nocturnal insects 
above the planet’s surface. If there was a like-mind cell 
embedded here, its members would be able to see the patrol 
lights, too, and from what Kai had ascertained about Koto’s 
commanding officer, she had to be well aware of that fact. 
Why, then, run night patrols with lights? Unless they were 
looking for something immovable. Something that had been 
occupied at one time, perhaps, and wasn’t now.

“If it feels strange, it probably is,” Torri had said once 
during their Cadet days at the Academy over a decade past. 
Torri. Kai let herself indulge in thoughts of the one person 
who knew her as well if not better than she knew herself. It 
had been . . . what? Six Earth months since Kai had seen her 
last, and as delicious as the few days had been, unfettered in 
the wake of a Coalition mess, they were never enough. Never, 
ever enough.

Damn Torri, anyway, for making Kai want her more each 
time they were in contact, no matter the circumstances. Damn 
her for the hold she maintained on her, even a decade after 
their Academy days, and damn Torri for making her feel the 
sharp edges of hope. She may as well have wanted to harness 
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the spring winds back home with her bare hands, or mix 
starlight into the tea blends Tinsdale Holdings produced back 
on Earth. Hope hurt almost as much as grief. She grimaced 
and clenched her teeth. As painful as it was to acknowledge 
the dangerous reality of the bond between them, she also knew 
she would do it all again. Cyllea, she would. Every bit of it.

Another light bounced above the jungles. What might 
Torri make of Koto? She wouldn’t, Kai knew. Hanzey’s 
cities were independent entities, carved from the jungles, and 
accessible only by air. Though centers of commerce, they 
strictly controlled their trade simply because nobody would 
be coming to Hanzey unless that was what they wanted to do. 
There were no other places on this planet that offered roads, let 
alone settlements. Black markets had difficulties establishing 
themselves here, because Hanzien governors and trade boards 
controlled all vessels entering and leaving Hanzien air space. 
Torri wouldn’t find it worth her while, unless it was a well-
paid legitimate run.

Further reason to remain wary about this posting.
A soft tone sounded, and Kai returned to her chair as the 

lander descended slowly to the surface. The other travelers 
continued to chat, stopping only when the craft banked hard to 
starboard as Koto’s gravbeam locked onto it and pulled it into 
a hangar. The lander settled gently, with a slight bump.

Had Kai been at the controls, the lander’s occupants would 
not have known they’d actually landed. Some day, she thought 
as she stood again and smoothed the gray material of her 
uniform, some day. She’d fly again. Much more than the stolen 
hours she spent to keep her certifications current. Yes, she’d 
fly. And once she did, Coalition be damned. She’d find a way 
to keep flying.

Kai left the lounge and took the few steps down the narrow 
corridor to retrieve her duffel from a storage area near the 
disembarking point. She slung the bag over her left shoulder 
and waited at the back of the lander for the door to open and 
the ramp to descend. The group of civilians behind her had 
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resumed their chatting in Empire, and Kai half-listened as 
they discussed the different drinking establishments and other 
amenities at Koto. Niya was not in this group, but a prime 
consort no doubt had several highly-placed sponsors and 
would be retrieved by one of them.

After what felt like thirty more seconds, a soft hiss indicated 
that the crew had disengaged the vacuum system and the door 
opened outward. Kai waited until the ramp, wide enough for 
one person at a time, locked into place. Another tone sounded, 
and she descended the ten feet to the hangar floor, where a 
black-uniformed soldier approached her. Kai took a couple of 
steps from the ramp to allow passage and waited.

“Commander Tinsdale,” he said in Coalition. He stopped a 
few feet from her and saluted, right fist against his left pectoral. 
Six fingers, Kai noted as he unfurled his hand. Asalian, most 
likely. Perhaps even a native Hanzien. “Welcome to Koto.”

She nodded and read his name tag. “My thanks, Corporal 
Somi.”

“Please follow me. Captain Wei will brief you.” He saluted 
again, spun in a crisp, formal movement on his heel, and strode 
away from the lander, to Kai’s left. He was a good six inches 
shorter than she, so she easily kept up, though she suspected, 
from his smooth, tight movements, he was more than capable 
of besting someone larger and heavier than himself in physical 
combat. Understated but confident, this soldier. She’d know 
soon enough whether he was an exception or the rule here. The 
personnel files of lower-ranking officers didn’t necessarily 
indicate whether someone had true leadership abilities. The 
Coalition often promoted people on the basis of family ties and 
favors, so she engaged a healthy skepticism when she checked 
them, and if she wanted more accurate information, she had 
ways of getting it.

Somi led her across the hangar, half-empty at this hour, 
to an open corridor about ten feet wide and eight feet high. 
He pressed his palm against the panel on the right, and Kai 
did the same. The Koto security system would record her 
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biometric data and convey it to the proper officials here and 
back on the cruiser that had brought her. Commander Kai 
Tinsdale, properly verified and registered at her new posting, 
she thought sarcastically.

“This way, please, Commander.” Somi beckoned her down 
the corridor and stopped at a door on the left. He placed his 
palm on the reader and the door slid open, half into the ceiling, 
the other half into the floor. She followed him inside what she 
recognized as a guard station and security check. Ten soldiers 
manned various control panels, monitoring images of Koto 
and its surroundings. Two plotted recon paths on a floor-to-
ceiling holochart, and two others were engaged at a holomap 
of the planet. The one gray-uniformed officer in the room 
looked up from his station. He stopped what he was doing and 
headed toward them. Somi saluted.

“Commander Tinsdale,” he said in Coalition. “Welcome. 
I’m Captain Wei.” He saluted and stood at attention. Another 
Asalian, Kai gauged from his digits. Like Somi, he wore a 
standard-issue utility cap, so she couldn’t tell whether he had 
the twin skull ridges from front to back that would definitely 
confirm it, but his stature, facial structure, and fingers indicated 
that Asalian was probably a major part of his ethnic make-up. 
He stood taller than Somi, but still slightly shorter than she. A 
long scar marred the left side of his face, from beneath his eye 
to his chin. Interesting, that he’d chosen to keep it, as she’d 
kept the one on her own cheek.

“Captain. Thank you. At ease.” She lowered the duffel to 
the floor but Somi took the straps from her.

“I’ll take care of this, Commander.” He hefted it easily to 
his right shoulder and retreated from the room.

“Please, join me.” Wei walked Kai to an anteroom whose 
entrance shimmered with a forceshield that dissipated when 
he placed his palm on the reader. Once inside, he activated the 
shield again and motioned her to one of the thickly-padded 
chairs near a large viewport that looked out over the hangar. 
He waited for her to take a seat, then sat down opposite her.
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“I trust your journey was not too much of a hindrance,” he 
began.

“It wasn’t. Thank you.” As comfortable as the chair was, 
she didn’t sit back. She’d checked Wei’s file upon receiving 
her orders. As a ranking officer, she had that privilege. Solid 
soldier, twenty Earth years of service, ten on Hanzey. He’d 
seen combat in the Collapse and received commendations for 
valor. Kai noted that he did not wear the evidence of that on 
his uniform, something she appreciated. She’d learned quickly 
after graduating from the Academy that those Coalition 
officers who broadcast their awards hadn’t earned them 
through traditional military channels. They were, instead, 
decorations for how well they kissed Coalition ass.

“If I may, Commander, conduct business straight away?”
“Please.”
“Thank you. As you’re aware, Major Vic requested your 

assistance with regard to potential like-mind smuggling cells. 
Possibly a like-mind cell with other purposes in mind. We have 
reason to believe that one has established a foothold on Hanzey.”

Kai’s orders had stated as much. “What makes the major 
think these are like-mind?” She opted not to question that 
something had been found, which she still doubted, and 
instead followed Wei’s lead.

“Rumors.”
Kai waited, studying his expression, which remained as 

intractable as his pale blue eyes.
“My apologies, Commander. I cannot elaborate further at 

this time,” he finally said. “The major will ensure that you are 
briefed at greater length.”

“I see. And when will that occur?”
“Five days,” he said, apologetic. “The major was called 

offworld while you were in transit. I have instructions to 
ensure your comfort until she returns.”

“I appreciate that. My orders, however, include an 
investigative directive.” She stopped, to ascertain how Wei 
would react to her pulling rank.
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“Major Vic apprised me of that,” he said with no hesitation.
“Then I’m sure the major informed you that I am fully 

authorized to conduct reconnaissance operations, Captain, and 
that I intend to begin in thirty-six hours.”

Wei half-smiled, as if he’d anticipated this. “She did, 
Commander, and I am to ensure that you have a patrol 
available at your request. Would you like to choose its 
members yourself? I can provide files of twenty available 
soldiers, should that be the case.”

Kai nodded in acknowledgement of his—and the major’s, 
obviously—preparation. Vic had clearly done her own 
investigation about Kai’s requirements and preferences with 
regard to a new posting. She smiled back. “That won’t be 
necessary. Give me five who are familiar with the area and can 
work individually and with teams.”

“Done,” he said in a tone that seemed to convey relief, 
though in the stilted formality of Coalition, it was difficult, 
sometimes, to pick up on undercurrents. “Which shift would 
you like to start with?”

“Dawn.”
“That’s currently the sixth hour, each day. I’ve arranged 

your quarters near this hangar for your convenience.” He 
stood abruptly and saluted. “Forgive me, Commander. I must 
return to my duties. It is a pleasure, however, making your 
acquaintance. I look forward to working with you.”

Kai stood as well and saluted him back. “Many thanks, 
Captain. Should you require my services earlier, please don’t 
hesitate to enlist them. And please do inform Major Vic of my 
arrival.”

“I will. Corporal Somi will escort you to your quarters.” 
He motioned to the door, through which Kai could see into 
the outer room, though the forceshield allowed no sound 
through it. She waited for him to disengage it and followed 
him out of the anteroom. Somi stood at attention next to the 
doorway.

“Corporal,” Kai greeted him.
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“Thank you again, Commander,” Wei said with another 
salute.

She responded in kind, something that the soldiers present 
in his command would notice that she’d done. She was the 
new person here, and though only Major Vic outranked her at 
Koto, soldiers paid attention to how newcomers treated their 
commanding officers. Wei, though reserved, was the kind of 
military man she appreciated, and she wanted his squadron 
members to note that.

“Commander,” Somi said. “Please follow me.”
She did, feeling several pairs of eyes on her back. Those 

in this room, she knew, would take their observations of the 
stranger to their fellow soldiers, and they’d do a little digging 
on this Commander Tinsdale if they hadn’t already, and the 
squadron members who ended up in her first patrol would 
want to be there, if only to gather more data about her. She 
was betting on that, and the sooner she could get soldiers on 
her side, the more leverage she’d have here, if a situation arose 
in which she needed it. She had maybe four days to make an 
impression without Vic’s presence, and she’d make sure it was 
the one she wanted to leave.


