Starfire
Chapter Six: Thickening Plots
by Havoc

“The truth is rarely pure and never simple.”
- Oscar Wilde

S

M'raava was growing increasingly livid with evetgs that she was taking through the
corridors of Eris base. When she'd left the finiagge, she hadn't even bothered to take a moment to
clean the accumulated grime and gunpowder resifiuwé ber hands. Her heart was pounding rapidly
and her head just wouldn't stop spinning, but bdybiat she felt incredibly betrayed and frustrated.
Arpad hadn't even bothered to stop and talk tabeut what was going on, he and his soldiers hstd ju
hauled Keri off with hardly a backwards glance. 8hew her fiancé took his work very seriously, but
could he really not have just taken a few minutesxplain things to her?

The furious S'hestir stormed towards the centéh@base, pushing past startled people in the
hallways. She bumped into more than a few of tHamshe didn't offer even the minimum amount of
apology. She was focused on where she was heautktha was to the office of General Liam, the
base commander. When she reached his office, shethtough the door, startling the naval lieuténan
who served as his secretary in a small waiting room

“C-Colonel!” the lieutenant called to her as shentygast his desk. M'raava ignored him, and he
stood up from his chair as she reached for theleaodpen the general's interior office door.
“Lieutenant Colonel Shigeshti, you can't go in #iérhe general is in a meeting.”

“l don't give a damn, | want some answers!” M'raamarled, looking back over her shoulder
with such a venomous stare that it made the li@mesit down again. She turned the handle and swung
the door open, almost making it slam into the wtdlinged on. “General, can you tell me what thi he
is going on!?”

Inside his office, General Liam was sitting at tnvgn desk, and upon M'raava's abrupt entrance
he jerked his head up. She could see that he Hagbritexpecting her at all. His eyes were widehand
looked very startled to see her. M'raava glancedrat the room, seeing that a man was sitting before
the base commander. He, also, seemed surprised appearance. She didn't pay him much attention,
instead walking into the office and standing imtrof the general's desk, placing her hands flahen
surface and leaning towards him.

“Colonel...,” General Liam said, finally composihgnself and giving her a stern look. “This is
highly improper. You couldn't at least knock? I'amesthe lieutenant told you | was in a meeting.”

“l don't care about that,” M'raava said. “| wantms®answers! Base security just hauled off my



chief mechanic and told me she's being chargedmuttdering one of my pilots! | want to know what
this is all about!” Her fur was raised, and she Wasng her teeth. In the back of her head she knew
that she was knee deep in gross insubordinatidrsHaiwas too angry to have much concern for that.
“I know that sort of thing can't happen on thisédasthout your approval. | want to know why | wasn'
informed about this!”

Blinking once, General Liam then cleared his thianad gestured behind M'raava. “Colonel,
perhaps you've met my guest. General?”

Turning to look again at the other man in the robfitaava felt a jolt of surprise. She couldn't
understand how she had not recognized him befateshe knew him very well indeed. The man was
dressed in a well-tailored black three-piece syggn the lapel of which was pinned a miniaturized
version of the rank insignia for a brigadier geheraough he had retired years ago, the man stdl h
great pride for his former profession. The lasitifraava had seen him had been some time ago, on
another of her too-infrequent visits to Earth. Hesvrpad's father, Brigadier General (ret.) Buda
Apaffy.

“Yes, I...Yes!” M'raava managed to choke out, hgasthapping to attention and giving the
retired officer a courtesy salute. “It's a pleadoreee you again, sir.”

“Likewise,” Buda said, somewhat gruffly. He remalreeated, but he gave a nod in return to
M'raava's salute. “You're looking well. | am alétsurprised at your lack of...decorum. That's \uase
commander you're speaking to.” He nodded agais titimie at General Liam.

“W-Well, I...,” M'raava stammered, looking betweleer soon-to-be father-in-law and her base
commander. “I'm trying to understand the situatidabody told me any of this was going to happen.”

General Liam, leaning back in his chair, foldedtasids on the top of his desk. “I'm sorry for
that, Colonel, but we just didn't have the timénform you. The information which led to the arrest
was only developed this morning.” He pointed toc¢hair next to Buda. “If you'd like to sit down, |
can explain things.”

Wordlessly, M'raava backed away from the genedaisk, taking a seat in the chair next to the
retired general. Her head was full of even morestjoes now, and the presence of her fiancé's father
suddenly worried her. She couldn't think of a gosaison for him to be there, since he had been
enjoying retired life back on Earth for some tinewnA much-decorated general, Buda Apaffy had
served the majority of his career back in the ddytke war, and had retired quite honorably. Hé sti
maintained some ties to the military, obviouslyd aras frequently a guest at numerous official
functions. But he kept an arm's length away frotivaanilitary operations, though occasionally he

came in as an observer or adviser. Presumably bédnera in that sort of capacity, since he would



hardly have made the long journey from Earth t@ frst to see his son and daughter-in-law.

“We've been rigorously investigating the eventschitied to the death of the young pilot under
your command, Lieutenant Mareshta,” General Liagane “At the same time, we've also continued
the inquiry into your own incident, Colonel. Ouwastigators have uncovered some startling facts. As
you know, we were able to recover the flight datzorders from Lieutenant Mareshta's craft, though
they were damaged. And of course we had uninhilzitegss to the data from your mech from the
start.” He leaned forward in his chair. “As you&n@are, we also conducted extensive interviews with
all relevant personnel, including you and your tsiland maintenance staff.”

“Yes, sir,” M'raava said, recalling the rather itwaxd questioning that she had been subjected to.

“With all of the information we collected, it becanlear that we were dealing with something
a little more involved than simple malfunctions.uggment failure might have explained one incident,
but two such accidents in quick succession seentiitedaoo much of a coincidence. | felt that we
needed an outside eye to give us some perspestivdpok the liberty of sending the information we
gathered back to Earth to be reviewed.” The base@ander inclined his head towards Buda. “I
happen to be rather well-acquainted with Generalffpand he has some experience with
investigative matters, and he rather graciouslgedto have a look at what we collected. It's partl
due to his conclusions that we arrived at whereaweeoday, and | invited him to Eris to assist wita
investigation.”

“l...see,” the S'hestir said slowly, although as thoint she still didn't fully understand. “May |
ask what the conclusions were?”

At this point, General Apaffy took over. “I lookeder all of the reports that General Liam sent
to me, with the assistance of some more technicalhded people,” he said. “The analysis of the
wreckage of this Lieutenant Mareshta's craft tunmgedome interesting anomalies. One thing noted
was some unusual custom work which appeared to e made in the mech's guidance and
maneuvering systems. The wiring in the craft seetoddhve been altered to make it different from
similar models.”

“Well that's nothing unusual,” M'raava quickly saifihese were experimental models. They
wouldn't be exactly the same as other mechs. Teheperating off an older technology set.”

“True, but even so there was something not quifiet @bout what we were seeing,” Buda said.
“The anomalies were enough for us to look deep#w,the programming of the onboard systems. That
was where we found something rather chilling.” Haéd his chair to face M'raava. “Someone altered
the code that governed the way that the mech bsehawder high-stress conditions. The alterations

were made in such a way that they wouldn't showupe flight data recordings. The techs had te tak



the code apart line-by-line to uncover the chariges.

M'raava was still confused. “So it was sabotageraftl? But | don't see what that would have
to do with K-...with Lieutenant F'earri. She's agtirogrammer, she's an artillery officer and a
mechanic. She doesn't have the experience neceéssagke programming changes of that level of
detail.”

“No, you're right about that,” Buda agreed. “Buéshkouldn't have to be. Someone else could
have made the alterations and given them to someitheccess to the mech fleet. It would be a
relatively simple matter to upload the altered codder the guise of making routine updates to the
onboard computers. All you'd have to do would bpltmy in the new programming and it would
automatically rewrite the existing code.” The redirofficer shrugged. “You know as well as | do how
maintenance-intensive military equipment is. Softwmia continuously updated and changed. One or
two out-of-place maintenance routines would bacalyse anyone to ask a question, especially with
new models.”

“But this is ridiculous!” M'raava protested. Shesastarting to get angry again. The way that
she saw it, this was all conjecture and innuendasuiggest that Keri could be responsible for the
sabotage simply because she was a mechanic wasdbeytrageous. “There are twenty people
responsible for maintaining the mechs under my canadnAny one of them could potentially have
been responsible! That's not to mention the hundrexb other people who have access to the hangar
and know how these fighters work. You could juseasily say that they could have done it.”

General Liam spoke up again. “But you have to labk from the perspective of who had the
most opportunity,” he said. “None of the people vilawe access to the mechs worked on every single
one of them during the time they've been statidrexd on Eris. Except for one. You said it yourself
when you were being interviewed, Colonel. You teddthat Lieutenant F'earri personally checks out
every mech every day. Access records from the hanggintenance system confirm that. The
lieutenant was the only person in common when veelodd the maintenance logs for your mech and
for Lieutenant Mareshta's.”

M'raava felt her blood go cold, and her ears logd@nedismay. “That...That can't be right,” she
said weakly. “There must be some mistake.”

“No mistake, M'raava,” Buda said. “Base securitgeaked and rechecked the records. There
were no errors, and no evidence that the accessdsebad been altered. Lieutenant F'earri was the
only one who accessed all of the mechs. Every rhashts own separate assigned team of mechanics,
but Lieutenant F'earri also sees to each of thaseleShe's the only one who could have inseted t

altered programming. The techs who examined thekage of Lieutenant Mareshta's craft confirmed



that the alterations to his mech coincided with wheeutenant F'earri's access codes were used.”

“But...But...,” M'raava continued to protest, h@ice much meeker and troubled than before.
She just couldn't believe it. “But Keri...”

“You should know that we found the same codingllimfyour pilots' mechs as well,” General
Liam informed her. “The altered programming waglykresponsible for the incident you were
involved in. In all reality, it's a miracle thatyall didn't have the same malfunction as Lieuténan
Mareshta out on the flight range. Otherwise, I'duoging letters to six families instead of one.”

M'raava had to take a few seconds to processShatwell recalled the feeling of helplessness
that she'd experienced while her mech was malfonictg, and to think that it was because of sabotage
instead of a simple equipment failure... “But wiWy/Bat reason would she have for committing this act
of sabotage?”

General Liam cleared his throat. “On that, I'm @fr&can't speak too much. Not right now. It
will all come out during the trial.” He glancedBiida, and then looked back to M'raava. “But what |
can tell you is that we've discovered some incoasges in Lieutenant F'earri's records.
Inconsistencies which lead us to believe that siglintbe much more involved in current events than
we might have suspected. You know that we're dlckuain that the Sasori Syndicate pirate group is
behind recent attacks in the area, including tis¢rdetion of our outpost on Sedna. We've uncovered
things which suggest Lieutenant F'earri has tighitogroup. Though we have no solid evidence yet,
we also believe that Lieutenant F'earri may haws@ad on information which aided the Syndicate in
the attack on Sedna.”

“That can't be...,” M'raava said, although heraety was decreasing which each new fact that
she was learning. “She wouldn't...l can't beliheg.tNo S'hestir would do anything of the sort. ke
deeply loyal to our adopted homeworld, General.iticonceivable that any one of us would be
involved in treason of this sort.”

“Inconceivable it may be, M'raava,” Buda acknowledg‘but all the evidence points that way.
| don't want to believe it, either, but the histofjthe S'hestir is a strike against her. Durirgwhar,
your people made a name for themselves as sabaiedispies. Lieutenant F'earri may just be carrying
on that profession.”

M'raava growled in a sudden flash of fury. “Thatsalled for! There's no place for prejudice in
an investigation! We fought to protect humanityt jas much as we fought to free ourselves. Don't
blacken that legacy in the name of finding some@seonsible for these crimes.”

“And don't let your loyalty to your own people chbyour judgement,” Buda retorted. “We're

all grateful to the S'hestir race for what they, didt that doesn't give someone who swore an bath t



right to freelance. If Lieutenant F'earri is innotdet her prove that at court martial. Otherwiseg
should and will be punished for these crimes.”

“Please,” General Liam interjected before M'raavald respond. “Let's not bicker about it. The
last thing we need is to turn on each other duttgyinvestigation. We'll continue gathering eviden
and building up the case.” He looked at M'raavastfassured, Lieutenant Colonel, that if our
investigation turns up anything that will exonerateutenant F'earri, we of course will dismiss the
charges. Until then, unfortunately, all signs asenpng to her guilt.” He stood up from his chékor
now, you're dismissed, Colonel. Don't concern yelfingith this investigation. Leave that to base
security and to General Apaffy and his team. Jitehd to your duties. I'm sure you'll have the
opportunity to testify at the trial.”

M'raava desperately wanted to continue the disonsbut the general's words had a definite
note of finality to them. She knew that if she jeesd right now, all that she would accomplish vebul
be to make her own situation worse, and then dieefib help at all. Without another word, she rose
from her seat and saluted, and she walked outeofdimeral's office.

S

When she came out into the corridor outside ofyreeral’s office, M'raava closed the door
behind her. She was even more confused than shiedeadbefore, and she had to lean back against the
wall to keep from being overcome by the shock shstlhad. Though she scarcely wanted to admit it
to herself, everything that she'd heard from Gdrnigaan and Buda had seemed to be fairly firmly
against Keri. The revelation about the supposeda#tween her and the pirate group had been
particularly troubling, even though General Liand mot expounded upon it. If Keri was tied to the
pirates, that was not good at all, and it mightcheneant that M'raava made a grave misjudgmentrin he
character.

But it doesn't make any damn serd&aava thoughtShe never did anything to arouse any
suspicion at all. She was friendly. | just cart'tdon't believe it at allShe looked up, staring at the wall
opposite her, and her mind was made up in thaamhdtio, | don't believe it, not one word of it! Keri
wouldn't do anything like that. She's not a murdexad she's not a traitor. I'm not going to let hake
the fall for any of this. Not after we-

“M'raava.”

Jolted out of her internal debate, M'raava shoakkad a little, and then she looked to her left,
where the voice had been coming from. Arpad wasdstg there, a few meters away from her, his
hands clasped behind his back as he watched laglilgtéHis face was as impassive as always, but

M'raava could see the slight indications in hisresgpion that he was worrying. But that little note



concern couldn't keep her from being as angryratds she ever had been.

“l thought that | would find you here,” Arpad saitYou were speaking with General Liam?”

“You!” M'raava snarled. She whipped around to faom, walking towards him rapidly. When
she was in front of him, she reached out and jalbliiadaccusingly in the chest with one finger. “You
knew all of this, and you didn't say a damned thongne! How could you do that!?”

Arpad took her abuse with little reaction. “I didtrknow any of it myself until earlier this
evening,” he said. “I did not even know my fathexswnvolved until he arrived on base this morning.”

“But you knew the direction the investigation wasng,” M'raava insisted. “You at least knew
before you came to the range and arrested Kericdoldn't have said something to me earlier? You
couldn't have given me some warning?” She lowesgd/bice to a hiss, gritting her teeth as her tail
lashed about angrily. “For god's sake, we had Keour bed with us, Arpad. | know you don't feel
much, but you don't feel any remorse altbat?”

M'raava had the slight satisfaction of seeing & @fiturt in his eyes when she said that. “That
is not fair, M'raava,” Arpad said. “For one thing;ould not talk to you about it because it is an
investigation. Just because you are my fiancée aesean | may treat you any different in that
regard. | did not want to arrest Keri, but | wagegi orders that | could not ignore.” He put a hand
M'raava's shoulder. “You have spoken with Generairl, so | will assume you have heard most of the
evidence against her. You have to admit thatatligirly convincing.”

“I know it sounds bad,” M'raava said, “but | cadmdlieve Keri would do anything like what
she's being accused of. There has to be someetpkamation for it. You can't possibly believe it,
either, Arpad.”

Arpad was quiet for a few moments, but then he gasmall sigh. “No. No, | do not. Keri did
not do this. | think that the conclusions of myhiatand the general are wrong. But | do not haye an
other explanation for what has happened. The feattthe mechs were sabotaged is very clear, and
Keri seems to be the only one who had the oppdyttmido it.” He leaned to one side, placing his
shoulder against the corridor wall. “But the geh&skl you about Keri's past, did he not?”

Pushing past the delight that her fiancé was ie@gent with her, M'raava shook her head. “He
told me there were some inconsistencies, but hetdidy what they were. He said he couldn't tel'me
She leaned forward, close to Arpad. “But you knden't you?”

Looking from side to side, Arpad checked to make shat there was nobody within earshot. |
know some of it,” he admitted. He pulled M'raavalasguiding her down to the hall to an office
which was vacant. Going inside, he closed the ddou did not hear any of this from me. If the

general or my father find out that I told you, uédget in some very serious trouble, do you



understand?”

M'raava drew her fingers across her lips. “Not advoom me. If anyone hears me talking
about it, I'll say | bribed a security officer, lmacked a computer, or something.”

“Alright.” Arpad sat down on the top of the baresklen the room. “There is really not much
about it that | know. All | know is that Keri fafseéd her application to the Academy.” He lookedaip
the ceiling. “Most of the information in it was cpietely false except for her name.”

Stunned, M'raava could do little else except bahkhat. “Are you serious?”

“Very.”

“But why would she falsify any of that? It's ndtdiany S'hestir has ever been rejected from the
Academy. There are so few of us that join the amjitthat they're eager to let us in.” M'raava és#n
more confused and betrayed. “When | went to sigrthgrecruiter practically fell over himself geti
the paperwork for me.”

Arpad gave a hint of a smile. “I know the way yaed to dress when you were a civilian,” he
pointed out to her. “Any man would have fallen okenself for you for any reason. | know that IlIstil
do.”

“Oh, well, thank you,” M'raava said, laughing a. l8he leaned forward and kissed him on the
cheek. “I'll forgive you, then. But | need to go slamething, so you'll have to wait for a fuller reee
of my forgiveness.” She turned away from him, la@irwagging cheekily.

“And where are you going?”

M'raava paused, her hand on the door handle. ‘@imggdown to the brig. | need to have a few
words with a certain S'hestir. It's clear to md tha investigation is already focused on Kerieéd to
see what | can do to point it in the right direntio

When Keri was brought into the interrogation rodfraava felt a little pang at the state she
was in. The S'hestir lieutenant had been strippéetiouniform, which had been replaced by a baggy
orange jumpsuit which was worn by all prisonershef brig. Her legs were shackled, and they clinked
as she walked forward into the room, and her harae cuffed in front of her. Keri had only been in
custody for half a day by now, but her eyes wery éeary and red. She had evidently done quiti a b
of crying since she had been arrested. Thankitiitgdn't look like she had been handled roughly by
base security, although M'raava wouldn't have etgpkeihat anyway.

The guard who had brought Keri in kept his handvenarm until she was seated in a chair in
front of a small table. Then he withdrew from tbem, closing the door behind him and locking it

from the outside. Keri reached up with her shackiaadds, brushing a lock of her sable hair out of he



eyes. She was looking down at the tabletop, antheg@ot to want to meet M'raava's gaze.

“Il...1 really wish you weren't seeing me like this.Keri said, sounding numb. She tried to
smile, but didn't get much further into it thanrantace. Her pointed feline ears were drooping lower
than M'raava had ever seen. “This getup isn't flatiering. Too...Too loose. Color clashes with my
fur.”

M'raava sat down in the chair across from Kerissiiog her legs under the table. “It's...not that
bad,” she said, failing miserably at trying to saynething comforting. “I mean...I don't know what |
mean.” She looked down at the table, then she donee eyes back up. “How have you been holding
up?”

Keri shrugged. “Alright, | guess.” She looked aiffdne side. “I've never been in jail before,
though. It sucks. There's nobody to talk to, addr't think any of the guards like me very mucheS
hung her head, and her shoulders gave a littleeskbtvas...I was kinda looking forward to having
dinner with you tomorrow. | guess that'll have taita while.”

“Yeah.” M'raava reached across the table and taliblee hand. “I came down to talk about it.
You need to know that Arpad and | don't believe o were involved in any of what you were
arrested for.”

The younger S'hestir slumped down in her chair,Mindava could see a huge expression of
relief wash over her face. “That makes me feel schrbetter,” Keri gasped, her eyes going shiny as
they began to fill with tears. “You wouldn't belethe way that the base guards have been talkisg. |
like they think I'm already guilty. It makes mertkithat the court martial is just going to be a
formality.”

M'raava knew that it wasn't like Keri to be scalikd this, and she tried to put as much
reassurance in her voice as she could. “I'm notggtw let that happen. I'm not just your friend) I
your commander, and I'm going to do what | canlearcall of this up.” She leaned back again,
crossing her arms over her chest. “But before Idmthat, | need you to clear a few things up fet’m

Keri straightened up in her chair. She looked sofjdguarded and uncomfortable. “What do
you mean?”

“I need to know why your application to the Acadewss falsified.” M'raava held up a hand to
hold off the denial that she knew Keri was abouit@. “I already know that it was. Don't ask me
where | got that information. But the investigatkr®w about it, and | can guarantee it's goingoime
out when the court martial happens. If I'm goindpédp you, | don't want to have to worry about any
surprises, fair enough?”

The gray-furred female across from her closed fes,eand M'raava saw a few tears leak out



and soak the fur on her cheeks. Keri was very dared few minutes, but then finally she gave dsig
and slowly nodded her head. “Okay. You're righte Dlest chance | have is to be honest.”

“You told me when we met that you grew up on laj #mat your parents died in a tunnel
collapse when you were young,” M'raava said. “B thue?”

Keri shook her head, looking extremely guilty. “Nii's not.” She looked down at her lap. I
didn't grow up on a colony, | grew up on Earth. parents aren't dead. Pretty much everything 1 told
you about my life before the Academy was a lie.& 8oked back up at M'raava. “I'm sorry...”

M'raava waved her apology aside. “Don't worry alibat for now. We can talk about that later,
when this is all over.” She had to push past tkendly she was feeling at Keri's admission. The older
officer had put a lot of trust in Keri, and a Idtibwas being drained away right now. But she tad
think of what was most important right now, andttvas getting as much information as she could to
try to help her. “So tell me what the truth is.”

“Okay...” Keri took a deep breath. “The first thiggu need to know is that I'm not twenty-
three, like my file says. I'm twenty-one. Like icd grew up on Earth. My mom is a dance instrycto
and my dad owns a little chain of S'hestir spegiastaurants. We lived in Canada, near Toronth€' S
brushed her hair back again. “l was...| was pre#typy there, | guess, but when | was growing up all
of my friends wanted to do the stuff that our peapdually do. You know, exotic dancing, acting,
business...that sort of thing. | didn't want tiater since | was a little girl, | wanted to joiretArmy. |
thought our species' legacy should be more thayasandy or selling stuff.”

“There's nothing wrong with any of those jobs,” dva said, a little more defensively than she
meant to. “I was going to be a singer before lgdithe Navy.”

“l didn't say there was anything wrong with it,” Keaid hastily. “It just wasn't for me.

Anyway, when | told my parents what | wanted to ey absolutely forbid it. They especially didn't
like it when | said | wanted to drop out of higheol to enlist. | was sixteen, and that was the
minimum age for entering the Academy, but theyseéuto give their permission.”

M'raava felt like she probably had the answer tonext question, but she asked it anyway. “So
what did you do?”

“l...” The younger female looked away, her facevgimg an extremely ashamed expression. “I
ran away from home. | took some of my parents' ngoaed | left Earth. | found people who could get
me fake papers, records that changed my age amdngaa new past. The only thing | kept was my
name.” Keri almost smiled, but again, she couldnitig herself to do it. “F'earri is a common surmeam
after all.”

“Was it the Sasori Syndicate that sold you theefalscuments?” M'raava asked her. When Keri



gave her a wide-eyed expression, she explainechéf@éLiam told me that you had ties to the pirate
group. Is that what it is?”

Reluctantly, Keri nodded. “I didn't know it at thiene, but the people | bought my identity from
were intermediaries for them. It didn't seem toteradt the time. | had what | needed, and | got
accepted to the Academy that year.” She leanedrttsAd'raava, earnest. “It was the only time | ever
dealt with them. I'm being really honest now. Tias all!”

M'raava got up from her chair, and she began pduaicy and forth across the floor. Truth be
told, she had expected something of this naturenvehe had found out that Keri's records had been
fabricated. Maybe not something quite as dramatwlaat she had just described, but she knew that
the young officer would have been hiding some lkohdheckered past. To M'raava, being forbidden
from choosing the profession that you wanted sedike@n extreme reason for running away from
home and disavowing your family, but perhaps shedconderstand it. After all, M'raava's own mother
was deeply opposed to the career that she hadrcharskerself. Luckily for M'raava, she had beed ol
enough to make her own decisions when she'd detaded the military, but Keri had been sixteein. |
she'd wanted to enter the Academy at that agewsbkl have needed parental consent, and from the
story she'd told she definitely wasn't going toiget

“Alright,” M'raava finally said. She returned torhehair and sat down again, folding her hands
on top of the table. “Thank you for telling me tingth. It's...not as bad as | could have imagin&hé
bit her lip. “They have some pretty strong evideagainst you right now, though. You should also
know who the lead investigator on your case is.dtfetired general named Buda Apaffy.” M'raava
nodded when she saw the flash of recognition fram.Kit's Arpad's father. | know him pretty well.
He's one of the old crowd, and he finds the crithashave occurred very offensive. | know he'll see
them as an insult to the military itself. His intigation has led him in one direction, and he'si\gdo
focus on you.”

“Oh god...,” Keri said. She started to breath rgpiltke she was panicking, and her gray fur
was standing on end. After a few seconds, howshermanaged to get herself back under control.
“What do they think | did?”

“They found evidence that someone inserted altpregramming into the squadron's mechs,”
M'raava explained. “What | was told was that thegpamming changed the way the mechs operated
under high-stress maneuvers, like what | was daingn | flew it for the first time and the drill bok
the squadron through. They caused the malfunctions.

“But why me? What makes them think | did it?”

“What General Liam told me was that they were ableace back and find the times that the



alterations were made. He said they matched upyaitin access codes being used on the hangar.”
M'raava stared at her. “Can you explain that?”

With a blank look, Keri shook her head. “I...I haweidea how that could be. I'm in there all the
time checking on the mechs, doing routine mainteeaBut | never did anything to mess with the
internal programming, that was up to the peoplengrteams who were trained for that.” She raised her
hands to her mouth, nibbling on one of her nalBrfieone must have forged my security clearance. It
would be difficult, but not impossible. They're je®ded cards. They're heavily encrypted, but
someone could have somehow gotten ahold of my cigsnade a copy.”

“Is there anyone who might want to frame you famsthing like this?”

Keri thought hard for several minutes, but thend@ok her head, her ears flattening in
despair. “I can't think of anyone who'd want totdis to me. | haven't done anything to piss anyone
off.”

M'raava tried not to look too disappointed. Shajdred it wouldn't be that easy. “We'll figure it
out,” she assured Keri. She reached across the aghin and grabbed her hand. “Try to hold up. And
keep thinking. I'll be back again. In the meantiym)'re going to need an advocate.” She managed to
smile. “Fortunately, | know a good lawyer. Don'tiwg we'll get you out of this.”

“Thanks, M'raava...” Keri put a brave face on, em@amaging to finally smile herself. “I just...1
thought | was going to have to deal with this allmy own. | wasn't looking forward to having an
appointed advocate.” Her face sobered up a li#ed...And I'll find a way to make sure you candtu
me again, Lieutenant Colonel. | promise.”

Smiling wider, M'raava leaned forward across theeta’'Well, you helped save my life once
before. That gives you a damn fine head start.” @we the younger woman a little peck on the cheek,
not really caring that the room was probably bemgnitored. “Keep your chin up. Don't give the
guards any trouble. I'll be back when | have somes) okay?”

“Okay.” Keri looked like she needed a lot more tlaasmall kiss at that moment, but even she
realized that anything more was definitely not adyaea. “And tell Arpad that...that | don't blame
him, okay? He was just doing his job.”

“I'll tell him.” M'raava got up from her chair andlalked behind Keri to the door. She knocked
on it, and the guard came back inside. He got f@from her chair. She looked over her shoulder as
the guard walked her out, keeping her eyes on Miader shorter gray tail gave an encouraging wave
as she disappeared around the door frame.

With that, M'raava left the interrogation room asdted the brig. She set off for her and
Arpad's quarters at a quick pace, a single purposer mind.



| need to get a message to Greta as soon as pessibl



