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Lancaster
 
   May 2847, Galactic Standard Calendar
 
   “Here she comes! Straight up the valley!”
 
   The observers turned towards the windows looking south, some zooming in with electronic binoculars, others adjusting the images projected onto their helmets’ visors. A dot appeared in the distance, dropping out of the cloud base about two hundred meters above the ground, arrowing down towards them. The roar of the assault shuttle’s reaction thrusters began to build in intensity as the plasma cannon in its low, streamlined barbette aimed towards the serried, widely-spaced ranks of hulked shuttles, cutters, gigs and transporters.
 
   “Damn, the pilot’s coming in fast!” one of the observers muttered. “He won’t be able to hit more than one or two of them before he’s past and gone!”
 
   “Wait for it,” Master Gunnery Sergeant Hogarth advised, standing in his usual ramrod-straight attitude. “These new birds have the most capable targeting system I’ve ever seen, and a tri-barrel plasma cannon can put a whole lot of hurt downrange. If we didn’t require visual confirmation of targets for these tests, he could have started firing much further out, while still in the clouds, and taken out a couple of rows of them by now.”
 
   The incoming shuttle’s plasma cannon began to fire. The force-field surrounding the path of each bolt, extending its range tenfold in the thick lower atmosphere, shimmered in a fleeting translucent line between shuttle and target. Five hulks far downrange erupted in blasts of smoke and dust, pieces of metal tumbling and twirling in mid-air. The shuttle banked away as if to avoid enemy fire, dodging and weaving as it skimmed low over the control center perched on the rim of the valley. Its reaction thrusters shook the building, rattling the glass in the windows, making most of those inside cover their ears against the roar.
 
   “Shit hot!” one of the watchers exclaimed, unable to keep a huge grin off his face. “These new Mark XVIIA’s are hell on wheels!”
 
   The Master Gunnery Sergeant wasn’t smiling. “That damn fool’s hot-dogging it! If he doesn’t back off, he’s going to…” He was reaching for the microphone as he spoke.
 
   “Kingsman Control to Shuttle One, slow it down, I say again, slow it down! This is a weapons test, not a live firing pass against a hostile target! This low cloud severely limits your visibility and reaction time. Ease off on that throttle! Acknowledge. Over.”
 
   A brief pause, then, “Shuttle One to Kingsman Control, sit back and relax, buddy. This bird can do things no previous model’s ever done! You’re just not used to seeing her at work.”
 
   The irritated senior NCO couldn’t help but notice the speaker didn’t end his transmission with the regulation ‘Over’, but decided to let it slide for now. However, he silently promised that when they got their bird back to base, there’d be an official complaint about range discipline waiting for them that would well and truly scorch their asses. He didn’t appreciate back-talk from a civilian test crew, even if most of them were former military.
 
   “His echo’s disappeared behind the hills to the west,” the radar operator reported. “Should come into sight again to the south in about thirty seconds, the rate he’s moving.”
 
   “Too damn fast!” the Master Gunnery Sergeant muttered to himself, shaking his head. That sort of speed, that close to the ground, in limited visibility, in a prototype rather than a thoroughly tested, fully qualified, all-the-kinks-worked-out operational vehicle, made him nervous. He glanced at the Range Director’s console to confirm that all the recorders were running – visual, audio, radar and data.
 
   Half a minute later the shuttle dropped out of the cloud three kilometers away, arrowing towards them once more. The radio crackled again. “Just watch this! Stand by for a salvo of six missiles!”
 
   The Master Gunnery Sergeant’s mouth dropped open in dumbfounded disbelief for a moment, then he leaped for the microphone. “Kingsman Control to Shuttle One, do not attempt missile fire! You’re moving way too fast for that! I say again, do not – oh, dear God, NO!”
 
   Things happened very fast – too fast for the naked eye to follow all of them. The horrified observers saw a brief flurry of movement on top of the Mark XVIIA, a flicker of light and dark; then there was a sudden, violent explosion. The shuttle twisted downward and sideways, flailing as it fell, broken-backed, fluttering, shedding chunks and fragments of wreckage. It smashed into the valley floor, cartwheeling for hundreds of meters in a welter of flying dust and dirt and pieces of torn and shredded metal, coming to rest in a tangled, unrecognizable heap. There was a brief, desolate moment of silence, then a gout of flame and smoke as fire bloomed.
 
   The observers stood frozen, as if unable to believe what they’d just seen. A cloud of smoke hung in the air where the explosion had occurred, the wind already tearing it into rags, whisking away the thin dark line joining it to the impact point below. Beyond the burning wreck one of the shuttle’s wheels, somehow ripped whole and intact from the fuselage, rolled and bounced aimlessly down the valley. It trundled up a shallow rise, slowing as it topped the crest, and wobbled out of sight down the reverse slope. As it did so, a siren began to wail from behind the building as one of the range’s fire and rescue trucks belatedly, uselessly, pulled out towards the crash site.
 
   The Master Gunnery Sergeant reached over and adjusted the radio channel. His voice was suddenly terribly weary.
 
   “All stations Kingsman, this is Kingsman Control. The range is closed. I say again, the range is closed. All personnel, secure your stations and return to Kingsman Control. Bring with you all recordings of this morning’s exercise. The Accident Investigation Unit will want them. There will be no further live fire today. Kingsman Control out.”
 
   He put down the microphone, moving slowly like a man in great pain. As he did so the Private First Class at the radar screen asked, voice breaking a little, “W – what went wrong, Master Gunnery Sergeant? Why did they crash?”
 
   Hogarth restrained his immediate impulse to snap at him. He’s not stupid – just young and inexperienced, the senior NCO reminded himself. You were that way once. Be patient with him. This is probably the first time he’s seen people die.
 
   He said, almost gently, “They fired a missile while traveling too low and too fast. Outside planetary atmosphere, or inside atmosphere at slow speeds or at rest, shuttles fire their missiles just like spaceships do. Their vertical-launch tubes kick out their missiles straight up. In atmosphere, at high speed, it’s a different story. How fast was that shuttle moving?”
 
   The radar operator glanced at his data readout. “Says here it was almost 500 kph.”
 
   “Uh-huh. Think how much aerodynamic resistance is generated by the thick air this close to the ground, particularly at high speeds. That’s one reason shuttles have removable stub wings, to carry forward-firing rockets and missiles that can launch directly into an airstream like that. They hadn’t been fitted to the Mark XVIIA for today’s tests – it was using its internal vertical-launch missile tubes. Their launch systems aren’t designed to work against that sort of air velocity and pressure. The shuttle’s first missile was ejected straight up by the mass drivers in its tube, at right angles to the airstream, which would have pushed it off its launch trajectory the instant its nose was exposed. That must have forced it back against the edge of its launch tube, which might have bent it – maybe even broken it in two. The bottom half of the missile almost certainly never made it out of the tube. The shuttle might have survived that, even given the off-center aerodynamic drag it would have caused; but the explosion… that finished it.”
 
   The radar operator nodded slowly. “I get it. Thanks for explaining, Master Gunnery Sergeant.” He looked out of the window at the burning wreckage. “Should I call for an ambulance?”
 
   “No. Nobody out there needs medical help any more. It’s a job for AIU and the bucket and shovel brigade now… and the coroner… and, God help them, whoever gets the job of explaining four useless, pointless deaths to their families. If that damn pilot hadn’t been hot-dogging it, and his Weapons Systems Operator had been more careful, they’d all still be alive.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Steve walked slowly to the refreshment station set up on the folded-down rear gate of a utility vehicle. He took a disposable cup, filled it at the water dispenser and gulped it down; then refilled it with coffee, added creamer and sweetener, stirred, and sipped more slowly as he surveyed the crash site. His face was weary and drawn, his eyes tired.
 
   A voice came from behind him. “How’s it going, Sir?”
 
   He looked around to see Master Gunnery Sergeant Hogarth, approaching from the direction of the control center up on the hillside, and smiled wearily in recognition. “It’s going, Master Gunny. That’s about the best that can be said for it.”
 
   “I see the coroner’s vehicle just left.”
 
   “Yes, we finally managed to get the last human remains out of the last bits of wreckage. It was a job for scrapers, I’m afraid. We’ve no idea who was who in there. Unless the forensic pathologists can figure it out – and I don’t know whether they can DNA-match charcoal – it’ll be a joint funeral in closed coffins and a single shared grave.” He made a wry, sour face. “I don’t think I’ll ever get that stench out of my nostrils, or these coveralls.”
 
   The older man regarded the Junior Lieutenant compassionately. He was about a hundred and eighty centimeters tall, the Master Gunnery Sergeant estimated, well-muscled but not overly bulky. His face wasn’t particularly handsome, but strong, with determined dark brown eyes set beneath heavy eyebrows and buzz-cut hair of the same color. The senior NCO recalled seeing him in Number Two uniform early in the investigation. For a junior officer, he’d worn a better-than-average number of medal ribbons and combat stars on his chest. He’d worked hard, too, as hard as any of the others on the accident investigation team. That was a good sign, the Marine acknowledged silently to himself. He’d seen some officers behave as if their commissioned rank and status exempted them from hard work. This man clearly didn’t suffer from such delusions of grandeur.
 
   He reassured him, “It passes, Sir. It just takes time – although it’ll come back now and again, sometimes when you least want it to. I’d burn those coveralls, though, if I were you.”
 
   “I guess you don’t reach your rank and length of service without finding that out the hard way, Master Gunny.”
 
   “No, Sir, I’m afraid you don’t.”
 
   The NCO helped himself to coffee, then came to stand next to Steve. “At least the fusion reactor’s protective compartment functioned as designed, Sir, and contained all the radioactive material. I was half expecting this part of the range to be shut down for months while it was decontaminated.”
 
   “Yes, the compartment did its job. Good thing, too, or we wouldn’t be able to investigate the accident in person. We’d have had to use robots.”
 
   “I guess so.” The Master Gunnery Sergeant hesitated. “Sir, I don’t want to ask questions I shouldn’t, but do you have any leads yet as to what happened?”
 
   “I’m way too junior, and much too inexperienced, to be party to all that’s going on, Master Gunny; but all the comments I’m hearing center around that missile warhead. It should never have exploded like that.”
 
   Hogarth nodded thoughtfully. “Anything unusual about it, Sir?”
 
   “It’s a nanotech-enhanced development of Composition 46 super-explosive. They gave it a new suffix, 46-N. It’s said to be denser, with a higher detonation velocity and relative effectiveness factor, than anything else out there. Combined, those factors are supposed to allow the Ocelot’s smaller warhead to produce a greater explosive effect than those of bigger, earlier-generation missiles. It was developed by a company called Brisance. They started as a subcontractor to Commonwealth Defense Industries, and designed the warhead for the Ocelots. CDI liked their work enough that they bought the company a few months ago. Brisance certified 46-N to be insensitive just before that, but after this accident I reckon there’s going to be a lot of questions asked about that.”
 
   “I bet! It was a hell of a bang. Watching the slow-motion vid, we could see it peel back the shuttle’s battle armor like it was no more than tin plate. It must have instantly killed everyone aboard, even before the crash.”
 
   Steve nodded, draining the last of his coffee. “That’s because it was an internal explosion, of course. I’m told the warhead was still inside the missile tube when it blew. The experts will be looking at that very carefully.” He set down his cup on the tailgate.
 
   The Master Gunnery Sergeant nodded towards an approaching figure. “One of yours?” The man wore no badges of rank or other insignia on his coveralls.
 
   “Yes. That’s my boss, Lieutenant-Commander Bullard.”
 
   Bullard was an older man, hair and beard peppered with gray. Steve and the Master Gunnery Sergeant came to attention as he approached.
 
   “Lieutenant Maxwell, I’m taking the final batch of samples back to the lab. I’ll leave you in charge of the accident site.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   “The transporter will return shortly from towing the accommodation trailer to the warehouse. It’ll pick up its flatbed trailer, load the last pieces of wreckage, then take them to the warehouse as well. You and the cleanup team will escort them. Make sure none of those damn vultures get their hands on any of it!” He glanced sourly at the hardstand outside the Range Control Office, where a utility van emblazoned with Brisance’s corporate logo had waited since the accident. The technicians inside had been warned they would be arrested if they entered the area around the wreck while it was still cordoned off. They hadn’t liked being ordered around, and their company had protested all the way up to the Board of Admiralty, but to no avail.
 
   “It’ll be late by the time you get there,” he continued, “so don’t bother to unload the transporter. Park it inside the warehouse. Make sure the security systems are activated before you leave, and remind the compound security staff that no-one except AIU staff may enter the building. In particular, no-one from Brisance is to be allowed inside under any circumstances!”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.” Steve hesitated. “You keep mentioning that company, Sir. Is something wrong?”
 
   “Yes, there is, dammit!” Bullard scowled, then shook his head. “Sorry, Lieutenant. I shouldn’t have snapped at you. It’s just that Brisance is trying to cover its ass any and every way it can. It knows its warhead is the prime suspect in what happened, and its deal with CDI might be on the line as a result. It’s trying every trick in the book, and a few that aren’t, to get hold of any scrap of information it can use to defend itself, either in court or to the politicians. It’s even insinuating that we aren’t fully competent to conduct the inquiry, because of what it claims are ‘new technologies with which we’re not familiar’. Captain Ratisbon and I have been defending AIU against that sort of thing all week. It’s frustrating as hell!”
 
   Steve settled for a diplomatic, “Sorry to hear that, Sir.”
 
   “Not half as sorry as I am! Anyway, I’ve left you half a dozen of our people under Petty Officer Gilson. Once everything’s safely in the warehouse, you can dismiss them. They’ll return to their normal duties tomorrow, while our technicians and lab crew start going through the wreckage in the warehouse. I want you to be there for that. You’ll learn more in a week on an actual investigation than I could teach you in two or three months in the office.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   “Your pilot’s license and operating endorsements for all the Fleet’s small craft are still valid, right?”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “Good. Your input as a qualified assault shuttle pilot will be very useful.” He stretched wearily. “Give thanks for your young back and legs, Lieutenant. Mine have about had it after a week of bending and digging. I’ll see you tomorrow. I promised my wife I’d be home by eighteen, to take her to the theater tonight. She’ll stomp me into the doormat if I’m late!”
 
   He turned and headed for his official vehicle, limping slightly. Steve and Hogarth relaxed from their positions of attention, their eyes following him. Hogarth asked, “He’s pretty old for his rank, isn’t he, Sir?”
 
   “Yes, but he hasn’t been commissioned his entire career. He served in the ranks for twenty years, rising to an E-9 Master Chief Petty Officer, then was appointed as a Warrant Officer in the Accident Investigation Unit. He served another twelve years, staying in AIU and rising to W-5 Chief Warrant Officer, then was commissioned as a Limited Duty Officer. He’s been with AIU almost twenty-five years now, which is a record for any unit in the Fleet. His knowledge and experience make him the most qualified investigative team leader we’ve got.”
 
   The senior NCO chuckled. “With that background and all that experience, he must be quite a character, Sir.”
 
   “He is. I’ve only been on his team a few months, but I’ve already learned a hell of a lot from him – ah, here’s the transporter!” Steve glanced towards a heavy vehicle approaching along the road leading to the Range Control Office. “I’ll get the last of the wreckage loaded, then have our people take down the perimeter tape. After that the range will be yours again.”
 
   “It’ll be good to get back to normal, Sir. We’ve got a lot of backlog to make up.”
 
   Steve watched the transporter crew as they used crane, winch, and tractor and pressor beams to load the last crumpled bits and pieces of wreckage onto the flatbed trailer. Most had long since been gathered up after being photographed and mapped in place. He rode back to the parking lot outside the Range Control Office with the transporter, while the guards gathered up the security tape surrounding the last few wreckage sites, plus its support stakes.
 
   As the transporter pulled onto the hardstand, Steve said to the driver, “Wait here. The others will be here shortly to escort us in their van. I’ll ride with you to the impound station.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir. What does this guy want?” The driver nodded to a white-coated man who’d climbed out of the Brisance van, and was walking towards the transporter.
 
   “I’ll find out.”
 
   Steve climbed down from the cab and walked towards the man, to prevent him getting too close to the wreckage. “Yes?” he asked curtly, without preamble.
 
   “Is the site open to us now?”
 
   “I wouldn’t know. I work for AIU, not for the range. You’ll have to ask its Commanding Officer for permission to enter the site – although I don’t know why you’d want to, now that we’ve taken away all the wreckage.”
 
   “We might be able to learn something from soil samples.”
 
   “Unlikely – we’ve carted away all the topsoil that had traces of contamination, or was beneath parts of the shuttle, or showed signs of impact. Still, if you want to take your own samples from what’s left, that’s as good a way to waste your time as any.”
 
   Frustration was written all over the man’s face. “Anyone would think you regard us as enemies! Is it too much to ask for a little friendly co-operation for once?”
 
   “You want my personal opinion? Your bosses might get more co-operation if they stopped making insinuations about AIU’s competence behind our backs. That isn’t calculated to make any of us, including me, look on Brisance with any friendliness.”
 
   “Hey, that’s got nothing to do with me! That’s high-level office politics at work. I’m just a simple wrench-turner.”
 
   “Uh-huh. Suuure you are. That’s why your bosses sent you and a few of your buddies to watch us around the clock from as close as you were allowed to get. And what’s with that sensor turret on top of your van? Don’t tell me a ‘simple wrench-turner’ just ‘happened’ to be assigned a vehicle equipped with one. Looks to me like you’re trolling for every scrap of information you can get, including recording everything we do – probably our conversations as well, those that your microphones can pick up.”
 
   The man opened his mouth, hesitated, then closed it again. His red face indicated either embarrassment or anger – Steve was betting on the latter. He finally managed to say, “You don’t understand! We’re facing questions from the Armed Forces Committee of the Commonwealth Senate, and possible lawsuits from the families of the crew. You won’t let us take samples and examine the wreckage, so how are we supposed to defend ourselves?”
 
   “You’ll have access to the wreckage soon enough. AIU handles the initial on-site investigation, you know that. All you have to do is wait a couple of weeks. Nobody’s going to take any action against you unless and until there’s evidence to support it. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I see my people coming in.”
 
   Steve turned away without waiting for a response, and crossed to the AIU van as it pulled onto the plascrete surface of the parking lot. He called to the driver, “Follow the transporter to the impound lot. I’ll ride with the driver to give you more room.”
 
   “Thanks, Sir,” Petty Officer Second Class Gilson replied through the open window. “It’s a bit crowded in here, with all of us plus our field packs. Where’s yours, Sir?”
 
   “It’s in the Control Center. I’ll collect it, then we’ll be on our way.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Floodlights lit up the entrance to the huge compound, with more stretching away to either side on tall posts set between the double perimeter fences surrounding it. A Marine Sergeant came out of the guardhouse as the transporter pulled up, followed by the van. Steve got down, stretching, swatting at the tiny creatures buzzing, fluttering and circling around his head in the brightly lit area.
 
   “Evening, Sir,” the Sergeant said as he saluted. “What kept you? You were supposed to be here hours ago.”
 
   Steve returned his salute. “The transporter’s power-pack malfunctioned. We had to call a service vehicle to get it running again. They were supposed to notify you.”
 
   “They didn’t, but it’s not the first time that’s happened, Sir. I’ll enter it in the operations log. Trouble is, the staff has gone home, and the inner patrol verified that all the warehouses were locked during their most recent circuit of the compound. Do you have the security code?”
 
   “Yes, I know the code. I’ve been in and out of that warehouse often enough over the last week, late at night or early in the morning, that I can recite it in my sleep!” They both chuckled.
 
   The vehicles drove around the perimeter track, then down a broad avenue lined on both sides by hulking metal buildings with huge sliding doors. They pulled to a halt next to the fourth building on the left, which bore a large numeral ‘7’ on either side of its powered doors. Steve dismounted and entered a code on a keypad affixed beneath the leftmost numeral. The security system disarmed itself with a series of audible chirps. He pressed another button, and the doors slid smoothly open on their rails.
 
   The driver pulled the transporter into the warehouse to the accompaniment of protesting whines from the vehicle’s electric motor. From the noise it made it clearly needed further attention, over and above that provided by the service truck earlier that evening. The van didn’t follow it inside, but stopped outside the warehouse doors. Petty Officer Gilson got out, walking to meet Steve as the transporter’s driver did likewise.
 
   “That’s it, then, Sir,” the driver said wearily, gesturing to the wreckage spread across the floor of the warehouse. “I don’t envy the technical team, trying to make sense of all this lot!”
 
   “It’ll be a tough job,” Steve agreed. “You all did very well getting everything gathered up and moved here so quickly.”
 
   He blinked to activate the Personal Information Assistant perched behind his ear, then focused on the display projected onto a contact lens in his right eye. “It’s twenty-three-thirty already. It’s an hour’s drive to our offices, where my vehicle’s parked; but your barracks are in the opposite direction, so there’s no point in having you run me back. Besides, I’ll have to drive another half-hour from our offices to my apartment, then be on the road again by six to get back here in time to start work with the technical team. It’s not worth all that driving, for any of us. I’ll stay here tonight.”
 
   “In the warehouse, Sir?” Gilson queried, startled. “Won’t that be pretty uncomfortable?”
 
   “The accommodation trailer’s here. I’ve slept in it three nights out of the past six. It’s not great, but it’s bearable. There should still be some ration packs in its kitchen, and a couple of packets of coffee; and they refilled the water tanks and emptied the waste tanks this morning, so I’ll be able to shower. I’ve got clean clothing in my field pack, so I’ll be all right for tomorrow.”
 
   The NCO’s face cleared. “OK, Sir. I’ll tell the gate guards that you’ve stayed behind.”
 
   “Thanks, PO. Go get some sleep. We all need it after this past week.”
 
   He watched them leave, then walked over to the internal offices set against one wall of the warehouse, grimacing as the door squeaked open on dry, unoiled hinges. He activated the security system’s master control panel and toggled the doors, which slid closed as he checked the sensor turrets. There were six of them, spaced evenly beneath the roof to monitor every movement. He activated them, making sure they were recording everything, then linked the security system to his comm unit. If anyone tried to enter the warehouse without disarming the system, it would transmit an alert code to wake him.
 
   Stretching wearily, he fetched his field pack and sleeping-bag from the transporter’s cab and carried them to the accommodation trailer. It had five small sleeping compartments, each equipped with two vertically-stacked bunks, plus a tiny shared galley and fresher unit. He checked that the level of the trailer’s capacitor bank was nominal, then took a quick shower, grabbed the first field ration pack that came to hand, heated it and ate mechanically, almost without tasting the food, and decided to forgo tea or coffee. He was asleep almost before his head hit the pillow.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   He came suddenly awake, momentarily disoriented until he remembered where he was. Through the thin wall of the accommodation trailer he heard the grinding sound of the warehouse’s electric door motors. Light from the floodlights illuminating the hardstand in front of the building brightened the warehouse interior as its doors slowly slid partway open.
 
   What the hell?, Steve thought to himself. He glanced at the time display on the wall. It was just after three in the morning. No-one’s supposed to be here until seven – and why didn’t the security system alert me? Someone must have entered the code to disarm it from the outside panel. He unzipped his sleeping bag, got out of it and peered out of the tiny window to see a van drive through the doors. It was white, with a yellow stripe around its body. A man in light blue Service Corps-issue coveralls followed it through the doors, going to an auxiliary security panel bolted to a metal upright. The doors began to slide closed again as the warehouse lights came on.
 
   Steve pulled on the gray utility coveralls he’d laid ready on the top bunk, fingers fumbling with the fasteners. He slipped his feet into the athletic shoes he’d worn after his shower the previous evening, then closed their hook-and-loop straps. His mind was racing. Who the hell would be coming in here like this, particularly at this time of the morning? Only AIU is supposed to have access to this place, and that’s not one of our vehicles.
 
   He eased open the door to his sleeping compartment, blessing the fact that the trailer had been parked against one wall of the warehouse, out of the way. Its doors faced the wall, allowing him to move undetected. He stepped down to the plascrete floor and moved cautiously along the trailer until he could peer around the rear of the vehicle.
 
   Three men were standing next to the van, with the fourth moving to join them from the security panel. Three wore Service Corps coveralls, but the fourth was in working uniform, silver officers’ insignia glittering on his collar. They were too far away for Steve to make out his rank, or hear what the men were saying. The officer was clearly giving instructions, pointing to various pieces of wreckage. The others were nodding as they listened. When he’d finished, each took a toolbox from inside the van and headed for a different item.
 
   Steve’s mind raced. They’ve got no right to be here, and even less right to do anything with the wreckage! I’d better get help, fast – but how? From whom?
 
   He stepped back behind the trailer as a thought struck him, then climbed back into his compartment, moving as quietly as before, and closed the door behind him. Picking up his comm unit, he placed a call. The ringing tone went on for quite a while before a tired, irritated voice answered.
 
   “Bullard here – and you’d better have a real good reason to be waking me at this ungodly hour of the morning!”
 
   “Sir, Lieutenant Maxwell here.” Steve spoke in a muted whisper, urgently explaining where he was, why he’d stayed at the warehouse that night, and what had just woken him. He peered through the small window. “The three men in coveralls are wiping different bits of wreckage with what looks like pieces of cloth, then putting each one in some sort of container – they look like glass tubes. The officer is standing by the van watching them – no, one of them has just raised his hand. He’s walking over to join him.”
 
   Bullard had come fully awake as he listened. “Lieutenant, whoever they are, they’ve got no right to be there at all! Thank God you were there to detect them. If they have the code to the security system, they may also have shut off the sensor turrets, but you’re an eyewitness, so that won’t help them. I’ll call the compound’s front gate right away, and have them dispatch the internal security patrol to your location. I’ll also have Captain Ratisbon alert the Bureau of Security. Heaven only knows what’s going on there, but I intend to find out! Terminate this call, but keep your comm unit on you. I’ll tell the front gate you’re in there. On my authority, if those four men try to leave you’re to do anything you can to keep them there until help arrives.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   Steve crept to the rear of the trailer again, peering around the corner. The men were still busy, but the officer suddenly raised his head, cocking it as if listening to a distant voice; then he whirled around.
 
   “A security patrol’s on the way! Back to the van with your samples, quick as you can!”
 
   His voice rang out loudly, clearly audible to Steve even at that distance. They must have someone watching the compound, he realized at once. He must have radioed a warning that the guards were heading this way.
 
   He watched in agonized frustration as the men in coveralls grabbed their toolboxes and raced after the officer towards the van. Their attention was fixed on their vehicle. Steve came to a sudden decision. He broke from behind the trailer and ran along the wall towards the warehouse office. He tried to move quietly, knowing his gray coverall would blend with the lower light levels around the edge of the floor, making him harder to see.
 
   He reached the office as the officer called, “Simmons, get those doors open!” A coverall-clad figure threw his toolbox into the van, then sprinted for the security panel as the others piled into the vehicle. The driver began to reverse it, turning the van to face the center of the doors where a gap would open. From far in the distance came the faint wail of a siren.
 
   Steve didn’t hesitate. He wrenched the office door open. Its hinges squealed as badly as they had the first time he’d used it, and the officer, halfway into the front passenger seat of the van, heard them. He whipped his head around and gaped. Steve ignored him as he leapt for the control panel a couple of meters inside the door and stabbed at the ‘Emergency’ switch with his finger. A red light began to blink monotonously as a message flashed in a display above the switch, ‘EMERGENCY MODE – AUXILIARY PANELS LOCKED OUT’.
 
   Steve whirled around and ran back to the door. As he got there, Simmons reached the security panel at the door, frantically – and fruitlessly – trying to enter commands. He turned and yelled to the officer, “Sir, it’s not working!” Outside, the sound of the siren was drawing rapidly nearer.
 
   The officer half-staggered, half-fell from the front door of the van, and hastily recovered his balance as he stared at Steve. “You! Whoever you are! I’m a Commander, dammit! Stand to attention when I talk to you! What the hell d’you think you’re doing?”
 
   Steve remained half-crouched in the doorway, ready for action. “Sir,” he called, “you can explain yourself to the security patrol, and to BuSec when they get here. You’re in a restricted area without authorization. I’m Junior Lieutenant Maxwell of AIU, and I’m acting on the instructions of my superiors.”
 
   “Like hell! I outrank you! Stand down! That’s an order!” As he spoke, the other two coverall-clad men hurriedly climbed out of the van, glancing towards their comrade by the security panel.
 
   Steve shook his head. “Sorry, Sir. Like I said, I’m acting under orders. You’ll have to explain yourself to the security people. My boss has already alerted them. I’m sure he, and they, will be very interested to hear what you have to say.”
 
   The sirens wound down outside the doors, and Steve heard footsteps running towards the external control panel. He knew the security patrol would have an override remote control unit, allowing them to use it even if the internal console had locked it out. He added, “The game’s up. You know you’ve got no right to be here, and you can’t fight your way clear. Give it up!”
 
   The Commander’s shoulders slumped, but he made a last attempt. “W – we just entered the wrong warehouse, that’s all! We were on our way to another one, and came in here by mistake!”
 
   “Nice try, Sir, but in that case, how did you know our security code? Our sensor records will show you arriving, and I witnessed what you did after that. If this was the ‘wrong warehouse’, you sure had a funny way of showing that by checking out what was inside the way you did.”
 
   The doors began to slide open. Two men were silhouetted in the widening gap, carbines pointed into the interior. More spread out behind them. One called, “Everyone stand still! This is Security. You’re all under arrest!”
 
   Steve raised his voice. “Come ahead, Security! I’m Junior Lieutenant Maxwell. You should have been informed about me. These four men are to be taken into custody pending the arrival of senior officers from AIU and BuSec. There may be another observer somewhere nearby – they were warned when you left the guardhouse on your way here.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir! Commander Bullard told us about you when he called the main gate. Stand fast, please, while we secure them. I’ll have the guardhouse activate our perimeter hoversats to scan the area for any others.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Lieutenant-Commander Bullard reached for the coffee Steve had brewed in the accommodation trailer’s galley. Despite it being only five-thirty in the morning, his eyes gleamed with alertness.
 
   “That was good work, Lieutenant. Your eyewitness testimony, plus the sensor readings before they shut them down and the samples taken by those techs, will give us more than enough evidence to bring charges against them all.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir. Do we know who they were, and who sent them?”
 
   “We know some of it – enough to worry me. Commander Buchanan works for the Small Craft Directorate of the Bureau of Ships. It’s responsible for designing and testing all the Fleet’s small craft, including assault shuttles for the Marine Corps.” Steve’s eyes widened in astonishment.
 
   “SCD was involved in the design of both the Mark XVIIA and the competing Mark XVIIB prototype from Orion Industries, but not their initial testing – the manufacturers handle that. SCD only comes into the picture after the initial problems have been ironed out, when pre-production models are being tested under service and operational conditions. They aren’t involved in our investigation in any way, so what the hell was Buchanan doing here? He hasn’t explained that yet. The three men with him, and the two others they found operating a hoversat outside the perimeter to keep watch on the guardhouse, are Service Corps technicians. They claim they were acting under his orders. BuSec will be asking them precisely what those orders were.”
 
   “But, Sir, I don’t understand,” Steve protested. “We fall under BuShips too. Why would another BuShips department be interfering with our work like this?”
 
   “That’s what worries me. I expect it’ll cause all sorts of bureaucratic inter-departmental fuss and bother.” The older man looked at him quizzically. “Given your junior rank, you’ve probably never been involved in a first-class turf war between Fleet departments, have you?”
 
   “Only a small one, Sir, on Midrash, over a year ago. The Bureau of Intelligence roped me into an operation to identify and detain a group of criminals. During the operation, responsibility for security was divided between BuIntel, which handled the interior: a local police department, which dealt with the area immediately surrounding it; and BuSec, which was responsible for the outer perimeter. BuSec fumbled the ball, allowing the criminals to take a shot at me. Fortunately they missed, but there were lots of recriminations over that, with memos flying around like confetti.”
 
   “Ha! I’m not surprised. BuIntel and BuSec are legendary for their turf wars. I suppose that’s inevitable, because their responsibilities overlap to some extent. If only their people spent as much time co-operating as they do arguing with each other, we’d have better intelligence and better security!”
 
   “Yes, Sir. Actually, it was because of that incident that I landed up here. Commander Wu, OC of BuIntel in the Midrash Sector, offered me an assignment to BuIntel when I reach O-3 or higher grade. As an interim step, he arranged for me to come to AIU after my shipborne assignment ended. He said your investigations were as detailed and complex as those done by BuIntel, so I’d learn a lot here.”
 
   His boss nodded thoughtfully. “He was right about that. You must have impressed him – BuIntel mostly fills its positions internally. They don’t offer many two-year assignments to general service officers, and they hand-pick those who fill them. Anyway, back to our little problem. Even if this Commander had no right to be here, I’m willing to bet his department will back him up on principle. He’s senior enough that he’s bound to have what sounds like a reasonable excuse for his actions. It may not stand up to scrutiny, but taking it further may prove complicated if he has friends in high places.” Bullard couldn’t help but notice the sour expression that appeared on Steve’s face. “What – you expected something different?”
 
   “Sir, I come from Old Home Earth, where everything was run by bureaucrats and administrative departments. They were always fighting with each other. Getting anything done depended on who you knew, and how much influence you could bribe them to exert on your behalf, and whether the department and officials handling your case could pull enough strings to get you what you wanted. The ordinary man in the street was just someone to be used, then discarded. My primary reason for coming to the Commonwealth was to get away from that, to a place where the individual is emphasized above the group; but from what you just said, it looks like I’ve landed up in the same old mess I hated so much back on Earth.”
 
   The older man sighed. “You’re relatively young, right?”
 
   “I’m twenty-nine in Galactic Standard years, Sir.”
 
   “That’s still young enough to be idealistic, I suppose, although I’d grown out of it by that age. Do yourself a favor. Read up about something called ‘Pournelle’s Iron Law of Bureaucracy’. He articulated it early in the Space Age, and it’s been proven accurate time and time again. Briefly, it says that any organization has two sorts of people: those devoted to the purpose for which it was formed, and those dedicated to the organization itself. The second sort will always end up running it for their own benefit.”
 
   “Then how has the Fleet avoided that for two centuries, Sir?”
 
   Bullard chuckled. “They say ‘forewarned is forearmed’, so we’ve been fighting the ‘Iron Law’ ever since the Fleet was formed – with some success, I might add. We insist that combat officers rotate through senior appointments in every staff and administrative department, and many at lower level too, so that our support functions maintain an operational perspective rather than become too insular. They’re explicitly required to support the line as part of their mission statements. If the line complains too much about lack of support, things happen. Also, we try to rotate at least a tenth of our Service Corps to different departments every year, and try to make sure they don’t take a clique with them or have one waiting for them. That helps minimize the building of personal fiefdoms.”
 
   “It must make a lot of them unhappy, though, Sir?”
 
   His boss shrugged. “It does, and it sometimes costs us in terms of lower efficiency, but it works, so we’re not about to stop doing it! Anyway, what you ran into at Midrash was almost certainly the ‘Iron Law’ in operation – lower-level bureaucrats, more concerned with defending their departments’ turf and their own fiefdoms than they were about the overall mission. The incident would have been a wake-up call to the Sector authorities to do something to nip the problem in the bud – as I’m sure they did, right?”
 
   Steve nodded. “I was too junior to know all that went on, Sir, but according to the grapevine it went all the way up to the Sector Admiral. Rumor had it that several field supervisors and department heads had letters of reprimand placed on their files, and I heard that one resigned his commission.”
 
   “Probably one step ahead of being discharged for cause, eh? I daresay something similar may happen here. Things have gotten way out of hand when one department horns in on another’s turf like this, particularly when they ignore security restrictions to do so. As one counter to that, I’ve got BuSec making four copies of the security turret recordings, showing the team’s arrival and entry before they switched them off. One’s for BuSec, one’s for Captain Ratisbon, one’s for me, and the fourth copy’s for the Judge Advocate-General’s office.”
 
   “Why so many copies, Sir?”
 
   Bullard grimaced sourly. “Think how this situation could be manipulated by someone trying to get himself off the hook, or a senior officer trying to get his department out of trouble. Your actions could be ascribed to inexperience or over-reacting. You might be accused of being on restricted premises without due and proper authorization, because you didn’t get formal permission from anyone to sleep in the accommodation trailer in the warehouse. As far as I’m concerned you didn’t need permission at all, but we may need to defend you against accusations like that. The sensor records and the contents of those technicians’ toolboxes will provide evidence to support your eyewitness testimony; but there have been cases where evidence mysteriously ‘disappeared’, or deteriorated while in custody until it became unusable, or something like that. With multiple copies of the sensor records in different locations, we’ll have at least some protection against that.
 
   “Anyway, we can’t continue our accident investigation until BuSec has finished in here, which will probably take them all day. Come back to the office with me, to collect your own vehicle; then go back to your apartment, get some breakfast, take a stim-tab if you need one, change into regular uniform, and be back in the office by nine. I’ll find plenty for you to do!”
 
   Steve grinned. “Aye aye, Sir. I’m sure you will.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Four days later, Steve was hard at work helping a team of technicians dismantle a portion of the shuttle wreckage. He found it humbling that he knew so much less about this job than the techs he was supposed to be supervising. However, the technicians took it in good humor, explaining what they were doing each step of the way, and what they were looking for as they separated each component from the charred, crumpled mass.
 
   “I’ve read news reports about crashes and their investigation, but until I came to AIU I never understood just how much hard work and attention to detail was involved,” he commented as he added his weight to a prybar. The piece of wreckage groaned and creaked, then with an audible snap! gave up the struggle as a stuck panel came loose.
 
   “It’s like being a pathologist, only with hardware instead of bodies,” a tech agreed. “Each crash is a new – hey, heads up, Sir. Here comes Commander Bullard.”
 
   “What’s he doing here?” Steve wondered aloud as he looked around. “He was supposed to be in meetings all day.” He straightened, turned to face his boss, and saluted. “Good morning, Sir.”
 
   “Morning, Lieutenant.” Bullard’s salute was perfunctory, more of a wave than a formal recognition. “I need you to come back to town with me. Something’s come up.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir. I’ll just get my field pack from the office.”
 
   “Be as quick as you can. I’ll wait for you in my car.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   Steve hurried to the warehouse office, grabbed his field pack, nodded a brusque farewell to the startled office staff, and ran towards the warehouse doors, where the Lieutenant-Commander was already getting into his vehicle. As soon as Steve had tossed his pack into the back and sat down in the passenger seat, even before he’d fastened his seat belt, Bullard accelerated away from the warehouse.
 
   “What’s going on, Sir?” Steve asked as his seat belt buckle clicked into place.
 
   “Let me give it to you one piece at a time. First, BuSec reports that the techs who accompanied Commander Buchanan the other night all claim that he ordered them to accompany him, to take samples from the wreckage of the Mark XVIIA. They say he told them the accident investigation was being manipulated to falsify its results, so they needed to independently test the samples to figure out what was going on. They volunteered for truth-tester examination to prove what they said, and sure enough, their tests came back clean. They were following orders, all right, but they didn’t know what was behind them.
 
   “The Commander declined to undergo truth-tester examination, and wouldn’t say why he’d issued the orders. He tried to resign his commission, but his superiors refused. They ordered him to undergo truth-tester examination, whether he liked it or not. He appealed the order to the Judge Advocate-General’s department, but that got him nowhere, of course. JAG merely confirmed that the Fleet has the authority to order any of its personnel to undergo truth-tester interrogation concerning any service-related matter, provided that evidence thus obtained and not corroborated by other sources can’t be used against them.
 
   “There’s another wrinkle to the situation. Commander Buchanan tried to bring charges against you for disobeying the orders of a superior officer.”
 
   “What?” For a moment Steve was dumbfounded, then he began to seethe with fury. “The only orders he gave me were – in so many words – to stop interfering with his escape! He didn’t even have the right to issue them in the first place!”
 
   “No need to snap at me, Lieutenant,” his boss said sternly. “I authorized you to take action, remember?”
 
   Steve collected himself. “I – I’m sorry, Sir.”
 
   Bullard nodded. “Apology accepted. I suppose I’d be upset, too, if I were in your shoes. I said as much to JAG yesterday when one of their investigators called me. He asked me to submit confirmation of my orders to you – which I did at once, of course – and assured me that, with that evidence on file, Commander Buchanan’s charges against you won’t go any further. However, he also told me some very interesting details that have begun to emerge from the investigation. Ever heard of a retired Admiral Napolitano?”
 
   “No, Sir, I can’t say I have.” Steve tried to control his simmering anger.
 
   “Not surprising – he retired from the Fleet about twenty years ago, long before you came to the Commonwealth. He’s a Vice-President of Commonwealth Defense Industries, and the man behind its purchase of Brisance. He oversees its operations as part of his job at CDI. What’s more, Commander Buchanan’s married to one of his granddaughters, to whom he’s reportedly very close.”
 
   Steve’s mouth opened in a silent ‘O’ of astonishment, and Bullard glanced across at him. “I see you’re beginning to put two and two together. The connection came to light when a civilian lawyer from a firm patronized by CDI tried to represent the Commander in his appeal to JAG about the order to undergo truth-tester examination. He was disallowed, of course. It was a straightforward disciplinary matter, not a legal proceeding, and no charges have been filed – yet – against the Commander or anyone else, so no representation was necessary or permitted. Nevertheless, the lawyer claimed to have been hired by Admiral Napolitano to represent his grandson-in-law.”
 
   Bullard stopped talking as he came to the security gate. He slowed to a halt, lowered his window, and showed his pass to the guard who came to his door. The guard glanced at it, nodded to him, and waved at the guardhouse. The barrier rose, and the Lieutenant-Commander accelerated out of the compound and onto the highway.
 
   He resumed, “Commander Buchanan was informed of JAG’s ruling late yesterday afternoon. He finished work for the day, got into his car and headed for home – only to be T-boned by a heavy delivery vehicle halfway there. Witnesses said the driver of the truck jumped out, wearing a sealed hazmat suit, and got into a car following the truck. It made a U-turn and disappeared into the evening traffic. The cops found that the driver had activated an anti-DNA fogger device as he got out of the truck’s cab. It had coated every surface and soaked into the upholstery. All fingerprints had also been removed. The truck had been hired from a big rental company earlier that afternoon, but the renter’s details proved to have been falsified. No-one knows who he was.”
 
   “Was the Commander badly hurt, Sir?”
 
   “He’s in a coma in intensive care right now, with severe head and internal injuries and several broken bones. His chances of survival are poor, according to the doctors. He’s on life support.”
 
   Steve’s lips pursed in a soundless whistle. “But that means…”
 
   “Yes, it does. We still don’t know why he ordered those techs to obtain swabs and samples from the shuttle wreckage. If Buchanan dies, unless we can obtain evidence from another source, the investigation may run into a brick wall.”
 
   “But, Sir, don’t all the other elements you mentioned imply that CDI may have had something to do with his accident – if it was an accident at all? And doesn’t it suggest they may have asked him to get the samples for them?”
 
   Bullard sighed. “Lieutenant, I’ll let you get away with saying that to me privately, just this once. Never say it again – not to me, not to anyone! We daren’t make insinuations about something like that. We’re dealing with a very senior retired officer, who’s a very senior executive in a company with a great deal of political influence. In the absence of hard evidence, speculation could backfire on us in a big way. The Commonwealth has stringent slander and defamation laws. If we find evidence, of course, that’ll be different. There are people working on that right now. However, that’s way above your pay grade, and mine too. Our job is to shut up and let the investigators do their thing.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   His boss added, “I’ll say this much; I doubt that CDI as an organization was behind this. They’re as aggressive in going after business as any other company their size – after all, they didn’t get to be that big without being predatory! – but I can’t see them getting into or condoning criminal activity as a matter of corporate policy, particularly directed against their biggest customer. I’d say it’s far more likely that a person or persons unknown, who may or may not have any connection with CDI, who may have a lot to lose and may feel threatened by current events, might have decided to try to cover their tracks and protect their ass. Don’t quote me on that.”
 
   “I understand, Sir. Er… may I ask one more question, please?”
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   “Is Commander Buchanan being guarded, Sir? If the ‘accident’ wasn’t an accident, might there be another attempt?”
 
   “You and I are thinking along the same lines. I asked Captain Ratisbon the same question this morning, and got cut off at the knees for doing so. That investigation’s being handled by other departments. It’s not our business to ask awkward questions or interfere in any way. Get it?”
 
   “Understood, Sir.”
 
   “Good. The trouble is, word about the accident is already circulating among journalists. Initial reports were simple and factual, but as they learned more about the driver’s disappearance, the DNA scrubbing of the cab and so on, they began to ask a lot more questions. They’re bound to find out in due course about the Commander’s grandfather-in-law, and the lawyer he arranged to represent the Commander at JAG, and put two and two together. When they do, they’ll be speculating along the same lines that you were a short while ago – and you’re the prime witness to what Commander Buchanan and his techs were doing that night. They’re going to come after you for a statement.”
 
   Steve made a wry face. “I see, Sir. How do you want me to handle them?”
 
   “Stonewall them. Say something along the lines of, ‘I’m not authorized to make any statement. You should ask the Fleet’s Public Relations Directorate for more information.’ No matter what questions they ask, say that and keep on saying it until they give up and go away.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   “I discussed all this with Captain Ratisbon this morning. While I came to collect you, he planned to see Admiral Brunel, Flag Officer In Command of BuShips, to lay all this out for him and ask for guidance. We’ll hear what the Admiral had to say when we get to the office.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   “Sit down, gentlemen,” Captain Ratisbon invited. The Commanding Officer of AIU Lancaster was a tall, craggy man, his face energetic and determined. As his two subordinates sat down, he continued, “Admiral Brunel wasn’t at all pleased to hear about what’s been happening, particularly as the Small Craft Directorate hadn’t yet said anything to him. He called its Commanding Officer while I was with him, and ordered him to be in his office at eleven with a full report.”
 
   Lieutenant-Commander Bullard winced. “I wouldn’t like to be in his shoes right now, Sir. Still, I’d like to be a fly on the wall to listen to that conversation.”
 
   “I would, too. We might learn some new words!” The two senior officers grinned at each other. “The Admiral approved of what we’ve done so far, but he wants you out of the way, young man.” The Captain looked at Steve as he spoke. “You’re a hot potato in his lap right now. The last thing he wants is to have the news media pursuing you from pillar to post demanding a statement, and disrupting our activities – and those of BuShips as a whole – in the process.”
 
   Steve blinked in surprise. “Ah… I’m sorry to have caused such a fuss, Sir.”
 
   “You didn’t cause it, Lieutenant – that’s at Commander Buchanan’s door, and whoever was behind him. Still, you’ve been caught up in it, which is a problem, because a kerfuffle like this can damage your career if some of the crud flying around manages to stick to you.”
 
   “Oh!” For a moment Steve was nonplussed. “I hadn’t thought about that, Sir.”
 
   “I’m afraid you’ve just run headlong into one of the less palatable ways in which politics affects our profession. Junior officers seldom encounter it, but as you’re promoted to more senior ranks, you’ll have to deal with it much more often. In this case, you were just doing your job, so I want to make sure you don’t suffer for that. We’ll get you out of the way of the consternation and monkeyhouse until they’ve died down. Your promotion to Senior Lieutenant takes effect on the first of July, Galactic Standard Calendar, according to the regular biannual promotion signal, right?”
 
   “Yes, Sir, as soon as I have the required minimum of two years’ seniority in O-2 grade.”
 
   “Good. You’ve done well to get it that quickly. Many Junior Lieutenants have to serve more than the minimum time in grade before promotion. Be that as it may, it couldn’t be better timed from our perspective. Have you ever heard of Rolla?”
 
   “It’s a minor member planet of the Commonwealth, Sir,” Steve answered, puzzled.
 
   “Correct. It’s a former colony of New Missouri that became independent about thirty years ago and immediately applied for associate membership of the Commonwealth. Its armed forces were systematically neglected and run down by the previous government, along with all sorts of other problems that led to a constitutional crisis last year. The new government’s faced with a massive rebuilding job, and they’ve asked our Planetary Forces Directorate for assistance. One of their problems is their Planetary Self-Defense Force’s shuttles. They operate about fifty Mark IX’s, plus a few score unserviceable units that they’re cannibalizing for parts to keep the others flying.”
 
   Steve shook his head in astonishment. “I can hardly believe there are still Mark IX’s in service anywhere, Sir! The last of them was manufactured over a century ago.”
 
   “That’s right. They need to replace them very urgently, but there are many other demands on their limited resources. They’ve asked PFD to help them find affordable replacements, and lend them a shuttle specialist to help reorganize their shuttle training according to the latest Fleet standards. PFD is handling the request as part of a training mission it’s already putting together for Rolla. They passed the request for a specialist advisor to Vice-Admiral Brunel, because the Small Craft Directorate falls under his Bureau. He received it just before I walked into his office.
 
   Ratisbon steepled his fingers together, resting his elbows on his desk. “He’d normally have sent it down to SCD for action. However, as we discussed the ongoing investigation into the Mark XVIIA crash, I mentioned that your qualifications as a shuttle pilot were proving useful. He called up your file and learned you’d been a qualified instructor on assault shuttles as an NCO, as well as all of the Fleet’s other small craft types, and served as Small Craft Officer on a destroyer for the previous two years. She carried two assault shuttles, and you commanded one during boarding and search operations. You identified a potentially serious problem with one of the destroyer’s shuttle pods, leading to an alert disseminated via the Fleet Technical Bulletin to all Sectors, and formal recognition for your efforts.
 
   The Captain sat back with a satisfied smile. “Putting all that together, he suggested to me you can undoubtedly be described as a small craft expert, particularly concerning assault shuttles. You’re therefore qualified to assist Rolla if we’re prepared to detach you for a temporary duty assignment there. PFD had asked him to assign an O-3 grade officer to the job, and you’re about to be promoted to that grade. I assured him that in the light of recent developments, a temporary assignment like that will suit AIU just fine. It’ll get you off-planet and out of the way of local news media for two to three months. By the time you get back, the dust should have settled somewhat.”
 
   Steve nodded. He couldn’t help feeling hard done by at being shunted aside from the accident investigation just because he’d obeyed orders, but he knew the problem wasn’t of Captain Ratisbon’s making. He settled for saying cautiously, “Sounds like it’ll be an interesting job, Sir.”
 
   “I think it will. You’ll go to PFD for an interview this afternoon. If they agree to use you – and with Admiral Brunel having submitted your name, I’m sure they will – they want whoever they send to be rated as an instructor in assault shuttles. You’re already qualified as an instructor, so you’ll go to Small Craft School to renew your license. Thereafter you’ll spend some time at Orion Industries, which manufactured the Mark IX, to pick up what technical information they can give you and discuss an upgrade option for Rolla’s shuttles that PFD has lined up with them. As soon as you’ve done all that, plus anything else PFD needs, they’ll put you aboard the weekly dispatch vessel to Rolla and nearby planets. You’ll probably arrive there a few days after your promotion takes effect, and be there for a couple of months. PFD will pick up the tab for your apartment lease during that time, of course, or the cost of terminating it and packing and storing your belongings. D’you think you can be ready in time?”
 
   “I’m a Fleet officer, Sir. It goes with the territory.”
 
   “It does indeed, although too many of our people forget that and fail to keep their affairs in order, ready for short-notice deployments like this. I’m glad to hear you’re not one of them.”
 
   He rose. “Very well, Lieutenant. Close out any outstanding business, hand over your files to Lieutenant-Commander Bullard for reassignment to someone else, then see Admin to begin the out-processing for a TDY assignment. You can use the rest of the week to wind up your affairs locally, then head for Preston to reinstate your instructor qualifications at Small Craft School and visit Orion Industries.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir. Thank you very much.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Preston
 
   June 2847, GSC
 
   Steve couldn’t help smiling nostalgically at his memories as he drove into Preston. He’d spent two and a half years assigned to Fleet facilities in and near the town, first as a Petty Officer instructor at Small Craft School, then as a candidate officer at OCS, and finally as an Ensign attending the Deck Officer and entry-level Navigation and Tactics courses.
 
   He stopped at a luxury food store to buy ingredients for supper, then found the apartment block he was seeking and parked his truck outside a ground floor unit. Tugging his suitcase behind him, he went to the door and rang the bell. Footsteps approached from within, and the door opened.
 
   “Steve, you scrofulous Spacer!”
 
   “Brooks, you mangy Marine!”
 
   His friend swept him into a huge bear-hug. Grinning, Steve returned it in kind, then stood back and looked him over. They were about the same height, but Brooks Shelby was more strongly built, with darker brown hair – almost black – and darker eyes. He was wearing running shorts and T-shirt instead of his usual Marine Corps uniform.
 
   “Going for a run?”
 
   “I was planning to, until you arrived.”
 
   “If you’ll wait while I get changed, we can go for a run together,” Steve offered.
 
   “Sure. It’s about time you worked some of the Spacer Corps lard off your butt!”
 
   Steve blew a raspberry as he tugged his heavy suitcase towards the spare bedroom. He hastily exchanged his Number Two uniform for exercise clothing, then they headed out the door.
 
   “Lots of runners out today,” Steve noted as they jogged slowly down the sidewalk, warming up their muscles.
 
   “There usually are at this time of day, after people get back from work.”
 
   “Uh-huh. Pity, though, because I can’t tell you what’s going on until we’ve got more privacy.”
 
   “I’m suuure you can’t! Far be it from me to accuse you of wanting to cut our run short because you can’t keep up with me!”
 
   “Ha! We’ll see who can’t keep up with whom!”
 
   They arrived back at the apartment out of breath and perspiring profusely, with running honors even. Steve let Brooks use the shower first while he inspected the kitchen, selected a few ingredients to go with those he’d brought with him, and prepared a Turkish-style moussaka. He started it cooking, then showered while Brooks dressed, set the table and kept an eye on the food. They sat down to eat in the kitchen alcove with eager appetites.
 
   “Your cooking’s as tasty as ever,” Brooks said with a satisfied sigh as he swallowed his first mouthful. “I’d forgotten how handy you are in the kitchen. Most of us can’t do much more than heat up pre-packaged processed meals.”
 
   “That comes from my years in the orphanage. The Benedictines insisted we all had to learn how to cook from scratch. It’s come in really handy since then.”
 
   “You don’t hear me complaining.” Brooks took another mouthful, chewed, and swallowed. “So what brings you to Preston? You didn’t say much when you called.”
 
   “Well, I had to make sure you weren’t associating with the wrong people, for a start.”
 
   Brooks tried to look indignant, but spoiled the effect as he choked on a morsel of food. When he’d stopped coughing, he retorted, “Hey, I’ll have you know I’m pure as the driven slush!”
 
   “That’s what I’m afraid of!” They shared a laugh. “Anyway, I can’t tell you everything that’s been going on, because a lot of it’s very sensitive, but I’ll do my best. Just keep it to yourself, OK?”
 
   “You got it.”
 
   Steve outlined the events surrounding the Mark XVIIA crash investigation, without going into too much detail or mentioning names. He didn’t mince his words when describing his frustration at being caught up in political in-fighting between other people and organizations.
 
   “The injured officer died yesterday without regaining consciousness,” he concluded, “so whether I like it or not, I’m a witness in a case that’s going to attract much more than its fair share of media attention. AIU doesn’t want undue publicity to derail the case before it comes to court, so it’s loaned me to Planetary Forces Directorate. They’re sending me on a temporary assignment to Rolla, to help solve its assault shuttle problems. Hopefully journalists will leave me in peace if I’m that far away – or at least until I get back, at any rate.”
 
   Brooks frowned. “I hope so, but if this is as complicated as it sounds, you may have trouble even before you leave. Would they follow you to Preston?”
 
   “As far as we know, the media hasn’t yet figured out the full extent of the scandal. As soon as they do, I’m going to be in their crosshairs, but I hope that won’t happen until after I’ve left. It’s bound to blow open in the end, of course. If what we suspect can be proved – if a defense contractor has persuaded or bribed current Service members to commit crimes on its behalf – there’s going to be a monumental kerfuffle. The Fleet’s sure to court-martial any personnel involved, and the contractor will probably land up in court, too. If found guilty it’ll face huge fines, possibly prison terms for the executives who authorized the crime, and perhaps disbarment from bidding for Fleet contracts for up to a decade.”
 
   Steve shook his head in frustration. “My problem is that I’m a critical link in the chain of evidence. Lieutenant-Commander Bullard quoted what he said was an old courtroom maxim. ‘If the facts are against you, argue the law. If the law is against you, argue the facts. If both the facts and the law are against you, assassinate the character of the witness.’ He says it’s a dirty tactic, but it can be very effective. Juries often won’t convict, even on the basis of solid evidence, if they don’t trust a witness whose testimony is crucial.”
 
   Brooks scowled. “He’s got a point. I know you’re honest, but the average juror won’t know you from a bar of soap.”
 
   “Exactly. If this goes to trial I may be called as a witness. Captain Ratisbon warned me that unscrupulous defense lawyers with nothing to lose may try to pressure me into mistakes before the trial – an unguarded comment or statement, behavior that makes me look foolish, anything that’ll allow them to portray me as unreliable and untrustworthy. He said lawyers like that often have contacts in the media, because they can offer access to inside information that makes journalists look good. In return, the newsies help them by reporting their side of a case, or putting pressure on a potential witness in the hope of making him do something newsworthy. Lieutenant-Commander Bullard agreed. He said the tactic was used against him during a high-profile investigation some years ago. He says it’s a serious risk.”
 
   “Sounds tricky.” Brooks’ face was somber. “I guess you can’t punch an interfering journalist in the snoot to put him off his stride?”
 
   “No way! That’d fall under ‘behavior that makes me look foolish’, much as I’d like to do it if necessary.”
 
   “I get it. Still, there’s nothing stopping me doing it for you, is there?”
 
   “Let’s not go there. You don’t want to blot your copybook either, not when I’ve gone to all this trouble on your behalf.”
 
   “Trouble? What trouble?”
 
   “I told you I was on loan to PFD. The Fleet’s building up quite a large mission to Rolla, assisting both the ground troops of their Planetary Self-Defense Force, and the spacers of their System Patrol Service. Two River class destroyers have already been activated from the Reserve Fleet. They’re conducting patrols for the SPS while two of its old corvettes are overhauled. Half their crews are reservists from planets in the Vesta sector, serving short-term volunteer tours of duty under regular Fleet CO’s. The other half are Spacers from Rolla’s System Patrol. Rolla’s going to buy several patrol craft to supplement its corvettes as soon as it can afford them.
 
   “I’m going to act as a consultant to the PSDF on restructuring their shuttle training for both pilots and troops, planetside and in orbit. I’ve spent the last five days renewing my instructor ratings at the Small Craft School. Over the next few days I’ll be at Orion Industries’ plant outside town. PFD’s working with them on upgrade possibilities for Rolla’s ancient shuttles. By the way, if that’s too long for me to use your spare room, just say the word and I’ll move into the local visiting officers’ quarters.”
 
   “No problem. I need someone to do the laundry, clean up the place and cook supper for me.” Brooks ducked, grinning, as Steve pretended to swing at him.
 
   “Thanks. While I was doing all that, I found out that the Rolla mission might have something to offer you, too, if you’re interested. D’you fancy six months off-planet?”
 
   His friend grinned eagerly. “Tell me more!”
 
   “PFD’s putting together a unit of Marine instructors to retrain and recertify Rolla’s Planetary Self-Defense Force NCO’s and junior officers. There’ll be a couple of dozen Sergeants and Staff Sergeants, plus three Gunnery Sergeants and a Master Sergeant. They’ll be commanded by a Captain, assisted by at least one Lieutenant. He’ll report to Colonel Houmayoun, the Fleet’s Military Attaché on Rolla. I’ll report to him as well, but independently of the Marine unit.
 
   “A Major Venter of PFD is setting up everything as Colonel Houmayoun’s local representative. He’s a bright spark. He’s already arranged a very good deal for Rolla, if they’ll agree. Last year Orion Industries agreed to take the Marine Corps’ last 500 old Mark XIII assault shuttles in partial trade against the same number of current-production Mark XVI’s. They’ve developed an upgrade for the old models, calling them the Mark XIII Plus. It gives them almost the same capabilities and performance as the Mark XV shuttles you and I used aboard Achilles last year. Major Venter’s talked them into offering to trade four of Rolla’s old Mark IX’s for one of the refurbished birds. That saves them having to interrupt their production lines this year to do another run of Mark IX bodies.”
 
   Brooks frowned. “Why would they still produce bodies for an obsolete shuttle?”
 
   “The Mark IX doesn’t have a turret or missile tubes – it was a transport shuttle, not an assault shuttle. That makes its hull legal for use as an ambulance shuttle, which by interplanetary treaty can’t be armed or capable of being armed. Orion will offer Rolla a decent trade-and-purchase deal to buy enough refurbished shuttles to equip their present armored battalion, plus a second one they want to raise. They’ll be the launch customer for the Mark XIII Plus, if they agree.”
 
   “Sounds fair to everyone. Where do I come in?”
 
   Steve shifted position in his chair. “Major Venter’s candidate to command the instructor unit, a Captain Barton, was hurt in a training accident a few days ago. He’ll be OK, but he won’t be fit for duty in time to go with them. When I heard about it, I mentioned your qualifications and experience, and told the Major you’d be advanced to Captain when the mid-year promotion signal takes effect. He was very interested, because he’s running flat out to get everything organized on a very tight schedule and hasn’t got enough time to head-hunt a replacement. He said you seem to have most of the experience he needs in the instructor unit commanding officer. Even better, he said it’d be useful to have someone commanding the instructor unit with whom I’d worked before, as I’ll be liaising with them on shuttle training issues.
 
   He sat forward, resting his elbows on the table. “He asked me to find out whether you’d be interested in a six-month TDY to Rolla. He’ll be visiting Orion Industries with me tomorrow morning. I can drop him at the Armor School in the afternoon to meet with you. If he accepts you for the slot, he should be able to arrange a temporary assignment for you with no trouble, because the Rolla mission has a high priority. He’ll ask you to find your own second-in-command, too. We’ll all meet with Colonel Houmayoun on Monday next week. He arrived yesterday to consult with PFD on the latest developments, and I’ll be returning to Rolla with him in two weeks. The instructor unit will follow three weeks later.”
 
   Brooks’ eyes were sparkling with excitement. “That’ll be great! Thanks for mentioning my name to him. It’s advanced training rather than basic armored instruction, which will be good to have on my record; and it’ll give you and I a chance to have some more fun together. I’ve got just the person for the Lieutenant’s slot, too – one of my training platoon commanders, Second Lieutenant Abha Sashna. She’ll be promoted to First Lieutenant when the mid-year signal takes effect, at the same time that I move up to Captain. Not only is she an experienced instructor, she’s also a qualified shuttle pilot.”
 
   “That might be useful for both of us,” Steve agreed. “I’ll mention her name to Major Venter tomorrow morning. He’ll probably want to see her at the same time as you, if you can arrange that.”
 
   Brooks’ brow furrowed in thought as he picked up a piece of bread, mopped it through the remains of the sauce on his plate, put it in his mouth, chewed, then swallowed. “Tell you what – Carol’s spending the weekend with me, so I’ll ask Abha to join us for supper on Friday night, to make a foursome at a local restaurant. I like her, and so does Carol, so I think you will too. You’ll have a lot to talk about, because she grew up in an orphanage and entered the Fleet through the Foreign Service Program to earn Commonwealth citizenship, just as you did.”
 
   Steve’s eyebrows rose. “I’ll look forward to meeting her. It’s rare to come across someone with an orphanage background, because most planets use foster parenting rather than institutions like that. If you and Carol both like her, that’s a pretty good recommendation right there.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Carol Voorhees arrived early on Friday evening, blowing into Brooks’ apartment like a welcome spring breeze, her long red hair flowing loose. She wore a low-cut green blouse matching her eyes above a pair of stylized breeches and, incongruously to Steve’s eyes, what looked like Earth-style cowboy boots with long, pointed toes, covered with faux snakeskin.
 
   Carol hugged and kissed Brooks, then turned to Steve, noticing the direction of his eyes. “D’you like ’em?” she asked as she hugged him. “I just bought them the other day.”
 
   “It’s those toes. Aren’t they a lot longer and sharper than your actual feet?”
 
   “All the better to kick lover-boy here when I need to get his attention!”
 
   Brooks mock-winced. “Let me tell you, Steve, whoever first said ‘Love hurts’ wasn’t joking!” The grin on his face belied his words.
 
   Steve looked at him sadly, shaking his head. “I bet you’ll still be saying that when you’re long and happily married, with a passel of kids.”
 
   “A ‘passel’ is right!” Carol said emphatically, winking at Brooks. “I want at least a dozen, so you’d better keep Steve happy. He got you aboard Achilles just in time to earn all that lovely prize money from smuggled rhodium during your last commission. That’s a good start to pay for the family, but we want him to find you a lot more where that came from!”
 
   “What do you mean? That prize money is my fun fund!”
 
   “And who says starting our family isn’t going to be fun?” She wriggled her hips suggestively.
 
   Brooks tried to look hard-done-by, without much success. “Huh! You’d better write some best-selling articles or biology textbooks. The royalties can pay for the kids, and you can keep me in style with what’s left over.”
 
   “Have you set the date yet?” Steve asked, laughing at their mutual teasing.
 
   “It won’t be for at least another year,” Carol assured him. “I’ve got to finish my Doctorate, which’ll hopefully happen towards the middle of next year. Once I’ve got that under my belt, I can settle down and start popping out babies. Thank heavens for pod gestation! At least I’ll be able to teach, do research and write without having to carry all that extra weight around with me.”
 
   “You’re serious about wanting a big family, then?”
 
   “You bet I am! We’ll just have to find enough money somewhere to afford decent help to look after them while I work. I’d have thought you’d want a big family too, after growing up an orphan. Don’t you want your kids to have lots of company?”
 
   “I’ve not given it much thought, in the absence of anyone with whom to have them.”
 
   “Then we’ll just have to arrange that, won’t we?”
 
   Brooks rolled his eyes. “That was the wrong thing to say, buddy. Now you’re in trouble!”
 
   Carol grinned. “Matchmakers of the world, unite! We have a new target! Anyway, enough of that for now. What’s this about stealing my man for six months?”
 
   Steve explained briefly about the Rolla training mission and his involvement with Rolla’s shuttle upgrades and training program. “Orion’s agreed to send a production-standard Mark XIII Plus to Rolla with me. Brooks will bring three more with him, and the rest will follow over the next year.”
 
   “I get it. I don’t really want to lose lover-boy here for that long, but at least I’ll be able to work uninterrupted on my thesis. He has the damnedest way of distracting me when I should be writing!”
 
   Laughing, she and Brooks disappeared into the master bedroom to unpack her overnight case. Steve busied himself dropping his and Brooks’ exercise clothing into the laundry. He’d just set it running when the doorbell rang. He walked over and opened the front door.
 
   A petite brown-skinned woman stood outside, military-cut close-cropped raven-black hair crowning an attractive oval face with high cheekbones. She was dressed in a plain white blouse, open at the neck to reveal a thin silver chain supporting a single pearl, above black trousers and low-heeled shoes. She wore a black handbag slung over her left shoulder, hand resting easily upon it.
 
   Her deep, dark eyes lifted as he opened the door, met his… and clung. Neither spoke for a long moment. Steve felt as if an electric current were fizzing through him. He knew he was standing there open-mouthed, probably looking like a fool; but he couldn’t tear his eyes away from hers. He finally managed to stammer, “H – Hi. I’m Steve Maxwell.”
 
   The color rose in her face, wine-dark, flushed. “Hello. I – I’m Abha Sashna, Sir. Brooks told me about you.”
 
   Steve recovered himself enough to realize he needed to do something. “Please forget the ‘Sir’ – we’re off parade and off duty. Call me Steve. Come in. Brooks and Carol will be out in a moment.”
 
   “Oh, she’s here already?” Abha sounded relieved, he thought, as she stepped inside, finally breaking their eye contact. She looked as flustered as he felt, he realized suddenly.
 
   “Yes, they – they’re just unpacking her bag.” What’s wrong with me?, he thought frantically to himself as he searched for words. I’m behaving like an idiot! “Er… can I get you anything? Coffee? Tea? Something cold?”
 
   “Nothing right now, thank you. I’ll wait until we eat.”
 
   Carol bustled out of the bedroom. “Hi, Abha! Nice to see you again!”
 
   Steve got the impression Abha was relieved to see someone she knew, almost as if she’d been thrown a lifeline. “Hi, Carol!” The two hugged. “How are things with you?”
 
   “I’m doing great!” Carol turned to Steve, noting the direction of his eyes and his somewhat sandbagged look. Her eyes suddenly twinkled. “I guess you and Steve have already introduced yourselves?”
 
   “Er… yes.”
 
   “He’s good people. I first met him going on four years ago, when he and Brooks graduated from Officer Candidate School. They went off-planet for separate two-year assignments, but somehow managed to pull enough strings to end up serving together aboard a destroyer, LCS Achilles. They’re as thick as thieves!”
 
   “We were roommates at OCS,” Steve explained to Abha.
 
   “I see,” she said, face lighting up. “That explains how he knows so much about you.”
 
   Steve pretended horror. “It’s all lies, I tell you! We’re just good friends!”
 
   She giggled. “He’s very complimentary about you, so you don’t need to worry.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear it. He said good things about you, too.”
 
   She blushed again. “Let’s hope his judgment’s reliable, for both our sakes.”
 
   “I’ll have you know my judgment is both impeccable and unimpeachable,” Brooks called from the master bedroom. He emerged with what was clearly intended to be a superior expression on his face, instantly spoiled when Carol snaked out a hand and poked him in the ribs. “Hey! Stop that! I asked you to marry me, didn’t I? Isn’t that proof of my good judgment? Right, Steve?”
 
   “Under the circumstances – and because I’m scared of Carol – I’d have to say you’re right, ol’ buddy.” They all laughed.
 
   Brooks took them to an upmarket steakhouse that had just opened nearby. The food was doubtless as good as he’d promised it would be, but Steve found he just couldn’t concentrate on it. It seemed as if his whole focus had narrowed to encompass the woman sitting opposite him. He felt as if he’d been bewitched.
 
   At one point Carol took Abha off to the ladies’ room, and Steve looked at Brooks. “Do I sound as half-witted as I’m feeling?” His voice was chagrined.
 
   Brooks sniggered. “Probably not quite that bad, but I’d say you’ve been hard hit, buddy!”
 
   “That obvious, is it? I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s come over me!”
 
   “Abha’s come over you, that’s what! The only consolation is that she seems to be affected by you the same way.”
 
   “She does?” Steve perked up at once. “D’you really think so? She seems… I don’t know… a bit distant.”
 
   “Oh, don’t worry. Abha’s pretty reserved. I’ve known her for only five months, but that’s long enough for me to have learned that she’s more serious than most, and doesn’t fool around. I’m sure this has come as a surprise to her, just as it has to you.”
 
   “Surprise is right!”
 
   Brooks laughed, then sobered. “One thing, Steve. I hate to be a killjoy, but remember Fleet Regulations. It’s a no-no for officers in the same chain of command to form a personal relationship. They’ve either got to wait until their tours of duty end, or one of them has to transfer to another unit. We’ll all report to Colonel Houmayoun on Rolla, so that puts you in a tricky situation.”
 
   Steve nodded. “It might; but on the other hand, she’ll report to you, while I’ll report directly to the Colonel. That means we won’t be in a direct chain of command with each other. Also, she’s a Marine, while I’m a Spacer.”
 
   “You have a point, and I don’t mind at all, but a stick-in-the-mud, by-the-book type might try to make difficulties for one or both of you over it. We don’t know how the Colonel will react.”
 
   “I hear you. Fortunately, this is a short-term temporary assignment. We can get to know each other, then if we both want to take it anywhere, we won’t have long to wait until it’s over.” His face fell. “I won’t have much time to get to know her before I have to head off to Rolla, though.”
 
   “You’ll have more time together there. Don’t rush your fences. Abha’s well worth taking your time over.”
 
   “I’ll do my best – if I could just stop behaving like a fool!”
 
   Brooks sniggered again. “I’d have thought you’d gotten used to it, after all these years.” He ducked as Steve threw a half-eaten bread roll at him.
 
   They returned to the apartment for coffee, with Steve at last beginning to feel more comfortable with himself and with Abha. She was still reserved, but also appeared to be more relaxed, as nearly as he could judge. He reminded himself firmly, more than once, to remember what Brooks had said and not rush things.
 
   There was no opportunity to speak with her alone until she stretched at last. “I’d better get going. I’ve got a long day tomorrow.”
 
   “May I walk you to your car?” Steve asked, trying to sound casual.
 
   She looked at him for a moment, then nodded. “Thanks.”
 
   Brooks and Carol said their goodbyes inside, pointedly not accompanying them as Steve and Abha walked side-by-side out to the parking area. He resisted the temptation to take her hand or offer her his arm. Don’t rush it!, he mentally reminded himself once more.
 
   “Er… Abha, I’ve really enjoyed this evening. May I see you again, please? I don’t have much time before I leave for Rolla a couple of weeks from now, but I hope we can fit in something before I go.”
 
   She stopped, looking up at him. “I’ve enjoyed tonight, too. What are you doing over the weekend?”
 
   “I’ll be at Orion Industries’ shuttle plant tomorrow, but I’m free on Sunday.”
 
   “I’ll be in Lancaster City tomorrow – a friend’s holding a bridal shower, and I promised to be there. On Sunday I’d planned to take a solo hike in the hills, with a picnic lunch. It’s lovely up there in springtime. Feel like joining me?”
 
   He smiled. “I’d love to. If you like, I’ll prepare the lunch. I’m not bad in the kitchen, if I do say so myself.”
 
   A slow smile dawned on her face. “You’ll have to live up to that boast, you know! I’m a pretty good cook.”
 
   “Me too. I learned in the orphanage. I do things the old-fashioned way.”
 
   She nodded thoughtfully. “Brooks said you were orphanage-reared, like me. That gives us something in common. Actually, it’ll save me a lot of time if you’d fix the food – I won’t have to stay up late tomorrow night to prepare it after I get back from Lancaster City. Are you sure you don’t mind?”
 
   “Not at all. Shall we meet here on Sunday morning, or somewhere else?”
 
   “Here will be fine. About eight?”
 
   “See you then.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Sunday dawned clear and bright. Brooks and Carol didn’t stir as Steve dressed in casual clothes and foot-cradling ankle boots suitable for hiking, and packed the meal he’d prepared the previous night. His eagerness betrayed him, so that he was ready long before Abha was due to arrive. He left the front door open to be able to hear her footsteps approaching as he paced impatiently back and forth.
 
   At last he heard her small runabout outside, and felt the same internal frisson he’d experienced on Friday. He had to restrain himself from going out to meet her. He busied himself checking the wheeled lunch cooler and his day pack as he heard her approaching.
 
   “Hi, Abha!” he called as she appeared in the doorway, dressed in civilian hiking boots, hard-wearing blue shorts and a light T-shirt.
 
   “Hi yourself. Are Brooks and Carol still asleep?” She looked around.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She lowered her voice. “We’d better be quiet then. Ready?”
 
   “You bet.” He slung his backpack over his shoulder and grasped the cooler’s handle. “Where are we going?”
 
   She stepped back from the doorway to let him through. “I thought I’d take you to a valley in the foothills of the mountains. It’s about thirty kilometers out of town. I don’t often go there, because my little runabout can’t handle the dirt road that leads to it, but you’ve got an all-wheel-drive truck. It’s about ten clicks off the main road. We can park your truck five kilometers out, then hike the rest of the way. It’s a tough climb up a rocky slope, then easier going along a ridge and down into the valley.”
 
   “OK. Will we have to break trail through brush? Should I bring a machete? I know Brooks has one.”
 
   “There isn’t a path, and the brush will have grown thicker since I was last there several months ago, so it might come in handy. We certainly won’t be able to tow that cooler behind us! Can we put the food in our backpacks?”
 
   Steve turned to fetch the machete and its belt sheath from the hall closet. “Sure. It’s in smaller containers. I just put it in the cooler to keep it cold on the way there.”
 
   “Oh, good! Do you have a swimsuit with you? Further up the valley a stream empties into a pool, shaded by trees. It makes a great swimming hole.”
 
   “I have a pair of running shorts. Will they do?”
 
   “They sure will.”
 
   He added the shorts and a towel to his pack, joined her outside, locked the door, and led the way to his pickup. He opened the passenger door for her and began to offer his hand in support, but she reached up, grasped a handle and lifted herself lithely into the seat, tossing her backpack into the rear of the cab. He put the cooler and his pack beside hers, then climbed in himself and energized the power pack. With a muted whine, the truck pulled slowly out of the parking lot.
 
   They traveled in companionable silence for a few minutes while Steve threaded his way through the morning traffic. As they reached the outskirts of Preston and turned onto a highway, Abha said, “I guess we’ve got a lot to share about our orphanage backgrounds. You start. Where were you born and raised, and how did you end up in an orphanage?”
 
   “I was born on Old Home Earth,” Steve began. He told her what little he could remember about his parents, their death in a vehicle accident when he was only five years old, and the provisions in their will that ensured he was admitted to a private orphanage, rather than entrusted to the self-serving bureaucracy of Earth’s Child Welfare Services.
 
   “I guess I was very lucky that my folks were wealthy enough to do that. CWS was much more interested in itself than in the kids it was supposed to help. Its bosses concentrated on bureaucratic infighting and turf wars with other agencies instead of their mission. Later, when I was old enough to understand, I read about all sorts of scandals where its field agents ‘cooked the books’ for their own benefit at the expense of the kids in their care. You know – inflated expense claims, falsified record-keeping certifying that they’d checked on kids when they hadn’t, that sort of thing. A lot of the kids ended up being neglected or abused as a result. I was very lucky to be spared that.”
 
   Abha made a moué of distaste. “I ran into some of that too – but I don’t want to interrupt your story. I’ll tell you mine later. Go on.”
 
   “OK. I was in the orphanage for almost twelve years, until I graduated high school at the age of seventeen. It was… not good.” He was silent for a moment as he remembered. “If you dump a bunch of boys together, of different ages and sizes, they’re always going to establish a very physical ‘pecking order’. There was a lot of bullying, even though the Benedictines did their best to keep it under control. Their best was pretty good, but they couldn’t be everywhere all the time. I learned to hate bullies with a passion, as well as those who use or abuse others rather than accept and respect them for who they are. As a result, I guess I’m a bit fanatical about those things to this day. I won’t permit them in my subordinates, and I won’t accept them towards me from anyone else.”
 
   “What happens when you find it in your superior officers?” she asked.
 
   “That’s only happened twice during my eight and a half years in the Fleet. Each time I was able to sort it out by talking to the person concerned. If that hadn’t worked, I’d have taken it up the ladder, and if necessary resigned my commission rather than accepted it. Thankfully, that’s never been necessary – at least, not yet.”
 
   “I’m glad. I share your hatred for bullies from my own experience. Oh – we turn off here.” She indicated an upcoming off-ramp. “Turn right at the stop sign.”
 
   “Gotcha.” Steve took his foot off the throttle.
 
   “After about half a kilometer, the plascrete ends and the road becomes hard-packed dirt. It’s pretty rough and rutted – it’s just a farm road. We go about five clicks until we reach a grove of trees at the foot of a ridge. We’ll leave the truck there, in the shade.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “Go on about the orphanage.”
 
   “I was lucky to end up at St. Anselm’s. It had a really rigorous academic program with very high standards, and only kids who tested as particularly bright were sent there. The brothers encouraged all of us to do more than the required minimum, and as soon as we reached our teens they offered us access to college-level courses through another Church institution. By the time I graduated high school I also had half a Bachelor of Science degree under my belt.”
 
   “You were very lucky. My school education was nowhere near as complete, or as challenging.”
 
   “Yeah. That helped me a lot when I joined the Fleet – but I’m getting ahead of myself.” Steve stopped talking for a moment as he negotiated the turn at the foot of the off-ramp, then headed towards the foothills of the mountains in the distance. “I was stuck on Old Home Earth, in a society riddled with competing bureaucracies, where individuals had to conform or be frozen out of anything worthwhile. I wanted to get the hell away from there, and the only way I could see to do so was to become a merchant spacer and earn my way to someplace better.”
 
   He explained how, after several months, he’d landed a merchant spacer apprentice berth aboard the Lancastrian freighter Sebastian Cabot, with the help of her Bosun, Vince Cardle, who went on to become a father figure to him. His face and voice turned somber as he described Vince’s death at the hands of pirates, eighteen months later. He left out details of his encounters with the Dragon Tong, before and since. He’d never shared them with anyone in the Fleet – not even Brooks. There was too much risk of being tarred with the Tong’s fearsome reputation.
 
   “So that’s how it was,” he concluded as the truck bounced slowly down the uneven farm road. “I enlisted eight and a half years ago, served a four-year term under the Foreign Service Program to earn Commonwealth citizenship, then applied for a commission. I’ll be promoted to Senior Lieutenant when the mid-year promotion signal takes effect on the first of July, at the same time you’re advanced to First Lieutenant.”
 
   She nodded slowly. “I know you’ve skipped over a lot during your Fleet career. Brooks has talked about you a couple of times. He says you’re the best Spacer officer he’s ever encountered, and it’s thanks to you he earned his first prize money at Midrash. Apparently it was quite a substantial award.”
 
   Steve grinned. “It was – we found smuggled rhodium aboard a big freighter, and the total Prize Court proceeds were very nice indeed.” He didn’t add that Brooks had received over four hundred thousand credits, while Steve had earned twice that sum as a member of the team that had made the actual discovery. “I was shot during the fight that led to the confiscation, so the prospect of all that money helped to speed my healing! Brooks is the best Marine officer with whom I’ve ever served. We’re very close friends, and have been ever since we were roommates at Officer Candidate School. I guess he’s become the brother I never had.”
 
   She smiled, teeth flashing white against her darker skin. “I’m glad for both of you. I haven’t had any luck with prize money so far, but I live in hope. It would help a lot with some plans I have for the future.” She gestured ahead. “There are the trees I mentioned. You’ll see a faint track leading off the road into them. There’s a little glade out of sight of the road where we can park. Your truck should be quite safe while we’re gone.”
 
   “I’m sure it will. There hasn’t been any other traffic since we turned off the highway.”
 
   He parked the truck beneath a tall, shady tree. They spent a few moments transferring the food containers to their packs. Steve threaded his belt through the loops of the machete sheath, then selected a couple of long, straight fallen branches and trimmed protruding twigs and leaves off them to make hiking staffs.
 
   “Thanks,” Abha said as she accepted one of them. “I know I owe you my story, but we’ve got a hard hike up this hill ahead of us, then it’s another hour’s walk to the stream and swimming hole. Can I tell you more when we get there?”
 
   “Sure. We’ll probably need all our breath for hiking anyway.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Steve unfolded a solar sheet and spread it over a bush in bright sunshine, then plugged two food containers into sockets in its capacitor pack, to warm while they swam. He undressed behind a tree and donned his running shorts. A few moments later Abha appeared from the bushes behind which she’d changed into her swimsuit. It was a one-piece design, modestly cut, but it couldn’t disguise her trim, athletic figure. Small, firm, nubile breasts topped a flat, muscular torso flowing down over broad hips to long, dusky-brown legs. He couldn’t restrain a smile of appreciation at the sight.
 
   In turn, her eyes wandered over his lithe, well-muscled figure. “You’ve looked after yourself, I see,” she teased. “You’ve got almost enough muscles to be a Marine!”
 
   Steve sniffed. “Someone has to set an example for the ground-pounders! You look very good yourself.”
 
   “Thanks. I wouldn’t dive in if I were you. The water’s not very deep.”
 
   They waded into the mountain-brown water and launched themselves into the center of the pool, both sighing audibly with satisfaction as it washed the perspiration from their bodies..
 
   “I’m surprised the water’s this cold,” Steve commented.
 
   “Don’t forget it flows out of the mountains,” she pointed out. “There’s still snow-pack up there at higher elevations.”
 
   “You’re right. The water’s warmer in the sunlit patches.”
 
   They floated in companionable silence for a while. Eventually Steve said, “Your turn now. How did you end up in an orphanage?”
 
   Abha turned her head to look at him. “I was born on Nasek. Ever heard of it?”
 
   “No, I can’t say I have.”
 
   “It’s one of the planets of the Bihar Confederation.”
 
   Steve’s brow furrowed. “Doesn’t Gandaki, the planet of the Gurkha mercenaries, belong to the same Confederation?”
 
   “It’s an associate member, not a full member. We’ll meet some of its mercenaries on Rolla. Major Venter told Captain Shelby and I on Thursday that the planet’s hired a battalion of them to provide security while its own armored battalion undergoes re-training, and to assist while a second armored battalion is raised and trained.”
 
   “That’s good. I’ve never worked with them before, but I understand they’re very professional.”
 
   “So I’m told. It’ll be a new experience for all three of us to train with them. Anyway, Nasek was settled by emigrants from Old Home Earth in the first phase of the Scramble for Space. There’s a great deal of race consciousness on the planet, unfortunately. They take so-called ‘purebred’ birth very seriously – having parents of pure Indian ancestry. It’s considered very important. If you have mixed or foreign ancestry, they look down on you. Problem is, both my father and mother were what’s called Eurasian – having mixed Indian and Caucasian ancestry.”
 
   Steve couldn’t prevent an angry frown. “I thought the settled galaxy – except for Earth and a few of the earliest planets to be colonized – had got over that nonsense, given how interbred all races, cultures and creeds became during the Scramble for Space. I’ve only encountered strong racial consciousness in ethnic cultural societies like the Chinese Tongs.”
 
   “I wish you were right,” she said with a sour face, “but it’s not always like that, particularly on ethnically homogenous planets like Nasek. I grew up under that social discrimination, and it hurt. We lived in Ambarad, a city full of people like us, so we were sheltered to some extent: but the ‘purebred’ would always find ways to make their feelings known. It got much worse when an epidemic hit the city and surrounding region. It was a really nasty disease, a mutation of diphtheria from Old Home Earth combined with a local germ. The authorities later classified it as a unique illness. They gave it a scientific name, but because it began in Ambarad, people on Nasek called it ‘halfbreed disease’. They even blamed those of us with what they called ‘impure ancestry’ for causing and spreading it! That wasn’t true, of course, but there’s no arguing with that depth of prejudice.” Her brow furrowed angrily.
 
   “Standard vaccinations didn’t protect against it, and regular diphtheria had been under control for so long that no-one had any experience in treating it. It spread very fast – local hospitals and doctors were simply overwhelmed. It eventually killed over half a million people in and around Ambarad. The authorities couldn’t figure out how to stop it, so they resorted to desperation measures. They threw a cordon around the entire province and quarantined it. No-one was allowed in or out. Of course, that effectively condemned many of the victims to death.”
 
   She took a deep breath. “I was nine years old. My parents got us out of Ambarad, but we were prevented from leaving the area by the cordon. We had to go back to the city to get food, which was being air-dropped there. That put us back in the heart of the infectious area. All of us caught the disease, and… I was the only one to recover. My younger brother and sister died first, and… at last, my parents too.”
 
   She was silent for a time, floating in the water, eyes looking into some unfathomable distance. Steve reached over and touched her shoulder gently, sympathetically. She started, half-smiled at him, and blinked back the tears she’d refused to allow herself to shed.
 
   “I – I was lucky to have neighbors who recovered from the disease. They took me in and fed me until the cordon was lifted, after a treatment had been developed. By the time the epidemic was over there were thousands of children like me, who’d lost their parents and most or all of their relatives. We were all declared wards of the State.”
 
   Steve nodded. “That almost happened to me when my parents were killed, because I had no surviving relatives on Earth – my parents came there from another planet. If it wasn’t for their lawyer, who fought in court to be appointed as my legal guardian, I’d have disappeared into the state system.”
 
   “You were lucky he did that for you. Those of us who survived on Nasek weren’t so lucky. The authorities appealed for families to take us in as foster children, but we carried a double stigma – we were of mixed-race ancestry, and survivors of ‘halfbreed disease’. Those were huge obstacles. Few ‘purebred’ families were willing to take us. There was an irrational planet-wide hysteria that we might still carry the disease somehow, even though it had been all but wiped out by then. The public outcry eventually forced the authorities to inoculate everyone in the affected area, even though people like me had already been rendered immune by having survived it.”
 
   She rolled her shoulder slightly to show him three faint pock-marks on her upper left arm. “The vaccinations scarred us indelibly. Everyone on Nasek knew where to look for them, which made us easy targets for their prejudices and fears. Eventually, with no other alternative, the authorities had to build orphanages to accommodate us. That took a long time. The first year was very hard. We had to live in tent encampments through a cold winter until the new facilities were ready. It was very cold, and there wasn’t enough staff or blankets or food or warm clothing. More of us died while we were waiting. When we eventually moved to the new orphanages, life there was very bad.”
 
   She fell silent for a moment, clearly lost in her memories. Steve wondered whether he should say something, but decided to remain quiet as she shook her head as if to clear it.
 
   “I spent eight years in an orphanage in the city of Dhotal, about a thousand kilometers from Ambarad. We went to local schools, but our status as orphans, plus the added stigma that many of us were ‘halfbreeds’, meant that the other kids looked down on us and bullied us. I hated my time there – hated it!” Her lips pressed tightly together. “There were six hundred girls in our orphanage. We slept in thirty-bed dormitories, so there was no privacy at all. We had to compete for everything, and the personnel were too few and too busy to give us much individual attention. You can imagine the result – constant competition among us, bullying, victimization, the lot.”
 
   Steve reached out again and squeezed her arm gently, sympathetically. She started as his hand distracted her from her thoughts, then reached up and touched it in acceptance. They smiled at each other for a moment before she continued.
 
   “I was fortunate to be in the middle of the group, age-wise, so I didn’t stand out. I tried to make myself invisible in the crowd, and concentrated on learning all I could. I knew that without family to support and help us, we’d all have to make our own way in life without relying on anyone else. I also learned to fight, as a defensive measure. I guess you can understand that there was a lot of fighting in the orphanage.” Steve nodded silently. “Some of the older girls were really predatory. It was… not good. After a while, a local gymnasium began offering aikido classes, and I signed up at once. I earned my first dan black belt before I left.”
 
   Steve’s eyebrows rose. “That’s interesting. I studied karate at a local dojo for precisely the same reason; to protect myself against the bullies in the orphanage. I qualified as second dan before I graduated high school. I’ve since reached sandan, third dan, along with earning my Fleet Expert badge in unarmed combat.”
 
   She smiled. “Martial arts are another thing we share in common, then – and like you, I’ve continued my training. I’ve also earned the Fleet Expert badge, and I’m nidan, second dan, in aikido as well. Also, one of the instructors at the gymnasium had retired from Nasek’s armed forces as a Sergeant-Major. He was a master of shastar vidiya. I don’t suppose you’ve heard of it?”
 
   “That’s the ancient Sikh fighting art, isn’t it? One of our teachers at the dojo went to an interdisciplinary martial arts tournament in India, where some shastar vidiya masters put on a series of exhibition bouts. He brought back a recording and played it for us. They were very fast, very smooth. It looked to me to be a useful martial art in the close quarters of a melée.”
 
   She nodded eagerly. “Yes, that’s it! I’m amazed you know about it – very few people do, outside Indian martial arts circles. Anyway, Ustad – that means ‘mentor’ or ‘teacher’ – Ustad Prabodh normally taught boys only, but he was at the gymnasium one day when I was practicing aikido kata alone. He watched me, and something about me must have impressed him. He invited me to join his classes, which I did when I was twelve. I studied under him for six years. There are no Japanese-style ‘belt’ grades in his school, but when I turned eighteen, he awarded me what he called a ‘warrior’s knot’ for the hilt of my kirpan. The knot identified his graduates.”
 
   “What’s a kirpan?”
 
   “It’s a Sikh short sword or dagger, with a curved blade.”
 
   “OK. You called your teacher ‘Ustad’. The way you used it sounds similar to the Japanese terms Sensei, teacher, or Shihan, a master of an art.”
 
   “That’s right – although, like the Japanese terms, it’s not confined to the martial arts. Anyway, I finished high school at the top of my class. I really wanted to study pediatrics – children’s medicine. I remembered how horrible ‘halfbreed disease’ had been, and how my brother and sister had died. I wanted to help save other children from that. The trouble was, universities on Nasek were small. Most people did apprenticeships, or a technical diploma, for advanced education. An academic degree was considered high-status. It was hard to get into university at all, and only the rich could afford it without needing a scholarship. The sheer number of orphans left after the epidemic threatened to overwhelm them.
 
   “As a result, most regions imposed new restrictions on university admission. One of them was racial purity – although that was never publicly acknowledged, of course. My school results were right up there with the best, so in theory I was eligible for a full scholarship. Trouble is, I’m visibly of mixed-race ancestry, so I was told, in so many words, that I was ‘uppity’ for even daring to apply for one. The best I could hope for was training in pediatric nursing at a vocational college.”
 
   Steve stirred angrily. “In other words, no-one was looking at you as a human being at all – they were judging you by the group to which you belonged, not as an individual.”
 
   “Precisely! I was caught in a trap. If I wanted to study medicine, I’d have to leave the planet: but that would require money and qualifications. I had to get a degree to be qualified for higher-paying jobs and to be attractive as an immigrant to other planets. Without a degree, I was restricted to lower-paying jobs and couldn’t save enough to emigrate. If I somehow managed to both get a qualification and save enough money, the other planets of the Bihar Alliance would be open to me; but I knew I’d face racial discrimination on most of them. I was stuck.
 
   “I went to my shastar vidiya class that week, and I guess Ustad Prabodh must have seen how miserable I was. He had me stay behind after class, and asked what was troubling me. I poured it all out to him. He had an idea. He’d served with Nasek’s armed forces on several United Planets peacekeeping missions, and came into contact with the Lancastrian Commonwealth Fleet and its Marine Corps on two of them. He knew the Fleet permitted recruits who aren’t Commonwealth citizens to enlist, and earn citizenship after four years’ service. He suggested I apply to the Marine Corps, and assured me I was enough of a fighter to be able to fit in well. In four years I could earn Commonwealth citizenship, and read for a degree through Fleet University at the same time. He said many enlisted personnel did that, and then went on to a civilian career. He saw no reason why I couldn’t do the same.”
 
   She was silent for a moment, a smile on her face as she recalled her reaction. “I was thunderstruck. I’d never known that such an opportunity existed. If I could qualify, it offered me a way out of the trap I was in. He helped me find the address of the Commonwealth Consulate on Nasek, and I wrote to the Consul asking for more information. I learned I’d have to go there for a week-long battery of tests and a series of interviews. They were offered once every four years, when a Fleet recruiter visited the planet. The next scheduled visit was in a little over two years.”
 
   “What did you do while you waited for them?” Steve asked, idly treading water, moving slowly back and forth as he listened intently.
 
   “I worked my ass off!” She grinned. “I spent those years working in menial jobs, saving enough to travel to the Consulate in Puna, Nasek’s capital. I also studied business and nursing courses at night, at a local college. Most of their courses were at diploma level, but some were accepted as undergraduate qualifications for a university degree. I chose those courses only. Of course, since there wasn’t a wide selection of them, I sometimes had to study something that didn’t interest me or might not be useful, but I didn’t have any other option.
 
   “After two years, I went to Puna for the tests and interviews. Ustad Prabodh wrote me a glowing letter of recommendation. I think having a retired Sergeant-Major do that, and my high scores in the tests and my martial arts training, plus having several undergraduate courses to my credit, clinched it for me.” She smiled happily. “There were only twenty-five successful candidates from Nasek that year. Most of us were ‘halfbred’. That really burned up the ‘purebred’ aspirants who didn’t make it. I loved it!”
 
   Steve asked, “Did you consider the Spacer or Service Corps, rather than the Marines?”
 
   “I knew only what I’d learned about the Fleet from Ustad Prabodh, and his contact had been with Marines. Since he spoke so highly of them, I didn’t think to investigate the Spacer Corps in much detail, although the recruitment material covered it. If I’d known then what I know now, I might have looked at it more closely. Shipboard life’s more stable than field deployments, giving more time for study. Still, I’ve never regretted becoming a Marine. It’s a great Corps.”
 
   “It sure is!” Steve agreed. “Besides, we’re all one Fleet, being a unified service. Go on.”
 
   She smiled. “The Corps paid our passages to Hagan, the nearest Fleet Sector base, where they had a Recruit Training Depot. It was difficult for me at first, because I didn’t speak Galactic Standard English very well: but of course the Fleet is used to people with that problem. I was placed in a preparation platoon, which used hypno-study and immersion techniques to bring us up to speed very quickly. After that I went through Boot Camp, Advanced Infantry Training and Armor School. What fascinated me was the total impartiality in the Fleet. Age, sex, looks, where we came from, who our parents were, how well we’d done at school – none of that mattered. Our superiors judged us solely by how well we did our job, both individually and as part of a team. That was such a revelation to me! No-one even mentioned race, or looked askance at my skin color or inoculation scars. It was so… so liberating!”
 
   “I’m sure it was,” Steve agreed. “I found the same thing at Boot Camp on Vesta. We had all sorts, from academic types to professional spacers – I was one – to farmers and factory workers.”
 
   “Uh-huh. I did fairly well during my first four-year term of enlistment. I was assigned to the peace-keeping mission on Radetski – ”
 
   Steve shot upright in the water. “I was there too! I went there twice, first as a merchant spacer at the start of the mission, to help evacuate injured children. Several years later I was there as the cutter pilot aboard Grasswren, a heavy patrol craft, as the mission was winding down.”
 
   “You mean you’re that Maxwell? The one who dropped a rock on a bunch of terrorists?”
 
   He laughed delightedly. “Yes, that was me. Were you there at the time?”
 
   “Yes, I was! I remember hearing about that. You were hit by flying shrapnel, weren’t you, and got a medal as well?”
 
   “That’s right – and another one for a later incident in orbit. Radetski was very good for my career.”
 
   “Mine too. I was awarded a battlefield promotion after a fight with terrorists. There was talk of recommending me for a medal as well, but I wanted something else. Foreign Service Program enlistees aren’t normally allowed to become pilots until they earn Commonwealth citizenship, but I asked for and was given a waiver. The Corps sent me to Small Craft School to learn to fly assault shuttles. I also used my first term of enlistment to complete my studies for a Bachelor’s degree through Fleet University. They accepted my Nasek courses as being equivalent to half the credits required.”
 
   Steve nodded enthusiastically. “That’s exactly what I did with the college courses I completed on Earth – got Fleet University to accept them, then finished the rest of the degree during my first term of enlistment.”
 
   She grinned, then sobered. “When my enlistment was up, I really wanted to study pediatric medicine: but by then I knew it was a very long course of study. I’d passed the aptitude tests to study medicine, but I didn’t have some of the required pre-med courses and qualifications. After getting them, I’d have to pay for nine years of study – four years of medical school, plus a one-year internship, plus another four years of specialization – and support myself during that time. I’d saved enough for a year, but not nine; and I wasn’t eligible for most scholarships on Commonwealth planets – they usually go to local residents.”
 
   She sighed mournfully. “It was just… impossible. I had to shelve the idea. It was a terribly sad decision for me, but I had to face facts and be realistic. I decided that if I couldn’t afford to become a pediatrician right away, I’d apply for a commission, and see about saving enough money over the next couple of decades to be able to tackle medicine as a second career. If I gave the Corps twenty years, plus another ten for my medical education, that’ll still leave me fifty or sixty years as a pediatrician to make a difference in kids’ lives.
 
   “To cut a long story short, I made it to OCS and was commissioned. I spent six months at Basic School, then I was assigned to the Armor School as a Training Platoon Officer. I’d been there six months when Lieutenant Shelby arrived, and I was transferred to his Training Company. The rest you know.”
 
   “That’s one heck of a life story,” Steve said seriously. “I thought I had lots of challenges to overcome, but you had even more!”
 
   They left the water and toweled themselves dry, then Steve unplugged the heated dishes from the solar sheet while Abha opened the other containers. She goggled at the hot spicy chicken casserole and rice, accompanied by salad, complete with paper plates and camping utensils. Steve plugged a flask of coffee into the solar sheet to reheat while they ate.
 
   “You went to a lot of trouble over this!” Abha exclaimed. “I was expecting something simple, like sandwiches.”
 
   “I could have done that, but I… well, I wanted to impress you, after your comment about being a good cook yourself.”
 
   She took a forkful of chicken casserole and chewed it appreciatively. “Consider me impressed! Trouble is, you’ve set the bar very high for me when my turn comes around.”
 
   Steve grinned happily. “I’m glad to know you’re planning on a next time.”
 
   She blushed slightly. “Well, we’re going to be working together on Rolla, so we may as well get to know each other better. Besides, you come highly recommended. Both Brooks and Carol say you’re good people.”
 
   “They say the same about you. Hey, if we work at it, we can see more of each other before I leave.”
 
   “You’ll have to twist my arm, but… okay.”
 
   They grinned at each other, then settled down to enjoy their meal.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Abha was still smiling two weeks and eight dates later, as Steve and Colonel Houmayoun boarded a Mark XIII Plus assault shuttle at Orion Industries’ launch pad.
 
   “Take care of this bird, Lieutenant,” Major Venter warned him, only half-jokingly. “If you bend it, there won’t be another one available until the instructor unit gets there.”
 
   “I’ll be careful, Sir,” Steve assured him, watching the Colonel walk up the rear ramp of the shuttle, towing a suitcase behind him and carrying a holdall.
 
   “Good. I’ll leave it to you to make the preliminary arrangements to train their personnel in their operation and maintenance. You have all the necessary manuals and software for that, of course.”
 
   Steve saluted the Major, who returned it, then stepped back to allow Brooks and Abha to make their own farewells.
 
   “Take care of yourself, buddy,” Brooks advised cheerfully, shaking his hand firmly. “You get things ready for us, and we’ll hit the ground running as soon as we arrive.”
 
   “Consider it done.”
 
   Abha took his hand, holding it a moment longer than was necessary. “I’ll keep in touch via the weekly dispatch vessel,” she promised. “You do the same, OK?”
 
   “It’s a deal. See you in a few weeks.” He hesitated. “I’m going to miss you.”
 
   She squeezed his hand. “I’ll miss you too. I’ll get there as fast as I can.”
 
   Heedless of the fact that they were both wearing uniform, she hugged him, briefly but firmly. They smiled warmly into each other’s eyes, then Steve turned and walked up the ramp.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Rolla
 
   July 2847, GSC
 
   Steve was on tenterhooks as the reception group gathered at the military airfield outside Beaumont, Rolla’s capital city. He’d been apart from Abha for almost a month. They’d only had time to exchange a couple of messages via the weekly dispatch vessel, but her absence had done nothing to decrease his interest in her. The prospect of seeing her was even more enticing than the arrival of Brooks and the rest of the team of instructors, bringing three more Mark XIII Plus shuttles to join the lone example on the planet.
 
   His thoughts were interrupted by a discreet cough behind him. He turned to find an officer wearing a single star on the epaulettes of his dark blue System Patrol Service uniform. He saluted him smartly. The officer returned the courtesy, then offered his hand.
 
   “Good morning, Lieutenant. You must be our Spacer Corps consultant concerning shuttle issues. I’m Commodore O’Fallon, Commanding Officer of Rolla’s System Patrol Service.”
 
   “Good morning, Sir. Yes, I’m Senior Lieutenant Steve Maxwell.”
 
   The Commodore glanced at the medal ribbons on Steve’s chest. “I see you have four combat stars. You’ve kept yourself busy.”
 
   “You know what they say, Sir – no peace for the wicked.”
 
   “You said it, not me! Be that as it may, I’m pleased to know you’re teaching our forces out of more than just a theoretical knowledge of combat.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir. We’ll be able to do a lot more now that the rest of the instructors and another three assault shuttles are here.”
 
   “How are you finding our old Mark IX’s? Are they still usable for training?”
 
   Steve shook his head. “Not really, Sir. They simply aren’t capable of doing all that we require of modern assault shuttles. Also, there are never more than a couple of dozen serviceable at any one time – only half as many as your armored battalion requires for a full lift – and that’s only through cannibalizing the non-flying shuttles for spares. They can cope with a simple low-speed hop from point to point, but they’re so old and worn that they’re a potential hazard in any sort of high-stress flying.
 
   “That’s not to criticize your shuttle technicians, of course. Warrant Officer Labuschagne is really good at his job – as good as anyone I’ve encountered in the Fleet. He and his techs have already worked through a lot of the training material I brought with me, and studied the Mark XIII Plus in the simulators. They can hardly wait to strip one down and learn its component parts at first hand, but that can’t happen until there are a couple of platoons’ worth of shuttles on hand, so that one can be spared for technical training.”
 
   The Commodore grinned. “I’ve met the Warrant Officer. He’s never so happy as when he’s up to his elbows in a complicated piece of machinery. Fortunately, he’s also a good organizer.”
 
   “Yes, Sir, that’s him to a T. Frankly, I think he’s performed maintenance miracles to keep so many Mark IX’s flying at all.”
 
   O’Fallon nodded. “That he has, particularly on so limited a budget.” He made a sour face. “The previous administration ran us into the ground, so we have to spend a great deal out of our present budget just to make up for all the years of neglect. For more than a decade they refused to budget more than the bare minimum for maintenance of our equipment. The SPS had to cannibalize one of our four corvettes to keep the others in service. We took so many parts and sub-systems out of her that she’s no longer spaceworthy – we’ll have to ferry her to a shipyard in Lancaster aboard a freighter for a full refit. After the PSDF has paid for its new shuttles, we hope to buy enough heavy patrol craft to first augment, then eventually replace the corvettes.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that, Sir. Is that why you contracted for two Fleet destroyers to temporarily supplement your ships?”
 
   “Yes. We’ve sent two corvettes to the Fleet dockyard at Lancaster. They’re presently being overhauled and upgraded, using parts taken from ships scrapped out of the Reserve Fleet wherever possible, to save money. When they get back here at the end of this year, the other two corvettes will be refurbished in their turn. As soon as we have enough patrol craft to replace them and enough money to do so, we’ll convert two of them into communications vessels – easy enough, of course, since Fleet communications frigates are based on earlier corvette designs. We’ll strip out their missile cells and convert that space into passenger and freight compartments, as well as upgrading their propulsion systems. We’re supposed to operate at least two communications ships in terms of our Commonwealth membership obligations, but the previous Administration ignored that and relied exclusively on the Commonwealth Secretariat’s dispatch vessels.”
 
   He lowered his voice. “It’s only thanks to the Fleet that we’re still a member of the Commonwealth at all. They tactfully turned a blind eye and didn’t officially report to the Secretariat that we could no longer fulfill our military obligations. That would have seen us expelled for sure! As soon as we got a more reasonable government after last year’s elections, the Fleet sent us Colonel Houmayoun as the new Military Attaché, instead of the Major or Lieutenant-Colonel usually assigned to an associate Commonwealth member like ourselves. He’s got enough seniority to get a lot of attention, both here and at Lancaster, and he’s been a huge help in revitalizing the PSDF and SPS. I don’t think we could have come so far, so fast without him.”
 
   “I don’t see him here this morning, Sir,” Steve observed, looking around.
 
   “That’s because he’s been asked to discuss your Fleet’s contribution to our system security at the negotiations for our asteroid mining project. He won’t be joining us.”
 
   “That’s a pity, after everything he did to arrange for the instructors to be sent here. Oh, well, we’ll meet with him later, I’m sure.”
 
   They looked skyward as a low rumble grew in volume. “That sounds like reaction thrusters,” the Commodore observed.
 
   “Yes, Sir. That’ll be more of your new assault shuttles, with the instructors aboard.”
 
   The three shuttles appeared in a V-shaped formation from the far side of the control tower, arcing around in a wide half-circle to settle onto the hardstand in slow, stately vertical landings. The roar of their arrival died away as the thrusters swiveled upward and were withdrawn into their housings. The rear ramps folded down, and the Marine instructors trotted down to take up formation ahead of the shuttles.
 
   A tall, burly Master Sergeant called the formation to attention and reported its readiness to Abha, who in turn reported it to Brooks. He stepped forward and saluted Brigadier-General Staynes, leading the welcoming delegation. “Good morning, Sir. I’m Captain Brooks Shelby, Lancastrian Commonwealth Fleet Marine Corps. This is my second-in-command, First Lieutenant Abha Sashna, and my Unit NCO, Master Sergeant Demetrios Ioannou.”
 
   “Very pleased to meet you, Captain.” The General returned his salute, then shook hands. “Senior Lieutenant Maxwell,” and he inclined his head to where Steve stood behind him in the delegation, “has made an excellent start in revamping our assault shuttle training procedures. He assures me that with you to implement them, we’ll have our armored battalion up to speed in good time to take full advantage of the new shuttles as they arrive.”
 
   “We’ll certainly do our best to achieve that, Sir.”
 
   As the two men talked, Steve couldn’t help feasting his eyes on Abha, standing stiffly at attention behind and to one side of Brooks. I’d love to run over there and sweep her into the biggest hug I can manage, he thought to himself with wry amusement, but that wouldn’t exactly follow military protocol, would it? He was absurdly pleased when her eyes flickered towards him, and made contact with his. A faint flush came to her cheeks as he surreptitiously winked at her. The corners of her mouth quirked as she suppressed an answering smile, struggling to keep a straight face while on parade.
 
   The formalities didn’t take long. The reception committee broke up as Brooks dismissed the parade, then he, Abha and the Master Sergeant made a beeline for Steve.
 
   “Hey, buddy!” Brooks slapped him on the back, grinning. “Good to see a familiar face.” He turned to the senior NCO beside him. “This is Master Sergeant Ioannou. He’s going to be our primary liaison with Rolla’s NCO’s. We reckon it’ll be much better for us to ‘train the trainers’ than to do the work for them. They in turn will teach their own troops, with our assistance at first, then independently.”
 
   Steve shook Ioannou’s hand as he replied, “I hope I’ve given you a head start on that. I had a word with Warrant Officer Labuschagne, boss of Rolla’s shuttle maintenance facility. We asked Lieutenant-Colonel Hay, CO of the First Armored Battalion, to select twelve of the best NCO’s in the battalion and assign them to us, taking them off other duties. I ran them through an abbreviated course in how to use modern shuttles, along with Labuschagne and a dozen of his NCO techs. I covered the Fleet’s current operating doctrines and prepared them to train their own troops alongside you. I couldn’t teach them all your Marine Corps stuff, but I reckon they’re more than halfway to where you want them. I figured that’d give you a running start when you arrived.”
 
   “Sounds like a great idea, Sir,” Ioannou said with a smile. “Once we’ve got them to un-learn all that redundant Spacer Corps stuff, they might even make passable imitations of Marines!” Brooks smiled, while Abha suppressed a snort of mirth.
 
   Steve adopted a superior expression. “You’ll find that difficult, Master Sergeant. I used hypno-study as part of the training. I’ve indoctrinated them to believe that they’re all Spacers now.”
 
   “Oh, the poor things! Why’d you do that to poor innocent mudfeet, Lieutenant?”
 
   “It was the quickest way I could think of to raise their standards.”
 
   Ioannou winced theatrically. “Ouch!” He looked at Brooks, shaking his head. “This one’s got a mean streak, Sir. He fights dirty. We’ll have to watch him carefully.”
 
   “Tell me about it! He was my roommate at Officer Candidate School.”
 
   The Master Sergeant shook his head sadly. “I could see the suffering in your eyes, Sir, but until you said that, I never realized where it came from.”
 
   Laughing, Brooks held up his hand as Abha’s shoulders shook with amusement. “Let’s stop scoring points off one another and get down to business. Steve, what’s next?”
 
   “I’ll take you and your shuttles to the maintenance facility, where you can meet the group I’ve trained. Buses will take your instructors to a newly-built accommodation block at Camp Rolla. It’s very nice – I checked it out myself. They’ll each have their own rooms, with a common mess facility. They were going to put up the three of us at the visiting officers’ quarters, but I figured we’d all prefer something more relaxed; so I took the liberty of renting a furnished house for us in the suburbs of Beaumont. It’ll cost us a little over and above our per diem TDY allowances, but I think it’ll be worth it. It’s very comfortable, with a patio area and swimming-pool. The PSDF has made available a couple of runabouts for our use.”
 
   “Sounds good to me,” Brooks agreed.
 
   “There’s one more thing. Two companies of the armored battalion are currently engaged in a training exercise a hundred clicks up the coast from here. Lieutenant-Colonel Hay asked whether we could mount a mock assault on a hilltop there, three days from now, to demonstrate how much of a difference modern assault shuttles can make. He reckons it’ll get rid of any complacency and show his people how much they have to learn. Colonel Houmayoun’s agreed in principle – he’ll brief us about it tomorrow. He’s put a lot of work into getting us here and arranging the shuttle upgrade. He’d like to get news vid of both at work, to show the people of Rolla what their taxes are buying.”
 
   Brooks glanced at Ioannou. “I don’t see a problem with that. Do you, Master Sergeant?”
 
   “No, Sir. In fact, if the NCO’s Lieutenant Maxwell has trained are up to scratch, we can pair them off with our Marines and mount a joint assault. It’ll start things off on the right foot, and demonstrate to the local news media that their own people can already operate alongside us.”
 
   “That’s a very good idea. We’ll pair them with our instructors over the next couple of days, and do some intensive training exercises to make sure they’re up to speed. If they are, they can make the assault with us.”
 
   “There’s another aspect to it,” Steve added. “A private investment consortium from Lancaster called the Group of 100 is here to negotiate an asteroid mining agreement. It’s a very big deal, worth trillions of credits over several decades. One of the conditions on which they insisted was that Rolla had to provide adequate security for the project. It didn’t go through earlier, because the previous administration couldn’t – or, rather, wouldn’t – guarantee that. Now that things are improving, the project can get under way, but Rolla would like to demonstrate to the Group of 100 that it’s serious about upgrading its security forces. That’s where we come in.”
 
   “Sure. Is that anything to do with the spaceliner we passed as our freighter entered orbit?”
 
   “Yes, it is. The Group of 100 chartered LMV Mauritania to come here. She’s more like an ultra-luxurious private yacht than a liner. Over seventy of them are aboard, many with their wives and children too. They’re treating this as an investment opportunity, their annual general meeting and a holiday, all thrown into one. Their families are spending time sight-seeing on the planet every day, enjoying themselves while the business meetings go on. Most go back aboard at night.”
 
   “Nice, if you can afford it. All right, show us where to take the shuttles, and we’ll get to work.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Steve led Brooks and Abha into the house. “Abha, I’ve given you the only bedroom with an en-suite bathroom. It’s through there. Brooks and I will share the other bathroom. That’s your bedroom there, buddy.” He nodded towards a door.
 
   “Thanks. I’ll change into civilian clothes, then I need a cup of coffee.”
 
   “I’ll start it brewing.”
 
   Steve set the coffee-maker going, then changed into a casual shirt, trousers and sandals. He went back into the kitchen just as Abha emerged from her room. She walked over to him and into his arms, hugging him fiercely, resting her head on his chest.
 
   “I’ve missed you, Abha,” he said softly as he held her gently, stroking her back.
 
   “I’ve missed you too. What the heck are you doing to me, Steve? I’ve known you less than two months, but I can’t stop thinking about you.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear it. I have the same problem. Messages via dispatch vessel are all very well, but there’s a lot to be said for having you near me.”
 
   She smiled as she raised her face to his. They kissed gently.
 
   Brooks coughed gently as he came into the kitchen. They broke their embrace, but he held up a hand and grinned. “Don’t stop on my account! As Abha’s boss, I ask just one thing. For the love of Mike, don’t do anything in public where others can see you! If you want to hold each other like that, do it in here. You’re just close enough to each other in the chain of command that someone could start yammering about Fleet Regulations. I know it’s not a problem, but it would put me between a rock and a hard place if I had to take official notice of it.”
 
   “I’ll be careful, Brooks,” Steve assured him.
 
   “And I will too,” Abha agreed.
 
   “Thanks.” Brooks took a mug from a cupboard and poured himself some coffee. “What’s scheduled for the next couple of days?”
 
   “Nothing much. I knew you’d want to prepare for Friday morning’s exercise, so I asked Colonel Houmayoun to leave you space and time to get organized and begin assessing the Rolla NCO’s who’ve had preliminary training. Once the exercise is over, I reckon you’ll be in a better position to make your own plans.”
 
   “Sounds good to me.” He stretched luxuriously. “It’s great to be planetside again. I don’t mind space travel, but the taste and smell of canned air is never as good as the real stuff, and vat-grown orbital rations never seem as tasty as regular food. Speaking of food, what are we having for supper? Are you cooking?” His voice was hopeful.
 
   “If you’re hungry enough – and only if you’re hungry enough – I want to introduce you to a steakhouse a few blocks away. They cook in the South American tradition of Old Home Earth; great big skewers of different meats grilled over coals, which they carry from table to table and keep carving onto your plate as long as you’re hungry. It’s like turning on a meat faucet! That’s why I say you’ve got to be hungry. If you’re not, you won’t be able to take full advantage of it.”
 
   Brooks drew himself up haughtily. “I take that as a personal challenge, I’ll have you know!”
 
   Abha grinned. “There’s probably something in Fleet Regulations about it being conduct unbecoming an officer to stuff ourselves until we burst.”
 
   Steve and Brooks spoke as one. “Spoilsport!”
 
   “Men!”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Steve walked slowly from the changing-room, his spacesuit loose against his body, its protective external covering rustling and rubbing against itself as he moved. He held his plasglass helmet under his left arm. As he entered the brightly-lit hangar his chest panel beeped, confirming that the suit’s self-test routines had found all joints and connections to be spaceworthy.
 
   “Good morning, Sir,” Master Sergeant Ioannou greeted him, offering a mug of steaming coffee. Despite their powerful artificial muscles and tendons, the fingers of his battle armor held the vessel gently, without crushing it. “This’ll wake you up properly.”
 
   “Thank you, Master Sergeant – although I don’t know what’s ‘good’ about zero-four-hundred on a chilly Friday morning!” Steve accepted the mug gratefully in his gloved hands and sipped it, the hot fluid sending a shiver down his spine to match its progress down his gullet. “Aah! I see you make coffee in the finest traditions of the Fleet.”
 
   “That’s right, Sir; thick enough to stand a spoon upright in it, and strong enough to strip paint from the bulkheads.” They grinned at each other.
 
   “Is everyone ready for our dog-and-pony show?”
 
   “Yes, Sir. I’ve made sure all weapons are fitted with exercise projectors, and no-one’s carrying live ammo. The shuttles are carrying their normal reserve of a unit of fire for half a platoon, of course, but that’s sealed in their lockers – Warrant Officer Labuschagne and I double-checked that. The shuttles are serviced and ready to go. We’ll look our best for the vidcams, Sir.”
 
   Brooks and Abha joined them, accepting the mugs of coffee Ioannou held out to them. Muttering their thanks, they drank as eagerly as Steve had done moments before. Both were wearing armor, their helmets clipped to their chest harnesses. The bulk of the armor swelled them to more than twice their normal size.
 
   While Brooks spoke with the Master Sergeant, Steve turned to Abha. “I just can’t get over the strangeness of it, seeing you in that hulking great suit of armor,” he said in a low voice. “I mean, you’re slim, trim and athletic, but in that thing you look absolutely bloated!”
 
   She took another sip of her coffee. “Maybe, but now I’m ten times stronger, faster and more agile than any unarmored person – including you!” She stuck out her tongue at him, and he laughed.
 
   “Yes. Don’t hit me while you’re in armor, please. I’m on your side, remember!”
 
   Brooks finished talking to Ioannou, and stepped aside while the Master Sergeant called the instructors and their Rolla understudies into formation. Brooks accepted his salute, stood the unit at ease, and looked around at each member as he spoke.
 
   “Good morning, everyone.” He waited for the chorus of muttered replies to tail off into silence. “We’re about to show the rest of Rolla’s Planetary Self-Defense Force how to conduct an opposed assault. You all know the plan. Just remember, despite the fact that Hill 37 will be ‘defended’ by a company from Rolla’s armored battalion, they’re not really our enemies. Try not to fold, spindle or mutilate any of them! Training them will be easier if they’re still alive!” His sally drew laughter from the Marines and Rolla NCO’s.
 
   Brooks waited for silence. “We didn’t brief you about this earlier, to preserve operational security; but we’re going to climb to low orbit and sneak up on Hill 37 from an unexpected direction. Rolla’s Orbital Control presently requires a Spacer to command or supervise maneuvers outside atmosphere. We’re working to change that policy, because qualified Marines or PSDF personnel should be allowed to do so as well, but that hasn’t yet been implemented. Fortunately, Senior Lieutenant Maxwell is a Spacer. To keep OrbCon happy, he’ll command our formation during the space portion of our flight. I’ll reassume command for the remainder of the exercise once we descend into atmosphere again. Lieutenant, would you please explain what we’re going to do?”
 
   Steve stepped forward. “Hill 37 is a hundred kilometers north of us. We’re going to head south for about fifty kilometers until we reach the Garabun Hills, flying low to stay under radar coverage, and using all our active and passive stealth systems. We don’t want the ‘enemy’ to know where we are. When we reach the hills, they’ll dissipate the exhaust noise from our reaction thrusters, making it hard for even sonic detectors to track us. We’ll duck through the valleys for a few clicks, then climb straight up to low orbit, turn around, go over the top of Hill 37 well above the defenders’ detection range, then descend and sneak in behind them. They’ll be expecting us to attack from the south, so we’ll fake ’em out.” There was a buzz of approval from the Marines and Rolla’s NCO’s, and several smiles of anticipation.
 
   Brooks took over again. “Our exercise callsign will be Outpost, so the shuttles will be Outpost One, Two and Three. Senior Lieutenant Maxwell will command Shuttle One for the first part of our journey, using the callsign Outpost One-One. First Lieutenant Sashna will be with him to command the ground contingent aboard his shuttle once the exercise commences. As my second-in-command, her personal callsign will be Outpost Six-Two. I’ll be in Shuttle Two, personal callsign Outpost Six, as the overall commander of this exercise. Warrant Officer Labuschagne will command Shuttle Three, callsign Outpost Three-One. Master Sergeant Ioannou will be with him. The rest of you already know your exercise callsigns. Make sure your armor’s internal systems have updated their networks accordingly.
 
   “Each Marine instructor has been paired with a Rolla NCO, except for squad commanders. Marines, make sure you don’t charge off into the distance without your partner – they’re supposed to be learning from you, not trying to locate you!” Laughter. “Rolla personnel, don’t be afraid to ask questions as circumstances allow. It’s not a good idea to do so when you’re under fire, even simulated fire,” – more laughter – “but take advantage of lulls in the action. Any questions?” There were none. “Very well. Assemble at your shuttles in ten minutes.”
 
   Steve headed for his shuttle at once. He sat down at the Weapons Systems Operator’s console, activated it, accessed the traffic download from the Orbital Control Center, and scanned it carefully. There were two ships in known orbits. One was the Fleet depot ship for the destroyers on station. The other was LMV Mauritania, the luxury liner chartered by the visitors from the Group of 100. He smiled as he noted its presence. The delegation had dominated the headlines for days, their every move the subject of intense journalistic interest and speculation.
 
   Most members of the Group and their families had chosen to return to Mauritania each night, rather than stay in local hotels. The liner had been given permission to ferry them to and from orbit using its own luxury shuttles, rather than forcing them to use the much slower and less comfortable Planetary Elevator. This had aroused resentful reaction from some columnists, clearly supporters of the previous administration, who’d categorized it as ‘elitist privilege’. Nevertheless, Steve understood why those concerned had made that decision. Not only was the liner’s accommodation far more luxurious than anything available on Rolla – for that matter, it was superior to most hotels in the entire settled galaxy – but security could be maintained far more easily aboard ship than planetside. That made eminently good sense for such wealthy individuals, most of whom had brought their own security personnel with them.
 
   Both ships were in powered geostationary orbits on either side of OrbCon and the Planetary Elevator platform. He noted idly that a third ship, a tramp freighter, was inbound from the system boundary. It would arrive at about the same time that the shuttles began their orbital maneuver, but its assigned orbit would not take it below twenty-five thousand kilometers from the surface. The shuttles wouldn’t exceed five hundred kilometers in altitude, so they wouldn’t have to worry about avoiding it.
 
   He noted that both Fleet destroyers were missing from orbit, as was Rolla’s sole operational corvette. Accessing OrbCon’s traffic log, he learned that a ship had arrived at the system boundary on the far side of Rolla’s star the previous day. He frowned. That was very unusual. Most ships planned their journey to emerge at the nearest point to their destination on the system boundary. Arriving so far away meant that the visitor would take at least twice as long to reach Rolla under slow intra-system drive.
 
   According to Orbcon’s daily log, early yesterday evening the new arrival’s drive emissions had suddenly ceased, followed by a radioed distress message requesting immediate assistance. Her transmissions had then ceased. LCS Danube, on patrol at the time, had reversed course and gone to full acceleration to reach the visitor, while LCS Volga and the corvette had left orbit to do likewise. All the ships were now more than a light-hour distant from Rolla. They had already begun braking, so as to arrive near the last known position of the visiting ship at a speed slow enough to search for and rendezvous with her. They’d have to locate her by radar, because with her gravitic drive and radio not operating, they wouldn’t be able to home on their emissions.
 
   He looked up details of the ship in distress, and frowned again. Her beacon and distress call had been in the name of SS Davao, a tramp freighter from New Mindanao. A spaceship of that name was listed in the United Planets register of merchant vessels, but Orbcon’s logs didn’t record it as having previously visited Rolla. No gravitic drive emission signature was on file for the ship in the SPS database. Why would a merchant spaceship from so far away be coming to a minor planet like this one?, Steve wondered to himself. No other ship from New Mindanao has ever visited here. The distress message had also spoken of ‘passengers’, without specifying how many of them there were – which was why all three warships had gone to her aid, he realized. If there were many souls on board, a warship wouldn’t have enough room in her tightly-packed hull to accommodate them all if an evacuation became necessary.
 
   He wondered what might have gone wrong aboard Davao. The fact that the ship had fallen completely silent was a bad sign. If her radio and gravitic drive had both become unserviceable, that suggested a total power outage on board. A reactor failure, perhaps?, he mused. That’s highly unlikely. Besides, they’d still have their capacitor ring. That should provide power to their radio and other essential systems for several days, even on a partial charge. He shook his head, and sternly commanded himself to stop worrying about it. It was none of his business, and there was nothing he could do about it anyway. The warships would sort it out when they rendezvoused with the visitor.
 
   He activated the shuttle’s electronic warfare systems and entered parameters to set them up for the exercise. The battle computer would analyze all radar and lidar signals it detected. The vehicle’s passive stealth features would protect it against distant detection systems, and a plasma field generated around critical areas of the shuttle would provide active stealth cloaking. If any nearby radar emissions approached detection strength, the computer would automatically apply counter-measures. It would aim a narrow-beam return signal directly at the emitter, using one or more elements of the shuttle’s active radar arrays, at precisely the same power but a hundred and eighty degrees out of phase. This would have the effect of canceling out any radar return. The powerful computer would handle the analysis and response in real time, its automated systems freeing the shuttle crew to handle other operational tasks.
 
   As Steve transmitted the operating parameters to the other two shuttles’ electronic warfare systems, he felt the vehicle rocking gently on its gel-filled tires as the Marines began to take their places. Each of them now weighed several hundred kilograms in their armor, enough mass to make their presence felt even aboard a hundred-ton vehicle. Abha slid in beside him, taking the auxiliary operator’s seat at his console, while Marine Sergeant Higgs took the pilot’s seat. Their helmets were still clipped to their armor, as Steve’s was to his spacesuit.
 
   “Good morning, Sir,” Higgs said brightly. “Ready when you are.”
 
   “Good morning, Sergeant. Here’s our course data and my planned orbital trajectory.” Steve passed the information from his console to the pilot’s. “As you see, we won’t have to worry about other traffic apart from a few low-orbit satellites. I’ve plotted our course to avoid them by at least double the mandated safety margin.”
 
   “Looks good to me, Sir.”
 
   “Remember that we’re under strict emissions security until we launch the assault, so as not to give away our position. We’ll use only tight-beam lasers to communicate with the other shuttles, and with OrbCon if necessary. I’ll secure all other emitters and aerials from this console until further notice, except our active stealth systems, of course.”
 
   “Understood, Sir. Less for me to worry about, too.”
 
   Steve chuckled. “Yes, you can concentrate on your flying.” He turned to Abha. “I’ll patch your suit radio into the tight-beam circuit, in case you need to consult Captain Shelby. We’ll use suit channel 83.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.” Despite her formal language, there was warmth in her voice. She extended a wire from a socket in her chest panel, and plugged it into the communications console.
 
   From the load compartment, a Rolla NCO spoke up. “Permission to ask a question, please, Sir?”
 
   “Of course, Sergeant Ackerson. Go ahead.”
 
   “Sir, why are you using a hard-wired circuit for communications? This is only an exercise, so wouldn’t it be simpler and more convenient to use wireless?”
 
   “Yes, it would, but we’re trying to simulate combat conditions. An enemy would love to insert a virus, or worm, or Trojan horse, or logic bomb, into our systems. All they need is an access point – and wireless networks are, by definition, accessible by anyone who can tune in to their frequency. A wired network is open only to someone with a physical connection. All our warships, and more recent models of our shuttles, have reverted to wired or tight-beam line-of-sight networks for combat-critical systems. It’s less convenient, but more secure. We reserve wireless networks for non-combat and non-critical systems, and for peacetime use, of course. They’re isolated from more important systems by both software and hardware firewalls, to prevent any enemy ‘package’ from contaminating mission-critical systems by using them as a carrier. We’re conducting this exercise under combat conditions, so we’re going by the book and using wired networks internally for anything important.”
 
   “I get it, Sir.”
 
   Steve turned to Abha. “Lieutenant, I think everyone’s aboard. Before we seal the ramp, please have your Marines check their weapons one last time, to ensure they’re all fitted with exercise emitters and have no live beam generators installed. While you’re doing that, I’ll check that the plasma cannon is unloaded.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   “Pilot, please cross-check the plasma cannon with me.”
 
   They reached up to the barbette above their heads and opened the cannon’s magazine, ensuring that no cartridge of deuterium-tritium pellets had been loaded; then rotated the three barrels, verifying that each breech was empty.
 
   “Do you agree that the cannon is safe, Sergeant?” Steve asked formally, aware that every word was being recorded in case of any future inquiry.
 
   “Aye aye, Sir. The breeches and magazine are empty. The cannon is safe.”
 
   “Very well. I’m locking it out on the weapons console.”
 
   He entered the command. The cannon barbette rotated to point the barrels to the rear of the shuttle, then withdrew them and itself into the hull. Stealth shutters closed over them, concealing their reflective angled surfaces from radar and lidar beams. The pilot watched the process, then said formally, “Sir, I witness that the cannon is locked out and no longer operational.”
 
   “Thank you, Sergeant.”
 
   Abha moved back to her seat. “Sir, for the record, the Marines’ weapons have all been checked, first by Master Sergeant Ioannou, and now by myself. All are unloaded, the Marines have no live ammunition on their persons, and each weapon has been fitted with an exercise emitter. We’ve also checked the basic load of weapons and ammunition in the shuttle’s lockers. They’re properly secured and sealed, so none can be withdrawn by accident.”
 
   “Thank you, Lieutenant.” Steve switched to intercom broadcast on the console. “Attention all personnel! Sit down, strap in, and check your straps and those of the people next to you.”
 
   He checked his own and Abha’s straps, while she did the same for him; then she turned to check the pilot’s. He activated two tight-beam laser turrets, raised them above the hull, aimed one at each of the other two shuttles, and instructed them to lock on. After a moment, a green light appeared on his console, and he pressed the ‘Transmit’ key.
 
   “Outpost One-One to Outpost shuttles. Comm check. Over.”
 
   A brief pause, then, “Outpost Two to Outpost One-One. Five by five. Over.” The same response followed from Warrant Officer Labuschagne’s pilot in Shuttle Three.
 
   “One-One to Two. Put Outpost Six actual on circuit, please. Over.”
 
   Another pause, then Brooks’ voice. “Outpost Six actual on circuit, over.”
 
   “Outpost One-One to Outpost Six. We’re ready to go whenever you are. Over.”
 
   “Six to One-One. We’re ready. You have command for extra-atmospheric maneuvers, Sir. We’ll follow your lead. Over.”
 
   “One-One to Six, I have command, Sir. Break. One-One to Outpost shuttles. Take up formation as briefed and keep this tight-beam circuit active. Over.”
 
   Both shuttle pilots responded with a brisk “Aye aye”.
 
   Steve turned to the pilot. “Very well, Sergeant. Seal the ramp, and let’s be on our way. Low power, minimum altitude, as briefed.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   The ramp at the rear of the shuttle whined up and closed with a solid thunk! against the rear bulkhead. Steve watched an air pressure monitor jump slightly on his console, proof that the ramp’s seal was operational, compressing the air inside the vehicle as it closed. Reaction thrusters extended from their housings, swiveled downward, and rumbled to life. The bulky shuttle rocked, shivered, and lifted from the hardstand, its wheels retracting into its belly. Beside it, the other two shuttles did likewise. Turning slightly, they moved off slowly into the black night, disappearing from the observers’ sight as they passed out of the floodlit area of the hardstand.
 
   Steve queried his console, and smiled with satisfaction as the battle computer confirmed that the other shuttles’ active stealth systems were fully operational. No advance warning of their maneuvers would reach Hill 37.
 
   For ten minutes they flew in silence, the pilot following the heading passed to her console by Steve’s instruments. At last, as the first faint glimmerings of dawn showed on the horizon, the silhouettes of the first of the Garabun Hills loomed up ahead. Steve glanced at his console.
 
   “Pilot, take us up to two hundred meters. We’re going to fly a slalom pattern through the hills for five minutes, to allow the echoes to thoroughly confuse anyone trying to track us by the sound of our reaction thrusters: then we’re going straight up to low orbit. Follow the course changes as they appear on your console.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   The pilot threw the shuttle into a tight turn to starboard as the first course change came up. Glancing at his scope, Steve could see the other shuttles following them at a close, but safe distance. He smiled. So far, so good.
 
   His reverie was shattered as the radio crackled to life on the orbital emergency frequency, a man’s voice gabbling frantically.
 
   “Customs Three to Orbcon, that merchie’s firing on us! We’re –”
 
   The voice cut off suddenly. As he stiffened in shock, Steve’s eyes flicked downward to the orbital traffic display on his console, reflecting the information received on the System Patrol Service data channel from OrbCon. The newly-arrived tramp freighter had been on track to slide neatly into her assigned orbit: but as the Customs craft had neared her, she’d suddenly changed course. She’d clearly used some sort of weapon on the Customs boat, which had staggered in its trajectory. It was no longer showing any drive emissions. The freighter was swerving towards SS Mauritania in her geosynchronous orbit near the Orbital Control Center. As he watched, two specks detached from the new arrival’s radar icon and headed in the liner’s direction.
 
   A harsh voice crackled over the emergency channel. “Listen up, Orbcon! You’ve been had. We’re no freighter – we’re pirates.”
 
   Steve froze. A wave of black, bitter hatred swept over him. I know that voice!
 
   “We just shot your Customs boat out of space, an’ we’ll do the same to any others that come anywhere near us. We know you’ve got no warships in orbit or anywhere nearby – only the missiles on the Elevator Terminus. We’ve got missiles of our own, plus four laser cannon mounted in our holds. Two are aimed at the up an’ down cables of your Planetary Elevator, and two at Mauritania. Any trouble an’ we fire! Your point defense missiles can’t destroy us before we hit both targets, an’ you know it. If we hit those cables, say goodbye to your Elevator, an’ yourselves too, ’cause you’ll go down with the Terminal! If we blast Mauritania, say goodbye to the Group of 100 an’ that investment you wanted. We’ll target her passenger quarters first! Recall your small craft an’ keep all traffic away from us. Anyone comes close, we’ll start shootin’ without wastin’ time askin’ questions!”
 
   Steve forced down the surge of emotion within him. Focus!, he commanded himself fiercely. You’ve got to handle this professionally! That would be difficult, he knew, because that voice had once condemned his friend, mentor and father-figure to death. It was the voice that had plotted to send a nuclear demolition charge to murder every prisoner aboard LMV Sebastian Cabot almost a decade earlier… a plan foiled by Steve and Vince Cardle, who’d listened to the pirate transmissions, then freed the prisoners and led them in an uprising to retake the ship from her captors. They’d made their escape, but Vince had died in the fighting. Steve had mourned him ever since.
 
   The pirate continued, “Break. Mauritania, we know you’re monitorin’ this emergency frequency. You’re under our weapons. Don’t do anythin’ stupid! Two boardin’ parties are on the way t’ you. Open up an’ let ’em in, nice an’ easy, an’ no-one gets hurt. Resist, an’ you’ll get the same as that Customs boat! Your rich fat-cat passengers won’t like that. Understand? Over!”
 
   A shaky voice replied, “Mauritania Officer of the Deck speaking. Who the devil are you? Over.”
 
   An ugly laugh. “I’m Johann de Bouff, you whoreson!”
 
   Steve bared his teeth in a feral grin. Thanks for confirming your name, you bastard – not that I needed it!
 
   “Orbcon Duty Officer to de Bouff. You can’t get away with this! When the destroyers get back here, they’ll have you for breakfast! Give up now and save your own lives! Over.”
 
   “Orbcon, you’re full of it! We’ll be on our way to the system boundary with Mauritania in half an hour. Once we’ve got her, we’ve also got the Group of 100 an’ their families. We’ve been planning this for months. That emergency signal was a fake, to draw off those warships. Sure, they’ll catch up with us: but by then we’ll have divided the hostages between both ships. If they try t’ mess with us, they’ll have grandstand seats to watch the VIP’s bein’ kicked out through an airlock, one by one, without benefit of spacesuit. We’ll start with the women and children. Nah, they’ll let us go. They’ll have no choice!”
 
   With a stomach-wrenching chill, Steve realized that de Bouff was right. This early in the morning, most of the Group of 100 delegation and their families were still aboard Mauritania. The pirates would have more than enough hostages. They could afford to murder as many as it took to convince the Fleet that they meant business.
 
   “OrbCon Duty Officer to de Bouff. If you fire so much as one beam at Mauritania, we will instantly open fire on you, and damn the consequences! Also, you may not, I say again, you may not leave orbit with Mauritania. We will fire on you if you attempt to do so. I’m contacting my superiors for further instructions. Over.”
 
   Steve could hear the contempt and anger in de Bouff’s voice. “Damn your superiors! You’ll do as I say, or watch us feed Mauritania’s fat-cat passengers out an airlock, one at a time! Don’t try t’ be a hero, spacer boy. The only way you could have stopped us was to have a warship intercept us durin’ our approach, when we were still out of range. It’s too late to stop us now. We hold all the cards, an’ you know it. Now shaddup unless I wanna talk t’ you!”
 
   Steve knew that with so many VIP hostages at stake, all the destroyers could do would be to follow the pirate ship and Mauritania to the system boundary. After that, all bets were off. Both ships could hyper-jump a short distance, using only part of the charge in their capacitor rings, then change direction and jump again within minutes. It would overheat their gravitic drive units, but not to the point of inflicting permanent damage. Within an hour of their first jump they’d be ten to fifteen light years away in an unpredictable direction, impossible to follow or trace. If they were to be stopped, it had to be now, before they could take control of their target and its hostages.
 
   He glanced across at Abha. She was watching him, clearly having heard everything over the console’s speakers. Glancing in the mirror over the console, he could see the Marines watching him with equal intentness. They’d been listening too.
 
   He took a deep breath. “Lieutenant, we’re abandoning the exercise. We’ve got pirates to deal with. Get your Marines ready for combat while I set this up.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir! All right, Gunnery Sergeant Bradshaw, you heard that. Abandon exercise, prepare for a real fight!”
 
   “Aye aye, Ma’am!”
 
   Her senior NCO turned to the ready-use ammunition lockers and broke their seals as the others stripped the training target-designators from their beam rifles. He handed out live charges and grenades, the Marines and PSDF troops passing them from hand to hand until everyone had a complete issue. A basic load of such items was always stocked in shuttles’ ammo lockers for just such contingencies when on active service. They didn’t have heavier munitions along on this trip, but for shipboard combat they wouldn’t need them.
 
   Steve looked at the pilot. “Sergeant Higgs, circle that hilltop until I can set this up.” He indicated a conical peak ahead.
 
   “Aye aye, Sir!”
 
   Steve tapped commands into his console. Above the shuttle two more laser tight-beam communicator turrets rose from the hull. One trained around towards Mauritania, thousands of kilometers ahead and above, while the other aimed itself at the Orbital Control Center aboard the Elevator Terminal. As soon as their sensors detected his tight-beam, he knew both targets would slave one of their own laser communicator turrets to his, ready to receive his signal and respond.
 
   He checked the tight-beam circuits to the other shuttles, and pressed the ‘Transmit’ button. “Outpost One-One to Outpost Six and Outpost Three-One, close up and conform to my movements. We’re going to circle that hill ahead of us. Acknowledge. Over.”
 
   A momentary pause, then, “Six to One-One, understood, over.”
 
   “Three-One to One-One, acknowledged, over.”
 
   “One-One to Six, you heard that pirate transmission? Over.”
 
   “Six to One-One, I sure did! D’you mean to tell me that after all he did to you, and to those Fleet spacers, de Bouff is still around? Over.”
 
   Steve abandoned radio protocol. “The Fleet put a twenty-five-million-credit bounty on his head, but he dropped out of sight. He probably went to the far side of the settled galaxy, crawled into a hole and pulled it in after him. I don’t know why he’s stuck his head out again, but this time I want to cut it off! He’s in what appears to be a tramp freighter, judging by its gravitic drive signature. He’s obviously converted her to accommodate laser cannon. He says he has four, and that sounds about right – there’s not enough power in a tramp-size reactor to handle more than that. I doubt he’s installed a second reactor, because it’s hellish complicated to add another shielded compartment beneath the spine and incorporate it into the ship’s wiring harness after initial construction. He probably doesn’t have a warship’s sensors, either – only a standard merchant ship’s electronics suite, with a few primitive fire control systems added on. Agreed so far? Over.”
 
   “Agreed. You’re the ship-to-ship-combat go-to guy around here. You call the shots. Over.”
 
   “OK.” Steve silently thanked his friend for his faith in him. “We’re in stealth mode, not using locator beacons, observing radio and radar silence, and using active detection cancellation. I doubt he’s picked us up on his sensors. With so much masking, he shouldn’t be able to detect our gravitic drives with a typical merchant ship’s electronic suite except at close range. If he has something more sensitive that could be a problem, but there’s only one way to find out if he does. We’re going to have to get real close to him to use our cannon. That puts us at risk from his weapons, but I think I can mask our approach using EW so that he won’t see us until we’re within range. It’ll be risky, but that’s why they pay us these huge salaries.”
 
   Brooks interrupted, sniggering over the circuit. “Yeah, right!”
 
   Steve suppressed a wry smile. “Uh-huh. I plan to duck underneath him and rake him from stern to bow with our cannon. That should disable his ship and knock out its lasers. You and Shuttle Three stay behind me in echelon starboard formation, five hundred meters distance between shuttles. I’ll pass targeting information to your shuttles and slave your cannon to mine for a synchronized firing pass. As soon as it’s complete, both of you peel off and go balls-to-the-wall for the liner. Take out the pirates’ boats with your plasma cannon at low power, then board the liner through the docking bay. While you’re doing that, I’ll board the pirate ship with the Marines and PSDF troops on this shuttle. We’ll shut down her power, so she can’t interfere or escape, then sweep her compartments to make sure she’s no longer a threat. Over.”
 
   “What about her crew? They may outnumber you – probably will. Over.”
 
   “The pirate ship’s crew isn’t expecting that sort of trouble. Most of them probably won’t be carrying personal weapons. We’ll probably kill or injure a lot of them during our firing pass. They may still outnumber us, even so, but my people are in armor. We should be able to cope. Trouble is, there’ll be sixty to eighty armed pirates aboard those two small craft headed for Mauritania. They’ll be ready for a fight. Can your two shuttles’ crews deal with that many? Over.”
 
   Brooks snorted audibly. “I doubt they’re wearing armor – at least, I’ve never heard of pirates that did. That means they won’t have much, if anything, in the way of beam weapons or portable plasma cannon – it takes armor’s strength to carry them and their power packs. We’re in armor and have beam weapons, so we should be able to deal with them. The problem will be if they get in amongst the passengers, so they can hide behind hostages. Over.”
 
   Steve nodded to himself. “I’m going to talk to Mauritania directly about that in a moment, after I talk to OrbCon. Stay on circuit and listen in – you too, Outpost Three-One. Break.”
 
   He checked his console. Green lights were glowing to signify that both OrbCon and Mauritania’s systems had locked onto his tight-beam lasers and were waiting to receive. He activated the circuit to Orbcon, making sure the other shuttles were able to listen to it.
 
   “Outpost One-One to Orbcon. This is Senior Lieutenant Maxwell, Lancastrian Commonwealth Fleet. This is a tight-beam transmission – the pirates can’t monitor it. Put the Watch Officer on this circuit right now! Over.”
 
   A brief pause, then, “OrbCon Watch Officer to Outpost One-One, go ahead, over.”
 
   “Outpost One-One to OrbCon. I’m on my way up to orbit with three assault shuttles and a combined unit of Marines and PSDF NCO’s. I intend to take out that pirate ship, then send two shuttles to Mauritania to deal with the pirates aboard her. Request strike authorization. Over.”
 
   “Orbcon to Outpost One-One, negative! Negative! There’s too much risk to the passengers and crew of Mauritania! Do not attack! Over.”
 
   Steve rolled his eyes in exasperation. The Watch Officer was almost certainly someone of his rank, perhaps even junior to him, and probably had little or no combat experience. He was clearly way out of his depth.
 
   “Outpost One-One to Orbcon. How can we possibly pose any greater risk than the pirates to the passengers and crew of Mauritania? If you don’t know Johann de Bouff’s reputation, look it up! I’ve run into him before. If he captures Mauritania, the women aboard will soon be wishing they were dead, and the men won’t be much better off! Your destroyers and corvette are hours away, and as far as I know you don’t have any other armed force in orbit. We have to disrupt this attack before the pirates can secure hostages. If you won’t authorize a strike, get hold of a more senior officer who understands reality! Over.”
 
   “Orbcon to Outpost One-One. We can fire on them with our missiles if they try to leave orbit. Over.” The man’s voice was tremulous, uncertain.
 
   “Outpost One-One to Orbcon, negative, I say again, negative! Your missiles will kill as many hostages as they do pirates! We’re your best – no, your only option. Over.”
 
   A new voice came onto the circuit, strong, deep, authoritative. “Break, break. This is Commodore O’Fallon. My callsign will be Rolla Six. Orbcon, stand by. Outpost One-One, the Operations Room at Defense HQ in Beaumont called me at home to alert me to this situation. They’re connected to OrbCon via the Elevator cables, and I’m piggybacking on your tight-beam circuit to talk to you, so the pirates can’t hear us. How do you propose to deal with these bastards? Over.”
 
   “Outpost One-One to Rolla Six. Sir, I think we can close with them under cover of our electronic warfare systems. Our plasma cannon should be able to disable their ship, after which we can board both vessels to take out the pirates. As far as I know, we’re the only force in a position to intervene. The pirates’ small craft will board Mauritania in ten to fifteen minutes. Once they’ve taken hostages, all bets are off. We’ve got to move now! Over.”
 
   There was a brief pause, then, “Rolla Six to Outpost One-One. I know you’ve seen combat, so you understand the risks. If they see you coming, at least some of you are likely to be killed. You also know how important the Group of 100 is to the future of this planet. Can you guarantee the safety of Mauritania and all aboard her? Over.”
 
   “Outpost One-One to Rolla Six. Sir, that sort of danger is why we’re here. I can’t guarantee anyone’s safety, or that there won’t be civilian casualties, but we’ll do our best to minimize the risks. I submit we have no choice but to stop the pirates from seizing the ship and her passengers and crew. Once they do that, no-one aboard her will be safe. This is your planet, Sir, and you have the final say about operations in your system. I formally request permission to proceed. Over.”
 
   Another pause, then a sigh. “Rolla Six to Outpost One-One, you’re right. The unit presently under your command is hereby designated Task Force Maxwell. By my authority as Commanding Officer of Rolla’s System Patrol Service, you are appointed in tactical command of all operations against the pirates until this situation is resolved. Your orders are to rescue those aboard Mauritania by any means necessary, with as few casualties to them as possible. You may use any and all SPS personnel and resources that you need. Deal with the situation at your discretion. Over.”
 
   Steve swallowed hard. He now officially bore sole and full responsibility for the results of his plan. He’d get the credit for it if it worked… and the blame if it failed.
 
   “Outpost One-One to Rolla Six, thank you, Sir. I’ll do my best. Stand by.” He took a deep breath. “Break. Outpost One-One to Orbcon, did you copy that? Over.”
 
   “Orbcon to Outpost One-One, copied, Sir. Awaiting your orders. Over.”
 
   “Outpost One-One to Orbcon. You are to refrain from any action unless and until I authorize it. Do not communicate with anybody, I say again, anybody about the presence of Task Force Maxwell or our intentions unless and until I authorize you to do so. Record all activity around the pirate ship and Mauritania. Form armed boarding parties of service personnel or Transit Police from the Elevator Terminal, including medical and evacuation teams. Have them standing by aboard whatever small craft are available, but do not launch them until I order you to do so. Once we’ve disabled the pirate ship, they’ll assist with neutralizing her crew and the pirates aboard Mauritania, under the tactical command of myself or Captain Shelby. Acknowledge. Over.”
 
   Orbcon rapidly read back his orders.
 
   “Outpost One-One to Orbcon, very good. Stand by. Break. Brooks, did you get all that?”
 
    “Got it, Steve. What next?”
 
   “Brooks, Warrant Officer Labuschagne, please have your people replace their exercise gear with live ammo and equipment from the ready reserve aboard each shuttle, and activate and load your shuttle’s plasma cannon with a full twenty-round cartridge. Set your weapons console to accept a firing plan for the cannon from this shuttle. We’re about to commence a storm climb. Conform to my movements. Acknowledge. Over.”
 
   Brooks and Labuschagne read back his orders briskly. Steve acknowledged their responses, tapped at his console, then turned to Sergeant Higgs.
 
   “Pilot, I’ve transmitted the enemy bearing, altitude and range to your console. Take us up at full blast, transition from reaction thrusters to gravitic drive as soon as the atmosphere’s thin enough to permit it, then level off just below the pirates’ orbital level and close on them. Adjust your course and speed as required so that we get there as fast as possible, arriving ten to fifteen clicks below and directly astern of them at a relative closing speed of four to five hundred kph. Got it?”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir! Passengers, brace for storm climb!”
 
   She gave everyone a brief moment to grab hold of something to steady themselves, then pulled back on the sidestick. The shuttle nosed upward into a vertical climb, the roar of its reaction thrusters redoubling into a scream of raw power.
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   Steve checked the electronic warfare systems. The pre-exercise program he’d instructed them to follow would serve well enough to get them close to the pirates. It was functioning as intended, and the tight-beam dish he’d aimed at Mauritania was showing a green light. He patched the tight-beam conversations into a single circuit so that Brooks could participate.
 
   “Mauritania, this is Senior Lieutenant Maxwell of the Lancastrian Commonwealth Fleet, calling on tight-beam. I’m commanding Task Force Maxwell, and my callsign is Outpost One-One. The pirates can’t intercept this transmission. Put your senior officer on this circuit. Over.”
 
   A pause, then, “Outpost One-One, this is Captain Packer, Commanding Officer of Mauritania. Go ahead. Over.” His voice was much stronger and more resolute than the one that had first responded from the liner.
 
   “Outpost One-One to Captain Packer. I’m on my way to orbit with three assault shuttles full of Marines and Rolla NCO’s. We’re going to neutralize that pirate ship, then send a boarding party over to you. Can you restrict the pirate boarders to your docking bay and engineering spaces, and seal them off from the passenger and crew areas? If possible, evacuate all your engineering personnel before they board, and transfer control of all engineering systems to the bridge – lock them out of the master engineering console altogether. If the pirates are stuck in your engineering spaces, our assault team can come in behind them and deal with them without endangering your passengers. Over.”
 
   “Packer to Outpost One-One, that’s great news! We’ll do it.” The relief in his voice was almost palpable. “Our docking bay is located abaft our engineering spaces, so that’ll work just fine. Do your Marines need help with the layout of the ship? Over.”
 
   “Take it, Brooks, over,” Steve replied briefly.
 
   Brooks’ voice crackled over the circuit. “Captain Packer, this is Captain Brooks Shelby, Marine Corps, callsign Outpost Six. If you can send us a schematic of your docking bay and engineering spaces, that would help tremendously. Also, I presume you have security vidcams covering those areas. Please keep track of the pirates from your bridge, and let me know where they are when I board you, so I can direct my Marines accordingly. You’re a Commonwealth ship, so I presume you use standard suit radio frequencies? Over.”
 
   “Captain Packer to Outpost Six. Yes, we do. I suggest Channel 147 for communication. It’s high enough on the spectrum that the pirates aren’t likely to be using or monitoring it. Over.”
 
   “Outpost Six to Packer, agreed. Maintain radio silence on all frequencies until I tell you otherwise. Meanwhile, I’ll train my own tight-beam on your ship so I can talk to you directly, rather than through Lieutenant Maxwell’s shuttle. As soon as my circuit is active, please send your schematic. We’ll be with you in ten to fifteen minutes. Don’t be alarmed if we hammer the two pirate small craft on our way in. I don’t want to leave them an avenue for escape. Over.”
 
   “Packer to Outpost Six, understood. Please try to minimize damage to this vessel, as best you can. Evacuation of our engineering spaces has begun. We’ll seal them off as soon as everyone’s out. I’m standing by for your tight-beam. Over.”
 
   “Outpost Six to Packer, thank you, Sir. Break. Steve, what now? Over.”
 
   “Outpost One-One to Outpost Six and Captain Packer. Do not, I say again, do not communicate anything over a non-tight-beam radio frequency about this. I don’t want the pirates overhearing anything. Also, I don’t know what might happen when we hit the pirate vessel. I’ll try to avoid her reactor compartment, but if her fusion reactor lets go, the blast will render the radio spectrum unusable for a while. If that happens, all shuttles are to dock with Mauritania to deal with the pirates aboard her. All stations, monitor this circuit and stand by for further orders.”
 
   As he bent to his console once more, Abha said quietly, “Sir, would you like to have a few words with our Marines and Rolla personnel?”
 
   “Good idea, thanks.” He smiled at her, seeing the answering warmth in her eyes, then twisted around to look at the load compartment. As he did so the scream of the reaction thrusters died away, to be replaced by the high-pitched whine of the gravitic drive unit. The shuttle’s acceleration ratcheted upward, its inertial compensator keeping those aboard from being squashed flat against the bulkheads. He knew they’d be up to their target within minutes, now that the planet’s thick atmosphere no longer held back the shuttle.
 
   The Marines and NCO’s were holding beam rifles in their hands, stocks planted firmly on the deck. The training projectors had been removed from their muzzles, and he knew they were now fully charged with live beam generation and power packs. Gunnery Sergeant Bradshaw, the senior NCO aboard, caught his eye, grinned savagely, and held one thumb up. “We heard what you said, Sir. We’re ready!”
 
   “Good. We’re going to board that pirate ship after we’ve shot her up, while the other two shuttles head for Mauritania to take care of the pirate boarding parties. You’ll have a nest of pirates to smoke out, but I think many of the survivors are going to be too busy trying to stay alive to worry about fighting you. Lieutenant Sashna will lead the assault as soon as we dock. Their hull’s going to have a lot of holes open to space, so don’t expect to find much internal atmosphere. In fact, to save time, don’t bother using their airlock at all – just blast it open with your beam rifles. First order of business is to secure their engineering spaces, so I can shut down their power if it’s not already off, and make sure they can’t switch it on again. After that we’ll wait for reinforcements from the Terminal, then sweep forward to check the rest of the ship and arrest the survivors. When we’ve secured the ship, I’ll send at least some of you over to Mauritania as soon as possible to assist Captain Shelby. Any questions?”
 
   Bradshaw replied, “I like your plan, Sir. It’s short, sweet and simple. D’you want prisoners?”
 
   “Only if you can take them without risk to yourselves. Remember, there are only sixteen of us, and probably a lot more of them. If they try to argue, or other factors make it too dangerous to give them a chance, don’t bother!” Hard chuckles from the Marines.
 
   “Aye aye, Sir. Just one concern, Sir. I heard what you said about what might happen if the pirate’s reactor lets go. What’ll that do to us if we’re coming in beneath her, Sir?”
 
   Steve grinned. “Don’t worry, Gunnery Sergeant. I’ll stay ten to fifteen clicks below her, far enough away that our armor will protect us from the radiation. I don’t want to glow in the dark any more than you do!” More laughter.
 
   “That’s a relief, Sir – although you might look quite good, er, glowing in the dark, I mean, Sir!” That brought the biggest laugh of all. Even Steve had to join in.
 
   “Gunny, you’re a menace! Anyway, one more point. Lieutenant, I want two Marines assigned to me, please. You’ll be busy fighting any surviving pirates, but I’ll have to move independently to secure vital equipment. I’m not in armor, although I’ll take a bead carbine from the shuttle before I board. I’ll need those two to keep me alive, if necessary, and keep pirates off my back while I’m doing my job.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir. Gunnery Sergeant, assign two of the roughest, toughest, nastiest people you’ve got to escort the Senior Lieutenant. If they let anything happen to him, they’d better pray the pirates get to them before I do!”
 
   “Aye aye, Ma’am!”
 
   “Thanks,” Steve acknowledged. “All personnel, seal helmets if you haven’t already done so, and activate the team radio channel.”
 
   He reached for his plasglass-visored helmet, pulled it over his head and locked it onto the spacesuit’s hard mounting ring around his neck. It sealed automatically, and he heard a faint hiss of air as the suit pressurized around him. Reflected in the mirror above him, he could see the visorless battle helmets of the armored Marines and Rolla NCO’s, row upon row of sensors giving them far better vision and hearing through the helmets’ neural interface than they’d have had with their eyes and ears alone.
 
   As Abha and Gunnery Sergeant Bradshaw began to issue orders to their squads over the team channel, Steve turned back to his console. The OrbCon radar traffic display showed the two dots of the pirates’ small craft as they approached Mauritania, their echoes merging with the larger one of the liner. Hopefully Captain Packer would have had enough time to get his engineering staff out of their work spaces, and seal all access routes from the docking bay to the passenger areas of the ship, before they docked. It would take the pirate boarders a while to realize they’d been locked out. By the time they did, he’d be pounding hell out of their mother ship.
 
   Sergeant Higgs adjusted her controls as they approached the orbital altitude of their targets. Their upward rush diminished as she added forward motion to their vector. They began to close swiftly on the pirate ship, which had slowed to match its orbital velocity with Mauritania. Without having to be told, she checked their relative motion, and cut back the drive.
 
   Steve silently blessed Higgs’ competence and expertise as he broke the seal on a locker at his side, opened it and withdrew a cartridge of deuterium-tritium pellets. He released his harness and stood up, bracing himself against the seat. Opening the loading mechanism of the plasma cannon, he inserted the cartridge into the magazine and locked it in place, then pressed the activation button. The cannon whined gently as it went through a brief, automated self-test routine, then a light appeared on his console, showing that it was in ‘Ready’ status.
 
   He sat down and tapped commands into the weapons console, removing the software lock on the weapon and issuing target instructions. Above him the barbette whined gently, rising from the hull, turning and settling onto the bearing of the pirate ship, the cannon elevating to track it. At present it was doing so by the vessel’s drive signature, following it passively, not using active radar to target it. That would come only in the last seconds before firing, so as not to give away their presence too soon.
 
   He pulled up a schematic of a typical tramp cargo vessel, selecting points to target along its length. He paid particular attention to its engineering, control and crew compartments beneath the spine, but tried to avoid the reactor and docking bay. He gave the artificial intelligence targeting system a priority override instruction to automatically engage anything that looked like a laser cannon turret, giving them precedence over his aiming points. If the turrets were mounted in the holds, as the pirate had announced, they’d have to protrude from the sides or bottom of the hull. That should put all of them in line-of-sight of at least one shuttle as they came in below the ship.
 
   Satisfied, he divided the fire plan into three equal concentrations of fire running from bow to stern, then transmitted one to each of the other two shuttles. Even if one shuttle were knocked out by the enemy’s weapons, he reckoned the other two could put out enough firepower to get the job done. He checked to ensure that each shuttle’s fire control system had acknowledged receipt of the fire plan over the tight-beam circuit, then locked them in and set them to automatic. The console blinked acknowledgment of his programming. It awaited only radar verification of the target’s range and relative motion to begin the firing sequence.
 
   He glanced at the plot display. They were fast closing in on their target, and decelerating so as not to zoom past too fast to fire accurately. He felt as if a thin, hot wire was threading itself through his stomach as he looked at the range figures. Their stealth systems were very good, but they only made the shuttles harder to detect – not impossible. The closer they got, the greater the likelihood that a pirate sensor would spot them. If only they could get within range first… He forced his thoughts back to the tactical situation, and toggled the tight-beam circuit.
 
   “Outpost One-One to Outpost Six and Captain Packer, we’re about three minutes from showtime. Captain Packer, what’s happening aboard Mauritania? Over.”
 
   “Packer to Outpost One-One. The pirates have just docked, and they’re coming through our airlock. About half are wearing spacesuits, the rest any old thing. They’re a scruffy lot. They appear to be carrying only light projectile weapons. I’ve evacuated our docking bay and engineering spaces, disabled our gravitic drive under master override from the bridge, and locked down the airtight doors in the collision bulkheads leading to the passenger and crew compartments. The pirates’ weapons won’t be able to shoot through them, and they won’t be able to move the ship. Over.”
 
   “Outpost One-One to Packer, well done! Break. Brooks, take care of yourself. I’ll see you when the shooting stops. Over.”
 
   “Brooks to Steve. Thanks, buddy, and keep your head down. Remember you’re not wearing armor. Over.”
 
   Steve took a deep breath and activated all four tight-beam links. “Outpost One-One to all stations on circuit. Stand by for action. Outpost One-One out.”
 
   He glanced at the navigation display. Sergeant Higgs had done a perfect job, bringing them in behind the pirate without waiting for further instructions.
 
   “Well done, Pilot! We’re exactly where we need to be.”
 
   “Thanks, Sir. What next?”
 
   “Stay on this course, but edge out to port just a hair so that Shuttle Two, behind and to starboard of us, is on the target’s centerline. That’ll give us line-of-sight on any laser cannon turrets on her port side, and Shuttle Three on those to starboard. We’ll come in about twelve clicks below her, as near as I can tell. That’s close enough for the cannon – its bolts won’t be affected by atmospheric diffraction, so they’ll be effective over a longer range than planetside. It’s also far enough away to protect us if her reactor lets go. Take us straight and level from their stern to their bow, and leave the shooting to the battle computer. As soon as we’re past and the cannon’s ceased fire, we’ll turn around and head for her docking bay.”
 
   “Got it, Sir. Give ’em hell!”
 
   “I intend to.” He twisted around, looking at the Marines behind him. “Are you ready, Marines?”
 
   Abha spoke for them all from her seat beside him. “We’re ready when you are, Sir!” Her Marines growled their eager assent, echoed by their Rolla understudies.
 
   Steve’s fingers ran over the WSO console controls. He brought the active electronically-scanned radar arrays on all three shuttles to standby, ready for instant transmission as soon as he gave the order. The plasma cannons’ control programs would take their final input from the radar returns to align the weapons precisely on their targets.
 
   They streaked closer to the pirate ship. Steve flicked up the safety cover over the radar activation switch, poised his finger over it, and waited. As soon as the display, taking its information from passive sensors and OrbCon’s radars, showed a range of twenty kilometers, he jabbed the switch. Instantly all three shuttles began to emit a flood of electromagnetic energy. Part of it was from their active radar arrays, focusing on their target, gathering data, passing it to their fire control systems, displaying it on their consoles. Another part was from their electronic warfare systems, preemptively blinding all radar and lidar wavelengths except those they were using. They couldn’t blind optical sensors, but the pirates’ standard fire control sensors would be rendered useless.
 
   Steve could vividly imagine how alarms must be screaming on the pirate ship’s bridge right now, as her sensors detected the powerful transmissions from such desperately close range. Her crew would be jerking upright, scanning their consoles frantically, trying to locate and track the shuttles. His display suddenly flickered. On the diagram of the pirate ship’s hull, a red light illuminated on the port side of her keel. A laser turret was spinning to face them!
 
   Just over a second after he’d activated the radar, the fire control system solution light on his console flickered from red to green, even as the enemy weapon locked on. Instantly the battle computer triggered Steve’s programmed firing sequence. The plasma cannon above their heads fired with a sudden blurt of sound, muffled by the heavy breech mechanism. The barbette mechanism whined momentarily, turning the second of the three barrels into firing position and adjusting its aim, then the cannon fired again. Whine – blurt – whine – blurt – whine… Steve had deliberately selected the slow firing speed, directing the fire control system to place accuracy ahead of rate of fire, so that the cannon systematically destroyed precisely-calculated targets rather than simply hitting the hull.
 
   As the first bolts struck the pirate vessel, a flickering line bloomed between the laser turret and Shuttle Three, on the far side of the formation. A flash of light erupted from the shuttle’s mid-section, and its gravitic drive and electronic sensors all went off-line instantaneously. In the next split-second a plasma bolt from Shuttle Two struck the laser turret, smashing it as Shuttle Three tumbled out of formation, shedding debris.
 
   Steve swallowed hard. He knew the pirate laser cannon must have been aimed under the control of an optical sensor to avoid their jamming. To stop himself staring at the stricken shuttle, he looked up at the tips of the shuttle’s cannon’s barrels through the viewport. They were beginning to glow red as more blink-of-an-eye streaks of lethal energy left their muzzles. He lost sight of them as they lifted towards the vertical, then trained around as the shuttle zoomed beneath the pirate vessel, the barbette swiveling to keep the cannon aligned as it fired its final shots into the now-receding target.
 
   As the last bolts slammed into the pirate ship, Steve saw on his screen the blip of Brooks’ shuttle curve outwards and race towards Mauritania, by now less than twenty kilometers to starboard. He nodded somberly. Brooks was, quite correctly, going after the enemy. He’d leave the rescue of the damaged shuttle’s crew in Steve’s hands.
 
   The firing stopped, and the weapon console beeped at him, displaying: ‘FIRING SEQUENCE COMPLETE’. Above their heads, the barbette remained trained on the pirate ship, the cannon ready to fire again at his command as soon as it was reloaded.
 
   “Sergeant Higgs, take us round! Get us to their docking bay as quickly as possible, while they’re still disorganized.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir!”
 
   The barbette whined around as the shuttle turned beneath it, keeping the cannon locked on the target. As its barrels came back into view, Steve could see they were glowing a faint, dark red for almost half their length, despite the near-absolute-zero cold of space. He didn’t care if he had to burn out those barrels. Replacements would be infinitely cheaper than the failure of this mission. He reached into the locker for another twenty-round cartridge and reloaded the cannon, ready to deal with anything that might arise; then he turned to his console. He shut down the electronic warfare suite, sending instructions to the other shuttles to do the same and switch on their radar transponder beacons. Other traffic would need to track their movements now.
 
   He activated the radio on the emergency channel. To port, the Orbital Control Center was about fifty kilometers away. “Outpost One-One to Rolla Six, OrbCon, Mauritania, elements of Task Force Maxwell and all other stations on this frequency. The initial strike on the pirate ship has been completed, so there’s no further need for radio silence. One shuttle under the command of Marine Captain Shelby is on its way to Mauritania to deal with the pirate boarders. I’m taking my shuttle to board the pirate vessel, to neutralize her and any surviving pirates. Orbcon, have you organized your boarding parties? Over.”
 
   “Orbcon to Outpost One-One, affirmative. We have ten cutters and cargo shuttles ready to go, each with an armed boarding party, over.”
 
   “Outpost One-One to Orbcon, thank you. Send a cargo shuttle to rendezvous with our damaged assault shuttle. They’re to retrieve it in their cargo bay and return it to you. Have an ambulance cutter accompany them with a medical team, to recover casualties and get them to hospital ASAP. Assign a second cargo shuttle to retrieve your customs boat, and also get its casualties to hospital as fast as you can. Send half of the remainder of your boarding parties to rendezvous with me aboard the pirate ship. They’ll operate under the tactical control of Lieutenant Sashna. The rest are to rendezvous with Captain Shelby aboard Mauritania and operate under his tactical control to neutralize the pirates aboard her. Over.”
 
   “Orbcon to Outpost One-One, understood and will comply, over.”
 
   “Outpost One-One to all stations, proceed, out.”
 
   Steve forced down dark thoughts about the probable fate of his comrades aboard the damaged assault shuttle. He knew it was likely that most were dead or injured… but there was nothing he could do for them right now, except send help. He had to deal with the remaining pirates.
 
   He brought up a visual targeting grid on his console. He aligned the shuttle’s cameras on the after third of the pirate ship, where the docking bay was usually located. Sure enough, the gaping hollow in the ship’s side came into view as they approached its far side. The pirates hadn’t bothered to close its doors after sending out their boarding parties. He made a rough alignment of the targeting grid’s crosshairs on the docking bay. If anyone tried to interfere with the shuttle’s docking maneuvers, he was ready to teach them the terminal error of their ways.
 
   “Holy shit, Sir, will you look at that!”
 
   Sergeant Higgs’ awed comment made him look up from the console, and his jaw dropped. He knew that plasma cannon were devastating short-range weapons inside planetary atmosphere, but he’d never before had the opportunity to see what one could do to a spaceship. As they drew nearer, the destruction became horrifyingly clear through the viewscreen.
 
   Unlike a laser, which cut a relatively clean entry hole, the slamming explosive power of the plasma bolts had left great blackened indentations where they’d punched through the plating up and down the pirate ship’s hull. Three laser cannon, each in a retractable turret protruding from the hull, had been hammered into scrap metal. A fourth turret had been blown out of the ship altogether, leaving only a gaping hole. Some plasma bolts, encountering fewer internal structures than others, had bored upward through every one of her decks, smashing out through the top of her reinforced spine. Fragments of wreckage floated near the holes, blasted loose from the fabric of the ship. The last of her internal atmosphere shimmered as it vented to space.
 
   “I never knew a plasma cannon would wreck a spaceship as badly as that!” Abha exclaimed in astonishment. “Even laser cannon don’t do that much damage to hull plating. They cut a clean hole and penetrate very deeply, but they don’t have that surface blast effect.”
 
   “You’re right, although lasers deliver much more energy than plasma cannon and have a much longer range.” Steve glanced at his sensor displays, then looked around. “People, she’s dead in space. All her emissions have shut down – gravitic drive, radio, radar, the lot. Her reactor must have gone into emergency shutdown. It looks like most of her internal atmosphere is gone, too. Those pirates who weren’t wearing spacesuits will be in a world of hurt. Her artificial gravity will be down for sure, so you’ll be fighting in free-fall if it comes to that.”
 
   “No problem, Sir,” Gunnery Sergeant Bradshaw replied. “With any luck, most of those who weren’t wearing spacesuits will have been in compartments vented to space by our cannon fire.”
 
   Steve shivered involuntarily. “Those who were are dead by now, or wishing they were.”
 
   “My favorite kind of pirate, Sir!”
 
   Steve snorted with laughter, and the others roared at the quip. He turned back to his console as they closed on the ship, ratcheting up the magnification of his visual sensors.
 
   “I don’t expect anyone will try to interfere with our docking,” he advised. “Still, anything can happen, so don’t get complacent. Pilot, reverse ship and take us in backwards. Recover internal atmosphere while you’re doing that. We’ll go in with the ramp down.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   As the air-pumps whined, drawing as much as possible of the shuttle’s atmosphere into pressurized tanks for future re-use, Bradshaw said, “Sir, I’ve got a bead carbine for you, plus a belt with four one-hundred-round chargers and half a dozen blast/frag grenades with a four-second delay. Unfortunately they’re meant for use with armor, so their lethal radius is ten meters. Don’t use ’em too close! I’ll leave them by the rear ramp.”
 
   “Thanks, Gunnery Sergeant. Hopefully I won’t need them.”
 
   Sergeant Higgs called, “Internal atmosphere recovered, Sir. Request permission to lower rear ramp.”
 
   “Wait one, Pilot. Everybody, check your straps again. Make sure you’re securely fastened into your seat. We don’t want you drifting out ahead of us as we go in, and getting squashed to strawberry jam between the shuttle and the ship.”
 
   The Marines chuckled, but double-checked their own and each other’s straps. In a moment Abha confirmed, “All checked and secured, Sir.”
 
   “Very good. Pilot, lower rear ramp, take us in.”
 
   The ramp whined down, the remnants of the shuttle’s atmosphere escaping into space. The light inside was now flat and dull, no longer having any air molecules to spread its radiance. Through the gaping doorway at the rear of the shuttle, the docking bay loomed closer.
 
   As the shuttle moved towards a vacant docking bay, Bradshaw called, “Designated shooters, take out that airlock!” Immediately two Marines sitting at the end of the rows aimed their beam rifles through the doorway at the airlock at the rear of the docking bay, and pressed their triggers. Beam after beam lanced out and smashed into the delicate electronics and metal framework. The airlock bulged at its seams, then disintegrated – but no air puffed out from inside. Clearly, the atmosphere in that part of the ship had already exited through the holes carved in the hull by the plasma cannon.
 
   With immaculate skill, the pilot brought the shuttle to a quivering halt under gravitic drive, the ramp projecting over the lip of the docking bay’s jetty. “In position, Sir! I’ll need to have the shuttle secured before I leave the controls. The bay’s docking arms would normally do that, but they don’t seem to be working any more.”
 
   Steve laughed. “I’m not surprised! Gunnery Sergeant, get mooring lines passed, please.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir. Designated marksmen, take lines from the cargo lockers and secure the shuttle.”
 
   The two Marines who’d taken out the airlock clipped their rifles to their chest harnesses, released their seatbelts, took tie-down lines from a storage locker and stepped onto the docking platform, magnets in their armored boots holding them down. They clipped one end of the lines to eye bolts on the shuttle’s bodywork, then unrolled the lines towards protruding items of equipment on the dock’s bulkheads.
 
   Abha twisted in her chair, watching carefully. As soon as the lines were secured, she snapped, “The shuttle will be safe enough now, Sir. Permission to proceed?”
 
   “Very well, Lieutenant. Clear the area between the docking bay and the Engineering department, then stand by while I check the ship’s gravitic drive. While I’m doing that, reinforcements should arrive from OrbCon. I doubt they’ll be in armor, so divide them between your fire teams. That’ll give each team a couple of armored troops to lead any assault. After that, clear the rest of the ship. Wait for me to join you before you tackle the bridge.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir. Marines, let’s GO!”
 
   The Marines and Rolla NCO’s slapped at their harnesses as one, releasing their straps and standing. In twos, they jumped down onto the dock surface and dashed through the shattered airlock, spreading out to provide cover for their team-mates. Steve heard Abha and the Gunnery Sergeant over his suit radio as they directed their fire teams. He nodded in approval. The Marines were typical of their Corps – trained to a hair, strong, smart, aggressive and tough – and the Rolla NCO’s were pretty good too. He’d hate to face any of them as enemies.
 
   Steve moved to the rear of the shuttle, fastened the belt with ammo chargers and grenades around his spacesuit, picked up his carbine and checked that it was loaded, and stepped down. The deck of the ship felt strangely dead beneath his magnetic boots. The usual vibrations produced by the vessel’s machinery were absent.
 
   The two designated marksmen were waiting for him. One armored figure inclined its head. “Sergeant Jensen, Marine Corps, at your service, Sir. This is Corporal Bhayi from Rolla’s forces.”
 
   “Good to have you both along. First stop is the engineering section, to make sure the gravitic drive and capacitor ring are secured. It’ll be just forward of and below this position.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir. With your permission, I’ll go first. Bhayi will bring up the rear.”
 
   “Let me secure the shuttle, then we’ll move.”
 
   Steve used the external keypad to close the shuttle’s rear ramp, ensuring that no pirate trying to escape would be able to get inside without knowing the access code; then he followed Jensen through the shattered airlock. He pushed a floating piece of debris out of the way with the barrel of his carbine, and looked around. The main corridor was pitch-black, all its lights out. He adjusted his spacesuit’s night-vision systems, and the scene came into focus. Forward of the docking bay the passage was a nightmare of torn, twisted metal where plasma bolts had blasted through the ship. The deck and high-speed walkway had vanished completely for several meters.
 
   “The engineering spaces will be down one level. Let’s try that companionway on the right.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   Jensen led the way down the stairs, all of them floating in the vacuum, pulling themselves along by the handrail, the escorts aiming their beam rifles carefully ahead of and behind them, scanning for any movement. The Sergeant peered around the corner at the foot of the stairs.
 
   “Our people have been through here before us, Sir. It’s safe to proceed.”
 
   Steve emerged to see a magnetic beacon attached to the metal bulkhead, flashing an infra-red signal that was visible through his helmet filters. He knew it signified ‘All clear’. The assault force had already moved on to check other compartments.
 
   “That door there, Sergeant.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   A large piece of wreckage had been blown right through one of the bulkheads of the engineering control room, scoring a direct hit on the control panel and reducing it to torn wiring, shattered plastic and warped metal. A human figure, face and eyes bulging from its final, fruitless efforts to draw breath, was floating limply near the console. Steve could tell it had been male, but only by the beard on its face, so gravely had its features been first distorted and suffused by blood, then atrophied by desiccation in vacuum.
 
   “The console’s out of action for sure. That wreckage came through from the drive compartment next door. Let’s check it out.”
 
   A plasma bolt had blasted vertically through the drive compartment from deck to deckhead, shearing off the right half of the gravitic drive unit and reducing the rest to slag. Its massive bulk leaned precariously, inert, useless.
 
   “They won’t even be able to salvage spare parts out of that,” Steve observed. “Very well, let’s head for the reactor chamber. It should be just forward of here.”
 
   The reactor control room was deserted. The reactor proved to have gone into emergency shutdown, as Steve had surmised. Its console blinked disconsolately, awaiting restorative input from its former operators that they would never again provide.
 
   “Nice shooting, Sir,” Bhayi observed. “You nailed everything around the reactor, but left it intact. I find that very comforting.”
 
   Jensen laughed as Steve observed, “You and me both! Let’s make sure no-one else can start it up again.” He looked around, then pointed. “That cable trunk carries power from the capacitor ring to the reactor console for startup and shutdown purposes. Would you please shoot it in half, so it’ll never work again?”
 
   “Our pleasure, Sir!”
 
   His guards suited their actions to the word. Four shots from each of their beam rifles severed the cable trunk. The bulkhead to which it was secured, and that on the far side of the compartment behind it, also vanished in the fusillade. Distant stars glittered through the hole they’d shot in the hull.
 
   The radio squawked indignantly, cutting into the intercom circuit. “Orbcon Cutter Three to Outpost One-One! Someone inside the ship is shooting at us through the hull as we approach! They almost hit us!”
 
   Steve winced as his two escorts laughed aloud. He hurriedly changed transmission frequencies. “Outpost One-One to Orbcon Cutter Three, we’ve just dealt with the problem. It won’t happen again. Continue your approach.”
 
   He switched back to the intercom channel and looked at Jensen and Bhayi. “I won’t tell anyone what happened if you won’t, OK?”
 
   He couldn’t see Jensen’s face inside his helmet, but he could hear the grin in the Marine’s voice. “Our lips are sealed, Sir.”
 
   “Good! All right, let’s get back up to the main passage.”
 
   As they moved, Steve could hear Abha and Gunnery Sergeant Bradshaw marshalling the newly arrived spacers from Orbcon, dividing them among the fire teams. By the time he reached the main passage, the first teams had begun sweeping forward. It didn’t take long before they began to run into individuals or small groups of pirates, wearing emergency spacesuits and armed only with carbines or improvised weapons. Few surrendered, knowing the likely penalty that awaited them. All who showed fight were swiftly and lethally stopped in their tracks.
 
   As Steve and his escorts moved along the passage, Abha called him. “Outpost Six-Two to Outpost One-One. We’re at the bridge. We’ve met several pockets of resistance and dealt with them, but there may be stragglers here and there. Suggest you exercise caution as you approach. Over.”
 
   “One-One to Six-Two, understood, thank you. We’re on our way forward. Please sweep the area surrounding the bridge to take care of any other potential resisters.”
 
   “Six-Two to One-One, aye aye, Sir.”
 
   Steve listened to Abha directing her reinforced fire team in clearing the compartments surrounding the bridge. Her orders were crisp and clear, and the responses of the Marines and PSDF armored personnel were just as professional. They were working like a well-oiled machine, each element meshing smoothly with every other. The new arrivals from OrbCon took their cue from them, following in their footsteps, backing them up, learning as they moved.
 
   As they approached the bridge, Abha called again. “Six-Two to One-One. Sir, there are a few more survivors in a compartment forward of the bridge. It seems they had access to emergency survival suits when things blew up around them. They want to surrender, so I’ve told them to come out one at a time with their hands up and no weapons on their persons. Request you stay back until we’ve secured them and cleared their compartment, please. Over.”
 
   “One-One to Six-Two, I’ll stand by until you tell me the coast is clear.”
 
   Steve listened to the exchanges between Abha’s team as they took five pirates into custody. Further ahead, Gunnery Sergeant Bradshaw was leading more fire teams in a search of the forward compartments. So far, he’d dealt with a few resisters, but found no survivors willing to surrender.
 
   Finally Abha called. “Six-Two to One-One, the situation’s under control. Come ahead. Over.”
 
   “One-One to Six-Two, thanks. We’re on our way.”
 
   Sergeant Jensen led the way forward, still hyper-vigilant despite Abha’s reassurances, as was Corporal Bhayi behind them. They scanned their surroundings thoroughly before moving from one section to another, to Steve’s heartfelt approval. He knew that only fools took anything for granted in close combat. If you made even one mistake, you might not live long enough to make another.
 
   He came up to Abha’s fire team. They were spaced out along the main corridor on either side of the entrance to the bridge. Five space-suited captives were secured nearby, their arms lashed behind them with flex-ties. Abha stepped forward to meet him.
 
   “Glad you’re here, Sir. These are the prisoners. The senior among them says he’s Lieutenant Gazzarda.” She indicated the nearest figure. “His suit radio’s on our channel now, Sir.”
 
   “Thanks, Lieutenant.” Steve turned to the pirate officer. “All right, you! Who’s on the bridge? Is it still intact?”
 
   “I dunno.” The man’s voice was surly, hostile.
 
   “You address me as ‘Sir’! Where’s your boss?”
 
   The pirate paled at the lash in Steve’s voice, and stood more stiffly upright. “He – he was on the bridge, last I knew, Sir. From what we heard, I think it took a direct hit.”
 
   “What the hell was he doing here, anyway? He dropped out of sight after the Sebastian Cabot affair, and hasn’t been seen or heard of in Commonwealth space since then.”
 
   Gazzarda stood mute, face glowering. Steve pressed, “Come on, man! You must know the game’s up. There’s no way you can escape, and nowhere for you to go even if you could launch a lifeboat. Your friends aboard Mauritania are being dealt with as we speak by another combined team of Fleet Marines and Rolla forces. The only chance you’ve got for a better treatment and a lighter sentence is to co-operate with us.”
 
   The pirate hesitated, then heaved a sigh. “Yeah, I guess you’re right… Sir. Cap’n de Bouff got as far away from the Commonwealth as he could after you guys put that huge reward on his head. I dunno where he actually lived – he made sure most of us never knew where he’d stashed his family or fortune. He set up an operating base in a disused star system. We travelled from there to other planets to sell our prizes or go on liberty. They were hard years – pickings were real poor compared to before he tangled with Cabot – but he said those were the breaks. We had to stay out on the fringes of the settled galaxy, or else we’d be found.”
 
   “So what made him come here?” Steve demanded.
 
   “He never raided into Lancastrian Commonwealth space, ’cause he reckoned it was too dangerous; but he changed his mind when he learned about this Group o’ 100 shindig. He reckoned it’d be a perfect chance to get his own back. He said Rolla had very little system security, and the ransoms for a bunch o’ fat-cat investors would be worth billions – enough to make up for all the bad years, and then some.”
 
   “Uh-huh. Who mounted the diversion?”
 
   “That was his son Constandt. He brought his ship in on the far side of the system and sent out a fake distress signal. He was supposed to go quiet and creep away as soon as he sent it, heading for the system boundary on minimum power so he couldn’t be tracked. The Cap’n was watching your patrols as we headed in. If they hadn’t responded to the distress call, we were still far enough away to have time and space to escape; but he said they’d taken the bait hook, line and sinker, so we could go ahead.”
 
   Steve made a wry face. He remembered Constandt’s name from his first encounter with de Bouff senior. He made a mental note to pass the information to Orbcon as soon as they got back to the shuttle, so it could be forwarded to the destroyers. They’d doubtless head for the point on the system boundary nearest to where the distress signal had been issued, hoping to catch Constandt de Bouff before he could escape, but he knew they had little chance of doing so. The younger pirate had too much of a head start, and was surely monitoring the warships’ gravitic drive emissions. He’d change course to evade detection as they maneuvered.
 
   “Right. Lieutenant Sashna, I suggest a couple of your people secure the prisoners here while we enter the bridge and check it out.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   She detailed two of her people to guard the pirates, then ordered the rest of her fire team to perform an assault entry to the bridge. She clearly didn’t trust Gazzarda’s assumption that the bridge had been hit. The team blew open the door with their beam rifles, then covered each other as they hustled through the gaping hole their weapons had made. One of them stuck his head out almost immediately. “He wasn’t lying, Ma’am. It’s a charnel house in here.”
 
   The Marine hadn’t exaggerated. It looked like Steve’s target designation had been spot-on. At least two plasma bolts, possibly three, had torn through the bridge – it was difficult to tell for sure, so great was the damage. There had been several pirates in the compartment at the time, but they’d been blasted into so many scattered body parts that it was impossible to tell at first glance how many there’d been. The detritus was now floating in zero gravity, along with sticky globules of body matter. It spattered on Steve’s spacesuit and the Marines’ armor, no matter how they tried to avoid it.
 
   Behind where what Steve presumed had been the command console had once stood, the remains of a tall, burly figure were still strapped into his seat. A plasma bolt had erupted through the floor at his feet. The blast had vaporized most of the console and his lower legs, leaving only the stumps of his thighs; the furnace heat of the bolt had seared his face and torso, briefly igniting his clothing, hair and beard before the ship’s atmosphere vented to space; and his remains were rapidly desiccating through exposure to vacuum. He was not a pretty sight.
 
   Steve looked at the dead man for a long moment. Vince, if you can hear me, you can rest more peacefully now, he thought to himself. I gave the bastard who ordered your death what he had coming. I hope his soul – if he had one – passes near you on its way to hell, so you can piss on it!
 
   He thrust the thoughts away. “Lieutenant, would you get that pirate officer in here, please?”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   A Rolla NCO shoved Gazzarda ungently onto the bridge, using his flex-tied arms to control his movements. Steve cut off his protests by indicating the figure in the command chair.
 
   “That your boss?”
 
   Gazzarda looked, and gagged. “I think so, Sir. Hard to tell with him looking like that, but that’s where Cap’n de Bouff sat.” He hesitated. “I… we never figgered he could be killed at all. He always seemed… I dunno, immortal, somehow. He never got so much as a scratch before, that I know of.”
 
   “That’s because he had the sense to stay out of the way of the Lancastrian Commonwealth Fleet before now,” Steve said flatly. “He shouldn’t have changed his mind. We’ll run tests to make sure it’s him. We can use the DNA of his son Jan for comparison – he’s already serving a life sentence on a prison planet.”
 
   The pirate turned towards him. “W – what’ll happen to us prisoners, Sir?”
 
   “You know the penalty for piracy. Unless you can offer something worthwhile in mitigation of sentence, you’ll either hang, or spend the rest of your lives breaking rocks on some God-forsaken planet light years away from civilization.”
 
   Gazzarda flinched. “W – what about Cap’n de Bouff’s base, Sir? His contacts on other planets to dispose o’ ships and their cargoes? I know some o’ that. Will that be enough to get me any leniency, Sir?”
 
   “I’m neither your prosecutor nor your judge, so I can’t say: but the more you tell us, the better your chances will be. I suggest you think about that very hard indeed!”
 
   Steve turned to Abha. “Lieutenant, you and your team have done very well. Thank you very much. As soon as Gunnery Sergeant Bradshaw’s finished clearing the forward section of the ship, let’s get back to the shuttle. We’ll leave OrbCon’s boarding teams in charge of this ship while we head for Mauritania.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Steve contacted Captain Packer as they approached Mauritania, to warn him of their arrival. Somewhat to the disappointment of his Marines and Rolla NCO’s, it turned out their assistance wasn’t needed.
 
   “Captain Shelby gave them hell!” Packer informed him gleefully. “The first thing he did was blast the two cutters in which they’d arrived. Next, while waiting for the arrival of OrbCon’s teams, he asked me to dump the atmosphere from all our engineering spaces. Since only about half the pirates were in spacesuits that put them in a world of hurt, and completely disorganized them while he formed up his assault force. His people swept forward through our engineering spaces, pushing all the surviving pirates ahead of them until they were concentrated against our starboard hull; then he used his armored troops to roll right over them.”
 
   Steve grinned. “Outpost One-One to Packer. Sounds like he made short work of it.”
 
   “Packer to One-One, yes, he did – almost as short work as you made of that pirate ship between you. We recorded the whole thing on our external cameras. You shot the living daylights out of her! I’d never have believed that the small plasma cannon carried by shuttles could do that much damage to a spaceship. You did an absolutely magnificent job, Lieutenant, and I’ll make sure the Admiralty hears about it from me personally. Over.”
 
   “One-One to Packer. Thank you, Sir, but we all had a part to play. There’s more than enough credit to go around, including to you, Sir, and your crew, for taking care of business aboard your ship as you did. Please monitor this frequency for further developments. Maxwell out.”
 
   He passed the news to the others aboard the shuttle. “Looks like we won’t have another fight,” he concluded.
 
   Gunnery Sergeant Bradshaw snorted disdainfully. “Cap’n Shelby’s hogged all the fun to himself!”
 
   Abha chuckled. “Considering we’ve just collected a shipload of pirates of our own, I don’t think we’ve done too badly, Gunnery Sergeant.”
 
   As they entered Mauritania’s docking bay, the two pirate cutters came into view. Each had been blasted open at the bow by a bolt from a plasma cannon. However, the destruction seemed limited to the cutters. The docking bay itself appeared to have suffered little except cosmetic damage. Clearly Brooks had inserted reduced-power loads in his cannon before firing at them.
 
   Sergeant Higgs slid the shuttle expertly into an airlock bay. The huge liner had six of them of standard size, plus four more for the outsize passenger shuttles she used to transport her guests in the luxury they expected. They waited in the shuttle until the atmosphere had been restored to the ship’s engineering spaces, then disembarked through the airlock. Inside the docking bay vestibule they found Brooks and his party, escorting a dozen pinioned pirate prisoners.
 
   “What the hell happened to you?” Brooks exclaimed, looking at Steve’s blood-splattered spacesuit. “Are you all right?”
 
   “I’m fine. That’s pirate blood, not mine.” He explained about the human detritus floating in the weightless vacuum of the destroyed bridge.
 
   “Oh. OK.” Brooks relaxed, and indicated his prisoners. “There was a lot of pirate blood spilled here, too. These are all that’s left of the seventy-nine who boarded Mauritania. The others died when the atmosphere was vented, or tried to fight us – very silly of them, considering they were unarmored. Oh, well, it’s too late for them to learn now! How did things go aboard their ship?”
 
   “No problems.” Steve gave him a brief account of what they’d found and accomplished.
 
   “I’m glad to hear de Bouff’s dead at last,” Brooks approved. “The reward on his head will be added to any prize money we earn from today’s affair. An extra twenty-five million credits will sure help sweeten the pot!”
 
   “Yes, it’s as much as his ship would have been worth at auction before we shot it to pieces. All it’s good for now is scrap metal, I’m afraid.”
 
   “Any word on Shuttle Three?”
 
   “I sent a cargo shuttle and ambulance cutter to rendezvous with it. They haven’t reported in yet.”
 
   Brooks exhaled softly, sadly. “We’re going to have casualties aboard her. They may be heavy.”
 
   “I know.” Steve’s voice was chagrined. “I guess that’s my responsibility.”
 
   “I don’t see how you could have avoided it. Don’t blame yourself. Casualties are part of the deal when it comes to combat, and we’re all volunteers. We all knew what might happen to us.”
 
   “True. I’d hoped against hope we could hit her without being hit ourselves, but I guess that was too much to ask, particularly because that ship had a much better fire control system than any other pirate I’ve heard about. It looked like it was taken off an old warship. I noticed the remains of the consoles while I was on their bridge.”
 
   “That’ll have to be investigated. Have you talked to Captain Packer yet?”
 
   “No. Let me do that now.” He adjusted his suit radio channel and called the ship’s Captain. “The atmosphere has been restored to breathable levels, Sir. You can come through to inspect the damage.”
 
   Brooks added, “Sir, be advised, it’s messy back here. There are more than sixty dead pirates, and many of the bodies aren’t pretty, particularly those exposed to vacuum without benefit of spacesuit. I suggest you keep your passengers well clear until the area’s been cleaned up. I’d be grateful if your Engineer Officer would please conduct a quick survey. Our beam rifles did some damage to your equipment and structures, I’m afraid. However, any holes in the pressure hull were small enough to be automatically repaired by its self-sealing systems.”
 
   “That’s all right, Captain Shelby. That’s one reason we pay insurance premiums, to cover that sort of damage. Your assault was brilliantly handled! We recorded it through our security vidcams, as we did your strike on the pirate ship. It’s going to make spectacular viewing for the newscasts, and for your superiors. Before you leave the ship, I’d like to meet you all and shake your hands, and thank you for all you’ve done for us and for the Group of 100 this day. A representative of the Group would like to do the same.”
 
   “That’ll be fine, Sir,” Brooks assured him. “We’ll wait for you in the docking bay vestibule.”
 
   Captain Packer didn’t keep them waiting long. He walked into the vestibule accompanied by several uniformed techs and an older man, tall, erect, wearing an immaculately tailored charcoal-gray double-breasted civilian suit. Brooks and Steve recognized him immediately, to their surprise.
 
   As tactical commander, Steve spoke first. He saluted the man in the civilian suit. “Good morning, Admiral Methuen, Sir. Captain Shelby and myself recognize you, although you probably don’t remember us. You gave the graduation address at OCS when we were commissioned.”
 
   The Admiral smiled. “Ah! That would have been a few years after I retired. I’m very pleased to meet you again, gentlemen, although I could have wished for more salubrious circumstances.”
 
   “Sir, if I may ask, how are you connected to the Group of 100?” Brooks asked.
 
   “I’m the Chairman and Managing Director of Methuen Investments, a family trust. It was a founding member of the Group.”
 
   The Admiral and Captain Packer insisted on being introduced to and shaking hands with every Marine and Rolla NCO, thanking them individually for their assistance. They were in no hurry, taking their time, and their audience clearly appreciated their courtesy. As they finished, Admiral Methuen assured everyone, “I’ll be submitting a formal report on this morning’s affair to the Board of Admiralty, along with recordings of the action made by Mauritania and OrbCon. A retired Admiral’s words are still taken seriously at Admiralty House, I assure you. I’ve no doubt your outstanding performance today will soon receive appropriate recognition.”
 
   He and Captain Packer made their farewells and headed back to the passenger quarters. The Marines and Rolla personnel filed aboard their shuttles, while Brooks turned to Steve. “What next?”
 
   “We’ve got to hand over your prisoners to OrbCon, to add to those we took aboard de Bouff’s ship, and find out what happened to those aboard Shuttle Three. After that, we’d better make our excuses to Colonel Houmayoun and Rolla’s PSDF. They were expecting us to attack Hill 37, remember? For all we know, they still are.”
 
   Brooks grinned. “Oh, well. At least we’ve demonstrated one security risk a planet can face, and why it needs armed forces to cope with things like that.”
 
   “Yes,” Steve agreed. “We’ll be busy all day debriefing everyone, analyzing the vid from Orbcon and Mauritania as well as our armor and shuttle sensor recordings, and preparing our reports.”
 
   “Probably most of tomorrow too,” Abha observed, rolling her eyes.
 
   “You’re right, dammit! The news media will also be all over us.” Brooks frowned, then looked more cheerful. “At least they’ll have the recordings of the attack to keep them happy.”
 
   Steve nodded. “All right, we’ve got a lot to do – and we haven’t even had breakfast yet. Let’s get to it.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Rolla
 
   July 20th, 2847 GSC, evening
 
   Steve stood before the charcoal grill in the twilight, carefully tending half a dozen bacon-wrapped filet mignon steaks. He was barefoot, luxuriating in the feel of grass beneath his feet. He wore shorts and one of his favorite T-shirts, its chest displaying a cartoon of two emaciated vultures sitting on a tree branch. The caption below the picture read, ‘Patience, hell! Let’s kill something!’
 
   Brooks was bare-chested, wearing old tattered shorts, his close-cropped hair still bristling from the shower. He stood at a folding table, cutting slices from a block of tangy cheese, while next to him Abha, more decorously clad in sweatpants and T-shirt, diced tomatoes into a salad. Whole onions and potatoes, wrapped in foil, were baking on the coals, and a pan of mushroom gravy waited atop a warming plate on the table. Delicious smells filled the air.
 
   Steve glanced at the empty container in his hand. “I’m declaring an emergency at this time.”
 
   “Never fear. The Marines are here!” Brooks struck a dramatic pose, took a beer from the cooler next to the table and tossed it over.
 
   “Thanks, buddy. Grilling’s thirsty work.”
 
   “So is cheese-cutting.” Brooks took another beer for himself, thumbed the seal, drank deeply, and sighed with satisfaction. “Aah! That hit the spot!”
 
   Abha grinned. “I wonder how the unit’s getting along?” she mused. Brooks and Steve spluttered simultaneously into their beers.
 
   The Senior NCO’s Club of Rolla’s PSDF had decided that the previous day’s events merited a special celebration. They’d invited all the surviving Marines and Rolla NCO’s who’d participated in the fight to a victory celebration that night, block-booking an entire local pub and steakhouse for the group and their partners. Brooks, Steve and Abha had been highly amused to learn that the senior NCO’s had ‘taken up a voluntary collection’ from their troops to fund the festivities. Brooks had observed that it sounded more like extortion, or at least force majeure; but Master Sergeant Ioannou (one of only two miraculously uninjured occupants of Shuttle Three) had ‘respectfully submitted’ that no ‘true Marine’ would ever ask awkward questions about the source of free steak and beer. Brooks had solemnly apologized for his lack of ‘true Marine’ spirit – but had privately warned Ioannou that he was responsible for keeping things in hand.
 
   The Master Sergeant had nodded. “No need to worry, Sir,” he’d responded somberly. “We’ve got seven dead comrades to remember. This will be as much a wake for them as a celebration of victory. There won’t be any trouble.”
 
   Despite this assurance, Brooks had taken the precaution of discreetly advising the PSDF’s Shore Patrol to avoid the venue like the plague, if they knew what was good for them. Their Duty Officer had turned pale on hearing that the Marine instructors, plus many of Rolla’s NCO’s, plus everyone’s partners, would all be celebrating that night. She’d watched news coverage of the recent events, and seen how they fought. She’d hastily assured Brooks that her people would stay away. Far away. Very far away. In fact, they’d devote all their efforts to making sure that no ‘troublemakers’ – including civilian authorities – got anywhere near the celebrations, for fear of what might befall them if they did.
 
   “I’m sure the party’s well under way by now. They chose a good steakhouse, by all reports, so they’ll eat well tonight.” Steve took a flashlight from his pocket, lifted one edge of a steak, and examined the underside carefully. “Speaking of steaks, these have stopped mooing.”
 
   “Sounds edible to me.” Brooks glanced at his watch, and switched on a portable holovid. “We can eat while we watch the evening news. We should be the lead item again.”
 
   Steve lifted the steaks, onions and potatoes onto serving dishes and took them to the table. They helped themselves lavishly, added condiments and salad dressing, and settled down to enjoy the food, watching the newscast as they ate.
 
   Brooks was right. The entire half-hour bulletin was devoted to the pirate attack. After a day and a half, the initial excitement had abated somewhat. Relieved of the immediate pressure of breathless, over-hyped news coverage, the station’s editors had woven together vid coverage from OrbCon, the internal and external cameras on Mauritania and the shuttles, and the armor recorders of the Marines and Rolla’s NCO’s. They’d produced a vivid and occasionally gruesome special report covering the entire affair from start to finish.
 
   Steve was fascinated to watch a high-resolution recording of the attack on de Bouff’s ship, which they’d subsequently learned had been named Blanco. The news editor had skillfully cropped, magnified, sharpened and combined the vid recorded by the shuttles, OrbCon and Mauritania. The ship filled the display, shuddering as the plasma bolts struck home. The impacts sent ripples around and along her hull, so powerful that in slow motion they could be seen distorting the plating like waves passing through water. He watched, amazed, as Blanco seemed to buck and writhe in agony, almost as if she were alive, vomiting debris as the bolts ripped through her. A laser cannon turret was blasted right out of the hull by a direct hit, tumbling over and over as it sailed off into space.
 
   “Damn! We blew the hell out of her!” Brooks observed.
 
   Steve nodded soberly. “I couldn’t see that at the time from below her, of course. I’m no longer surprised there were so few survivors.”
 
   The newsreader reported that there had been no sign of Constandt de Bouff’s ship – only a hyper-jump signature, recorded at a distant point on the system boundary several hours after his father’s ship had been destroyed. It could only have been made by the younger pirate’s vessel as he left the system. Abha looked disappointed as she said, “Well, they’ll just have to ratchet up the search for him again.”
 
   “Yes, but I don’t know whether they’ll ever find him,” Steve pointed out sourly. “The entire Fleet was looking for both of them after the Cabot affair, and put out an interplanetary arrest warrant for them. Nothing worked – they were never found until they revealed themselves here. The settled galaxy’s several thousand light years across. There are an awful lot of planets where people like that can hide, particularly if they’ve got enough money to offset a big reward.”
 
   They ate in silence as they watched the rest of the special report. It concluded with a brief statement by the main hospital in Beaumont. The six wounded survivors of Shuttle Three who’d been admitted there were doing ‘as well as could be expected’. Warrant Officer Labuschagne, the most seriously injured, had lost both legs. New limbs were already being grown in the cloning vats, and would be transplanted onto his stumps within three months. The other injured personnel would be discharged within a few weeks, all being well.
 
   Abha observed, “I’m really sorry we lost so many, but frankly, I’d never expected as many as eight survivors. I’m amazed only seven were killed.”
 
   “That’s because of the enhanced armor on the Mark XIII Plus shuttles,” Steve pointed out. “It fragments and spalls much less than earlier types, even under the energy dump of a laser beam. There’s not so much shrapnel effect.”
 
   “You got that right,” Brooks agreed emphatically. “If we’d been in Mark IX’s, none of those inside would have made it.”
 
   “If we’d been in Mark IX’s, I wouldn’t have attempted the assault at all!”
 
   At last, as the closing credits rolled, Abha laid down her fork and sat back, replete. “I’ve got to hand it to you, Brooks,” she said, covering her mouth to stifle a soft burp of satisfaction. “You picked the best steaks in the shop. They were aged just right, tender enough to cut with a fork. What’s your secret to choosing them?”
 
   “Simple. All the food stores offer the same pre-cut, pre-packaged steaks, despite the different labels. They come from just a few producers. Thing is, those producers compete for orders and shelf space. One of the ways they do that is to reserve some good cuts for store managers and buyers. I simply got hold of the most promising-looking employee, slipped him a twenty, and asked him to wrap me half a dozen choice filets from the management meat in the back. After yesterday’s publicity, he was happy to help. I paid for ’em, all legal and above-board, and he made a little extra for himself too.”
 
   Steve grinned. “Aha! Bribery and corruption! That’s conduct unbecoming an officer, I’ll have you know!”
 
   Abha gurgled with amusement. “Perhaps, but just look at the steak it got us!” she objected.
 
   “Um. Yes. In that case, my son,” and Steve looked magisterially over his nose at Brooks, “all is forgiven.”
 
   “I should damn well hope so! I’ve got to hand it to you, too. You’ve got a master’s touch with steak over coals. You sear the outside, but only lightly, and the inside’s perfect. I can never get mine to come out that well.”
 
   Brooks was interrupted by the sharp buzz of his official comm unit. He frowned wrathfully. “Now what? I warned the Shore Patrol to steer clear of my boys and girls, and let ’em party! If they didn’t listen to me, I’ll…”
 
   He put the unit to his ear. “Captain Shelby speaking.” His eyes opened wider, and he stiffened slightly as he listened. “Yes, Sir… Thank you, Sir… Yes, Sir, of course… Thank you, Sir… Aye aye, Sir. We’ll be waiting.”
 
   He replaced the comm unit on the table. “That was Colonel Houmayoun. He’s just finished a meeting with the System Patrol Service and the Minister of Defense. He wants to tell us what’s been going on. He’ll be here in ten minutes, along with Admiral Methuen.”
 
   “We’d better get cleaned up and changed, then,” Abha suggested, standing up. “We can’t meet him looking like refugees from a beach bum contest!”
 
   “Well, he said this was an informal visit, so we’d better keep it that way. Smart casual civvies, everyone.”
 
   By the time Colonel Houmayoun’s official car pulled up in their driveway, they’d cleared away the debris of supper and hastily donned civilian trousers and more suitable shirts. “It still feels odd to dress down for an Admiral’s visit, even if he’s retired,” Steve muttered darkly. “You sure this won’t backfire on us?”
 
   “We’ll just blame the Colonel if it does,” Brooks assured him, grinning.
 
   Steve needn’t have worried. Admiral Methuen and the Colonel refused refreshments, and sat down in the living-room with broad smiles on their faces. They were clearly very happy about something.
 
   “We thought you’d like to know some of what happened tonight right away, as it’s going to affect all of you,” Colonel Houmayoun began. “Since the initial developments concern the Admiral more than I, I’ll let him tell you about them.”
 
   “Thank you, Colonel.” Methuen sat back, relaxed. “We spent an hour discussing orbital and system security with the Minister of Defense. He asked me to thank you all very much for such an outstanding demonstration of why Rolla needs new assault shuttles, and how capable they are. Apparently public support for their purchase was only a bare majority before yesterday’s events – then it zoomed, literally overnight. There’s now eighty-per-cent-plus public approval to buy more shuttles, and raise a second armored battalion as well. Needless to say, he’s going to put that in hand at once, to take advantage of popular support.
 
   “The Minister was frustrated that Rolla currently lacks sufficient funds to do those things and also buy more warships to patrol its star system. It needs ships just as badly, as yesterday’s events highlighted. However, we pointed out that new funds were about to become available which, with a little friendly assistance from me, would solve the problem.”
 
   Steve pricked up his ears. “New funds, Sir?”
 
   “Yes. Had you forgotten the prize money for Mauritania?”
 
   “D’you know, Sir, I had forgotten it. We’ve been so tied up with after-action formalities we haven’t even had time to think about it.”
 
   “Well, to refresh your memory, the Courts of Admiralty take ten per cent off the top of any prize award, to fund their operations. The balance is divided in two. Half goes to those taking the prize – one-third to commissioned and warrant officers, two-thirds to enlisted personnel. The other half goes to the relevant armed force. In this case, since Rolla contracted for your services and owns the shuttles you used, it’ll receive that half rather than the Fleet; and since the attack took place in the sphere of responsibility of the System Patrol Service, which also authorized your operation, it’ll get the money. It’s a windfall, over and above its annual budget. Since it hasn’t been committed to any other purpose as yet, the SPS can use it to buy warships.”
 
   “I didn’t think there’d be much prize money at all, Sir,” Brooks observed. “We stopped the pirates before they could capture Mauritania, so she doesn’t meet the definition of a prize; and Blanco’s so badly damaged she’s fit only for scrap. I can’t see her bringing much at a prize auction.”
 
   “You’re right about Blanco. She can’t even move under her own power any longer, and there are no facilities here to repair damage that bad. She’ll have to be handed over to the SPS to be destroyed as a target, or dropped into Rolla’s star. However, Mauritania’s case will be judged by the Prize Court according to the salvage provisions of Commonwealth law. If a salvor recovers a ship before she’s too badly damaged, and restores her to her owners in repairable condition, he can claim a percentage of her value as compensation. That varies depending on the extent of her damage, and on how much more damage she would have suffered if they hadn’t intervened.”
 
   Steve nodded thoughtfully. “I guess we rescued Mauritania from capture by pirates, which would have cost her insurers the same as a total loss for other reasons, so we’ll have a claim for proportional compensation.”
 
   “You will indeed,” the Admiral agreed. “There are also the ransoms that would have been demanded for the members of the Group of 100 aboard her – we all carry our own insurance against that sort of thing, of course. The insurers will be liable for a proportion of the ransoms they would have had to pay if you hadn’t intervened. The Prize Court on Lancaster will have to sort it all out and make a ruling.”
 
   “With so many insurers involved, Sir, won’t that take an awful long time?” Abha asked.
 
   “Under normal circumstances, yes, it might take a couple of years; but we can shorten the process if all claimants agree to negotiate a settlement with all the insurers, rather than holding out for the maximum possible award the court might make. That also minimizes the risk that the court’s award might be less than they’d like. Commodore O’Fallon has asked Methuen Investments to represent the SPS at the Prize Court. We have a registered Prize Agency among our operating companies - a very good one, too, if I say so myself. If your Marines will all agree to use our services too, we can move things right along. A settlement may be possible in as little as a few months.”
 
   Brooks’ eyes lit up. “What sort of percentage are we talking about, Sir?”
 
   “Past awards have ranged from ten to fifty per cent of insured value. I’m afraid the very large sums involved in this case, and the relatively light damage to Mauritania, will probably reduce the award; but I think ten to fifteen per cent is entirely realistic and achievable.”
 
   “Ten to fifteen per cent of how much, Sir?” Abha asked, voice trembling a little. Steve suddenly remembered her ambition to study medicine, and realized she was on tenterhooks at the thought that the prize award might make it possible much sooner than she’d thought.
 
   Methuen smiled. “Captain Packer informs me that Mauritania’s insured value, including all her equipment, fixtures and fittings but excluding cargo and consumables, is one-point-one billion Lancastrian Commonwealth credits.”
 
   There was a stunned silence in the room. Steve felt as if he’d been sandbagged, and he could see that Brooks and Abha were in no better state. Eventually he asked, carefully, “Did I hear you correctly, Sir? Did you say one-point-one billion?”
 
   “I did. Don’t forget, she and her sister ship, while relatively small by merchant spaceship standards, are the most luxurious liners in interstellar service. All those fittings and frills and fripperies add up to a great deal of money. For example, her works of art alone – paintings, sculptures and so on, most of them originals – are almost thirty per cent of her insured value.”
 
   “I see, Sir. So ten per cent of that would be… a hundred and ten million credits?” He felt as if his mind was wading through molasses, it figured the percentage so slowly.
 
   Colonel Houmayoun was grinning fit to beat the band. “Yes, and if the award’s fifteen per cent, it’ll be a hundred and sixty-five million. Add to that the twenty-five-million-credit reward on Johann de Bouff’s head, plus whatever the Prize Court orders the Group of 100’s members’ insurers to contribute in lieu of ransoms.”
 
   Steve was dumbstruck as his mind tried to grasp the numbers involved. The officers’ share will be fifteen per cent of the total prize money… that could be twenty million credits or more! And there’s only four of us, including Warrant Officer Labuschagne, to divide it!
 
   “Even the most junior of your Marines, Rolla’s NCO’s, and the System Patrol Service people who took part in the assault, is going to be very well off indeed,” the Colonel continued. His smile showed more clearly than words that he wasn’t in the least dissatisfied at not sharing in the award – but he’d be compensated in other ways, Steve suddenly realized. He’d arranged for the instructors to come to Rolla, and helped set up the shuttle swap deal. Without both elements, yesterday’s events could not have ended so happily, so they’d reflect very positively upon him. That would probably help to ensure Houmayoun’s first star as a Brigadier-General in the not too distant future.
 
    “And the SPS will use its share of the prize money to buy ships, Sir?” he asked.
 
   “Yes,” the Admiral replied. “I’ve offered to negotiate on its behalf with the Board of Admiralty. There are still some Songbird class heavy patrol craft in the Reserve Fleet. Thanks to changes in the Fleet’s operating doctrine and structure we no longer use that class, so they’re listed for disposal. I think a word in the right ears at Admiralty House will allow Rolla to buy up to a dozen of them at their nominal, depreciated book value – probably a couple of million apiece. Ten to fifteen million more will buy an old depot ship to provide base facilities for them. The balance will pay for the Fleet dockyard to de-mothball and overhaul all of them, update their software and systems, outfit the depot ship to handle their ongoing maintenance, and buy a stock of spare parts. They use the same type of missiles as Rolla’s corvettes, which will simplify things for the planet’s Ordnance people. The Songbirds have at least twenty to thirty years of useful life left in them, more if they’re upgraded. They’re just what Rolla needs.”
 
   Steve nodded, still trying to control his amazement over the potential size of the prize award. “I think that’s an excellent plan, Sir. I know the Songbirds – I served a tour aboard LCS Grasswren on the Radetski peacekeeping mission back in ’42. They’re ideal ships for a system patrol service.”
 
   “You did? That’s excellent news! It makes another idea even more practicable.”
 
   “It certainly does!” The Colonel sat forward eagerly. “Something else we discussed tonight was accelerating the recruitment and training of personnel for the PSDF’s second armored battalion, and for the SPS, to crew their new ships. The Minister’s asked me to arrange for the Marine training mission to be extended for an additional six months, through the first half of next year. We can’t do that directly, of course, because according to Fleet Regulations a temporary detachment can only last for six months at most. However, I think I can arrange to return you all to Lancaster for a couple of weeks leave at the end of the year, followed by a second six-month TDY to Rolla. I’m sure Marine Corps HQ will approve such an arrangement under the circumstances. D’you think any of your team would have a problem with that, Captain?”
 
   Brooks shook his head. “I doubt it, Sir. In fact, I think they’ll enjoy it. They like it here. If a few of them have prior commitments, I’m sure we can find replacements for them, and those we lost yesterday.”
 
   “Good. The Minister was particularly insistent that we use as many of the same instructors as possible, because you’ve all established enormous credibility in the eyes of the entire planet through your actions yesterday. He’d like to capitalize on that.” He transferred his gaze to Steve. “That applies to you, too, Lieutenant, although you’ll no longer work with the instructor unit.”
 
   Steve had suddenly realized that the new arrangement would mean that he and Abha would be apart for an additional six months – almost a year, in total. He’d begun to be depressed at the thought, but suddenly felt more hopeful.
 
   “What do you mean, Sir?”
 
   “You were originally scheduled to be here until the end of next month, right?”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “Admiral Methuen will return to Lancaster next week. He’ll visit Admiralty House as soon as he gets back. If he plays his cards right, we expect Rolla’s purchase of the Songbirds and a depot ship from the Reserve Fleet will be approved very quickly. The SPS wants to receive one patrol craft as soon as possible. If it’s given top priority for overhaul, it can be ready by the end of the year. They’d like a Fleet Commanding Officer and key NCO’s aboard her for the first six months, to supervise the training of their first patrol craft crews – and Commodore O’Fallon’s asked for you by name. Heavy patrol craft are normally commanded by Senior Lieutenants, so you already have the rank for the job. You’ve never served as a department head or Executive Officer, as you normally would before getting your first command, but your performance yesterday suggests you’ll be able to cope.”
 
   “Yes,” the Admiral agreed, “and your prior experience aboard a Songbird class ship means you’ll have a lot less to learn about them.”
 
   Steve felt a rush of excitement. He hadn’t dared hope for command for at least another couple of years, and even then it had seemed a vanishingly small possibility so early in his career. The only warships Senior Lieutenants were eligible to command during peacetime were intra-system patrol vessels, which could not hyper-jump, but secured the star system at which they were based. The Fleet had twelve eight-ship squadrons of Serpent class patrol craft in service, for a total of just ninety-six command slots; but there were many thousands of O-3 grade officers eager to fill them. Therefore, any Senior Lieutenant commanding a patrol craft automatically stood out among his peers. If Steve were selected for command, even of an older, smaller Songbird class patrol craft, it would do his career nothing but good. Furthermore, to have an allied armed force ask for his services by name was a significant professional compliment. It would not escape the Fleet’s notice.
 
   “I presume I’ll have to pass the command course first, Sir?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, you will. If the Board of Admiralty agrees to appoint you in command of Rolla’s first Songbird, you’ll have to return to Lancaster at once. You’ll need to brush up your knowledge of patrol craft before the Crusher begins. It’s going to be a tough course for you. The other candidates will almost certainly have more time in grade than you will – some much more. They’ll have been department heads or XO’s, and some may be of higher rank. Your relative inexperience compared to them may – no, let’s be honest, it will – put you at a disadvantage. Are you up for the challenge?”
 
   Steve couldn’t help a sudden, nervous thought of, What if I fail? My career would be over! He ruthlessly suppressed it with an instant mental riposte. You’ll just have to make sure you don’t fail, won’t you? Grab the opportunity with both hands, dammit! Who knows if it’ll ever come your way again?
 
   He looked Admiral Methuen squarely in the eye. “Sir, one of the Benedictine brothers at the orphanage where I was raised was fond of a toast by James Graham, the first Marquis of Montrose. It went: ‘He either fears his fate too much, or his desserts are small, who dares not put it to the touch, to win or lose it all.’ I guess he’d say that about the Crusher, too. If the Fleet decides I’m ready to tackle that course, I’ll ‘put it to the touch’, Sir.”
 
   Methuen grinned approvingly at him. “That’s the spirit! Based on your performance yesterday morning, I daresay you’ll be able to cope.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   Even as he spoke, Steve wondered what might have happened to his career if he’d hesitated. Admiral Methuen, the hard-charging victor of the Battle of Corunna more than two decades before, had been well-known during his career for demanding that his subordinates demonstrate the same ability, drive and performance that he displayed himself. He’d put his weight behind the careers of those who did… and firmly blocked those who did not. Even in retirement, his influence was strong enough to potentially mean a great deal for an officer’s career. If Steve had shown any hesitation or reluctance, his goodwill might have been suddenly conspicuous by its absence.
 
   “The Crusher lasts twelve weeks,” Methuen continued. “If we can get you onto the next course in September, you can be qualified by early December. The training detachment will get back to Lancaster shortly thereafter for a few weeks’ leave. You can take some leave yourself – you’ll need it by then! – while your ship is being prepared for transport, then return to Rolla with the detachment. You’ll spend the next six months here, training patrol craft crews. When the other Songbirds and the depot ship arrive, you’ll hand over your vessel to a Rolla officer and return to Lancaster.”
 
   “I understand, Sir.”
 
   “Very well – that’s one issue dealt with. The other is whether your parent unit will agree to your absence for more than a year. I can’t imagine they’ll be happy about that. Where are you permanently assigned at present?”
 
   “I’m with the Accident Investigation Unit on Lancaster, Sir.”
 
   “That helps. It’s part of BuShips, and Admiral Brunel and I go back a long way together. I’ll have a word with him, and see whether he can find a replacement for you at AIU. You’ll still have several months of your normal two-year planetside assignment to complete when you get back, of course. We’ll have to see what can be done about that – for all of you, in fact.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   The Admiral’s face sobered. “There’s also a negative side to this incident, one I need to warn you about very sincerely. The publicity over this affair will make you household names, at least for a while, whether you like it or not. That, and the official recognition I’m sure you’re going to receive, is bound to make some of your colleagues jealous. Even worse, the amount of prize money involved is likely to bring out of the woodwork all sorts of ‘friends’ you never knew you had. They’ll all be holding out their hands, wanting you to share your good fortune with them. If you don’t – and needless to say, you shouldn’t! – they’re going to accuse you of being greedy, tight-fisted and snobbish, thinking yourselves ‘too good for them’. You’d better warn your Marines about that, too.”
 
   “I’m afraid the Admiral’s right,” Colonel Houmayoun agreed. “Bear in mind that only about half of the junior officers in the Fleet – grades O-1 to O-3 – make it to senior officer rank – grades O-4 to O-6. Only about one in twenty of our officers make it to the top of that band. This incident will give all of you a big helping hand up the ladder, but you’ll be envied by those who haven’t had such opportunities.”
 
   “I understand, Sir,” Brooks acknowledged. Abha echoed his agreement, her face troubled.
 
   Steve asked, “Sir, what’s the best way to deal with such problems?”
 
   Methuen replied, “Do your job as best you can, so your performance says more about you than your own or anyone else’s words. Ignore jibes and verbal digs – act as if you haven’t heard them. Treat everyone around you as professionally as possible. If you don’t respond in kind, the gossip and back-biting will slide right off you like water off a duck’s back. If someone gets in your face and won’t back off, try to respond logically and rationally, rather than emotionally. It can be difficult to control your temper, but as others realize you’re doing your best to behave like an adult, no matter what the provocation, they’ll begin to look at you in a more balanced light. Remember that – never lose your temper. It’s a fatal mistake when under pressure, because then you’re no longer thinking, but reacting. You’ll have made yourself part of the problem, rather than the solution.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir. I’ll try to do that.”
 
   “Good.” The Admiral rose to his feet, and they all followed his example. “I’ll look forward to representing Rolla and yourselves at the Admiralty, and in the Prize Court hearings at Lancaster.”
 
   Brooks said, “I’ll talk to my Marines and the Rolla NCO’s who fought alongside us, Sir, and suggest they agree to use Methuen Investments as their representative at the Prize Court. I’ll point out to them that if we all do that, we’ll get our prize money much more quickly. I’ll see if I can get them to sign the necessary authorizations before you leave.”
 
   “Thank you. We’ll also open investment accounts for any of them that wish it – and as a personal gesture of gratitude, I’ll have our bank halve the usual charges and fees.”
 
   “I’ll mention that to them as well, Sir, and suggest they arrange for the money to be paid directly into those accounts. That’ll stop them spending it all at once when it’s paid out. I’ll certainly take up your offer.”
 
   “Me too, Sir.” “And me.” Steve and Abha added their assent.
 
   “Then it remains only for us to wish you all a pleasant evening.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   They stood in a small group, watching Colonel Houmayoun’s car as its tail lights receded into the distance and disappeared around a corner.
 
   “Whew!” Brooks sighed. “Steve, you’ve outdone yourself this time, buddy. That prize money’s going to pay for all the kids Carol can possibly want, and then some. She’s going to give you the biggest hug ever – enough to make me jealous, if I didn’t know you had Abha to keep you busy.” He grinned, and winked. Abha blushed, but didn’t object.
 
   “Don’t count your chickens before they’re in your bank account,” Steve warned. “We don’t know the amounts yet, and the officers’ share will be split four ways.” He grinned. “Remember, we get some prize points for our rank, and others for length of service. That means Warrant Officer Labuschagne’s going to be very happy. He’s probably got almost as many years of service as all of us put together!”
 
   Brooks laughed. “That’ll help speed his recovery, for sure! What did Admiral Methuen mean when he talked about ‘the Crusher’?”
 
   “You have to qualify to command a ship before the Board of Admiralty will appoint you as Commanding Officer. There are two courses, both very tough – only seven out of ten candidates pass either one. There are no repeats, and if you fail, you’re disqualified from any future command appointment. Effectively, your career as a line officer would be over. You’d have to transfer to the Service Corps if you wanted to stay in the Fleet, and you’d never command a line unit again.
 
   “The major course is the Fleet Commanding Officers Qualifying Course, nicknamed the ‘Perisher’. It’s for Lieutenant-Commanders and above, oriented towards the Fleet’s normal interstellar operations. The second course is the ‘Crusher’, the Planetary Forces Command Course. It’s for Senior Lieutenants and above, built around the operations of a typical planetary System Patrol Service. They’re responsible for police, customs, traffic control, and search and rescue duties, as well as local defense of their planets and star systems. In old-fashioned terms, you might say they’re more like a Coast Guard service where the Fleet’s like a fully-fledged Navy.”
 
   “Sounds like the Crusher’s more suitable for SPS officers, then,” Abha observed. “Won’t it be a waste of your time as a Fleet officer, when you won’t be doing SPS-type duties after this assignment?”
 
   “Not exactly. You’re right, the Crusher’s mainly for SPS officers, but the Fleet uses it to train our candidates for patrol craft command, because they work more closely with member planets’ forces than our bigger warships. Also, a Crusher graduate is eligible for minor commands in the Fleet –smaller transports, communications frigates, ships like that. That allows the best planetary officers to be seconded to skipper Fleet ships, which gives them useful experience and helps us, too. For major commands – all interstellar warships and larger auxiliaries – one has to pass the Perisher.”
 
   Brooks stretched. “So, to put it in Marine terms, the Crusher’s more like qualifying to be a company commander or battalion executive officer, but the Perisher’s required before you can command the whole battalion?”
 
   “It’s not an exact analogy, but something like that.”
 
   “Well, good luck to you. If you find it as tricky as the Admiral said, you can try bribing the instructors with some of your prize money!”
 
   Steve laughed. “I somehow don’t see that working.”
 
   “Hey, you gotta do what you gotta do. You’ll get more money than any of us, remember. You’ll earn command points for our little operation, which will increase your prize share.”
 
   Steve blinked. “I’d forgotten about that. I’ve never been in command of a mission before, so I’ve never earned command points. Shouldn’t you also get them, as CO of the instructor unit?”
 
   “I don’t think so. Commodore O’Fallon appointed you in tactical command, remember? Still, I don’t care. There’ll be more than enough money to go around! Now, I hope you don’t mind if I change the subject, but we never did get around to dessert.”
 
   “Dessert?” Abha asked, looking suddenly interested. “What did you get?”
 
   “Fresh-made baba au rhum and ice cream. They’re in the chiller.”
 
   Steve raised his eyebrows. “I didn’t know you could buy exotic desserts like that here.”
 
   “Well, I don’t know how authentic it is – for all I know, it might be baba au local moonshine – but as long as it’s suitably alcoholic, who cares?”
 
   Abha sniffed. “Fine thing! My boss is trying to get innocent little me drunk, by disguising liquor as dessert!”
 
   Steve grinned. “Don’t worry. I’ll protect you. I’ll eat yours as well as my own.”
 
   “Oh, no, you won’t! I wouldn’t dream of putting you to so much trouble! I’ll eat it myself and risk the consequences, thank you very much!”
 
   Laughing, they headed for the kitchen.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Steve couldn’t fall asleep that night. His mind was whirling with all they’d learned a few hours ago. Eventually he rolled out of bed, pulled on a pair of shorts, made tea – as quietly as possible, so as not to disturb the others – and took it out onto the porch, sitting on the low stone wall in the mild night air. He sipped the hot tea and tried to relax.
 
   His thoughts were interrupted as the door behind him slid open. Turning, he saw Abha, wearing a light robe and holding a mug.
 
   “I heard you make tea and come outside,” she said softly. “I couldn’t sleep either, so I thought I’d join you.”
 
   “I’m glad you did. Let’s keep our promise to Brooks, though, and sit in the living-room, out of sight of anyone wandering around – not that I think many people will be doing that at one in the morning!”
 
   They sat down on the comfortably padded sofa, placing their mugs on a small table. Steve put his arm around Abha as she nestled against him.
 
   “I’m still dazzled at the thought of all that prize money,” she confessed. “I’d never dared hope to earn enough to fund my studies, because I knew how expensive they’d be – not to mention having to support myself while learning. Now, thanks to you, I’ll probably be able to afford them several times over!”
 
   “Not thanks to me – we all had our part to play in earning it. De Bouff was stupid to come out of hiding like that, where we could target him.”
 
   “I’m not sure he was all that stupid. Don’t forget, he assessed Rolla’s orbital security pretty accurately. What killed him was not knowing about the new shuttles, or – if he did – discounting them as a threat. What’s more, he didn’t know you were here to make the most of them. I watched you carefully. You were like the conductor of an orchestra, setting up and coordinating the shuttles’ systems and everyone’s part in the assault until everything meshed together like a well-played symphony. You were very impressive.” She snuggled closer.
 
   Steve flushed as he hugged her. “I was so wrapped up in it all, trying to think of everything that had to be done and keep all the threads straight and untangled in my mind, that I had no idea you were watching me like that.” He hesitated. “I… I wouldn’t say this to anyone but you, but part of me still wonders whether there was anything I could have done to save Shuttle Three. That’s the first time people I’ve led into a fight have been killed.”
 
   She looked up at him for a moment, head cocked to one side, considering. “I don’t see what else you could have done. In combat it’s a function of enemy skill and the luck of the draw whether you come through or not. All anyone can do is his best – which you certainly did.”
 
   “Thanks… but I still feel responsible for those seven dead Marines and PSDF troops, and the six who are in hospital. I keep replaying the attack in my mind, wondering if there was anything I could have done differently so they wouldn’t have been killed or hurt.”
 
   “You weren’t responsible – de Bouff was. If we hadn’t intervened, you know as well as I do that people would have been asking why Rolla’s forces hadn’t been able to stop them. We had to go in. You gave us better than a fighting chance with good tactics and the best use of our equipment. You got us close, where we could hit them hard. Once we’d done that the rest was relatively easy – we took only a few injuries in clearing both ships of pirates. Your first strike took the heart right out of them. Our casualties were the price we paid to deliver that hammer-blow.”
 
   He hugged her. “I guess you’re right. Sorry if I sounded a bit maudlin. I wish I didn’t have to go away in a couple of weeks, and leave you behind. Dammit, here I am leaning on you and getting all serious about you, and now I won’t be able to do anything about you for the next few months!”
 
   She looked up at him. “Serious about me, huh?”
 
   “Oh, yeah.” He lowered his head, and their lips met in a long, loving kiss. “And you?”
 
   “Do you hear me objecting?” Another kiss.
 
   He held her tighter. “I’m going to have to send you lots of messages by the weekly dispatch vessel until we can be together again… but that won’t be enough to satisfy me. I want to be with you!”
 
   “And I want to be with you. I’m serious about you, too.” Another kiss, growing deeper as she wriggled onto his lap. Her gown fell open slightly at the front, allowing a tantalizing glimpse of the shadowed valley between her breasts. Steve’s heart pounded as his fingers gently traced up and down it, then reached in to cup her breast, feeling her nipple spring erect against his palm. She moaned softly, eyes closed, lips and body moving against his, and reached up, touching his hand, pressing it to her… until she slid off his lap and pulled him to his feet.
 
   Steve’s heart was hammering fit to burst. He whispered, “Darling, are you sure?”
 
   She nodded silently, and led him slowly into her bedroom.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Lancaster Orbitals And System
 
   August-November 2847, GSC
 
   The pilot gestured through the cutter’s viewscreen. “There she is, Sir – Whipsnake.”
 
   Steve gazed at the Serpent class heavy patrol craft as the cutter drew closer. She seemed tiny in comparison to a destroyer, until he reminded himself, smiling, that fifteen thousand tons of spaceship wasn’t really ‘tiny’ at all.
 
   “How many of these ships does Lancaster operate?” he asked.
 
   “Our System Patrol Service has sixteen, Sir, divided into four divisions, each with four ships.”
 
   “They’re not all operational, surely? Some must undergo maintenance from time to time?”
 
   “That’s right, Sir. Two divisions are operational; a third is for routine maintenance, workup and crew training; and the fourth is for ships taken out of commission for major overhaul or waiting to be recommissioned. Every ship rotates through each division as required.”
 
   Steve made a mental note of the force structure. Rolla’s would probably be similar, but use divisions of three ships instead of four.
 
   “And you don’t have any heavier warships?” he asked.
 
   The pilot grinned. “The Fleet has sixteen battleships, sixteen cruisers and thirty-two destroyers of the Home Fleet in the system, plus all the auxiliaries serving them, plus the Lancaster Sector Fleet and its auxiliaries, plus the Fleet and Sector Dockyards and all the ships using them, plus a big chunk of the Reserve Fleet parked in the outer system. If our planetary forces added more warships, it’d just make the traffic problem even worse, Sir!”
 
   Steve couldn’t help laughing. “Yes, they’d be a bit superfluous, wouldn’t they?”
 
   “If you don’t mind my asking, Sir, what’s a Fleet officer doing visiting a System Patrol Service ship? We usually feel a bit neglected by the Fleet, as if we’re beneath their notice.”
 
   Steve frowned. “I’m very sorry if that impression’s been given. It’s certainly not the case with the officers I know. We couldn’t focus on interstellar commerce without you people to backstop us locally. When something comes up, we rely on you to hold the line until we can get there to help. I’ve just come from Rolla, where I was training their PSDF in – ”
 
   “That’s where I’ve seen your face!” The pilot slapped his thigh. “I was trying to figure out why you seemed familiar, Sir. I saw the news broadcasts of your attack on that pirate ship. You shot her to pieces!”
 
   “Yes, we did – and that was using Rolla’s shuttles, with her NCO’s making up almost half of our assault force. We work like that with planetary forces all the time.”
 
   “OK, Sir. Perhaps it’s just the Home Fleet guys who get a bit snooty, because they don’t have much contact with planetary forces.”
 
   “Thanks for telling me about it. I’ll keep it in mind.”
 
   He watched as the pilot skillfully docked his vessel in the open slot in Whipsnake’s docking bay, beside her lone cutter and gig. As soon as the airlock had been established, he stood, reaching for his suitcase. “Thanks, Pilot. I appreciate the ride.”
 
   “Anytime, Sir. See you in a week, when you get back.”
 
   He emerged from the airlock into a small vestibule, and saluted the flag hanging on the bulkhead – Lancaster’s planetary flag, rather than that of the Commonwealth. A Petty Officer Second Class looked up from a counter next to it, and Steve walked over to her.
 
   “Good morning, PO. I’m Senior Lieutenant Maxwell. I’ll be observing your exercises for the next week.”
 
   “Good morning, Sir. We’ve been expecting you. I understand you’ve served on patrol craft before?”
 
   “Yes, I did a tour aboard a Songbird class ship at Radetski.”
 
   “Then you’ll know your way around, Sir. We’re the same general layout, just a bit bigger. You’ll use the spare officer’s cabin, next to the XO’s. Do you need an escort?”
 
   “No, I can find it.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir. I’ll advise the Commanding Officer that you’ve come aboard.”
 
   Senior Lieutenant Ashby proved to be one of the tallest officers Steve had ever met, a lanky man who had to walk with a stoop to avoid cracking his head on the patrol craft’s deckhead with its burden of pipes, ventilation grilles and other fittings. He shook his hand enthusiastically.
 
   “Great to have you aboard, Lieutenant. I watched the vid of your attack on those pirates at Rolla. You really nailed their asses! I want to hear all about it over supper tonight.”
 
   “Can do. Call me Steve.”
 
   “OK. I’m John. We’re preparing to get under way. Care to come to the OpCen with me? There’s an observer’s chair behind my console.”
 
   “Lead on.”
 
   Steve watched the Operations Center activities with interest. The compartment was minuscule compared to the destroyer OpCen he’d worked in during his previous assignment. It had only four small consoles – Plot, Communications, Weapons and Command – but Ashby and the NCO’s manning them clearly knew what they were about. Orders and information flowed smoothly back and forth.
 
   “Where’s the Executive Officer stationed?” Steve asked during a lull in proceedings.
 
   “Normally Senior Lieutenant Tarja is in here, but our Engineering Head of Department is on emergency leave to deal with a family problem. We borrowed a temporary replacement from the maintenance division, but we don’t know him except by reputation, so she’s keeping an eye on that department while we get under way, just in case.”
 
   “Makes sense.”
 
   After the ship had settled into cruising formation with the other three patrol craft of her division, Ashby called the XO to take charge of the OpCen and took Steve on a tour of the vessel. He was clearly very proud of her. Steve commented, “I haven’t seen many Fleet warships this neat and clean. Your crew must work hard to keep her like this.”
 
   “Thanks for saying so. Yes, we put a lot of effort into her, but it’s not just for outward show. We won the Patrol Service’s Operational Effectiveness Award earlier this year.”
 
   “Congratulations! That’s quite an achievement.” He hesitated a moment. “There’s something that’s been bugging me. Back at Rolla, retired Admiral Methuen told us that the Fleet didn’t use Songbird class patrol craft anymore, because of what he called ‘changes in the Fleet’s operating doctrine and structure’. I served aboard a Songbird during the United Planets mission to Radetski, before I was commissioned – I was her cutter pilot. She seemed perfectly capable to me. Why don’t they suit the Fleet any longer?”
 
   Ashby smiled. “It’s no reflection on the Songbirds. The Fleet used to operate corvettes and frigates as its smallest interstellar warships. They were okay for low-level defensive missions and showing the flag, but weren’t powerful enough to take the offensive when necessary. The Songbird class was designed to work with them on local patrols, carrying the same type of missiles and maneuvering at the same speed – up to a quarter of light speed in emergency.
 
   “About fifty years ago, the Commonwealth grew too large for the Fleet to economically handle the defense of all its planets, plus maintain credible Sector sub-fleets and a deterrent Home Fleet. The Senate had a choice: massively increase the size of the Fleet – which would have meant additional Sectors, and many more ships and people, and a huge increase in Commonwealth defense spending – or have member planets look after their own local defense. They voted overwhelmingly for the second option. The Fleet was reduced in size and its budget cut, but it no longer had to do as much. The smaller ships and personnel it let go were mostly transferred to the expanded System Patrol Services of member planets. Their Commonwealth membership levies were reduced, but they now had to fund their own local defense.”
 
   Steve nodded. “I think that’s when most of our bigger planets got their corvettes and frigates, right? They took them over from the Fleet.”
 
   “Yes, that’s right. The Fleet standardized on destroyers as its basic interstellar warship. They’re much larger than corvettes and frigates, armed with longer-range missiles, and accelerate faster and reach a higher top speed. The Songbirds couldn’t operate effectively alongside them at max effort. They were slower, and their shorter-range missiles couldn’t augment the larger ships’ fire over long distances. The Serpent class was designed to replace them. We’re twenty-five per cent larger than a Songbird, with enough hull capacity to carry destroyer-size missiles. We also have a more powerful drive, to match a destroyer’s acceleration and top speed. Still, apart from those things a Songbird can do almost everything we can, and its systems and weapons can accept the latest software upgrades.”
 
   “I get it. I see what Admiral Methuen meant now. OK, what’s the plan for today?”
 
   “We’re going to exercise towing and recovery operations. Each of us in turn will simulate a merchant freighter with drive failure. The others will try to take us in tow using tractor beams, first singly, then in formation. It’s a tricky maneuver. You’re guaranteed to run into it on the Crusher.”
 
   “I’ve already seen it on a smaller scale,” Steve acknowledged. “I learned to tow other small craft with cutters and assault shuttles during my pilot training, but I’ve never had to do it for real.”
 
   “Our tows work the same way – just on a larger scale. They’re a bit nerve-wracking in a spaceship. Our tractor beams have no physical anchorage on the towed vessel. If too much drive power is applied, they’ll simply ‘let go’ and we’ll waltz off into space, leaving the towed ship languishing in splendid isolation. That tends to make our Divisional Commanding Officer… testy.” He beetled his brows, and Steve nodded sympathetically. He went on, “If we reduce power on the ship’s drive, the tractor beams are quite capable of pulling us backward into the towed ship. That means we have to deploy pressor beams to maintain a safe distance – but not so powerfully that they’ll negate the pull of our tractor beams and push us away.”
 
   Steve grinned. “Sounds like trying to ride a unicycle on a tightrope while juggling eggs.”
 
   “You said it! Computer support helps, of course – our artificial intelligence systems can work out the correct power levels fairly easily. Trouble is, during training the boss sometimes instructs us to simulate computer failure, calculating everything manually. That makes things a lot hairier. Even so, towing each other isn’t as bad as trying to tow a full-size merchant freighter. They’re much bigger than we are – even the smallest are twenty to thirty times our mass. They just sit there like bumps on a log. I’m sure you’ll have to tow one during the Crusher.”
 
   Steve made a mental note. “How do you overcome so much inertia?” he asked.
 
   “If they’re already under way we can keep them going and gradually change their heading, although we need assistance to stop them. If they’re at rest, we use their reaction thrusters to augment our gravitic drive and get them under way. If their reaction thrusters are unserviceable, we set up a triangular or diamond formation in the vertical plane with three to four patrol craft, cross-link to each other with secondary tractor and pressor beams to maintain our spacing, then use our combined primary tractor beams on the towed vessel to exert a shared pull. With several of us tugging together, we can usually get them moving. We’ll be exercising that later today.”
 
   “OK. Speaking of the Crusher, what’s the most difficult thing about the course? What’s the hardest to master?”
 
   “Situational awareness,” Ashby answered at once. “You’ve got to be able to keep a three-dimensional picture of your surroundings in your head at all times, no matter what distractions are thrown at you. If you focus on any one element to the exclusion of all the others that also require attention, you’re going to fail. Remember, you’ll have an Operations Center to support you. Use it! Make sure the Plot updates the tactical picture with every scrap of relevant information. Expect the instructors to try to distract you with new problems all the time – after all, it’s their job to find out whether you can keep your head under pressure. Refresh your situational awareness from the Plot as often as you can. It’s your balance point, the fulcrum that supports everything else.”
 
   “Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
   Ashby thought for a moment. “I’ll give you two more pointers. Second only to situational awareness, and almost as important, remember the old saying: ‘When you’re up to your ass in crocodiles, it’s difficult to stay focused on draining the swamp’. When everything’s going smoothly, try to think of anything that might go wrong, and plan ahead to deal with it. That’ll help you cope when the crocodiles rear their ugly heads – and they will, depend on it! The instructors will see to that. You’ve got to accomplish your mission despite all obstacles and distractions.”
 
   “It was like that during Officer Candidate School,” Steve acknowledged. “They tried to keep us on edge the whole time, to test us under conditions of stress.”
 
   His host nodded. “The Crusher works on the same principle. The last point is, get enough rest. You’ve got to stay mentally alert, and you can’t do that if you’re exhausted. It’s very tempting to force yourself to stay awake and do everything, rather than delegate it or trust others’ judgment. On my Crusher, one guy got only two hours rest during a twenty-four-hour duty cycle. When he came off duty, he’d no sooner gone to sleep than Teacher rousted him out of his bunk to handle a simulated emergency, just as a real Commanding Officer might have to do. He was completely exhausted. He should have taken a stim-tab, but he forgot to do so, and Teacher wasn’t about to remind him. He made too many mistakes, and failed the course.”
 
   “Poor guy. Thanks again. I’m going to have to make lots of notes about all this.”
 
   “Good idea. I took notes during exercises every day on the Crusher, and revised them every night until I’d absorbed them. In particular, note what the other candidates are doing. Some of them are sure to come up with solutions that aren’t standard Fleet practice, but which work very well. One of the best things about the Crusher is the ability to learn from officers of several different planets’ armed forces. I think that’s one area where the Crusher’s actually superior to the Perisher, where most of its candidates are Fleet officers.”
 
   Ashby hesitated, looking at him curiously. “As a matter of interest, what made you ask to come out with Lancaster’s SPS for these exercises? We’re holding them to provide pre-Crusher training to our own candidates for command – there are two of them on the other ships – but I’ve never heard of a Fleet officer coming along. They usually go out with their own patrol craft.”
 
   Steve shrugged. “You guys do a lot more than our squadrons. You’re more like an old-time Coast Guard, policing an entire star system. Rolla will operate its patrol craft in much the same way. Since I’ll have to help train its crews for those sorts of missions, I figured I’d be able to learn more about them from you.”
 
   Ashby’s face cleared. “When you put it like that, it makes sense. It’s still an uncommon attitude – not that I’m complaining, mind you! It’s nice to be appreciated as professionals. We don’t often get that from the Home Fleet.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The Crusher was based aboard a training vessel, an old depot ship in a parking orbit near the Fleet Dockyard. Four Serpent class patrol craft were assigned as training ships, with their crews and the Prospective Commanding Officers accommodated on the depot ship.
 
   Dining-in on the first evening was an interesting experience. The usual formalities were observed, but underlying them was a sense of nervous anticipation of what lay ahead. Twenty-one of the twenty-four candidates came from the System Patrol Services of Commonwealth planets, including one from Rolla, while Steve and two others were from the Fleet’s Spacer Corps. Two of the candidates were Lieutenant-Commanders, slated to take over divisions of multiple patrol craft for their home planets. The others were Senior Lieutenants. They faced each other down either side of a long table, wearing Mess Dress with miniature medals. Their four instructors, each a Lieutenant-Commander who would be in charge of a group of six candidates and be referred to as ‘Teacher’, sat above them. Commander de la Penne, Commanding Officer of the course, sat at the head of the table.
 
   The meal proceeded according to the protocol laid down for such occasions. All the candidates were on their best behavior, clearly trying to make a good impression on the staff and each other. Steve was amused to find that the toasts at the end of the meal – drunk in grape juice, because alcohol was not served aboard a Fleet spaceship except under very restricted circumstances – were far more numerous than usual. They began with the President of the Senate, the titular head of the Lancastrian Commonwealth, and proceeded through the Heads of State of every member planet represented on the course, in order of the date on which each had joined the Commonwealth. When they were over, Steve muttered softly to the candidate next to him, “After all those toasts, I hope the heads aren’t too far away!”
 
   His neighbor grinned. “If they are, we might all fail the Crusher on the first night due to conduct unbecoming an officer, by stampeding out of the wardroom in search of them!”
 
   Commander de la Penne addressed the new class after the toasts. He made no bones about the challenges they would face, but emphasized the positive aspects of the course rather than the negative. “Above all,” he urged them, “remember that while both the Crusher and the Perisher have only seventy per cent pass rates, officers who’ve graduated from the Crusher have historically gone on to achieve a ninety-eight per cent pass rate on the Perisher. Not everyone goes on to the more advanced course, but those who do will find that hard work now virtually guarantees success later.
 
   “Always bear in mind the constant, never-ending tension we face between two different aspects of our job. The first is administrative. Our services demand of us adherence to procedures, regulations and instructions. If we don’t do so we’ll be penalized, perhaps to such an extent that our careers will suffer. However, administrative requirements can’t possibly prepare us for the second aspect, which is operational. Waving a stores requisition form at an armed enemy won’t do anything to make him go away!” His audience laughed, a little nervously, Steve thought.
 
   “We try to adhere to our operational and tactical doctrines, but events seldom unfold according to our protocols. In particular, opponents have their own way of doing things that may not conform to our expectations, and may completely disrupt a step-by-step, by-the-book approach. It takes flexibility and initiative to deal with such situations – but flexibility and initiative are anathema to the bureaucratic mind, which prefers everything to be neat, tidy and orderly. The conflict between these two aspects of military service has been going on since the first armies were formed way back in prehistory, and it’ll continue until entropy finally destroys the universe.
 
   “As Commanding Officers you’ll have to integrate adherence to policies and procedures with the vagaries of operational conditions and necessities. Sometimes you’ll succeed. At other times the latter will derail the former, so you’ll have no alternative but to, as Theodore Roosevelt put it, ‘do what you can, with what you have, where you are’. Such situations are the acid test of what makes a good Commanding Officer. The Crusher is designed to find out whether you can handle them – before you’re called upon to do so the hard way.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Steve was pleased to find that Senior Lieutenant Frances Grunion from Rolla’s System Patrol Service was part of his division of six candidates. He took her aside on the first day of the course and asked, “Fran, how did you manage to get onto the Crusher this quickly? I thought Rolla’s candidates would have to wait until next year to attend the course.”
 
   Grunion smiled, showing brilliant white teeth against the milk-chocolate-brown hue of her skin. “I got lucky, I guess. I was in the process of upgrading our training standards and procedures. We don’t use a Boot Camp system like the Fleet, but we want to meet your technical norms for the various enlisted ranks, so I went through our old course materials and updated them where necessary. I was just finishing that job when you hammered de Bouff. We heard about our new patrol craft a couple of days later. I was sitting at my terminal at the time, and within five minutes I’d applied to be assigned to one of them. Mine was the first request received, so for my sins, Commodore O’Fallon decided I’d be the next Rolla student on the Crusher.”
 
   Steve laughed. “Who was it said something about being four times blessed if you get your blow in first?”
 
   She grinned. “I’ve heard the saying. It’s a bit archaic - must have been a pre-Space-Age humorist. Anyway, if all goes well, I’ll go back to Rolla to help you train our first crews for the Songbirds. I’ll oversee their coursework, and you’ll handle their on-the-job training aboard ship. When the rest of our ships arrive, I’ll command one of them.”
 
   “Sounds good to me. You’ll have to come out on a training mission with me from time to time, and take command during exercises. It’ll help you keep your hand in until you get your own ship.”
 
   “Great! Thanks very much.”
 
   “You can thank me by helping me during the course, and I’ll do the same for you. The Crusher’s a big hurdle to cross. We’ll help each other over the steep bits, as far as we’re allowed to.”
 
   “It’s a deal.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Right from the start, Steve found himself pushed beyond – sometimes far beyond – the limits of his knowledge and experience as he struggled to master the many challenges thrown at him by the Crusher. If it hadn’t been for his six-month tour of duty as an enlisted small craft pilot aboard LCS Grasswren on the Radetski mission several years before, plus the brief refresher course he’d arranged on his own initiative aboard LSPS Whipsnake, he knew he’d have been completely out of his depth. He had to work harder and smarter than he’d ever done before to keep abreast of the course requirements. His only consolation was that there were several other students – including Fran Grunion – who’d never served aboard patrol craft at all, let alone as officers. They, too, found their lack of relevant experience a severe handicap, and had to work very hard to overcome it.
 
   The first three weeks of the course took place in a tactical simulator, and focused on ship-handling, internal emergencies and non-combat exercises, with a heavy emphasis on safety. Almost all the duties and tasks commonly assigned to patrol craft were exercised: escorting vessels to and from an assembly point; forming, escorting and dispersing convoys; setting up and maintaining satellites and navigation beacons; patrolling everywhere from the planet’s crowded orbitals, to the wide open reaches of the outer system, to mining operations in the asteroid belt; assisting vessels in difficulty, including fire-fighting, rescue, evacuation and recovery operations; towing disabled ships, alone and with other patrol craft and in cooperation with civilian tugs; and boarding and search operations. Armed encounters with enemy ships were left for a later stage of the course.
 
   Each six-student division had its own simulator, where every candidate acted as Duty Commanding Officer to lead two half-day drills every week. The other students rotated between acting as Executive Officer and staffing the OpCen consoles in the simulator. Matters weren’t made any easier when they found that Teacher would seldom correct their mistakes during the course of an exercise, unless he deemed it essential to do so in order to ensure the safety of the ‘ship’. He reserved most of his comments for the post-exercise wrap-up sessions, where his criticism was often blunt and to the point. They learned to accept his comments without showing any resentment or negative reaction. After all, everyone else on the course was being treated in precisely the same way.
 
   They learned to help each other with group debriefings each evening, wringing every possible learning point out of their mistakes; planning the following day’s exercises together; and discreetly signaling to the student currently acting as DCO when they figured he or she was about to run into difficulties. Even so, one student in Steve’s division just couldn’t cut it. He ‘endangered the ship’ three times in ten days during their simulator exercises. The morning after the last incident, he was absent from breakfast, and never reappeared. No explanation was given. None was needed.
 
   The dismissal brought to a head a source of tension that Steve hadn’t noticed before. That evening, during the group debriefing session, one of the other candidates – from the same planet and service as the dismissed student – made a snide remark about his colleague being absent because ‘he hadn’t covered himself in glory, so he wasn’t bulletproof’. He glared at Steve as he spoke.
 
   Steve felt a surge of annoyance – but then suddenly realized that this was what Admiral Methuen had warned them about after the fight with de Bouff. He knew he was tired and irritable, so he forced himself to slow down and think through his response. Instead of snapping at his coursemate, he asked quietly, “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “You know damn well what it means! You’ve got far too little time in grade to deserve a place on the Crusher. If you hadn’t taken out those pirates at Rolla, you wouldn’t be here at all. That also makes you bulletproof. They’ll never dismiss you, no matter how many mistakes you make. It’d be bad publicity for them.”
 
   Steve bit back a very blunt retort, and thought fast. How he handled this would reflect on him for the rest of the course, and might come back to haunt him in future unless he was very careful and tactful. In the background he saw Teacher listening impassively, but intently.
 
   “You’re right that I’m probably the most junior of all of you on this course. I freely admit I’m out of my depth sometimes.” He took his official comm unit from its belt holster and synchronized it with the room’s tri-dee holographic display, bringing up page after page of notes. As he flicked through them, displaying them to the others, he pointed out, “One way I’m working to overcome that is to benefit from your experience. I take notes every day about how all of you handle the course problems and scenarios. Every night I go through them, picking out lessons you’ve already learned the hard way that I can use in future. I hope I’ve been able to contribute a few lessons I’ve learned, too. I reckon that’s part of why we’re here, to learn from each other.
 
   “As for being ‘bulletproof’, that’s simply not true. If I screw up badly enough I’ll be out of here, just as Dorian was this morning, and just as any of us might be in future. All of us have to earn the right to command, and earn it the hard way. I’m no exception. There’s no way the Fleet will knowingly place the lives of its spacers and the safety of its ships in the hands of an incompetent officer.”
 
   Teacher cleared his throat meaningfully. “That’s precisely why we have a thirty per cent attrition rate on this course. We don’t like to dismiss a candidate. We know it probably means the end of their careers as line officers. Nevertheless, we have to certify to the Fleet and your parent services that our graduates are fully capable of and competent to command. Your colleague made too many mistakes for us to be willing to certify that in his case. He won’t be the last to leave, I assure you.”
 
   He looked directly at the candidate who’d challenged Steve. “Lieutenant Maxwell is absolutely correct when he says he’s no more ‘bulletproof’ than any of you. He did very well at Rolla, and he’s earned the plaudits that have come his way. However, in the Fleet we’re as good as our last efficiency report. Someone with all the medals in the world who’s graded as incompetent or inefficient isn’t going to get very far. Lieutenant Maxwell’s going to have to earn his graduation from the Crusher the hard way – just as you are.” Steve thought to himself, with a mental grin, that Teacher’s last words had a slight but unmistakable emphasis.
 
   “I – ah… you’re right, Sir. Sorry, Maxwell. I guess I let the stress get to me.” The apology seemed grudging, but Steve nodded his acceptance. Don’t be ungracious, he warned himself. We’ve all got a long way to go still. We’ll need to rely on each other.
 
   Teacher looked around at the other candidates. “We know you’re all under stress. We’re not blind. We know many of you are finding this course very difficult. We’re not going to cut you any slack or do you any special favors, because in future, under operational conditions, our lives may depend on your professional competence. That’s the fundamental criterion by which we assess all of you. Are we, personally, willing to entrust our lives to your competence in command? Each of you will do well to think about that before forming judgments about your colleagues. It’s a pretty sobering standard, and it applies to us as instructors even more than it does to you as candidates. After all, that’s the example we’re supposed to be setting for you every day. We don’t take that lightly.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The following three weeks, Phase Two of the course, saw each division of candidates go aboard a patrol craft to conduct similar exercises to Phase One, but in space rather than in a simulator. Their instructors rotated, too, each Teacher moving to a different division, as they would do for every phase of the course, ensuring that every successful candidate would be evaluated and passed by every instructor.
 
   At first the exercises took place far from other traffic, to allow the candidates to make mistakes without much risk of serious consequences. During the second week they moved closer to the planet, having to pay more attention to traffic lanes and regulations, and avoid inconveniencing Lancaster’s heavy civilian shipping with their maneuvers. During the third week other vessels from the System Patrol Service and the Sector Fleet joined in their exercises, providing ‘close encounters’ that tested their skills to the limit.
 
   Steve encountered his first major hurdle during the towing exercises. He was acting as Duty Commanding Officer of LCS Blacksnake, preparing to tow a freighter, LMV Crotale, that was simulating a gravitic drive failure.
 
   Steve discussed the situation with her Commanding Officer over the radio, then made his decision. “Blacksnake to Crotale, we’ll take you in tow. Confirm that your reaction thrusters are on standby, but don’t use them except at my direction. Over.”
 
   “Crotale to Blacksnake. We’ve been instructed not to use thrusters for this exercise. Over.”
 
   Steve thought for a moment.
 
   “Blacksnake to Crotale, stand by. Break. Blacksnake to Hotel-Three-One, over.” He called the System Control tug that was standing by to assist in case of emergency.
 
   ” Hotel-Three-One to Blacksnake, go ahead, over.”
 
   “Blacksnake to Hotel-Three-One, I’ve got to move Crotale without the assistance of her thrusters. I’d like you in position to get a tractor beam on her as fast as possible if needed. Request you close to within two kilometers of my position and stand by to assist if anything goes wrong.”
 
   “Hotel-Three-One to Blacksnake, negative. The closest I’m allowed to come in terms of our standard operating procedures is ten kilometers. It’ll take me eight to ten minutes to close in from that far out, get a tractor beam on Crotale, and add my pulling power to yours. Over.”
 
   Steve stood thinking for a moment, then made his decision. “Blacksnake to Hotel-Three-One, stand by.”
 
   He turned to Teacher. “Sir, with respect, I submit that under the present circumstances, it’s not safe to continue with this exercise. We’re operating as a single ship. We’re not far from a major shipping lane, and from other vessels in parking orbits. If Crotale’s reaction thrusters aren’t available, I can’t safely tow her using this vessel alone. Backup from Hotel-Three-One may be too far away to make a difference in an emergency.”
 
   “Lieutenant, your reasoning isn’t fully clear. Explain yourself further, please.” The deep voice of Commander de la Penne came from the observer’s chair behind Steve. He’d come along on today’s exercise to watch the candidates in action, as he did aboard a different patrol craft every day.
 
   Steve fought down a gulp of apprehension as he turned to face him. “Sir, when a merchant ship’s thrusters are available to augment our gravitic drive, she can be moved without much difficulty. However, without the assistance of her thrusters, I submit this patrol craft doesn’t have a sufficient margin of tractor beam and gravitic drive power for safety, Sir. We can certainly get her moving, but we won’t be able to brake or turn her fast enough to avoid a potential collision if a navigational hazard arises, such as a ship moving into close proximity. This close to a major traffic lane, and with other vessels in parking orbits nearby, that can’t be ruled out. I therefore respectfully submit that without assistance being immediately available if required, we’ll be taking an unnecessary risk to continue this exercise as a single ship, Sir. If we transition to a multiple-ship exercise, of course, or if her thrusters were available, that’ll be different.”
 
   The Commander looked at him inscrutably. “You’re sure about that?”
 
   “With respect, yes, Sir, I am.”
 
   Teacher asked, “As Acting Commanding Officer, what are your recommendations as to how to proceed?”
 
   “Sir, I recommend that we call in at least one more patrol craft to assist us in towing Crotale. Our combined tractor beams should be able to control her safely. A third patrol craft would provide an additional margin of safety.”
 
   “I agree. However, our sister ships are each busy with their own exercises at present, so they’re not available. I’ll contact Crotale and instruct them to use their reaction thrusters to assist you.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   As Teacher called the merchant ship on the radio, Steve mused to himself, They’re not showing any reaction at all – but they haven’t removed me from command of this exercise. I guess I did the right thing, or they would have put another student in my place. Damn this lack of feedback! It’s hell on my nerves!
 
   Next to him he heard Lieutenant Grunion murmur, “Good call, Steve. I’d have done the same.”
 
   “Thanks, Fran,” he replied sotto voce. “There’s just one problem. They let the rest of you listen to this conversation, so you all know about the problem. That being the case, what else have they got up their sleeves to throw at you, that you don’t know about?”
 
   “Gee, thanks so much for that encouraging thought!”
 
   Grinning, Steve got back to the problem at hand.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Their return to the training ship was celebrated with an unlimited-hot-water shower, followed by a mammoth meal in the wardroom. Patrol craft didn’t carry their own cooks or have full galleys, so during patrols – which seldom lasted longer than a week – their crews ate pre-packaged tray rations, heated at a row of sockets along the messdeck counter. Everyone enjoyed getting back to normally prepared food, particularly salads and fresh fruit and vegetables from orbital hydroponic farms.
 
   Many of the candidates ate hurriedly, then headed for their cabins to pack overnight bags. Commander de la Penne had announced that the weekend would be free, so they planned to take the liberty shuttle to the Dockyard’s Entertainment Alley and let their hair down. Steve smiled as he watched them wolf down their food. He ate more leisurely, savoring every mouthful.
 
   Near him, Lieutenant Grunion was also eating more slowly. He caught her eye. “Not heading for the Terminal, Fran?”
 
   “No. I’m tired enough as it is. Adding yet more late nights – not to mention hangovers – won’t exactly help me next week!”
 
   He laughed. “My feelings exactly. I’m going to work out in the gym, to get the tension out of my system and the kinks out of my muscles, then shower again and get a really good night’s sleep.”
 
   “Me too! I’m getting soft after so much time in simulators, or the tiny OpCen of a patrol craft.”
 
   He spent an hour alternating fast-paced aerobic routines with resistance training on various machines until his muscles burned with fatigue, his breath rasped in his throat, and sweat soaked his clothing and dripped down his face. He was vaguely aware of several other people working out, but didn’t focus on them as he concentrated on getting the most out of his exercises. At last he straightened, collected his belongings from the gym locker, and headed for the door.
 
   As he reached them, so did Fran Grunion. He smiled wearily at her, noting that she was perspiring as heavily as he was. “Did you get a good workout?”
 
   “I sure did! I needed the burn. It’s cleared my mind.”
 
   “Mine too.” He held the door open for her. “It’s a pity they don’t have room for a full gym aboard patrol craft.”
 
   “Yeah, but they don’t have room for a full laundry either. Sweaty exercise clothing would make the living quarters a bit whiffy after a few days.” They laughed softly together as they walked down the corridor towards their cabins, the perspiration cooling on their bodies.
 
   They paused as they reached her room, and she passed her ID bracelet over the entrance panel. The door retracted soundlessly into its frame as she looked up at him, eyes twinkling. “Care to join me in the shower? We’ve still got a lot of tension to work off.”
 
   He felt a sudden surge of desire, but almost at once it was overridden by an even stronger surge of longing for Abha. “I… thanks, Fran, I really appreciate that; but I’m seeing someone. I don’t want to play fast and loose with her.”
 
   She frowned, genuinely puzzled. “I don’t get it. I’ve got a lover back on Rolla, but I haven’t seen him for a couple of months. I’m a normal woman, with normal needs, and he’s a normal guy. We both know we can see other people while we’re apart, as long as we’re exclusive when we get back together again. Where’s the harm?”
 
   He shrugged helplessly. “I’m sorry, Fran. I just… can’t, that’s all. She’s too important to me. I don’t want to do anything that might hurt her.”
 
   She looked at him for a long moment. “Whoever your girl may be, I hope she knows how lucky she is! Not many men would turn down a chance like this, even if they were married.” She hesitated. “You know… I think, in a way, I may even actually envy her.” Without waiting for him to reply, she walked through the door, which slid closed behind her.
 
   He stood for a moment, pondering; then shook his head and started walking again. Dammit, Abha, you’ve ruined me for anyone else, he thought to himself whimsically. I’m going to have to do something serious about you – and soon!
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Phase Three of the Crusher began with a reshuffling of the divisions. Five students had already been dismissed from the course. Those remaining were now regrouped into three divisions of five, and one of four candidates. It was obvious that care had been taken to mix students from different divisions, to break up any cliques that might have formed and force everyone to adjust to new partners. To Steve’s disappointment, Fran Grunion was no longer a member of his division. He’d enjoyed their study sessions together, but decided on reflection that in the light of her offer the other evening, perhaps the separation was for the best.
 
   “During the Crusher’s third phase, back in the simulators, and the fourth, which will again be in space, we’ll address tactical and combat issues,” Commander de la Penne informed them at a joint briefing. “Please understand that we won’t slacken our emphasis on safety for a moment. You’ll still be assessed on how well you implement traffic regulations and margins of safety in your interactions with other vessels. We’re not at war, after all, so there’s no excuse to take risks that might be justifiable under those circumstances. Safety violations will still lead to dismissal from the course.
 
   “Nevertheless, you now have to undertake simulated combat missions and demonstrate your mastery of tactics and weaponry, both solo and as part of a detachment or formation. This is our raison d’être as armed services; to protect our nations, planets and polities against enemies and aggressors. Some of your missions will be passive, seeking intelligence or conducting reconnaissance. Others will be active and aggressive, trying to detect and engage intruders. Some may start out passive and become more active, or vice versa. We’ll throw all sorts of combinations at you, to test your mettle in every possible way.
 
   “Our final exercise will involve participation in the Sector Fleet’s annual war games for its destroyer squadrons. Our patrol craft will operate in conjunction with Fleet units, escorting and screening them and forming part of their integrated sensor net. It goes without saying that we’ll all have to be on top form to hold our own amongst – and against – major warships.” A rumble of agreement came from the candidates. Steve couldn’t help thinking there was a fair amount of apprehension as well.
 
   The three weeks of simulator sessions were grueling. Exercises ranged from protecting their star system against intrusions by ‘hostile vessels’; making covert approaches to such ‘intruders’ when they were detected, to gather intelligence using their own systems or deploy reconnaissance drones or other stealthy sensors; escorting convoys to and from assembly points in an environment where attacks from enemies were possible; and functioning as part of an escort screen, where the sensors of every warship were integrated into a network controlled by artificial intelligence software, so that any vessel could access information provided by the sensors of any other. Steve knew that in real, non-simulated operations, tight-beam laser turrets such as those he’d deployed during the fight with de Bouff would be strained to capacity passing all that information among the ships involved.
 
   Phase Three of the Crusher was drawing to a close when Steve ran headlong into an additional and unexpected source of pressure. The first he knew of it was when journalists began to send him urgent messages, asking for – in some cases, demanding – interviews. Checking the news headlines, he noted that an inquest had just been completed on the late Commander Buchanan. The relationship between Buchanan and his father-in-law had come under scrutiny during the inquest, as had the Commander’s arrest after his unauthorized intrusion into AIU’s warehouse. Steve had not been called to testify, but his earlier statement under oath about what he’d seen and experienced in the warehouse had been read into evidence. Taking all the circumstances of Buchanan’s death into account, the inquest had returned a verdict of unlawful homicide.
 
   Steve requested a meeting with Commander de la Penne and explained the situation. “Sir, I haven’t been cleared to give interviews by Fleet Public Relations, and besides, AIU should answer any questions related to its warehouse and the incident there. How should I handle this?”
 
   The Commander frowned. “I agree, you shouldn’t be saying anything without prior clearance from AIU and Public Relations. Also, I don’t want you to interrupt your attendance at the Crusher.” He hesitated. “I shouldn’t tell you this yet, but under the circumstances, I’m going to. There’s another factor that’s about to bring you even more media attention. Today I received an advance copy of a press release to be issued tomorrow by the Board of Admiralty. It concerns awards to be conferred for your fight with de Bouff at Rolla some months ago.”
 
   “Oh! I hadn’t heard anything about that, Sir.”
 
   “You weren’t supposed to until tomorrow. I’m sure they’ll send you a copy of the signal first thing in the morning. Keep the news to yourself until then, but you’re to be awarded the Lancastrian Star in Silver, and the mixed detachment you commanded is to receive the Meritorious Unit Award.” He smiled. “I know it’s officially premature, but nevertheless, congratulations on your awards, both individual and unit. I understand the investiture will be arranged at Rolla after you return there, because local personnel will also receive awards, and the Fleet wants to use the opportunity to further improve its public relations there.”
 
   Steve sat open-mouthed for a moment, then collected himself. “Thank you for telling me, Sir. I was told I’d been nominated for recognition, but not the medal involved. I hadn’t thought they’d process the recommendations so fast. Is there any news of other individual awards?”
 
   “There is, but I’m really not supposed to say anything about them. I think you should wait until the signal is released to you tomorrow morning.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.” He suppressed a sigh of frustration. He’d nominated Abha and Sergeant Higgs for recognition, and knew she’d done the same for Gunnery Sergeant Bradshaw, but he’d just have to possess himself in patience to find out whether they’d received awards. Colonel Houmayoun had forwarded Brooks’ award nominations as well as Steve’s, and made some of his own. Commodore O’Fallon would have endorsed them, and Admiral Methuen had doubtless addressed them in his report to the Board of Admiralty.
 
   “Meanwhile,” the Commander continued, “I’ll approach AIU and Public Relations for guidance about how to handle questions concerning Commander Buchanan. You’re undoubtedly going to have to deal with the news media about your awards, so it’s inevitable that you’ll be asked about the inquest as well. I’ll request that the media be asked to submit questions to you in writing or on vid, and let you answer them as and when you have time. I’m certainly not going to disrupt the Crusher by allowing journalists to invade us en masse!”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir,” Steve said again.
 
   By noon the following day, his mailbox was stuffed to electronic bursting-point. Former shipmates, friends and colleagues sent congratulations, and journalists and news organizations redoubled their efforts to get him to talk to them. Several asked for exclusive interviews, some blatantly offering money in return for an inside track on his story. Irritated, he deleted all such requests without dignifying them with a reply, and forwarded the rest to Commander de la Penne.
 
   One message came from Lieutenant-Commander Bullard, clearly in response to Commander de la Penne’s request for guidance. He warned Steve bluntly that the Buchanan affair was far from over, and that he should say nothing at all to anyone without AIU's prior written authorization. “I expect big developments within the next few months,” he advised. “Heads will probably roll over this. Keep your own counsel and wait for more information. You may yet be thankful that you're going back to Rolla, out of the way. In particular, if anyone tells you AIU said it was OK to talk to them, and you didn't hear that from us first, don't believe them! Remember my warning about lawyers’ tricks? It’s proving prophetic, but I’m afraid I can't say more at this stage.”
 
   Steve was delighted to learn that Abha had been awarded the Lancastrian Star in Bronze for which he’d nominated her for her leadership of the internal assault on Blanco. Brooks had earned the same medal for planning and leading the assault on the pirates aboard Mauritania. Sergeant Higgs’ expertise had earned her the Fleet Commendation Medal, and several others had received awards for combat performance. Everyone would earn a Space Combat Badge or a star for their existing badge, as well as sharing in the Meritorious Unit Award – the third-highest of the Fleet’s five unit awards – and the prize money. No-one in Task Force Maxwell would go unrecognized.
 
   He was particularly gratified to learn of the unit award. They were worn as ribbons on the right side of the chest, setting off the individual awards worn on the left side. In the eyes of the Fleet, the former recognized effective leadership even more than the latter. For that reason, the officer commanding a unit when it won a unit award always wore its ribbon inside a gold frame, as a public acknowledgment of their leadership. Steve had already earned the two lesser unit awards: two Operational Excellence Ribbons by serving aboard LCS Demeter and LCS Achilles at the time they had earned them, plus the Superior Unit Award during LMV Sebastian Cabot’s chartered service to the Fleet. This would be his first award of the MUA, and his first unit award to be worn inside a gold frame. Silently he promised himself to do all he could to ensure that it wasn’t the last.
 
   The news of Steve’s award spread during the morning, leading to a flood of congratulations from many of the other candidates over lunch. A few remained aloof, however. He realized his ‘golden boy’ reputation was still a problem for some of them, and knew his medal would be a bitter pill for them to swallow. However, he couldn’t help that, so he resolved not to lose any sleep over it. He was embarrassed enough by all the attention as it was.
 
   Fran Grunion came in for her share of attention, too, being from Rolla, where Steve’s defeat of de Bouff had been the proximate cause of her attendance at the Crusher. She chatted animatedly with the other students, telling them of the years of neglect that Rolla’s SPS had suffered under the planet’s previous government, and how the service’s share of the forthcoming prize award for Blanco was already revitalizing its fleet and the career prospects of its personnel. She seemed to enjoy the limelight much more than he did, Steve noted wryly.
 
   She noticed his awkwardness, and teased him about it after the meal. “Oh, come on, Steve! If you go around knocking off pirates by the score, you’ve got to expect a certain amount of interest.”
 
   “Yeah, but… frankly, I’d rather get back into the simulator and get on with the training. I’m not complaining about the awards, mind you, but they’re from yesterday’s challenges. We’ve got today’s to cope with.” He knew he sounded decidedly grumpy, but he couldn’t help himself.
 
   She cocked her head, looking at him quizzically. “I guess you have a point, but it’s still an unusual attitude. I suppose it fits, though – you’re also the only guy I’ve ever met who’d turn down a sure-thing, no-strings-attached offer like you did the other night! You’re an odd man in many ways, you know.”
 
   He shrugged. “Maybe I’m developing early-onset curmudgeonhood.”
 
   He thought about her remark as he lay in bed that night, and wondered why he wasn’t more excited about the Star in Silver. It was a highly-prized award, and not conferred lightly, but he just couldn’t get worked up about it. At last, after tossing and turning for over an hour trying to clear his mind and get to sleep, the answer came to him. He sat bolt upright in bed as he realized, It’s not me, and it’s not what happened at Rolla, and it’s not the medal. It’s Abha! She’s the only thing – the only person – I want right now. Anything else leaves me cold. I don’t care how many other women are available, and I don’t care about all the medals in the Fleet’s toybox. I want Abha. Nothing else – nothing less – is going to satisfy me.
 
   He debated within himself for a moment. He really needed sleep… but this was too important to postpone. He got up, slipped on a T-shirt and shorts, and spent ten minutes recording a message to Abha, telling her about the events of the past few days, and what they’d forced him to realize.
 
   He gazed into the vid lens. “I guess the only way I can sum it up is that I thought my life was pretty much OK, until I met you. Now I know it’s got an Abha-shaped hole in it, and only you can fill it. I want you, not as a girlfriend or lover, but as my partner, now and for the rest of my life. I guess I’m asking you to marry me, darling.”
 
   He grinned, a little shakily. “I’m scared to say that. What if you don’t feel as strongly about me as I do about you, and get offended because I’m moving too fast? For that matter, what if you feel the same way I do, and say ‘yes’? I’ll have committed myself. Am I really that sure about you, and about us? To all those doubts I can only say, I can’t see myself without you anymore. You’re already a part of me. I want to make that permanent, for the rest of our lives. Forget informal relationships, and temporary cohabitation contracts, and all that stuff. You’re too important to me already for me to waste time on them. I want you to be my wife for life. Hey, that even rhymes!
 
   “I guess you won’t get this for a couple of weeks, and by then you’ll be getting ready to pack your things to head back here for some leave. I hope you’ll say ‘Yes’ when you get here. I love you, darling.”
 
   He finished, played back the message, and pondered the wisdom of sending it… then shrugged. What have I got to lose? Whatever she says, it won’t change the way I feel about her. He encoded the message for privacy, then routed it to the next dispatch vessel heading for Rolla and nearby planets.
 
   Smiling wryly at himself, he settled down to try to get some sleep.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The fourth and final phase of the Crusher took place in space once more, with three weeks of practical exercises. Their new Teacher addressed the candidates in Steve’s division as LCS Blacksnake departed the training ship and headed for the asteroid belt.
 
   “We’ve got two dozen tactical situations set up for the first week. You’ll be exercising against the battle computer and the other three ships of our training squadron. During the second week, you’ll exercise with and against ships from the Sector Fleet. During the final week, we’ll join the Sector Fleet’s annual war games, escorting convoys to and from the system boundary and forming part of their protective screen.
 
   “We try to make the training environment as safe as practicable, but if we went too far with that, you’d never be exposed to risk at all. We’re all members of armed forces – fighting services. Risk goes with the territory. You’ll be expected to continue to observe all the safety precautions we’ve drummed into you during the course so far, but they may get in the way of your accomplishing a mission assigned to you. If you believe they do, you’re free to ask us for permission to exceed prescribed safety limits, and justify your request. If we agree that the dangers of the situation are manageable with good judgment – and provided you demonstrate good judgment – we’ll approve your proposed course of action. If we think you’re getting in over your head, we won’t. Our default position will be to let you make mistakes in order to learn from them, unless they appear to us to risk damage or casualties. After all, as the old saying tells us, good judgment comes from experience, and experience comes from bad judgment!” His audience laughed nervously.
 
   “A complicating factor during the final week is that we’ll be one of the most junior warships on the exercise. Senior ships with whom we serve – almost every other warship out there, with the exception of our sister ships of the training squadron – are entitled to give us orders and expect to be obeyed. You’ll have to strike a balance between obeying their orders, and carrying out the training missions assigned to you. Sometimes there’ll be a conflict between them. In such cases, ask me at once how to resolve it. I won’t hold it against you – that’s what I’m here for. I’ll ask you for your proposals, and if necessary provide guidance as to possible alternatives.”
 
   They soon learned he wasn’t joking about the complexities of this final phase of the course. Time and time again they were placed in situations where a strict, by-the-book adherence to safety principles would prevent them completing their assigned mission in the all-too-brief period allocated for it. Sometimes Teacher would authorize them to take longer, in order to operate more safely. At other times he’d allow them to take short-cuts, balancing risk against reward and making a decision on the balance of probabilities. 
 
   Steve’s biggest challenge came during the second week, when he found himself acting as Duty Commanding Officer on a mission to make a stealth approach to an ‘enemy battleship’ (represented by a depot ship) defended by a screen of four Sector Fleet destroyers. He was to deploy recon drones to observe it. His initial approach was clean, at minimum power and deploying all active and passive stealth systems, penetrating the screen of defenders. However, just as he was about to turn inward to pass closer to the ‘enemy battleship’, Teacher threw a curve at him.
 
   “Lieutenant Maxwell, your gravitic drive has just failed.” In echo of Teacher’s words, Steve felt the hum of the drive, audible through the fabric of the ship, die away. “Continue with the exercise.”
 
   Steve wracked his brains. Would reaction thrusters deliver enough power to allow him to change course sharply enough to deploy the drones? He ran some rapid calculations through his command console, and shook his head. He needed about ten per cent more power than they could provide. He thought for a moment, then pressed the intercom toggle switch to broadcast throughout the ship.
 
   “Cutter pilot to the OpCen on the double! Cutter pilot to the OpCen on the double!”
 
   Teacher frowned, opened his mouth as if to speak, then visibly restrained himself. This is going to be interesting, Steve thought to himself with a grin. I bet he doesn’t have the faintest idea what I’m going to do. I’m sure he expected me to abandon the exercise and try to extricate myself through the outer screen again.
 
   While Steve waited for the pilot to arrive, he called up a three-dimensional schematic of Blacksnake and made calculations about her center of mass and center of gravity. By the time a puffing, panting Petty Officer Second Class came in, he was ready.
 
   “Thanks for getting here so quickly, PO. Come over here and look at this schematic.” The NCO did so, still panting. Steve put his finger on the ship’s spine, just forward of her missile cell.
 
   “I want you to undock and move your cutter to this position using your gravitic drive – ours isn’t operational right now, so you won’t have interference issues. Extend your undercarriage and set her down as gently as possible, right on this point, facing towards the bow. Once you’re down, lock yourself in place using tractor beams, then tell me you’re ready via tight-beam – no broadcast transmissions, please. I’m going to use the ship’s reaction thrusters to change her course, but I need a little more power than they can deliver. That’s where you come in. I’ll have you use your drive to help push her around. As soon as we’ve stabilized on our new heading, I’ll call you back in. Got it?”
 
   “Er… I guess so, Sir, but I’ve never heard of anything like this before. Will the ship’s spine take the pressure I’ll exert on it? And will my tiny gravitic drive make enough of a difference?”
 
   “Your gel-filled tires will absorb any stresses as you land, PO, and your small gravitic drive can’t possibly exert more pressure on the ship’s spine than full-power acceleration or missile launches. It’ll give us just sufficient additional turning impetus. I’m a qualified pilot and instructor on small craft, so I know what I’m talking about.”
 
   “Oh! I didn’t know that, Sir. In that case, sure, I’ll give it a go. When do you want me to launch?”
 
   “Yesterday!”
 
   The Petty Officer grinned. “I’m on my way, Sir!”
 
   He rushed out, and Steve heard his running footsteps receding down the main passageway as he headed for the docking bay. Behind him, Teacher coughed meaningfully. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing, Lieutenant Maxwell?”
 
   “Yes, Sir, I am. The cutter’s drive, small though it is, will add just enough power to let us change course in time to deploy the drones and complete this mission.”
 
   There was silence for a moment, then, “Very well, let’s see what happens.”
 
   Events proceeded as Steve had foreseen. The cutter’s gravitic drive and the ship’s reaction thrusters together provided enough power to add the required vector to the ship’s trajectory. As soon as she’d stabilized on the desired course, Steve called the cutter back to the docking bay. As they passed stealthily within ten thousand kilometers of the ‘enemy battleship’, he used the patrol craft’s passive sensors to build up as complete a picture as possible of their ‘adversary’ while launching three recon drones. They moved away slowly and silently to establish a triangular observation formation around the ‘enemy vessel’.
 
   Steve maintained emissions silence and let the ship’s momentum take them clear of the scene. As the depot ship receded behind them, he turned to Teacher. “Exercise completed, Sir.”
 
   The Lieutenant-Commander looked at him quizzically. “Lieutenant, this is my third time as Teacher on the Crusher, and I’ve read the reports of many of those who came before me. I thought nothing on the course would surprise me, but you certainly did today! I anticipated you’d abandon the exercise and extricate your ship as best you could. That’s what almost every other candidate has done during previous Crushers. Frankly, it’s what we expect of them. What made you think of using a cutter as a makeshift tug?”
 
   “It’s as I told the pilot, Sir. I’m a qualified small craft pilot and instructor. It seemed logical to use the cutter’s small gravitic drive to augment the ship’s thrusters. It might not have worked on a bigger ship with a much greater mass, but a patrol craft’s small enough to make it practicable.”
 
   “Well, that’s certainly an original solution, but if this were a real mission, what would happen to your cutter and its pilot if the enemy detected your approach? You’d probably have to abandon him in order to evade incoming missiles. He certainly couldn’t remain attached to your hull during high-stress maneuvers.”
 
   “That’s right, Sir. In a true combat situation, this would be very risky. On the other hand, we’re paid to take risks. If we avoid it, we’d never accomplish anything. I respectfully submit that if this is a critical mission, as the exercise instructions stated, then that justifies the additional risk involved.”
 
   Another candidate spoke up. “It seems awfully cold-blooded to speak of condemning your cutter pilot to death or capture in order to make your escape like that. If I were in his shoes, I wouldn’t be feeling very happy about it.”
 
   Steve frowned. “I wouldn’t be ecstatic about it, either, if I were him; but that sort of thing goes with the territory. We’re all volunteers. We know military service involves danger. Our training reinforces that. If we suddenly decide we aren’t willing to face that when the proverbial brown substance hits the rotary air impeller, we’re basically admitting that we’ve lied to ourselves and the Fleet all along. That’s why cowardice in the face of the enemy is a court-martial offense.”
 
   Teacher frowned. “You’re asking your cutter pilot to accept a more severe risk in order to lessen the danger you’re facing,” he pointed out.
 
   “No, Sir, with respect, I’m not. I’m asking him – well, in fact, I’m ordering him – to accept a severe risk in order to allow the ship to accomplish a critical mission.”
 
   The Lieutenant-Commander looked at him for a long moment. “It’s a fine distinction, but I daresay you have a point; and you’re right – this was designated as a critical mission in the exercise instructions.” He looked around at all the candidates. “This highlights the importance of personal leadership. Your crew won’t willingly risk their lives or give of their best for a martinet who uses his rank to push them around. It’s only if they have faith in you as an individual, faith that you won’t waste their lives or ask them to do something you wouldn’t do yourself or that isn’t absolutely necessary, that they’ll put all they’ve got into such missions.” The candidates nodded soberly.
 
   “There’s another aspect to this,” he continued. “Your orders will very seldom tell you how to do something. They’ll usually tell you what to do, but leave you to figure out the ‘how’ for yourself. If you succeed, you’ll have a certain leeway in justifying your actions; if you fail, not so much – but whether you succeed or fail, you will have to justify to your superiors any damage or casualties incurred. Were they essential to the mission? Could they have been avoided or minimized? Remember, that’s all on your shoulders as Commanding Officer. At the dawn of the Space Age a politician named Harry Truman coined the phrase, ‘If you can’t take the heat, stay out of the kitchen’. As CO you’re always in the kitchen, whether you like it or not. The heat goes with the job. You’re responsible for the consequences of every order you issue.”
 
   At the end of the second week of exercises the four patrol craft returned to the training ship for a twenty-four hour rest period, allowing the candidates and crews to shower, wash their laundry, and catch up on some sleep before the final, hectic round of battle exercises. Two more students had been removed from the course, so the divisions were again reshuffled into three with four candidates, and one with five. Steve was pleased to once again have Fran Grunion in his division.
 
   A message from Abha was waiting for him. It was too soon for her to have replied to his proposal – indeed, she’d probably only just received it – but she sent news that made him very happy. Brooks had arranged to release her a week ahead of the rest of the instructor unit, as a gift to both of them. She asked him to meet her at the Elevator Terminus planetside, a week after the Crusher finished. She added mischievously that she’d be arriving in civilian clothing, so that she could kiss him as soon as she saw him without breaking regulations concerning behavior in uniform. Grinning with pleasure at the thought, he made a note of the date and time.
 
   The final week of exercises was brutally tough. Everyone lost sleep and had to rely on stim-tabs as the patrol craft raced to and fro, setting up and maintaining screening formations for the convoys they escorted from the planet to a point on the system boundary, then back to the planet again. Threats from marauding destroyers of the Sector Fleet had to be met by interposing themselves between the ‘intruders’ and the convoy, complete with setting up electronic warfare decoy programs and launching computer-generated ‘missile strikes’. The larger warships’ much denser missile barrages theoretically ‘killed’ patrol craft on several occasions, swamping their defenses. They simply didn’t have enough missiles and laser cannon to intercept all of the simulated ‘incoming fire’. Some of it was bound to get through, and did.
 
   Nevertheless, they did the best they could, and sometimes their best was very good indeed. On two occasions individual patrol craft succeeded in sneaking up on a Sector Fleet destroyer and ‘knocking it out’ with a simulated ripple-fired barrage of missiles from very close range, before the larger ship’s defenses had sufficient time to react. The indignant victims complained to the exercise umpires, but in each case the latter made their rulings with aloof impartiality. As punishment for their defeat, both destroyers had to suffer the indignity of spending twelve hours in the convoy, imitating defenseless merchant freighters, before they were permitted to rejoin the exercise. This drew down upon their heads a gleeful barrage of taunts from the merchant ships’ crews – all naturally broadcast at full power on every exercise frequency.
 
   Fran Grunion was Duty Commanding Officer on the last afternoon of the exercise. To add to her responsibilities, she was acting as Senior Officer of a convoy escort of four patrol craft, as had each of the candidates that week in turn. Steve was manning the Weapons console, with the remaining candidates at the other stations. They watched the Plot as the action moved away from their position, culminating in a launch about a hundred million kilometers away of multiple actual missiles by two destroyers at a target. The Plot Officer switched the display to max range, and they observed with interest as the spray of dots representing the missiles’ gravitic drives spread out, then converged on the target.
 
   Steve’s eyes narrowed as the missiles reached the target, detonating about ten thousand kilometers from it. Their bomb-pumped laser warheads each sent a cone-shaped pattern of thirty laser beams at it, spread to cover the length of a destroyer at that range. He snapped, “Weapons to Command. Ma’am, forty missiles were launched, but only thirty-nine have detonated. The fortieth has moved past the target and is heading this way. It – no, now the drive’s shut down, and its exercise tracking transponder too. It’s on a ballistic trajectory, heading in our direction.”
 
   Lieutenant Grunion ordered, “Command to Plot, designate that errant missile as Target One. I know you can’t track it without its drive emissions, and it’s too far away for radar, but extend its last known course as a projected path. What’s the range to Target One’s last known position? Based on its projected path and ours, how close will it come to us and how long will it take to get there?”
 
   “Plot to Command. Range to Target One’s last known position is niner seven million kilometers, I say again, ninety-seven million kilometers. If it maintains its base course and coasts at its last recorded velocity of one-third Cee, it’ll cross the convoy’s path in… approximately sixteen minutes, at a closest approach of seven hundred thousand kilometers.”
 
   Fran swung to look at Teacher. “Sir, Target One has a live warhead. It’s capable of homing on a random target using its own sensors, and may have enough reactor fuel to restart its gravitic drive for terminal maneuvers if it acquires a new target. Request permission to change course and activate defensive weapons.”
 
   Teacher didn’t hesitate. “We can’t change course without clearance from Exercise Control, but go ahead and ask them, and activate defensive weapons. Do you want me to take over?”
 
   “Negative, Sir. I think we can deal with this.”
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   She swung back to the OpCen. “Command to Weapons, bring all defensive, I say again, defensive missiles to the action state. Power up the laser cannon. Activate the drone and launch it when ready. Break. Command to Communications, all signals Flash priority. Ask Exercise Control’s permission for the convoy to change course to evade an errant missile. Alert the other escorts and order them to assume close-in point defense formation. Break. Command to Plot, what’s the best position for the drone?”
 
   Steve’s fingers flew over his keyboard. The ship’s capacitor bank had kept all its weapons ‘warmed up’, with their basic operating systems active, but that was a long way from readiness for immediate action. No live weapons were normally kept in the action state during exercises, for reasons of safety. He drew on the ship’s reactor for a surge of power, activating the micro-reactors in each of the ship’s twenty defensive missiles and its drone and bringing all of their systems online.
 
   The Plot Officer called, “Plot to Command, recommend sending the drone out as far as possible straight ahead of us. It won’t have time to move far, but its sensors will still be that much nearer to Target One than ours, and we can use its electronic warfare systems to decoy it if necessary. Also, if we use its radar we don’t have to broadcast from our own antennae, so the missile is less likely to pick us up and target us.”
 
   “Command to Plot, concur. Break. Command to Weapons, make it so.”
 
   “Aye aye, Ma’am.”
 
   Steve waited a few seconds until the drone’s system checks were complete and a green light illuminated on his console, then stabbed with his finger at the ‘Launch’ button. They all felt the slight jerk through the hull as the three-hundred-ton electronic warfare and decoy drone dropped from its housing next to the keel and accelerated away. Almost at once an icon appeared on the Plot to indicate its position.
 
   Steve continued to issue commands to the drone through a tight-beam relay as he said, “Weapons to Command, drone launched. I suggest we instruct it to simulate the gravitic drive signature of one of the merchant ships, and shut down our own drive and order all the ships in convoy to do the same, so that the drone will be the only drive signature that Target One can track.”
 
   “Command to Weapons, good idea. Do it. Break. Command to Communications, make it so.”
 
   “Communications to Command, aye aye, Ma’am.”
 
   The candidate at that console tapped at her keyboard, sending a flash priority message to all the ships in company. Within a minute all of them had shut down their drives and were coasting through space. The patrol craft used their reaction thrusters to tighten their point-defense formation around the freighters, defensive missiles and laser cannon ready. The latter would be used for close-range defense if the missiles failed to intercept the intruder.
 
   Steve sent instructions to the drone to modify its drive signature, then watched his console until the ‘missile ready’ lights began to blink from red to green. “Weapons to Command. Defensive missiles coming online. No target indicated on the Plot as yet.”
 
   Fran nodded. “Command to Weapons, thank you. For your information, I do not intend to fire unless and until we have a verified target.”
 
   “Weapons to Command, understood, Ma’am.”
 
   Steve knew Fran had made the logical, reasonable call. A defensive missile was an ultra-high-performance spacecraft in its own right, and very expensive. The twenty main battery and twenty defensive missiles aboard the patrol craft had cost more, in aggregate, than the ship itself. To launch some of them when it was still not known whether they’d be needed would be potentially wasteful. Nevertheless, his skin crawled at the knowledge that a nuclear-tipped main battery missile was approaching. In Fran’s shoes, he’d have ignored the cost and sent out a couple of missiles to fly in formation alongside the drone, that much closer to a potential target in case of need.
 
   “Command to Communications, what’s the word from Exercise Control on that course change?”
 
   “Communications to Command, no response yet, Ma’am.”
 
   They waited tensely as the icon representing the drone pulled more than twenty thousand kilometers ahead of the patrol craft. Suddenly the Plot lit up with a new icon. The Plot Officer called, “Target One reacquired! Its drive has restarted. Range from drone nine hundred thousand kilometers, speed one-third Cee, trajectory – hell, it’s turning! It’s coming around to head for the drone!”
 
   “Command to Weapons, kill it! Weapons free!”
 
   Steve was already tapping at his console’s keyboard, passing guidance information from the Plot to the missiles’ electronic brains. He pressed the ‘Fire’ key twice. Despite its fifteen-thousand-ton bulk, the hull shuddered twice as a missile was ejected from its vertical-launch tube by mass drivers that momentarily red-lined the capacitor ring and reactor with their sudden demand for power. The missiles’ gravitic drives kicked in as soon as they were far enough above the hull to be clear of the ship’s own drive field. They turned sharply towards Target One and streaked away under thousands of gravities of acceleration. The first missile headed for the earliest possible interception point, while the other aimed for a backup point closer to the drone in case the first missed.
 
   Four hundred thousand kilometers from the ship, the track of the first missile converged on Target One as it struggled to slow itself and turn back towards the drone. Its thermonuclear warhead made a starburst pattern on the Plot display as the defensive missile detonated within a few score meters of Target One, whose fusion reactor instantly added to the nuclear bloom as its fail-safes were destroyed. A cheer ran around the OpCen.
 
   “Weapons to Command, Target One destroyed.”
 
   “Command to Weapons, nice shooting!”
 
   A few seconds later the remaining missile, deprived of its target, automatically self-destructed. The blast reduced it to its component atoms, removing any hazard to navigation that might otherwise be posed by a drifting missile.
 
   “Weapons to Command, second defensive missile has self-destructed.”
 
   “Command to Weapons, very good. Recover the drone. Break. Command to Communications. Tell the convoy that the danger’s over, and advise everyone to restart their gravitic drives. Convoy is to resume course and speed, escorts are to resume screening formation.”
 
   There was a bustle of activity as Fran directed the reorganization of the convoy. Steve ordered the drone to return to the ship, brought it in beneath the hull, and let the automated docking system draw it into its bay and close the door. He reported, “Weapons to Command, the drone has been secured, Ma’am.”
 
   “Command to Weapons, thank you.”
 
   Teacher had observed everything from the observer’s chair behind the Command console, saying nothing. As soon as the convoy had been reformed and was safely under way once more, he rose to his feet. The candidates all looked at him.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, that wasn’t on the agenda for today, but you handled it very well indeed. I think we can safely call it the cherry on top of this particular exercise – a graduation exercise, if you like. Congratulations to all of you. As far as the Crusher is concerned, you are no longer candidates for command, but qualified for command.”
 
   A rumble of tired, happy appreciation ran around the OpCen. Steve flopped back in his seat, feeling a wave of exhilaration pass through him even as his body complained bitterly about the tension of the past hour on top of the exhaustion of the preceding week – of the entire course, for that matter. I did it!, he thought exultantly to himself. Next stop, Lancaster – and, in a week, Abha will be here!
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Lancaster
 
   December 2847, GSC
 
   She emerged through the exit portal of the Elevator, pulling a large wheeled suitcase. Her head was up, her eyes bright as she looked around eagerly. Watching from beside a pillar near the portal, Steve felt as if his heart had leaped into his throat, leaving him almost unable to breathe. Heart pounding, he stepped forward and waved, and Abha saw him. She broke into a run, face alight with joy, dropped the handle of her suitcase, and threw herself into his arms.
 
   What seemed like an eternity later he reluctantly unlocked his lips from hers, took a deep breath, and whispered, “I’ve missed you.”
 
   “Mmm… I missed you too, and now I don’t have to miss you anymore. What’s more, I have plans for you.” Her teasing tone and hips pressed against his added unmistakably erotic implications to the word, sending a shiver down Steve’s spine. “Did you come in your truck?”
 
   “No. Parking here’s too much trouble, so I took a robocab.”
 
   “Then let’s take another one! The sooner we get some privacy, the sooner I can answer your lovely message!”
 
   He felt a thrill of excitement. She’d hardly call it a ‘lovely’ message if she planned to reject his proposal.
 
   He retrieved her suitcase, and led her past the entrance to the underground mag-lev commuter station and up the escalators to the nearest exit. There was a line of people at the robocab rank, sheltering from a light rain beneath a long translucent awning. They waited in silence, holding tightly to each other, until those before them had taken vehicles. As the next cab pulled up, Steve loaded her case into the luggage compartment, then joined her in the passenger section.
 
   “What is your destination, please?” The autopilot had a friendly feminine voice.
 
   Steve gave his address, which the autopilot confirmed by showing it on a map display in front of them, and waved his credit chip over a reader.
 
   “Approved. Would you like conversation or music while we drive?”
 
   “Privacy, please.”
 
   “Privacy noted. We are departing now.”
 
   The robocab immediately darkened the windows, preventing others from looking inside. The autopilot waited for a gap in the traffic, then pulled smoothly out of the rank onto the road. Abha snuggled into Steve’s arms for another endless kiss that left both of them aching and eager for more.
 
   “You made me cry,” she murmured, looking up at him, the light in her eyes so bright it awed him.
 
   “I’m sorry – how?”
 
   “Silly! They were happy tears, not sad ones. If you pour your heart out like that in a message, you can’t expect me to get it without reacting. You said something I hadn’t been able to put into words for myself until then. I heard about my medal before I got your message, and like you, it didn’t do much for me. It should have – everyone was congratulating me and being very nice – but I was getting more and more irritated. Even the thought of our prize money wasn’t doing anything for me anymore. It didn’t make sense, until you said that you didn’t want the medal, or the prize money, or anything else – you wanted me. That’s when I knew I wanted you in exactly the same way. You’re the most important thing in my life now. Everything and everyone else comes second.” She fell silent for a moment, looking deep into his eyes. “That’s scary, you know. I’ve never felt that way about anyone before.”
 
   He nodded. “It scared me too. I was afraid to tell you how I was feeling. I mean… we had a few dates before I left Lancaster, and a few more snatched evenings of privacy together on Rolla. It made no sense at all to be this head-over-heels in love with you after so little time together, but I am. I couldn’t deny it to myself any longer. I was scared I’d drive you away by speaking too soon, but I figured I had to be honest with you.”
 
   She nestled her head on his shoulder. “I needed to hear it from you before I could realize what I was feeling; but now I know I’m just as much in love with you as you are with me. I liked what you said about having a hole in your life shaped like me. I had one shaped like you, too, but you filled it even before I realized it was there.” She reached up to his lips with hers and kissed him again.
 
   As they reluctantly drew apart to breathe, he said softly, “I was hoping you’d say something like that. So… will you marry me?”
 
   “Of course I will! There’s no way I’m going to let you get away from me!” She kissed him again. “I do have a couple of questions. Can you handle a wife who’s going to spend the best part of a decade studying very hard, including internships at hospital that will disrupt her time at home very badly? After that, in practice or as a resident, I’ll be working just as hard. Pod gestation means we can have a family easily enough – and I want to bear your children! – but we’ll have to hire professional help to look after our kids while I study and work. Can you cope with that?”
 
   “I can deal with that, if you can deal with a husband who’s an active-service officer. I’ll have two-year commissions aboard ships, far from home, interspersed with administrative and training assignments planetside. Will you be able to do without me for that long?”
 
   “I think so. After all, I’m a serving officer myself, and expected to be one for many years to come, until this prize money windfall made medical studies possible for me. I always thought I’d have to find a husband who wouldn’t mind me being away from home for two-year assignments. I figured I’d have to marry another Fleet officer, because he’d understand that, and we could bear with each other’s absences.” She hesitated a moment. “That’s another point. I love you dearly, but… we’re both leaders, both strong people. Can we get along together without one of us trying to rule the roost and boss the other around?”
 
   “We haven’t had that problem yet, have we?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then we’ll just have to work at it – make sure we find ways and means to get along. Sure, there may be friction now and then, but if we each put the other person first, and leave our pride out of the equation, we’ll work it out.”
 
   She smiled mischievously, eyes twinkling. “I can think of one very good way to deal with friction. It involves a different kind of friction.”
 
   He tried to look innocent. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Of course you don’t!” She tickled his ribs, and he squeaked as he jerked upright.
 
   All too soon, it seemed – although the journey from the Terminal to Steve’s apartment had taken forty minutes – the robocab announced, “We are arriving at your destination.” It pulled into a taxi space at the roadside. Steve unloaded Abha’s suitcase, then they walked into the lobby hand-in-hand and took the elevator to his apartment.
 
   Abha looked around his living-room. “This is nice – and so clean!” She grinned at him. “Anyone would think you’ve been trying to get it ready for a special guest.”
 
   He blushed. “Er… yeah, you might say that. Would you like a cup of tea or coffee?”
 
   She shook her head, smiling. “No, silly!” She glided closer and slid into his embrace, pressing herself tightly against him.
 
   He held her close. “The ancient marriage vow went, ‘With this ring I thee wed, with my body I thee worship, and with all my worldly goods I thee endow’. I haven’t bought you the ring yet, but all the rest is a given. As far as I’m concerned, we’re married as of now, darling – and this is the start of our honeymoon.”
 
   “And that goes for me, too – so what are we waiting for?”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   They didn’t leave the apartment for two days. They ignored messages on their comm units, left their mail queues untended, and shut out the entire world, lost in each other. They loved, talked, showered, ate, and loved again.
 
   At last, late on the second afternoon, he said reluctantly, “I guess we’ve got to get back to reality, if only because we’re running out of fresh food!”
 
   She giggled. “That’s your fault. You should have provided more emergency rations!”
 
   “Oh, I have some, but they taste like what they are – emergency rations, not real food. Care to come shopping with me? There’s a fine foods store down the road. I prefer going there to ordering a delivery.”
 
   “You mean I’ve got to put clothes on?”
 
   “Well, I think you’re utterly beautiful naked, but I’d rather keep you to myself when you’re like that. Besides, it might shock the neighbors.”
 
   She stuck out her tongue at him, and he tickled her… which led to another mutually enjoyable interlude before they showered – again – and put on casual clothes.
 
   As he was about to open the door, she stopped him, nestling into his arms. “You’re scaring me again, making me feel like this,” she said softly, looking up at him. “I don’t want to go out, because that means I have to share you with other people. I want you all to myself.”
 
   He choked up as he hugged her. “I… I don’t know what to say, except that I feel that way about you, too.”
 
   She nodded. “We haven’t spoken of any sort of ceremony yet. I was raised as a Hindu, although I don’t practice it much. Losing my parents like that, and everything that followed, made me think nasty thoughts about anything or anyone ‘up there’. Besides, there aren’t many temples near the military bases where I’ve lived. Still, I’d like to have a Hindu ceremony to honor my parents and my roots. That’s important in our culture. Do you have a religious ritual you’d like to observe?”
 
   “My parents were Reformed Catholic, and I was raised in a Church orphanage, but I haven’t practiced it in years. I’m not sure there’s any reality to religion, but I’m not sure there isn’t, either! We’ll sign the usual legal contract, of course, but over and above that, I’ll do whatever you want, darling.”
 
   “Thanks. I think we should have a Christian ceremony, too, for your parents’ sake. If I’m going to honor the tradition in which I was raised, you should, too – and we probably need to think about how we want to handle that side of our lives together. I’d like to have some sort of formal ceremony as soon as possible, to mark the change for both of us. Brooks and the instructors will be here next week. Do you think we could hold a military wedding after they all get back from leave?”
 
   “We’ll have a week together preparing for the next part of the mission before we leave for Rolla. I’ll see if a chaplain is available through the Service Corps during that time – perhaps two of them, one Hindu, one Christian. I’d like Brooks to be my best man.”
 
   “Of course. I’m going to ask Carol to be my bridesmaid. Other than her and a few Marine friends, I don’t have anyone I really want to invite. And you?”
 
   “Just a few people – maybe a dozen, all told. We’ll make it small and intimate. By the way, I found a very good jeweler’s shop in town while I was waiting for you to arrive. May I take you there tomorrow? I want you to have a really nice engagement ring, even if you won’t be able to wear it in uniform.”
 
   “Thanks, darling. I’d love one – and I’ll wear it, even in uniform. I’ll get a chain to go with it, a long one, so I can hang it between my breasts under my uniform shirt.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Later that night he took an object from his safe, wrapped in a linen cloth. He brought it back to the sofa and sat down next to Abha.
 
   “It’s time I told you about something that’s been a burden to me for more than a decade. I can’t stress too strongly that this is utterly secret, strictly between the two of us. No-one else in the world knows I have this, and no-one else must ever learn about it. It’s literally a matter of life or death. I need you to know about it before we’re married, in case it makes you hesitate.”
 
   She looked up at him, eyebrows raised. “It sounds terribly ominous. What is it?”
 
   “Take a look, then I’ll tell you about it.” He handed her the package.
 
   She turned back the folds of cloth, revealing a wooden knife scabbard from which rose a stone hilt. Frowning, she drew the knife.
 
   “The whole thing’s made of stone, even the blade.”
 
   “Yes. That’s white jade, the sort they call ‘mutton-fat’ jade.”
 
   She turned the knife over and over in her hands, examining it closely. “This is obviously for decoration rather than use – it’s pretty blunt. It looks very old, too. There are nicks out of the edge of the blade, and several cracks. This one runs more than halfway up the blade from the edge. It must be quite fragile.”
 
   “Right on all counts. It’s a ceremonial knife. It’s also extremely valuable. The last I heard, there was a reward offered for it of ten thousand taels in gold - that’s about twelve and a half million Lancastrian Commonwealth credits. The reward may be higher by now.”
 
   She gasped. “That’s incredible! Why don’t you hand it over and claim the reward?”
 
   “Because to do so in the wrong way would be an instant death sentence for me. It’s a hell of a story. Let me start at the beginning.”
 
   He began with the legend of Lei Sik Hoi, one of the Five Founders of the original Triads, criminal gangs in pre-space-age China. “According to tradition, he owned this knife. It’s said to have been passed down among his spiritual – not to mention criminal – descendants as a symbol of authority. It vanished during the mid-twentieth century, and ever since then every Triad and Tong has been looking for it.”
 
   “What’s a Triad, or a Tong?” she asked, fascinated.
 
   “Tongs started out as social and self-help cultural societies, unlike the Triads which were criminal organizations – gangs, if you like – from the get-go. A lot of the Tongs ended up as criminal organizations too, either because the Triads infiltrated them, or because their members joined both organizations.”
 
   He described the two encounters with thugs of the Lotus Tong on Earth’s Cargo Terminal that had brought the knife into his hands. “I didn’t know what it was at the time. I simply searched the man carrying it, disarmed him, and tucked it into my belt. It was Bosun Vince Cardle who told me more about the Tongs and Triads, recognized the stone as jade, and advised me to find out more about it. He took me to see a jade dealer on Vesta, telling him the knife was his, in case of complications. It was a good thing he did, because the dealer identified it at once. He wanted the Bosun to apply for a reward that was being offered for it. Vince refused, and later told me to hide it somewhere secret, for fear that the dealer might talk about us. If the Tongs and Triads found out I had it, they’d all come after it at once, and they wouldn’t be particular how they got it from me.”
 
   She shivered. “I don’t know much about them, but that sounds like an incredibly dangerous situation! Why didn’t he just tell you to get rid of it or destroy it? If they never found it, they wouldn’t be able to associate you with it.”
 
   “We thought about that; but if word got out that he’d claimed to have it, and that I’d been there when he did so, there would have been questions asked. There were, later – I’ll come to that. He reckoned the best thing to do was to keep it out of sight while we tried to figure out how to get rid of it at minimum risk to ourselves. Unfortunately, a few months later he was killed in a fight with de Bouff’s pirates. That left me holding the baby, so to speak.”
 
   He described how the jade dealer had been unable to resist temptation, and had sent a message to the contact address on the reward flyer, trying to obtain part of it in return for telling them about his meeting with Bosun Cardle. It had proved to be offered by the Crane Triad, which had sent investigators to try to torture the information out of him. They’d miscalculated, and killed him instead. They’d then looked for Vince, only to learn of his death. That had set them after Steve, posing as police officers, to see whether he knew anything. He’d drawn on his past contacts with the Dragon Tong to approach its Vesta branch, asking for assistance to deal with the fake cops.
 
   “The Dragon Tong’s the most powerful, most feared criminal organization of its kind in the settled galaxy. They came through for me, and dealt with the investigators and the thugs they’d hired to help them kidnap me. In return for their help, I spun them a yarn about helping them locate the knife by tracing and approaching Vince’s friends. I had to buy time, first to get away from Vesta where questions were more likely to be asked, and then to establish a convincing back trail to ‘prove’ to them that I’ve been working hard on their behalf. I needed an unshakeable cover story to explain how I’d been able to ‘find’ the knife in due course.”
 
   “But haven’t they pressed you for more information, or wanted you to hurry up?”
 
   Steve grimaced. “They sure have! I’ve been stalling them for almost a decade, reporting to them annually about my ‘progress’. Early last year I told them I’d traced the knife to one of Vince’s friends, who’d buried it on a remote planet out of fear of the consequences of it being traced. I promised I’d try to obtain it from him. I plan to wait until my next regular shipboard assignment, then use that as a cover story to explain how I met up with him and recovered the knife. I can then hand it over to the Tong, and get this monkey off my back at last.
 
   “I’ve had to set this up very carefully. If the Dragon Tong had known I had the knife when I first approached them, they’d have killed me right away. They’d never have believed that when I took it from the Lotus Tong man, I didn’t know what it was. They’d have been convinced I was trying to screw them over. That’s why I’ve taken so long to arrange everything, and been so cautious about covering my tracks, and tried to invent excuses that’ll stand up to any checks they run on me. I’ve even installed the best anti-listening-device masking electronics I could afford in this apartment – without them I wouldn’t feel safe talking to you about it like this. I asked a commander at BuIntel, whom I met last year, to recommend what I should buy.”
 
   She nodded slowly, eyes locked on his. “So, with luck, the Dragon Tong will simply be grateful for your help, and won’t suspect that you’ve had it all along?”
 
   “That’s the idea.”
 
   She heaved a long sigh. “Under the circumstances I don’t see how you could have done anything different. Just one thing, lover. When you eventually hand this over, I’ve got your back, OK? It’s no good you marrying a trained fighting woman if you don’t give her the chance to defend her man when necessary!”
 
   He grinned. “If it happens when you’re around, that’s a promise, darling. Of course, I don’t know when or how we’ll set up the eventual exchange. That’ll have to wait on events.”
 
   “I understand. Do you plan to claim the reward?”
 
   He made a sour face. “That thing’s got an awful lot of blood in its past, including that of the man from whom I took it, and the guys who tried to kidnap and interrogate me. A Dragon Tong boss told me later they’d killed all of them. I don’t want blood money for it. I think I’ll just give it to them. If I have to accept the reward in order not to appear suspicious, I’ll try to find somewhere to donate it anonymously. Let the knife do some good for once, even if only indirectly!”
 
   Her eyes warmed. “I agree. You know I want to study pediatrics, so why don’t we find a charity supporting medical treatment for kids or caring for orphans, and give it to them?”
 
   His face lit up. “Good idea! In fact, I know just the group. Before I joined the Fleet, I helped establish a charity that grew into the Radetski Children’s Fund. They run several orphanages there, caring for kids whose parents were killed during the civil war on that planet, particularly those who were badly hurt. I’m sure they’ll be able to put it to good use.”
 
   “That sounds good to me.”
 
   He hugged her. “I wanted to show this to you now because, if anything happens to me before I can deliver it, the Dragon Tong will probably ask you about it. In that case, I want you to tell the Tong that this arrived for me just before… whatever happened to me. You can reach them through a restaurant in town – in fact, I think I’ll hire it to cater our reception. It serves excellent food. Tell the Tong I’d told you I was planning to give them the knife, but you don’t know any more about it than that. I think they’ll accept that, because they won’t expect me to have shared such sensitive information with you. If they give you the reward, do with it as you see fit.”
 
   “All right, darling, I’ll do that – although if you go and get yourself killed, I’m going to be seriously annoyed with you! What will you do with it in the meantime? Is it safe to keep it here?”
 
   “I don’t think so, not long-term. I took it from my safe deposit box at the Fleet Depository a couple of days ago, because I wanted to show it to you and tell you about it. Tomorrow we’ll go there to put it back again, and to authorize you to access my box if anything happens to me. It can wait under lock and key and armed security until I need to take it shipboard with me again.”
 
   “OK. I must admit, now I know that knife’s here, I won’t sleep very well until it’s gone again!” She shivered.
 
   “And who said you were going to get any sleep tonight in the first place?”
 
   She giggled and snuggled closer, tossing the knife on the sofa next to her as she reached for him. “Well… I’ll need at least some sleep to keep up my strength… but if you wear me out, I daresay I won’t think about it at all!”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   They met Brooks and Carol in the foyer of a restaurant in the city the following week. Brooks looked tired but very happy, whilst Carol resembled nothing so much as a cat that had been at the cream. As they walked up, Abha looked at her and raised her eyebrows, and they both giggled.
 
   “Have you any idea what that’s all about?” Brooks asked Steve plaintively.
 
   “Not a clue.”
 
   Abha laughed. “Silly! We’re just comparing non-verbal notes. We’re both with our men again, and I’m guessing we both spent the first couple of days with them doing the same sort of thing, pretty much non-stop.” She and Carol again dissolved into merriment as Steve and Brooks blushed simultaneously.
 
   Carol’s eyes fell on Abha’s ring finger, and she gasped. “Wow! I won’t ask what that cost, but I’ve never seen a more beautiful engagement ring in my life!”
 
   “Neither have I,” Abha purred, extending her left hand to display the white gold ring Steve had bought for her. It bore a five-carat oval-cut emerald of medium-dark color and tone and flawless clarity. The stone had been set with an oval two-carat brilliant white diamond on either side. “Steve found this one at a manufacturing jeweler while I was on my way here. He put down a deposit on it, to hold it until I could decide whether I liked it – as if there was ever going to be a question about that!” She turned her head to him and kissed him fondly. “I fell in love with it on the spot, so he bought it. Fortunately he hadn’t spent most of the prize money he’d earned at Midrash last year, so we didn’t have to wait for the Rolla prize money to come through.”
 
   Brooks grinned. “It seems the man has good taste in both women and jewelry.”
 
   They paused while the head-waiter seated them, then Carol reached across the table, took Abha’s hand in hers, and examined the ring minutely. She sighed, “Well, Brooks and I have to budget for all those kids I want, and a home in which to raise them, but perhaps one day…” She grinned wickedly at her partner. “I know I said you had to earn more prize money to pay for our family, but you really outdid yourself! Steve, Brooks tells me it was your doing, just like the Vargash affair last year, so I suppose I have to thank you again.”
 
   The prize money from Rolla had been released by the Courts of Admiralty the day before the training unit’s return. The instructors’ ship had received a signal detailing the amount each person had earned almost as soon as it emerged from hyper-jump at the system boundary, which had led to non-stop celebrations among the instructors all the way to planetary orbit. The total prize money had come to three hundred and fifteen million credits, yielding over forty-seven million to be distributed among the officers and almost ninety-five million among the enlisted personnel.
 
   Steve flushed again. “It was all of us, Carol. I couldn’t have done a thing without Brooks, Abha and the others to back me up all the way.”
 
   Abha leaned against him. “I’m not complaining about the prize money either. Between the two of us, Steve and I are pretty well set, if we invest it wisely and don’t spend too much too soon.”
 
   Brooks sniggered. “Yeah. Each of you is marrying money! I’ve got to tell you, Steve, you could tell my instructors to do anything right now and they’d obey you. Your reputation among them has reached stellar heights.”
 
   “I’ll try not to lead them astray – at least, not too far.” The others laughed.
 
   They placed their orders with a hovering waiter. The sommelier poured a very palatable fruity white wine for them, and they sipped appreciatively.
 
   “How are the wedding arrangements coming along?” Carol wanted to know.
 
   “Pretty well,” Steve assured her. “We’ve been able to arrange two ministers and book a military chapel, which were the biggest obstacles at such short notice.”
 
   “Will you wear a wedding dress?” she asked Abha.
 
   “No. There’s no time to buy something good and get it fitted at such short notice. Besides, we’re a military couple, so we may as well look the part. I’ll wear Number One uniform, like Steve.”
 
   “Are you going to do the whole arch of swords thing?” Brooks asked, grinning.
 
   Steve nodded. “I’ve sent a message to Master Chief Dumisane. Remember him?”
 
   “How could I forget him?” He turned to Carol. “He was the senior NCO instructor at Officer Candidate School when Steve and I were there, and also one of the top instructors in the Armati Society, which studies ancient weaponry. He’s forgotten more about swords and sword-fighting than most of us will ever know.”
 
   “That’s right,” Steve agreed. “He’s Command Master Chief of the Home Fleet’s First Battle Squadron now. I’ve invited him to our wedding as a guest, and also asked him about members of the Society forming an arch of swords for us. You and I are both still members, and that’s one of the benefits the Society offers, so I figure it’ll be worth taking advantage of it.”
 
   “Sounds good to me,” Brooks agreed. “I wouldn’t be comfortable issuing swords to our instructors and telling them to hold them over your heads. Most of them have never been trained in their use, so there’s no telling what they might do with them.”
 
   Abha gurgled with laughter. “You mean they might cut short our married life?”
 
   Steve snorted. “I think their sword-handling would be bloody dangerous! After earning so much prize money, they’re probably enjoying one of the best-lubricated leave periods in Marine Corps history!”
 
   Brooks winced. “You got that right! Sword drill with the world’s worst hangover? Don’t even think about it!”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The wedding took place in a multi-faith chapel on the grounds of the Fleet War College, much used by service personnel for that purpose. Steve and Abha took care of the legal aspects beforehand, signing a contract of permanent partnership in the offices of a lawyer. No license or registration was required, as the founders of Lancaster had held that the state had no business regulating who was or was not married, and under what conditions.
 
   Word of the wedding had leaked out. Steve had been able to keep the news media at bay while on the Crusher, but they had caught up with him as soon as he’d returned to the planet. He’d stonewalled all their questions about Commander Buchanan, referring them to AIU and the Fleet’s Public Relations Directorate for comment. Even so, they weren’t about to let the marriage of someone so recently in the news go unnoticed, particularly when he was marrying an officer who’d also received an award for her actions in the same fight with pirates, and had shared in the subsequent prize money award. Because the chapel was on Service property, the media could be restricted from invading it, but they were allowed to set up vid cameras outside. However, both Steve and Abha flatly refused to countenance a press conference on their wedding day.
 
   Abha hadn’t had anyone special in mind to escort her down the aisle. Eventually, at Steve’s suggestion, they approached Admiral Methuen, who was delighted to accept. Being a formal military occasion, he was able to wear uniform despite his retired status. His chest glittered with a triple row of medals, matching the impressive display worn by Master Chief Petty Officer Dumisane. They put everyone else’s more meager collections of awards in the shade.
 
   The rehearsal the previous day produced a moment of comedy when the coals in the brazier used for the Hindu part of the ceremony set off the fire alarm in the chapel. The wedding party had to hurry out, holding their ears against the noise, while the chapel administrator scurried to shut off the automatic sprinkler system before it activated. When the noise and fuss had died down, they tried to persuade the administrator to switch off the system during the wedding. He flatly refused, citing safety regulations. They eventually compromised by agreeing to use a gas-fueled brazier, which virtually eliminated the production of smoke.
 
   Steve and Brooks stood at the front of the chapel in their Number One uniforms. Steve felt as if his heart would leap into his mouth as Abha appeared in the doorway on Admiral Methuen’s arm. She looked utterly beautiful, radiant with happiness, and a murmur of appreciation went through the small gathering of their friends as they turned to look at her. Behind her Carol walked with a bouquet of flowers.
 
   The Hindu ceremony took place first. It was greatly abbreviated for the military environment, but still took over half an hour to complete the essential elements. Admiral Methuen performed the kanyadaan, handing over the bride to her husband. Steve undertook the vivaha-homa ritual of lighting the fire in the brazier, signifying the establishment of a new household, then the Vedic priest took them through the Saptapadi, the seven-fold exchange of oaths between bride and groom, the couple making a solemn circuit of the brazier after each oath. Finally, Carol – carefully coached beforehand – applied the bindi, a red dot between Abha’s eyebrows, signifying her married status.
 
   The second part of the ceremony was much shorter. Because Abha was a non-believer, many of the normal elements of a Christian wedding ceremony were set aside. The minister merely read a passage from the Gospels, led them through a simple form of the vows, and pronounced them man and wife.
 
   As soon as he’d finished, Master Chief Dumisane led seven other sword-wearing officers and senior NCO’s out of the chapel while Steve and Abha signed the register. As they walked up the aisle, they heard his deep, booming voice outside the building. “Center… face! Draw… swords! Carry… swords!” As they appeared in the doorway, he commanded, “Raise… swords!” The sword-bearers, four on either side of the path, lifted their weapons to form an arch, cutting edges upward, points touching each other, as Steve and Abha walked slowly beneath them. As they exited the last pair, the Master Chief Petty Officer commanded, “Carry… swords! Return… swords!” They heard the rasp as the eight blades were returned to their scabbards. Ahead of them, the media’s vid cameras recorded the scene. Steve knew its pageantry and tradition, seldom witnessed by the general public, would make it irresistible to news editors that evening.
 
   The reception was held in a small hall adjacent to the chapel. It was a light-hearted affair, with Admiral Methuen proposing the toast to the newlyweds, and Brooks and Carol making speeches that had everyone laughing as they described their friendship with the bride and groom. Steve had arranged for lunch to be catered by the Royal Golden Dragon restaurant, as he’d told Abha some weeks before. Not only was it a lucrative contract for the restaurant, but it demonstrated to the Dragon Tong that he valued his ongoing relationship with them. Abha had wholeheartedly approved of his stratagem. The restaurant outdid itself, laying on a buffet with a selection of Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese and Thai dishes. The guests gorged themselves.
 
   Steve and Abha left the gathering in a rented limousine, ducking inside to escape a hail of confetti showered upon them by their enthusiastic friends. They settled into the back seat, laughing, as the driver accelerated away.
 
   “You’ve got confetti all over your uniform,” Abha teased him.
 
   “So have you. We’ll have to brush each other off carefully.”
 
   “Ha! The last thing I’m going to do is give you the brush-off. You’re mine now!”
 
   He groaned. “Just married, and already she starts with the puns!”
 
   “That’s not all I’m going to start with. Just you wait until I get you back to the apartment!”
 
   



  
 

Rolla System
 
   January 2848, GSC
 
   LCS Nightingale’s commissioning day was a solemn occasion for Steve; the first time he’d taken command of a spaceship. He fervently hoped it would not be the last. LCS Aspen, the Fleet depot ship in orbit around Rolla that serviced the destroyers, hosted the ceremony, as she would support Nightingale and the other patrol craft until the planet’s own depot ship arrived.
 
   Chairs for guests were arranged in several rows at one side of Aspen’s cavernous docking bay vestibule. Nightingale’s crew assembled in formation beside them. Her officers were from Rolla’s System Patrol Service. Senior Lieutenant Maria Coelho had been appointed as Steve’s Executive Officer, to gain patrol craft experience before attending the Crusher later that year. Junior Lieutenant David Shawcross was aboard to understudy Lieutenant Coelho, and would move up into the XO’s slot when she departed for Lancaster. Chief Petty Officer Salveig Andersdottir, the ‘Chief of the Ship’ or most senior NCO aboard, was from the Lancastrian Commonwealth Fleet, as were Nightingale’s NCO Heads of Department. They would train their Rolla counterparts over the next few months until the latter were ready to replace them. The junior NCO’s and Spacers of the crew were all Rolla personnel, drawn from those who’d previously served aboard the Fleet destroyers in the system. Together they’d form the ‘core crew’ to train others.
 
   Steve walked into the vestibule to find the depot ship's technicians setting up a portable sound system on a low platform. Camera crews were busily adjusting holovid cameras on tripods and erecting lighting stands around the platform. However, despite the publicity, he knew this would be a relatively low-key ceremony without a military band or other major fanfare. Those frills would be reserved for the hand-over to Rolla of Nightingale and her sister ships in a few months’ time.
 
   To his pleasure, Abha was waiting. She saluted him smartly, grinning. “Good morning, Sir,” she said formally, followed by, in a lower voice, “Hello, darling! I wish I could hug you in front of all these people, but Colonel Houmayoun’s already here. He came up with me aboard my shuttle.”
 
   “Yes, it might offend his Marine sense of the fitness of things. I'll take the wish for the deed – and consider yourself hugged right back! Is Brooks here too?”
 
   “He couldn't make it. He's out in the field supervising an exercise. He released me to come up on behalf of the instructor unit, and sends his congratulations. By the way, I heard a couple of reporters talking over a cup of coffee,” and she nodded towards a table at the rear of the compartment holding an urn, cups, sweetener and creamer. “They were getting all disdainful about Rolla wasting its money on antiquated, outdated ships, and moaning that this ceremony was a waste of taxpayer money, since it wasn't even Rolla's ship yet.”
 
   “Oh, they were, were they? I'm glad you overheard them. I'm planning to say a few words to the crew and our guests. I'll use them to respond to that nonsense right away.”
 
   The families and friends of the crew, and a few invited guests, took their places in the visitors' seats. Nightingale's complement assembled in formation, and snapped to attention on command as the VIP guests arrived; Commodore O’Fallon, representing Rolla’s System Patrol Service, and Colonel Houmayoun, representing the Fleet.
 
   Steve forced himself to stand motionless before the parade as the Commodore addressed the gathering, placing great emphasis on the significance of Nightingale’s arrival as the harbinger of a major improvement in Rolla's security. Colonel Houmayoun responded on behalf of the Fleet, highlighting the speed with which it had responded to Rolla's request to purchase heavy patrol craft and refurbish them, and the contribution Steve and his Fleet NCO's would make over the next few months in training the planet's personnel to operate their new vessels.
 
   At last Colonel Houmayoun invited Steve to come to the platform and say a few words before assuming command. He marched smartly up the steps, and turned to face his crew and the guests. He took care to look directly into the nearest holovid camera from time to time as he spoke. He wanted Rolla’s news media, much of it supportive of the previous administration and opposed to the new government’s defense expenditure, to hear and broadcast his words accurately.
 
   “Fellow spacers, from this point onward I want you to forget that there are two different services making up LCS Nightingale’s crew. We’re united in serving a single mistress – our ship – and a single mission, namely the safety and security of this planet, and of the Commonwealth to which it belongs.”
 
   “Some people have insinuated that Nightingale is out-of-date, not as modern or as capable as more recent classes of patrol craft. They portray their own ignorance by doing so. The Songbird class of heavy patrol craft was designed with modular electronics and systems, easy to upgrade to the latest standards. Nightingale has already received the latest updates, bringing her sensors and electronic systems into line with those of the more recent Serpent class patrol craft, aboard which I’ve just spent several weeks. I know the Songbirds from a previous tour of duty aboard one, and I can assure you, I’ll take them into a fight just as willingly as I’ll take a Serpent. They’re fully capable of dealing with threats to planetary security.
 
   “Already Rolla personnel form four-fifths of our crew. Within a few months they’ll be qualified to take over the positions of the few Fleet personnel still aboard. At that time Nightingale and her sister ships will be formally transferred to the ownership of Rolla's System Patrol Service. Let's make sure we hand over more than just a ship. We’re the first of Rolla’s new patrol craft. We want to pass on to the others when they arrive, and to the System Patrol Service as a whole, a vibrant, living example of proud service, professional ability, and trustworthy competence. Former crews of Nightingale established those traditions during her prior service to the Commonwealth. Now it's up to each and every one of us, as individuals and as a team, to renew them after her long slumber in the Reserve Fleet, and pass them on to those who will follow us aboard her and her sister ships. We won't fail them!”
 
   Steve returned to his place at the head of the parade to warm applause from the guests and his crew. He noted that at least some of the journalists were looking more thoughtful. Substantial elements of Rolla’s news media were resentful that much of the previous government’s emphasis on social programs was being undone by the new administration in favor of addressing constitutional fundamentals. He hoped his words would be quoted accurately, to provide a different perspective to the planet’s citizens about their new warships.
 
   LCS Aspen’s Executive Officer called the parade to attention, and her Commanding Officer read the commissioning directive from the Bureau of Ships. When he'd finished, he looked at Steve. “Senior Lieutenant Maxwell, LCS Nightingale is ready for you to assume command.”
 
   Steve saluted him smartly. “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   He stepped onto the dais again, taking from an inner pocket the archaic heavy paper sheet containing his appointment as Commanding Officer. He unfolded it, careful to shake out the red ribbons beneath the ornate wax seal at the bottom of the page, so they’d be visible to his audience and the holovid cameras. He cleared his throat and read aloud, slowly and carefully, the time-honored phrases, redolent with history, some of them dating back to centuries before the Space Age.
 
    
 
   To our trusted and faithful servant, Senior Lieutenant Steven Maxwell.
 
   By virtue of the power and authority vested in us to administer the affairs of the Lancastrian Commonwealth Fleet, we, the Commissioners of the Board of Admiralty of the said Fleet, do hereby appoint you to be the Commanding Officer of our ship NIGHTINGALE, willing and requiring you to go on board and take upon yourself the duties, responsibilities and privileges of that position.
 
   We strictly charge and command all the officers and company belonging to the said ship to conduct themselves jointly and severally in their respective employments with all the respect and obedience due to you as their Commanding Officer.
 
   We further command you to observe and execute the Regulations concerning the operation of our vessels and the conduct of all personnel of the Fleet, as well as any orders and directions you may from time to time receive from your superior officers in the service of this Commonwealth and its member worlds, allies, citizens and friends.
 
   Hereof nor you nor any of you may fail as you will answer the contrary at your peril. And for so doing this shall be your Warrant.
 
   Given under our hands and the Seal of the Board of Admiralty on the 21st day of December in the year 2847 according to the Galactic Standard Calendar.
 
    
 
   The orders were signed by two of the five Members of the Board of Admiralty, including the Chief of Fleet Operations, and by its Secretary.
 
   Steve concluded, “I hereby assume command of LCS Nightingale.” He folded the document, returned it to his inside breast pocket, and turned to face Senior Lieutenant Coelho. “Executive Officer, bring the ship to life. Set the gangway and anchor watches.”
 
   “Aye, aye, Sir.” The Exec saluted smartly, then turned on her heel to face the ship’s company. “Chief of the Ship, summon the watch to their duties!”
 
   Chief Petty Officer Andersdottir saluted in her turn. “Aye aye, Ma’am. Quartermaster, pipe the watch!”
 
   The archaic sound of a bosun’s call floated piercingly from the speakers. Steve watched with pride as the crew marched aboard in single file through the boarding tube connecting Aspen with the patrol craft. The first Spacer in the line stepped to one side at the airlock, slid a brassard over her arm, strapped a pistol belt to her waist, and assumed sentry duty to control access to the ship.
 
   Steve turned to face Colonel Houmayoun, who was here today in his capacity as Senior Fleet Officer on the Rolla station, and saluted him. “Sir, I beg to report that LCS Nightingale has been placed in commission on this date. In accordance with my orders from the Board of Admiralty, I have assumed command.”
 
   The Marine returned his salute. “Congratulations, Senior Lieutenant. I shall so inform the Board. May your command of her be rewarding and fruitful for our Commonwealth, our Fleet, this planet, your crew, and yourself.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir. May I invite you and Commodore O’Fallon to be our first official visitors?”
 
   “It will be our pleasure.”
 
   Both had been aboard Nightingale during the process of getting her ready for commissioning, but today was a formal affirmation of her newly operational status. The senior officers signed the gangway log at the head of its virgin first page, then stepped into the boarding tunnel. Journalists scurried to accompany them, asking questions and filming everything of interest as Steve conducted them on a tour. Abha came too, but held back from the crush, letting the official guests and journalists precede her.
 
   Steve finally said his farewells to the official party, made sure that the crews’ families and friends were being well looked after as they toured the ship in their turn, and headed for his tiny cabin, where Abha was waiting. As he closed the door behind him, she rose from where she’d been sitting on his bed and melted into his arms.
 
   “I’ve got only one complaint,” she said mock-seriously as their lips reluctantly parted. “Your bed’s far too narrow for us both to be comfortable in it!”
 
   “I’m sorry. The Fleet didn’t take the needs of lovers into account when they built her.”
 
   “Considering the reputation Spacers have built up over the years, I find that hard to believe.” She winked archly.
 
   Steve laughed. “What do you think of her?”
 
   “She’s cramped inside, isn’t she? I’m not used to having to squeeze past other people in such narrow corridors.”
 
   “I’m afraid so. It’s pretty impressive to squeeze twenty main battery missiles and twenty defensive missiles – all of them high-powered spacecraft in their own right – plus three laser cannon, a fusion reactor, a gravitic drive plant, a capacitor ring, and all the sensors and automated systems that support them, into a twelve-thousand-ton hull. The crew’s quarters and facilities, and our ability to move around, were shoehorned in around those essentials. The newer Serpent class isn’t much better, even though it’s bigger. Of course, we don’t live permanently aboard her – only while we’re on patrol. Between patrols we live aboard the depot ship.”
 
   “Is the bed in your cabin there bigger than this one?”
 
   “Today’s a visitors’ day, and we won’t be going anywhere: so if you’ll give me a moment to make sure that the Officer of the Deck has things in hand, you can come with me and we’ll double-check that.”
 
   She giggled. “That’s what I call an offer I can’t refuse!”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   LCS Nightingale departed on her shakedown cruise around the system the following morning. As well as her crew, she carried an additional half-dozen Rolla NCO’s to understudy the Fleet NCO Heads of Department, and two additional officers. Senior Lieutenant Dippenaar was one of the designated future Commanding Officers of patrol craft, and Ensign Castle had just graduated from Rolla’s OCS equivalent and its Deck Officer course, and was on his first space assignment. The extra souls on board meant that some of Nightingale’s crew had to hot-bunk with them, which was never popular, but with such limited accommodation available there was no alternative.
 
   Steve took her out to the asteroid belt, which would shortly become a much busier place as the mining project got under way. Starting at the proposed initial location for the accommodation and refining ships, and for a future dedicated mining platform, he took Nightingale in ever-widening orbits of the area, mapping every asteroid, plotting their trajectories, preparing the most detailed survey of the area that had ever been undertaken. He knew the project office on Rolla was waiting eagerly to receive it, and the more extensive surveys that would soon be conducted. While the ship’s radar and other sensors recorded every detail, the crew was put through its paces, slowly at first, then more urgently. Simulated emergencies were staged from time to time to test their mettle.
 
   On the fourth day of the cruise they finished the initial survey. Steve was about to head back to Rolla orbit when the NCO operating the Plot announced a new development.
 
   “Plot to Command, hyper-jump signature detected on the system boundary on the direct line to Lancaster. Gravitic drive emission signature suggests a large freighter, Sir.”
 
   “Command to Plot, very good. Break. Command to Communications, listen out for her arrival message to System Control.”
 
   “Communications to Command, aye aye, Sir.”
 
   A few moments passed, then, “Communications to Command, arrival message received, Sir. She’s the Gertruida Maria, registered to the Hollandia Corporation out of Ijsel. She says she’s here to establish… orbital farms, Sir?” The Petty Officer’s voice was puzzled. “I don’t get it. We already have one.”
 
   “Command to Communications, thank you.” Steve decided an explanation was in order, and looked around at his OpCen team. “I was expecting her, or something like her, to arrive soon. Rolla’s present orbital farm is only big enough to supply the System Patrol Service and the few merchant vessels that visit here. Gertruida Maria will set up much larger hydroponic farms to supply the asteroid mining project and the increased traffic it’ll generate. Asteroid miners and support personnel work hard and get hungry, and if they don’t get good food, they get annoyed. There’s more than enough work for them all over the settled galaxy. If one planet can’t keep them happy, they’ll just move somewhere else, so the mining project’s going to make sure it keeps its people satisfied. Within three months you’ll be producing ten times more fruit and vegetables in orbit, plus vat-cultured proteins. We’ll benefit from them, too. SPS ration packs are about to become a lot tastier and more varied.”
 
   The Communications NCO grinned. “Can’t happen too soon for me, Sir!” A chuckle ran around the OpCen.
 
   “There’ll be at least one more ship like her arriving before long. There are several companies competing with each other in this line of work. I’m sure some of them have already been informed about your asteroid mining project, and how big it’s going to become. You can expect at least two or three to set up shop here. Competition will keep their prices reasonable and their quality high.”
 
   “I get it, Sir. I guess they’re here to get things moving before the project kicks off?”
 
   “That’s right. There’s no point in bringing a bunch of asteroid miners and construction workers to your planet until you’re able to feed them. The ship will set up the farms in her holds while she builds more permanent orbital structures, then transfer the farms to them for long-term operation.” Steve thought for a moment. “I think we’ll use this as a training opportunity.”
 
   He flipped up the cover over the General Quarters alert button and pressed it. Klaxons blared throughout the ship, a cacophonous ‘aaa-OOO-gah!’ refrain, and a recorded announcement summoned Nightingale’s crew to their action stations. Footsteps pounded up and down her corridors and companionways as they raced to their posts. Reports began to flood in from the various departments, confirming that they were ready for whatever emergency had jolted them out of their usual routine.
 
   As the last report came in, Steve glanced at the time display on his console. “Five minutes and three seconds. Not too bad for this stage of working up, but I want to cut that down to three minutes over the next few weeks.” He glanced at Ensign Castle, whose temporary action station was in the OpCen. “Ensign, I presume you’ve been instructed in the theory of making an interception in space?”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.” The young man flushed to find himself the focus of attention as everyone in the OpCen looked at him.
 
   “Have you ever calculated one yourself outside the classroom?”
 
   “Er… no, Sir.”
 
   “Well, they do say there’s no time like the present. Sit down with the Plot NCO and calculate a course, speed and turnover point for a minimum-time interception. Since this is your first attempt, I won’t be annoyed if you make mistakes, so don’t worry about that. Concentrate on getting it right.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   Castle crossed to the Plot console and sat down in the chair next to the operator. They conducted a muted conversation, with both entering figures into the console and checking each other’s calculations. Steve ran calculations on his own console to check theirs.
 
   At last the Ensign looked up as a course line was displayed in the three-dimensional Plot image. “Here’s our solution, Sir. From this position it looks like four-point-three hours to interception. I’ve allowed for turnover halfway there, but we could do that a lot closer to her if necessary.”
 
   Steve nodded. “That’s not bad for a first attempt, Ensign. Now, let’s consider tactical issues. Your solution would bring us alongside her as she moves towards the planet, right?”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “What if she’s not what she seems to be? Remember, de Bouff masqueraded as an ordinary tramp freighter, right up until he let fly at your Customs boat with a laser cannon. By then he was so close to the planet, and to OrbCon and Mauritania, that it was too late to keep him out of range. What if that ship turns out to be another pirate pretending to be a merchie? We don’t want to sail up to her, all fat and happy, only to have her aim a laser cannon at us or fire a barrage of missiles as soon as we’re within range. How would you handle that?”
 
   The young man thought for a moment. “Sir, the after-action report on the Mauritania incident said that Blanco’s missiles were more than a hundred years old. They’d been refurbished several times, judging by the mix of components in each of them. They had a max powered range of only one million kilometers, less than our defensive missiles and a lot less than our main battery weapons. Should I assume that any pirate we encounter is likely to use similar missiles?”
 
   Steve shook his head. “Never assume that your enemy is less capable than he may be. Sure, most pirates get their weapons as cast-offs from minor systems. Corrupt officials sell their outdated missiles on the black market rather than use them up during exercises. The buyers then refurbish them. That’s almost certainly how de Bouff got his weapons. However, freighters delivering shipments of more modern missiles have sometimes been pirated. By offering some of the missiles free of charge to planets that couldn’t otherwise afford them, or mercenaries or others who wouldn’t normally be allowed to buy them, pirates can get expert help to crack the encryption of their guidance systems and warheads. If they succeed, the missiles can be reprogrammed and put into service. Remember what happened to LCS Lakshmibai a few years ago?”
 
   Most people in the OpCen winced collectively, some sucking in their breath between their teeth as they remembered the incident. The Hero class destroyer had intercepted a pirate ship, only to be severely damaged by the enemy’s missiles. Over fifty per cent of her crew had become casualties, with her captain among the fatalities. The pirate vessel had escaped unscathed.
 
   “Yes, Sir. We studied that engagement during OCS, particularly how the pirate had sucked her in. She didn’t suspect a sneak attack, following up the main volley of missiles.”
 
   “That’s right. The pirate’s missiles came from a captured shipment of modern weapons. Lakshmibai’s rescuers picked up one that had malfunctioned, and BuIntel were able to trace it. Therefore, it’s not a bad idea to assume that a pirate has weapons at least as good as your own. If you’re wrong – and most of the time you will be – you’ll lose nothing by being cautious. If you’re right, you’ll have planned your approach in such a way that he won’t be able to take you by surprise with them, and your defenses will be ready to deal with them.”
 
   “I see, Sir. May I recalculate the approach, please?”
 
   “Go ahead. While you’re doing that, we’ll revert to normal duty stations. XO, make it so, please. Officers and NCO’s under training in the OpCen are to stand fast.”
 
   The ship’s company stood down from General Quarters and returned to their regular watch schedule as the Ensign and Plot console NCO worked together. Eventually they looked up as a new course line, this one green instead of red, joined the fist in the Plot display.
 
   “We’ve refigured the approach, Sir,” Castle announced. “Time to approach is now four-point-five hours. We slow down more as we get nearer to the target, matching her course and velocity at a range of ten million kilometers, where our sensors can get a closer look at her. The next step would be at your discretion, Sir.”
 
   “That’s better. Keep that in mind for future approaches like this. Always err on the side of expecting trouble, even if that seems ridiculous. I’m sure the possibility of a pirate attack in planetary orbit seemed ridiculous to Orbcon until de Bouff arrived.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   “Very well, Ensign, you can relax; but we’re not finished yet. Senior Lieutenant Dippenaar, I’d like you to tackle the next approach problem. For exercise purposes, assume that we’ve received intelligence warning us that Gertruida Maria may be a disguised pirate, trying to repeat de Bouff’s approach. We want to intercept her, but without her knowing precisely where or when we’re going to do so. How would you go about that?”
 
   Dippenaar frowned thoughtfully. “She already knows where we are through our drive emissions, Sir, so we couldn’t disguise that. We’d have to conceal our approach, but we can only do that by limiting gravitic drive power to low levels, so its emissions can’t be tracked by shipboard sensors.”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “But we need higher power levels to catch up to her before she reaches Rolla orbit.”
 
   “Also correct. Ideally we want to meet up with her at least two to three hours before she gets within range of any ships or facilities in orbit.”
 
   “Hmm… I’ll see what I can do, Sir.” He crossed to the Plot console and sat down.
 
   Steve looked around the OpCen as Dippenaar set to work. “I want all of you to understand why we’re doing this. Any of you might be involved in calculating an approach like this, or having to take factors such as these into account – not just in an exercise, but in dealing with a real-world situation. Problems can crop up without any warning, so try to analyze everything with which you’re confronted in those terms. If something were to go wrong, right here, right now, how would you cope with it? If your superior officer or the ship is disabled by something – illness, accident, enemy attack, whatever – what will you do to save the situation? If you’re constantly thinking along those lines, you won’t freeze in shock when the proverbial brown substance hits the rotary air impeller, and you’ll be that much closer to finding a solution to the problem.
 
   “That applies to you NCO’s as well. There are normally only two officers in this OpCen. If they’re disabled, you may find yourself in temporary control of the ship until the third officer can get here – and if whatever’s gone wrong is bad enough, he or she might be disabled, too. What will you do in that case? Do you know how to conn the ship? If not, you need to learn. I know that’s technically not an NCO’s responsibility, but in an emergency, particularly aboard a patrol craft like this, you do what you have to do. If you don’t, neither you nor the ship may survive.”
 
   A murmur of understanding ran around the OpCen. Steve was pleased to see that everyone was looking very thoughtful, particularly the NCO’s.
 
   After a few minutes, Senior Lieutenant Dippenaar looked up from the console. A third course line, this one yellow, appeared in the Plot display.
 
   “Sir, if we don’t want Gertruida Maria to know when or where she may be intercepted, we can’t use a converging course – that would give away our intentions. I’ve accordingly plotted a course back to the planet, starting with acceleration at full power. When we reach point two five Cee, I’d cut back the drive to ten per cent but maintain full gravitic shielding. I’d change course to an interception trajectory at that point, which would involve a long, gentle curve at low power rather than a sharp change in course under full power. I’d then rotate the ship and begin gradual braking.” He traced the course line in the plot display as he spoke. “We’d lose velocity very slowly, of course, with so little power available, but we’d broadcast minimal gravitic drive emissions for anyone to track. I’d also turn off our transponder beacon so we couldn’t be tracked by radar.
 
   “That way we’d approach to within half a million kilometers of Gertruida Maria at this interception point, five hours before she enters orbit. Our stealth features should prevent a standard merchant ship’s radar from detecting us until we got within a few thousand kilometers, so she’d have no idea we were there. She might suspect what we were up to when our icon disappeared from her Plot display, but she couldn’t know for sure.”
 
   Steve nodded. “Very well thought out, Lieutenant. What if her suspicions lead her to change course, to prevent us from making an interception?”
 
   Dippenaar grinned. “Then we’d know she was up to no good, wouldn’t we, Sir? She’d have no reason to change course if she was what she said she was. If she does something not consistent with a farm ship on orbital approach, we’d have grounds to be suspicious. We could take more direct measures to prevent her approaching the planet until we’d checked her out more thoroughly.”
 
   “Right again. I’m glad to see you’re getting the idea.” Steve looked around the OpCen with open approval. “We’ll continue to use routine contacts like this as training opportunities. If you all work this well together and rise to the occasion when required, we’ll have this ship operational in no time.”
 
   A rumble of satisfaction ran around those present as he rose from his command chair. “Lieutenant Dippenaar, you’re Watch Officer at present, correct?”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “You can take over, then.” Steve gave him a concise summary of the ship’s course, speed and other essential information.
 
   “Understood. I relieve you, Sir.” He saluted smartly.
 
   Steve returned his salute. “I stand relieved, Sir. Put her on course for Rolla. Let’s go home.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   No sooner had Nightingale returned from her shakedown cruise than Steve was summoned to an urgent meeting in the System Control Center aboard the Elevator Terminal. There he found Colonel Houmayoun and Commodore O’Fallon, plus another officer he didn’t know.
 
   “This is Lieutenant-Commander Le Roux,” O’Fallon introduced him. “He’s been designated as the Commanding Officer of our first division of patrol craft.”
 
   “Pleased to meet you, Sir.” Steve shook Le Roux’s hand. “I presume you’ll be coming out with us on some of our training missions?”
 
   “Yes – most of them, in fact. There have been some unexpected developments.”
 
   Steve’s eyebrows rose, but before he could ask questions, Colonel Houmayoun stepped in. “Constandt de Bouff’s been traced to a backwater planet called Finarga on the far side of the settled galaxy. His father lived there, and set up a local space freight line through which he funneled the profits of his piracy to launder them. Constandt returned there after his father was killed. He shut down the freight line and liquidated the family assets. Two months ago he loaded the proceeds and all his extended family members aboard his ship, took with him two of his father’s freighters that were at Finarga, and vanished. He must have sent new rendezvous instructions to his father’s other ships – they haven’t been back to Finarga, at any rate.
 
   The Colonel frowned as he began to pace back and forth. “Before he left, he was heard to swear on more than one occasion that he was going to ‘make Rolla bleed’ for what it had done to his father. He also threatened revenge on everyone involved in the attack on Blanco. BuIntel were inclined to treat that as grandstanding, until they learned he’d fired everyone aboard his father’s freighters. He seems to have thought their regular merchant spacer crews weren’t ruthless enough for whatever he has in mind. To partly replace them, he hired the most scummy, violent criminals he could find on Finarga, even if they weren’t qualified spacers. The authorities were apparently delighted to see the back of every one of them.
 
   “He carried out some engineering and structural work on one of his father’s freighters before they left. His people did it themselves, and made sure no-one had a chance to inspect anything. However, some of his people were overheard talking about it in a bar at the Planetary Elevator orbital terminal. They claimed he was installing missile tubes and laser cannon in her. It seems Constandt rendezvoused with his father’s depot ship after the attack here.”
 
   Steve nodded. “I remember that pirate prisoner, Gazzarda, telling us about her, but I heard the Fleet destroyers sent to look for her couldn’t find her, Sir.”
 
   “That’s right. According to what his spacers said at that bar, she was very old and in poor condition. He must have decided she wouldn’t be able to evade searchers. He stripped her of all her supplies and everything of value, including all the weapons stored in her holds. He added her crew to his own, then dropped her hulk into the star of the deserted system where she’d been based. At Finarga he installed the weapons in one of his father’s freighters, and divided his own and the depot ship’s crews between all three ships. He spread his new recruits among the ships, presumably to train them as spacers, then headed out, destination unknown.”
 
   Steve’s eyebrows rose. “He didn’t file a navigation plan with System Control, Sir?”
 
   “Finarga says not, although like you I find that hard to believe. They contacted the Commonwealth to tell us about him, probably because they were afraid of our reaction when we learned the de Bouffs had hidden themselves there. They claim that because they’d used a different family name, and hadn’t committed any crimes there that would have caused them to investigate them, they had no idea who they really were. Even so, they waited until Constandt left before approaching us. That speaks volumes, if you ask me.”
 
   Steve snorted. “Uh-huh. I wonder how much it cost de Bouff over the years to buy their silence, Sir?”
 
   “Quite a bit, I should think. I daresay some of their politicians and officials made a good living out of him. Be that as it may, BuIntel assesses Constandt’s threats as credible, given his track record. They warn that he may be planning some sort of operation against Rolla in the short to medium term, but they’ve no idea what it might be.”
 
   “I’d say that’s likely, Sir,” Steve agreed. “De Bouff senior had ten missile tubes and four laser cannon on Blanco. We can assume Constandt’s ship has comparable weapons, plus a similar number from their depot ship that are now on one of his father’s freighters. If some of his missiles have nuclear warheads, as some of his father’s did, he can take out most of Rolla’s orbital installations plus any parked ships of the System Patrol Service. Worse, if his two armed ships look like ordinary freighters, they might get within range before we suspect them. The only identification we have is Finarga’s description of his father’s two ships. Did Finarga supply their gravitic drive signatures, and perhaps Constandt’s ship’s signature as well, and maybe their design schematics?”
 
   Commodore O’Fallon interjected, “The message said Finarga sent all the information they had, but we haven’t received it yet – and whether or not it’s accurate is anyone’s guess. SysCon recorded the drive signature of Constandt’s ship when he mounted that decoy mission here for his father, but we don’t have distant surveillance nodes and he came in on the far side of the system, so it’s not very clear.
 
   “In any event, we have to take immediate steps to further improve our security. The Fleet is going to lend us an older system surveillance satellite constellation until we can afford to buy our own. We’ll deploy it as soon as possible. We’re also going to institute a convoy system for arriving ships. They’ll be required to assemble at a designated point on the system boundary, where they’ll be inspected by one of our warships, then escorted to planetary orbit. Unfortunately we can’t implement that immediately. We have to give at least a hundred and eighty days’ notice of any change in our navigational requirements, and publicize it via the United Planets. We’ll also have to deploy warning satellites around the system boundary for at least a year after it takes effect, to broadcast the new measures to arriving ships who may not have heard of them.”
 
   “What about more warships, Sir?” Steve asked.
 
   “We’ll try to get three more patrol craft here within the next three months, even if that means delaying the others a little longer. That’ll give us a division of four of them. Our first two corvettes get back from their refurbishment next month, at which time we’ll send the other two to undergo the same process. By May we should have two destroyers, two corvettes and four patrol craft in service. We’ll hire a couple of small private security craft to cover the asteroid mining project until we have enough ships to do the job ourselves. The destroyers will return to the Fleet by the end of the year, but we’ll have taken delivery of the rest of our patrol craft by then.”
 
   O’Fallon ran his fingers through his hair, frowning in frustration. “Our biggest headache is going to be finding trained crews for all our ships,” he admitted. “While the corvettes were being refurbished their crews were reassigned to the destroyers, and some have now been transferred to your ship. We’re training a large number of entry-level Spacers, but we don’t have enough experienced Spacers and NCO’s. In all, we need to get about three hundred personnel up to speed as fast as possible for the corvettes and the first few patrol craft. I think we’re going to have to double up on Nightingale’s crew, hot-bunking everyone and stuffing every nook and cranny with extra ration packs, and try to train twice as many people twice as fast. Do you think that’s possible?”
 
   “I do, Sir,” Steve said firmly, trying to ignore the sudden hollow feeling in his stomach. “It’ll be tricky to find enough qualified supervisors for all the trainees, but if we can borrow a few more NCO’s from the Fleet destroyers and your corvettes, I think we can cope.”
 
   “Good man!” The relief in O’Fallon’s voice was obvious. “I was afraid you were going to tell me it couldn’t be done.”
 
   “It’s like the old proverb says, Sir: ‘Needs must when the Devil drives’ – or, in this case, when Constandt de Bouff does. We’ll do what we have to do to be ready when the next three patrol craft arrive. As for training your officers, Sir, I’d like to make a couple of suggestions.”
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   “With those currently on the Crusher, plus Lieutenant Grunion and Lieutenant-Commander Le Roux, you should have enough Commanding Officers for your first squadron by the time the other ships arrive. Executive Officers will be more difficult to find. I understand you planned to initially use the Senior Lieutenants who’ll attend the Crusher later this year, like my present XO, but they won’t be in the job for very long before they leave for Lancaster. Under the circumstances, Sir, I respectfully submit you might do better to appoint XO’s who’ll stay in the job longer and therefore will have more time to learn it well – not to mention train their crews and their successors.”
 
   O’Fallon frowned. “I take your point, but we don’t have that many Senior Lieutenants to spare.”
 
   “Why not use some Warrant Officers, Sir, and some of your more promising Junior Lieutenants? When I did my tour of duty aboard Grasswren at Radetski, our Exec was a reservist Warrant Officer from Vesta. He was very good.”
 
   “We don’t have many spare Warrant Officers either. Don’t forget, we’re a small service, and until recently we’d been deliberately under-funded for years, so our personnel strength suffered along with everything else.”
 
   “You might consider offering six-month or one-year assignments to officers and senior NCO’s from the System Patrol Services of other Commonwealth planets, Sir,” Colonel Houmayoun interjected. “The Fleet’s already doing that aboard the two destroyers in this system, and we do it all the time on peacekeeping missions, as Lieutenant Maxwell pointed out. Many planetary forces jump at the chance to offer their people a chance to gain experience in a new environment.”
 
   “Very well, Colonel, I’ll discuss that with the Minister. Please continue, Lieutenant.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir. With a Senior Lieutenant as skipper, a Junior Lieutenant or Warrant Officer as XO, and a Junior Lieutenant or Ensign as third officer, plus a good Chief of the Ship to hold the enlisted crew together, your leadership cadre aboard each patrol craft will be adequate.”
 
   He took a deep breath. He didn’t want to suggest the next logical step, because Nightingale was still like a new toy in his hands, and he was thoroughly enjoying his first command… but he knew it was necessary. “I propose that Lieutenant-Commander Le Roux and Senior Lieutenant Grunion share command of Nightingale with me, Sir. We could each take command for one patrol in three, which would give them early command experience. I can accompany each of them on their first patrol, to help them learn the ins and outs of a Songbird class ship. By the time the next three ships arrive, Lieutenant Grunion might even be ready to handle two of them as a flotilla under Lieutenant-Commander Le Roux’s overall command. If she’s already worked closely with him, he’ll know her well enough to make the best possible use of her talents.”
 
   O’Fallon looked at him quizzically. “You’re being very generous with your new ship, Lieutenant. She’s your first command, and you’ve only just taken over, yet you’re proposing to share your authority with other officers.”
 
   Steve shrugged. “I won’t pretend it’s not a bit of a wrench, Sir, but she’s ultimately your ship, not mine. My duty is to help you get your people ready to crew your new vessels, and given the latest developments, I think sharing command has to be part of that. If we do all the things I’ve mentioned, we can have crews ready for your next three patrol craft within three months. The ships can be operational almost as soon as they get here.
 
   He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “There’s another thing, Sir. You mentioned hiring private security craft to watch over the asteroid mining project. There’s no reason why a platoon or two from your armored battalion can’t assist them, using their new assault shuttles. They can fit extended-range reaction mass tanks in their load compartments, and install short-range anti-ship missiles on their stub wings. They won’t be suitable for long-range patrols, but they can provide local security. It’ll be good training for your troops as well, particularly if you rotate fresh personnel into the assignment every month or so. They can live aboard the miners’ accommodation ship – they’re bound to have spare beds available until the project hits its stride.”
 
   O’Fallon nodded. “I’ll discuss that with Brigadier-General Staynes. I daresay he’ll be pleased to have an opportunity to deploy some of his troops off-planet. It’ll give them valuable experience in space operations.” He glanced at Colonel Houmayoun. “Colonel, if General Staynes agrees to let us borrow his troops, can we get some of those short-range anti-ship missiles from Lancaster as fast as possible? Also, Nightingale is still a Fleet vessel – she hasn’t yet been formally transferred to Rolla. As senior Fleet officer on the Rolla station, will you please issue written authorization to Lieutenant Maxwell to allow Rolla officers to take her out as Commanding Officers, standing in for him in his absence?”
 
   “I’ll be glad to issue temporary authorization, Commodore, and I’m sure the Board of Admiralty will confirm it. I’ll also find out about those missiles. In theory, I don’t see any problem in getting some shipped here from Fleet stocks within a couple of months.”
 
   “Then that’s settled. Let’s get to work!”
 
   Colonel Houmayoun signaled Steve to remain behind as the others strode out. “I wanted to give you a heads-up about the award ceremony,” he told him. “A Flag Officer is coming out from Lancaster to confer the awards next month. Apparently you know her – or, at any rate, she knows you. Her name’s Commodore Janet Esquivel. She’s presently in charge of Recruiting in the Bureau of Personnel.”
 
   Steve’s jaw dropped. “Well, I’ll be darned! It’s been years! I was still a civilian when we met. She was a Lieutenant-Commander at the time, the Commanding Officer of a Fleet communications frigate that was destroyed by Constandt de Bouff more than a decade ago. He rescued her and the other survivors. They were put aboard my merchant ship, which his father had captured. The pirates planned to murder all of us, but we were able to recapture the ship and escape. Lieutenant-Commander Esquivel was badly hurt in the fighting. Later I heard she’d been awarded the Lancastrian Cross in Gold and an immediate combat promotion to Commander.”
 
   The Colonel nodded thoughtfully. “Sounds like quite a story. It seems that when she heard you’d scuppered de Bouff senior, she formally requested the Board of Admiralty to allow her to present the awards, due to her earlier encounter with him and with you. She’ll be here in four weeks. You’d better arrange for Lieutenant-Commander Le Roux or Senior Lieutenant Grunion to take over Nightingale during her visit, so you can be available for the investiture.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir. It’ll be good to see her again.”
 
   



  
 

Rolla Orbitals
 
   Late January 2848, GSC
 
   Two weeks later Steve was hard at work in the patrol craft project office, part of System Control aboard the Planetary Elevator terminal, when the comm unit on his desk shrilled sharply.
 
   “Senior Lieutenant Maxwell speaking.”
 
   “Sir, it’s the Duty Quartermaster here. A civilian lawyer’s just arrived on the weekly dispatch vessel. He demanded to see you at once. When I told him he’d have to make an appointment, he produced some sort of legal document from his briefcase and claimed he was here on official business. Do you want to see him, Sir?”
 
   “What sort of legal document?”
 
   “One moment, please, Sir.” There was a murmur of voices on the other end of the line. “He says it’s a court order, Sir.”
 
   “A court order?” For a moment Steve was baffled, then he suddenly remembered Commander Buchanan’s inquest and the ongoing investigation into the crash of the Mark XVIIA assault shuttle prototype. This probably had something to do with that.
 
   “Very well, Quartermaster. Please have one of your duty team escort him to the conference room in the Administrative section. I’ll meet him there.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   Steve thought for a moment. If this was connected to the crash investigation and subsequent events, it might be worthwhile to have an independent witness to proceedings – and a record of them. He placed a call to Syscon’s Executive Officer.
 
   “Commander Upjohn.”
 
   “Good morning, Sir. Senior Lieutenant Maxwell here.” Steve hurriedly explained about the arrival of the lawyer. “I was wondering, Sir – are the facilities that we used for the last planning meeting still in place?”
 
   He could hear a glimmer of humor in the Exec’s voice. “They are. Do you want me to activate them?”
 
   “I’d be grateful, thank you, Sir. I also wondered whether I could borrow one of your officers to act as an impartial witness to proceedings.”
 
   “I think that can be arranged. Come on down. I’ll have everything ready for you.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   Steve arrived at the Admin section within a few minutes, to find Commander Upjohn waiting. “There’s no-one else available, and I’m free right now, so I’ll act as your witness,” the senior officer informed him. He motioned to the doorway to the conference room, beside which a small notice printed on a card had been inserted into a holder. “I’ve already switched everything on.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   They heard the sound of footsteps decelerating as two people dismounted from the high-speed conveyor, then a Spacer appeared in the corridor leading to the Admin annex. He was followed by a dark-suited civilian, a fleshy, overweight man who was scowling and perspiring heavily.
 
   The Spacer stiffened to attention, addressing the Exec. “Sir, this is Mr. Abromowitch, a lawyer from Lancaster.”
 
   “Thank you, Spacer. You can return to your duties.” The Commander held out his hand. “Good morning, Mr. Abromowitch. I’m Commander Upjohn, Executive Officer of Rolla’s Orbital Control Center, and this is Senior Lieutenant Maxwell, Commanding Officer of LCS Nightingale. Lieutenant Maxwell has asked me to attend this meeting with him.”
 
   “Good morning, Commander.” The lawyer’s tone was brusque, and he shook hands perfunctorily. He didn’t offer Steve the same courtesy. Commander Upjohn indicated the door to the conference room, and he stalked through it ahead of the officers, looking fixedly straight ahead of him. Steve and Upjohn exchanged glances, eyebrows raised, as they followed him.
 
   Abromowitch sat down at the head of the table without invitation and without waiting for the officers to reach their seats. Steve felt the slow burn of anger beginning inside him. This was clearly a power projection tactic, designed to make them feel that the lawyer was in charge. He bit back a rebuke as he and the Commander sat down, and waited to see what the visitor would do next.
 
   The lawyer opened his briefcase, took out a folded document and handed it to Steve with a flourish. “Lieutenant Maxwell, you are served!” he exclaimed dramatically.
 
   “Am I really?” Steve replied dryly, causing a flush to rise dangerously in the lawyer’s face. He ignored it as he unfolded the document and read it carefully. It was issued by the Superior Court of the District of Lancaster City, demanding that he provide a detailed statement concerning all his interactions with Commander Buchanan, particularly as regards the crash of the Mark XVIIA prototype. His eyes narrowed as he noted certain details of the order, and he nodded slowly as he folded it once more.
 
   “There are two problems with this court order, Mr. Abromowitch,” he said slowly. “First, you’re not entitled or authorized to serve it here.”
 
   The lawyer puffed up like a pouting pigeon. “What on earth do you mean?”
 
   “This order was issued by a Lancastrian planetary court. You’re several hundred light years outside its jurisdiction. The only way you could serve it here would be to submit it to a Rolla planetary court, and ask them to certify it for service within their jurisdiction. You haven’t done so; therefore this order is of no force and effect here whatsoever.”
 
   “That’s a technicality! As far as the Lancaster court is concerned, you’re served!”
 
   “Don’t lie to me, Mr. Abromowitch.” Steve’s voice turned hard. “I happen to have discussed this possibility with the Judge Advocate-General’s Department before accepting this assignment. They were well aware of the sorts of pressure that might be applied to me concerning this case, and were very helpful in discussing relevant laws, regulations and interplanetary treaties. You’re wrong, and you know it. If there’s any doubt about that, I’m quite happy to let JAG take it up with the court on Lancaster – which brings me to the second problem with this order. I’m in the service of the Commonwealth, and this court order refers to an incident involving Commonwealth personnel that took place on Commonwealth property. Therefore, it’s not within the jurisdiction of a Lancastrian planetary court at all. You should have applied for this order in a Commonwealth court, but you didn’t. I’m therefore going to submit this to JAG, and ask them to apply to the court that issued it for a motion of censure against you on the grounds of inappropriate and unprofessional conduct.”
 
   “You can’t do that!” Abromowitch made a grab for the court order, but Steve snatched it away from his grasp.
 
   “I wouldn’t try that again if I were you, Mr. Abramowitch. I’d be within my rights to restrain you, and you wouldn’t enjoy that.”
 
   “Are you threatening me?”
 
   “That’s not a threat, Mr. Abramowitch. It’s a promise.”
 
   “I suggest you take that promise seriously, Mr. Abramowitch,” Commander Upjohn said, a glimmer of amusement in his voice. “There are a large number of recently deceased pirates who, if they could still talk, would tell you that Senior Lieutenant Maxwell isn’t to be trifled with.”
 
   “This – this is preposterous!” Abramowitch had turned pale. “I’m acting as the emissary of a Lancastrian court in serving this process! You can’t treat me with such disrespect!”
 
   “You’re far outside the court’s jurisdiction, and trying to serve it where you have no authority to do so,” Steve pointed out again, inwardly enjoying the lawyer’s discomfiture. “I think you know what the judge who issued this order will have to say about that. Furthermore, what do you think the Lancaster Bar Association will have to say when we file the court’s motion of censure with it?”
 
   “It’s your word against mine!”
 
   “Why do you think I asked Commander Upjohn to sit in on this meeting? He’ll be an independent witness, if one is needed. Furthermore, Mr. Abromowitch, did you bother to read the card at the door before entering this room?”
 
   “What card?”
 
   “Perhaps you should read it now.”
 
   The lawyer hesitated, then got up and strode to the door, peering around its jamb at the card slotted into the holder. His face was red as he spun around. “That’s illegal!”
 
   “On the contrary, Mr. Abramowitch. You know better than to suggest that. The card informs everyone who enters this room that proceedings within it will be recorded – as this discussion is being recorded right now. It won’t be your word against mine at all. It’ll be your word against mine and Commander Upjohn’s, and ours will be backed up by a complete vid and voice record of proceedings. I don’t think the court will be in any doubt as to what was said and done here, and I don’t think there’ll be any difficulty in obtaining the motion of censure for which I intend to apply.”
 
   The lawyer sat down again, his face puce with anger. He blustered, “You’d be well advised to think very carefully before proceeding with any of your threats. Don’t think that a junior officer can get away with this sort of thing! My principals will make sure that your career comes to a grinding halt unless you co-operate.”
 
   “How very kind of you to say that for the record, Mr. Abramowitch. Also for the record, who are your principals, please?”
 
   “Oh – to hell with you!”
 
   The lawyer slammed his briefcase closed, stood, and strode out of the conference room. Behind him, Steve glanced at Commander Upjohn.
 
   “Sir, may I respectfully request that you prepare a sworn statement about what you’ve just heard and observed? We can have it certified by both the SPS and the Commonwealth Embassy to Rolla, so I can submit it to a Commonwealth court on Lancaster if necessary. I’d also greatly appreciate two copies of the recordings of this morning’s meeting, one for myself and one to forward to the Accident Investigation Unit on Lancaster.”
 
   “It’ll be a pleasure, Lieutenant.” A grin appeared on the Commander’s face. “Thank you for a very interesting meeting. This was a lot more fun than processing paperwork! Do please let me know what happens with that motion of censure.”
 
   “I will, Sir. AIU may proceed with that before I return to Lancaster, but one way or another, I’m going to enjoy puncturing Mr. Abromowitch’s ego!”
 
   



  
 

Rolla
 
   February 2848, GSC
 
   The taxi halted outside the house, and Steve hurriedly paid the driver. Grabbing his carryall, he headed for the front door. As he approached, Abha opened it from inside, her face alight with happiness.
 
   “Steve! You’re early! I wasn’t expecting you until very late tonight.”
 
   “Yes.” He kissed her fondly. “I managed to get everything wrapped up in time to catch a cutter that was heading planetside, rather than come down the Elevator as usual.”
 
   “I’m glad. You can help me cook supper. Brooks will be here, and he’s bringing Major Ghale with him. He’s the XO of the Gurkha battalion. Apparently they’re planning a presentation of some kind, the day after the award ceremony. He’s going to tell us about it.”
 
   Steve dropped his carryall in the room they now shared, and helped her prepare the food. The mouth-watering aroma of mutton korma filled the house. Because Steve and Brooks weren’t accustomed to native-strength Indian curries, Abha spiced it at a relatively mild level, and prepared an array of side dishes to accompany it.
 
   Major Ghale proved to be a short, stocky man with an engaging smile. He praised Abha’s korma highly. “It’s a long time since I’ve had one this good. We don’t often serve it on Gandaki – our tastes run more to Nepalese dishes – but I learned to like it during exchange tours of duty with other planets of the Bihar Federation.”
 
   “How did the Gurkhas arrive on Gandaki to begin with, Sir, and why did you join the Federation?” Brooks asked.
 
   “Our homeland was destroyed during the Third Indo-Chinese War several hundred years ago. Biological weapons killed everyone living there. Only five battalions of Gurkha mercenaries were off-planet at the time, and only three of them were on long-term contracts that permitted their families to accompany them. They were almost the sole survivors of the entire Gurkha nation, along with some battalions in Indian service and a few individuals scattered around Earth.
 
   He sighed heavily. “It was a crushing blow to their spirits to realize they could never return home. That’s become a bitter cultural memory for us. The battalions sent emissaries to each other, and eventually convened a conference to discuss their future. Clearly, they’d have to intermarry with other cultures due to a shortage of Gurkha partners, but how could they preserve their own culture while doing so? They decided they had to have a planet of their own, where they could maintain their cultural independence without being swamped by others.
 
   “The Bihar Federation was being formed at the time, and it offered them the planet we christened Gandaki. It was small and mountainous, without much in the way of mineral resources, not offering anything in particular to attract settlers; but it was available, and not unlike the terrain where most Gurkhas had been born and raised. The Federation also offered to allow us to seek partners among their member worlds. In exchange, Bihar required us to provide our mercenary services exclusively to their members; not to compete with other Federation planets in commercial or military space travel; and allow them to control our foreign policy. It was a very restrictive offer, but under the circumstances our ancestors didn’t have much choice. They accepted.”
 
   “I was born on Nasek, Sir,” Abha informed him as she reached for the rice bowl. “It’s also a member of the Bihar Federation.”
 
   “So it is. How did you come to join the Lancastrian Commonwealth Marines?”
 
   “That’s a long story. Let’s just say that, being of mixed race, I found Nasek very restrictive and the rest of the Federation not much better. When I had an opportunity to leave both behind me by joining the Marines, I jumped at it.”
 
   Ghale’s face fell. “Yes, the Federation is very racially conscious. Even though it offered us a planet, its member worlds and peoples looked down on us. Our numbers have grown to the point that we’re now well established, and we’ve been able to wring some concessions out of them – such as offering our mercenary services outside the Federation – but we’re still chafing under most of the restrictions they initially imposed. They won’t let us have our own System Patrol Service, or allow us to operate merchant ships. We have to obtain all such services from them, which is a problem, because their prices are high and their quality isn’t very good. We know what it should be, thanks to our contact with the Commonwealth, but they don’t see why they should meet such high standards or charge lower prices.”
 
   Abha asked, “If you’ve intermarried with other cultures over the centuries, have you been able to maintain your own, and your traditions, Sir?”
 
   “I think so. Our genetic heritage has been diluted, of course – I doubt whether any of us are more than half Gurkha by blood now, with most less than that – but our ancestors bequeathed us an almost fanatical emphasis on our cultural heritage. We take great pains to maintain it, perhaps to the point of obsession: but when you consider that our forefathers were the sole survivors of an entire culture and saw themselves as the guardians of its heritage, you can understand why that should be.”
 
   “I sure can, Sir,” Brooks assured him. “What’s more, you’ve done a great job of preserving your military heritage, judging by the reputation of Gurkhas to this day.”
 
   They adjourned to the living-room for post-prandial coffee. As they sat down, Steve asked, “Sir, Abha tells me your battalion wants to arrange a presentation to follow the investiture ceremony on Friday. What did you have in mind?”
 
   The Major settled back in his chair. “Let me tell you the story from the beginning. About twenty years ago, a transport was carrying a number of Gurkhas and their wives and families to Jashmur, where they were to join one of our battalions. There were about a hundred in all. Their ship was captured by de Bouff at the system boundary as soon as it arrived. His men secured the captives, then killed all our soldiers – they apparently believed it was too dangerous to keep military personnel as prisoners. They abused their wives and children in ways that I won’t describe.” His lips tightened in remembered fury. “Eventually, after they tired of them, they killed them as well. We didn’t know that at the time, of course, or who was responsible; only that their ship had been pirated, and they’d never been seen or heard from again.”
 
   He looked around at his audience. “We learned what had happened to them after de Bouff’s son Jan was captured by the Commonwealth. We tried to find his father, but without a Fleet of our own it was very difficult. After he attacked one of your communications frigates, your Fleet put a twenty-five-million credit reward on his head and searched for him throughout the settled galaxy, but even that didn’t produce any results. We kept our eyes open, hoping that one day we’d learn where he could be found. If we had, a raiding party of our troops would have paid him a visit, whether or not that contravened the restrictions imposed on us by the Bihar Federation.”
 
   Ghale paused and sipped his coffee. Setting down the cup, he continued, “As it turned out, you took care of the matter for us with your assault on Blanco a few months ago. My Commanding Officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Rana, informed Gandaki, and recommended that we acknowledge the service you’d rendered us. Our Council on Gandaki agreed. They’ve provided ceremonial kukris – that’s the curved knife worn by all trained Gurkha soldiers – for everyone aboard the three shuttles, all of whom were part of killing de Bouff. They asked us to present them to you at a suitable ceremony, to take place in conjunction with the investiture to be held by Rolla and the Commonwealth. I brought one with me to show you.”
 
   He fetched his carryall, opened it, and took out a big knife in a leather sheath. Drawing it, he revealed an angled blade about thirty centimeters long, thick and heavy and brightly burnished, very sharp along its inner edge and at the point. The hilt was made of ornately carved horn, and the scabbard of wood covered in black leather. Two much smaller blades were sheathed at the top of the scabbard. “Those are the chakmak, a sharpening and burnishing steel, and the karda, a small utility knife,” he informed them, carefully handing the kukri to Abha hilt-first. “The inscription on the blade is in Gurkhali on one side, and in Galactic Standard English on the other.”
 
   Abha turned it over slowly in her hands. “It’s very heavy compared to most knives I’ve handled before, Sir.”
 
   “Yes, the weight lends impetus to its cutting stroke.”
 
   She nodded. “I see – and the angle of the blade automatically adds a slicing action to a slash, making it easier to cut deep.”
 
   Steve accepted it from her, and held it at an angle to the light to study the inscription.
 
    
 
   To the members of Task Force Maxwell
 
   With thanks for avenging our honored dead
 
   AYO GURKHALI!
 
    
 
   He offered the kukri to Brooks. “That’s a beautiful piece of craftsmanship, Sir,” he observed. “I particularly like the fact that despite being a presentation blade, it’s clearly a working knife, not an ornament.”
 
   “Yes,” the Major agreed. “Every kukri is made to be functional. These are more highly polished than usual, with better-quality hilts and scabbards to reflect their ceremonial nature; but they’re as practical a fighting knife as those on our uniform belts, if you should ever need to use one in that way.”
 
   Brooks asked, “What does ‘Ayo Gurkhali’ mean, Sir?”
 
   “It’s our traditional battle cry. It means ‘The Gurkhas are coming’. Gurkhali is also the name of our language.”
 
   “I see. You say you’ve made enough of these to give one to everybody aboard the shuttles? That’s very generous of you, Sir.” Brooks handed the big knife to the Major. “What about those who died?”
 
   “Their kukris will go to their families,” Ghale assured him as he returned the knife to its sheath, then put it back in his briefcase. “As for being generous, we don’t see it that way. You did us all a favor by taking care of a long-standing obligation of honor on our behalf. We want – no, we need to acknowledge that. There’s another aspect, too. This particular model of kukri is never sold commercially. It’s conferred upon each Gurkha soldier when he graduates from basic training, to mark him as a military professional. By giving you military-issue kukris, we’re appointing you as honorary Gurkhas. If any of you ever need any assistance we can provide, individually or collectively, you have only to produce your kukri to receive it.”
 
   “That’s a very great honor, Sir,” Brooks acknowledged soberly. “Marines recognize Gurkhas as our equals in the field – something we do for no other armed force. The Fleet incorporates a lot of your standards in our training, too. To be regarded as an honorary Gurkha is something I’ll take very seriously.” Steve and Abha nodded their agreement.
 
   “I’m glad you understand its significance. We want to honor all of you as our guests, the day after the medal award ceremony. We’d like to present your kukris at a parade during the afternoon, then adjourn to a communal supper prepared by our families. That’ll be a social rather than a military occasion, of course, so we invite you to bring civilian clothing to change into after the parade. We have all sorts of games and entertainments during social occasions like this. I should warn you that some of our Sepoys and NCO’s will probably hold drinking contests involving raksi, our national liquor. It’s very strong, so you might want to caution your people about that.”
 
   Abha grinned. “I think some of our Marines will look forward to the challenge, Sir. I don’t think I’ll have any trouble with Nepalese food, but you might ask your people to prepare a few less spicy dishes for the other Marines. If you don’t, some of your honorary Gurkhas might expire before they’ve had time to get used to their new status!”
 
   As they watched Major Ghale drive away later that evening, Brooks asked, “Will you be able to stay for the Gurkha presentation, Steve?”
 
   “I sure will. I’ve got the rest of the week off. Lieutenant-Commander Le Roux took Nightingale out on her current training patrol. I only have to be back at Syscon on Sunday night.”
 
   “I’ll see about giving Abha the rest of the week off from her training duties, then. May as well let you two lovebirds spend some time together.”
 
   Steve grinned as Abha laughed. “Thanks, buddy. I appreciate it.”
 
   “You’ll be spending more time with her in space in a few months, too,” Brooks added. “Your suggestion about the armored battalion helping to secure the asteroid mining site has been well received. Looks like a platoon will go out there for a month at a time, using four shuttles that’ll be based there until the SPS has enough patrol craft to assign two to the mining project. The accommodation and refinery ships are due here in a few months, so the patrols will begin as soon as they start work. Either Abha or myself will go out there once a month to check them out.”
 
   “Sounds good to me. When you come up to orbit, you’ll see how the SPS is shaping up. I’ve got to admit, I’m impressed. They’re working their butts off, and coming along nicely.”
 
   “The armored battalion’s doing the same down here. They’re almost fully retrained and equipped now, and the first troops for the second armored battalion have nearly finished their basic training. The Gurkhas are helping with that while we concentrate on shuttle training. As soon as we’re finished, we’ll join with the Gurkhas to run an Armor School for the new recruits, and train Rolla’s NCO’s to present the next one after we’ve gone.”
 
   Steve nodded. “Looks like we’ll all have earned our keep by the time we head back to Lancaster.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Commodore Esquivel arrived the next day aboard the regular dispatch vessel. The SPS offered to put her up in Beaumont’s finest hotel, but she chose to occupy the guest room in Colonel Houmayoun’s official residence.
 
   Steve, Abha and Brooks were summoned to dine with them the following evening. They were assured the occasion would be informal, and that Number Two uniforms would therefore be acceptable, but nevertheless took extra care over their appearance. As Brooks observed darkly, “It just won’t do to upset a Flag Officer, even if we’re the golden boys and girls around here at the moment. Besides, back at Lancaster we’ll be lost in the crowd of junior officers again.”
 
   He needn’t have worried. They found the Commodore relaxed, and very pleased to see Steve again. “I’ve never forgotten what I owe you,” she assured him seriously. “While I was on extended convalescent leave recovering from my injuries, I kept looking at my children and my husband, and thinking that I’d never have seen them again but for you and Bosun Cardle. Ever since then, I’ve been grateful for every day I’ve been alive. Coming so close to death teaches you to value life like nothing else does!”
 
   “I guess you’re right, Ma’am. I’ve always been sorry Vince Cardle didn’t make it. He was the finest man I’d ever met up to that time, although in the Fleet I’ve met a few to match him. I lost my father when I was very young, so I suppose in a way he took his place.”
 
   Colonel Houmayoun and his wife proved to be gracious hosts. They laid on a relaxed buffet supper, accompanied by some delicious local wines Steve hadn’t tasted before. The meal concluded with coffee and liqueurs, served in the lounge.
 
   As they settled down in their seats, the Commodore asked teasingly, “Well, Colonel, may I tell them your good news, or would you prefer to do so yourself?”
 
   To their surprise, the Colonel actually blushed, while his wife giggled. “Er… I’d rather you did so, please, Ma’am.”
 
   She looked at the three guests. “Colonel Houmayoun’s role in the de Bouff affair has attracted threefold recognition. First, Rolla’s government agreed that an ex gratia prize money payment to Colonel Houmayoun was an appropriate way to recognize his contribution. After all, he arranged the shuttle upgrade and brought you here in the first place. Without those things, de Bouff might have got away with it. They’ve awarded him two per cent of the total payout.”
 
   That’s six-point-three million credits, Steve mentally calculated. It’s less than we earned, because we divided the officers’ fifteen per cent share among only four of us, but it’s a very nice payout nonetheless.
 
   Houmayoun was trying to hold back a beaming smile, and his wife had long since given up the struggle. “It’ll make a big difference to our lifestyle,” he admitted. “I’d shared in a couple of prize money awards before, but nothing this big.”
 
   Commodore Esquivel went on, “The Colonel’s done a remarkable job over the past eighteen months in helping to restore Rolla’s armed forces to a healthier condition, and assisting them to get over the problems of the past decade. His tenure as Military Attaché has established new standards of excellence for the position. In recognition of that, at the recommendation of Rolla’s government and the Fleet’s Planetary Forces Directorate, the Board of Admiralty has awarded him the Legion of Merit. He’ll receive his medal at the investiture on Friday. Furthermore, the Commandant of the Marine Corps submitted his name to the Senate last month on the list of candidates for promotion to Brigadier-General. I was pleased to inform him yesterday that the Senate has approved his nomination. He’ll be promoted in the mid-year signal, and take over as Commanding Officer of the Lancaster sector’s Marine Reaction Force Brigade in July.”
 
   There was a bustle of movement as they all stood to shake the Colonel’s hand and congratulate him. “They do say good things come in threes, and I have to admit, these are the best three things to come my way in a long, long time,” Houmayoun assured them, grinning.
 
   When they’d sat down again, Commodore Esquivel went on, “Admiral Methuen mentioned to Admiral Pearson, the Flag Officer Commanding the Bureau of Personnel, that you’d all taken a year out of your planetside assignments to come here, and seen action into the bargain. We normally require your planetside assignments to be used for less stressful duties – administration, training, rest and relaxation, and time with your families. We don’t want you to lose out on that; so we’re going to keep you all planetside for an additional year before giving you your next shipboard or field assignments. I’m presently in charge of the Recruiting section of BuPers. Given all the publicity you’ve attracted over the past few months, your names are widely known at the moment: so I’ve asked for your services to help our recruiting efforts at schools, colleges and universities. You’ll all be assigned to my department for a year when you get back to Lancaster. I understand you two have just married?” She looked at Steve and Abha.
 
   “Yes, Ma’am,” they agreed in unison.
 
   “Very well. I’ll occasionally need to send representatives to other Commonwealth planets over the next year, so I’ll send both of you together.” She grinned. “You can regard the trips as a series of working honeymoons, if you like.” The others laughed as Steve and Abha blushed.
 
   She turned to Brooks. “Colonel Houmayoun tells me you’ll also be getting married when you return to Lancaster.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.”
 
   “Is your fiancée also in the Fleet?”
 
   “No, Ma’am, she’s a civilian. She’s presently completing her Doctorate in Biology at Commonwealth University.”
 
   “All right. I’ll try to use you on Lancaster, so you don’t have to be separated from your wife. I think you’ve all earned some time together to rest, relax and build your relationships. At the end of your year with the Recruiting Department, I’ll use the last months of next year to help you get ready for your next off-planet assignments. Lieutenant Maxwell, you’ll be preparing for your department head tour of duty, won’t you?”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am. I’ll need to do the Advanced Navigation course before then, and if possible I’d like to do Advanced Tactics as well.”
 
   “Very well. I’ll see about getting you on those courses later next year. Captain Shelby, what about you?”
 
   “I’ll be preparing for company command, Ma’am, so I’ll need to do the Company Commanders Course before my next assignment. I’d also like to do the advanced course in Heavy Weapons, which is my specialization.”
 
   “I’ll arrange for you to do both. Lieutenant Sashna, what will your next assignment involve?”
 
   “Ma’am, at the end of my current four-year service commitment I’ll be leaving the Marine Corps to study pediatric medicine. That’ll be at the end of next year.”
 
   “Oh?” Her face was alight with interest. “Where do you plan to study?”
 
   “I’ll register at Commonwealth University the following year, to take the pre-med courses I lack, then apply for admission to its Faculty of Medicine the year after that, Ma’am.”
 
   “I can see about assigning you to the University’s Active Reserve unit for the last six months of your service, if you wish. Your duties will be light, and should allow you time to start those courses.”
 
   Abha’s eyes lit up. “Thank you, Ma’am! That would be wonderful. If I work really hard, I might even be able to finish them, and start my medical training the following year.”
 
   “I’ll see what can be done to help you accomplish that. I may call on you for advice and assistance, Colonel.”
 
   Colonel Houmayoun nodded. “It’ll be my pleasure, Ma’am. With your permission, I’ll write a letter of recommendation to the Faculty of Medicine to support her application. Their selection process is said to be tough, and I think she’s earned any help and support we can give her.”
 
   “She certainly has! Please do that, Colonel.”
 
   The Commodore stretched, and reached for her coffee cup. “Now that we’ve dealt with everyone’s short-term future, I want to hear more about your fight with de Bouff. I was never so pleased in my life to learn he was dead at last! He and his son Constandt had the blood of more than half my crew on their hands – and some of mine, too. Tell me all about it!”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   “I’ve never seen so many people so determined to have a good time,” Abha whispered to Steve as they strolled arm-in-arm through the throng of Gurkhas and their guests.
 
   “They certainly get down to it, don’t they?” he replied, stepping to one side with her to avoid a cluster of shrieking children running pell-mell through the crowd. “I hadn’t realized that on multi-year contracts like this, the Gurkhas bring their families with them.”
 
   “It makes sense. In a combat zone it wouldn’t work, of course, but in a garrison and training assignment like this, everybody benefits. It’s nice that they’ve set up adjacent entertainment areas for families and soldiers. People can wander between them as they please, but the kids can have a worry-free time over here without bothering the drinking parties over there.”
 
   Steve snorted with amusement. “Yes. Did you see Gunnery Sergeant Bradshaw tackling a flask of home-distilled raksi? I don’t think he realized how strong it is. His face as he swallowed the first mouthful was a picture!”
 
   She giggled. “Yes. What’s more, he’s been boasting about how his Marines would be able to outdrink the Gurkhas because of their greater body mass. Tomorrow morning, I think he may regret saying that.”
 
   “That’s if he can remember saying it in the first place!”
 
   “Well, yes, there is that.” They shared another laugh.
 
   Major Ghale’s voice came from behind them. “I hope you’re enjoying yourselves?”
 
   They turned to find him in the company of the battalion commander, Lieutenant-Colonel Rana. They were in civilian clothes, like everyone around them, but both carried themselves more formally, as befitted commanders among their troops, even during social occasions.
 
   “We are, thank you, Sir,” Steve assured him. He didn’t brace to attention, but tried to convey respect by standing straighter. Beside him, Abha did likewise.
 
   Rana said, “I’m glad you could all stay to enjoy our hospitality. We don’t often have the opportunity to host our Marine counterparts, and to have a Spacer Corps officer join us is a rare privilege.”
 
   “The privilege is mine, Sir. I’ve heard a lot about the Gurkhas, but until I came here I’d never had an opportunity to meet any of your people.”
 
   “Well, you’re part of our extended community after today’s ceremony. We really meant it when we called you honorary Gurkhas, you know. You avenged what de Bouff did to our late comrades and their families, and thereby helped restore our honor. That’s something we take very seriously.”
 
   “I had my own reasons to hate de Bouff, Sir.” Steve briefly related the story of his encounter with the pirate when LMV Sebastian Cabot had been captured. “He was responsible for the death of my mentor and father-figure, so I was pleased to have the opportunity to avenge him.”
 
   “He seems to have done a lot of harm to a great many people. I understand his son is now threatening revenge against Rolla?”
 
   “So we hear, Sir. I guess we’ll all have to make sure the planet’s armed forces are adequately trained and equipped to deal with him before we leave.”
 
   “Indeed. We look forward to working with your Marines next month to put together an Armor School for the planet’s new recruits.”
 
   The two senior officers took their leave after a few more pleasantries. Steve looked down at Abha fondly.
 
   “Still having a good time, love?”
 
   “Yes, but I don’t want to stay too long. It’s your last night planetside for a few weeks, and I want to make the most of it.”
 
   “It’s funny you should say that. I had the same idea.”
 
   “Oh, really? And what do you plan to do about it?”
 
   “Well, it’s a two-hour drive back to Beaumont, but there’s a fishing lodge only half an hour away. Major Ghale’s stayed there, and told me it’s got three very comfortable double rooms overlooking a river. I called them earlier this evening and reserved one. We brought a change of clothes with us, and they can provide basic toiletries – I checked – so we should be good to go.”
 
   “What a clever husband! You know, we could use this as a training opportunity, and see whether we can make our escape unnoticed.”
 
   “That’s my wife – always tactical!”
 
   “Well, what did you expect, marrying a Marine?”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Rolla System
 
   April 2848 GSC
 
   Senior Lieutenant Coelho knocked discreetly at the door of Steve’s office. As he looked up, she said, “Sir, the weekly dispatch vessel’s just arrived. There are four signals for you. I’ve forwarded them to your message queue.”
 
   “Thanks, Maria. I’ll take a look.”
 
   Steve sighed. Despite repeated invitations to use his first name when they were in private, his Executive Officer still insisted on calling him ‘Sir’ at all times. The fact that they were of the same rank didn’t seem to matter to her – she couldn’t see past his position as her Commanding Officer. He shrugged as he turned to his terminal. She was a good XO, and would make a good skipper in due course, so he wasn’t going to worry about what he regarded as excessive formality.
 
   The first signal was from Planetary Forces Directorate on Lancaster. It had been sent to Rolla’s System Patrol Service, with a copy to Steve for his information. It confirmed that three more patrol craft were being loaded aboard a freighter at the time the signal was dispatched, and would arrive at Rolla – he glanced at his calendar display – in three days’ time. He sighed, torn between anticipation at the increase in capability they represented, and sadness at the imminent termination of his abbreviated command of Nightingale. She’d be formally handed over to Rolla along with the other three ships, and a local officer would take his place. The freighter bringing the patrol craft would also carry the system surveillance satellite constellation loaned to Rolla by the Fleet, a beacon system to direct arriving traffic to a designated rendezvous point, and two utility craft to set up and service all of them.
 
   The second was from Commodore Esquivel. She confirmed that Steve, Abha and Brooks had all been formally reassigned to her department with effect from July. She’d registered Brooks and Steve to attend, during the second half of next year, the courses they’d requested before their next off-planet assignments, while Abha would spend the last six months of her service with the Active Reserve unit at Commonwealth University. He smiled with satisfaction. He and Abha would have a year to settle down together, and Brooks and Carol would have almost as long.
 
   The third signal advised that a refinery ship and accommodation vessel would arrive next week to begin the asteroid mining project. They’d be carrying up to a dozen mining boats, some owned by the project, others the property of independent miners and contractors, as well as two small patrol craft to provide local project security.
 
   The fourth signal made his eyes widen. BuIntel advised that one of the three ships Constandt de Bouff had taken with him from Finarga – one of his late father’s commercial freighters, presumably not the one he’d equipped with weapons – had been sold at Medusa two months before. Steve’s smile changed to a scowl as he recalled his encounter with a Medusa freighter at Radetski, the year before he’d been commissioned. His successful leadership of an assault on a group of armed smugglers aboard her had brought him a medal and a combat promotion, which had gone a long way towards smoothing his path through the Selection Board to Officer Candidate School. Medusa was a well-known hub for the purchase and sale of spaceships with no questions asked. Its ship brokers were regarded by many in the merchant service as little more than conduits for pirates to dispose of captured vessels.
 
   I wonder what Constandt’s playing at?, he pondered to himself. He stripped his father’s depot ship of everything useful before destroying her, and he would have taken all the stores from the ship he just sold. We know he bought supplies at Finarga, too, so he must have more than enough to keep his remaining two vessels in space for several months. He already had enough weapons to divide them between two ships, so he almost certainly doesn’t need to buy more at present. He wasn’t short of ready cash, because he liquidated all his and his father’s assets on Finarga. According to the authorities there, that netted him the equivalent of a few million credits; enough to buy supplies, and pay his crews for several months, and have some operating capital left over. If he needed money badly enough to sell one of his father’s ships, especially at a place like Medusa where he wouldn’t have gotten the best price for her, it must have been for something very urgent or important… but if it wasn’t for supplies, or weapons, or operating expenses, then what could it have been?
 
   Eventually he shrugged. He didn’t know the answer, and right now the only person who did was probably Constandt himself. Since no-one knew where he was, they couldn’t ask him about it – but as soon as they located him, given just a smidgen of luck, that would change. He smiled nastily at the thought.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The day dawned at last that Steve had long known was coming – the day he had to give up his first command. It was a bittersweet feeling. He knew he’d done well with her, training no less than four complete crews in record time; but a first command was… well, one’s first. He grinned as he recalled other officers describing the sensation of first taking command as being similar to losing their virginity – there would never be another partner, or another ship, quite like one’s first. He now understood from personal experience what they were talking about.
 
   The handover parade for the four ships was a much more formal, ornate affair than when he’d assumed command of Nightingale. It was held in the docking bay vestibule of the Fleet depot ship, as before. Steve addressed his crew for the last time.
 
   “When we commissioned LCS Nightingale earlier this year, I challenged you to develop, and pass on to our sister vessels when they arrived and to Rolla’s System Patrol Service as a whole, a vibrant, living example of proud service, professional ability, and trustworthy competence. I’m proud to say we’ve done precisely that. We’ve worked very hard, under conditions that were often unpleasantly overcrowded, but despite them we’ve done our job. Thanks to all of you, Rolla today has four complete crews ready to commission her first division of patrol craft. Together they’ll significantly enhance your planet’s security, and that of your star system as a whole.
 
   “Those of us from the Lancastrian Commonwealth Fleet who’ve served alongside you have been very impressed by your hard work, attention to detail, and eagerness to learn. You’ve fully lived up to the standards we observe aboard our vessels. When I return to Lancaster in a couple of months, I’ll be able to tell the dispatch vessel’s crew that if they want to see how a job should be done, they have only to ask you for a demonstration.” The Rolla spacers preened visibly at Steve’s praise.
 
   He read aloud his orders from the Board of Admiralty to decommission the patrol craft, preparatory to her being stricken from the Fleet’s rolls, then set them down on the podium. Turning to Colonel Houmayoun, in his capacity as senior Fleet officer on the Rolla station, he saluted.
 
   “Sir, I beg to report that LCS Nightingale has been decommissioned on this date, in accordance with my orders.”
 
   The Colonel gravely returned his salute. “Senior Lieutenant Maxwell, you’ve done extremely well in the short period that you’ve commanded her. Congratulations, and thank you.”
 
   Steve gathered up his orders and marched to the front of his crew.
 
   “Ship’s company! Ship’s company, diiiis… MISS!”
 
   His crew snapped to attention, turned to the right, marched three paces, then broke formation. Most ran to join their Rolla shipmates standing in three formations on the other side of the podium. Several officers and NCO’s were waiting for them, and joined them as they fell into a new formation, the first in the row. They dressed ranks, faced front, and stood waiting, while the Fleet NCO’s and Steve marched off to one side of the parade, turned, and faced the gathering.
 
   Colonel Houmayoun read the formal orders from the Board of Admiralty transferring the four patrol craft to the ownership of Rolla’s System Patrol Service. He turned and saluted Commodore O’Fallon. “Sir, it’s my privilege to present to you the Fleet registration certificates of these vessels.”
 
   O’Fallon saluted in his turn. “Thank you, Colonel. We’ll do our best to make use of them as well as your service does with its own warships.”
 
   He handed the Fleet certificates to a representative of the Ministry of Defense, and received from him four new certificates. Turning to face the assembled ships’ companies, he announced, “In Rolla’s service, these patrol craft will be named for the mountains of our planet, and will be known collectively as the Mount class.” Out of the corner of his eye, Steve could see a spacer hurriedly replacing LCS Nightingale’s name-board with another one covered in white cloth. Similar boards were already positioned at the other three boarding tunnels.
 
   “Our first four patrol craft will be named RSPS Mount Atlas, RSPS Mount Devereaux, RSPS Mount Garnley and RSPS Mount Navor.” As he spoke, a spacer at the boarding tunnel to each ship pulled off the cloth covering its new name, revealing highly-polished brass lettering spelling it out. The assembled guests broke into applause.
 
   Steve grinned inwardly. Nightingale had been the first ship to be renamed, and as Mount Atlas would be the first commissioned into Rolla’s service. That pleased him.
 
   Commodore O’Fallon read the order commissioning the four vessels into active service, then called on each ship’s designated commanding officer in turn. He or she then read their orders to take command of the vessel, and ordered their crew aboard and the watch set. Steve was again pleased to see Lieutenant-Commander Le Roux take personal command of Mount Atlas, his crew comprised largely of the spacers who’d formed her initial ship’s company under Steve’s command.
 
   At last the commissioning and manning of the ships was over. The assembled families of the crews flooded aboard to look over their loved ones’ new vessels, and most of the news media followed them. Steve joined Commodore O’Fallon and Colonel Houmayoun on the raised platform as the other dignitaries went aboard the patrol craft, or headed for the refreshments being served in the depot ship’s wardroom.
 
   Commodore O’Fallon offered his hand. “Thank you very much, Lieutenant Maxwell. You’ve done us proud. Frankly, I thought it would be impossible to have our crews ready in time for the accelerated delivery schedule of these ships, but you and your Fleet NCO’s have proved me wrong. I’ll be saying some very nice things about all of you in my report to the Board of Admiralty on Lancaster. The money Rolla spent to bring you here, and your Marine counterparts working with the Planetary Self-Defense Force, has been very well spent.”
 
   Steve flushed. “Thank you very much, Sir. It was our pleasure. Your people rose to the challenge, and did extremely well.”
 
   “You’ll be just as busy until you return to Lancaster,” Colonel Houmayoun observed with a grin. “What’s next on the agenda?”
 
   “Well, Sir, the asteroid mining ships have already started work. I’ll be visiting them next week to help co-ordinate local security patrols between their two small patrol boats, the four PSDF assault shuttles that have been assigned to the project, and the ships monitoring the wider system. However, most of my time will be spent training Rolla personnel in the use of their system surveillance satellites and traffic beacons. We’ll also have to set up datalinks between the satellites and Orbital and System Control.”
 
   “Also between the satellites and all Rolla’s ships,” the Colonel observed. “They’ll need to receive updates in real time, without having to wait for them to be relayed from OrbCon or SysCon here at the planet.”
 
   “Yes, Sir. We’ll have to upgrade the SPS’s tactical data network to handle the increased bandwidth, then integrate the satellites into it.”
 
   “That’ll keep you very busy,” O’Fallon agreed genially. “However, you won’t start until next week. I hope you’re going to spend some time with your lovely wife before then?”
 
   “I certainly am, Sir.”
 
   “If you’d care to ride with us, we’re taking my gig planetside in a few minutes. That’ll save you several hours waiting for a seat on an Elevator passenger pod. Do you need to collect anything?”
 
   “Thank you very much, Sir. I only have one carryall. It’s at the docking bay counter over there.”
 
   “Then we’d better not keep you waiting. I can remember being a newlywed myself!”
 
   The two senior officers chuckled as Steve blushed.
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   “Yes, love, I promise I’ll be careful.” Abha’s voice was patient, but a little exasperated. “I’ve managed to keep body and soul together over the past year, so I’m sure I’ll be able to do the same on this final trip.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Steve said contritely. “I know I’m being a pain. It’s just that… well, I love you. I think of you in a completely different way now to when we weren’t married. You’re my other half. I guess I’ll have to learn to be less protective.”
 
   Her eyes softened. “I suppose it’s the old cave-man instinct – protect what’s yours at all costs. Thanks, darling. I do appreciate being loved like that. You’re just going to have to remind yourself that your wife was competent before she met you, and falling in love with you didn’t change that.”
 
   “All right. Who knows? One of these days I may have to remind you to look at me the same way!”
 
   She grinned. “OK. Walk with me to the transport shuttle?”
 
   “Sure. Let’s go via SysCon’s operations room. I’ve got to give you a data chip to update the databases out there.”
 
   They left Steve’s office, and walked through the SPS wing of the Planetary Elevator terminal until they came to a set of double doors, guarded by two uniformed sentries. They snapped to attention as they saw Steve approaching.
 
   “Good morning, Sir,” the senior of them greeted him, eyes flickering to Abha. “Is your guest authorized to enter SysCon, please, Sir?”
 
   “Well done for checking,” Steve said approvingly. “Lieutenant Sashna is going out to inspect the patrol setup at the asteroid mining project. I’ve got to give her the latest database updates to load into their systems. Is it OK if she waits here for me?”
 
   “Sure, Sir. Sorry I can’t let her go in with you, but you know the Regulations.”
 
   Steve sighed. “I do.” He turned to Abha. “I’ll be back in a moment.”
 
   “Don’t do anything in there I wouldn’t do,” she warned with a wink as she stepped aside.
 
   “That leaves me plenty of scope, doesn’t it?”
 
   The guards chuckled as Steve, grinning, dodged her mock-kick, then passed his left wrist over an access plate in the doors. Recognizing his coded wristband, the doors slid open. He walked inside, to return in a few moments with a data chip in his hand. The doors closed behind him as he handed it to Abha.
 
   “There you go. Please upload that to the mining ship, its two patrol boats and the four shuttles out there.” They began walking back down the passage towards the docking bay.
 
   “Sure. Is there anything important in this edition?”
 
   “BuIntel finally sent us the gravitic drive signatures of Constandt de Bouff’s three ships, as provided by Finarga. They included their entry and exit hyper-jump signatures, plus detailed schematics of his ship and his father’s two freighters. If any of them show up here – or anywhere else, for that matter – we can assume they’re up to no good.”
 
   “I’ll pass the word.”
 
   At the docking bay, a platoon from the First Armored Battalion of Rolla’s Planetary Self-Defense Force was checking their gear. They weren’t wearing armor for the ferry flight to the asteroid mining project. Instead, the bulky suits, custom-fitted to their wearers, were being fed through the cargo-handling systems to the freight compartment of the transport shuttle, while the troops would take their duffle bags aboard with them. They’d spend the next month living on the accommodation ship, mounting security patrols using the four assault shuttles based there.
 
   Steve stopped before they entered the vestibule, and kissed Abha’s cheek. “Take care of yourself, love.”
 
   She smiled at him. “I’m glad this is the last trip out there before we go home. I’m looking forward to spending the next year with you, with minimal interruptions!”
 
   “That makes two of us.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The transport shuttle pulled alongside the mining project’s accommodation ship early that evening. There was the usual delay while cutters ferried everyone over to the latter’s docking bay. The platoon assembled in the vestibule, to be met by the troops they were relieving, already packed and waiting. Abha frowned at the sight.
 
   “Aren’t you supposed to conduct a formal handover before boarding the transport?” she asked the First Lieutenant in command of the platoon going off duty. He was a young Rolla officer.
 
   “Oh, that’s just red tape,” he replied dismissively, glancing at his watch. “Nothing ever happens out here, so there’s nothing to hand over. Frankly, I don’t think we should be wasting our time here at all. It’s dead boring!”
 
   “I suggest you leave that up to your superior officers to decide,” she warned, ice in her voice. She hadn’t run into this officer previously while training members of Rolla’s First Armored Battalion, and from his attitude, she was already sure that Brooks hadn’t either. One or both of them would surely have pulled him up short for publicly displaying such attitudes in front of his platoon.
 
   “Yeah, we just do the donkey-work,” he muttered sulkily. “You’re not in command of the incoming platoon, are you?”
 
   “No, I’m here for a brief inspection.”
 
   “We’re coming off duty, so we don’t need to be inspected,” he declared, obviously feeling secure in the fact that he was of the same rank as her. “You can inspect our replacements, if you like. I’ll just hand over to them, then we’ll be on our way. My parents have a big party planned for the weekend, and I want to get back to Rolla in time to enjoy it.”
 
   Inwardly Abha seethed, but was careful not to show it. Attitudes like this were dangerous to the morale and preparedness of any unit. At a guess, he was the sprog of some politically or economically well-connected family, relying on their influence to advance his career and protect him from what he would doubtless perceive as over-zealous official scrutiny. That’s about to change, she mentally promised him. I’ll be discussing your attitude with Brooks over the weekend. Rolla can’t afford to have idiots in command of its best troops and newest assault shuttles.
 
   She waited to one side while the hurried, abbreviated handover was completed, then the outgoing platoon hustled aboard the waiting cutters. She could see the commander of the incoming platoon was as annoyed as she was. As his troops trudged off towards the accommodation set aside for them, he turned to her.
 
   “Ma’am, I’m sorry you had to run into that. I can assure you, my platoon – my entire company, for that matter – isn’t so slapdash about things.”
 
   She smiled at him. “I already know that, Lieutenant.” Her eyes dropped to his name-tag. “Do I assume correctly that you’re related to Warrant Officer Labuschagne, who was with us during our fight with Johann de Bouff?”
 
   His face lit up. “That’s right, Ma’am. He’s my father.”
 
   “Then you can take great pride in him. He did very well, and I’m sure you’re going to follow his example in your own career. How’s he doing? I haven’t seen him recently.”
 
   “He’s as well as can be expected. They attached his newly cloned legs last week, so he’s in a bit of pain while the bones and nerves and muscles and sinews knit together, but he’s looking forward to getting started with physiotherapy. He’s promised my mother to take her dancing on their wedding anniversary, so he says his healing will have to hurry up!”
 
   Abha laughed. “Look, we’re the same rank, and there’s no need to stand on ceremony. Call me Abha.” She offered her hand.
 
   He shook it vigorously. “Thanks. I’m Dan.”
 
   “OK, Dan. I have a suggestion. Let’s inspect the accommodation right away, before your troops have a chance to clean it or unpack their gear. I’ve got a sneaking suspicion it won’t have been left in good order by your predecessors, and I want to record that on vid if necessary. After supper, let’s inspect the four shuttles together. I want your pilots and techs to check everything – weapons, reactor, gravitic drive, the works. Let’s log every deficiency and every shortcoming. If necessary, I want to work late to rectify everything, so that we’re fully operational in time for our patrols tomorrow. I’ll take notes of whatever we uncover, and get Captain Shelby to discuss them with your XO.”
 
   He winced. “Remind me never to make you mad at me! Look, would you mind coming out with us tomorrow? You obviously know these shuttles inside-out and back-to-front. I’d appreciate being able to pick your brains about them while you’re here, so we can use them more effectively during the rest of our month-long assignment. We’ll take all four shuttles a good distance away from the mining ships, so we can practice maneuvers together and use our plasma cannon against targets.”
 
   “It’ll be a pleasure.” She couldn’t help mentally comparing Dan’s eagerness to his predecessor’s lackadaisical attitude, to the latter’s grave disadvantage. “Listen, I’ve got to go to the bridge before I join you at our accommodation. I have to give them this update.” She pulled from her pocket the data chip Steve had given her. “I’ll upload it to our assault shuttles’ databases tonight as well. I also want to check the bridge records, to see whether the platoon we’ve just relieved conducted their patrols according to schedule. I’ve got a feeling they may have skipped some of them, or made them shorter than they should have been. If so, that’ll be more evidence to put before Lieutenant-Colonel Hays, your Battalion Commanding Officer.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The following morning Steve gathered his final class of operators together for the last time. They sat at a bank of consoles to one side of SysCon’s Operating Center, which allowed them to learn the OpCen’s classified hardware and routines with minimal disruption to the watch on duty.
 
   “From now on you’ll be training other operators to do all you’ve learned,” he began, “so this is your last chance to ask me questions. Are there any problems or issues that we need to address before I send you back to your regular watches?”
 
   There were several minor procedural questions. One came from a young Petty Officer Second Class. “Sir,” she asked, “you told us two days ago that the signatures for Constandt de Bouff’s ships had been sent to us by BuIntel on Lancaster. I looked for them last night, to run an exercise analysis against them, but I couldn’t find them in our active signature database.”
 
   Steve frowned. “They were supposed to have been uploaded the day they arrived. Hang on a minute.” He tapped a query into his console, then shook his head. “You’re quite right. They’re not there. Looks like the Officer of the Watch forgot to approve them for release from the update queue.” He entered a series of commands. “There. The database is integrating them now, and I’ve ordered the battle computer to run them against past records to see if there are any matches. Well spotted, PO. Thank you. Next?”
 
   Another Petty Officer raised his hand. “Sir, I –”
 
   A harsh buzz sounded from the Watch Commander’s console. The Officer of the Watch, a young Junior Lieutenant, jerked upright in his seat, eyes wide with alarm as he scanned the readout. He went white, and looked towards Steve. “Sir, I – could you please look at this, Sir?”
 
   Steve hurried over to the console. “What is it?”
 
   The OOW pointed mutely at the message on his display. It read, ‘EMISSIONS MATCH FOUND FOR PRIORITY TARGETS ALPHA AND BRAVO’.
 
   Steve felt as if his blood had turned to ice. He bent over the console and tapped in a demand for more information. The screen cleared, and a trajectory line was displayed in the three-dimensional Plot display in the center of the room. A disembodied mechanical voice intoned, “Hyper-jump exit signature plotted four light-days from Rolla at 18:32:26 on April 29 2848. Signature matched programmed priority target Alpha. Hyper-jump exit signature plotted four light-days from Rolla at 18:32:37 on April 29 2848. Signature matched programmed priority target Bravo. Following hyper-jump exits, gravitic drives matching Targets Alpha and Bravo went to full power. Targets rendezvoused, then took up an interception course for the Rolla system. Gravitic drives continued operation for six hours, then went silent.”
 
   Steve cursed aloud as the battle computer’s AI system concluded its initial analysis, then looked at the OOW. “I just uploaded the gravitic drive signatures of Constandt de Bouff’s ships, and told the battle computer to look for matches. It’s found them.” He pointed to the Plot display. “Constandt’s ships emerged from a hyper-jump, accelerated to their normal cruising speed of one-tenth Cee, then shut down their drives. They’ve been coasting towards us on a ballistic trajectory ever since. That means they’ll be almost here by now.”
 
   “B – but why would they do that?” The junior officer’s face was ashen. He’d clearly been taken completely by surprise.
 
   “I promise you, Lieutenant, they’re not on their way to invite us to a nice sociable game of tiddlywinks! Get a senior officer in here right now!”
 
   The rasp in Steve’s voice galvanized the younger man into action. “Aye aye, Sir!” He grabbed an intercom handset from his console. His voice echoed over the speakers, as Steve knew it would be doing throughout the SPS wing of the Elevator Terminal. “Duty Officer to SysCon on the double! Duty Officer to Syscon on the double!”
 
   The battle computer’s AI system spoke up again as it continued its analysis of the newly-uploaded records. “Targets Alpha and Bravo restarted their gravitic drives at one-tenth of the previous power levels on June 5 2848 at 14:24:49. Tracks of Targets Alpha and Bravo began to diverge before the drives were shut down after seven minutes and thirty seconds. Target Alpha’s track indicates an interception course with Rolla. Target Bravo’s track indicates an interception course with the asteroid mining project.” The Plot display was updated to reflect the new information. Both ships had been frighteningly close to entering Rolla’s star system at the time.
 
   “That was yesterday, Sir!” The officer’s voice rose to a high-pitched squeak.
 
   “Yes, it was. By using only one-tenth power, they were trying to avoid detection. If we hadn’t had the system surveillance satellites in operation by now, they probably would have.”
 
   Steve tried desperately to ignore the sudden red-hot wire that seemed to thread itself through his guts as he remembered that Abha was out at the mining project. He forced himself to focus.
 
   The AI continued, “Minor gravitic drive activity detected at or near Target Alpha’s predicted position half an hour after main gravitic drive shutdown. Classified as small craft movement. Activity ceased after approximately six hours.”
 
   Small craft movement? Steve wondered to himself. What the hell would they be doing with their cutters or cargo shuttles while still outside Rolla’s star system? Could they have been transferring crews between ships? If so, why do that after their tracks diverged, instead of while they were moving together?
 
   He shook his head. They’d have to figure that out later. “Lieutenant, sound General Quarters,” he snapped.
 
   “B – but, Sir – I –”
 
   “I’ll take the responsibility. Sound General Quarters now!”
 
   “A – aye aye, Sir!”
 
   The younger man flipped up a protective cover on his console and pressed a button. A harsh klaxon instantly began its aah-OOO-gah! clamor. Footsteps clattered down the passages outside, and the doors slammed open as senior personnel began to rush in to take over the consoles from the duty watch.
 
   While he waited for the Duty Officer to arrive, Steve turned to his trainees. “All of you, listen up! I need some information as quickly as possible. Get details of Target One’s and Target Two’s trajectories and speeds from the battle computer. Calculate their likely course and position as of right now, based on the information available to us. They’re coasting through space without using their drives, so we can’t track them by their emissions. On the other hand, they can’t change course or brake without creating emissions. That’d let us track them, and they know it, so they’ll probably stay on their present courses. We have to figure out an area of space through which each of them is likely to move, work out when they’re likely to reach it, then look for them there. I want a real-time rolling Plot display of where they were, or are, or will be at any time, including a margin of maximum error. Make it fast, people!”
 
   There was a rapid chorus of “Aye aye, Sir!” from the trainees. They bent to their consoles, some of them consulting each other, others tapping in queries.
 
   A Commander burst into the room, still buttoning his jacket, breathing hard. “What’s going on?” he demanded, striding towards the Watch Commander’s console.
 
   The Junior Lieutenant sprang to attention. “Sir, Senior Lieutenant Maxwell says the battle computer’s detected Constandt de Bouff’s ships approaching. I don’t know what’s happening apart from that, Sir.”
 
   “I ordered him to sound General Quarters, Sir,” Steve acknowledged crisply. In short, concise sentences he outlined how he’d just released the drive signatures of Constandt’s ships to the database, and ordered the battle computer to search for matching records. “De Bouff’s using an old but very effective tactic, Sir. Normal systems can detect a hyper-jump emergence signal up to three or four light-days away, but not further. He came out of hyper-jump four light-days from the planet, and he’s been coasting towards us ever since, so we wouldn’t be able to pick up his drive emissions. If it hadn’t been for the new satellites on the system boundary, we still wouldn’t have done so.
 
   “I’ve got my class setting up a rolling display of his ships’ likely locations, trajectories and speeds, Sir. It should be displayed in the Plot within a few minutes. Once we have that, we can predict the volumes of space through which they’re likely to be passing at any time, and direct our ships to search it with radar and lidar, then engage them.”
 
   The Commander – his nametag read ‘Foster’ – nodded. “I see.” He sat down in the Watch Commander’s chair. “While we’re waiting for that rolling display, there are some things we can do.” He keyed his intercom. “Command to Communications. One. Signal all our ships, wherever they are, to come to General Quarters at once and stand by for further orders. Encrypt that message – we don’t want our visitors knowing what’s going on. Two. Get me Commodore O’Fallon immediately. I don’t care where he is or what he’s doing – get him on the line and patch him through to me.”
 
   “Communications to Command, aye aye, Sir.”
 
   Foster glanced up at him. “Lieutenant Maxwell, you’re Fleet-qualified in Navigation and Tactics, right?”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “Good. Stick around. We can use you.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   The Plot came alive with a new display. The focus shortened to six light-hours from the planet, and two trajectories were displayed. One came in towards Rolla, and the other towards the asteroid mining project. The disembodied voice of the battle computer AI intoned, “Rolling position display available for Target Alpha and Target Bravo.” Additional icons flickered to life as the position of Rolla’s patrolling ships was displayed, as well as those of one destroyer and two patrol craft that were in parking orbits near the depot ship.
 
   Steve was dimly aware of Commander Foster speaking into a handset, but ignored him as he snapped, “Computer, calculate chances of interception by SPS vessels before Target Bravo reaches the asteroid mining project.”
 
   The response was immediate. “No interception possible by SPS vessels before Target Bravo reaches the mining project. One local patrol craft is shown in a position from where it can intercept Target Bravo between five and ten million kilometers from the project.”
 
   Steve opened his mouth to snap commands, but forced himself to remain silent. That was Commander Foster’s responsibility, and he was speaking with Commodore O’Fallon. Even as Steve turned to him, the Commander replaced the handset.
 
   “Commodore O’Fallon’s coming up to orbit in his gig,” he informed Steve. “He’s bringing the Prime Minister and Minister of Defense with him, as well as Colonel Houmayoun. They were all in a meeting when I spoke with the Commodore.”
 
   “I understand, Sir.” Steve indicated the Plot. “None of our ships can intercept Target Bravo before she reaches the asteroid mining project. It’s going to be up to the two local patrol vessels and your four shuttles to fight her off.”
 
   “What’s Target Bravo’s armament likely to be?”
 
   “We don’t know for sure, Sir, but de Bouff senior had four laser cannon aboard Blanco, plus ten missiles, all outdated weapons with a powered range of about a million kilometers. Some had nuclear warheads. It’s likely Constandt has similar weapons aboard his ship – Target Alpha – at least, he’s unlikely to have been better armed than his father was. The weapons he took off their depot ship and installed aboard Target Bravo are probably much the same.”
 
   “That’s still enough to far outrange the weapons aboard those small patrol craft or our shuttles at the mining project.” Foster thought for a moment, then shook his head. “We have no choice. They’ve got to head her off, try to damage her, or at least throw a scare into her so she veers away from the mining ships. Do you concur?”
 
   Steve sucked in a deep breath. The decision might condemn Abha to death… but the truth was obvious. “Yes, Sir. There’s no alternative.”
 
   “You handle dealing with Target Bravo, Lieutenant. Issue the necessary orders under SysCon’s authority. While you do that, I’m going to figure out what we’ve got that can intercept Target Alpha, and how best to go about it.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   Steve sat down in the secondary chair at the Watch Commander’s console and issued his requirements to the battle computer AI. It verified that it had understood his intentions, then translated them into an action order to the patrol forces at the asteroid mining site. Steve scanned the order rapidly, approved it, then keyed his intercom.
 
   “Command to Communications. Transmit this operations order to the mining project, flash priority. Use tight-beam transmission rather than general broadcast, and encrypt it. Send it three times to ensure clear reception.” He tapped at the console as he spoke, routing the signal to the communications operator.
 
   “Communications to Command, aye aye, Sir.”
 
   Steve looked at the Plot again, his stomach churning at the danger Abha was facing. She was right in the path of an oncoming enemy, and not very well equipped to defend herself and her comrades in arms. His warning signal would take thirty-nine minutes at light speed to reach the mining ship, plus however long she took to re-transmit it to her two patrol craft and the shuttles, wherever they were. It would be three-quarters of an hour before Abha knew what was going on. By then Target Bravo would be less than fifty million kilometers from her. If it was still coasting along at one-tenth of light speed – and it probably would be, because even an old, obsolete warship fire control system could direct laser cannon or missiles at that velocity – it would take less than half an hour to cover that distance. It would be on top of her in about one-and-a-quarter hours from now.
 
   He shook his head. I can’t do a damn thing to help her. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this helpless in my life!
 
   Steve turned to Commander Foster. “Orders transmitted to the mining project, Sir. By the time they receive them, they’ll have no more than half an hour to send out their patrols and try to pick up Target Bravo on radar as she approaches.”
 
   The Commander nodded. “Good luck to them. They’re going to need it!” He gestured to the Plot. “Target Alpha is on a trajectory that looks like it directly intersects Rolla’s. He probably intends to attack our orbital installations and any ships nearby. Lieutenant-Commander Le Roux is out on exercises with two of our patrol craft. They’re fifty light-minutes from the planet, positioned a few light-minutes to port of and above Alpha’s approach trajectory. I intend to order him to close on the trajectory line as fast as possible.” He entered commands, and a moving cylinder of light lit up, traveling slowly down Target Alpha’s trajectory line.
 
   “That’s the enemy’s likely position, plus an allowance for margin of error. It’ll be touch-and-go whether he can get into radar range; he may have to send drones out ahead of his ships. I’ll authorize him to fire without waiting for further orders. Meanwhile, I’ll order the two patrol craft at the depot ship to get their crews aboard and head towards Alpha, to backstop the two already out there. I’ll order this destroyer,” indicating an icon off to one side of the Plot display, “to head for the mining project, to provide backup to local patrols. She can’t get there for almost two hours, given the time our signal will take to reach her, plus her travel time to the mining site. Our other ships on patrol are all too far away to intercept Alpha or Bravo. I’ll order them to return to Rolla at full blast, but they won’t get here in time for the initial engagements. What do you think?”
 
   Steve nodded. “You’ve done the best you can under the circumstances, Sir, given the positions of our ships and the very limited time we have to work with. At least Target Alpha has further to go before reaching us than Target Bravo does to reach the mining project. We have almost an hour longer to intercept Alpha.”
 
   “Thank Heaven for small mercies! I’ll get the signals off at once.”
 
   There were a few minutes of hectic activity as the Communications console sent out the messages, and the Plot operator calculated and displayed the likely results of the movements of the ships concerned. They could see the engagement – if there was to be one – playing out in the display as the icons moved towards each other in simulated combat.
 
   Foster sighed heavily. “Given light-speed delays, we won’t be able to issue any more orders or provide more input to those on the spot until this is over. I’ll activate our local defenses and tell them to stand by.”
 
   “Yes, Sir. Commodore O’Fallon and the others will be here in less than an hour, I guess – just about the time things start to happen.”
 
   Foster shook his head. “Yes, but we won’t know what’s happened for some time after that, given light speed delay. It’ll all be over one way or the other by the time we hear anything. Your wife’s out at the mining project, isn’t she?”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I guess all you can do right now is pray – if you’re a praying man, that is.”
 
   “Normally I’m not, Sir, but at a time like this I’ll try anything!”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Abha paused the recording, thought for a moment, then spoke into the microphone once more. “I attach vid of the conditions found in our dormitory aboard the accommodation ship, and aboard each of the assault shuttles allocated to this mission. The poor state of neatness and cleanliness is self-evident. A technical report of the deficiencies in each shuttle’s systems will be submitted under separate cover.”
 
   She ended with the usual courtesies, saved her report and turned to First Lieutenant Labuschagne, sitting beside her at the Weapons System Operator’s console of the shuttle. He was looking at her wide-eyed. “Do you think I was too critical?” she asked.
 
   “Er… no, in fairness, we found exactly what you reported… but you do realize what that report’s likely to do to his career, don’t you?”
 
   “So? Are you really willing to entrust your safety, and the safety of your platoon, to an officer like that when he commands the sector next to yours on a battlefield? If he’s that slack and slipshod during routine duties like this, what makes you think he’ll do any better when lives depend on him?”
 
   “I take your point.” Dan sighed. “It’s going to create all sorts of fuss, because his family’s big in planetary politics; but facts are facts. I guess we’ll have to leave it to Lieutenant-Colonel Hays to decide what to do about this.”
 
   “I think so. I’ll submit this report through the Marine training mission, rather than ask you to do it. I wouldn’t want to cause problems for you.”
 
   “Thanks! I really appreciate that. There’d be fallout if I did, for sure. Now, to change the subject, we’d better eat our lunch quickly before the troops try to snaffle it from us.” He offered her a ration pack.
 
   Abha grinned as she glanced over her shoulder at the soldiers in the body of the shuttle, all of whom were finishing their lunch. “We can’t have that – if only because I’m not nice to be around when I’m really hungry!” She accepted the ration pack with a nod of thanks, opened it, and took out a hydroponically grown apple. “Hey, this looks good! The new orbital farms have really improved our rations.” She took a bite, the juice running over her lips.
 
   Dan nodded. Through a mouthful of food he asked, “What’s next? We’ve done individual and two-on-two shuttle exercises this morning. Do you want to do some formation work with all four birds?”
 
   She chewed and swallowed, then replied, “That’s not a bad idea. We’ll do it on the way back to the accommodation ship – we must be the best part of two million kilometers away from her by now. I also want the four WSO’s to work with you on setting up a joint configuration for all four shuttles’ sensors and weapons. I learned a lot about that during the fight with Blanco last year. It can be very useful to have everyone sharing the same fire plan.”
 
   “Sure,” he agreed. “We studied how Senior Lieutenant Maxwell set that up during our tactical exercises planetside. It was pretty impressive to think of all that in the heat of the moment, without any opportunity to plan ahead. He must be quite a guy.”
 
   “He is – but then, I married him, so I may be just a little bit biased where he’s concerned.” They grinned at each other.
 
   They were bundling up the ration packaging for disposal when a loud, urgent chime sounded from the console. They jerked upright, looking at the display even as the pilot gasped, “It’s a General Quarters alert from the mining ship!”
 
   “What the hell…?” Abha didn’t even realize she’d spoken as she bent to read the words scrolling across the display. She felt a chill run through her as their import sank in, and looked at Dan. He was also staring at the display, mouth hanging open.
 
   “Looks like we’ve got a real fight on our hands, Dan,” she said, trying to keep her voice deliberately casual despite the tremor she felt in her stomach.
 
   “Y – yeah!” He visibly gathered himself. “They don’t have specific orders for us – they’ve just told us to intercept if possible. Any ideas? Do you want to take command?”
 
   “No, you’re in charge. I’ll be glad to offer advice, if you like.”
 
   “Hell, yes! I’ve never been in combat before.”
 
   “OK. Let’s start by setting up tight-beam communications with the other three shuttles. We’ll tell them all to maintain radio silence. We mustn’t emit any signal or signature that might alert those bastards that we’re around. If they plot our position through our radio transmissions, their weapons outrange ours by so much they’ll be able to pick us off like sitting ducks.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   While Dan talked to the pilot, Abha re-examined the parameters the mining ship had sent to them. She thought fast. Target Bravo is about twenty-five minutes out right now, and closing fast… we’re about eighty thousand kilometers from her trajectory, so we’re going to have to close in as fast as we can. We’ll have to trust our stealth systems to hide our tiny drive signatures, and hope she has only a merchant ship’s sensors, which aren’t normally able to pick us up when we’re in stealth mode… Our missiles have a few hundred clicks powered range, but they’re slow, so we’ll have to get a lot closer than that… Will their small warheads hurt a big freighter badly enough to stop her? As she thought, her hands were busy entering figures into the battle computer, running simulations and projections, trying to select the best approach under the circumstances.
 
   Dan turned back to her. “OK, that’s done. I guess the next step is to decide on our plan of attack.”
 
   “How would you go about it?”
 
   “We’ve got only chemical-fueled missiles, which are very slow compared to gravitic-drive weapons. We’ll have to get in real close to give them the best chance of hitting her. For that matter, we’ll need to be at point-blank range if we’re to use our plasma cannon. Trouble is, she’s moving very fast. Our fire control systems aren’t designed for spaceship velocities. I’m not sure they can do what your husband did, and spread their fire across all her vital compartments.”
 
   “I agree.” Abha forced herself not to jump in with suggestions. He’s been trained, she reminded herself mentally. Don’t do his job for him. Let him find the answers – unless he asks for advice, of course – and even then, make him figure out as much as possible for himself.
 
   “That being the case,” Dan continued, thinking aloud, “we’d better pick out a single point as our target, and hit it with everything we’ve got. Even if our fire control systems can’t be one hundred per cent accurate, if all our missiles and plasma cannon bolts are aimed at one vital spot, some of them should get close enough to it to hurt her.”
 
   “Sounds good to me. Let’s take a look.” She called up the schematic of the freighter Constandt had fitted with weapons at Finarga. “This is the information about Target Bravo we got from BuIntel.”
 
   Dan pointed to the rear of the diagram. “That low hump on her spine, about a quarter of her length forward from the stern – what is it?”
 
   “It looks like a bump on a log, doesn’t it?” Abha consulted the diagram’s description. “That’s the top of her reactor vessel. I’ve seen some designs like that before. They’ll have lowered it into place through a hole in the spine for ease of construction and replacement.”
 
   “Uh-huh. What’s important is that it’ll show up on fire control radar. It gives us a point of aim for our missiles and cannon. If her reactor goes into emergency shutdown, her gravitic drive, reaction thrusters, sensors and weapons will all be affected. None of them can operate at full power using only the stored energy in her capacitor ring – and that’s close to her reactor, so we might hit it as well. If we get lucky and her reactor blows, we won’t have to worry about her at all anymore.”
 
   Seated next to them, the pilot asked, “But, Sir, why not try for a head-on missile strike? The kinetic energy of colliding with missiles at such a high closing speed would be devastating.”
 
   Dan shook his head. “That’s if they collided, Sergeant. Don’t forget, her gravitic shield will be operating. It’s designed to deflect space debris, so it can probably deflect light weapons as well. Our missiles’ chemically fueled motors may not be powerful enough to fight it. Also, to launch them down her throat, we’ll have to be directly in front of her. That would put the missiles and our shuttles in line-of-sight of her laser cannon, which might not be very good for our health.”
 
   “You’re right, Sir – hey, wait a minute! What’s she doing?” The pilot pointed to the display, where an icon represented a small patrol craft a few million kilometers further out from the mining ship. She had gone to full acceleration, steering towards the predicted trajectory of the pirate ship.
 
   Abha swallowed hard, her throat suddenly dry even as her heart ached for the self-sacrifice of the patrol craft’s crew. “At a guess, she’s going to try to find Target Bravo with her radar as it approaches. She can’t possibly get within range before the pirates’ missiles or lasers kill her. Oh, she’ll fire her own missiles if she gets the chance, but she probably won’t live that long. She’s trying to locate the enemy for the rest of us. Her sister ship will probably head this way as soon as her crew can get aboard and bring up her systems.”
 
   “That’s brave, but it’s also stupid,” Dan fumed. “It’s a suicide mission!”
 
   “What choice do they have?” she asked quietly. “If they do nothing, they’ll probably die anyway. The pirates must know they’re here – they’ll have picked up her gravitic drive signature – so they’re bound to target her. If she lives long enough to get a lucky hit, that might force Bravo to turn away. It’s not much of a chance, but it’s all they’ve got.”
 
   “Do we have any better chance ourselves, Ma’am?” the pilot asked dubiously.
 
   “I think so. Bravo’s own speed will help to protect us from their fire – she’ll close the range between us very fast, limiting her reaction time. Also, don’t forget that we have some of the best stealth systems in the business. I don’t think they’ll see us coming until we illuminate them with our radar.”
 
   He sighed. “I hope you’re right, Ma’am.”
 
   “Believe me, so do I!”
 
   “Hear, hear!” Dan agreed fervently. “According to the message, she’s coming in at one-tenth of light speed – that’s about thirty thousand kilometers a second. Our assault shuttles can’t match that, of course. We’ll have to get in very close to hit her as she passes, but at point-blank range at that speed, the fight will be over almost as soon as it’s begun. We can’t possibly hit her under manual control. We’ll have to program our missiles to look for that hump and hit it. We’ll fire a full twenty-round magazine from our plasma cannon at the same target as she flashes past us. Any advice on how to set up our approach and firing position?”
 
   Abha nodded, calling up the miniature plot display on her console and pointing to it. “When she detects our fire control radar, she’ll probably try to shoot at us. If she’s armed like Johann de Bouff’s ship, her missile tubes and laser cannon will be installed in the cargo holds in the lower part of her hull. They won’t want to waste their limited supply of missiles on small assault shuttles – they have bigger fish to fry. Besides, at such short range and high speed, their missiles won’t have time to lock on to us before they’re past and gone. Their laser cannon are the real threat; but if we position ourselves above her, the odds are pretty good that only one or two of her cannon may be in line-of-sight of us. We can also try to jam their fire-control radar, if she opens up at that patrol craft and we can identify its frequency range.”
 
   “What if they have visual or infra-red sensors pointed our way, Ma’am?” the pilot asked.
 
   Abha wished fervently that he hadn’t asked that question. She’d been worrying about such sensors herself. “That’ll be a big problem,” she admitted, “but we can’t do anything about it except to adopt a widely spaced formation, so as not to offer one big target.”
 
   “I get it, Ma’am.”
 
   She tried to quiet the butterflies in her stomach as she turned back to Dan. “Our missiles have a max powered range of only a few hundred clicks, and they operate at chemical rocket speeds. They’re nowhere near as fast as gravitic drive weapons. We’re going to have to launch them while Target Bravo’s still far outside our radar range, to give them time to reach her as she goes past. That means we have to use her own emissions to confirm her position, course and speed. We can track her active transmissions if she uses her radar to target that patrol craft. It’ll be even easier if she brings up her gravitic drive as well. Our small plasma cannon won’t be effective outside about thirty kilometers, even in space where there’s no atmospheric diffusion to worry about. We’ll need to get as close as possible if we hope to hit her as she passes us. Just pray she doesn’t alter course, because if she does so at that speed we’ll never be able to intercept her.”
 
   Dan nodded. “I get it. What if her reactor blows while we’re too close? There’s no future in that!”
 
   “You’re right, but that’s a chance we’ll have to take if we’re to have any hope of hitting her. That sort of risk is why they pay us these huge salaries.”
 
   “Yeah, right! OK. Would you please tell the other shuttles what we’ve just discussed, to fill them in on the background? While you’re doing that, I’ll program a missile and cannon fire plan for all four shuttles.”
 
   “Will do. With your permission, while you’re doing that, I’ll start us moving towards her incoming course.” She threw the predicted trajectory of the pirate ship onto the display, and placed an icon on it at its nearest point. “I suggest we head for that point, and form line abreast across her course. We’ll use full EW masking of our gravitic drives. That’ll limit us to eighty per cent of full power, but it can’t be helped. At least the tiny drive units on these shuttles aren’t as hard to mask as the big ones on a spaceship.”
 
   “Good idea. Go ahead.”
 
   As Dan turned back to the console, Abha sent a hurried thought in the direction of her husband. I’ll do my best, darling. Constandt’s headed your way in another ship, and I’m sure one of his targets will be the Elevator Terminal, including OrbCon and Syscon. He’ll want to blow it out of space, and as far as I know, you’re aboard it right now. Be safe, Steve! Be safe, my love!
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The doors to Syscon slid back and Commodore O’Fallon strode in, heading straight for the Watch Commander’s console. Commander Foster and Steve braced in their seats, but didn’t stand, and he nodded curtly. Behind him Colonel Houmayoun ushered two civilians into the room. Steve realized they must be the Prime Minister of Rolla and the Minister of Defense.
 
   “What’s the situation?” O’Fallon demanded.
 
   Before the Commander could answer, Steve stood. “Take my seat, Sir,” he invited. “You’ll be able to access the console directly if you need to.”
 
   “Thank you.” O’Fallon slid into the chair.
 
   “We’ve taken the following steps, Sir,” Foster began. He swiftly outlined the orders sent to Lieutenant-Commander Le Roux to intercept Target Alpha, and to the mining project and destroyer to deal with Bravo as best they could, and the instructions to all other vessels to return to Rolla. “We’ve ordered our remaining two patrol craft, under the overall command of Senior Lieutenant Grunion, to head towards Target Alpha to backstop the corvette and Lieutenant-Commander Le Roux. They had to get their crews aboard and bring up their systems before they could leave – they were off duty for a rest period. They left the depot ship ten minutes ago.” He indicated their icons on the Plot display.
 
   O’Fallon considered the display briefly, then nodded curtly. “I think you’ve done the best you could with what we have.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.” He indicated Steve. “Senior Lieutenant Maxwell helped plan our tactics. He issued the orders to the mining project concerning Target Bravo while I set up the interception of Target Alpha.”
 
   O’Fallon looked up at him. “Thank you, Lieutenant.”
 
   Steve nodded wordlessly, his fears for Abha growing ever stronger in his mind. This waiting is killing me!, he thought to himself. Within a matter of minutes Abha’s going to be fighting for her life – and there’s not a damned thing I can do to help her. I won’t even know whether she’s survived until a message can reach us. He glanced at the Plot display. Target Bravo’s predicted position was closing in on the mining ships. Whatever the defenders were doing didn’t show on the Plot yet. Light speed delay meant that SysCon hadn’t yet received any reply to the signal alerting them, nor had gravitic drive signatures yet revealed anything but routine movements. There was no point in having the Plot try to predict their maneuvers when they didn’t know what they’d be.
 
   He knew the four shuttles at the mining project would have a far more difficult task than he had when he’d taken on de Bouff senior. Blanco had slowed to match Mauritania’s orbital velocity, so she’d been almost crawling along by spaceship standards. Target Bravo was coming in at one-tenth of light speed. Aiming at her would be a very complex problem, one that would stretch assault shuttle fire control systems to their limits and beyond. He mulled it over in his mind, almost as if he could somehow transmit his thoughts to Abha. Your only chance is to concentrate your fire on a single point. Pick one critical target area off the schematic – her reactor would probably be best – and throw everything you’ve got at it. At that closing speed, with a fire control system designed for planetary warfare and much slower small craft combat, your aim won’t be very precise. A lot of your missiles and plasma bolts will be off-target by dozens or scores of meters. If you concentrate them all on one point, there’s a much better chance that at least some of them will hit it; and there are enough vital engineering compartments near the reactor that if you hit some of them, you’ll still hurt her badly even if the reactor keeps operating.
 
   Colonel Houmayoun came up to him. In a low voice, so as not to interrupt the discussion at the command console, he said, “The Prime Minister has a question. I think you, as a Spacer, can answer it better than I can.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.” Steve followed him to a row of observer’s chairs against one wall, where the two civilians were sitting. They stood as he approached.
 
   “Prime Minister, this is Senior Lieutenant Steve Maxwell,” Houmayoun introduced him. “Lieutenant, this is the Prime Minister of Rolla, Sebastian Truman, and the Defense Minister, Michael Holloway.”
 
   “I’m pleased to meet you at last,” Truman said, shaking his hand. He was a portly man, with fleshy fingers, but his eyes were shrewd and penetrating. “We owe you a great deal for what you’ve already done for us. Now it looks as if all your hard work training our System Patrol Service crews is about to be put to the test.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “Explain something to me, please. Commodore O’Fallon told us that these two pirates are coming in at what he called ‘standard merchant ship cruise speed’. Why are they limiting themselves to that? Why not go all out? I thought gravitic drives could accelerate a ship to almost light speed – in theory, at least.”
 
   “There are three reasons, Sir,” Steve began, tearing his mind away from Abha in order to concentrate. “First, if you want to hit anything, you don’t want to be going too fast. The closer one gets to light speed, the more relativity distorts one’s sensors and the tactical picture they provide. Warships can move at up to a third of light speed, but if they expect to get into a fight, they usually slow down; otherwise they’d find it difficult to aim at the enemy and defend themselves against incoming fire. The pirates want to move as fast as possible, to get in and out before we become aware of them, and make it difficult for us to intercept them: but they’ve also got to move slowly enough to aim at their targets, and detect defending ships or incoming missiles in time to avoid them or shoot at them. One-tenth of light speed is a compromise between those conflicting needs.”
 
   “I can understand that,” the Prime Minister agreed. “Next?”
 
   “Next is the problem of space debris, Sir. There are particles out there too small to show up on radar – bits and pieces of asteroids and meteorites, garbage illegally dumped by spaceships, a fastener or tool dropped by a careless spacer, stuff like that. If you hit any of it at high velocity, even something the size of a pea, the kinetic energy released can be enough to damage or even destroy your ship. That’s why gravitic drives have a dual function; they also project a gravitic shield ahead of the bow to deflect small debris. The faster you go, the more effective that shield has to be; but the more power the shield absorbs, the less power is available to drive your ship.
 
   “The third reason is cost. Spaceships maneuvering at high velocities need a very stiff, strong spine and frames to withstand the stresses of a sudden change in direction. Warships are built like that, so their specialized – and very complex and expensive – gravitic drives can move them at up to one-third Cee whilst still generating an adequate shield. Most commercial vessels are designed for economy, with simpler structures that can’t take the strain of very-high-speed maneuvers. They also save money by using much less powerful gravitic drives. At one-tenth of light speed almost all their drive’s power is going to the gravitic shield, with nothing left over for higher velocity.”
 
   “But if they turned off the shield, they could go faster?” Truman asked.
 
   “Yes, Sir, but I doubt these pirates would be that suicidal. They could switch off the shield if they wanted to, in which case their drives could accelerate them much closer to light speed, but the dangers of doing so are huge. Not only would they risk particle damage, but their structures are too weak for evasive maneuvers at such speeds. What’s more, they wouldn’t be able to aim their weapons effectively at higher velocities without a modern warship’s fire control system. I’m pretty sure they don’t have that – very few pirates do. For example, we discovered that de Bouff senior’s ship had a fire control system cobbled together from bits and pieces out of several old, scrapped patrol craft.”
 
   The Prime Minister nodded. “Thank you for explaining that. So what do we do now?”
 
   “There’s nothing more we can do from here, Sir. We’ve sent orders to our forces within reach of the incoming pirates to do what they can to intercept them. We’ve got a good chance of stopping Target Alpha, I think – that’s the ship Constandt de Bouff was using before, so I presume he’s still aboard her. Target Bravo is another story. If all Rolla’s heavy patrol craft had been here by now, I’m sure you’d have had a couple of them providing permanent security to the mining ships. Unfortunately, right now all we have out there is two small local patrol craft, hired from a Lancaster security company, and four PSDF shuttles with a platoon of armored troops. None of them have weapons normally considered capable of stopping a well-armed opponent moving that fast. They’re going to have to fight like the devil on steroids, and hope for the best.”
 
   Colonel Houmayoun said, “I understand your wife is visiting the mining project, Lieutenant?”
 
   “Yes, Sir. She’s conducting a routine inspection.”
 
   The Prime Minister’s expressions softened. “I’m sorry she’s in danger, Lieutenant, but I hope her combat experience and expertise will help the defenders.”
 
   “I hope so too, Sir.”
 
   Houmayoun nodded sympathetically. “Look at it this way, Lieutenant. Senior officers are accustomed to fighting like this – sending out people and units we’ve trained and prepared to do the hard work, while we direct their movements and actions as best we can. In fights over interplanetary distances that are subject to light speed delays, we can’t constantly tell them what to do – we have to trust them to do what we’ve trained them to do, and use their initiative if that’s not enough. You’re now experiencing the same sort of thing at a much more junior rank than most officers, and in a much more personal way. All I can say is that your wife’s a trained professional. She’s impressed me during her service on Rolla. She’ll do her best, and I expect her best to be very good indeed – good enough to give Target Bravo one hell of a fight.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   Steve took a deep breath. It’s all very well to say that, Colonel, he thought to himself, but I’ve never before had anyone so important to me in danger – and there’s nothing I can do to help her, or anyone else out there, or change what’s about to go down in any way. It’s not just frustrating, it’s agonizing!
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   “The patrol craft’s started radar transmission, Ma’am!”
 
   Abha looked up from her console at the pilot’s warning. He indicated a display which showed electronic pulses emanating from the small ship, by now far ahead of them.
 
   “Thank you,” she acknowledged. “Let’s hope she detects Target Bravo for us. If the warning we received from SysCon was accurate, they’ll be only a couple of million kilometers from her by now. They’ll get into her radar range in about three-quarters of a minute.”
 
   Dan entered a few more digits, then locked in the fire plan and transmitted it to the other three shuttles. The four were in line abreast astride Bravo’s predicted path and five kilometers above it, spaced five kilometers apart – Dan’s shuttle was the second from the starboard side. Even if the pirate vessel tried to change course upon detecting them, one or two shuttles would hopefully still be able to target her. Within seconds each shuttle received the plan, accepted it, adjusted its own systems accordingly, and transmitted an acknowledgment.
 
   Dan sighed, and looked at her. “Well, it’s done. All we can do is wait. It’s up to the battle computers and sensors now.”
 
   She shook her head, mouth twisting wryly. “So much for big bad warrior types like us. It’s a hell of a come-down to admit we can’t hack it on our own without computer support.”
 
   “Yes. The hero-saga scriptwriters will never let us live it down if they find out.”
 
   “Then we’d better not tell them!” They grinned tightly at each other, welcoming the distraction of humor in the midst of all the tension.
 
   A sudden, urgent buzzer sounded from the console, and their eyes went to the main display. It showed a brand-new source of radar radiation, about five million kilometers from their positions, coming directly towards them and moving very fast.
 
   “That’s Target Bravo!” Abha snapped. “She’s detected the patrol craft’s radar transmissions. She’s trying to see whether there are any other ships in company with her.”
 
   Within seconds there was a second warning buzzer. “Bravo’s fired!” Dan exclaimed. “That’s a missile launch at the patrol craft!”
 
   Abha found it hard to breathe, so great was the tension crushing down on her. She suddenly understood how Steve must have felt during the final seconds of his approach to Blanco. “They want to knock out the patrol craft before she has a chance to launch missiles herself. They obviously don’t know for sure what she is.”
 
   “But isn’t Bravo too far away to fire? De Bouff senior’s missiles had only about a million kilometers’ powered range. If theirs are the same sort of thing, they’re still further away from the patrol craft than that.”
 
   “Sure, but they’re moving fast. You’ve got to add that closing speed to the missiles’ range. They’ll still be under power when they reach the patrol craft.”
 
   “I get it – wait! What the…?” Dan pointed at the patrol craft’s icon on the display. It had suddenly sprouted a smaller icon below it, moving straight down. “What the hell are they doing?”
 
   Abha laughed aloud, a vocal explosion of relief. “Whoever’s in command of that patrol craft has his head screwed on straight! He’s abandoned ship. That’s a lifeboat being ejected. He’s trying to keep his crew alive, even if he loses his ship. They’ll be hoping someone will be left alive to pick them up when this is over.”
 
   “That was darn good thinking, if it works.”
 
   “Yes. He’s made Bravo reveal herself long before she’d planned. I hope someone gives him a bloody great medal for –”
 
   She fell silent as Target Bravo’s missile closed on the patrol craft. It didn’t carry a nuclear warhead – if they had any, the pirates were clearly reserving them for more important targets – but even its conventional warhead wasn’t needed. Bravo had been moving at one-tenth of light speed when the missile was launched, and its own drive had accelerated it further. It scored a head-on direct hit at a combined closing velocity of almost one-quarter of light speed, the kinetic energy of the impact unimaginably greater than the explosive power of its warhead. From close range it must have been a spectacular eruption of energy, utterly consuming both vehicles, but from over three million kilometers away the watchers in the assault shuttles saw the destruction only as a brief flicker of light through their viewscreens. The icons of the ship and missile disappeared from the display; but the radar emissions from Target Bravo did not cease, and were joined by a new signature.
 
   “Bravo’s brought her gravitic drive online!” Abha snapped.
 
   “But why?” Dan asked. “She can’t accelerate much at the speed she’s already doing.”
 
   “They must want it standing by in case there are any other surprises waiting for them.”
 
   “Why don’t they turn away, to avoid a possible ambush, Sir?” the pilot asked beside them.
 
   “They’re on a firing pass,” Dan pointed out. “Their present course takes them within half a million clicks of the mining ship and the accommodation vessel. If they turn towards them, the range might become short enough that missiles from shuttles based there could reach them. They won’t have forgotten how Johann de Bouff and his crew died. If they turn away, their short-legged missiles would be at extreme range – maybe even out of powered range altogether. Therefore, they’ll stay on course unless they’re forced to evade.”
 
   The pilot nodded shakily. “And they don’t know we’re out here, so they’re going to pass right beneath us.”
 
   “Yes. They’ll be in range in about… eighty-three seconds from now. Our systems are tracking them passively at present, using only Bravo’s own emissions. As soon as they’re close enough, our radars will illuminate them to get a firing solution. After that, it’s all up to the battle computers.”
 
   “They won’t pick us up before then, Sir?”
 
   Abha replied, “I think our stealth features are good enough to mask us from their electromagnetic sensors, unless they’ve got much better equipment than Blanco had. If they had optical or infra-red sensors pointed in our direction, they might pick us up about a hundred thousand kilometers out if conditions were right; but by then our radars will be illuminating them anyway. Once they start transmitting, it’ll be like we lit a flashlight in a dark room – the pirates won’t be able to help noticing us.”
 
   They fell silent, their tension rising to near unbearable levels as the icon representing Target Bravo streaked closer to them at breathtaking speed. The display on the WSO console shortened its scale steadily as the enemy approached.
 
   Dan toggled his microphone. “Steady, everyone,” he said to the four pilots locked into the tight-beam communications circuit. He tried to speak as calmly as possible, but sitting beside him, Abha could hear the tremor of tension in his larynx. “No matter what happens, stay where you are. Do not, I say again, do not maneuver, even to take evasive action. I know that makes it more dangerous for us, but that’s what they pay us for. We daren’t add our own movement to the problems our targeting systems already face.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Target Bravo, slicing through space at thirty thousand kilometers per second, came within nine hundred thousand kilometers of the waiting shuttles, thirty seconds before reaching them. The battle computers triggered the missiles beneath the stub wings of the line of assault shuttles; the outer two craft first, because their missiles had the furthest to travel, then the inner two. Sixteen gel-fueled missiles streaked away, their exhausts momentarily blinding those watching through the shuttles’ viewscreens. They were far slower than their gravitic-drive-propelled target, but they had relatively little distance to cover. The pirate vessel would neatly intersect their downward trajectories.
 
   As Bravo came within two hundred and forty thousand kilometers of the shuttles, eight seconds before reaching them, the battle computers activated the shuttles’ electronically scanned radar arrays. A torrent of electromagnetic energy began to bathe Bravo from bow to stern, illuminating every point in line-of-sight on her hull – including the hump of her reactor compartment cover, three-quarters of the way down her spine. As Bravo drew nearer and the computers received more precise targeting information from the radars, they fed course corrections to the missiles in mid-flight, aiming them more accurately, telling their small, relatively simple terminal guidance systems what to look for and where to find it. At the same time, the shuttles’ electronic warfare system jammed the frequency Bravo’s fire control radar had used to target the small patrol craft.
 
   On Bravo’s bridge the missile launches hadn’t been noticed. They’d been outside effective radar range, and hadn’t used gravitic drives that emitted detectable signatures, while the shuttles had been invisible to radar thanks to their stealth features and electronic warfare systems. The sudden flood of radar signals therefore came as a complete surprise. Alarms shrieked their atonal warning as pirates bent to their displays and consoles, trying to identify the new threats that had suddenly appeared so terrifyingly close to them.
 
   The helmsman reacted instinctively without waiting for orders. He reached over to the gravitic drive controls with his right hand, cut the gravitic shield and rammed the power handle through the gate to maximum, even as his left hand slammed the helm control hard to starboard. The full power of the drive began to nudge the ship away from the threat… but it had only a bare fraction of a second to do so before she entered the killing ground.
 
   The pirate manning the weapons console slammed his fist down on the ‘Automatic’ function button, thereby instructing the fire control system to respond to the new threats based on whatever it calculated it could hit fastest, using whatever sensors were still working in the face of the jamming. The antiquated system’s job was simplified by the fact that only the two laser turrets on the lower outer edges of the ship’s hull could bear on the threats. It slewed each of them towards the shuttles on either end of the intercepting line, using the targets’ own emissions as aiming points.
 
   A laser beam bloomed at light speed between Bravo and the assault shuttle on the starboard end of the line. It cut through the shuttle’s armored steel as if it didn’t exist, penetrating all the way to the fusion micro-reactor compartment, blowing out its containing mag bottle. The reactor was tiny by spaceship standards, but that didn’t mean it was any less deadly when it let go. Everyone aboard the shuttle died instantly in the small-scale thermonuclear holocaust as the vehicle, its weapons and its passengers were reduced to their component atoms.
 
   The shuttle to port of the intercepting line was luckier. The laser beam from Bravo’s second turret ripped down its side. It burned out the phased array radar panels, sheared off the stub wing with its now-empty missile pylons and all the port-side reaction thrusters, and sent the craft tumbling out of control. The strike instantly shorted out the shuttle’s electrical systems and put its fusion micro-reactor into emergency shutdown… but its armor’s sandwiched layers of battle steel, ceramics and nanosynthetics protected those inside.
 
   Bravo’s turrets didn’t have time to realign. Even as they fired, the incoming missiles were dropping almost vertically towards her spine. Her sudden course change, embryonic though it was, meant that more than half of them missed her altogether – their chemical rockets couldn’t adjust their trajectory or velocity quickly enough. Those that missed wavered for a few moments, then self-destructed. The others hit all around the reactor dome. Much of the kinetic energy of their strikes was dissipated, Bravo’s sheer speed grinding the lightweight missiles to fragments against the hull as they landed, destroying some before their warheads could detonate. Even so, hull plating and structural members were blown off the ship as craters appeared in a ragged pattern around the reactor, and the entire vessel shook to the repeated blows.
 
   The missile that struck closest to the reactor didn’t hit its protective dome, but it did the next best thing. Its nosecone struck right on the seam between the front of the dome and the spine. The kinetic energy unleashed by its arrival and the blast of its warhead ripped off the entire dome as if it were a flattened hemisphere of rind peeled whole and entire from the top of a grapefruit. More alarms screamed in Bravo’s Engineering Department and on her bridge. The reactor vessel itself wasn’t penetrated, but the shock of the explosion and the loss of the upper stiffening layer of its supporting framework sent a massive tremor through it. Power levels aboard the ship fluctuated wildly as the reactor’s automated control systems initiated an emergency shutdown without waiting for operator intervention.
 
   As the last missiles landed, Target Bravo entered the fire zone for the plasma cannon. The radar spectrum was temporarily blinded by the explosion of the first shuttle in the line, but the surviving shuttles’ battle computers had already locked in their fire plan. They’d even been able to allow for Bravo’s fractional last-second course change. The barbettes swung wildly, motors whining, trying to keep their cannon on target as the pirate ship flashed past. The three barrels of each cannon spun in a frantic frenzy of firing, emptying their twenty-round magazines in a single second. Their breeches were an orgy of thermonuclear plasma conversion as each deuterium-tritium pellet was laser-ignited. Inside each shuttle the noise was a deafening roar, louder than any of their occupants had ever heard during training, a continuous ripping BRAAAAAAP! Abha, mind still reeling in shock at seeing their neighbor expunged in a two-kilometer-wide fireball, couldn’t help comparing the noise fleetingly to the slow, steady ‘blurt’ of spaced single shots that Steve had fired at Blanco some months before. She knew such rapid fire would burn out the cannons’ barrels – but that wasn’t important compared to stopping Bravo.
 
   Like the missiles, the plasma bolts arrived in a pattern around the reactor. About half missed the ship altogether, because the cannon barbettes were unable to traverse fast enough to stay on target as Bravo whipped past. All those that hit were off-target to a greater or lesser extent, but they struck hammer-blows to Bravo’s hull, destroying several compartments in and around the Engineering section and rocking the reactor vessel in its exposed and weakened framework. If its shutdown had not already been in progress, it might have lost containment; but the emergency procedure was far enough advanced to avoid an explosion.
 
   One plasma bolt smashed in below the reinforced spine, penetrating the much thinner hull plating just beneath it, and burst through an outer compartment into the reactor control room. The control panel, its operator and everything else inside vanished in a pulverizing flash of raw energy. It would be impossible to restart the reactor until emergency controls could be rigged and its structural supports repaired.
 
   The final plasma bolt to strike home ripped into the capacitor ring circling the hull behind the reactor control compartment. The blast destroyed three capacitors, ruptured four others, and severed the ring’s wiring harness and all its backups and fail-safes. Bravo was instantly deprived of its most important – and only immediately available – backup power source. Every one of the ship’s systems shut down instantaneously.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Dan cursed as he stabbed at his control panel. “That exploding shuttle reactor’s flooded the spectrum with noise! I can’t see a damned thing on the radar, and all radio frequencies are full of static. We won’t be able to communicate with the other shuttles or the mining ship until it passes.”
 
   Abha tried to remember what she’d learned about that problem during training. “It’ll take several minutes for the interference to clear. What happened on the other end of the line? I saw a flash of light there, but it wasn’t an explosion like the shuttle next to us. I’m afraid that one’s gone.” She saw the flicker of sorrow on Dan’s face, and put a hand on his arm. “I’m sorry, Dan. They were your people. It hurts to lose them. I know.”
 
   “Yeah, it does.” He took a deep breath and shook his head angrily. “OK, we can’t talk to anyone for a while. We definitely hit Bravo, but we don’t know how much damage we did, and we can’t follow her. All we can do right now is go to the far end of the line, to see what happened to the shuttle there and render assistance if they need it.”
 
   “Good idea. I hope the shuttle to port does the same thing – we can’t pass orders to them until the spectrum clears.”
 
   “Let’s hope so. Pilot, head for the last known position of Shuttle Four. We don’t have radar, so we’ll have to start a visual search.”
 
   “Yessir!”
 
   The shuttle’s gravitic drive whined to full power as the craft turned, rising higher to clear its neighbor in case they hadn’t seen the maneuver. They needn’t have worried. Five kilometers ahead of them, they saw the flashing lights of Shuttle Three wink into life in the blackness of space as it also turned towards its stricken sister ship.
 
   As they reached the tumbling, spinning, lurching Shuttle Four, Dan tried the circuits again and breathed a sigh of relief. “The spectrum’s clearing.” He tried to call them, but got no response.
 
   “If they took severe damage, their internal systems may have shut down,” Abha pointed out. “We’ll have to stabilize them with our tractor and pressor beams to stop them spinning like that, then send a boarding and rescue party over to see how they are. It doesn’t look like the hull was penetrated.”
 
   “I’ll get right on to that. While I’m coordinating it, will you please draft a signal to the mining ship, telling them what’s been happening here?”
 
   “I’m on it. Let’s hope we did enough damage to Bravo to stop her hitting them, otherwise we won’t have anywhere to go back to.”
 
   “Amen to that!”
 
   Abha reached for her microphone and set her console to recording mode. “Lieutenant Sashna to Mining Control. Target Bravo was hit by our attack, but we have no indication of what happened after that due to disruption of the electromagnetic spectrum. Recommend you urgently transmit Bravo’s last known track to SysCon, including the slight course change to starboard that she appeared to make in the seconds before our weapons struck her. One of our shuttles was destroyed by pirate fire and a second disabled. Known casualties are ten dead aboard Shuttle One, from which there were can’t have been any survivors. Lieutenant Labuschagne is coordinating rescue operations for Shuttle Four right now.
 
   “Be advised that at least some of the crew appeared to escape from the patrol craft before Bravo destroyed her. We suggest that the second patrol craft should rendezvous with the lifeboat from her sister ship to recover survivors. After we’ve recovered those from Shuttle Four, we’ll return to you for rearming. Please have base personnel break out more missiles, and new sets of barrels for our plasma cannon. We’ve burned out the old ones. Finally, please advise Senior Lieutenant Maxwell at SysCon that his wife is uninjured. Over.”
 
   She waited until Dan had a free moment, then played back the recording to him. “Is that OK with you? Anything you’d like to add?” she asked.
 
   “Sounds fine to me. I’m pleased you asked them to tell your husband you’re OK – he’ll be worrying about you. Send it.”
 
   While they waited for a response, their pilots stabilized Shuttle Four with tractor beams and sent over troops in battle armor to investigate. They were overjoyed to learn that everyone inside was safe, although extremely nauseated by the shuttle’s violent tumbling motion after it was hit. Dan ordered the rescue party to rig lines between the surviving shuttles and the damaged ship, and the survivors began to make their way across to the intact vessels.
 
   As the first of them arrived, the receiver warning light lit up, and Dan and Abha scanned the display eagerly.
 
   ‘Mining Control to Lieutenant Sashna. Well done to all of you. You hit Bravo hard – all her systems shut down as she passed your line. We’ve already advised SysCon. Sorry to hear of your losses. Come home to mother. The beers are on us as soon as we can arrange the party. Advise ETA. Over.’
 
   Dan shook his head. “Do my eyes deceive me? Are Spacers really offering to buy beer for ground-pounders?”
 
   “It looks that way to me. They must be really grateful!”
 
   “That’s something to look forward to. As soon as all the survivors are off Shuttle Four, we’ll take her in tow with our tractor beams and head for home.”
 
   Abha at last had time to think about Target Alpha. What’s happening out there? Steve, are you OK?
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The atmosphere in Syscon was every bit as electric as that aboard the shuttles had been. The operators waited, watching their displays, knowing that whatever they were about to see had already happened, and was being shown to them only after light-speed delay. There was nothing they could do to affect the outcome. Senior operators had taken over the consoles, but their former occupants had not left the room. Instead, they lined the walls, watching intently, sometimes conversing in low voices. Steve’s trainees still sat at their consoles, monitoring the action avidly.
 
   Steve stood with Colonel Houmayoun, the Prime Minister and the Defense Minister. They watched as a pinpoint of light, well ahead of Lieutenant-Commander Le Roux’s patrol craft, headed straight up the course line of the approaching Target Alpha. A second pinpoint followed it, halfway between it and the ships. The Prime Minister touched Steve’s sleeve and murmured, “What are those?”
 
   “Their drones,” Steve replied equally quietly, so as not to break the concentration of those at the consoles. “They’ve launched them towards where the enemy’s expected to appear. They’ll tell the first one to begin radar transmissions as soon as Alpha’s likely to be almost within range, so they can get an early look at her and give their missiles more accurate targeting instructions. The second is there to backstop it. If Alpha shoots the first one out of space, the second will take over; and if Alpha maneuvers to avoid the first, the second will change course to keep track of her and make sure our missiles have up-to-date target information. That also makes the patrol craft harder for Alpha to target. If she can’t track them by their drive or radar emissions, she can’t aim her own missiles at them.”
 
   “Can the other two patrol craft fire from where they are?” He pointed to the two vessels that had departed from the depot ship, still hundreds of millions of kilometers behind the first two.
 
   “In theory they could, Sir, but they’re far outside powered missile range. Their missiles would have to coast on a ballistic trajectory until they were much closer to the enemy, then restart their drives for final attack maneuvers. Meanwhile, the enemy would have detected their launch and maneuvered to avoid them. Instead, the second two patrol craft will stand by to backstop Lieutenant-Commander Le Roux in case anything goes wrong and he misses.”
 
   “And you think Target Alpha still doesn’t know it’s about to be intercepted?” the Defense Minister interjected.
 
   “Based on their actions, Sir, I don’t think so. Syscon puts out an update on traffic in the system every five minutes. We’ve continued to do that, using a computer-generated composite plot showing our ships where they were, or on their previous courses. If the pirates are relying on that update to track other ships, the way most merchant vessels do, they’ll see everyone behaving as usual and nothing for them to worry about. If they have more sophisticated sensors and are tracking ship movements themselves, they’ll know something’s wrong, because all our ships went under stealth as soon as we ordered them to move, so they would have dropped off their system plot. If the pirates had seen them vanish, they’d probably have restarted their gravitic drive and commenced evasive maneuvers to prevent our ships intercepting them. The fact they haven’t done that is pretty strong evidence they don’t know we’re coming.”
 
   “But they’ll know as soon as that drone starts transmitting radar signals?”
 
   “Yes, Minister.”
 
   “And once all the ships are emitting signals we can track – radar, gravitic drive, whatever - we’ll see their actual movements in the Plot rather than predicted ones?”
 
   “Yes, Sir, but long after they’ve taken place. Light speed delay is a real bitch in situations like this. In fact, what you’re seeing in the Plot is old news. The initial engagement’s already over. We’re just waiting to see what happened.”
 
   Holloway grimaced. “I suppose there’s no hope of developing sensors that can work faster than that?”
 
   Steve shook his head, grinning despite his tension. “No, Sir. Trillions of credits have been spent trying, but since electronics radiate at the speed of light, no-one’s found a way to track them any faster than that. There have been some very esoteric experiments claiming to have done so, but they’ve never produced anything usable in the real world.”
 
   The Prime Minister interjected, “But we travel faster than light all the time! Isn’t that what a hyper-jump’s all about?”
 
   “No, Sir. That’s basically an artificial wormhole, a bending of space and time. Imagine two points on a sheet of paper, one at the top, one at the bottom. The shortest distance between them appears to be a straight line along the paper from one to the other: but if you fold the paper over to put one point physically on top of the other, so that they touch, that’s a much shorter distance between them than the straight line. That’s what a hyper-jump does, Sir. It’s not faster-than-light travel at all – just a way of moving between two points without covering the linear distance separating them. Some people call it ‘folding space’. I guess that’s not a bad description.”
 
   An operator’s voice cut across their conversation. “Plot to Command. Primary drone has commenced radar transmission.” His warning was superfluous. In the Plot, they could all see the pulsing icon that indicated an active target. It was now within one million kilometers of the onrushing Target Alpha – less than fifteen seconds away at their combined closing speed.
 
   There was a momentary pause, then the display changed. Instead of one icon representing Target Alpha, there were now two, so close to each other they were touching. The operator announced, “Drone has detected two, I say again, two ships at Target Alpha’s position!”
 
   There was an upsurge of incredulous murmuring, instantly quelled by Commander Foster. “Silence in the OpCen!”
 
   The onrushing drone and Target Alpha passed each other at a combined closing speed of almost one-third of the speed of light. As they did so, the plot display changed again. Now Target Alpha’s icon was coupled with three others, each representing a smaller, unidentified, unclassified target. The plot instantly labeled each with a new designator, so that they became Targets Gamma, Delta and Epsilon.
 
   Steve hurried over to the Watch Commander’s console. Commander Foster looked up as he approached. “Yes, Lieutenant?”
 
   “Sir, remember that small craft activity by Target Alpha just after it separated from Target Bravo yesterday? They must have been unloading something from their cargo holds. Whatever it is must be the new targets the drone’s detected.”
 
   “You may be right, but what the hell can they be? I’ve never heard of anything like this!”
 
   “I see two possibilities, Sir. One is that they’re carrying smaller ships, something like our patrol craft. Having seen ours offloaded from the transport that brought them, I guess Constandt could have done something like that.” He took a deep breath. “The other possibility is worse from our point of view, Sir. Remember what happened at Ariadne two centuries ago?”
 
   The Commander and Commodore O’Fallon gasped simultaneously, shock appearing on their faces. Steve could hear muffled exclamations and intakes of breath from those within earshot.
 
   “You don’t mean asteroids?”
 
   “Yes, Sir, I do.” There was an instant growl of outrage and fury all around Syscon as Steve continued, “At Ariadne four asteroids were captured in flight, loaded aboard a freighter, taken to the outer reaches of the system, then brought back in on an interception course for the planet’s capital. The enemy forces made sure the ship’s trajectory and velocity were correct, then unloaded the asteroids from the freighter’s holds. The ship turned away, and the asteroids smashed into Ariadne’s capital city and killed almost everyone in it. What if these bastards have decided to do something similar? They could have picked up asteroids from any deserted star system – they wouldn’t have to load them here.”
 
   From behind him Steve heard the Prime Minister exclaim, “But that would violate the Ariadne Accords!”
 
   Colonel Houmayoun replied at once, “Constandt de Bouff’s a pirate, Sir. He doesn’t give a damn about treaties – to him they’re just pieces of paper. The penalties prescribed in the Accords have prevented other planets doing the same thing ever since they were adopted, but we’re not dealing with a planetary government. I’m beginning to think all the de Bouffs are psychopaths, or the nearest thing to it.”
 
   Commander Foster snapped, “Command to Plot. We already know Target Alpha’s present course intersects Rolla’s orbit around our star. Given the planet’s rotation, calculate the point on its surface where that course line will terminate at Alpha’s present velocity.”
 
   “Plot to Command, aye aye, Sir.”
 
   There was a momentary pause, then a window opened in the Plot display. A shocked gasp ran around SysCon as a bright, pulsing star was overlaid on the planet’s biggest continent, above its capital city. “Termination point is right on top of Beaumont, Sir.”
 
   Foster snarled, “I think you’re right, Lieutenant. We –”
 
   The Plot operator interrupted. “Patrol Division One has fired, Sir!”
 
   All eyes snapped back to the Plot. The traces of ten missiles’ gravitic drives could be seen spreading out from Lieutenant-Commander Le Roux’s patrol craft in a cone formation as they headed towards Target Alpha.
 
   “Only ten?” The Prime Minister’s voice was puzzled. “Why so few missiles? And why are they fanning out like that?”
 
   “He doesn’t know what Target Alpha will do, Sir,” Commodore O’Fallon explained. “They’re still seven million kilometers away. Given his velocity of 0.2 Cee, plus Alpha’s of 0.1 Cee in the opposite direction, plus his missiles’ acceleration potential, they’ll have a terminal closing velocity of almost half of light speed; but that still gives Alpha almost a minute to change course. The missiles are spreading out so that at least some of them should be able to home on her, no matter where she dodges. She may also shoot at them, of course. Lieutenant-Commander Le Roux will take his two ships closer while they watch to see what Alpha does, then they’ll fire a follow-up salvo containing more missiles, spread to cover all her possible evasive maneuvers. At least some of them should nail her.”
 
   Truman shook his head ruefully. “I’m afraid all this is above my head. Your profession is much more specialized than mine!”
 
   “But we’d probably do a worse job of planetary administration, Sir,” O’Fallon offered with a grin. A murmur of amusement rose from the operators, but their eyes remained glued to the Plot.
 
   The Plot operator’s voice rose sharply. “Alpha’s taking evasive action, Sir! Her drive’s gone to full power, which means she must have cut her gravitic shield.”
 
   Sure enough, the icon representing Alpha diverged rapidly from those indicating Gamma, Delta and Epsilon, the latter continuing stolidly on their interception course with Rolla. Le Roux’s missiles turned to follow Alpha, ignoring the three smaller targets.
 
   “Why aren’t his missiles going for the other three targets too?” the Defense Minister asked.
 
   “We don’t know yet, Sir,” Colonel Houmayoun said quietly. “He’s the man on the spot. It’s not for us to criticize his decisions until we know what he has in mind. He hasn’t wasted time on signaling us yet, because he’s got a fight on his hands. We’ll find out in due course what he plans to do about those asteroids, if that’s what they are – we don’t know that for sure yet.”
 
   O’Fallon added, “I’m sure he’s concerned about them, Sir, but if they are asteroids, his first volley won’t be properly set up to deal with them. You can’t destroy a large asteroid very easily. A missile warhead’s too small. You may end up breaking it into a lot of smaller pieces, which can still do a lot of damage. Instead of hitting them directly, you want to engineer a near-miss to deflect them, changing their course so they miss their target. I’m sure he’s thinking about that, and if he confirms what they are – I’m sure he was doing that, we just haven’t heard from him yet – he’ll have another plan to deal with them.”
 
   “I hope you’re right!”
 
   “I think I am, Sir. He’s a very good officer – that’s why we gave him command of our first patrol craft division. He won’t let us down.”
 
   As the Commodore spoke, both patrol craft fired again. Thirty missiles – their full remaining warload – spread out to envelop Alpha as they charged towards their target.
 
   Alpha’s track suddenly dove downwards, even as the first salvo of missiles closed in on her. The icons representing the four missiles closest to her disappeared from the Plot before they could explode. Two others were close enough to target her, and detonated. Steve knew their cones of bomb-pumped laser beams had probably hit the pirates, but the Plot couldn’t show such details – only what sensors could pick up. The remaining four missiles in the first salvo lost target lock, wavered for a moment, then self-destructed.
 
   Commander Foster grunted. “She’s obviously got four laser cannon, and a fire control system sophisticated enough to aim them accurately within a hundred thousand clicks or so. She must have rolled onto her spine to unmask all her cannon, then fired them at those four missiles. She got them before they came within range. I hope the other two did some damage.”
 
   As they watched, Alpha changed course again, dodging desperately to avoid the incoming second salvo – but they had been fired from much closer range, and it was obvious that at least half of them would get close enough to hit her. Once again, the nearest four missiles vanished from the plot about a hundred thousand kilometers before interception, followed by two more; but eleven others came close enough to fire their bomb-pumped laser warheads. The radar returns forwarded to the Plot from Lieutenant-Commander Le Roux’s patrol craft and the second drone showed a sudden speckle of echoes around Alpha.
 
   “They’ve hit her!” Commodore O’Fallon exclaimed. “That’s wreckage blasted loose from her hull!” A rumble of savage agreement rose from those around him.
 
   Alpha stayed on course for a few moments, then angled further away from the planet. Meanwhile, the two patrol craft shot past her. They were moving at close to a quarter of the speed of light by now, while Alpha was making one-tenth Cee in almost the opposite direction, so they rapidly drew away from each other.
 
   Commander Foster swore in frustration. “It’ll take them over an hour to kill their velocity and come around to chase her.” He cast his eyes over the Plot. “Sir, with your permission, I’ll have the Fleet destroyer on the far side of the planet alter course towards Alpha. She may be able to get close enough to launch missiles on a ballistic trajectory. They might reach her before she can get to the system boundary and hyper-jump away.”
 
   Commodore O’Fallon didn’t hesitate. “Do it. I want these bastards captured or dead!”
 
   There was a bustle as Foster prepared orders for the destroyer and the Communications console transmitted them. They would not see any movement from the destroyer in the Plot for some time, thanks to light speed delay. They could only hope that she’d be able to respond in time to intercept Alpha.
 
   While the orders were being issued, the Prime Minister asked Steve, “Why didn’t those hits destroy Alpha?”
 
   Steve shook his head in frustration. “Sir, if our information from Finarga is correct, Constandt’s ship is a million-ton freighter – a very similar design to Target Bravo, in fact. Her vital zones occupy less than five per cent of her hull volume. The rest is taken up by cargo holds, most of which are probably empty right now. If the missiles’ bomb-pumped laser beams hit the holds, they’d blow holes in their bulkheads and vent any internal atmosphere to space, but not necessarily damage the ship badly enough to stop or destroy her. They’d have to hit her gravitic drive, or reactor, or capacitor ring to shut her down. Those are very small targets within her very large hull. If she’d been hit by a full salvo of missiles from a destroyer, the odds are much better that some of their beams would have hit those systems; but patrol craft carry only twenty missiles each. That makes it harder to get in a kill shot on a big ship like that, particularly at such high closing speeds while she’s maneuvering to dodge them. You saw how less than half the missiles actually hit her – and that was pretty good shooting under the circumstances.”
 
   “I see. You’re saying the missiles would have done more damage to a warship?”
 
   “Probably, Sir. A warship has much less empty space and many more critical systems. Of course, she has much better defenses as well.”
 
   “Hmm. Space combat’s clearly a lot more complicated than I’d assumed.”
 
   “It is, Sir. However, don’t forget that Lieutenant-Commander Le Roux has already achieved what we call a ‘mission kill’. Alpha probably intended to fire missiles at Rolla’s orbital installations as she passed the planet, including the Elevator terminal in which we’re now standing. She’s been forced to take evasive action, so now she can’t get close enough to do that. That’s a pretty good start, right there.”
 
   “Yes, but what about those asteroids?”
 
   Before Steve could answer, the Communications console operator called, “Communications to Command. Message received from Mount Atlas. The second drone took pictures of Targets Gamma, Delta and Epsilon as she flew over them. They’re three big asteroids, approximately the shape of flattened cylinders, estimated at over twenty thousand tons each. Mount Atlas has ordered Mount Garnley’s division to take care of the asteroids while she comes around to pursue Target Alpha.” As he read out the gist of the message, he forwarded the original to the Watch Commander’s console.
 
   A rush of comment arose from the operators, all staring at the Plot, where the three asteroids were still shown to be moving down their original course. Steve turned to the Prime Minister. “The asteroids aren’t being tracked by radar right now,” he explained, “but because their course and velocity are known, the Plot’s updating their predicted position. Senior Lieutenant Grunion will use that to close in on them, and send her own drone to confirm their precise position and mark them for her missiles.”
 
   “Can she stop them in time?” The politician’s voice was agonized.
 
   “I think so, Sir. We were able to pick up Target Alpha early enough that she’ll have enough time to deflect them. Look there.” He pointed to the Plot display, where the icons marking the two rearmost patrol craft were suddenly joined by a third, then a fourth. “That’s her drone, heading for the asteroids – and there goes the second drone from the other ship.”
 
   The communications operator called, “Communications to Command. Message from Mount Garnley. Senior Lieutenant Grunion is braking to shed excess velocity, and has launched both drones to intercept Targets Gamma, Delta and Epsilon. The drones will fly in formation with the asteroids to verify their position and provide targeting information. Meanwhile, Mount Garnley will calculate the distance and direction from the targets at which warheads should detonate to deflect them.”
 
   “Can bomb-pumped lasers deflect asteroids?” the Prime Minister asked. “I thought lasers punched holes in things.”
 
   “They do, Sir,” Steve replied with a grin, “but bomb-pumped lasers are generated by thermonuclear warheads. If those explode a few hundred meters from a target, instead of ten thousand kilometers away, they still have all the blast effect of a normal nuke. They can be programmed to close in to that distance. As a matter of fact, Fran – I mean, Senior Lieutenant Grunion will almost certainly program them to aim their laser cones away from the asteroids, because she won’t want to risk breaking chunks off them that might hit the planet.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   Commodore O’Fallon spoke up from the Watch Commander’s console. “Speaking of having time to deflect them, Lieutenant, I understand we owe that to you. You uploaded the signatures of Constandt de Bouff’s ships to the database, allowing the battle computer to identify the gravitic drive signatures of Targets Alpha and Bravo early enough for us to do something about them.”
 
   “You don’t owe that to me at all, Sir. I’d never have known about the problem without Petty Officer Second Class Aysel.” He motioned to the young Rolla NCO, still seated at a training console among her classmates, to stand up. She did so, blushing, as he continued, “She’s the one who noticed that they hadn’t been uploaded. I wasn’t aware of that until she asked me about it earlier this morning. We owe our early warning to her alertness, Sir.”
 
   “Thank you, Lieutenant.” With a grin on his face, the Commodore turned to face her. “Well done, Petty Officer First Class Aysel. Thank you very much.” He strode over to shake her hand.
 
   Her blush deepened as her classmates and the operators broke into applause. She had to wait for the noise to die down before she could get out, “B-but, Sir, I don’t have enough time in grade as an E-5 to be eligible for promotion yet.”
 
   “By my authority as Commanding Officer of Rolla’s System Patrol Service, time-in-grade requirements are waived in this instance. I’ll take care of the paperwork. Get yourself new insignia of rank before you go off duty. If anybody argues, refer them to me personally.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir! Thank you, Sir!” She was still red in the face, but now it was the flush of excitement rather than the red of embarrassment, coupled with a huge smile. Several of her classmates reached across their consoles to clap her on the back and shake her hand.
 
   O’Fallon turned back to the Plot. “Plot, when would Target Bravo have reached the mining ships?”
 
   “Sir, she’d have got there twenty minutes ago,” the console operator replied.
 
   “Then we should know what happened there within twenty to thirty minutes.”
 
   They watched the display in silence. Target Alpha continued its headlong rush for the system boundary, a few hundred million kilometers ahead of it. The destroyer’s icon had not changed course yet in the Plot, because light speed delay meant that it would not receive its orders to intercept her for some time yet.
 
   Meanwhile, Fran Grunion slowed her two patrol craft and took them away from the asteroids’ course line in a wide arc. The Prime Minister asked, “Why is she moving away from them?”
 
   “That’s to give herself room to fire her missiles, Prime Minister,” O’Fallon informed him. “She’s about to unleash several dozen megatons of thermonuclear hell over them. She wants to be well out of reach before she does that.”
 
   “Hmm. Can’t say I blame her at all!” A chuckle ran around the room.
 
   The Plot operator broke in. “Plot to Command. Target Bravo’s gravitic drive has started up again, and – missile launch! Target Bravo has launched a missile!”
 
   All eyes swiveled to the three-dimensional Plot display. It expanded to show the whole system, then closed in to focus on the mining project ships and Target Bravo’s approach path. They watched, agonized, as Bravo’s missile blew apart the patrol craft. At such long range, they could not detect the launch of the smaller vessel’s lifeboat, so they could only assume the worst for her crew. The shuttles were also too small to register on the Plot. They noted that Target Bravo’s gravitic drive remained active as she drew nearer to the mining ships, only to suddenly stop amid a flurry of radar activity, duly reported by Syscon’s sensors. The explosion that destroyed an assault shuttle registered as a starburst icon on the display.
 
   “What’s happening out there?” Holloway exclaimed in frustration. “Where’s Bravo gone?”
 
   “We don’t know yet, Sir,” O’Fallon replied. “Did you notice she changed course fractionally, turning away from the mining project just before her drive stopped? I can only assume that was to avoid our shuttles. They must have been out there, operating under stealth, and ambushed her. I suspect they hit her, too, or she’d not have shut down her drive like that. It’ll be very good shooting if they did, because a shuttle’s fire control system wasn’t built to handle such high closing speeds. Unfortunately, I think she hit one of them too – that was the explosion we saw. We’ll have to wait for either more missile launches, or a signal.”
 
   Light speed delay made it seem like an interminably long pause until the Communications operator announced an incoming signal. The Commodore called, “Put it over the broadcast, so we can all hear it.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.” The operator pressed a control on his console. A disembodied, remote voice crackled over the hundreds of millions of kilometers separating it from SysCon.
 
   “Mining Control to SysCon. Target Bravo destroyed the patrol craft maneuvering to intercept her, but she released a lifeboat just before she was hit by a missile. We think at least some of the crew escaped. The second patrol craft is en route to pick up survivors. Bravo was then intercepted by the four PSDF assault shuttles assigned to us. They lost one shuttle destroyed and one severely damaged, but they hit Bravo with both missiles and plasma cannon. Bravo’s systems shut down immediately after their attack, but the extent of her damage is unknown. She’s headed away from us.” The voice provided trajectory co-ordinates. “Please arrange to have someone intercept her if possible. The two surviving shuttles are rescuing those aboard the damaged shuttle, and will then return here to rearm. Please tell us what’s happened elsewhere. Also, please advise Senior Lieutenant Maxwell that his wife is uninjured. Over.”
 
   The rush of exhilaration was so strong that it almost overwhelmed Steve. Abha’s alive! She’s safe! He wiped his eyes surreptitiously to hide a tear of relief.
 
   He felt a light squeeze on his arm, and looked up. Colonel Houmayoun was smiling at him. “I’m glad your wife is safe. I’ve no doubt she helped to land some telling blows on the enemy.”
 
   “I hope so, Sir.”
 
   The Communications operator broke in again. “Target Bravo’s signaling on the emergency frequency, Sir!” He didn’t wait for orders, but put it over the broadcast.
 
   A voice crackled over the speakers, redolent with frustration and depression. “This is Jake calling Constandt. I’m sending this from a cutter’s radio, because we can’t use the ship’s comm gear. The bastards were waiting for us. They knocked out our reactor and blew a hole in our capacitor ring. We’re coasting on a ballistic trajectory with no power, no drive, no working weapons and no way to maneuver. We’ve lost all our internal systems. At least we got a piece of them too. We killed some sort of patrol boat and a couple of other small craft. No idea what they were.
 
   “We’ve had it. You and I both know what’ll happen to us if we surrender, particularly after we killed some of their people. Some of the guys want to take their chances in court, but they’re just cowards. To hell with them! I’m not going to let the hangman get me. I’ve locked myself in this cutter so they can’t stop me, and I’ve armed the special warhead – the one you rigged for use as a demolition charge if we ever needed it. I’m going to trigger it now. It’s a quicker, easier death than hanging. Make them pay for us, you hear me?”
 
   The transmission stopped. There was a brief pause, then a sudden burst of static obscured Bravo’s indicated position in the Plot. The operator studied his console for a moment, then called, “Nuclear explosion at Bravo’s position.” A starburst icon appeared in the display to denote it.
 
   There was a long silence. Everyone in SysCon gazed at the Plot display as if hypnotized. At last the Defense Minister said, softly, “If some of them had talked, and given us enough information, they might have avoided the death penalty. Whoever Jake was, he stopped them having that chance.”
 
   “I hope they’re all getting a warm welcome from Johann de Bouff in hell, Sir,” Steve said viciously. He could feel no pity for any of the men who’d just tried, and failed, to kill his wife.
 
   Commodore O’Fallon nodded energetically. “Let’s hope we can send Constandt to join them there before long!”
 
   The Plot operator called, “Mount Garnley’s fired, Sir!” He adjusted the display, which expanded to show the entire star system, then contracted around the three asteroids launched by Target Alpha, the two drones keeping station above and on either side of their formation, and the two patrol craft half a million kilometers away from them. Missile traces appeared near the ships, moving towards the asteroids.
 
   The Communications console announced, “Message from Mount Garnley, Sir.” Again the operator put it over the broadcast without waiting for further instructions. Steve recognized Fran’s voice, even flattened and attenuated by distance.
 
   “Mount Garnley to SysCon. I’ve fired three groups of three missiles each at the three asteroids. They’re programmed to explode simultaneously one thousand eight hundred meters above each asteroid, which should provide sufficient energy to deflect them downward, below Rolla’s trajectory, without causing them to break apart. I’ll stand by to fire more missiles if necessary.
 
   “Once the asteroids are deflected clear of Rolla, I respectfully submit we should track them to make sure they don’t settle into orbit around our star and come back at us one day. We can steer them into our star with more nearby explosions if you see fit, or break them up with direct hits. Please advise. Until I receive further orders, I’ll keep station on the asteroids with my two patrol craft. Over.”
 
   Commodore O’Fallon said, “Commander, signal her to keep station on the asteroids until further notice. We’ll consider what to do about them after we’ve dealt with Target Alpha.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   They watched in the Plot as the missiles approached Targets Gamma, Delta and Epsilon. Steve noted that they were moving much more slowly than usual, clearly striving for the maximum possible accuracy rather than speed of interception. As they moved in, the two drones keeping station on the asteroids rose higher above them and moved out to either side of their formation, obviously having been ordered by their parent ships to get out of the way of the holocaust that was soon to erupt. Their radar transmissions continued, illuminating their targets for the missiles.
 
   The asteroids’ icons were suddenly obscured by the starburst traces of nuclear explosions. The plot display fuzzed for a moment, then cleared. The other traffic nearby was displayed as usual, but the asteroids were replaced by a label reading ‘Recalculating’. A pause, then their icons reappeared. Their original trajectory line remained in the Plot, but was joined by a second, dotted line predicting their new course. Over the course of a few minutes, as the electromagnetic interference caused by the explosions cleared, the drones were able to relay fresh observations of the targets’ changed direction. The dotted line firmed, becoming dashes rather than dots, then solidifying into a single line. Above it, the original trajectory faded into a dotted line.
 
   “That’ll do it!” Commander Foster exclaimed with great satisfaction. The new course line extended well below Rolla, then out towards the system boundary. “They’ll be affected by our star’s gravitic pull, of course, so we’ll have to calculate its effect on their future trajectory. See to that, please, Plot.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   Commodore O’Fallon sighed as he sat down. “So we’ve dealt with Target Alpha, at least initially; and Bravo’s gone; and the asteroids are no longer a threat. It’s cost us a shuttle and a small patrol craft, and some casualties as well – God rest their souls, and God bless them all for helping to keep us safe. Now we have to wait and see whether the destroyer can intercept Alpha before she gets to the system boundary. It’s going to be a long afternoon.”
 
   Glancing at the SysCon time display, Steve was surprised to see it was already past noon. It seemed only a few minutes ago that he’d sat down with his class, and uploaded the signatures of Constandt de Bouff’s ships.
 
   “We may not need to wait for the destroyer, Sir,” Colonel Houmayoun pointed out. “Lieutenant-Commander Le Roux has been braking hard and turning to pursue Alpha. He’ll soon be hot on her tail again.”
 
   O’Fallon smiled nastily. “I do believe you’re right, Colonel. He’s still got twenty defensive missiles on each ship, which can be used offensively as well if necessary, plus three laser cannon apiece. We’ll see what he does. Meanwhile, all primary console operators – and you, Commander Foster, and you, Lieutenant Maxwell – go and get something to eat. I’ll monitor things here. When you’ve eaten, come back here and relieve the secondary operators so they can do the same. Nothing’s likely to happen for the next hour, so we may as well take advantage of this break in the action.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The platoon was met by cheering members of the accommodation ship’s crew as they disembarked from their assault shuttles. Some asteroid miners were also present, living up to their reputation for a casual disregard of spacefaring and project regulations by offering unlabeled bottles containing a clear fluid. The coughs, splutters and gasps of those who accepted their offer suggested that it wasn’t water.
 
   Lieutenant Labuschagne and his platoon sergeant waded into the throng with grim determination, slapping the bottles away from their troops’ hands. “Hold it!” the NCO bellowed, causing all heads to swivel in his direction, indignation on the faces of the miners. “For all we know, there may be more of those bastards out there, and we may have to fight them again. Stay sober, dammit!” The abashed faces of some of his platoon showed they hadn’t thought about that. Abha couldn’t help but approve.
 
   “Have you heard any more about what’s happening with the other pirate ship?” she asked one of the ship’s officers.
 
   “Yes. Seems a couple of patrol craft clobbered her. She’s damaged and running hard for the system boundary. She’d launched some asteroids towards the planet, but the last we heard, they were planning to deflect them using nuclear warheads. They didn’t seem too worried by them.”
 
   She breathed a sigh of relief. The news meant that Steve was probably as safe as she was.
 
   Space-suited techs were waiting with sets of tri-barrels for the plasma cannon. They passed them through the airlock into the vacuum of the docking bay, where they set about replacing the burned-out barrels as fast as they could. Others shepherded powered carts carrying missile containers from a cargo hold to the docking bay vestibule, where the missiles were carefully prepared for mounting beneath the shuttles’ stub wings.
 
   While the shuttles were rearmed, Dan and Abha took the troops to the mess hall for a quick meal. They were still eating when the accommodation ship’s commanding officer entered. He was an older merchant service officer, gray-bearded, somewhat rotund, with a twinkle in his eye. He tapped on a table for attention, and they all looked at him.
 
   “I just wanted to say, thank you all very much for saving our asses this afternoon. If those bastards had got within range I daresay none of us would be here right now. We’re taking up a collection among the crew and asteroid miners aboard this ship, and they’re doing the same aboard the refinery ship, I’m told. When your tour of duty here is over, we’ll give you the proceeds to have one hell of a party back on Rolla. Those of us who are planetside at the time might just join you for the fun and games.” There were smiles and a few cheers from the soldiers.
 
   “The second local patrol boat’s just radioed good news. They located the lifeboat from their sister ship. Everyone aboard managed to escape. Their skipper ordered most of them into the lifeboat before he began radar transmissions, keeping only himself and his engineer outside it to manage the ship. As soon as he activated the radar, they joined the rest in the lifeboat; and as soon as they heard the alarm from the bridge warning of a missile launch, he sealed the hatch and ejected the lifeboat. That was some pretty smart work right there.”
 
   Dan exhaled in relief. “Phew! I’m glad to hear they’re all safe. That was very good work by their captain. If he hadn’t forced Target Bravo to switch on her radar and gravitic drive, we’d never have been able to track her so precisely or target her so accurately. I’m glad he made it.” His soldiers nodded and smiled their agreement. Some applauded the good news.
 
   Abha nodded, also feeling a rush of relief. “We’ll have to recommend him for recognition. He’s a civilian, of course, but he’s still eligible for the Lancastrian Cross series of awards.” She couldn’t help smiling as she recalled the Cross in Silver that Steve had earned as a merchant spacer after a fight with pirates as a young man. Prior to receiving the Lancastrian Star in Silver a few months ago, it had headed his rows of medal ribbons.
 
   “Have you heard any more from SysCon?” she asked the captain.
 
   “They’re not giving us very frequent updates. They seem a tad busy right now.” Everyone laughed. “From what we can see in our Plot display, the two patrol craft that damaged the other pirate ship have turned around and are hot on her tail. A destroyer’s moving to intercept her as well, but she probably won’t get into range in time to stop the pirates reaching the system boundary. It’ll be up to the patrol craft to stop them. Two other patrol craft launched missiles at the three asteroids the pirates aimed at the planet, and knocked them off course. They’re standing by them waiting for further orders. So far, so good, it seems.” He grinned, half-waved at the soldiers, and hurried out.
 
   Dan nodded slowly. “Good news all round, then.” He looked at Abha. “I reckon we owe you and the rest of the Fleet training mission a hell of a lot. If you hadn’t trained us so well and arranged this shuttle upgrade, we wouldn’t have been able to stop them out here; and I reckon your husband’s hard work training our patrol craft crews had a lot to do with their success.”
 
   “All part of the service,” she said lightly. “Seriously, our efforts would have been useless if you hadn’t all buckled down and worked so hard. It makes our job much easier when we’re working with people who are really motivated. You can all be proud of yourselves. In fact, one of the most important aspects of today’s fight is that local personnel did all the work. You set up our fire plan – I was just along for the ride. Rolla’s assault shuttles and troops saw off Target Bravo, and Rolla’s patrol craft crewed by her own spacers took care of Target Alpha. Your armed forces came of age today, protecting your own planet. The problems you had in the past are pretty much over and done.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The tension in SysCon ratcheted upward once more as Lieutenant-Commander Le Roux’s patrol craft closed the distance between themselves and Target Alpha.
 
   “When will he fire?” Holloway demanded, pacing to and fro in agitation.
 
   “His defensive missiles are much shorter-ranged than his main battery missiles, Sir,” Commodore O’Fallon reminded him. “They’ve got a powered range of only two million kilometers. He’ll want to be close enough to let them accelerate all the way into the target, or at least have enough reactor fuel left to shut down, coast to interception range on a ballistic trajectory, then restart their drives for final maneuvers. Trouble is, if he’s too far away when he fires, Alpha will be able to take evasive maneuvers, and defensive missiles don’t have enough fuel to correct their course as easily as main battery weapons.”
 
   “What about his laser cannon?”
 
   “He’ll probably try to get within half a million clicks before using them, Sir.”
 
   “Won’t Alpha’s cannon endanger him at that range?”
 
   “Yes, Sir, if she’s got a fire control system that can work that far out; but I’ll be surprised if she does. Besides, she’s about to have to deal with forty nuclear-tipped missiles. I suspect she’ll have so many targets closing in that the patrol craft will be the least of her worries!”
 
   “I’m delighted to hear it.” There was unmistakable vindictiveness in the Defense Minister’s tone.
 
   The Prime Minister re-entered SysCon with Colonel Houmayoun, and crossed to the Watch Commander’s console. “I’ve just made a statement to the news media for immediate broadcast,” he informed them. “I told them about what’s happened so far, and that the planet’s safe from attack. I’ve announced that our forces have suffered some damage and casualties, but I haven’t been specific, to give us time to inform the families first. Journalists are agitating to be given access to SysCon to watch the final developments. Commodore, do you have any objections?”
 
   “I certainly do, Sir! This is a live operation, not an exercise. I don’t want anything distracting my people from doing their jobs. A question or comment at the wrong time might do just that.”
 
   “But if we let in a few representatives of the media, on the strict condition that they remain silent until given permission to ask questions?”
 
   “They won’t do that, Sir. They’re journalists. Silence isn’t in their nature.” A laugh ran around those nearby.
 
   Colonel Houmayoun suggested, “What if we had them sit with the trainees over at the spare consoles?” He gestured to where Steve’s class had spent the entire day glued to their screens, following the action. “They could answer some of the journalists’ questions if they spoke quietly.”
 
   The Commodore wavered. “Prime Minister, it’s against my professional judgment to let them in at all; but if this is politically important, that’s for you to say, of course. However, they’ve got to keep quiet! If they distract my operators for even a moment, I want to be able to kick them out at once.”
 
   “I’ll make sure they understand that. Thank you, Commodore.”
 
   He turned to an aide and whispered in her ear. She nodded, and hurried out. Within moments, five journalists followed her into SysCon. She led them to the trainees’ consoles, where they hurriedly pulled out spare seats and sat down at different terminals. A low murmur of conversation arose from them. Commodore O’Fallon frowned, but restrained himself.
 
   The Plot operator announced suddenly, “Patrol Division One has fired, Sir!” The tracks of ten missiles – five from each patrol craft – blinked to life in the display, accelerating rapidly towards Target Alpha, still three million kilometers ahead.
 
   “Remember, Sir, we’re seeing something that happened some time ago,” O’Fallon reminded the Prime Minister. “Light speed delay’s a real bitch at times like these.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   As the missiles’ gravitic drives shut down for the ballistic part of their trajectory, Target Alpha suddenly jinked to starboard. Almost immediately the missiles’ drives reactivated to send them in pursuit. Commander Foster nodded in grudging respect. “He may be a scumbag pirate, Sir, but he knows what he’s doing. Most of those missiles will burn up their fuel following his first evasion; then he’ll jink again as soon as they shut down once more.”
 
   “You’re right, but Lieutenant-Commander Le Roux has thirty more missiles. While Alpha’s trying to dodge this salvo, he’s closing in to point-blank range with the others, then he’ll follow them in with his laser cannon. She’s still almost fifty million kilometers inside the system boundary. The bastards are trapped.” There was triumph in the Commodore’s voice.
 
   They watched as the first salvo closed in. The patrol craft did not fire the next salvo, clearly waiting to close to a range where they couldn’t miss. As Alpha twisted and dodged, eight of the ten missiles lost lock or were too out of position to hit her; but two managed to zero in on her and exploded ten thousand kilometers away, sending their cones of laser beams slashing into her hull. Again the speckle of small radar targets around Alpha, relayed from the patrol crafts’ sensors, showed that she’d been damaged. Her course wobbled for a moment, clear oscillations in her trajectory.
 
   “He’s hit her!” O’Fallon exclaimed with vindictive glee. “That must have got a piece of her directional control, for it to affect her like that.”
 
   “But why didn’t Alpha fire at them with its laser cannon?” Commander Foster asked, puzzled. “They fired at the first two salvos of missiles, but as far as we can tell from the Plot, they didn’t try to defend themselves this time.”
 
   “Perhaps one of those earlier missiles damaged their fire control system,” O’Fallon said eagerly. “If so, that’ll make her a sitting duck when our ships get closer!”
 
   As if to echo his words, Patrol Division One fired a second pattern of ten missiles from only a million kilometers out. They scorched in at maximum acceleration now that the target was within their powered range.
 
   “He’s done for,” Commander Foster predicted. “There’s no way he can evade missiles launched in such close proximity at – what the HELL?” His voice rose to a shout as he jumped to his feet, his tone blending astonishment with outrage as they watched the unmistakable signature of a hyper-jump appear in the Plot. “He can’t do that!” He was echoed by a chorus of astonished exclamations from the others on watch as they also stared in bewilderment at the place in the Plot where Alpha’s icon had been.
 
   “What’s happened?” Defense Minister Holloway asked, puzzled by the uproar.
 
   “It looks as if Constandt has hyper-jumped out of the system, Sir,” Colonel Houmayoun answered distractedly, attention riveted on the Plot.
 
   “He what? But he’s not at the system boundary yet! That’s impossible!” The words came, not from the Minister, but from a journalist who’d also jumped to his feet, along with the others and Steve’s trainees. He moved forward as he spoke.
 
   Commodore O’Fallon sighed, frustration in his voice. He didn’t order the journalist to be silent, but looked at him as he said, “It’s not impossible – just very dangerous. Constandt must have decided he was caught between the devil and the deep blue sea. There’s no way he could have reached the system boundary without being nailed by more of our missiles. If, as we suspect, something was wrong with his laser cannon or fire control system, he’d be essentially defenseless against incoming fire. Even if he could dodge all the missiles or took only minor damage from them, he’d then have to fight laser-cannon-armed patrol craft that could direct their fire with surgical accuracy from very close range. They’d have carved him up like a trussed turkey. He must have decided that a desperation move was his only chance.”
 
   “But why was it desperate?” Prime Minister Truman asked, puzzled. “Why wouldn’t a hyper-jump take him to safety?”
 
   “It’s like this, Sir. The system boundary from any star is the radius within which its gravity is strong enough to disrupt the toroid field generated during a hyper-jump. If a ship jumps outside that boundary, she’s usually fine; but inside the boundary, the toroid will be pulled out of shape to at least some extent. The closer they are to the star, the more it’ll be distorted. The system boundary for our star is one-point-zero-two billion kilometers. Constandt hyper-jumped at…” – the Commodore glanced at the Plot display – “…nine hundred seventy-two million kilometers from our star. That would definitely have distorted his ship’s hyper-jump field. At the very least, he won’t have been able to predict exactly where he’d emerge from the jump.”
 
   Another journalist interrupted. “But if all that would happen is that he didn’t know where he’d come out, he could simply use star-sights to establish his new position, then navigate as normal. That’s not a risk – just a minor delay.”
 
   “That’s not the only risk,” the Commodore pointed out. “His ship was also probably damaged to at least some extent during the jump. The enormous gravitic forces unleashed during a hyper-jump will distort a ship’s structure if the toroid isn’t perfectly aligned. However, we can’t know how bad the damage was. If he’d been even a little closer to our star, the distortion would probably have been so great that his ship might have broken up under the stresses generated by the jump. As it is, we can only speculate whether he made it out safely on the other side.”
 
   “So he’s escaped us?” The Prime Minister’s voice was redolent with anger and frustration.
 
   “Not necessarily, Sir. We simply don’t know for sure. It’ll be up to the Commonwealth’s intelligence services to find out whether Constandt shows up again. If he does, we’ll know he escaped. Unfortunately, if he doesn’t, that won’t prove his hyper-jump killed him – he might just be hiding very well. We’ve disrupted his attack today, Sir, but now we’re back to square one.”
 
   “And there’s no way we can disrupt his plans if he wants to attack us again?”
 
   “Actually, Sir, I think there is,” Steve said carefully, trying to keep his own disappointment and frustration out of his voice. All heads turned towards him.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “The last time I ran into Constandt and his father, the Fleet offered a twenty-five-million-credit reward for the arrest and conviction of both of them. There were no takers. We know now that they simply went out to the edge of the settled galaxy, changed their names, and hid where no-one was likely to look for them, even though the pickings were slim for them during those years.
 
   “We can turn that around if we make Constandt worth so much that everyone will be actively looking for him, no matter where he tries to hide. Why not multiply that reward offer by ten, Sir? Offer two hundred and fifty million credits for Constandt de Bouff, dead or alive, delivered to the authorities on Rolla, and subject to DNA verification of his identity. We can do that because we have the DNA of his father and brother, of course. Most of the criminals in the settled galaxy will jump at the chance to earn a quarter of a billion credits, no questions asked. For that matter, given a reward that large, a lot of planetary defense or police forces are likely to join in the hunt. It would mean a lovely prize money payout, plus a budget windfall for the service concerned.”
 
   There was a momentary silence as everyone absorbed Steve’s words, then smiles began to break out on every face. Colonel Houmayoun added, nodding, “The beauty of it is that Constandt will be stymied. He’ll have to run so hard and so fast to hide from everyone – even from his own crew – that he’ll never be able to settle down anywhere.  For that much money, everyone’s hand will be against him. He’ll never be able to trust anyone again, or even get an uninterrupted night’s sleep – much less find the time to attack us again. I’d hate to be in his shoes!”
 
   “He couldn’t undergo epidermal DNA modification, then settle down somewhere under a new identity?” Holloway asked.
 
   “He could try, Sir, but there aren’t many clinics offering that service,” Steve pointed out. “Most of them are very confidential – the ones run by governments for the benefit of their spies and agents – and they’re not open to outsiders. The few private ones usually cater to criminals trying to avoid capture, because honest people have no reason to need DNA modification. There’s not much honor among thieves, despite the old proverb. How could Constandt be sure the clinic would never leak information about his new DNA? A reward that large will attract a lot of attention. He’ll never know when someone’s greed might not overcome their fear of him. Even a trusted member of his family or inner circle, such as it is, might decide he’d rather retire very comfortably instead of spending the rest of his life on the run. You might want to add to your offer a full pardon for all past offences for anyone who turns him in, Sir, plus right of residence and a fresh start on Rolla.”
 
   The Prime Minister slapped his hand on the edge of the console. “Dammit, we’ll do it! I can’t make such an offer on my own authority, but we’ll put it to Parliament and ask them to approve it.”
 
   “I’ll draw up a preliminary draft of a Bill to that effect,” Holloway assured him. “We can lay it before the representatives within a week.”
 
   “Good. With any luck, it’ll be circulating on the interplanetary grapevine before Constandt de Bouff can make it to safe harbor – assuming he survived that hyper-jump, of course. If he did, he’s about to learn what it feels like to be in the cross-hairs of the entire settled galaxy!”
 
   



  
 

Rolla
 
   June 2848 GSC
 
   Brooks emerged from his bedroom holding a single white ankle-sock between finger and thumb, looking dubious. “This turned up in my laundry. Any takers?”
 
   “Oh – that’s mine,” Abha said with a grin. “I’d been wondering why I had only five-and-a-half pairs of exercise socks. Now I have six!”
 
   Brooks sniffed as he tossed the sock to her. “It’s a fine thing when a superior officer has to make sure than his junior officer can attire herself properly.” Abha stuck out her tongue at him, and they both laughed. He looked at Steve. “Not packing?”
 
   “I’m already packed. Don’t forget, most of my gear was in my quarters on the depot ship. I packed it up there and arranged to ship it direct to the dispatch vessel. I only kept enough down here for my liberties with Abha. It’s in that suitcase over against the wall.”
 
   “All right. I’d better get on with mine. Isn’t it amazing how stuff accumulates, even on a temporary detachment?” His voice was plaintive. “I swear I’m going to have to buy a couple of extra suitcases to ship it all home – that, or bury the excess in the back yard for future archaeologists to investigate.”
 
   Steve adopted a superior, lecturing tone of voice. “And here, class, we have classic examples of the primitive body coverings of the genus Marine-us Officer-us. It was a proud – even, dare I say it, flamboyant – species of its era.”
 
   “Oh, shut up!” Grinning, Brooks disappeared back into his bedroom.
 
   “How much do you still have to pack?” Steve asked his wife. “Can I help?”
 
   “I’m just about done now. Feel like a walk? I’d like to get out of the house for a bit. It’ll be our last chance to stretch our legs for the next ten days, until we land on Lancaster again.”
 
   “Suits me. Let’s go.”
 
   They walked slowly down the street, holding hands. The street lights blocked out most of the stars above, but Rolla’s second moon was full on the horizon.
 
   “Did they find out any more about those asteroids?” Abha asked.
 
   Steve grinned. “I’ll say! Commodore O’Fallon had his patrol craft capture them using tractor beams and tow them over to the mining ship, where they ran a series of tests on them. All tested positive for high concentrations of platinum-group metals. The refinery reckons it’ll make enough profit from those three asteroids alone to fund its next six months of operations. They’re trying to figure out where Constandt found them, so they can go and get some more!”
 
   “So we should actually be thanking him?” Abha joined in his laughter. “Just think how pissed he’s going to be when he hears about that!”
 
   “If he survived his hyper-jump, it’ll certainly be one more thing to make him a laughing-stock.”
 
   “Yes.” Steve bared his teeth in a grin. “Speaking of public scorn, I was pleased to hear the news from Lancaster today.”
 
   The latest dispatch vessel had brought a message from Lieutenant-Commander Bullard to Steve with the latest news of the Mark XVIIA scandal. “Admiral Napolitano resigned from the board of CDI yesterday,” his former boss had informed him, sounding positively gleeful. “What’s more, he’s agreed to waive most of the provisions of his ‘golden parachute’ – under a great deal of pressure, I’m sure. He’d never have done that unless he was leaving under a cloud. He’ll get only a pension. Nothing’s been said officially, but I understand investigators uncovered circumstantial evidence implying that the Admiral may have asked Commander Buchanan to uncover evidence about the explosion, using Napolitano’s granddaughter – his wife – as a go-between. They’d probably have used it to prepare a defense of Brisance and its new explosive. There isn’t enough evidence to bring charges – at least, not yet – but I daresay the circumstantial evidence might have leaked to the news media if CDI hadn’t proved co-operative. The publicity would have done them no good at all.
 
   “As for the Commander’s death, there’s been no trace of the driver of that truck. I suspect – as I’m sure you do – that the only person with tracks to cover – naming no names – probably arranged the crash, but we may never know for sure. That investigation will remain open. Meanwhile, Brisance’s certification of Composition 46-N as insensitive has been officially overturned. It’s been cited for inadequate testing and falsifying test results. The Ocelot warhead is now officially blamed for the disaster to the shuttle prototype, and Brisance is being held responsible. It’ll be liable for compensation to the crew and the costs of the accident investigation.”
 
   The Commander had smiled with positively evil satisfaction from the screen as they watched. “I’m told schadenfreude is unbecoming, but just this once, I don’t care! Since Brisance is part of CDI, the sanctions against it will also affect its parent company. It seems the Mark XVIIA is likely to be approved as our next assault shuttle design. However, the rights to the design belong to the Fleet, of course, so the initial production contract will probably be given to Orion Industries. It’ll be an unofficial punishment for CDI’s meddling, one that’ll cost them billions.”
 
   Steve and Abha were silent for a moment as they walked, thinking about the news. Abha shook her head. “I don’t understand how someone could even think of having his granddaughter’s husband killed to safeguard his own position!”
 
   “Careful, darling,” Steve cautioned seriously. “We don’t know that for sure.”
 
   “No, we don’t – but what other explanation fits the facts? It galls me to think that he may have gotten away with murder – literally!”
 
   “I can’t argue with that. Just don’t say it aloud, OK? If there’s any natural justice in the universe, karma may catch up with him in due course.”
 
   “It often does,” she agreed. “Does this mean you’ll no longer have to give evidence or make a statement in court when we get back?”
 
   “I think it’s probably over now, as far as my involvement’s concerned. I’m sure Lieutenant-Commander Bullard would have given me a heads-up if it wasn’t. ” He hugged her. “Anyway, that’s enough about that. I’m looking forward to being able to settle down with you for a year of uninterrupted time together.”
 
   She reached up her head and kissed him lingeringly. “That makes two of us, lover. I have plans for you.” Her tone was mischievous.
 
   “Sounds ominous!”
 
   “Not really.” She became more serious. “I had a lot of time to think during the trip back here from the mining operation, after we dealt with those pirates. Both of us were at risk. Either one of us could have been killed. I… that unsettled me. I don’t want to think of life without you, or of you having to carry on without me, but let’s face it; we’re both in careers right now where that’s possible. You’re going to continue in yours, although I’m going to move into a more peaceful line of work. I’d like to start our family soon. If anything happens to you, I want at least a couple of kids to raise to be proud of their father. I don’t want to be left with nothing of you, if you know what I mean.”
 
   Steve nodded slowly. “That’s a scary thought, being a father… but it’s also kind of exciting.”
 
   “I feel the same about becoming a mother. Of course, with pod gestation, there’s nothing to stop us starting a family while we’re working. I’d only have to spend the first six weeks of pregnancy planetside before they transferred the embryo to a pod, then I could carry on going to other planets with you for the Recruiting Department while our baby grew in an artificial womb. If we time it right, I could be back planetside at the end of my Recruiting Department stint when the baby’s born, so I could give it the time and attention it’ll need. We could look at another baby a year or two after that, if all goes well. We’ll have to hire help to look after them, because I’ll be studying, but we were talking about that anyway.”
 
   “Sure, and it’s not as if we can’t afford the best! We’ll have to find a nice place to live, so we have somewhere to raise them.”
 
   She smiled. “Yes. I suspect Carol may have similar plans. Perhaps we could look at a big piece of land with two houses, or a large building we can divide. Our two families could live together, help each other out when needed, and share child-raising duties and expenses.”
 
   “That’s a great idea! We’re all the best of friends, so I think that’d suit everyone. We’ll ask Brooks and Carol about it as soon as we get back to Lancaster.” He hesitated. “There’s only one more problem I can think of.”
 
   “Oh? What’s that?”
 
   “In all the fuss and bother with Constandt the other day, I may have forgotten how we go about making kids in the first place. Do you think you could refresh my memory?”
 
   “Oh, I can do better than that. I can arrange a practical demonstration. It involves our bed, for a start. Does that bring anything to mind, darling?”
 
   “I… seem to recall something about that.”
 
   She squeezed his arm. “Just wait till Brooks is asleep. I’ll show you in a way you’ll never forget again!”
 
   “You’re on!”
 
   Grinning, they turned towards home.
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