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Paths Diverging
 
   December 2838, Galactic Standard Calendar
 
   The medal was a straight–sided cross superimposed upon a circular wreath, both fashioned of rhodium–plated sterling silver. It gleamed as it lay on its cushion of red velvet in the open medal box. Its ribbon bore three stripes of equal width, the outer ones deep blue and the central stripe silver. A bronze letter ‘C’ was pinned to it.
 
   Steve looked at it for a long moment, then sighed as he closed the box. His mentor and father–figure had also earned a Lancastrian Cross for his courage, one grade higher than Steve’s — gold rather than silver; but his award had been posthumous. He wondered whether he’d ever be able to remember Vince Cardle without pain. I’d give up this medal in a heartbeat, and all my hopes for the future, if that’d only bring back the Bosun, he thought to himself… then shook his head. Snap out of it, you idiot! Vince knew the risks when we took on those pirates. He lived his life to the full, and when the time came he died a hero’s death. That’s more than most people in the settled galaxy can claim! He’d be the first to tell you to stop moping and get on with your life!
 
   He put the medal box into the largest trunk, next to the tube containing its rolled parchment citation, then closed the lid and locked it. He walked one last time through the bedroom, bathroom, living–room and kitchen alcove, checking every surface and drawer and cupboard, making sure he’d left nothing behind. Satisfied, he lifted the smaller trunk and slotted it into its recess on the lid of the larger, powered base unit, then checked to ensure that their tracking unit was already attached to his belt. He set a wheeled suitcase and a carryall next to the trunk tower, then stood looking at the baggage, thinking, That’s everything I own in the settled galaxy.
 
   He glanced at the time display on the wall. He’d finished his packing sooner than he’d expected. The taxi wouldn’t be here for half an hour. He turned towards the sofa, but was interrupted by the chime of the doorbell.
 
   The man at the door was of medium height, powerfully built, dressed in black from head to toe. His black hair was close–cropped over a round face, unremarkable except for piercing dark slanted eyes, showing no hint of his age. He nodded courteously as Steve opened the door. “Good afternoon, Mr. Maxwell. I trust I’m not interrupting anything important?”
 
   Steve strove not to let his sudden tension show. “Not at all, Mr. Wang. Please come in.” As he stepped aside to make room for his unexpected guest, he went on, “I’m honored by your visit. I collected my valuables from the Depository of the Merchant Spacers League this morning, and packed them with my civilian gear.  I’m waiting for a taxi to take me to the Fleet Depository, where I’ll leave my trunks for safekeeping, then I’ll spend the night at a hotel. I enlist tomorrow morning, and ship out right away to the Recruit Training Depot.”
 
   Wang looked around the room. “I see you’ve left your apartment neat and clean. Thank you for taking the trouble to do that.”
 
   “It was the least I could do, Sir. Thank you for letting me use it for the past four months. I’ve felt very safe here, much more than I would have done in a regular apartment building without the protection of your security force.”
 
   “After the news you brought us about the jade knife of Lei Sik Hoi, we owed it to you to protect you as best we could. In fact, that’s why I’m here. My people have returned from Old Home Earth. They reported to me this morning. I thought you’d like to know what transpired there.”
 
   Steve’s eyebrows rose. “I certainly would, Sir! Er… I’m sorry I have no refreshment to offer you. I’ve already emptied and cleaned out the kitchen.”
 
   “No matter.” Wang sat down at one end of the sofa, and Steve took a chair facing him. “The assassins who murdered Mr. Lamington and tried to kidnap you, six months ago, gave us a great deal of information under questioning.”
 
   I just bet they did!, Steve thought to himself. Thankfully, he hadn’t been invited to observe the interrogations, but he knew Wang, as the leader of the Dragon Tong’s enforcers on Vesta, would have been utterly ruthless. The drug–assisted questioning and agonizing tortures would have continued until the Red Pole had been absolutely sure Steve’s assailants and their accomplices had nothing more to tell him. They had probably welcomed death as a merciful release when it finally came.
 
   “They claimed to have been sent by the Crane Triad on Old Home Earth. I sent a team there with a personal message to my counterpart, the Red Pole of the Dragon Tong’s local branch. They took with them all we learned from the assassins. They shared it with him, spent a month investigating and following leads with his assistance, then approached the Cranes.”
 
   Steve didn’t have to ask how they’d ‘approached’ them. He knew it would have been without compunction or compassion.
 
   “They’re a smaller Triad, operating only on a few planets. It seems they absorbed some of its survivors after our people dealt with the Lotus Tong, two years ago. Those survivors told them that the Deputy Mountain Master of the Lotus, whom you encountered on Earth’s Cargo Terminal and handed over to our people there, had long been searching for a jade knife.
 
   “Just before you left Earth, their deputy leader received news about the knife that greatly excited him. What it was, the survivors couldn’t say; but our people assured us the knife hadn’t been in his possession when they searched him. I therefore assume he must have learned it was owned by someone also known to the Bosun. It’s likely he was sidetracked in his efforts to obtain it by his attempt to strong–arm the owner of the Horseshoe Saloon into a protection racket. That’s where you came in, and our Tong, too.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.” Steve suppressed a shiver as tension knotted his guts. Clearly, the Dragon Tong had not learned that the Lotus Tong’s deputy leader had obtained the knife — or that Steve had taken it from him, not knowing what it was, while searching him after another swirling, brutal fight on the morning of his departure. If Wang ever learned that the priceless relic was presently locked in one of the trunks in this very room, Steve’s life wouldn’t be worth spit.
 
   His visitor continued, “I presume your Bosun saw the knife in the possession of his friend, which is when he must have taken the pictures he later showed to Mr. Lamington. His friend was then able to depart, still in possession of the knife, because the Lotus Tong was no longer able to interfere. By the way, do you have anything to report about your attempts to identify and locate him?”
 
   Steve shook his head. “Not much. I was able to get the address of one of the Bosun’s friends on New Brisbane, but not meet him — he was traveling elsewhere during my visit. We’ve exchanged messages, and I’ll continue to build a relationship of trust with him before asking him about the knife. He’s already given me the names and addresses of three more of the Bosun’s former colleagues in the Lancastrian Commonwealth Fleet. I’ve sent initial messages to them, but not yet received any replies. I’m sure more names will come to light in due course.”
 
   He watched carefully, but Wang gave no sign of disbelieving the lies he’d just told him. Good, he thought to himself, careful to remain outwardly impassive. My only chance is to prolong the ‘search’ among the Bosun’s friends for the knife’s ‘current owner’. I’ll invent more of them as I go along. After enough years have elapsed and I’m far enough away, I can claim to have ‘traced’ it to one of them, and arrange to send it to the Dragons. That way, I might get to keep my head on my shoulders!
 
   “Very well,” Wang continued. “Anyway, the Cranes took over and continued the Lotus Tong’s reward offer, which had been circulated to all registered jade dealers in the settled galaxy. When your Bosun asked Mr. Lamington about the knife last year, he seems to have initially respected Mr. Cardle’s instructions not to speak of the matter, but eventually greed appears to have overcome his scruples. He sent a message to the address on the reward offer, asking for a share of the proceeds in return for his information.
 
   “The Cranes sent two investigators here to talk to Mr. Lamington. They confessed to us, before they died, that they tried to torture the information out of him rather than pay him anything. Unfortunately, he was elderly and in poor health. He suffered a heart attack, but not before telling them that Bosun Cardle had showed him the pictures, and you’d been with him. To make their interrogation look like a botched robbery, they stabbed him and left his body in the back room after ransacking his store. They then started looking for Bosun Cardle, only to learn he’d been killed by pirates a few weeks before. You were their only remaining lead.
 
   “In the hope that you might know something, they posed as policemen to question you, but failed to learn anything. That’s when you came to us.” Steve nodded. “They then decided to kidnap and torture you for information. Fortunately, we were able to prevent that.”
 
   “For which I’m extremely grateful.”
 
   Wang half–bowed in his direction. “Given the information you provided to us, it was the least we could do. At any rate, the Cranes are now co–operating with the Dragon Tong. They’ll continue to receive responses to the reward offer, but only under the close supervision of our people at Old Home Earth. If they trace the knife, we, not the Cranes, will take delivery.”
 
   “I imagine they’re not terribly pleased about that,” Steve observed drily.
 
   “Probably not; but they are ‘terribly pleased’, as you put it, to still be alive and in a position to assist us! If they hadn’t agreed to do so, the Cranes would by now have joined the late Lotus Tong in oblivion.”
 
   Steve strove to remain outwardly impassive in the face of the ruthlessness so casually displayed by his host. “Thanks for telling me all this, Sir,” he said carefully. “It’s good to know you’ve identified those behind my recent troubles. Have you been spreading the word that it’ll be fruitless for anyone else to approach me, as we discussed earlier?”
 
   “Yes, we have, and the Cranes are now doing the same. I’d say that after another three to six months the word will have spread to all interested parties, and you probably won’t be bothered any more. Of course, you’ll have to remain on your guard even after that, but only as a routine precaution. Lin’s been keeping a watchful eye on you, and her ear to the ground. She says there’s been no hint of any trouble brewing locally; and once you’re inside a Fleet facility, any external danger will be minimal.”
 
   Steve nodded. “Lin’s been a big help. She’s put me through several dozen training sessions with knives, pistols and improvised weapons. She’s also taught me a lot about surveillance and counter–surveillance — how to detect if someone’s following me, and what to do about it. She says I’m as good as one of your enforcers now, both with weapons and at evading anyone trying to follow me. Thank you very much for allowing her to spend so much time with me, and to train me so thoroughly.”
 
   “She’s kept me informed of your progress, and speaks well of you — high praise indeed, coming from my chief weapons instructor! Her standards are rigorous.” Wang hesitated for a moment. “That brings up another point. I know you intend to enlist in the Fleet tomorrow for an initial four–year term, to secure Lancastrian Commonwealth citizenship. However, the Red Pole at Old Home Earth’s Cargo Terminal remembered you. He, too, spoke highly of you, and made a suggestion that I’d like you to consider.
 
   “We can always use someone with the intelligence, courage and ability you’ve already demonstrated. It’s true that non–Chinese will never rise to the highest ranks in the Tong itself, but there are many positions open to others in our shipping subsidiaries — even the most senior appointments. I’ll gladly put forward your name for training as a merchant spacer officer and employment aboard one of our vessels. If you continue to perform as you already have, your progress will undoubtedly be rapid. We need trusted, loyal officers to command our ships. The best rise even higher, to manage our shipping lines. The rewards for success are very great, far more so than in most commercial enterprises.”
 
   Steve tried not to let trepidation show on his face as he remembered what Vince Cardle had told him about the Dragon Tong’s shipping activities. All their vessels were registered in the names of legitimate companies based on various planets, and usually carried ostensibly legal cargoes. However, many also smuggled stolen goods, or acted as courier ships for interplanetary organized crime networks. Be careful!, he thought to himself. Don’t piss him off by rejecting this too strongly. You still need him and the Tong on your side!
 
   “I’m very flattered by your offer, Sir,” he began slowly, “and very grateful; but for two reasons, I don’t think I can accept it. First, when we met, I told you that Bosun Cardle had been like a father to me. I felt — and still feel — honor–bound to respect his memory for the rest of my life, and follow the example he set for me.”
 
   Wang nodded. “I remember our conversation very well. As I said at the time, your attitude is very similar to our ancient cultural traditions of filial piety and loyalty.”
 
   “I’m glad you understand, Sir. Bosun Cardle retired from the Lancastrian Commonwealth Fleet as a Senior Chief Petty Officer. By enlisting myself, I’ll be following in his footsteps. I hope I’ll learn many of the things that made him the person he was.
 
   “Second, it seems to me that the best way to honor Vince’s memory will be to fight piracy wherever I encounter it. Pirates murdered him, after all, so to make them pay for what some of them did to him would be a fitting memorial. I reckon it’ll take a decade or more to earn Commonwealth citizenship, qualify for a commission — assuming I’m successful, of course — and rise through the most junior officer ranks. Thereafter, I’ll be better positioned to act against pirates. It seems to me that my ambition might also be of service to the Dragon Tong, Sir. After all, as you said, you operate a number of shipping subsidiaries, so you must suffer as much from piracy as the rest of the space freight industry.”
 
   Wang shook his head. “Not necessarily. We’ve let it be known in… interested circles… that piracy directed against our ships will meet with our… extreme displeasure. We usually have to demonstrate our resolve about once every decade, using warships from… shall we say, a friendly planet. Those who survive the lesson — and we see to it there are always a few — tell others about it. That helps to keep our ships reasonably safe, although we do suffer occasional losses.”
 
   “I see.” Steve recalled what the Bosun had told him about Qianjin, a planet allegedly controlled from top to bottom by the Tong, and about others where the organization had established positions of influence and power. He had no doubt that a division of destroyers could be whistled up at need to do the Tong’s bidding.
 
   “Even so,” he continued, “your operations must surely suffer from restrictions imposed by other planets from time to time, Sir? When piracy affects their merchant shipping, system mining operations or orbital commerce and industry, they usually crack down on all traffic.”
 
   Wang nodded, lips twisting in distaste. “That’s true. Unfortunately, we can’t prevent that. After all, if we try to restrict pirates’ operations, they’ll retaliate by trying to do the same to ours. Nobody wins from rivalry like that. We’d all suffer.”
 
   “Yes. Still, I guess it'd benefit the Tong if there were less piracy?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Then my ambition to fight piracy might help you as well, Sir. If pirates’ operations are affecting your Tong’s, but you don’t want to be seen to act overtly or directly against them, you could secretly pass information to me, so that I could deal with them. No blame would attach to you, but you’d benefit from the results; and my career would benefit from successful anti–piracy operations. We’d both win.”
 
   Wang smiled. “Devious, plausible, and very useful to both of us. Very well, I’ll say no more for now about you joining one of our shipping subsidiaries — but if your ambitions don’t work out, please keep it in mind for future reference. If they do, and if, in due course, you achieve a rank and position where you can do something effective about piracy, use the white jade disk I gave you to approach local representatives of the Dragon Tong. Tell them about this conversation, and ask them to convey your proposal to higher authority. I’m sure something will be worked out to our mutual advantage. Meanwhile, report to me at least annually on your progress in trying to trace that jade knife.”
 
   “I will, Sir. Unfortunately, it’ll probably take several years, perhaps as long as a decade, to obtain results.” Long enough for me to get far away from here – and from you!, he thought.
 
   “We understand that. We won’t pressure you unduly.” Wang rose to his feet and held out his hand. “It only remains for me to wish you every success in your Fleet career.”
 
   Steve rose with him, and returned his firm clasp. “Thank you,  Sir. I’ll certainly give it all I’ve got!”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Wrong Leaf!
 
   January–March 2839, Galactic Standard Calendar
 
   The first day of in–processing at the Fleet Recruit Depot was a nightmare of bellowed orders from seemingly infuriated instructors, desperate attempts by the recruits to do something — anything! — to placate the vengeful demons yelling at them, and… running. They double–timed everywhere, sometimes from one place to another, other times running in place while they waited for admission to the next processing station. Steve half–expected to be told to run in place even while using the restroom facilities — which he rapidly learned were to be referred to only as ‘the heads’, on pain of the instructors’ instant and highly vocal displeasure.
 
   Moving between reception stations was an adventure in itself.  Recruits tried to stay in formation as they ran, but hadn’t yet learned to keep in step with one another.  Many couldn’t help bumping into each other, causing their platoons to lurch from place to place like bulging, endlessly shape–shifting amoebas. Some individuals resembled nothing so much as new–born calves, trying desperately to keep their feet and move with the herd, but so unsteady that they wobbled all over the landscape in the process.
 
   At one point Steve’s platoon got crossways with another at an intersection, ending up with a hundred and sixty recruits in a hopelessly intertwined tangle, staring at each other in bemusement. The resulting chaos appeared to induce simultaneous apoplexy among the staff, as two sets of instructors tried to sort out two units of complete (and completely inept) strangers, almost all of whom were quite happy to follow somebody — anybody! — as long as they moved away from the screaming.
 
   As they finally began moving again, the recruit next to Steve — whose name he didn’t yet know — muttered, “Someday I guess we’ll look back on this and laugh.”
 
   Steve snorted. “Yeah, right!”
 
   The last gear issue wasn’t funny at all. They staggered into their barracks and dumped their uniforms and other gear on their beds, only to be called to attention by Petty Officer First Class Robinson, their Platoon Instructor. The recruits fumbled their way to an approximately upright position at the foot of their bunks.
 
   “Pay attention this way, recruits!”
 
   They looked down the barracks to where Robinson and the Deputy Platoon Instructors, Corporal Shabab, a Marine, and Petty Officer Third Class Kilrain, stood by the door.
 
   “Look at the people around you. I guarantee that at least a third of you, maybe as many as half of you, won’t be here by the time Boot Camp is over.”
 
   There was a dumbfounded silence as they glanced apprehensively at each other, then back at the Platoon Instructor. He held up a piece of white cloth.
 
   “You’ll each receive one of these armbands. You’re to keep it in your pocket at all times, and put it under your pillow when you sleep. It’s a disciplinary offense to be caught without it — and yes, we’ll be checking.”
 
   He paused for a moment, then spoke more slowly, with great emphasis. “This is your ticket home. Anytime you’ve had a bellyful, anytime you can’t take any more, just put on this armband and raise your hand. We’ll have you out of here in two blinks of an eye. There’s no harm, no foul, and you can go back to civilian life without shame.”
 
   Beside him Corporal Shabab added, “You may have taken the oath of enlistment, but as far as the Fleet’s concerned you’re not Spacers or Marines yet. As recruits you’re ‘fresh fish’. You have no rank. You’re officially grade E–zero unless and until you graduate from Boot Camp. If you decide you can’t handle the pressure, or if we decide you’re not Fleet material, your enlistment can be terminated without prejudice. Once you’ve graduated, you’re stuck for a full four–year term. Why take that risk if you’re not sure? Just say the word and we’ll set you free.”
 
   PO Kilrain nodded. “The Fleet accepts only a tiny fraction of one per cent of the population of the Lancastrian Commonwealth into its ranks. That doesn’t imply that the other ninety–nine–plus per cent aren’t good people. They’re just not cut out for this sort of life. If you’re among them, why torture yourself trying to be something you’re not? Put on your armband and stick up your hand. Make it easy on yourself — and on us.”
 
   The instructors passed down each side of the barracks, pressing an armband into every recruit’s hand. Steve looked at his with revulsion. He knew its ready availability would be — was intended to be — a nagging, humbling temptation and a psychological torture in the days and weeks to come. Even as he put it in his pocket, he commanded himself mentally, The white armband does not exist for me. From now on, that’s my mantra. The white armband DOES NOT EXIST FOR ME!
 
   That night the barracks was filled with restless rustling, coughing, tossing and turning — even a few hidden tears — as the recruits tried to get some sleep amid the ruins of their preconceptions.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Every day, from before dawn until late into the night, the recruits charged from challenge to challenge. They bounced between their bunks, the heads, calisthenics, breakfast, close order drill, classroom periods for hypno–studies or lectures, lunch, practical exercises and training, supper, and back to the barracks once more. There they spent long evenings in bleary–eyed study while washing and pressing their sweat–soaked, dirt–encrusted uniforms.
 
   They brought their gear and accommodation to a state of cleanliness and smartness they wouldn’t have believed possible until their instructors demanded it. At first their beds were stripped during inspection almost every morning, the bedding thrown to the floor, to be retrieved and beds remade at breakneck speed. Their uniforms were derided as dirty, bedraggled, worthy only of contempt. White–glove inspections of their barracks produced condemnations such as “Slovenly!”, “Filthy!”, or — most damning of all — “Fit only for CIVILIANS!”
 
   The recruits never had enough sleep, and what rest they were permitted was often interrupted by alarms, practice drills, and what seemed at first to be pure sadistic bloody–mindedness. Their instructors soon corrected them. “You think we do this because we enjoy it? Think again! What d’you think will happen at two in the morning when Spacers are dragged out of a deep sleep to fight a fire aboard ship, or Marines have to defend their position against an attack? You’d better learn to function when you’re tired and stressed, or else you’re gonna die!”
 
   The platoon entered upon close order drill as a shambolic collection of individuals moving in roughly the same direction at least some of the time, in anything but unison. However, it rapidly began to evolve into something bearing at least a passing resemblance to a military formation. Recruits displaying particular ineptitude were ‘encouraged’ by making them run at full speed to a distant point and back. Slow runners received additional ‘motivation’. After one foul–up, Steve was ordered by PO Kilrain to “Bring me a leaf from that bush!”, pointing to a shrub on the hillside above the parade–ground. He returned, panting, and presented a leaf to the instructor, only to have it thrust back at him. “Wrong leaf! Put it back and get me the right one!”
 
   Trotting away, he made a mental vow to remember the incident, and to do something about it at some point… but not yet. Every muscle in his body hurt too much.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The recruits’ ancestry, present worth and future prospects were witheringly discussed (and frequently dismissed) by their instructors. However, the recruits couldn’t help noticing that whilst their vocabulary was varied, creative and extremely expressive, they seldom used profanity. Their example began to have the desired effect on most of the platoon, but there were a few particularly foul–mouthed ‘fresh fish’ who didn’t pay attention.
 
   PO Robinson laid it on the line during their first route march, early in their training. Halfway out the platoon was given fifteen minutes to catch their breath, care for their feet, take a head break behind any convenient bush (policing up any detritus for sanitary disposal later), and eat an energy bar and drink a few swallows of water. Inevitably, some of the recruits moaned, groaned and complained during the break, cursing the heat, the cold, their feet, the dirt path, the energy bars, the water and anything else they could think of.
 
   PO Robinson waited until the platoon had reassembled, then called them to account. “I don’t want to hear so much cursing and swearing. Nobody minds an occasional ‘hell’ or ‘damn’ or whatever, but there’s no need to string expletives together or be filthy–minded. You’ve all passed tough aptitude and intelligence tests to get here. You’ve all got good vocabularies. Use them!
 
   “Some of you may have been taken in by holovids portraying Spacers and Marines as big, tough guys who swear at the drop of a hat, and drop it themselves if necessary.” Laughter. “Swearing can be useful to let off steam. In the heat of the moment, sometimes nothing will do but a string of words that’ll curl the hair on your chest, or burn it off an average civilian’s head!” More laughter. “However, that’s not normal everyday practice. You’re here to become professionals. Part of being professional is to actively use your intelligence in your interactions with others, both inside and outside the Fleet. It’s part of the image you project as individuals, and that we project as an armed service. We want our society to be proud of us — after all, they pay for us! — so think about the impression your choice of words conveys.
 
   “Most of you grew up in, and the Fleet operates in, one of the most intelligent societies to have developed in the history of the human race. Emigration from Old Home Earth and the first colony planets acted as a sorting, filtering and selecting device. Every planet settled over the past couple of centuries has averaged twenty IQ points higher than pre–Space–Age Earth, and the spread’s getting wider. You’re the fruit of that — so why not show it?
 
   “They say that ‘profanity’s the sign of an idle mind’. I reckon that’s true. The Fleet’s found that recruits who won’t exercise self–discipline to control their swearing probably won’t graduate. The few that do usually don’t last more than one term of enlistment, and usually don’t earn many promotions. That’s not specifically because they curse — it’s because we’ve found pointless, repetitive swearing to be an indicator that they won’t achieve the standards we expect from them in other areas. In particular, they clearly aren’t prepared to apply their minds and use their intelligence. Those who don’t learn that lesson usually don’t make it to graduation.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Their calisthenic sessions initially left them feeling as if their arms and legs were about to fall off, breath forming white clouds before them in the chill morning air as it rasped in their throats, chests heaving, sweat soaking their clothing and dripping down their faces. Their instructors were relentless, increasing the tempo and number of repetitions as their fitness grew; but despite this, to the recruits’ surprise, their pain began to diminish. Some of them actually began to enjoy themselves as the platoon progressed from uncoordinated, fumbling ineptitude to a rhythmic, cadenced sequence of exercises performed with growing speed and confidence.
 
   The obstacle courses — no less than eight of them, to allow multiple platoons to train at the same time, and every one different to provide variety — daunted them at first. Teams of eight recruits, varying in number as the platoon grew smaller, were required to carry long heavy wood poles over, under or through (but never around) every obstacle. The poles initially spent more time on the ground than on their shoulders, to the vocal displeasure of their instructors. However, repetition, increasing fitness and strength, and nagging, ungentle urging led to more effective teamwork and greatly improved results.
 
   The great day finally dawned when, for the first time, all the platoon’s poles made it through the course without touching the ground. The instructors celebrated by immediately having them return their poles to the stacks, take larger, heavier ones, and do it again. That day three more of their number put on their white armbands.
 
   The rest weren’t yet military… but they were already no longer civilians.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   “Awright, gather round!”
 
   The recruit platoon broke formation and formed a semi–circle around Corporal Shabab. Like them, he wore combat boots, battledress trousers and a gray T–shirt. A large rubber training knife was thrust through his belt. PO Robinson, immaculately turned out in Number Two uniform, stood on the grass at the edge of the soft sand of the training–ground, watching proceedings with a gimlet eye.
 
   “This is your first class in unarmed combat,” Shabab informed them. “By the time I’m finished with you, you’ll be able to take down an attacker using only your hands, feet, elbows and knees — unless he’s shooting at you from a distance. In that case, you’d better have a weapon to match his, or else you’re gonna die!” Dubious, muted laughter from the recruits.
 
   “The Marine Corps has developed its own system of unarmed combat, which has been adopted throughout the Fleet. It incorporates techniques from wrestling, hand– and kick–boxing, karate and other martial arts. They work very well together, as you’ll learn. Let me demonstrate. Recruit Kumar! You look tired! Let me help you wake up! Front and center!”
 
   The recruit stepped forward apprehensively and snapped to attention.
 
   “I want you to put me on the ground, any way you like. Let’s go! MOVE, recruit!”
 
   The hapless Kumar jumped nervously, gulped, and lunged awkwardly at the instructor. Corporal Shabab side–stepped the onrushing recruit, reached out almost negligently, and tossed him over his shoulder. Kumar landed on the soft sand like a sack of potatoes, arms and legs flailing, breath driven from his lungs with an agonized ‘Whumpf!’
 
   Steve couldn’t help frowning at the inept display, shaking his head — and the instructor noticed. “You! Recruit Maxwell! Why are you shaking your head?”
 
   Uh–oh, Steve thought to himself as he snapped to attention. “Sir, no excuse, Sir!”
 
   “Front and center, Recruit Maxwell! Recruit Kumar, on your feet! Rejoin the platoon.”
 
   Steve stepped forward and came to rigid attention as Kumar hobbled back into the ranks, gasping for breath.
 
   “Did you think that was pitiful, Recruit Maxwell? Do you think you can do better?”
 
   Steve hesitated for a moment, aware that anything he said was likely to backfire on him. Shabab frowned and stepped closer, thrusting his face into Steve’s. “Answer me, recruit! Do you think you can do better?”
 
   Oh, what the hell!, Steve thought, suddenly reckless. “Sir, yes, SIR!” The last word was a defiant shout.
 
   Shabab stepped back, affecting a look of surprise. “Did I hear you correctly, recruit?” He glanced over at Robinson. “Would the Platoon Instructor please confirm that my ears didn’t deceive me? Do we actually have a recruit who thinks he can take me?”
 
   Robinson stood impassively at Parade Rest, arms behind him. “It would appear so, Corporal. I suggest we find out whether he’s right, or just bluffing.”
 
   “Aye aye, Platoon Instructor! Awright, Recruit Maxwell, show me what you got. I’m going to attack you with this training knife,” and he plucked the rubber blade from his belt. “Stop me any way you like before I stick it in your gut — but you’d better stop me, because I’m going to stick it in hard, and it’s going to hurt! Got it?”
 
   “Sir, aye aye, Sir! This recruit requests permission to ask a question, Sir!”
 
   “What is it, recruit?”
 
   “Sir, this recruit wishes to know whether there are any rules to this fight, Sir!”
 
   Shabab goggled at him for a moment, then laughed scornfully. He clearly thought Steve was grandstanding. “No gouged eyes and no broken teeth or bones, recruit. Other than that, anything goes! Stand ready. Here I come!”
 
   He moved even as he spoke, gliding in with a swift, sinuous motion, knife extended forward in his upturned hand, thrusting fiercely straight at Steve’s navel. Steve didn’t have time to think or prepare; but he didn’t need it. His opponent’s guard was down, probably through over–confidence. He chopped outward, his left hand making a tegatana hand–sword strike to the Corporal’s forearm and knocking his knife out of line. As he struck he twisted to his right, thrust his right hand beneath the instructor’s right armpit, extended his right leg, and catapulted him over his hip in a seoi nagi throw. Even as the Corporal fell, Steve pivoted with him and came down with a knee on his chest, left hand securing his opponent’s knife hand, right hand lashing out in a fist–strike to the joint of his opponent’s jaw–bone, shouting aloud, “Kiai!”, the sound welling up in a hoarse coughing grunt from the base of his diaphragm. He halted his blow just as it touched Shabab’s skin.
 
   The Corporal stared up at him, eyes wide with astonishment, but a growing grin on his face. “So you weren’t just full of it! Where did you learn to fight like that?”
 
   Steve came to his feet, offering his hand to Shabab, who took it and rose with him. Snapping to attention once more, he replied, “Sir, this recruit is ranked nidan in karate, Sir.”
 
   “Aw–right! We have a second dan black belt among us! Well done, recruit!”
 
   Robinson stepped forward. “Recruit, why is your karate qualification not listed in your personnel file?” he asked briskly — almost suspiciously, Steve thought.
 
   “Sir, this recruit respectfully submits that his recruiter was provided with copies of all his qualifications, including karate. He doesn’t know why it’s not recorded in his file, Sir.”
 
   Robinson glanced at Shabab, and they shared a rueful nod. “It won’t be the first time there’s been a foul–up in the records. I’ll look into that. Meanwhile, Corporal, would you agree that we’ve found our unarmed combat team leader?”
 
   “Aye aye, Platoon Instructor!”
 
   Robinson transferred his attention back to Steve. “Recruit Maxwell, during the last week of Boot Camp, after Exercise Grindstone, all the training platoons compete against each other for the unarmed combat championship of this intake. There’s a team prize and an individual prize. Each platoon will enter six fighters. You’ve just been selected from a host of applicants to lead and help train our team.”
 
   “Sir, aye aye, Sir!”
 
   “One more thing, recruit. As of right now, you’re an assistant instructor during the platoon’s unarmed combat classes. The instructor will demonstrate each evolution on you, so you’ll get your lumps before everyone else in the platoon!” Laughter from the other recruits. “You’ll perform each evolution with him until he’s satisfied you understand it. With your background, that should take no time at all. Thereafter you’ll assist him in teaching it to the rest of the platoon.”
 
   “Sir, aye aye, Sir!”
 
   “Carry on, Corporal.”
 
   “Aye aye, Platoon Instructor! Recruit Maxwell, stand fast. The rest of you, pay attention while this recruit and I demonstrate a few basic blocks. You’ll use them to stop an opponent’s blow from reaching you. Watch closely!”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The platoon filed down a long counter, each recruit pressing his thumb on a reader to certify receipt of a bead carbine, a power pack and a cleaning kit. Corporal Shabab marched them to a row of tables beneath a canopy, facing a berm on the firing range. He spaced them out, checking to ensure that tins of solvent stood ready, one between every two recruits, then climbed onto a raised platform.
 
   “Awright, listen up!” He gestured to half–a–dozen grinning Marine privates standing to one side. “These Marines will assist me in supervising you as you clean your carbines for the first time. You address them as ‘Sir’ and obey their orders, just as you do mine! You’ve all taken the hypno–study class on how to disassemble and clean a carbine, so get to work. Keep your muzzles pointed in a safe direction at all times! If you point your carbine at anyone else, you WILL suffer for it! If you get stuck, raise your hand and wait for one of us to help you.”
 
   Steve removed the power pack, and confirmed that there was no magazine in the well and no round in the chamber. He unlatched the dust–cover and laid it to one side, then tried to slide the electromagnetic firing mechanism from its socket; but it wouldn’t budge. He angled the carbine to and fro, peering at the mechanism, trying to figure out what was wrong, but could see nothing obviously out of place. Finally, reluctantly, he raised his hand.
 
   It took some time for a Marine to reach him, as they were all busy with other trainees. At last one of them came over. “All right, recruit, what’s the problem?”
 
   “Sir, this recruit is unable to remove the firing mechanism from its socket, Sir.”
 
   “Let me see.” The Marine took the carbine, examined it intently, and nodded. “Whoever last cleaned this carbine didn’t get all the solvent off the rails before adding dry lube. The solvent congealed the powdered lubricant into a sort of glue. Some of it leaked into the socket, and it’s holding the mechanism in place. Look here. You can see traces of it at the edge of the socket.”
 
   Steve looked closely. “Sir, yes, Sir. How is this recruit to remove the mechanism from the gun, Sir?”
 
   “WHAT DID YOU CALL THIS WEAPON, RECRUIT?”
 
   Oh, hell! Now I’m in for it!, Steve thought miserably to himself as he braced to attention. “Sir, this recruit meant to ask, ‘How is he to remove the mechanism from the carbine’, Sir!”
 
   Corporal Shabab appeared at the Marine’s elbow as if teleported. “What’s the problem, Private?”
 
   “Corporal, this recruit just called his carbine a ‘gun’.”
 
   “Oh, he did, did he? Recruit Maxwell, what do you have to say for yourself?”
 
   Steve knew very well what to say. “Sir, no excuse, Sir!”
 
   “Were you present when I taught the class about weapon nomenclature, recruit?”
 
   “Sir, yes, Sir!”
 
   “Do you recall what I said about this type of weapon, recruit?”
 
   “Sir, yes, Sir!”
 
   “Repeat it, recruit.”
 
   “Sir, aye aye, Sir! The instructor warned that this type of weapon was always to be referred to as a ‘carbine’ or ‘bead carbine’, so as not to confuse it with a ‘rifle’ or ‘beam rifle’, the standard weapon of armored Marines. He also warned that under no circumstances was any issue weapon ever to be referred to as a ‘gun’ or a ‘firearm’, because those terms describe chemical–powered weapons of a bygone era which are no longer used by the Fleet, Sir.”
 
   “And why didn’t you remember that a moment ago, recruit?”
 
   “Sir, no excuse, Sir!”
 
   “Good. If you’d tried to weasel your way out of this, I’d have given you double punishment. As it is, drop and give me fifty, right now!”
 
   “Sir, aye aye, Sir!”
 
   Steve dropped to his hands and toes, and began pumping out pushups. However, the corporal wasn’t finished with him yet.
 
   “Hold in place, recruit!”
 
   Steve froze at the top of a pushup. Shabab slid his carbine beneath his body, positioning the stock carefully beneath his face.
 
   “Now, recruit, every time you go down, I want you to kiss that stock. Every time you come up, I want you to shout, ‘I love my carbine!’, then count off the pushup. Got that?”
 
   “Sir, aye aye, Sir!”
 
   “Then go to it. The count starts at one.”
 
   Steve sank, kissed his carbine, pushed up, and shouted, “I love my carbine! One!”
 
   “NOT LOUD ENOUGH, RECRUIT! I CAN’T HEAR YOU! THE COUNT STARTS AT ONE AGAIN!”
 
   He repeated the movement, this time yelling at the top of his lungs. He could hear snickers from the nearest members of the platoon. He knew some of them were jealous over his appointment as an assistant instructor during unarmed combat class. They’d be happy to see him being taken down a peg or two now.
 
   “That’s better, recruit. Carry on!”
 
   He ended up doing almost a hundred pushups, because the Marine who’d come to his assistance stayed next to him, loudly rebuking him whenever the volume of his shouts sank too low for his liking, and resetting the count downwards every time as a punishment. By the time he finished he was dripping with sweat, his arms and shoulders were shaking from exertion, his lungs were on fire, his lips were bruised from contact with the stock, and his throat was hoarse from shouting. However, he wasn’t alone by then. Several other recruits were also pounding out pushups for infractions of their own.
 
   He used copious quantities of solvent to loosen the firing mechanism, then managed to clean and reassemble his carbine without any further problems, hands and arms still trembling in reaction to the pushups. He waited while Corporal Shabab inspected it closely.
 
   “That’ll do, recruit. Tie your carbine along your leg tonight and sleep with it. That’ll help you remember what it’s called.”
 
   Seven of them slept with their carbines that night, to the jeers of their platoon–mates. One of the seven, Desjardin, retorted cheerfully, “Just you wait! Who wants to bet he won’t be doing this at least once before Boot Camp is over?”
 
   No one dared to take his bet.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The lectures on Fleet structure, discipline, unit cohesion and leadership were eye–openers for the recruits.
 
   “For a start, forget all the nonsense you see in the holovids about officers making all the decisions, leading everything of importance and getting all the credit,” PO Robinson informed them briskly. “If you don’t believe me, look behind you.”
 
   The platoon did so, to find Junior Lieutenant Evans, their Platoon Training Officer, standing at the rear of the classroom. They began to brace to attention in their seats, but he held up his hand. “As you were, recruits. PO Robinson’s right. No officer can accomplish anything without a really solid group of NCO’s to support him, and an equally solid core of Spacers or Marines to carry out their instructions. If the Fleet isn’t a team, it’s nothing at all. Carry on, please, PO.”
 
   Robinson waited until they were all looking at him again. “It’s a statistical fact that, averaged across all six years of the Second Global War on Old Home Earth, any German Wehrmacht combat unit would inflict up to fifty per cent more casualties on an enemy formation of similar type and size than it would suffer, and win up to fifty per cent more encounters with such formations than it would suffer defeats. Waffen SS units were even more effective. During the first half of the war, before their enemies fully mobilized their forces and mass–produced equipment of acceptable quality, the ratio was better than three to one in favor of the Germans.
 
   “It fought for a morally bankrupt cause, and in some cases committed atrocities and war crimes, but even so, the Wehrmacht was one of the most effective military organizations the settled galaxy has ever seen, before or since. There were many reasons for that, but intensive and thorough training, unit cohesion and quality of leadership stand out. We’ve learned from that, because we want to be at least as effective. Yes, Recruit Maxwell?”
 
   Steve had raised his hand. “Sir, Nazi Germany was responsible for genocide and other crimes against humanity. How can it possibly be a good example for the Fleet?”
 
   “Good question, recruit. Many wars have produced outstanding armed forces and leaders who served causes later found wanting, or tolerated — or even carried out — acts later deemed to be atrocities. That doesn’t mean we should ignore their positive aspects. Prepare a report for circulation to the class tomorrow, taking one page each to examine Robert Lee in the American Civil War of the nineteenth century, Georgy Zhukov in the Second Global War I’ve already mentioned, Vo Nguyen Giap in the Vietnam War two decades later, Jerzy Czernicki in Earth’s Asteroid Wars of the late twenty–first century, and Michael Creswell in the twenty–third century’s Marisa Cluster conflict. Look at the nature of the polities they served, as well as the standards and conduct of their armed forces and themselves. A brief summary will suffice.”
 
   Steve gulped. “Sir, aye aye, Sir!” Mentally he cursed. It’d take him at least a couple of hours tonight to do that, but he knew there were probably similar articles in the Boot Camp library upon which he could draw. He wouldn’t be the only one missing sleep. All the instructors were fond of responding to questions by imposing additional homework, to drive home important points. He had to admit, it worked.
 
   PO Robinson continued, “To return to the Fleet, we start by having every single member of our combat services go through Boot Camp. Spacer or Marine, enlisted, NCO or officer, we’ve all been there and done that. No one’s taken any shortcuts, and all our combat officers, without exception, have served in enlisted ranks before being commissioned. That’s a very strong unifying bond, right there. We provide ongoing technical and professional education through service schools and academies, hypno–study assignments while on active duty, and extensive electronic libraries to allow you to study in your own time. Fleet University offers courses and degrees up to Masters level through part–time distance education. They’re very good, by the way; their academic quality is vetted by Commonwealth University on Lancaster, so they’re held to the highest standards.
 
   “As far as unit cohesion goes, we try to make two–year assignments, give or take a few months to allow for the exigencies of the service. That gives our people stability. They have time to get to know those with whom they work, and build effective teams. It also allows us to structure their career path more effectively, with a period of active service followed by one in a support unit, with more opportunities for training and time with their families. Yes, Recruit Kumar?”
 
   “Sir, you said ‘opportunities for training’. What about extended training courses like Small Craft School, which lasts nine months, or Staff College for officers, which is a full academic year? Surely that takes a very big chunk out of a normal two–year assignment?”
 
   The instructor nodded. “You’re right. To get around that problem, extended professional training or education is treated as a career assignment in its own right. You’ll be posted to the school concerned, stay there for the duration of the course, then proceed to a normal two–year assignment. If your course includes ongoing part–time study, orders for your next assignment will include that, so your new unit can provide the time and facilities you need to complete it.”
 
   “Sir, thank you, Sir!”
 
   “Very well. We also follow the Wehrmacht’s example in another way, by giving much more responsibility and authority to our NCO’s than do many other armed forces. There were more than a few instances in the Second Global War where German lieutenants or even senior sergeants took command of battalions in combat, after all their other officers had been killed, wounded or put out of action. Sergeants sometimes led companies, corporals sometimes led platoons. The units usually performed as well under their command as they had under their officers — sometimes better. That’s the quality of NCO leadership to which we aspire.
 
   “On small warships such as light and heavy patrol craft, someone of my rank will usually be a department head. On destroyers, and on even the largest auxiliaries, a Warrant Officer may be a department head, with a Senior NCO as his deputy. At times the Senior NCO may act as temporary department head for extended periods. Also, we ask Senior NCO’s to evaluate every candidate for a regular commission with whom they’ve served. If more than a third of them issue a down–check, that person doesn’t even appear before the selection board, let alone go to OCS. So, it’s clear that to be an NCO in the Fleet is a big responsibility. Since most of you who decide to make a career in the Fleet will end up as at least NCO’s, we want you to take that to heart.
 
   “Your career will be structured to equip you to be a leader. As Spacers or Marines Third, Second and First Class, you’re given less responsibility and more supervision. In those ranks your training is very intensive, with ongoing hypno–study and simulator work even during active duty assignments. As junior NCO’s — Petty Officers Third and Second Class in the Spacer Corps, or Corporals and Sergeants in the Marine Corps — you’re considered sufficiently trained and experienced to command and teach others, and set an example of leadership to them. Your training continues, but your duties carry progressively greater responsibility and authority.
 
   “A PO First Class or Staff Sergeant is referred to as a Staff NCO, to designate them as on the cusp of Senior NCO rank. They may fill posts nominally reserved for Senior NCO’s if none are available. By the time you reach Senior NCO rank — Chief, Senior Chief or Master Chief Petty Officer in the Spacer Corps, or Gunnery, Master, or Master Gunnery Sergeant in the Marine Corps — you’re considered a professional leader, able to function as part of a unit’s command team, even take over command if necessary in certain situations. As part of that, the Fleet officially assigns to Senior NCO’s the responsibility to help train and form its junior officers. Also, by that time your cumulative training and military education will usually be sufficient to have earned a Bachelor’s degree in Military Science, over and above your professional qualifications. That’s why we insist on minimum educational standards and aptitudes for our recruits. You’re going to need them! You had a question, Recruit Mendez?”
 
   Alonzo Mendez was a Marine recruit. “Sir, yes, Sir. I’ve met several Marines and Spacers who’ve held Private or Spacer First Class rank for many years, never moving up to NCO rank. How do those standards of leadership apply to them, Sir?”
 
   “Some people just don’t want the responsibilities that go with higher rank. That’s OK — we have plenty of work for them. Provided they work hard and meet our standards, we won’t kick them out. However, we want as many of you as possible to develop your leadership potential.”
 
   “Sir, understood, Sir!”
 
   Robinson glanced at a clock on the rear wall of the classroom, then looked around. “Some of you probably think that the way we try to break you down in Boot Camp doesn’t bear that out. You’re wrong. Our first priority is to inculcate unit cohesion by getting rid of the self–centered, me–first, ‘I’m special’ attitude held by so many civilians.” A subdued chuckle ran through the recruits. “You’ve already learned you’re not so special after all; that anyone in your platoon is your equal or better, if not in one area, then in another; and that you all have to work together as a team in order to overcome problems and obstacles. That’s the beginning of unit cohesion, right there.
 
   “Thereafter, we give each of you opportunities to lead your platoon in parade maneuvers, or field problems, or instruction. It’s not a big thing at this early stage of your career, but small beginnings lead to larger things later. We reward top performance right away. As you know, the Honor Graduate of each training platoon is promoted immediately to Spacer or Marine Second Class, bypassing Third Class rank. That’s an early start up the ladder. They’ll earn that promotion the hard way, as all of you will be able to attest from your own experience.
 
   “Boot Camp’s tough — deliberately so. Little, if anything, in your future Fleet career will seem as hard as this, even though some courses — for example, advanced NCO training or OCS — are actually more demanding. That’s because almost all of you came here as civilians, without any military background. You’re learning that here from the ground up. What you take away from Boot Camp will color the rest of your Fleet career. You’ll rise as far as your abilities and drive will take you. If you’ve got the potential, and work hard, and make the most of all the opportunities the Fleet offers, and have a little good luck here and there, and avoid career–killing mistakes, there’s nothing stopping you becoming a Fleet Admiral someday. It’s all up to you.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   By the time eight weeks had passed, the recruits’ close–order drill had improved beyond all recognition. They marched in tight formation, moving as one through increasingly complex maneuvers and intricate evolutions. Heels cracked together in unison, heads turned and arms shot out in perfect alignment to dress the ranks, and they reacted swiftly and uniformly to the command of execution.
 
   They learned cadence calls, both for marching and for running. Many were hoary with age, time–honored institutions in their own right. A few seemed incomprehensible until the recruits learned the ancient traditions that had inspired them. Others were invented on the spur of the moment, occasionally to the displeasure of certain instructors who heard themselves rhythmically — and detrimentally — discussed. This led to further trips to collect leaves from distant bushes, among other punishments. By now, however, the grinning offenders were fit enough to regard these excursions as a welcome relief from the drudgery of square–bashing.
 
   Steve returned, puffing, from such an excursion one day, having remembered his earlier vow and decided that the time was ripe. He trotted up to PO Kilrain, came to attention and handed him a leaf. As expected, he heard in reply, “Wrong leaf! Go back and bring me the one next to it!”
 
   Steve reached into his pocket and solemnly handed over four more leaves. “Sir, this recruit anticipated your command. Here are the leaves on either side of, and above and below, the wrong one. This recruit respectfully submits that the right leaf must be among them, Sir!”
 
   The platoon looked on with wide–eyed delight, trying desperately to contain their mirth, as Kilrain struggled for words. “You — you — !”
 
   Petty Officer Robinson rescued him. “Recruit, what Petty Officer Kilrain meant to say is that you took the leaf from the wrong bush. Go and get one from the correct bush!”
 
   Steve knew he couldn’t push his luck too far. “Sir, aye aye, Sir!” He ran off towards the hillside once more, holding back his ear–to–ear grin until he faced away from the instructors.
 
   Behind him he heard PO Kilrain as he regained his voice. “What are you lot laughing about? You think that’s funny? In that case, all of you can bring me a leaf! And don’t you dare bring back the entire bloody bush! MOVE!”
 
   His voice carried well, causing several nearby recruit platoons to burst out laughing, which led to their instructors also becoming less than happy. That day saw enough leaves retrieved to denude an entire botanical garden — which meant the recruits had to sweep the parade–ground after drill. They lost count of the number of pushups performed and other punishments inflicted… but nothing could completely stifle their amusement. Even the instructors found it hard to punish them straight–faced.
 
   Their transformation from civilians was almost complete.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The day came to shoot for score with carbine and pistol. For once, the instructors didn’t give them a hard time that morning. Their own grades would depend in part on the performance of their recruits.
 
   The final course of fire with the carbine, from the prone position at five hundred meters, was the most difficult. The wind had turned fickle, blowing first from the right of the firing line, then from the left. The indicator flags swung from one side to the other, and sometimes hung motionless. Occasionally the nearer flags would point in one direction while those further downrange would indicate another, making it fiendishly difficult to predict the influence of the wind on the light, ultra–high–speed projectiles. Steve concentrated on his sight picture, keeping the indicator flags in his field of view, trying to squeeze off his shots while they were all pointing in roughly the same direction, so he could allow for the wind’s effect on his projectile. He tried not to let himself be distracted by the periodic hypersonic crack! of the weapons on either side of him. Slowly he worked his way through the course of fire, scoring bullseye after bullseye, most of his hits in the X–ring.
 
   He was shocked to hear an announcement over the loudspeakers. “One minute remaining! One minute left in this course of fire!” Chagrined, he realized that by waiting for the wind between each shot, he’d wasted much of the ten minutes allocated to this round. He still had to fire three shots. Come on, dammit, CONCENTRATE!, he mentally commanded himself, and bent to his task.
 
   Two more shots went downrange, the first an X–ring, the second, to his annoyance, only a bullseye. The shooters on either side of him fell silent as they completed their course of fire. He heard someone come up behind him, the crunch of their boots audible on the gravel surface. PO Kilrain squatted next to him.
 
   “Come on, recruit! Ten seconds! Make this last shot count!”
 
   Steve stifled the urge to say something rude. The last thing he needed right now was an interruption like this, breaking his concentration! He settled more firmly into his prone position, and began to mentally count off the seconds.
 
   8… 7… the wind’s dying… 5… 4… NOW!
 
   He gently pressed the firing button for the last time. The carbine bucked gently against his shoulder, its inertial compensator absorbing most of the recoil generated by the sudden acceleration of the bead to several times the speed of sound through the electromagnetic coils of the firing rail. He didn’t feel it, raising his head, peering intently at the read–out next to his position. A moment’s pause, then… X–ring!
 
   “Yes! You did it, recruit!” Kilrain slapped him heavily on the back, then took his hand and hauled him effortlessly to his feet. “That’s your Expert badge for carbine, right there! Think you can do it again tomorrow with a pistol?”
 
   “Sir, this recruit will do his best, Sir!”
 
   Grinning to himself as he gathered his gear, Steve figured he’d better not inform the instructors that his skill with a pistol was primarily the fruit of recent personal coaching by the chief weapons instructor of the Vesta branch of one of the most feared criminal organizations in the settled galaxy. They might not appreciate it.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Exercise Grindstone was designed to put into practice everything they’d learned over the previous ten weeks, bringing together all the loose ends in a platoon–oriented exercise under high–stress conditions. Each recruit was issued five energy bars and a water purification kit, then searched to make sure they hadn’t hidden any more food in their pockets or packs. They’d have to make do on reduced rations and minimal sleep for the next sixty hours. That was all part of the pressure.
 
   Steve was one of six recruits tapped to lead the platoon during the exercise, each taking charge for a ten–hour period, then reverting to the ranks. The six leaders were given a more detailed briefing of what was required, issued old–fashioned maps and compasses — no electronic aids to navigation were allowed — then allowed to discuss the exercise among themselves and divide the platoon into teams, each with a different task or responsibility. They also had to choose which of them would lead during various stages of the exercise.
 
   Steve pointed out, “We’ve got to get across this swamp, make our way through ‘enemy’ lookouts and patrols without being detected, and reach this headquarters complex. Trouble is, by the time we get out of the swamp, we’re going to be covered with mud. Anyone seeing us will know right away we’ve just come from there, because we’ll look so different from the patrols searching for us. They’ll be clean and neat. Why don’t we get everyone to pack clean battledress in a sealed plastic bag, plus toiletries and a towel? The rules say we can’t carry extra food, but they don’t mention those things at all. We’ll look for clean water on the edge of the swamp to wash off the mud and change into fresh battledress after we’ve crossed. We can stick together or split into smaller groups, whatever seems best. Either way, we'll look like one or more ‘enemy’ patrols searching for recruits. We should be able to march openly into our target area without appearing too suspicious. How about it?”
 
   “It’s sneaky, underhanded and devious. I like it!” Mendez opined. The others agreed, laughing. “You’d better be in command for that last part of the exercise. Only problem is, the ‘enemy’ who’ll be looking for us is a Marine battalion. They’ll be wearing Marine camouflage battledress, but we’ll be issued only plain utility coveralls for the exercise. How can we make ourselves look more like them?”
 
   Steve shrugged. “The exercise ends at dawn, so our last ten hours of movement will be at night. We’ll just have to hope the darkness serves to hide our coveralls, and keep our distance from anyone who might be able to tell the difference.”
 
   “Works for me,” the other acknowledged.
 
   In reality — to nobody’s surprise — things didn’t go as smoothly as they’d hoped. The swamp proved to be unusually wide, deep and muddy, thanks to recent rains upstream. Crossing it with all their gear proved to be an exhausting, time–consuming process, interrupted at frequent intervals by the most complicated tactical problems the imaginations of their instructors were able to devise. By the time they reached the far side it was early evening. They were filthy and worn out. They’d eaten all their food and run out of water purification filters. Tempers were flaring as Steve took over the platoon for the last ten hours of the exercise.
 
   He gathered everyone around. “Listen up, people!” he said, quietly but urgently. “We’re almost there. I know we’re all feeling ratty as hell, but this is where we show what we’ve got. Before Exercise Grindstone we were already ahead of every other platoon on points. If we do well now we’ll be Honor Platoon of this Boot Camp cycle for sure!” He could sense the weary, worn–out recruits responding to his words, gathering their energies for one last effort.
 
   “We’re running late,” he continued. “It’ll take at least eight or nine hours to hike to our target, even if things go well. Any delay will leave us short. We’ve got to move faster. Any ideas?”
 
   Kumar raised his hand, and Steve nodded to him. “If we have to get there fast, we need wheels. The Marines must have transporters at their patrol camps. We might be able to get our hands on one and drive to our objective.”
 
   “Great idea!” Steve praised. “Who knows how to drive those things?”
 
   “I can drive smaller civilian transporters,” Kumar offered, “but not the big, heavy cargo types. I don’t have a Fleet license, of course.”
 
   “We’ll just have to see what we can find.” Steve looked around the platoon. “Who’s got hunting experience, particularly moving quietly through broken country to find game?” Three recruits, including Mendez, raised their hands. “Right, you three are our scouts. Gather round.”
 
   He unfolded his map. “Clean up and head out. Leave your kit here so you can move faster. We’ll bring it with us. There’ll probably be a Marine patrol base at or near this intersection.” He indicated a crossroads near a hill, five kilometers away. “It’s the logical place for one, commanding all the local roads. If it’s there, two of you keep watch over it and look for transporters while the other one meets us as we approach, to guide us in. If it’s not there, one of you remain behind to tell us while the other two scout ahead in the direction of our objective.” He pointed to it on the map. “Move parallel to the road, but stay off it. Keep your eyes peeled for a patrol base or any other potential source of transport. If you find something, one of you watch it while the other comes back to find us and lead us to it. All got that?”
 
   Three heads nodded.
 
   “Right, on your way.”
 
   There was, indeed, a Marine patrol base at the crossroads. Steve had the platoon remain under cover in a copse about half a kilometer away while he and two of the other leaders went forward to join the scouts. The base was barely visible in the moonlight.
 
   “There’s two transporters back there under those trees,” one of the scouts pointed out, “but we can’t get to them without making a noise that’ll alert the Marines in those tents next to them. Tire tracks indicate at least two more transporters went that way.” He pointed down the road.
 
   “Wonder where they were going?” Steve mused. “How many Marines down there?”
 
   “I dunno,” the scout confessed. “I — ”
 
   He was interrupted by the swelling whine of a heavy–duty power–pack gearing down under regenerative braking. A massive ten–ton transporter came into view, halting at the Marine encampment. The driver got out, spoke briefly with an NCO, offloaded a pallet of rations from the load–bed using the transporter’s crane, then climbed back into the cab. Watching through binoculars, Steve noticed at once that the transporter was painted in the standard color scheme of the Service Corps, and the driver was wearing its uniform. The transporter set off across the intersection and up the long, winding hill towards them, moving slowly.
 
   “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Steve whispered to the others.
 
   “Hell, yeah! We can take him as soon as he crosses that rise!” Mendez indicated the road that passed near their observation position. “The Marines can’t see him from there.”
 
   “Yep — and he’s got a cover for his load bed, rolled up behind the cab. We can all fit in the back of a vehicle that big, and the cover will hide us from view. Alonzo, head back to the platoon and bring them up. Tell ’em to stay low and move quickly and quietly. The rest of us will stop the transporter.”
 
   They set up an impromptu roadblock just over the hill from the Marine encampment, and waved the transporter to a halt. Steve walked up to the cab and opened the door, grateful to be dealing with a Service Corps driver. He’d have anticipated active resistance from a Marine.
 
   “We’re recruits, and for exercise purposes, you’re our prisoner,” Steve informed the driver. “Get out of the cab, and don’t do anything silly like sounding your horn or reaching for the radio.”
 
   “You can’t do this!” the driver protested as he climbed down. “I’m just a driver! I’ve got to drop ration pallets at two more patrol bases down the road, or the Marines there won’t eat tonight!”
 
   “They may not, but we will,” Steve promised him, grinning. “We ran out of food a while back.” Already two recruits were climbing into the load–bed. One broke open a pallet of ration packs, while the other filled his bottle from a tank of potable water.
 
   He turned back to the driver. “Are you interested in making some money? None of us knows how to drive something this big — although we’ll surely try if we have to. If you take us to the Marine headquarters compound and drive us through the gate, you can point out in your defense that we took you prisoner and made you do it. There’s nothing in the exercise rules to prevent that, and we’ll make it worth your while.”
 
   “Oh, yeah? How worthwhile?”
 
   Steve noted with an inner surge of excitement that the driver hadn’t rejected the deal out of hand. “We’ll take up a collection and send you five hundred credits. That’ll be enough for a hell of a party. How about it?”
 
   “How do I know you’re good for it?”
 
   “Do you recognize me? My name’s Steve Maxwell. I was on the news vids last year when the merchant freighter Sebastian Cabot came in after being recaptured from pirates. They gave me a medal for it a couple of months ago.”
 
    The driver peered closely at him. “Yeah, I remember seeing your face. They said you were planning to enlist. I guess you did.”
 
   “That’s right. I’m giving you my word, personally, that the money will be there. If the others are short of cash, I’ll make up the difference out of my insurance payout from Cabot. You must know they search us before we head out on these exercises. They won’t let us carry money, in case we use it to hire a cab or something, so I can’t pay you now. I’ll send it next week.”
 
   A pause, then, “Aw, hell! The Marines are gonna be pissed at me anyway for letting myself get caught, so what have I got to lose? It’s not as if I’m one of them.”
 
   Steve grinned. “You can always use the excuse that you weren’t given an escort, so you were helpless when we ambushed you.”
 
   The driver brightened at once. “Yeah! That’ll make it their fault!”
 
   Steve exchanged contact information with him, then waved for the approaching recruits to gather around. They caught ration packs thrown from the load–bed and tore them open as they listened.
 
   “Keep the noise down! There are Marines just over that hill! Everyone get in the back of the transporter and keep quiet. We’re sure to pass Marine patrols from time to time, and we don’t want to make any noise that may alert them. Same goes for when we turn into the headquarters complex. Alonzo, take three others and spread the load bed cover over its frames to hide everyone. Tie it down securely. I’ll stay up front with the driver. Let’s move!”
 
   Thus it was that an infuriated Lieutenant–Colonel Aviga found himself rudely interrupted in his recruit–capturing mission by being invited to inspect a group of intruders standing in a neat formation before his Battalion HQ ops tent. He looked over the grinning recruits, some with crumbs from ‘captured’ ration packs still dotting their battledress, and exploded, “Just how the hell do you expect to get away with this? You were supposed to hike here!”
 
   “With respect, Sir, these recruits were ordered to get here while avoiding detection or interception,” one of the umpires genially pointed out. He was a Marine Master Sergeant, and was clearly enjoying the moment immensely. “The exercise instructions didn’t specify how they were to do that, or what route they were to follow. Those elements were left to their initiative — which they’ve clearly used.” He turned to the recruits. “Congratulations to you all. You’ve reached your objective with a full six hours to spare.”
 
   “But — but — what about that transporter?” The battalion commander gestured to it, parked behind the formation, the driver leaning out of his window, grinning at the fuss. “Surely it’s illegal for them to steal it?”
 
   The umpire looked at Steve. “What do you have to say to that, recruit?”
 
   “Sir, this recruit respectfully wishes to point out that this Marine battalion was designated as, quote, ‘the enemy’, unquote, for the purposes of this exercise. The transporter was witnessed delivering supplies to one of this battalion’s patrol bases, and was therefore considered to be enemy property, along with its cargo. We were explicitly ordered to conduct this exercise under, quote, ‘operational conditions’, unquote. This recruit therefore presumes that capturing and making use of enemy property is as permissible during this exercise as it would be under operational conditions in the field, Sir.” Behind him, Steve could hear his fellow recruits trying, with only limited success, to stifle their amusement.
 
   The NCO smothered a chuckle, turning it into a discreet cough instead, and turned back to the battalion commander. “He’s right, Sir. Sure, it’s unusual, but it’s not prohibited by the exercise rules.”
 
   “Then we’d better tighten up the bloody rules before the next exercise!”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   “Attention on deck!” The half–shouted, half–screamed alert braced everyone to rigid attention, even the last few in the showers and those still drying themselves.
 
   PO Robinson and Corporal Shabab entered. Robinson called, “As you were. Get some clothes on, or wrap a towel around yourselves, then gather round.” He waited while the platoon assembled.
 
   “Recruits, I’m proud of you. You weren’t told this ahead of time, but over the last year only two training platoons successfully completed all aspects of Exercise Grindstone. You’ve just become the third, and in record time — not to mention being the only platoon I’ve ever heard of to reach your target aboard a stolen — I mean, captured transporter!” He couldn’t keep the grin off his face.
 
   Corporal Shabab was also smiling. “Yeah, I’m gonna have to steer clear of that battalion for a while. They’re my old outfit, and they’re gonna be royally pissed at me for helping to train you so well you were able to put one over on them!” A roar of laughter greeted his sally.
 
   Robinson added, “Your top score on Exercise Grindstone has put you well out in front in the Honor Platoon competition. I don’t see any way another platoon can catch you now, even though the Unarmed Combat Competition’s still to come. I reckon our team’s sure to do well enough to at least maintain our lead, even if you don’t win it — which I fully expect you to do, of course!” More cheers. “Congratulations to all of you. That was a hell of a performance.”
 
   Corporal Shabab nodded. “Yeah, you’ve all done real well.” He glanced at his watch. “It’s just after midnight. The mess hall has mid–rats for anyone who’s hungry — the only time you’ll get them during Boot Camp, so make the most of them!” Laughter. “Since you’ve made us look good — and since none of the other platoons have made it in yet — we’ll give you a break. You can lie in until zero–six–hundred. That’s a whole extra half–hour’s sleep!” Groans. “Oh, you don’t want it?” Hurried cheers. “Okay, just kidding. Fall in for breakfast at zero–six–thirty.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The last week of Boot Camp was physically easy compared to the first eleven. It was occupied with final exams, which gave many recruits a few bad moments, but which they all passed. The instructors went over their postings with the recruits, to make sure each knew where he was going and what he’d be doing for the next few months.
 
   PO Robinson dealt with Steve’s immediate future. “You don’t have to do the full four–month Basic Spacer Training course, because you’re a qualified merchant spacer according to the standards and regulations of the Lancastrian Commonwealth. We recognize them, of course — after all, we helped write them! After you get back from your graduation leave, you’ll enter a three–week conversion course to teach you the differences between the way we do things and what you’re used to, then do two weeks at Damage Control School. After that, they’ll use you on short–term local tasks for a few weeks until the start of the next pilot’s course at Small Craft School. After you graduate from that, you’ll almost certainly get a two–year assignment to a Fleet auxiliary — a transport or depot ship. They’re similar to merchant freighters in some ways, so a posting to one will make the best use of your background and experience.”
 
   “Sir, this recruit understands, Sir.”
 
   “Good. On to other matters. Fifteen recruits from this intake will be promoted to Second or First Class Spacers due to prior experience and qualifications, as arranged by their recruiters. That includes you, of course, thanks to your merchant spacer background and pilot rating. The Honor Graduates of each platoon will receive their meritorious promotions first, then those fifteen will be called in alphabetical order. Listen out for your name and respond promptly.”
 
   “Sir, aye aye, Sir!”
 
   “Next, I know you were notified not to wear your Lancastrian Cross in Silver or Superior Unit Award ribbon when you reported here, or during training; but for graduation and thereafter, you’ll wear them, of course. Since the Fleet awarded them, we recognize both of them, even though you were a civilian when they were conferred. If you’re not sure how to mount them on your Number One uniform, ask me or one of the other instructors to show you how to do that.”
 
   “Sir, aye aye, Sir.”
 
   “We asked the Senior Unarmed Combat Instructor whether you could be examined for a Fleet black belt. We went through the Regulations with him looking for a way, but we couldn’t find one. They specify that a minimum of thirty hours’ instruction are required for each level, and make no allowance for prior training in other martial arts. However, he’s agreed that your leadership and training of the platoon team can be taken into account, over and above helping us with general instruction. That effectively doubles your hours of instruction, either receiving it or giving it; so while the other recruits have been awarded entry–level gray belts, you’ve been awarded a second–level blue belt. It’s already been logged in your file.”
 
   “Sir, thank you, Sir! This recruit appreciates the trouble you took on his behalf, Sir.”
 
   “You’ve helped us look good as instructors. This is one way we can thank you for that. Another thirty hours of instruction will make you eligible to qualify for the green belt. That allows you to teach and award the lower two levels. Thirty more hours for the brown belt; then another thirty before you can try for the first–level black belt. That carries with it an ‘Expert’ badge for unarmed combat, to add to those you’ve already earned for carbine and pistol. I encourage you to work towards your black belt, even during shipboard assignments. If you’re aboard a warship, I suggest you ask permission to train with its resident Marine unit — they do so more frequently and more regularly than most Spacers.”
 
   “Sir, this recruit will do his best, Sir.”
 
   “I understand you hope to be selected for a commission in due course?”
 
   “Sir, yes, Sir, as soon as this recruit has earned Commonwealth citizenship.”
 
   “Your recruiter put a note in your file to that effect. That being the case, I have some advice for you. First, strive to do more than the minimum. Seek to excel in everything! The Fleet expects its officers and NCO’s to lead by example, not by wielding their badges of rank like a club. Our people should want to follow their leaders, because they’ve demonstrated that they know what they’re doing and care about their subordinates.”
 
   He paused, and Steve hastened to assure him, “Sir, understood, Sir!”
 
   “Good. As part of that, observe the officers placed in command over you. Many will be good people, worth following, but unfortunately some won’t be so good. Learn from all of them! Some will show you what to do and how to do it, while others will show you what not to do. Remember the second category in particular. If you earn a commission, think about how those under you will respond to the way you conduct yourself, and don’t make the same mistakes that rubbed you the wrong way when you were an enlisted Spacer.
 
   “Next, follow the Fleet Reading Program diligently. It recommends books for every enlisted, NCO, warrant and commissioned officer grade. You should read those for your own grade and at least the next two or three grades above yours — unit library databases contain all of them. Don’t just skim them; read them carefully, and ask yourself what the Fleet wants you to learn from them. After all, they weren’t put on the list by accident! In particular, if you want to be an officer, read the books recommended for grades O–1 through O–3. If you demonstrate by example that you understand and can apply what’s taught in them, even as an enlisted or NCO spacer, it’ll count very strongly in your favor when your application is being considered.”
 
   “Sir, understood, Sir.”
 
   “Finally, the best way to learn a subject is to teach it. That’s why every Senior NCO in the Fleet, Spacer or Marine, is also qualified as an instructor, either for general training like this or for specialist training in their particular field. No officer can be promoted beyond O–3 grade — Senior Lieutenant for us Spacers, or Captain for the Marines — unless and until they’ve had at least six months experience in a formal training assignment. That shows how seriously the Fleet takes this issue. Therefore, don’t try to avoid instructor training or duties: instead, seek them out.
 
   “Petty Officers Third Class and above are eligible to take the entry–level Instructor course. I strongly suggest you apply to attend it as soon as you reach that rank. As a bonus, it covers more than half the prerequisites for Officer Candidate School. It’ll give you a head start during the selection process for OCS, and while attending it. The intermediate and advanced Instructor courses aren’t so useful for that purpose, but if you’re selected for a commission and pass OCS, you may not be in enlisted ranks long enough to take them anyway.”
 
   “Sir, understood, Sir. This recruit will do as you suggest, Sir.”
 
   “Then I wish you the best of luck.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The announcement that evening that Alonzo Mendez would be the platoon’s Honor Graduate, and that their unit had been confirmed as the Honor Platoon for the course, was greeted with cheers. However, the loudest celebrations came when PO Kilrain produced a bottle of clear liquid and a lighter from his pocket. “No one’s going to fail now, so there’s a little ceremony performed by all platoons at the end of Boot Camp. How would you like to burn your white armbands?”
 
   The entire platoon yelped in joyful unison, “Sir, yes, SIR!”
 
   “Right. We’ll do that in a fire bucket.”
 
   Of the eighty members of the platoon at the start of Boot Camp, twenty–three had used their armbands; eight others had been dismissed as unsuitable for Fleet service in one way or another; and three recruits had gone to the hospital, to restart Boot Camp with a subsequent training cycle after their injuries had healed. The forty–six survivors gathered around the fire bucket in a happy, jostling mob, reaching into their pockets for the hated armbands. Their immolation would celebrate their imminent triumph.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Steve stood rigidly at attention before Captain Mainyard as the Adjutant read his promotion orders, her voice echoing through the public address system. The Captain took the single chevron of Spacer Second Class rank from a cushion held by an aide and pressed it firmly, point upward, onto the hook–and–loop patch on his left sleeve.
 
   “Congratulations, Spacer Maxwell.” He shook his hand.
 
   “Thank you, Sir.” Steve stepped back, saluted, turned, and marched across the dais and down the steps to rejoin his platoon. He heard muttered whispers of congratulation from his fellow recruits — no, fellow Spacers and Marines now, he mentally reminded himself — as he took his position in the front rank.
 
   He cast his mind back over the past two and a half years. He’d gone from being a penniless hanger–on aboard an Elevator terminal, searching desperately for a break that would give him a fresh start, to being a qualified merchant spacer and pilot, to being a brand–newly–qualified military spacer. He was on his way to earning a citizenship that would offer him the opportunity to rise as high as his talents could take him, without the stifling hand of bureaucracy keeping him down. On the downside, he’d gone from being an orphan, to having the best surrogate father he could ever imagine, to losing him. He didn’t know if anything or anyone would ever be able to fill the yawning, painful gap in his soul left by Vince Cardle’s death.
 
   Well, I guess I’ll find out in due course, he thought to himself. I’m in the best place to take on pirates wherever I find them. That’ll be my memorial to you, Vince. I’ll do my best to make all of them pay for killing you. I hope you’ll know about that, wherever you are now. Perhaps one day I’ll be able to tell you about it. I hope so, anyway.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Decontam
 
   April–July 2840, Galactic Standard Calendar
 
   Steve walked through the airlock, stepping to one side to clear the way for those following him. He turned to face the ship’s crest above the Commonwealth flag on the rear wall of the docking bay, came to attention and saluted smartly, then examined the outsize painting curiously. It portrayed an attractive, buxom young woman stepping down barefoot from a rock, clad from the neck down in a flowing ankle–length dress. Her right hand and arm were raised, carrying a pitcher, and in her left hand she bore a goblet. Her hair was tied back in a tight knot. The picture was surrounded by a circle of golden rope, with the name ‘LCS Hebe’ in a scroll at the top and the ship’s motto in another at the bottom.
 
   “Pretty–looking thing, isn’t she?” a spacer said behind him.
 
   “I guess so, if your tastes run that way,” he replied thoughtfully. “Trouble is, most of those Greek goddesses were pretty fickle creatures. Any man messing with them often bit off more than he could chew!”
 
   “You don’t say? I guess my ex must have taken lessons from them!”
 
   Chuckling, Steve looked around the cavernous docking bay. It was almost empty, with only half a dozen spacers having disembarked from the cutter on which he’d just arrived. They were moving purposefully towards the exit to the bay, logging themselves aboard at the duty desk on the way.
 
   He waited at the airlock until his trunks, toolkit and carryall were passed through by the baggage handling equipment. He lifted the smaller trunk into the depression sized to fit it in the lid of the larger, wheeled trunk, and the toolkit into a similar depression on the lid of the second trunk. He picked up the carryall, then activated the tracking unit clipped to his belt. The trunk tower obediently followed its signal as he turned towards the duty counter, the base trunk’s electric motor humming gently.
 
   He stopped at the counter, dropping his carryall and fishing in his pocket for the order chip. As he took it out, he came to attention. “Spacer First Class Steve Maxwell, come aboard to join, PO,” he announced himself to the Petty Officer Second Class seated behind the desk, whose nametag read ‘Higgins’. He handed over his orders.
 
   “Welcome aboard. We’ve been expecting you since yesterday. What kept you?” The NCO slotted his chip into the console and scanned its contents briefly.
 
   “I was supposed to come up to orbit on the Elevator yesterday morning, but they had a problem with our personnel pod. Wouldn’t latch to the cable. Their traffic queue was pretty full, so they couldn’t fit in a replacement pod for the next eighteen hours. They put us in transient barracks overnight and lifted us early this morning. I caught the shuttle from the Elevator terminus to the Cargo Terminal in Lagrange–2 orbit, and got there just in time to catch your liberty cutter. I’ve got my date– and time–stamped tickets, in case I need to prove any of that.”
 
   “Fair enough. Keep them until your Divisional Officer says you’re OK, but I don’t see how they can hold you responsible for delays like that. You’ll be tired and hungry. Mid–rats are in the mess hall — but of course, you’ve only just come aboard. You won’t know where to find it. I’ll get hold of PO1 Garza from Engineering and ask him to send someone to take you there, and to your quarters.” He tapped commands into his console.
 
   “Thanks, PO. Engineering Department, you said? Why would he be looking after a small craft pilot?”
 
    “Only bigger auxiliaries have dedicated Flight Operations Departments. The Goddess class are the smallest general–purpose transports in the Fleet, at half a million tons. We’ve got only a hundred crew, so functions are consolidated into half a dozen larger departments rather than a bunch of small ones. It’s more economical in terms of supervision and admin overhead, I suppose. Anyway, Flight Ops is part of Engineering. PO1 Garza supervises the pilots.”
 
   “Makes sense — although a hundred crew is still two and a half times more than a merchant freighter this size would have.”
 
   “Yeah, but a merchie relies on shuttles and robots from a Cargo Terminal for a lot of its freight–handling, and uses outside maintenance. We have to transship supplies to and from Fleet bases and vessels using our own resources, maintain our own small craft, and handle things like damage control. That’s why we need the extra personnel.” The NCO returned the order chip to Steve. “I’ve copied your orders to Engineering, the Executive Officer and the Chief of the Ship, so you’re officially registered on board.”
 
   “Thanks, PO. If I’ll be under Engineering, who’s the Engineer Officer? What’s he like?”
 
   “That’s Lieutenant–Commander Wollaston. He’s pretty good at his job. Trouble is, he’s convinced any spacer ever born can walk on water, if only they faithfully obey his orders to do so.” He sighed. “All we need to succeed is The. Right. Attitude.”
 
   “I hear you. Some of the instructors at Small Craft School were like that.”
 
   “Yeah, but Wollaston’s hard–nosed about it. If things don’t happen as fast as he wants, or as well as he thinks they should be done, he gets real unhappy — and he’s got ways and means of making everyone else even more unhappy until they get fixed! You might want to keep that in mind. To be fair, though, if you do your job well, he’ll give you credit for that and back you up all the way.”
 
   As he spoke, the NCO entered a code into an intercom handset. He waited, then said, “Hey, Nick, Bill here. I’m on duty in the docking bay tonight. Your new pilot just got in — a Spacer First Class named Maxwell. D’you have anyone available to take him to his quarters?… OK, I’ll tell him. Thanks.”
 
   He replaced the handset. “PO Garza’s coming down himself. Take a seat over there.” He indicated a row of chairs against the bulkhead behind his counter. “He’ll be about five minutes.”
 
   “OK, thanks, PO.”
 
   Petty Officer First Class Garza proved to be a short, thick–set man, looking as if he were all muscle. He entered the docking bay wearing utility coveralls that he’d obviously thrown on hastily over off–duty garb.
 
   “You Maxwell?”
 
   “Aye aye, PO.” Steve rose and snapped to attention.
 
   “Good to have you aboard.” His handshake was strong, testing. Steve had learned by now to give as good as he got, rather than let himself be dominated in that way, so he returned the grip with interest. Garza didn’t comment, but his eyes flickered. “Bring your gear and follow me.”
 
   They didn’t take the high–speed conveyor, but walked along the passage below it — almost certainly, Steve presumed, in order for Garza to have time to ask a few questions. He was soon proved right.
 
   The older man glanced at the chevron–over–star rank insignia on his left arm. “When we were told you were coming, a month ago, the signal listed you as a Spacer Second Class. You completed Boot Camp a little over a year ago, and you’d been in training since then, so how did you get First Class rank so quickly? Most spacers take at least two to three years to get there, often longer.”
 
   “I had a couple of years in the merchant service before enlisting, PO, plus a civilian pilot rating. That earned me Second Class rank as soon as I graduated from Boot Camp, and admission to Small Craft School. I finished top of the class there last month, which carried a one–step incentive promotion.”
 
   “Uh–huh. You’ll still be the most junior pilot aboard Hebe, though, so don’t put on any airs!”
 
   “I won’t, PO. I know I’ve got to get a thousand hours under my belt as second pilot before I qualify as Pilot In Command. I’ve got only eighty at present, and a long way to go.”
 
   “Don’t expect to build up that much stick time in a hurry. Most of our pilots don’t need a second pilot for their usual missions. They’re also required to do a lot more than just fly. They try to weasel out of all sorts of crappy work details by claiming that NCO’s aren’t supposed to do that sort of stuff. As junior pilot, you’ll end up catching a lot of that.”
 
   Steve mentally braced himself. He daren’t equivocate on this issue if he wanted to get ahead in a hurry. He tried to choose his words carefully. “That’s fair, PO. All I ask for is the chance to fly often enough to reach a thousand hours of stick time and get my Pilot–In–Command rating by the end of my first year aboard. I’ve got to have at least that much time in grade as a Spacer First to be eligible for promotion to PO3, and I’ll need that rank before I can be rated as PIC. If you’ll help me get everything together in that time frame, I’ll do all I can to help you with the dirty jobs.”
 
   Garza stopped in his tracks, frowning angrily. “Just who do you think you are, trying to make deals with me? This is the Fleet, not some tramp freighter, and Hebe’s your first ship since Boot Camp! No matter that you’re wearing First Class badges — as far as I’m concerned you’re still a beginner!”
 
   Steve stood his ground. “In a warship you’d be right, PO, but Hebe’s not a warship. She’s the same size as the freighter I worked aboard in the merchant service — in fact, I reckon that’s why I was assigned to her in the first place, because I already know my way around this type of ship. Also, you’ll have noticed I’m wearing the Superior Unit Award ribbon, from when my merchant ship was chartered as a Fleet auxiliary. We exceeded the Fleet’s standards, which is why the Fleet spacers we had aboard nominated us for it. I’ll be productive from day one, and I’ll work harder, smarter and faster than any newbie spacer on his first shipboard assignment. In return, all I’m asking for is the chance to build up my stick time. I don’t want favoritism — just fairness.”
 
   Garza looked at him thunderously for a long moment, then unbent. “Well… I’m not used to new arrivals taking that line with me, but you may have a point. Prove it to me, Spacer. Work hard and smart, show me you’re worth it, and I’ll see about getting you ten to fifteen hours of stick time a week. You’ll probably have to work overtime to fit in that much flying, mind you!”
 
   “Thanks, PO. I understand.  The overtime’s no problem.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Garza was as good as his word. He loaded Steve down with as many dirty, unpleasant jobs as he could find; but when Steve proved he was ready, willing and able to tackle them all, and did them well, the Petty Officer kept his side of the bargain. Steve found himself flying many missions aboard Hebe’s big cargo shuttles, which had more need of a second pilot than her smaller cutters and lone gig for the Captain’s use. The ship’s senior pilots gave him plenty of stick time, even if only so they could brew coffee and relax for a change. He seized every opportunity he could get, and his hours of experience as second pilot mounted steadily.
 
   All the pilots bitched and moaned about the amount of non–flying work that came their way. On a smaller auxiliary such as Hebe there were never enough crew to tackle everything that had to be done, so everyone had to fill in by doing multiple jobs. At times their secondary tasks became so onerous that their flying and maintenance duties suffered; but Lieutenant–Commander Wollaston pointed out unsympathetically that they had off–duty hours, just as he did. If he could spend some of them catching up with his backlog, so could they. Muttering to themselves, they followed his example.
 
   One morning, three months after Steve had joined the ship, the pilots and small craft crew members paraded as usual to hear the day’s assignments. PO Garza was in a particularly irascible mood.
 
   “PO3 Smith, take two Spacers and report to Senior Lieutenant Dickerson. She’s having the devil of a time getting the new refrigeration coil bedded down. She’s asked for someone with a strong back and a weak head to shove it around for her. I told her you’d be perfect for the job!” The formation chuckled. “It’ll be dirty work, so change into your oldest coveralls.”
 
   Smith came to attention. “Aye aye, PO. Any preference who I take for my work party?”
 
   “It’ll be a long job, so pick people who won’t be required anywhere else for the rest of the day.”
 
   “Aye aye, PO.”
 
   Smith relaxed to the ‘at ease’ position again, grinning wryly at Steve standing beside her. “There goes the quiet day I was hoping for,” she murmured.
 
   “Goes to show — no peace for the wicked!”, Steve teased her sotto voce.
 
   “Quiet there!” Garza snapped. “Maxwell, I’ve got a dirty job for you, too. Yesterday evening the dockyard took away four of our eight lifeboats for overhaul, and installed four refurbished lifeboats in their place. The new boats need to be checked and cleaned, and have their life support systems charged and activated, before we bring them online. I know they’re supposed to arrive spick–and–span from the dockyard, but we all know better than that, don’t we?” Hollow laughter rose from his audience.
 
   “This isn’t one of our normal responsibilities,” Garza continued, “so you can’t use our cleaning gear and supplies. We don’t have enough for ourselves, let alone other departments! Explain that to Stores, and ask them to issue you what you need for the job. See if you can’t ‘lose’ some of it in our direction when you finish with it!” More laughter. “Our cleaning locker’s getting low on the good stuff, and our department budget doesn’t have any slack in it right now.”
 
   Steve came to attention. “Aye aye, PO.”
 
   “I’ve got far too much on my plate this morning to check on you all the time, so get the whole job done before you call me to inspect your work, OK?”
 
   “Aye aye, PO.”
 
   As Steve relaxed into the rest position, Smith murmured, “That’s a bit much! Cleaning even one lifeboat would occupy half a dozen spacers for an hour. Even with their robotic systems to help, you’ve got to deal with four of ’em!”
 
   Steve shrugged. “You know what they say — ‘you shouldn’t have joined if you can’t take a joke!’ This isn’t the first time that’s happened to me, or to you either, and it won’t be the last.”
 
   “True. I reckon he’s picking on you, though. You work hard, and do a good job, and don’t complain, so he’s taking advantage of that to pile the difficult and dirty jobs on your back.”
 
   “Hey, I’m the most junior pilot aboard. That makes me low man on the totem pole, and the low man always gets the shitty jobs. That’s just the way it is. Besides, Garza’s having a tough time. His slot should be filled by a Chief Petty Officer, according to our Table of Organization and Equipment. He’s trying to do his job without either the rank or the experience usually needed for it. He’s doing his best — and it’s a pretty good best, most of the time. Having to ride herd on a bunch of boisterous pilots isn’t the easiest job in the Fleet!”
 
   “Yeah, we’re not exactly backward in coming forward, are we?”
 
   Garza finished making the last assignment and closed his electronic clipboard. “You’ve all got your jobs for the day, so why are you still here? Ten–hut! Dis–miss!”
 
   Steve changed into an old set of work coveralls, then headed for Stores, trying to beat the rush from other departments as their people received their assignments and figured out what they’d need to accomplish them. He managed to be first in line with his requirements as the clerk opened his counter’s security shutter.
 
   “Dammit, you’re supposed to have most of this stuff already!” the clerk groused as he scanned Steve’s list.
 
   “We do, but only for internal use in our department. This isn’t part of our normal responsibilities. We’re just helping out, so PO Garza won’t let me use our supplies for it. If you won’t give me the gear, the job won’t get done. That’ll get back to the Engineer Officer in no time — and you know as well as I do what he’s likely to say about that!” They shared a mutual grimace. 
 
   “All right. Why so much concentrate?”
 
   “Lifeboats are shipped with their internal systems purged. I’ll have to charge their tanks before we can bring them online. At the moment they’re plugged into the ship’s environmental systems, which is great while they’re aboard, but not much use if we need to evacuate. It helps to be able to recycle air and water after we’ve done that, you know?”
 
   “Tell me about it! It’s kinda hard to breathe vacuum! This stuff’s expensive, though. Can you make do with three packets of concentrate for each lifeboat, instead of four? That should be enough to charge their environmental systems to the point they can produce more on their own.”
 
   “It’s a bit marginal, but if that’s all you can spare, it’ll have to do. Can you give me an extra packet or two, to split between the four of them?”
 
   “There might be a couple of partly–used packets back there we can spare. Are these soap and scrub packs for their robotic cleaning systems?”
 
   “Most of ’em, plus a few for manual use along with the buckets, brushes and sponges. I’ll hurry things along by doing some of the work by hand. The sooner we’ve got a full complement of operational lifeboats, instead of having half of them offline, the better.”
 
   “We’re not likely to need ’em while we’re in orbit around Vesta, but I take your point.” The clerk crossed his fingers as he spoke, then touched his imitation wood countertop.
 
   Steve smiled to see such old–fashioned superstition. “I think when they say ‘touch wood’, they mean the real thing, not this cheap plastic crap,” he pointed out.
 
   “Cheap? D’you know what the Fleet paid for this stuff?”
 
   “No — how much?”
 
   “Enough that touching it should work even better than the real thing!”
 
   Steve laughed as the clerk finished entering details into an electronic form, then pushed a plasglass tablet in front of him. He passed his left wrist over the tablet. It picked up the chip embedded in his ID bracelet and displayed his name, code and department, confirming that the equipment and materials were now logged in the ship’s systems as having been issued to him.
 
   The clerk glanced at the tablet, making sure that Steve had used his own ID bracelet instead of ‘borrowing’ someone else’s — a favorite trick of those trying to obtain supplies illicitly. “Make sure you bring it back when you’ve finished, you hear me?”
 
   “I’ll probably use it all. I doubt there’ll be anything to return to stores.”
 
   “That’s what they all say! You might use all the consumables, but I still want the buckets and brushes back!”
 
   Steve grinned. It was hard to put one over on supply clerks after they’d spent years listening to every excuse in the book — and a few that weren’t. He waited for robotic conveyors to bring the supplies from racks hidden in the gloom behind the counter, loaded them onto his cart, and waved a cheery farewell to the clerk as he pushed it out of the door.
 
   At Lifeboat Four he used the intercom to contact the ship’s Damage Control Center, which monitored and controlled access to all lifeboats. A familiar voice crackled over the speaker. “DCC, go ahead.”
 
   He smiled as he responded, “Hey, Maisie, it’s Steve.” They’d developed a better than professional relationship in recent weeks.
 
   “Hey yourself. What’s up?” He could hear the warmth in her tone.
 
   “I’ve been assigned to work on Lifeboats One through Four. I’ve got to charge their environmental systems, and check that everything’s clean and shipshape.” He knew she’d be able to see the cart and its supplies through the security camera positioned above the lifeboat trunk.
 
   “Gotcha. Four’s unlocked.” The sound of disengaging locking bars in front of him punctuated the speaker’s words. “Call when you’ve finished, so I can lock it again; then I’ll unlock each of the others as you get to them.”
 
   “Will do, thanks, Maisie.” He grinned. “Wanna come play hide and seek when you’re relieved? We’ll have a lifeboat all to ourselves.”
 
   He heard her giggle. “Fat chance! I know what you’ll be seeking!”
 
   “But you keep it so well hidden!”
 
   Still chuckling, he opened the access door and walked down a narrow trunk. It was secured over a flange surrounding the lifeboat’s outer door. A flexible expanding seal rendered the trunk airtight against the vacuum of space surrounding the lifeboat in its docking clamps.
 
   Steve entered the standard access code into the lock on the lifeboat’s door. It slid open to reveal a small airlock. He repeated the process on the inner door, then went back through the trunk to load his arms with concentrate and cleaning gear, carrying it into the main compartment of the lifeboat. Lights came on automatically as the boat’s systems sensed his presence.
 
   He stopped just inside the entrance and sniffed, frowning. There was a strange musty smell in the air. That shouldn’t be here, he thought to himself. They connected the lifeboat’s environmental systems to the ship when they installed it yesterday. The fresh supply of air should have removed any smell by now — not that there should be a smell in the first place!
 
   He stacked the containers and cleaning gear on a fold–out table next to the inner door, then looked around. There was no obvious source for the smell, no stain or… no, there it was. Around and on the screen over the intake vent for air recirculation, there was a faint brown discoloration. He walked over to it, squatted, and examined it carefully. He wiped the screen with his finger, noting that the discoloration came off easily. Could it be some sort of dust?
 
   Frowning, he reached for the multitool suspended from his belt, knelt, and removed the fasteners holding the screen over the vent. He pulled it away, then stopped, staring. A brown, dry, powdery–looking substance covered the sides of the vent in a thin layer. He took a flashlight from his belt, lay down, stuck his head and hand inside the vent, and looked up. The substance covered its internal surfaces as far as he could see.
 
    “Looks like mold of some kind,” he muttered aloud to himself. “How the hell did that get into a sealed lifeboat? It’s had plenty of time to be sucked into the ship’s environmental systems by now. That could mean trouble.”
 
   He got to his feet, leaving the cover off the vent, and walked back through the trunk to the intercom station. Picking up the handset, he placed a call.
 
   “Garza, Engineering. What is it?” His boss’s voice was curt, clipped.
 
   “Maxwell here, PO. There’s some kind of crud in Number Four lifeboat — ”
 
   “Don’t bother me with your cleaning problems, dammit! I’ve got more than enough on my plate right now, and no time for minor hassles! Deal with the crud yourself!” The comm unit clicked as Garza cut the circuit.
 
   Steve blinked in surprise. He debated whether to call back, but decided against it. Garza would get even more annoyed, and he’d get nowhere.
 
   What the hell do I do now?, he pondered. I could just go ahead and clean it all up. I can get some cleaning nanobots from Stores, let ’em loose in that duct, and have them eat up every trace of that stuff… but what is it? How did it get there in the first place?
 
   He recalled the words of PO1 Robinson, his Platoon Instructor at Boot Camp. “Strive to do more than the minimum. Seek to excel in everything!” He could simply obey Garza’s order and clean up this crud, but that might prove dangerously inadequate. It wouldn’t help to plead that he’d obeyed orders if this mold, or whatever it was, turned out to be a health or environmental hazard. He daren’t take a chance on something so important. He’d just have to risk Garza’s wrath, and take it to the next level without consulting him.
 
   He walked a hundred meters up the main passage to the sick bay. A PO2 Clinical Assistant sat behind a desk in the reception area, poring over what looked like a holographic representation of an X–ray image.
 
   She looked up. “What can I do for you, Spacer?”
 
   “Hi, PO. I’m working on Lifeboat Four, and I’ve found something that looks like it might be mold. Can you analyze it for me, to see if it’s dangerous or contagious or anything like that?”
 
   Her face sobered. “Mold? Our environmental systems are supposed to automatically filter mold spores out of the ship’s atmosphere. How did it get there?”
 
   He explained about the newly–delivered lifeboats. “They were sealed at the refurbishment facility. They’ve been in transit, still sealed, probably for months. This stuff could have been growing in them all that time. They were only connected to our environmental systems yesterday, so you may not have detected it yet. How often do you check the filters?”
 
   “Every week. We last checked them three days ago.” She looked worried, Steve noted, feeling more concerned himself as he watched her reaction.
 
   “The lifeboats were installed after that. Can you test this crud for me, just in case?”
 
   She frowned. “Sure. Problem is, if it’s something nasty, you’ve already been exposed to it. For that matter, we all have, if it’s in our environmental systems! That’s not good. Hold on a minute.”
 
   She disappeared through a door, and he heard her rummaging around in a storage unit. She reappeared with a small jar and a plastic tongue depressor.
 
   “Use this to scrape off some of the stuff, put it in this jar, then screw the lid on tight. Bring it back here, and we’ll run it through the analyzer.”
 
   He trotted down the passage, scraped a liberal amount of the brown substance into the jar, and was back at the sick bay in less than five minutes. He was surprised to see that in the interim, she’d put on laboratory gloves and a breathing mask.
 
   “Here you are, PO.”
 
   She took the jar from him, peering at its contents, frowning. “I don’t like the look of this at all!” Her voice was slightly muffled through the mask. “Come with me.”
 
   She led him through a door and down a corridor. “It’s a good thing we’re equipped to serve as a short–term depot ship if necessary. We’ve got more comprehensive analysis and diagnostic equipment than regular transports, because we might have to provide hospital facilities.”
 
   “Yeah. When I joined the ship, I couldn’t figure out why we had a twenty–bed ward, a doctor and four orderlies.”
 
   She laughed. “It’s definitely overkill for a hundred–strong ship’s company! You’re all in rugged good health, so there’s never enough medical work to keep us occupied unless we get a rush of casualties from somewhere. In fact, the Sector Medical Director tries to reserve short–term assignments aboard these ships for those of us who are reading for degrees or studying for the next promotion board. That’s what I was doing when you arrived. It makes the best use of what would otherwise be a boring tour of duty.”
 
   She led him into a small but well–equipped laboratory. Unscrewing the lid from the jar, she emptied it into a test tube, then plugged the tube into a receptacle on a machine Steve didn’t recognize. Its face was covered with dials and displays. She pressed a button, and they watched as the tube was drawn into the unit. Silence fell as they waited.
 
   Suddenly a jarring, urgent, repetitive buzz sounded, again and again. A red light began to flash in the same rhythm on the display panel.
 
   Her face went white with shock. “That stuff’s toxic!”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   She pressed a button, silencing the alarm. “The analyzer’s detected something that can cause serious health problems. I don’t know exactly what it is, but Doctor Cellini needs to be told right away — and I want you in our isolation ward right now! I don’t want you going anywhere until we find out how badly you’ve been contaminated.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   He heard the rapid click–clack of Senior Lieutenant Cellini’s shoes coming down the corridor, accompanied by a slower, heavier tread. She bustled into the isolation ward, followed by Lieutenant–Commander Wollaston. Steve jumped up from his chair and snapped to attention as he saw his boss.
 
   Wollaston stiffened to attention to acknowledge his gesture of respect. “Thank you, Spacer. As you were.” He held out his hand. “I wanted to thank you personally for your attention to detail this morning. If you’d just cleaned up that lifeboat, no one would have thought twice about it; but those mold spores have already spread throughout the ship through our environmental systems. We’d have passed them to every ship and space station with whom we had contact, until someone realized what was going on. Your thoroughness has spared this Sector an enormous headache, and averted a potentially very serious risk to our health. We’ve all breathed in that stuff by now, but Senior Lieutenant Cellini says we’ve caught it early enough to stop it developing into a major problem.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.” Steve wasn’t quite sure how to respond to such unexpected praise, but he shook the proffered hand firmly.
 
   “You saved us no end of trouble, Spacer,” the doctor informed him. “As soon as I saw the analysis results, I contacted the Operations Center to check whether any of our small craft were out, or whether any others were heading for us. One of our cutters had just left for the Cargo Terminal, and a shuttle was on its way to us from the dockyard. Thanks to you, we were able to get them both turned around before any of our small craft or personnel had contact with any others. The ship’s in quarantine until we figure out what to do about this mess.”
 
   “Sounds like that mold is really nasty, Ma’am.”
 
   “It certainly looks that way. You test positive for it already, of course, but you were exposed to a much higher concentration than the rest of us when you stuck your head inside that duct, and scraped off that sample. We’ll all test positive within a couple of days. Fortunately, nanotechnology lets us tailor medications to specific conditions. I’ve already transmitted an analysis of the spores to the Sector Hospital. They’ll make up a nano–enhanced treatment in their labs and float it across to us from a cutter — we can’t have anyone come into direct contact with us, of course. We’ll administer it to everyone on board.”
 
   “But won’t we be reinfected with every breath we take, Ma’am?”
 
   “Yes, we will, but the medication will keep it under control until higher authority decides what to do next. They’ll have to find a way to to get us off this ship and into an uncontaminated environment. Once we’re no longer being reinfected with new mold spores, the medication will deal with what’s already in our bodies. The biggest problem will be decontaminating Hebe. Our environmental systems have already spread the spores to every compartment. How do you clean a virulent mold out of every nook and cranny of a half–million–ton spaceship? I don’t know if it’s even possible.”
 
   Lieutenant–Commander Wollaston shrugged. “That’s why we place so much emphasis on our environmental systems — to stop that sort of problem before it starts. This time, unfortunately, it beat us to the punch. The Sector Admiral will have to decide what to do next.”
 
   Cellini added, “There’s no point in keeping you in isolation, Spacer, because we’ve all been exposed already. You can return to your duty station.”
 
   “Aye aye, Ma’am. Thank you.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Petty Officer Garza was waiting for him when he entered the docking bay. He pulled him to one side.
 
   “Thanks for not telling them about me being an asshole,” the NCO said, after looking around to make sure they wouldn’t be overheard. “I should have listened to you about that crud. It’s only because you took a sample that we found out what it was. They’d have had my guts for garters if they learned I’d told you to piss off, instead of helping you.”
 
   Steve shifted uncomfortably. “Aw, hell, PO! Any of us might have made the same mistake. We all get overworked sometimes, and tired, and ratty, and fed up. When someone comes along with something that seems so minor… it happens, that’s all.”
 
   “Yeah, but it shouldn’t have happened. Thanks for not telling ’em I screwed up. I owe you. If there’s ever anything I can do for you, just say the word.”
 
   “I will. Thanks, PO.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Lieutenant–Commander Wollaston came out to address the assembled pilots and other small craft crew members during the morning briefing two days later. They broke formation and gathered round to listen.
 
   “The Sector Engineering Staff are… well, they’re not exactly pleased with us, because we just tossed into their laps one of the hottest potatoes they’ve ever had to handle!” Laughter. “That doesn’t mean they’re not grateful to us for detecting the problem so quickly. They’ve got twelve more of those refurbished lifeboats in orbital storage, waiting to be installed on the other three ships of Transport Division Nineteen. After Commander Komenos’ emergency message, they sent in robotic samplers to check them. They’re all contaminated with the same mold spores we found. It looks as if the problem must have originated at the facility where they were refurbished. That’s the only place it could have infiltrated all their ventilation systems before they were sealed.”
 
   Garza shook his head in dismay. “That’s going to be a headache for the Fleet, Sir.”
 
   “That’s putting it mildly! Every Sector has a division of four Goddess class transports, and there are more rotating through shallow or deep maintenance, or in reserve. We were the first division to receive the refurbished lifeboats, and Hebe was the first ship, so hopefully no others have been affected yet. Something’s going to have to be done in a hurry to keep the time–expired lifeboats in service until uncontaminated replacements can be provided.
 
   “To make matters even more interesting, the Fleet Hospital thinks they’ve identified the mold. It appears to be a particularly nasty mycotoxin first encountered on Tartarus, a planet in the Cassius sector five hundred light years from Lancaster. Yes, Spacer Maxwell?”
 
   Steve had raised his hand. “But, Sir, how did it get from there to the lifeboat refurbishment facility in the Lancaster system without infecting anything or anyone else? How could it survive and thrive in such a different environment?”
 
   The Lieutenant–Commander frowned. “Rest assured, those questions are being asked right now! The Sector Admiral’s dispatched a communications frigate to Fleet HQ on Lancaster with a flash emergency message about the problem. The Board of Admiralty is sure to ask some very pointed questions about why the refurbishment facility, and the Fleet inspectors assigned to it, didn’t detect the problem themselves. It’s going to be a huge kerfuffle!”
 
   He looked around his audience. “A single contamination incident like this can spread like wildfire if it isn’t contained. Just imagine the consequences if we’d transferred supplies to other ships before the mold was detected! Every vessel that received anything from us would be affected. If it subsequently had physical contact with other ships, all of them would also be affected. Even if they didn’t show any signs of the mold, they’d have to be considered suspect. We wouldn’t dare assume they were clean. The risks involved would be astronomical!
 
   “Worse still, what if we’d sent contaminated cargo to the Cargo Terminal? Heaven knows how many vessels might have picked up the mold from there, and how many more places they’d have visited — and contaminated — by the time they discovered it. And what about planets? If this mold had spread down an Elevator, or gone down aboard a cutter or cargo shuttle, to a planetary ecosystem that had no resistance against it… it just doesn’t bear thinking about!”
 
   He glanced at Steve. “By the way, Spacer Maxwell, you’re in very good standing with the powers that be. Your attention to detail in getting that stuff checked right away is the only thing that stopped us spreading the contamination to all and sundry.”
 
   “Er… thank you, Sir,” Steve acknowledged, a little embarrassed to be singled out for praise in front of the others.
 
   A spacer raised his hand. “How are they going to get us out of this mess, Sir? I don’t want to spend the rest of my career — let alone my life — stuck in orbit around Vesta!” There were nervous chuckles from a few of the others.
 
   Wollaston shook his head. “You won’t. They’re converting a cargo shuttle into a makeshift isolation ward. It won’t be very comfortable, but we hope we’ll only be aboard for a couple of weeks. We’ll board through our docking bay airlock, and be decontaminated before entering the shuttle. It’ll then separate from Hebe and go into a parking orbit while we’re treated with the nanotech medication they’ve developed to deal with this fungus. We won’t be allowed to leave until we and the shuttle all test clean for five successive days. A medical crew will be on board with us, of course, and the shuttle’s crew as well. When we’ve finally been given a clean bill of health, we’ll disembark at the Cargo Terminal for transfer to the planet.”
 
   “What about our kit and personal possessions, Sir?” Garza asked.
 
   “You’ve lost ’em, PO. We all have. The word from Sector HQ is that they plan to drop Hebe into Vesta’s star, along with everything aboard her, plus the remaining lifeboats waiting to be installed in the other ships of our division. They’ll have to get approval from Fleet HQ, of course, because they want to destroy a ship, equipment and cargo worth at least a couple of billion credits; but it’s the only way they can think of to prevent this contamination from spreading. They’ll leave Hebe in her present orbit, in quarantine, until permission to destroy her is received. We’ll get a full kit issue at Fleet expense to replace what we’ve lost, plus monetary compensation for our personal possessions. We’ll have to inventory them and provide photographic evidence of what we own, of course. We’ll transmit that electronically before we leave the ship.”
 
   There was a stunned silence for a moment. Another pilot eventually asked, “But, Sir, what about items of sentimental value? I’ve got pictures my kids drew, an original medal and its citation — things that are important to me.”
 
   “You’ve lost ’em, PO,” the Engineer Officer said again. “That’s why the Fleet warns us never to bring original or important items aboard a ship that can be lost to accident or enemy action. There are Depository facilities at every Sector base to let us store those things safely. You’ll have to transmit electronic copies to Sector HQ, and download them when we get out of quarantine. You can apply for a duplicate of the medal and citation, but your kids will just have to draw you some more pictures.”
 
   As the group dispersed, Garza asked Steve, “You going to lose anything special when we leave everything behind?”
 
   “No, PO. Almost three years ago, when I was still a merchant spacer, my ship was taken by pirates. She was recaptured by Fleet personnel and declared a prize, so I lost a lot of my gear. I learned from that. All my important belongings and valuables are in the Fleet Depository. I even got a duplicate of my medal, so I could store the original safely.”
 
   “Good idea.” Garza nodded towards the pilot who’d asked about personal possessions. “I guess buddy–boy there hadn’t taken the warnings seriously. Well, he’ll just have to suck it up. The Fleet’ll never allow us to take anything along that might spread contamination. They’re sure to send us through the airlock butt–naked. You can’t hide much between the cheeks of your ass!”
 
   “Don’t speak too soon, PO. They may decide to shove a probe up there to make sure.”
 
   Garza winced. “Cheerful bugger, aren’t you?”
 
   Chuckling, they headed for their duty stations.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Senior Lieutenant Cellini poked her head out from behind the white plastic curtains that provided a measure of privacy to those undressing at the airlock. “Next!”
 
   “That’s you, Spacer Maxwell,” Senior Chief Petty Officer Andrus drawled. She was the Chief of the Ship, the most senior non–commissioned officer aboard, and had taken charge of the long, slow process of shepherding Hebe’s crew into the cargo–shuttle–turned–isolation–ward.
 
   “Aye aye, Senior Chief,” Steve acknowledged, and walked forward. The doctor met him at the curtains.
 
   “Have you removed all your body hair?” she asked briskly. Her head was already as bald as Steve’s own. The ship’s commissary had run out of razor blades and depilatory cream under the demand. The Captain had ordered a special resupply shipment, which had been floated across from a cutter.
 
   “Aye aye, Ma’am.”
 
   “Very good. Go behind that partition, take off all your clothes, and toss them in one of the bins you’ll find there. One of my medics will inspect you very carefully to make sure all your hair is gone, and remove anything you may have missed. It’ll be embarrassing, I know, but we’re all going to go through the same thing.”
 
   “Aye aye, Ma’am.”
 
   He soon found she wasn’t joking about the ‘very careful’ inspection. It even involved bending and spreading the cheeks of his backside, while a sarcastic Medic wielded a trimmer to remove some hairs he hadn’t known existed before now.
 
   “Ow!” he protested as the trimmer plucked a hair from its follicle. “I thought you were supposed to be gentle with your patients.”
 
   “Consider this a beauty treatment, not a medical one,” the medic retorted. “At least it’s free! Salons charge an arm and a leg for this sort of thing.”
 
   “Gee, thanks – I don’t think!”
 
   “All right, stand up again and listen good. There’s a decontamination module on the far side of that airlock, with the converted cargo shuttle on its other end. You’ll go through four compartments in the decontam module before entering the shuttle. When we’ve all been through, the shuttle will undock, leaving the module attached to the ship for disposal.”
 
   The medic handed him a washcloth, a nailbrush, and a sponge on a long stick. “The first compartment is a decontaminant spray. It lasts for five minutes. Use the sponge on your back and the washcloth on everything else. Scrub every square centimeter of skin, and under your finger– and toenails, as thoroughly as you can. The spray will itch slightly on regular skin, and burn a little on the more sensitive bits, but there’s nothing we can do about that. Believe me, female crew members will have a lot more to complain about than we do! Do a thorough job — keep scrubbing as long as the spray is flowing. If they find any mold contamination in the shuttle, we’re all going to do this all over again, as many times as it takes. They’ll keep us up here forever if they have to, rather than let us spread this stuff around.”
 
   “I hear you,” Steve acknowledged.
 
   “When the spray shuts off, toss the sponge, washcloth and nailbrush into the disposal slot and walk through the door to the second compartment, closing it behind you. You’ll find a box of breathing masks. Put one over your nose and mouth, making sure it’s an airtight fit, and plug its hose into the socket beneath a big square green button. Push the button, then breathe in and out as deeply as you can, alternating between nose and mouth, for two minutes. A medication mist will flow into your airway and lungs under pressure, killing off the mold spores you’ve breathed in. It may smell or taste funny, but you’ll just have to put up with that. It’s necessary.
 
   “When the flow cuts off, toss your mask into the disposal slot, then go into the third compartment, again closing the door behind you. You’ve got three minutes of hot water spray to rinse off the decontaminant. When the water shuts off, go through to the final compartment. Take a towel from the rack, dry yourself, wrap the towel around you, then enter the shuttle through the airlock. Underwear, flip–flops and utility coveralls will be provided there. Clear?”
 
   “Aye aye.”
 
   They waited for a few moments until a diode flashed green on the panel next to the airlock, and a buzzer sounded. The medic silenced the panel.
 
   “That tells us the person ahead of you has left the decontam spray room. On your way.”
 
   “Aye aye.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Supper that night turned into a comical affair. Everyone was issued portable ration packs, as the cargo shuttle could not provide regular mess facilities. They plugged them into a long bank of sockets to heat up, then sat down to eat on the lower beds of the double bunks that had been hastily installed along the bulkheads.
 
   The decontaminant spray had penetrated everyone’s nether regions. Steve found the resulting irritation very uncomfortable. He couldn’t resist rubbing his backside against the blanket as he moved, changing position frequently in an effort to scratch the itch. Suddenly he heard Lieutenant–Commander Wollaston burst out laughing.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Commander Komenos asked irritably, wriggling in his turn.
 
   “We are, Sir. Look around you. We’re all jiggling and twitching as if we’ve caught a communal case of Saint Vitus’ dance! Medieval medics would have had a field day watching us.”
 
   The Commander couldn’t suppress a sudden snort of laughter. “You know, you’re right!”
 
   Gradually the mirth spread until everyone was convulsed. Several were laughing so hard they had to put down their food trays on the bunks or the deck so as not to spill their contents. The fact that everyone kept rubbing their buttocks against the bunks even as they laughed only added to the comedy value of the moment.
 
   At last the laughter died down. Still grinning, Commander Komenos observed, “Oh, well! We’ve lost our ship and everything we had aboard, but at least we’ve kept our sense of humor! If we can laugh even at something like this, we should be able to get through the next week or two without developing too many cases of cabin fever.”
 
   “I’m thinking of recommending all of us for the LSA, Sir,” Senior Lieutenant Cellini called.
 
   “LSA? The Lancastrian Star in — what does the ‘A’ stand for, Doctor?”
 
   “Not the Star, Sir — the Lancastrian Sore Ass award!”
 
   Their laughter exploded again.
 
   When it had died down, Commander Komenos said, “I heard some news this morning. I know you’ve all been wondering what’s going to happen to us after we’ve been decontaminated. Well, the Sector Admiral has asked for another Goddess class transport to be activated from the Reserve Fleet and sent here to replace Hebe. She should arrive within five to six weeks. While we’re waiting for her, our division–mates will just have to work harder and faster to cover the gap left by Hebe being taken out of service.
 
   “We’ll be at least a week in here, if not longer. After we’re cleared, we’ll receive a new kit issue from top to bottom, then be given a couple of weeks leave on Vesta.” A muted cheer came from most of the ship’s company. “When we return from leave, we’ll assemble at the Orbital Dockyard and begin preparations to activate our new ship. We’ll all be transferred to her in the same ranks and positions we held aboard Hebe. It’ll take a couple of weeks’ hard work to get her ready for recommissioning, whereafter we’ll continue with our duties as part of Transport Division Nineteen. Each of us will be posted away at the termination date of our original assignment to Hebe, so there’ll be minimal disruption to our career progression.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Eight weeks later the recommissioning ceremony for LCS Demeter, the replacement Goddess class transport, took place in her docking bay.  It was the only pressurized compartment aboard her large enough for the entire ship’s company to parade together. Dockyard staff manned essential positions while the crew assembled.
 
   Commander Komenos began by addressing the crew. “You all performed very well during our recent difficulties aboard LCS Hebe. Considering what might have been, I think we were all very fortunate.” Grim nods from his audience.
 
   “I thought you might like to know the latest news from Lancaster about the mold that affected our previous ship.” There was a ripple of interest among the Spacers. “They talked to everyone who helped set up the lifeboat refurbishment facility. It’s one of the standard reconfigurable maintenance units at the Fleet Dockyard there. One of the techs involved is interested in geology, and bought a collection of mineral samples from Tartarus. They were radiation–sterilized and surface–sealed, of course, as per standard interplanetary protocol, because Tartarus’ mold problems are well known. The tech carried one or two of them around with him from time to time, because they’re attractive stones and he liked to show them to his friends.
 
   “He says he must have dropped one while setting up the unit. By the time he noticed it was missing, his work there was over, and he couldn’t get back inside to look for it. It lay there unnoticed, lodged in a deck grating, until the first lifeboat was brought in and crushed it — investigators sent in robotic scanners that found smears of rock on the grating. They presume that a few mold spores survived the sterilization and sealing, and were lying dormant in a crevice of the stone. When it was crushed, the outer sealant layer was broken, releasing the spores.
 
   “The accumulated grime in the bilges of the facility appears to have provided an initial breeding ground for them. Because it’s an automated facility, no human operators are present after initial setup, so no one noticed. Most of the mold died as it outgrew its nutrients, and automated cleaning systems disposed of the traces. However, the lifeboats’ air ducts provided just enough warmth and moisture for some spores to survive and slowly multiply. Since the lifeboats are sealed before being dispatched, the spores were confined until the seals were broken, as we did when we plugged our new lifeboats into our environmental systems.
 
   “Fortunately, that type of maintenance unit is designed for use with potentially hazardous chemicals. Because of that, its environmental systems are self–contained. They exhaust to vacuum, not into another structure. That prevented the spores from spreading to neighboring units. Nevertheless, as a precaution, they took that unit plus those on either side of it, put that tech’s collection of minerals from Tartarus aboard, and dropped the lot into Lancaster’s star. I daresay they were tempted to put the tech aboard, too!”
 
   He waited for the laughter to die down. “The Board of Admiralty has approved disposing of Hebe and the remaining refurbished lifeboats in the same way. I’m sorry our former vessel will meet so ignoble an end, but it’s impossible to decontaminate a spaceship thoroughly enough to be sure that all the mold has been dealt with. Even exposure to vacuum isn’t guaranteed to do it, because an air pocket might remain in an inaccessible part of the ship’s structure.
 
   “This has been a very expensive episode for the Fleet. We’ve lost a ship, her equipment and all her cargo, plus sixteen refurbished lifeboats; and the Dockyard at Lancaster’s lost three robotic maintenance units, which it’ll have to replace. The total financial loss exceeds three billion credits. On the other hand, I’m told every Stores officer in the Vesta Sector is rubbing his or her hands in glee. It seems they all have the usual discrepancies on their books, items that can’t be located or accounted for. Suddenly, to their utter joy, a half–million–ton Fleet transport is about to be deliberately destroyed, without any opportunity to inventory her cargo. I daresay all those missing items will be recorded as having been shipped to Hebe — so much so that she might be ‘officially’ filled to three or four times her rated capacity before she’s towed away!” That drew more laughter, particularly from the Stores personnel.
 
   Captain Benvenuti, Commanding Officer of the four ships of Transport Division Nineteen, deputized for the Sector Admiral, reading the orders to recommission LCS Demeter as part of the active Fleet. The Commonwealth Anthem played over the speakers as its flag was broken out from the staff erected beneath the ship’s seal, painted on the bulkhead of the docking bay.
 
   Commander Komenos read his orders, concluding, “I hereby assume command of LCS Demeter. Executive Officer, set the watch!”
 
   Lieutenant–Commander Fabricius saluted, then turned to face Senior Lieutenant Dickerson. “Officer of the Deck, set the watch!”
 
   Dickerson saluted, then turned to the Duty Quartermaster. “Quartermaster, pipe the watch!”
 
   The sound of a bosun’s call floated piercingly from the speakers. Steve and the other members of Demeter’s crew marched smartly off parade, then double–timed to their duty stations.
 
   They were back in business.
 
    
 
   


  
 

A Tide In The Affairs Of Men
 
   January–June 2842, Galactic Standard Calendar
 
   “All right, form up in three ranks, quick as you can!”
 
   The speaker was a short, stocky woman, well–muscled, wearing the three chevrons above two curved stripes of an E–7 Chief Petty Officer. She carried an electronic clipboard in her hand, and waited impatiently for the new arrivals to form ranks.
 
   “Welcome aboard LCS Baobab. She’s a Tree class depot ship, supporting a mixed squadron of four Songbird class heavy intra–system patrol craft and four Insect class orbital patrol boats. I’m Chief Petty Officer O’Neal, Chief of the Ship aboard LCS Grasswren. She’s the command ship of the Songbirds. I’ve been asked to square you away this morning. I’ll check off your names and confirm your assignments, after which these Spacers,” and she indicated several men and women standing behind her, “will lead you to your designated accommodation. Spacers assigned to Grasswren, stand fast until I’ve finished with the others.”
 
   She went down the three long ranks, checking off names on her clipboard, making sure that each Spacer did, indeed, possess the qualifications and skills they were listed as having, and would therefore be competent to fill the positions to which they’d been assigned. Steve could only approve of her caution. He knew of several cases where someone had been wrongly assigned on the basis of a foul–up with their records.
 
   She stopped before him, glancing at his nametag, then at her electronic clipboard. “You’re Petty Officer Third Class Maxwell, the new cutter pilot for Grasswren?”
 
   “Yes, Chief.” He came to attention, as always keeping things formal until he learned how much he could relax with a senior.
 
   “Says here you’re qualified as command pilot on cutters, gigs and cargo shuttles. Is that right? How much experience d’you have?”
 
   “That’s correct, Chief. I’ve just come from LCS Demeter, a Goddess class transport. I was one of her pilots. I’ve got two and a half years’ Fleet experience on small craft, including training time, plus Merchant Service piloting experience before I enlisted.”
 
   “Good.” She grinned at him, and he allowed himself to relax. “We need you badly. Our last pilot’s enlistment ran out two months ago, and she took her discharge. Since then we’ve had to make do with any qualified person the depot ship could spare for us — and she didn’t always have them to spare. We rely heavily on our cutter, so you’ll have plenty to do. We’ll also be taking aboard a couple of trainee pilots from Radetski, for you to hold their hands while they get some stick time in space.”
 
   “I’ll look forward to it, Chief.”
 
   She glanced at his chest. “When did you get the Operational Effectiveness Ribbon? It’s not mentioned on the transfer orders we received.”
 
   Steve blushed slightly. “Demeter won the Vesta Sector’s operational evaluation for auxiliary vessels last year. It was announced the week before we left, so all those who were in her crew that year were authorized to put up the ribbon with immediate effect.” He nodded to his neighbor in the formation. “PO Garza’s wearing it as well.”
 
   “I get it. The paperwork’ll catch up with us soon enough.” She took a sideways step. “You’re PO1 Garza, Grasswren’s new Engineering Head of Department?”
 
   “That’s right, Chief. I finished my assignment aboard LCS Demeter last month, and I heard that BuPers was asking for volunteers for a short–term six–month assignment to the United Planets mission to Radetski. They had slots for an engineering NCO and a pilot. I mentioned it to Maxwell, and we both decided to put in our names. He had three months left aboard Demeter, but there were sufficient other pilots available, and we’re buddies, so we thought we’d try to stick together. We figured six months here had to be more interesting than twiddling our thumbs in a planetside admin or training assignment.”
 
   Not to mention that ninety days or more serving with a United Planets peacekeeping mission qualifies us for the Fleet Expeditionary Service Medal, Steve thought to himself. That was a real good idea of Nick’s. It’s the next best thing to a combat star. It’ll count in my favor during the officer candidate selection process.
 
   “Besides,” Garza added, “Maxwell was in on the start of the Fleet’s participation in the mission here. He figured he’d like to be in on the last act as well.”
 
   “You were?” She looked back inquiringly at Steve.
 
   He explained how he’d come to Radetski in 2837 aboard LMV Sebastian Cabot as a merchant spacer, when she was chartered to serve as a Fleet Auxiliary hospital ship to collect wounded children from the planet and take them for advanced treatment at Vesta. “I remember LCS Baobab from those days, too. I’m surprised to find her still on station.”
 
   “She’ll be handed over to Radetski in a few months, along with her patrol craft, as soon as the planetary government officially establishes its new System Patrol Service,” O’Neal explained. “Locals already form more than half our crews. I’m glad you know something about why we’re here. Most of the kids you helped to evacuate for treatment are back now, and the orphanage you helped found through Operation Sweet Tooth has grown to eight separate establishments. We’ll have to make time for you to visit them, and share your story. They’ll be interested to hear it.”
 
   When she’d checked everyone off her list and the others had filed out of the docking bay, O’Neal gathered around her those assigned to Grasswren. “All right, listen up! I’ll give you a quick overview of our ship. LCS Grasswren is seventy years old, but still in good shape. She was mothballed in the Reserve Fleet for over a decade until she was reactivated for this peacekeeping mission, along with three others of her class. They’ll be handed over to Radetski six months from now, as soon as the planet’s crews for them are fully qualified. Her Commanding Officer is a regular, Senior Lieutenant Parasurani, and the Executive Officer is a reservist from Vesta, Warrant Officer Dhruv. For all routine administrative matters, see your Department Head. On a heavy patrol craft they’re all NCO’s, of course, not officers. If necessary they’ll refer you to me, and I’ll escalate matters to the Exec if required. Got that?”
 
   A muttered chorus affirmed that they had.
 
   “Good. If you don’t mind hard work, you’ll enjoy yourselves aboard Grasswren. We keep pretty busy, and there’s lots of variety. Your six months with us will fly by. Remember, you don’t live aboard except during patrols, which usually last three to seven days. You only have locker space on board for enough working dress to last that long. Stow the rest of your gear in your lockers aboard Baobab. Spacer Degrasse here will take you to your accommodation.”
 
   She stopped Garza and Steve as they made to follow the others. “I’ll take you to the PO’s quarters. You’re in luck. The Tree class were designed to act as depot ships for up to a squadron of eight destroyers if necessary, so with eight much smaller patrol craft to look after, Baobab’s got plenty of spare accommodation and facilities. You can each have a cabin to yourselves.”
 
   “Thanks, Chief,” Garza acknowledged. “Can we have adjacent cabins?”
 
   “No problem. Grab your dunnage and follow me.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The next five months were a blur of activity. Steve found himself doing so many different things that he sometimes wished for time to catch his breath. His studies were threatened accordingly, but he forced himself to complete his assignments on schedule, submitting them to the Education Officer aboard LCS Baobab for grading by Fleet University’s AI software in the ship’s computer systems. He was determined to finish his degree by the time he qualified for Commonwealth citizenship, even if it meant less sleep in the short term than he’d have preferred. Fortunately, hypno–study made the lecture material much easier to retain.
 
   Most days he made several trips in the cutter. He took boarding and search parties to vessels entering or leaving orbit; transported stores and equipment from the depot ship to and from the patrol craft in parking orbits nearby; ferried supplies and replacement personnel from orbit to the troops of the peacekeeping force on the planetary surface, and collected their departing personnel; and assisted depot ship personnel to maintain a chain of positioning satellites, essential for both orbital and ground navigation.
 
   He also supervised student pilots recruited by the planet’s new government of national unity as they tried to master their craft without the aid of simulator training. This was far more nerve–wracking than he’d expected. After the third orbital near miss between his cutter, in the hands of a student pilot, and a passing spaceship or satellite, he begged permission to conduct future training flights as far away from obstacles as possible. Chuckling, Senior Lieutenant Parasurani agreed that he could postpone them until the ship’s patrols of the far distant system boundary, which took place every few weeks. That gave the neophytes trillions of cubic kilometers of empty space in which to maneuver. Meanwhile, Parasurani submitted an urgent recommendation that Radetski purchase a cutter simulator for instructional use.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   “Grasswren cutter to O’Reilly Base, five kilometers out and closing, request landing instructions, over.”
 
   Steve decreased the power to the reaction thrusters, slowing the cutter as he passed a thousand meters over a wide, winding river that watered the farmlands in this area. The early morning sunlight cast long shadows from the trees on its bank.
 
   The radio crackled. “O’Reilly Base to Grasswren cutter, what’s your cargo? Over.”
 
   “Grasswren cutter to O’Reilly Base, I’ve got those parts for your sick bird, over.”
 
   “O’Reilly Base to Grasswren cutter, that’s fast work! We only sent up the order yesterday. OK, put down right next to the shuttle. It’s the only one on the field right now. Someone will meet you there to get the parts offloaded. Over.”
 
   “Grasswren cutter to O’Reilly base, understood, out.”
 
   The Marine Corps assault shuttle was parked near a temporary storage building, its system access hatches open, showing that it was undergoing maintenance. Steve set his cutter down near it in a cloud of dust as a transporter rolled up.
 
   Steve walked down the rear ramp, to be met by a Sergeant who climbed out of the cab of the transporter. Four Marines jumped down from the rear of the vehicle and ran past him up the cutter’s ramp.
 
   “Hi, I’m PO3 Maxwell,” he introduced himself to the harried–looking Sergeant. “What’s going on? Where are all your other shuttles? There’s normally a dozen or more here.”
 
   “I’m Shankill,” the other replied, holding out his hand. “All our shuttles are busy. Three of our patrols got hit last night — one ambush, two booby–traps. Trouble is, they weren’t wearing armor thanks to this damn fool ‘hearts and minds’ project the brass are trying out. They reckon, now that the terrorists have been confined to only one small area, we need to look less threatening than armored troops. Sounds good on paper, but when we’re not protected and the terrorists show fight, we take casualties! We’re trying to get our wounded out and secure the areas involved, but it’s slow, dangerous work. The shuttles are serving as makeshift armored ambulances and providing cover. They’ve spotted at least six more booby–traps so far. Looks like a deliberate, concerted effort to kill or wound as many of us as possible. Fortunately, no one’s been killed — not yet, anyway.”
 
   Steve frowned. “The ‘no armor’ thing must be something new. When I got here five months ago, the rule for patrols was still ‘all armor, all the time’. When did it change?”
 
   “A few weeks back the peacekeeping force got a new boss. He wants civilians to love us. Trouble is, the terrorists were losing big–time around here because their weapons couldn’t touch us. Bead carbines won’t hurt someone in combat armor, and mortars and rockets have to score a direct hit to do any damage. That’s hard to do with unguided weapons, which is why we’ve been able to contain them and press them back into their last remaining mountain stronghold. I reckon as soon as they heard about the new policy, they started planning these attacks. I bet we’ll be back in armor after this, and hearts and minds be damned!”
 
   “Let’s hope so. I prefer carrying live Marines to ferrying them up to orbit in body bags! Why haven’t they let you go in and clean out their remaining stronghold?”
 
   Shankill spat on the ground in disgust. “Politics, of course! The United Planets head honcho reckons it’ll be better for the planet if Radetski’s own forces do that after we hand over to them. They’ll be seen to be masters of their own security that way. I — ”
 
   The Sergeant’s belted comm unit shrilled suddenly, interrupting his tirade. He plucked it from its holster.
 
   “Sergeant Shankill speaking… Damn!… No, Sir, we’ve — hang on, there’s a cutter just come down from orbit. Its pilot might be able to help. Wait one, Sir.”
 
   He looked at Steve. “Another Marine patrol just got hit by an ambush in a village about twenty clicks from here. They fought their way clear, but they’re under mortar fire from a mountain slope. They’ve got wounded, and the villagers are taking casualties too. The patrol’s running low on ammo and we don’t have a spare shuttle to resupply them right now. Can you help us get ammo in and wounded out?”
 
   “Of course! Get these parts off, then you can load the ammo. Can someone show me where to take it?”
 
   “I’ll come with you myself. Hang on.” He raised the comm unit to his ear once more. “Sir, the pilot will help us. I’ll guide him there… Aye aye, Sir.” He closed the unit as he yelled to his work party, “Let’s move! This bird’s gonna take ammo to our guys and bring out their wounded!”
 
   The Marines unloaded the rest of Steve’s cargo at breakneck speed under the Sergeant’s vociferous, profane urging. As the last boxes flew out another transporter rolled up, braking to a skidding halt in a cloud of dust. The driver leaned out. “Ammo’s in the back!”
 
   The working party swarmed the vehicle, tossing crates to the ground, wrenching them apart with pry–bars, extracting ammunition chargers and weapon power packs, ripping off protective packaging, and packing them into metal ammo boxes for easy distribution in the field. They stacked the boxes in several wheeled bins, pushed them aboard the cutter and tied them down. In minutes the shipment was ready to go.
 
   Steve raised the rear ramp and fired up the reaction thrusters as Sergeant Shankill dropped into the co–pilot’s seat next to him. “Direct course to the target is 272 degrees,” he called over the throbbing of the thrusters. “You’ll have to dodge to starboard around a thousand–meter mountain just this side of the village. Stay low to avoid traffic from other sites. You’ll also present a more difficult target that way, in case anyone’s waiting to shoot at us.”
 
   “Got it.” Steve passed the course to the AI console, and toggled the combat override to give himself greater control in case sudden emergency maneuvers were required. The AI software would still do its best to prevent him from crashing the cutter, but would now allow him to take the craft to the limits of its design if necessary, rather than minimize wear and tear by flying conservatively.
 
   The cutter roared towards the village, flying at less than fifty meters’ altitude, sending animals scurrying in panic across the fields below. Steve called up a map of the terrain, then plotted a course to go around the mountain ahead of them, coming up on the village from the south. The AI automatically adjusted the cutter’s heading to follow his route, using the radar in terrain–following mode to maintain adequate ground clearance.
 
   They banked around a shoulder of the mountain and slowed, the forward reaction thrusters automatically swinging to brake the cutter as it sank towards a village of twenty to thirty homes and barns at the foot of the slope. A heavily forested hillside towered above it, the trees displaying the greenish–purple tinge typical of Radetski’s native vegetation. Green terraformed fields lined the far bank of a stream that tumbled down a narrow valley, then broadened and slowed as it turned along the foot of the mountain. It would have been an idyllic pastoral setting except for the smoke rising from three burning buildings, several craters left by impacting mortar shells, and a few motionless human forms sprawled in the cobblestoned village square. They were wearing civilian clothing. Two were very small. Steve’s face tightened in furious revulsion at the sight. He couldn’t help remembering the desperately injured children he’d helped evacuate from this planet several years before.
 
   Shankill tuned the radio to a tactical frequency and muttered into the microphone as Steve concentrated on his flying. He tapped his shoulder. “They say to pull in next to that church on the edge of the square, as close to it as you can.” he called, pointing through the viewscreen. “It’ll help mask this ship from enemy fire while we unload the ammo and get the wounded aboard.”
 
   “I might damage it with my thrusters,” Steve warned.
 
   “Better a thruster–damaged church than a mortar–damaged cutter that can’t lift casualties!”
 
   “I read you loud and clear.”
 
   Steve extended the cutter’s heavy–duty undercarriage and braked hard with the reaction thrusters for the vertical landing, the vehicle’s gel–filled tires bouncing and flexing beneath its weight. He engaged the wheel motors and pulled closer to the church while lowering the rear ramp.
 
   “This church isn’t much taller than the cutter,” he called to Shankill. “If they’ve got a mortar, they’ll be able to range on us with only a few sighting shots.”
 
   “Yeah. We’d better get out of here as quick as we can.”
 
   As soon as Steve stopped the cutter, Shankill released the cargo net and pushed the ammo bins towards the rear of the shuttle. Several Marines ran up the ramp and hauled them outside.
 
   Steve punched his harness release and ran to the rear ramp, looking out. Already more Marines were carrying stretchers towards the cutter. He turned back to open a series of support brackets on the sides of the load compartment, above the fold–down seats. Each bracket had sockets to take a stretcher’s handles and clamps to hold them in place, plus pull–out nets to secure an occupant and prevent their ejection in the event of sudden, violent maneuvers. He showed the stretcher–bearers how to use them to secure their burdens.
 
   He was fastening the net over a stretcher, not looking at the occupant, focusing on his task, when a tiny hand crept out hesitantly to touch his arm. He jumped in surprise, and looked into the eyes of a young girl. She couldn’t have been more than six or seven years old. Blood showed on a bandage wrapped around her head. Her hand found his as she whispered something in a language he didn’t understand. His Personal Intelligent Assistant’s software instantly translated it as, “Where’s Mommy?”
 
   He choked up for a moment. What the HELL do they think they’re doing, shooting at kids?, he raged mentally, even as he tried to smile reassuringly at the girl. For all he knew, her mother might be one of the bodies lying in pools of blood in the square. He didn’t dare answer — he knew he couldn’t trust his voice right now — but he squeezed her hand before he turned and crossed to the opposite side of the cutter, opening the support brackets on the other side wall, ready for more arrivals. He glanced around. Of the eight stretchers brought in so far, only half bore Marines. The rest held civilians.
 
   An explosion rocked the cutter. Steve hurried to the top of the rear ramp and looked out. A mortar shell had arched over the church and landed in the square, knocking a pair of Marine stretcher–bearers off their feet. As he watched, their comrades ran to them, dragging the injured men towards the cutter. Two more hoisted the fallen stretcher and hurried towards him. One stumbled as he reached the ramp. Steve ran down it to assist him — just as a rising shriek warned of another incoming round. It hit the cobblestones ten meters away with a blinding flash and concussive roar, sending shards of its casing searing outward in a lethal circle. One slashed across Steve’s upper left arm, carving a bloody furrow in his flesh. He swore as he instinctively slapped at the pain, then grabbed for the fallen Marine instead, helping him up.
 
   “Over there! Put the stretcher in those support brackets!”
 
   Steve reached for the net and fastened the occupant in place, even as Sergeant Shankill tugged at his sleeve. “You’re bleeding! Let me put a field dressing on that!”
 
   “To hell with it! I can still use my arm!”
 
   “Then let’s get out of here before they zero in on us! This cutter’s not armored, remember!” As if to echo his words, another mortar bomb exploded, closer than the last, the vehicle rocking from the blast. Steve heard several sharp impacts as small pieces of metal struck the cutter’s pressure–tight alloy sides.
 
   “Is that all the wounded?” Steve called.
 
   “Yeah,” a medic yelled as he checked the second of the two Marine stretcher–bearers injured by the mortar bomb. He strapped him into a jump seat.
 
   “How bad are those two? Do we need to get stretchers for them?”
 
   “No, they’ve just got flesh wounds. They’ll be OK seated like this.” He pulled down another jump seat and strapped himself in. “Let’s go!”
 
   Steve slid into his seat, slapping at the rear ramp controls with his left hand even as his right locked his harness in place, then dialed the reaction thrusters to life once more. With a roar, the lightly loaded cutter leaped into the air and accelerated away from the village, curving outwards over the meadows below the hillside.
 
   As he fastened his straps, Shankill called across from his seat, “The Lieutenant in charge of the patrol says, thanks a bunch! They’ve got enough ammo to keep the enemy’s heads down now, until a couple of our shuttles can reach them and they can go on the offensive.”
 
   “Are any of the wounded critical? Can they wait a bit longer for attention?”
 
   “Wait one — I’ll ask.” Shankill twisted in his seat, calling out to the Marine combat medic, who shouted back. He turned back to Steve. “They’re all stable enough for the journey. No one’s likely to drop dead on us. What do you have in mind?”
 
   “Do they know where that bloody mortar is?”
 
   “Let me find out.” He muttered into his microphone, then listened intently. “They say it’s behind a fallen log at the foot of that scree slope above the village. See it?”
 
   Steve twisted his controls, and the cutter swung in midair to point back towards the village. He slowed to a crawl, balancing the vehicle on its reaction thrusters as he peered through the viewscreen. “Do they mean the big fan–shaped scar running down that wooded hillside below the cliff? It looks like the aftermath of an avalanche or landslide.”
 
   “That’s it. Why?”
 
   “I think I can do something about that mortar for them.”
 
   “What do you mean? This cutter’s not armed.”
 
   “Are any Marines or civilians below the scree slope? If so, tell them to get the hell away from it, as far to one side or the other as they can.”
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “Tell them, dammit!”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re up to, but OK.” Shankill turned back to the radio.
 
   Steve looked around. There was nothing suitable in the meadows and fields below the cutter, but further down the stream, at the foot of the mountain slope beyond the village… Yes! He grinned in satisfaction and gunned the thrusters. Bomb and shoot innocent children, will you?, he thought savagely to himself. It’s long gone time you bastards found out what it’s like to be on the receiving end!
 
   Shankill called, “There are no friendlies anywhere near the mortar. It’s behind the fallen log at the center of the base of the slide zone, about a hundred fifty meters north of the village. The Lieutenant says, what are you going to do?”
 
   “See that big rock?” Steve pointed to a boulder ahead of them on the banks of the stream. “It’s got to weigh thirty, maybe forty tons. This bird has tractor beams to carry underslung loads. I’m going to pick up the rock, then drop it on that scree slope. It should start an avalanche big enough to ruin that mortar team’s day.”
 
   “You’re nuts, you know that?” The huge grin on the Sergeant’s face belied his words. “Can you hit what you’re aiming at? You don’t have a bomb sight or anything.”
 
   “Who needs a bomb sight? All I’ve got to do is drop it somewhere in the slide zone above the mortar. Gravity and the scree will do the rest. Tell your Lieutenant to stand by to direct me onto the target.”
 
   Steve slowed the cutter to a halt above the boulder, aimed the tractor beam projectors carefully through his console’s targeting grid, and activated them. Beams licked out from mounts beneath the cutter’s bow and stern and gripped the rock. He moved the vehicle from side to side, slowly increasing the pull of the beams to rock the boulder, breaking the adhesion between it and the ground. As he did so the flight computer calculated the weight of the huge rock by measuring the strain on the beams, setting them to the appropriate level. As soon as a green light flashed on his console, indicating that the beams were set, Steve applied more power to the thrusters. The cutter’s structure creaked and groaned as it took the strain, then the boulder lifted smoothly off the ground.
 
   Steve glanced at his displays. “It’s heavier than I thought. The tractor beam meter says it’s forty–five tons. That should be big enough to start a good–sized landslide.”
 
   “Remind me never to piss you off, Spacer. You improvise much too well for my peace of mind!”
 
   Grinning, Steve swung the heavily–burdened cutter back towards the village, pouring full power to the thrusters to gain altitude and get above effective small arms range. By the time he crossed the square where he’d landed, the cutter was already five hundred meters above the ground and still climbing. He knew bead carbine fire wouldn’t penetrate the pressure hull at that range. He headed towards the mortar position, slowing the vehicle as he approached, positioning himself higher up the mountainside above the scree slope, close to the cliff face from which it had eroded over the course of tens of thousands of years.
 
   Shankill had bent to his radio again. Now he looked round. “The Lieutenant says to come fifty meters to starboard.”
 
   “Got it.” Steve adjusted his controls, and the cutter crept sideways.
 
   “You’re about sixty, seventy meters up–slope from the mortar, in the center of the slide zone. The Lieutenant says, let ’er rip!”
 
   “Here goes!”
 
   Steve cut the tractor beams. The cutter lurched upwards, freed from its burden as the boulder fell away. It crashed into the slope in a spray of flying gravel, an inverted–V–shaped ripple fanning out from the impact point. The scree began to slide downwards, dust rising in a choking cloud. Steve accelerated out to one side, turning to face the slope, but could see nothing through the dust.
 
   “I can’t hang around to see how we did,” he called to Shankill. “We’ve got to get these wounded to medical attention. Ask the Lieutenant to let us know what happened.”
 
   “I’ll do that. Don’t go back to our forward operating base — head for Battalion Headquarters instead. They’ve got a field hospital there.” He gave a set of coordinates.
 
   Steve punched them into the navigation computer, then glanced at the new heading as it flashed onto his display. “We’re on our way.”
 
   The cutter was already high enough that he opted to cross the mountain and accelerate down its far side, rather than go around it. It took only a quarter of an hour’s high–speed flight before the battalion base came into view. Shankill had called ahead for medical assistance, and Steve saw ambulances assembling at the side of the landing field as he roared towards it. He slowed the cutter, pulled into a hover, dropped his wheels and touched down as gently as he could, lowering the rear ramp as soon as the vehicle had settled.
 
   Stretcher–bearers poured up the ramp, going to each stretcher, freeing the clamps holding it to the support rails, unstrapping the occupants, then carrying them carefully down the ramp to the waiting ambulances. The medic from the patrol at the village supervised the unloading, then came over to Steve.
 
   “All the injured are gonna make it, PO, thanks to your help; but your arm’s covered in blood — it’s even dripping down your leg. I want you in the field hospital right now to get that wound dressed.”
 
   Shankill nodded. “Yeah. You’ve done damn well today, Maxwell. Let them patch you up while I have the techs check out your cutter to make sure there’s no damage. I can drive it over there — your pilot console’s almost identical to those we use in our shuttles.”
 
   “OK, thanks, Sergeant.” Steve turned to the medic. “Which way?”
 
   “We’ll go in one of the ambulances.”
 
   An assistant in the triage area cut off the sleeve of Steve’s flight suit, took a quick look at his arm, applied a temporary dressing, then had him wait to one side while the more seriously wounded stretcher patients received attention. A doctor finally checked his wound, and pronounced it not too serious.
 
   “You’ll be fine,” she assured him. “It’s really just a scratch, even though it’s deep. No nerves or major blood vessels were cut.”
 
   A nurse practitioner applied a numbing spray before cleaning his wound. She painted on a nanotech solution that both disinfected it and glued its edges together, then put a pad and dressing over it. Steve winced as she applied a pressure injector above the injury site.
 
   “Ow! What was that?”
 
   “That was a combined shot: a general–purpose nanobiotic, just to make sure none of the local bugs put you on their menu, and a painkiller. That arm’s going to be pretty sore when the numbing spray wears off. I’m going to put it in a sling for the rest of today, so you won’t try to do too much with it and pull the wound open again. You can do without the sling tomorrow, if you feel up to it. Now, to bed with you. Don’t argue with me!” She held up her hand as he opened his mouth. “After that painkiller you won’t be fit to fly until tomorrow morning. If your ship really needs your cutter, they can send someone else down to get it, or have a Marine pilot ferry it up to orbit. We’ll let them know you’re safe here with us.”
 
   Steve was frustrated, but knew he was stuck. If he’d been given medication that would affect his reflexes and reaction time, he had no business flying.
 
   An orderly led him to a ward tent. Its inflated, insulated sides and roof kept it cool in the heat of the day, aided by an air conditioning unit humming outside. Ten cots lined each wall, about half of them already occupied by Marines. A couple of the casualties he’d just ferried to the hospital were brought in as he arrived. The ward nurses busied themselves getting the stretcher–bound patients into bed.
 
   “Use this bed, PO,” the orderly suggested. “It’s almost time for lunch. The food’s surprisingly good here. We didn’t bring civilian caterers with us, so we hired some of the local people to work in our kitchens. They cook our rations in Central European style. Their goulash is world–class!” He licked his lips as he handed Steve a towel and a toiletry kit. “Take a bath in the fresher tent next door, but don’t shower — you need to keep that arm dry for a couple of days. Leave your clothes on the bed so I can read their sizes. I’ll get you some pajamas, a set of utility coveralls, and fresh socks and underwear, then dispose of that flight suit. I reckon it’s had its day, with the sleeve cut off and blood all over it.”
 
   “Thanks, I’d appreciate that. Would you please pull the badges off it, and save them for me? They’re secured by hook–and–loop fasteners, so they’ll come off easy enough.”
 
   “Sure thing.”
 
   Steve bathed, put on his pajamas, and found that the goulash fully lived up to the orderly’s praise; but by then the combined effects of the morning’s adrenaline rush and the painkiller had taken effect. He lay down on the bed for ‘just a short rest’, and went out like a light.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Steve woke early in the evening, feeling much better despite his throbbing arm. A large supper satisfied his hunger, and proved once again that the orderly hadn’t lied about the quality of the food served at the field hospital. He dressed in a set of clean Marine utility coveralls, settled his arm in its sling, and put a borrowed Marine fatigue cap on his head. Refilling his cup with fresh coffee from the ward orderly’s station — which he was delighted to discover had been brewed at a less–than–caustic concentration, a pleasant change from what he was used to enduring aboard Grasswren — he walked outside to enjoy the fresh air, sniffing appreciatively. It smelled much better than the ‘canned’ atmosphere aboard spaceships.
 
   He was standing there, sipping his coffee, minding his own business, when he saw a group of boisterous, laughing Marines coming down the walk between the ward tents. In the light from diodes hanging along the path, he was almost sure he saw a Spacer’s black Number Two uniform among their camouflage battledress. As they drew nearer, to his astonishment he recognized Senior Lieutenant Parasurani, walking beside a officer wearing two ringed planets on his battledress collar. The insignia were gold, denoting a Marine Lieutenant–Colonel, rather than the silver worn by a Commander in the Spacer Corps.
 
   His skipper spotted him and pointed in his direction, obviously identifying him. Steve put down his cup on the grass as they came up. He drew himself to attention and saluted the Marine officer.
 
   “Good evening, Sir.”
 
   The man returned his salute, grinning broadly. “Good evening, PO.” He grasped Steve’s hand and shook it vigorously. “I’m Lieutenant–Colonel Shota, Commanding Officer of the First Battalion, Second Regiment, Marine Reaction Force, Vesta Sector. I wanted to thank you personally for saving our patrol this morning.”
 
   “Sir, I didn’t exactly save anyone,” he protested. “All I did was deliver some ammo, pick up some wounded and drop a rock on a mountain.”
 
   The group broke into laughter. Even his boss was chuckling. “That was plenty!” Shota replied, grinning. “The rock was an excellent idea, and demonstrated fast thinking under fire. The landslide it caused worked very well indeed. You buried the mortar, its two–man firing team, and five other terrorists deployed to protect them. We’ve recovered their bodies. That was very creative and very well done, PO! If you hadn’t nailed them, my people would have had to fight their way up the hillside to get at them. I’m sure they’d have succeeded, but they’d probably have taken more casualties in the process. As it is, that patrol has a complaint about you. You delivered all that heavy ammo to them, then removed the need for it. Now they’ve got to pack it all out again, this time without the help of your cutter!”
 
   More laughter erupted from the Marines gathered around them. Even Steve had to grin.
 
   “I had a word with Grasswren’s skipper, Senior Lieutenant Parasurani here,” Shota continued, “and invited him to join me for a little presentation. Lieutenant?”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.” Parasurani stepped forward. “PO Maxwell, you were wounded in action this morning. That qualifies you for the Combat Injury Medal.” He took a medal box from his pocket. “The CIM’s the only award nobody really wants to earn, of course; but there you are, and here it is. I can’t pin it to your uniform because your sling gets in the way, so you’ll have to accept it in its box. We’ll arrange a formal citation certificate in due course.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.” Steve took the box from him, slipped it into his sling, then shook his skipper’s hand as the others applauded. “I — I’m afraid I don’t know what to say! I’d completely forgotten about the CIM.”
 
   “Oh, we haven’t finished yet. Back to you, Colonel, Sir.”
 
   “Thank you, Lieutenant. Sergeant–Major?”
 
   “Here, Sir.” A burly figure thrust his way forward, handing the officer another medal box. Shota opened it to reveal a rectangular gold badge, crossed carbines die–stamped on its polished surface, with a row of four tiny sockets at the bottom. The first lower socket was filled with a gold star, signifying a single incident of combat on a planet’s surface or inside its atmosphere. Steve noted that Lieutenant–Colonel Shota wore the same badge on the right chest of his uniform, but without the lower row of sockets and a single, larger gold star above the emblem, signifying he’d been in planetside combat during five or more assignments or campaigns. Next to it he wore the Space Combat Badge, a platinum rectangle die–stamped with crossed lightning bolts, bearing two platinum stars below them. Senior Lieutenant Parasurani wore the same badge, also with two stars.
 
   “Your involvement in the engagement this morning also qualifies you for the automatic award of a combat star, which Lieutenant Parasurani tells me is your first. It therefore gives me great pleasure to present you with the Planetary Combat Badge, bearing one star.”
 
   Steve took the boxed badge from the Marine, stowed it in his sling, and shook his hand as those standing around them broke into renewed applause. He couldn’t think of a single thing to say. They might be routine awards under the circumstances, but to receive a medal and a combat badge simultaneously made this a day like he’d never experienced before, even without Lieutenant–Colonel Shota’s hint that there might be something more to come.
 
   “Th — thank you, Sir,” he managed to get out, wincing as a few Marines delivered over–enthusiastic slaps on his back, jarring his injured arm.
 
   The Sergeant–Major noticed. “All right, knock it off, you knuckleheads!” he barked, although he couldn’t help grinning. “The man’s wounded! Stop beating up on him.”
 
   After a few more pleasantries, the Marines left for their accommodation. Senior Lieutenant Parasurani remained behind for a moment.
 
   “I came down with a cutter from Baobab, which brought spare parts to repair yours,” he explained. “It seems those mortar shells severed an antenna, put a small hole in the pressure hull and damaged two tires. Marine techs will put everything right overnight. It’ll be ready to take back to the ship tomorrow morning. I’ll ride up to orbit with you.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.” Steve shook his head. “I still can’t quite believe all this.”
 
   “I’m sure it’s come as a surprise, but you did very well today, and used your head. Rocks and landslides as weapons of war seem to satisfy our Marines’ sense of the fitness of things.”
 
   “Well, Sir, they believe in clobbering the enemy with something as big and as heavy as possible, don’t they?”
 
   “Of course they do! That’s why they’re Marines!”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Gavril muttered in frustration as the fuel cartridge stuck yet again in the mounting rails. He withdrew it, sat back, and took a deep breath.
 
   “Not working?” Steve asked sympathetically.
 
   “Not working,” the Radetskian agreed. “The tolerances on a cutter’s fusion micro–reactor are so tight! Once you get the fuel cartridge lined up right, it goes in without any trouble. Unfortunately, getting the alignment right is… infuriating!”
 
   Steve chuckled. “Take your time. Be patient. Remember, you need to master this before your planet’s own cutters and cargo shuttles get here.”
 
   Gavril beamed. “I can hardly believe they’ll be here tomorrow! I’m amazed at the generosity of your Fleet in giving us six of each without charge.”
 
   Steve grinned. “The generosity works both ways. You see, they’re officially being provided to you, not by the Fleet, but by the United Planets mission to Radetski. The UP puts out a request to its member planets whenever it needs something for a peacekeeping mission. Sometimes it’s donated without charge. Other times — almost always, in the Fleet’s case — the Commissioner in charge of the mission will come to an agreement with the donor on the fair market value of the equipment or materials concerned. He’ll award that value to the donor in the form of a credit applicable to United Planets annual membership dues.
 
   “Being a military service, we aren’t a member of the UP, so we advertise the credit to Commonwealth member worlds at a discount. One of our planets will agree to supply goods and services to the Fleet, to the value of ninety per cent of the UP credit. It’ll buy them from its own manufacturers and suppliers, of course — they make them to our standards, and we make sure there’s good quality control in place. We then exchange the UP credit for the goods and services.
 
   “Everybody wins. The planet makes ten per cent profit on the deal, which pleases its Treasury and helps us gain its government’s support in the Commonwealth Senate for the Fleet’s annual budget. Its manufacturers get more work and hire more people, which generates more profits and salaries, boosting the planet’s economy and tax base. The UP gets what it needs — and, in this case, so does Radetski. The Fleet gets new goods and services it needs in exchange for older assets it doesn’t need any more. The market value of those assets is often higher than their depreciated value on our books, so we make a profit on paper. Finally, we earn goodwill from all the other parties involved. What’s not to like?”
 
   Gavril chuckled. “It sounds very complicated, but in the end, you’re right; everyone’s happy. I am, too. There’ll be lots of opportunities for pilots as we expand.” He patted the brand–new pilot’s wings on his left chest. “Another year or so of experience and I’ll be a pilot–in–command, like you. After that, who knows? I’ll stay here until our new government’s in full control, but then I might look for employment on a merchant freighter. You said you were a pilot in the merchant service, didn’t you?”
 
   “Yes, although not for very long before I enlisted in the Fleet.” Steve’s face grew somber as he remembered the Bosun. The void in his heart left by Vince’s death had grown easier to bear over the years, but had never been filled. To divert his thoughts, he changed the subject.
 
   “You’re speaking much better Galactic Standard English these days. Your accent is a lot less heavy than it was.”
 
   The Radetskian blushed slightly. “I get a lot of practice in your language up here. That’s also useful if I decide to join the merchant service, of course. Galactic Standard English is spoken almost everywhere, isn’t it?”
 
   “It’s one of three standard languages — the other two are Spanish and Mandarin. It’s a toss–up whether English or Mandarin is the most widely used.”
 
   The Radetskian nodded. “Not many people speak my home language nowadays — at least, not on other planets. Macedonia was a very minor member of the Central European Hegemony, on its southern flank. The Hegemony refused to allow Macedonians to join the Scramble for Space, although several hundred were exiled to an island on Radetski.”
 
   “Well, if there’s anything to the ‘life after death’ theory, perhaps the shades of your Earth–bound ancestors will be proud to see you in space at last.”
 
   “I’d like to think so. You’re not a believer?”
 
   Steve shook his head. “The Benedictines who ran the orphanage where I was raised did their best to make me one, but… no. I’ve seen one real good friend die. I reckon, if there was any so–called Divine justice in the universe, he’d still be here. I’d like there to be life after death, if only so I could hope to see him again, but I don’t know. I’ve seen nothing to convince me that any religion is true, and there’s no solid evidence — only other people’s unproven and unprovable theories and beliefs. I’m not saying there isn’t anything there, you understand; only that I’m not prepared to commit myself to anything on such flimsy grounds.”
 
   Gavril nodded thoughtfully. “Perhaps one day you’ll find evidence that persuades you. I saw enough good, even in the midst of the evil that surrounded us on Radetski, to make me believe there must be something or Someone out there to inspire it.”
 
   “If you ever find out for sure, let me know.”
 
   “You won’t be here much longer, so I’ll have to work fast.”
 
   Steve laughed. “You have a point. I’ll be leaving in three weeks.”
 
   “You’ll take more with you than when you arrived. Your medal was well earned. Has your wound healed?”
 
   “Pretty much. That nanobiotic glue they use to stick flesh together is great! It disinfects, cures, binds and heals all at once. Ten days after the injury I can only just see the scar, and then only if I look real hard.” Steve glanced at the cutter’s bulkhead time display. “Hey, I’m enjoying this conversation, but we’ve got a briefing in half an hour. Try that cartridge again.”
 
   “Very well.” Gavril bent, looked along the sides of the cartridge to make sure it was square to the rails in its socket, and pushed tentatively. The fuel cartridge slid into the socket, stuck for a moment, then slowly moved inward as the automatic loading mechanism engaged.
 
    “Yes! It worked this time.”
 
   “Nice going. OK, let’s button this up, secure the floor plate, then get showered and changed. We can’t show up for the briefing looking like grease monkeys!”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The briefing took place in Grasswren’s diminutive mess hall. Warrant Officer Dhruv, the ship’s executive officer, officiated. He would lead the boarding and search party tomorrow. Also present were two Petty Officers who would lead sections of the team, plus Steve as the pilot of the cutter that would transport everyone. Gavril accompanied him to learn more about the planning involved in such arrangements.
 
   Dhruv called the meeting to order. “All right, people. We’ll rendezvous with Leona, a million–ton Medusa–registered freighter, as soon as she enters Radetski orbit tomorrow morning. She’s on her way in from the system boundary as we speak, carrying six cutters and six cargo shuttles for Radetski’s government of planetary unity, plus all the arms and other equipment needed to outfit two battalions.”
 
   The mention of a Medusa-registered ship gave Steve a sinking feeling of apprehension, but Dhruv didn't seem worried.  He continued, “Her cargo includes two thousand bead carbines with twenty million rounds of ammunition, support weapons of various types and sizes, four hundred patrol vehicles and transporters, and several thousand tons of general supplies. It’s all been donated by various UP member worlds. The UP assembled everything at their regional staging base on Nova Iberia, and contracted with Leona to bring it all here as a single shipment.
 
   “We need to get this inspection done as quickly as possible, because this is a high–priority cargo. Our Marines have been training Radetski’s unified forces for a couple of years, and they’ve been patrolling alongside us for the past three or four months. As soon as they have their own weapons and equipment, they’ll take over planetary security from us, and we can go home. You can bet our Marines are looking forward to that! The cutters and cargo shuttles will form the planet’s first orbital transport squadron, to work aboard the depot ship and patrol vessels.
 
   “The UP’s already inspected everything. I expect the Nova Iberia transit seals will still be affixed to every container, so I don’t see why we can’t simply check them quickly, then sign off on the whole shipment.”
 
   Steve frowned. It looked as if the Warrant Officer wasn't aware of Medusa's long history of misconduct. He raised his hand.
 
   “Yes, PO Maxwell?”
 
   “Sir, how much do you know about Medusa?”
 
   “Nothing. Why do you ask?”
 
   “Because, Sir, if I were a smuggler wanting to get contraband into or out of Radetski, or sell weapons to terrorists here, I’d fall on my knees and thank whatever Gods I believed in when I found out that a freighter from Medusa was coming here. It’s one of half a dozen planets where spaceships can be bought and sold with no questions asked, often for much less than their commercial value. They’re re–registered there, given new names, new gravitic drives to change their emission signature, and sometimes structural or cosmetic alterations, then re–sold on the legitimate market. I was a merchant spacer before I joined the Fleet, Sir. Merchant spacers regard planets like Medusa as thinly disguised havens for pirates and other criminals, where they can sell stolen ships and goods at minimal risk to themselves.”
 
   Dhruv frowned. “So you’re saying the planet’s ships aren’t trustworthy?”
 
   “Sir, if Leona’s a Medusa–registered ship, I respectfully submit that’s grounds for suspicion in and of itself.”
 
   The Warrant Officer’s frown deepened. “But she was chartered by the United Planets! Surely they wouldn’t charter a ship if she might be suspicious? They’ve got too much to lose.”
 
   “That depends on who does the chartering, Sir. You or I would think that way, but a minor UP bureaucrat who’s told to simply get the goods from planet A to planet B might figure that saving a bundle on freight costs was all that mattered. There might also be bribery involved, Sir. It’s happened often enough.”
 
   Dhruv nodded reluctantly. Scandals involving bribery, corruption and mismanagement in the UP bureaucracy were so frequent as to barely rate a mention on news bulletins any more, unless the sums involved were very large or the details more than usually intriguing.
 
   “I take your point, PO,” he said slowly.
 
   Sitting beside Steve, Gavril raised his hand. “Sir, may I add something?”
 
   “Of course, Gavril, go ahead.”
 
   “Sir, irrespective of the vessel involved, if I were trying to smuggle arms to terrorists on Radetski, what could possibly provide better cover than a legitimate arms shipment? Wouldn’t it be easier to sneak illegal weapons planetside concealed amongst the legal deliveries? A high–priority shipment might be even better, because I’d expect the arrival inspection to be hurried in order to speed up the delivery.”
 
   Steve nodded vigorously. “Sir, to add to what Gavril says, if any merchant spacers might be open to bribery to help smugglers get an illegal shipment past an arrival inspection, I’d expect Medusans to be more likely than most to be among them.”
 
   Dhruv sighed. “You do realize that if we go through her with a fine–tooth comb, it’s going to cause all sorts of delays — not to mention irritate a lot of UP Mission officials and administrators?”
 
   “Yes, Sir, I guess it will.”
 
   Gavril said slowly, “Sir, may I suggest this is about something more important than delays? If we don’t check this ship thoroughly, and PO Maxwell’s fears prove justified, and weapons reach the terrorists from aboard her, how many people on the planet will pay with their lives? I’ve seen too much of the terrorists’ handiwork. I don’t want to see any more, Sir.”
 
   Steve choked up for a moment. “Sir, what Gavril said really hits home with me. There were a man, two women and two small children lying dead in the square of that town ten days ago. The kids couldn’t have been more than a few years old. Another young girl was wounded — I flew her out aboard my cutter. She was asking for her mother, whom we later found out was one of those killed in the square.” He could hear the raw anger in his voice, but couldn’t help it. “Sir, we daren’t risk letting that happen to anyone else.”
 
   Dhruv put his elbows on the mess table in front of him, interlaced the fingers of his hands and rested his chin upon them, thinking hard. At last he sighed. “This is above my pay grade. I’m going to take it to the skipper. PO Maxwell, you’d better come with me. The rest of you, carry on until I get back to you.”
 
   They found Senior Lieutenant Parasurani in his tiny office, laboring over the patrol craft’s weekly returns. He listened carefully to Warrant Officer Dhruv’s summary of the problem, then looked at Steve.
 
   “You’re sure about Medusa? You wouldn’t trust one of their ships on principle?”
 
   “Not just ‘No’ but ‘Hell, no!’, Sir.”
 
   Parasurani’s eyebrows climbed. “As emphatic as that?”
 
   “Yes, Sir. Ask any honest merchant spacer. They’ll confirm it.”
 
   “That’s interesting, because there are people aboard Baobab with that background. If they agree with you, that’ll be pretty powerful supporting evidence to lay before Captain Innes.” He stood. “We’re going to have to take this to him — he’s our Force Commander on this station, so any decision is ultimately his responsibility. PO, stand by to run Warrant Officer Dhruv and myself over there, please. Mr. Dhruv, please alert Chief O’Neal to take over until we return.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir,” Steve and Dhruv responded as one.
 
   “Oh — and change into Number Two uniform, PO. Captain Innes may want to speak with you.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Steve waited in the anteroom to Captain Innes’ spacious office suite aboard Baobab. Senior Lieutenant Parasurani and Warrant Officer Dhruv disappeared inside, and he heard the rumble of conversation through the closed door. Captain Innes’ voice rose several times. He sounded less than happy.
 
   After a while two more people came into the anteroom. Both hurriedly straightened their uniforms before knocking at the Captain’s door and being admitted. One was another Senior Lieutenant, the other a Senior Chief Petty Officer.
 
   At last the door opened again. Warrant Officer Dhruv said, “Come in, PO Maxwell.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   Steve swallowed hard, tried to look less nervous and more confident, and marched through the door. He snapped to attention inside, facing the Captain as he sat behind his desk.
 
   “So you’re the one who started all this fuss,” Innes rumbled. He was a tall, burly man, his salt–and–pepper close–cropped hair crowning a heavy–set face with dark beard–shadow on the cheeks and chin. His slate–gray eyes stared unblinkingly at him.
 
   Steve didn’t know how to respond. He settled for a simple “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “Close the door behind you and take a seat, PO.” Innes leaned back in his seat, fingers drumming on the desktop as Steve pulled a chair from the small conference table in the corner, brought it to where the others were seated before the desk, and joined them.
 
   “I don’t mind telling you, my first instinct was to dismiss your suspicions out of hand,” he began. “I’d never heard anything so fanciful in my life, particularly from a very junior NCO, and even more so in the absence of any concrete evidence whatsoever! However, Senior Lieutenant Parasurani mentioned your certainty that other merchant spacers would support your opinion of Medusa vessels. Senior Lieutenant Razçak and Senior Chief Lamartine both served in the merchant marine before joining the Fleet, so I called them in and asked them about Medusa. Both unequivocally supported your views — profanely so, in one case.” He looked pointedly at Senior Chief Lamartine, the ghost of a smile on his lips. Unabashed, Lamartine grinned.
 
   Innes glanced at the officers. “I’ll be asking BuIntel why they didn’t include information about Medusa and similar planets in our Intelligence Pack for this mission, because it’s certainly relevant to our operations — but that’s a matter for another time.”
 
   He looked back at Steve. “I’ve also taken into account your performance while you’ve been with us. Senior Lieutenant Parasurani reports that you’ve done an excellent job as Grasswren’s cutter pilot, frequently going above and beyond what’s expected of you. The most recent incident was ten days ago, when you volunteered to take ammunition to a Marine patrol and evacuate their wounded under fire. Not only did you succeed in both tasks, you also wiped out a terrorist mortar team, despite being wounded.” His eyes went to Steve’s uniform jacket, which now bore three personal and two unit award ribbons, plus the Planetary Combat Badge.
 
   “Colonel Shota placed a ringing endorsement on your personnel file. I’m well aware he doesn’t hand them out lightly. Given that, plus your outstanding track record with us, plus your commanding officer’s support, plus two trusted members of my crew who share your views about Medusa, I’m forced to take your warning seriously, notwithstanding your junior rank.
 
   Innes looked at each of his visitors in turn. “The question is, what do we do about this? How can we find anything illegal — if it’s there — without unduly delaying the shipment? The UP Commissioner’s already asked me to expedite delivery by every means possible, including using our own cutters and cargo shuttles to supplement Leona’s in bringing everything down from orbit. I simply can’t delay matters too long. I need ideas, gentlemen. Let’s hear from you.”
 
   There was silence for a few moments as everybody thought. Senior Chief Lamartine spoke first. “Sir, we could contact Leona while she’s inbound, asking her to transmit her structural plans, load diagram and cargo manifest to us as soon as possible. We could use the excuse that the UP Commissioner has asked us to expedite delivery, so we want to plan our inspection before she arrives in orbit. I think that provides enough justification for our request that she won’t find it suspicious.
 
   “The structural plans will help us understand the layout of the ship, and determine which areas are more likely to contain hidden compartments. There probably won’t be one in the middle of a wide open cargo hold, but a warren of little rooms or a maze of tight, confined passages is a different story. The cargo manifest will show us how the freight is packed, so we can select for inspection only those containers that are more likely to have spare space inside them where smuggled goods might be concealed. The load diagram will show us where they are aboard Leona, Sir, so we can go straight to them without wasting time looking for them.”
 
   Innes nodded approvingly. “All excellent points, Senior Chief. Very well, we’ll do that. What else?” He looked around the room.
 
   Steve hesitantly raised his hand. “Sir, I presume Baobab has a Loadmaster to handle stowage of her cargo and supplies?”
 
   “That would be me, PO,” Senior Lieutenant Razçak answered.
 
   “Great! Sir, you have to balance the ship’s load to maximize her longitudinal stability, right?”
 
   “Yes, of course, otherwise our next hyper–jump might be our last.”
 
   “Yes, Sir. I presume Leona’s load diagram and cargo manifest will provide the mass of each cargo container or crate or pallet on board?”
 
   “They should, if they’re any good.”
 
   “In that case, Sir, could you use your software to figure out whether Leona’s longitudinal stability is optimized by the current location of her cargo? If it is, that’s an indication she may be innocent. On the other hand, Sir, if the weights and locations of her cargo as shown on her load diagram don’t add up to optimum longitudinal stability, that may indicate they haven’t told us about everything on board. There’d have to be something more, heavy enough and in the right location to bring her longitudinal stability back to where it should be. In fact, Sir, if you can guess what weight would be required to do that, and where it’d have to be positioned, that might tell us where to look for a secret compartment full of smuggled goods.”
 
    “Hmm…” Razçak scratched his chin thoughtfully. “It’s not a bad idea in principle, PO, but there are problems. For example, every ship fine–tunes its longitudinal stability by moving liquid ballast between tanks on its spine or keel. Leona might have enough ballast to account for any discrepancy in declared cargo weight and location.”
 
   “Yes, Sir, but wouldn’t Leona’s structural diagram show her ballast tanks? You could figure out whether their location and size is enough to compensate for any discrepancy you detect, Sir.”
 
   “True. You obviously know something about a Loadmaster’s work.”
 
   “I watched the Loadmaster at work aboard the merchant freighter where I started my spacefaring career, Sir, and read about the subject in the ship’s library.”
 
   “It shows.” Razçak turned to Captain Innes. “I can’t guarantee that PO Maxwell’s idea will produce definitive results, Sir, but it’s certainly worth trying. Even if I can’t pin down a location to within a few meters, I may be able to identify a portion of the hull — for example, the after third of the ship, or the bows — and say with some confidence that any discrepancy is probably located within that area. That’ll help our search party narrow their focus, Sir.”
 
   “Will you be able to do all that before Leona arrives in orbit?”
 
   “It won’t be the first time I’ve pulled an all–nighter, Sir.”
 
   “Then do so, please, Senior Lieutenant. Thank you for your suggestion, PO. Let’s hope it helps us find what we’re looking for — if it’s there, of course.”
 
   “Yes, Sir,” Steve acknowledged, feeling a little shaky after daring to speak up in the presence of so many senior personnel. At least Captain Innes hadn’t cut him off at the knees for his temerity!
 
   Warrant Officer Dhruv said, “Sir, we could increase the size of our search party. I normally have only ten Spacers with me, but if we could borrow additional personnel from the other patrol craft or from Baobab, we can fit forty or more aboard our cutter. That’ll make the search much faster, and we’ll have more personnel on hand if anything goes wrong. We can explain to Leona that the extra Spacers are there for the same reason we asked for her documentation — to speed up the inspection in order to get her cargo planetside as quickly as possible.”
 
   “Good idea, Mr. Dhruv. Thank you.”
 
   Parasurani chimed in, “Sir, we can use some of those extra personnel to station armed guards on Leona’s bridge and in her engineering spaces. Four or five Spacers in each area will do. If anything goes wrong, they’ll be able to stop the crew from trying to run for it.”
 
   Innes frowned. “Won’t that arouse the suspicions of Leona’s crew? It’s not part of normal boarding and search procedure.”
 
   “We can explain it’s because this is an arms cargo, Sir, requiring additional security precautions due to the presence of terrorists on the planet. That sounds plausible enough that I think they’d probably accept it, Sir.”
 
   “Very well, we’ll do it. Thank you, Senior Lieutenant. Anyone got any more ideas?” No one spoke. “Thank you all for your contributions. Senior Chief Lamartine, kindly detail some of our Spacers to reinforce Grasswren’s boarding and search party, brief them, and issue them the necessary weapons and equipment. Her cutter will collect them from us on the way to Leona tomorrow morning. Co–ordinate that with Warrant Officer Dhruv, please. He’ll remain in command of the boarding party.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir. Permission to accompany the boarding party, please, Sir?”
 
   “If you wish, Senior Chief. Oh, yes — detail two NCO’s to take charge of the sections stationed on Leona’s bridge and in her engineering spaces, to stop her crew making a run for it if necessary. Make sure they know what to do.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir. One last request, please, Sir. Could PO Maxwell come aboard Leona with us? I know he’d normally remain with his cutter, but he might spot something that someone lacking merchant spacer experience might miss.”
 
   “Make it so, please, PO Maxwell.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir,” Steve acknowledged. “In that case, may I request that Senior Chief Lamartine include one of Baobab’s cutter pilots among his Spacers, please, Sir? Your pilot can secure the cutter while I accompany the boarding and search party.”
 
   “Make it so, please, Senior Chief.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   Captain Innes rose to his feet. “Very well, gentlemen. I’ll leave matters in your capable hands. I’ll be very interested to see what comes of this little affair.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Baobab’s docking bay was thronged with thirty of her Spacers and a dozen more from Grasswren. Armorers issued bead carbines, ammunition chargers and power packs, supervising carefully as the recipients prepared their weapons for use. It had been decided that it would be safer for so large a group to do so in the docking bay, rather than in the confined area of the armory. Clearing barrels had been secured along a bulkhead to permit safe weapon handling.
 
   Senior Lieutenant Razçak arrived, looking tired and weary after his all–night calculations. He took Warrant Officer Dhruv, Senior Chief Lamartine and Steve aside.
 
   “PO Maxwell, you were right,” he began without preamble. “Leona’s weight and balance figures don’t add up to satisfactory longitudinal stability. There must be something on board that they haven’t reported. If it’s very heavy, it’ll be located not too far forward of her midships point. If it’s lighter, it’ll be near her bows, where its leverage on her center of gravity will be greater. I can’t see smugglers trying to sneak tens of thousands of tons past the scrutiny they know a legitimate arms cargo will inevitably attract, so I’d expect to find a smaller stash of contraband in Holds One through Eight, near the bows. Holds One through Four are on the upper level, two to starboard and two to port of the main passage. Holds Five through Eight are below them.”
 
   “We’ll give them special attention, Sir,” Dhruv promised. He glanced at Lamartine. “Senior Chief, you and PO Maxwell are both former merchant spacers. I’d like each of you to lead a section of our search party, because you’ll have a better eye for anything out of place on a merchant ship. Any suggestions as to how we should structure the group?”
 
   “Yes, Sir. Let’s have twenty spacers form one large group under your overall command. I’ll lead half of them, and PO Maxwell can take the other half. You can co–ordinate our activities and make any decisions required about anything we find. We can split the two halves into four, or even smaller groups, to check a large area faster if necessary. That’ll be the most flexible arrangement, Sir. The remaining Spacers can make up the groups for the bridge and engineering spaces, plus a couple of independent search parties to check areas less likely to contain what we’re looking for.”
 
   “Very well. We’ll do it your way. Let’s detail our Spacers to their groups before we leave, so there’ll be minimal confusion when we arrive at Leona. Have you assigned two NCO’s to command the detachments on her bridge and in her engineering spaces?”
 
   “Yes, Sir, and I have one of our cutter pilots to take over from PO Maxwell when we arrive.”
 
   “Good. Let’s get to it.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   “But why do you want to inspect an empty hold, Sir?” Leona’s Bosun’s Mate protested. “There’s nothing in there!”
 
   “I know it’s empty, but you’re carrying munitions,” Warrant Officer Dhruv replied casually as he continued to walk down the passage. “We’re required to check every compartment in the ship when we’re dealing with such cargoes. Don’t worry, if there’s nothing in the forward hold we won’t spend more than a few minutes inside; but if we don’t check it, and my skipper hears about it, my ass will be in a crack.”
 
   The Leona spacer’s face cleared. “Oh, I get it! Yeah, skippers are the same everywhere, aren’t they, Sir.”
 
   “You said it. Is this the airlock?”
 
   “Yeah, this is Hold One.”
 
   “Thanks. PO Maxwell, take your team inside and check it out. We’ll wait for you here.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.” Steve raised his voice. “Team Two, check that your suit radios are set to Channel Three, then put on and seal your helmets.”
 
   They waited a few seconds until indicator lights showed that their suits were now drawing air from their breathing units, then filed into the airlock. Steve activated the controls, extracting the air, then opened the interior door and led his team into the vacuum of the cavernous hold.
 
   He used his flashlight to find the control panel next to the airlock, and switched on the hold’s lights. The bright diodes in the deckhead appeared curiously flat and lifeless in the absence of atmosphere. Turning to his spacers, he said, “PO Watkins, please take your section and check out the forward bulkhead and starboard side. Note the first and last frame number. The rest of you, come with me to check the port side and rear bulkhead. There doesn’t seem to be anything in here, but keep an eye open for any sign of hidden doors or hatches, or panels that can be opened.”
 
   They walked the length of the port side, but found nothing suspicious. Steve mentally noted the first frame, which was marked with the indicator P–03, and the last, P–27. The rear bulkhead was devoid of markings or anything that might be an opening. They met the other half of the team at the far corner.
 
   “Find anything, Watkins?”
 
   “Negative. First frame number is S–03, last is S–27.”
 
   “Same numbers as the port side, and they match the plans Leona sent to us. Very well, back through the airlock.”
 
   Dhruv and the others were waiting in the passage. “Nothing there, Sir,” Steve reported.
 
   “Very good. Let’s tackle Hold Two.”
 
   This proved to be a larger compartment. Dhruv had Leona’s spacer activate the hold lights. With no atmosphere to refract their radiance, they glittered weakly in the vacuum. Containers of various sizes were stacked in rows at the rear of the hold, the forward part being filled with crates and pallets of cargo in tall stacks at regular intervals.
 
   “That’s what I’d expect to find in a forward hold,” Steve informed the Warrant Officer privately. “Standard–size containers are always in the larger midships holds, which are sized to fit them in stacks, with space for robotic cargo handlers to move them around. The small forward holds are for odd–sized and –shaped containers, and for break–bulk cargo. There’s a lot less of that than containerized shipments, of course, because handling it is much more labor–intensive and expensive.”
 
   Dhruv divided the team into pairs, with Steve and Watkins taking the outer bulkheads once again. The pairs walked slowly from front to back of the hold, looking around carefully, checking each stack of cargo for signs of anything out of the ordinary. They reassembled in the center of the rear bulkhead.
 
   “Find anything?” Dhruv asked hopefully.
 
   “Sir, could we please confirm that the scrambler is active?” Steve asked quietly. He saw the Warrant Officer glance down at the chest display of his spacesuit as he lifted it to the horizontal. Senior Chief Lamartine and PO3 Watkins did likewise.
 
   Dhruv let the display fall back to its hanging position. “Scrambler’s operational. This channel should be secure. What is it, Maxwell?”
 
   “Sir, the last visible frame in the previous hold was 27. Frame 28 would be covered by the inter–hold bulkhead, so the first frame visible in this hold should have been 29. That’s also what’s indicated on Leona’s structural diagram. However, on the port side the first frame visible is P–30. What about the starboard side, PO Watkins?”
 
   “Same thing. The first visible frame number is S–30.”
 
   “There you are, Sir. I reckon a second bulkhead has been built across Frame 29, forming a hidden compartment between Frames 28 and 29. That’s a two–meter depth, stretching across a hold forty–five meters wide and twenty meters high. That would produce an eighteen–hundred–cubic–meter compartment — the same internal volume as three or four decent–size houses. It could certainly hold enough mass to influence the ship’s center of gravity and longitudinal stability, as Senior Lieutenant Razçak warned us, Sir.”
 
   Dhruv nodded. “And we’re far enough forward for even a relatively small mass of contraband to have that effect. Any sign of an access point?”
 
   “I saw something, Sir,” Lamartine replied. “About halfway between the center of the hold and the starboard side, there’s a rectangular line in the forward bulkhead. I thought at first it must be a laser weld line from a repair, perhaps where cargo had shifted and ruptured the bulkhead; but in the light of the frame discrepancy, it’s probably a concealed hatch to the hidden compartment. The bulkhead’s also been freshly painted in that area, Sir, maybe to disguise the work they did in cutting that opening. There are no cargo stacks near it, either, perhaps to make space for a work crew to lift boxes in and out of the opening.”
 
   “Very good. Let’s head back towards it.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir,” Lamartine acknowledged. “What about Leona’s Bosun’s Mate?”
 
   “I’m going to ask him about the bulkhead discrepancy as we walk back up the hold. Stay close to me. Remember, he may not be personally involved in any illegal activities, or even aware of them. If he allows us to investigate without any trouble, all well and good. On the other hand, if he tries to stop us or resists in any way, secure him at once.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   Dhruv signaled to the spacers to head back up the hold. He beckoned the Bosun’s Mate closer as they walked, changing channels to talk to him on one of the ship’s frequencies. Steve and Lamartine also switched channels to listen to the conversation.
 
   “Bosun’s mate, we have a discrepancy. Your structural diagram shows this hold beginning at Frame 29, but the first visible frame is number 30. D’you have any idea why?”
 
   “Er… ah… no, but I’ll check. Hang on.”
 
   The man didn’t wait for an answer. His hand went to the chest controls of his spacesuit, as if to change radio channels.
 
   “Sir!” Lamartine shouted. “Stop him! He may be warning them!”
 
   “Hold it!” Dhruv reached for the Bosun’s Mate’s arm — but it was too late.
 
   With a crash they could not hear in the vacuum of the hold, but felt as it vibrated through the deck, the rectangular patch on the forward bulkhead fell outward and down on concealed hinges along its base. Four space–suited figures were revealed, lining carbines at the boarding party. They opened fire at once. Dhruv, Lamartine and the Bosun’s Mate were leading the loose formation of Spacers. All three spun around and fell with cries of pain as the first beads struck home, followed by three more Spacers around them. The rest of the party dived for cover behind nearby stacks of cargo.
 
   Steve found himself lying behind a stack of crates without conscious memory of how he’d got there. Panting for breath, he put his head up, and instantly ducked as a burst of fire tore chunks from the corner of the crate behind which he lay. He lay motionless for a moment, cursing, quivering as adrenaline blasted through his system, then looked around, careful to keep low this time. Every Spacer was crouched behind cover. Very few of them were shooting back at their attackers. Six bodies lay exposed in the middle of the deck, two motionless, four rolling and jerking in agony. He could only hope their self–sealing spacesuits had closed any holes made by incoming fire, protecting them against vacuum.
 
   The team radio channel was clogged with exclamations, calls for help and cursing. He swore again, then reached for his chest panel and activated his emergency beacon. It broadcast a shrill tone on the radio channel, cutting off every other sound. He left it on for five seconds, then switched it off. Everyone else had fallen silent.
 
   “Radio silence!” he shouted before the panicked chatter could begin again. “Put fire down on that hatch! Use single shots to conserve ammo! Keep their heads down!”
 
   As the Spacers began to respond to his orders, he switched to the command channel. He knew the leaders of the other parties spread throughout the ship would be monitoring it.
 
    “Attention all teams! This is Maxwell in Hold Two. We’re under fire from at least four attackers. We’ve suffered five casualties, including our first and second in command, current status unknown, plus one casualty from the ship’s company, status unknown. Be on the lookout for false bulkheads — the attackers were hidden behind one. Cutter, radio Grasswren and Baobab and tell them we need reinforcements and medical assistance right now! Have them send another officer to take command. Cutter acknowledge. Over.”
 
   “Cutter to Maxwell, understood, calling Grasswren and Baobab now, over.”
 
   “Maxwell to bridge and engineering teams, secure your locations at once! Arrest all Leona crew in sight pending further orders from higher authority. Acknowledge. Over.”
 
   As he spoke, he belatedly remembered that the cutter pilot and the NCO’s in command of both parties were senior to him; but none of them seemed to object to his issuing orders.
 
   “Bridge to Maxwell, securing the area, over.”
 
   A brief pause, then, “Engineering to Maxwell, area secured, duty watch arrested, gravitic drive shut down in local control. Over.”
 
   “Maxwell to Bridge and Engineering, thank you. Cutter, communicate that to the ships, then stand by. I’ve got to get back to the fight. Monitor Channel Three. Maxwell out.”
 
   He switched channels, watching as a hail of bead fire bounced off the bulkhead at the front of the hold. Less than half appeared to be entering the opening. His lips tightened in anger.
 
   “Maxwell to search party, watch your aim, dammit! You can’t get a cheek weld to use conventional sights while you’re wearing a spacesuit helmet! That’s why your carbines have laser target beams. Use them with your helmet filters! Stop wasting ammo!”
 
   The firing tempo slowed as the search party recollected themselves, remembered their training, and began to use their infrared sighting beams instead of firing wildly. The infrared filters in their helmet visors would show them the beams, but an opponent wouldn’t be able to see them unless similarly equipped.
 
   Steve looked around, picking out Spacers near him who could move without exposing themselves to incoming fire. “Wilson, Sand, Feroze, Iniga, Mendip, Zaballa, to me!” He called the nearest members of Grasswren’s crew, because he could identify them by name — he didn’t know most of the Baobab spacers in the search party. Those he’d called looked around, saw him beckoning with his hand, and crawled towards him.
 
   “Listen up! We’ve got to get the wounded out of the line of fire. Work in twos. Cut the straps holding those crates,” pointing to a stack of them next to the one behind which they were crouching. They were about four meters long and one meter high. “Slide each crate towards the wounded over the cargo rollers on the deck. They should move easily enough, even if they’re heavy — that’s what cargo rollers are for. Stay behind the crate so you’ve got cover. Build a line of crates from here to out in front of the wounded to screen them from enemy fire. As soon as you’ve done that, two of you take more crates, stack ’em on top of each other, then pull them towards the airlock while a third uses them as cover to drag or carry one of the wounded. Get him through the airlock, then come back and get the others, using more crates for cover. As soon as they’re all out, help them as best you can. I’ve already called for medical assistance. Got it?”
 
   “Aye aye, PO!” All of them spoke or nodded in unison.
 
   “Then go to it. Work fast! We can’t counterattack until you’ve got the wounded out of the way!”
 
   He looked around. The volume of fire from the hatch had diminished as those inside were forced to stay low; but the situation was stalemated. The smugglers — he presumed that’s what they were — could no longer risk exposing themselves to take accurate aim at his Spacers; but equally, he couldn’t risk exposing his Spacers to take accurate aim at them. He had to find a way to seize the initiative and take control of the fight. His eyes searched desperately around the forward part of the hold. Was there another entrance to the hidden compartment? Was there anything that might give him an advantage?
 
   He grinned ferally as his gaze fell upon a gravity control panel mounted on the bulkhead, two frames back from the forward end of the hold. It surely had to operate the artificial gravity field in the forward half of the hold, probably including the hidden compartment — but he couldn’t make use of it yet. He had to wait until all the injured were out of the line of fire.
 
   He keyed his microphone again. “Pick your shots carefully! Don’t waste ammo!”
 
   They’d only been issued a single charger of a hundred rounds for their bead carbines, something he now regretted bitterly. He swore to himself that if he ever had anything to say about such things in future, he’d insist that everyone carry at least one reload, more if possible. They’d just have to make the best of what they had for now. His carbine was still full, he suddenly realized — he hadn’t fired a shot yet. Flushing, he raised it to his shoulder and began to fire slow, carefully–aimed shots at the rim of the hatch, trying to bounce the beads off the steel and raise sparks, offering a visible deterrent to persuade those inside to keep their heads down.
 
   He watched as the wounded were carried to the airlock one by one. He made a mental note to commend the Spacers he’d tasked with the job. They were keeping their heads down, making sure the wounded were shielded from those inside the hidden compartment as they pulled them clear of the fight. As he watched them, he was struck by a sudden thought. They weren’t the only ones who could use crates for cover! He reached for his belt tool and cut the straps holding together the stack of crates in front of him, loosening the top one so it would move freely.
 
   As soon as the sixth and last victim was clear, he acted. “Heads up! Stand by for free–fall! Get hold of the stack of cargo in front of you and make sure it’s tied down! As soon as the artificial gravity field cuts out, I’m going to jump upward towards the deckhead. That’ll give me a clear shot over the lip of the hatch at those bastards inside. They’ll try to shoot at me, but to do so they’ll have to expose themselves to your fire. When they do, blast ’em! Stand by!”
 
   He waited a few seconds, looking around to ensure everyone had hold of something, then aimed carefully at the gravity control panel. His first round had no effect. His second produced a shower of sparks, then a sudden feeling of weightlessness as the local artificial gravity field cut out.
 
   He gathered his feet beneath him. Holding fast to the crate he’d loosened, he thrust hard against the deck with his legs, floating upwards, pulling the crate in front of him to provide at least partial cover against return fire. He lined his carbine past it at one of the four figures in the hatch, all of whom were now kicking and struggling as they floated off the deck in unexpected free–fall. He fired, seeing his target arch, then slump, carbine drifting from his suddenly nerveless grasp. The other three bobbed in mid–air, staring at their stricken comrade, then up at Steve. He began to turn under the influence of the recoil of his shot, even though it had been attenuated by the carbine’s inertial compensator. Cursing, he tried desperately to swing back as the three surviving smugglers pointed their carbines at him. Two fired, but they hadn’t taken the time to aim properly. The crate he’d pulled upward with him absorbed their shots.
 
   The search party saw the smugglers’ movements and his danger, and responded as one. A hail of carbine fire blasted into the open hatchway. The three inside, floating upward, were no longer concealed by its lower lip. They shuddered and twitched as multiple beads slammed into them.
 
   Steve called, “Cease fire! CEASE FIRE!” He looked upward, saw the deckhead drawing nearer and put up a hand, stopping his upward motion, then thrusting himself back down towards the deck, pulling the crate with him as it bounced off the deckhead. He didn’t want it dropping on someone’s head when the internal gravity field was restored.
 
   “Everyone hold on to a stack of cargo! Don’t drift around getting in other people’s way! If anyone near you is floating, grab hold of them and help them find their feet.”
 
   By the time he reached the deck again, everyone else had a secure grip on a cargo stack. He grabbed a strap fastened over a pile of crates, and looked around. “You and you!” He pointed to the two nearest Spacers, members of Baobab’s crew whom he didn’t know by name. “Come with me. We’re going to check out that compartment. The rest of you, stand fast — and point your carbines in a safe direction, not at us!”
 
   He heard chuckles over the radio as the two Spacers he’d indicated came up, pulling themselves from stack to stack. They moved towards the hatch carefully, carbines ready, alert for any threat as they peered inside. The four space–suited figures were floating motionless, all having released their weapons. Looking at their faces through their helmets, Steve could detect no signs of life. Their spacesuits showed the marks of multiple bead strikes. He pulled himself inside, looking to left and right along the narrow compartment. He couldn’t see anyone else — only boxes, crates and containers, all stacked high and strapped down. It wasn’t hard to guess what was probably inside them.
 
   He pushed the four bodies out through the hatch one by one. As he did so, he muttered to himself, “That’ll teach you to smuggle weapons to kill and injure even more kids down there! Good riddance, you bastards!”
 
   “Can’t read your transmission, PO,” one of the two outside the hatch called.
 
    He shook his head in annoyance. He hadn’t realized he was speaking aloud. “Disregard my last transmission. Search party, get those bodies to the airlock and take them outside.” The nine Spacers remaining to him moved towards the hatch to obey his orders. The other six had already taken the five wounded Spacers and the injured Bosun’s Mate into the corridor.
 
   He switched back to the command channel. “Maxwell to all teams. Hold Two has been secured. Four hostiles down, believed killed. Hostiles and wounded are being removed from the hold for inspection and treatment in atmosphere. We need medical assistance at Hold Two as quickly as possible. We’ve uncovered a large hidden compartment filled with probable contraband. Cutter, what’s happening with Grasswren and Baobab? Over.”
 
   The response was immediate. “Cutter to Maxwell, Grasswren has asked all other patrol craft in the vicinity to send assistance. Baobab’s alerted their hospital to receive our wounded. Captain Innes is on his way in person with reinforcements. Over.”
 
   “Maxwell to cutter, thank you. Break. Maxwell to bridge and engineering, what’s your status? Over.”
 
   “Bridge to Maxwell, we’ve locked everything down. We monitored Channel Three and watched on the ship’s security vid as you took out those smugglers. That was bloody well done! Ingenious to shut down the local artificial gravity field like that, and take a crate up with you for cover. Over.”
 
   “Engineering to Maxwell, we’ve got everything under control here. Well done for dealing with those bastards! Standing by. Over.”
 
   “Maxwell to all teams, thank you. I suggest we hold in place until relieved. Maxwell out.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Steve found it hard to fight off sudden, overwhelming exhaustion as he watched the stretcher–bearers remove the last of the attackers’ bodies. None of them had survived their injuries. The wounded were already on their way to Baobab’s hospital. With luck, they’d all make it. His eyes passed over the remainder of his search party as they stood quietly along the bulkhead, making room for the stretcher–bearers.
 
   Another group of armed Spacers came up the passage toward them. A black–uniformed figure was in the lead. Steve peered through weary eyes, and recognized Captain Innes.
 
   “Search party, ten–HUT!”
 
   He saluted the Captain as he came up. Innes returned his salute.
 
   “Well done, PO! We’ll take care of things from here on out. Get your party back to the cutter, return my spacers to Baobab, then report back to Grasswren. You can make out your report there. I’ve got fifty armed Spacers with me, and more on the way. This ship isn’t going anywhere — nor is its cargo, until we’ve sorted out exactly what’s going on here. The UP Commissioner will just have to possess herself in patience.”
 
   Steve managed to muster a tired smile. “I think she may not be used to having people say that to her, Sir.”
 
   The Captain snorted. “Perhaps not, but there’s a first time for everything!”
 
   “I guess so, Sir.”  He saluted again, then turned to his Spacers.
 
   “Search party, let’s head for the docking bay — and give yourselves a pat on the back. You did very well today. Thank you all very much.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Warrant Officer Dhruv smiled up at Steve as he approached his bed. He was lying propped up on several pillows, bandages wrapped around his body, covering most of his chest. “Hi, PO! What brings you here?”
 
   “I’ve brought Senior Lieutenant Parasurani to a meeting with Captain Innes, Sir. I took advantage of the opportunity to come see how you were.” Steve shook Dhruv’s extended hand.
 
   “I’m glad to see you. I understand we owe you our thanks — probably our lives, too — for getting us out of that hold yesterday before the smugglers could finish us off.”
 
   “I didn’t get you out, Sir. That was six other Spacers,” Steve objected as he sat down on the chair next to the bed.
 
   “Six other Spacers acting on your orders,” the reservist pointed out. “You thought of it, told them how to do it, and picked the right people to make sure it was well done. Like I said, we owe you.”
 
   Steve flushed slightly. The flood of congratulations coming his way since yesterday’s fight had been overwhelming. He changed the subject.
 
   “How are you feeling, Sir?”
 
   “As well as can be expected under the circumstances. There was a lot of pain at first, but they’re doping me with some really good stuff. I must admit, just after I’ve been dosed it brings back hazy, happy memories of a few incidents in my misspent youth — but don’t tell the Bureau of Security I said that!”
 
   Steve chuckled. “I won’t, Sir. They do say BuSec doesn’t have much of a sense of humor.”
 
   “In my experience, they definitely don’t!”
 
   “Where were you injured, Sir? I couldn’t tell from your spacesuit before they took you away yesterday. It looked as if both rounds struck your chest control panel.”
 
   “They did. That’s what saved me. Both rounds expended so much of their energy getting through the control panel and the electronics box behind it that they didn’t penetrate to my vital organs.”
 
   “Let’s hear it for tough control panels! When will you be up and about again, Sir?”
 
   “I’ll be transferred planetside soon, along with our other wounded, to recuperate at the Marine base hospital. It’s been a long time since I had leisure to stop and smell the roses, so to speak — although I don’t know if they even grow roses on Radetski. A week or two in atmosphere and natural gravity will be very nice, not to mention some real, actual weather!”
 
   Steve had to grin at the familiar plaint of all who spent long periods in space. “Have you heard how the others are doing, Sir? I haven’t been to their ward yet.”
 
   “They’re all doing fine. Senior Chief Lamartine is the worst hit, but he’s going to be OK, they tell me. After a few weeks he’ll probably be discharged to his home on Nouveau–Montréal for a long convalescent leave before returning to duty.”
 
   “At least he won’t have to worry about terrorist attacks there, Sir.”
 
   Dhruv grinned. “We may not have to worry so much about them on Radetski, either, at least for a while. I’m told a couple of Leona’s officers are talking up a storm, hoping for leniency. It seems terrorist sympathizers on other planets had to pay for this shipment in full, in advance, at black market prices, and pay a hefty smuggling premium on top of that because of the increased risk posed by our patrols. They’ve just lost their entire investment. To add insult to injury, the weapons they bought will likely be added to the UP shipment and handed over to Radetski.”
 
   Steve smiled nastily. “Actually, Sir, if the terrorists are going to get shot with their own weapons, that would be more like adding injury to insult.”
 
   “Ha! You have a point. I doubt their friends will be able to raise enough to pay for a replacement shipment, because the leads we get from Leona’s crew will be used to go after them. They’re going to need all their money to run fast enough to stay ahead of the law.”
 
   “Did they tell you what we found aboard Leona, Sir? I haven’t heard the details yet.”
 
   “I heard this morning. There were a thousand carbines in that hidden compartment, plus mortars, light rocket launchers, plenty of ammunition for all the weapons, land–mines, a large quantity of explosives and detonators, and ancillary gear. More than enough to keep a terrorist campaign going for quite a while, I’d say.”
 
   Steve winced. “It doesn’t bear thinking about how many civilian casualties they might have caused, Sir! What I can’t understand is why those four men fought us in the first place. I mean, the ship wasn’t going anywhere, not with four orbital and four heavy patrol craft in the system. They had no chance of winning and no way out, so why didn’t they surrender?”
 
   Dhruv sighed. “PO, if you ever figure out how a fanatic’s mind works, let me know! I suspect rationality and extremism don’t exactly go hand in hand. I’m just glad we didn’t give them time to use the mines and explosives to take the ship with them — and us, too!”
 
   Steve shivered involuntarily. “You come up with the nicest ideas, Sir!” Both men chuckled. “I guess stopping four terrorists was as important, in its own way, as stopping the arms shipment they were escorting.”
 
   A ward orderly knocked at the door, and looked around it. “PO Maxwell, you’re to report to Captain Innes’ office. His clerk just called.”
 
   “Thank you. Please advise his clerk I’m on the way.” Steve rose, holding out his hand to the Warrant Officer. “I’ll try to visit you again soon, Sir. Take care of yourself.”
 
   “Not bloody likely! I’m finally in a place where I can make others take care of me. I intend to take full advantage of it!” He hesitated, then added, “Did you know this is Captain Innes’ last command? He’ll be retiring from the Fleet at the end of the year.”
 
   “No, I didn’t know that.”
 
   “He came to visit the wounded last night. He told me he’d never won much in the way of prize money before, but as the Force Commander here, he’ll get a very nice sum from Leona to see him into retirement. I think he’s feeling very well disposed towards you.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Captain Innes’ office was two levels up and a long way forward from the hospital. It took Steve almost five minutes to cover the distance, even using the high–speed walkway to hasten his progress. He was a little out of breath by the time he arrived.
 
   Captain Innes’ clerk was seated at a desk in the anteroom. He clucked disapprovingly at Steve’s slightly disheveled state, and waited while he hurriedly adjusted his uniform before opening the door to announce, “PO Maxwell is here, Sir.”
 
   “Thank you, Jenkins. Send him in, please.”
 
   Steve snapped to attention inside the door. “Petty Officer Third Class Maxwell reports to the Captain as ordered, Sir.”
 
   Innes stood, a welcoming smile on his face. “Good morning, Maxwell.” He offered his hand across the desk. “Take a seat.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.” Steve sat down next to Senior Lieutenant Parasurani in front of the Captain’s desk.
 
   “I’ve ordered Leona seized for prize adjudication by the Courts of Admiralty,” the Captain began. “Her Captain insists he had no idea the extra arms were aboard, but a couple of his officers tell a different story. Besides, it’s inconceivable he wasn’t aware of them, because we can prove that Leona’s longitudinal stability was dependent on them being where they were. That was a very useful suggestion on your part, PO. She couldn’t safely have made a hyper–jump without taking the mass and location of the smuggled weapons into consideration. If the Court agrees, as I’m sure it will, it’ll condemn Leona as a prize.”
 
   Steve grinned. “She ought to bring a nice chunk of change, Sir.”
 
   “Very nice indeed! However, that’s not why you’re here. You did an excellent job yesterday. You took charge of the search party after its leaders were incapacitated; saved the lives of our injured personnel by getting them out of the line of fire, in such a way that you avoided further casualties; and led a successful assault on the smugglers, neutralizing them and seizing the contraband. That was an outstanding piece of work, particularly given your relatively junior rank. We never have enough Spacers and Marines who are ready, willing and able to act without hesitation — and, more importantly, to be proactive rather than merely reactive when the need arises. You took the fight to the enemy, forcing them to react to you instead of controlling the action themselves. That threw them off balance, and you didn’t give them time to recover.
 
   “You’ll be hearing more about yesterday’s affair in due course, and also about your good work with the Marines on the planet last week. However, Lieutenant Parasurani and I think that some immediate recognition is deserved, over and above making you wait for whatever higher authority may approve in future. Therefore, he’s nominated you for, and I’ve approved, an immediate combat promotion to Petty Officer Second Class.”
 
   Steve couldn’t prevent a broad grin breaking out across his face. “Thank you, Sir!”
 
   Lieutenant Parasurani added, “You’ve earned it, PO. However, I’m curious. How were you able to react so quickly and so effectively to circumstances that would have daunted and disoriented many other Spacers of your rank and experience, or even more senior?”
 
   Steve hesitated, then decided to be direct. “Sir, I want to apply for a commission as soon as I’ve qualified for Commonwealth citizenship and completed my degree. My Platoon Instructor in Boot Camp knew about my ambition, and gave me some good advice that I’ve tried to apply. One of his suggestions was to follow the Fleet’s reading lists for its various ranks and grades, in particular those for junior officers.
 
   “The book ‘Platoon Leadership’ by Colonel David Hartzell is on the reading list for Marine Corps Second Lieutenants, grade O–1. Among other things, the Colonel suggests that junior officers should try to anticipate what might go wrong during an operation, and under what circumstances, then plan what they might do to salvage their part of it if that becomes necessary. I’ve tried to follow his advice, Sir. Of course, I couldn’t foresee and plan for precisely what happened yesterday — a lot had to be improvised — but I’d thought about what to do if we were ambushed.”
 
   “So the situation didn’t catch you off guard?”
 
   Steve reddened. “Actually, it did, Sir. I hadn’t anticipated losing everyone senior to me, but I was able to get back on track a lot faster than if I hadn’t thought about potential problems.”
 
   Captain Innes smiled. “That’s an honest answer, PO. How many of the Fleet’s reading lists have you completed?”
 
   “Up to and including grades E–6 for enlisted personnel and O–2 for officers, Sir, for both the Spacer and Marine Corps. I’m working through the O–3 lists now.”
 
   Innes looked startled. “That’s a lot of reading — far more than most junior NCO’s would have tackled.”
 
   “It is, Sir,” Parasurani observed, “but it paid off in spades yesterday.”
 
   “Indeed it did, Lieutenant.” He transferred his gaze back to Steve. “You’d normally have to attend PO2 Leadership Training before promotion to E–5, but since a combat promotion leapfrogs the normal sequence of events, you’ll have to attend it as soon as possible after promotion.” He turned to his terminal, called up a list of courses, and studied it intently. “PO2LT won’t be available in this Sector for a while, but the NCO Academy on Lancaster offers it, starting next month. We can ship you out two days from now aboard the weekly communications frigate to Vesta, with priority orders to catch the next available transport to Lancaster to attend the course. Have you ever been there?”
 
   “Only in transit through the system, Sir. I’ve never landed on the planet.”
 
   “You’re going to have an interesting time there. It’s the heart of the Commonwealth, and therefore of the Fleet as well.”
 
   Steve decided to strike while the iron was hot. “Sir, when I was promoted to PO3 I submitted a request to take the first–level Instructor course as soon as it was convenient. I was told by my Platoon Instructor during Boot Camp that it covers many of the elements addressed in Officer Candidate School. So far I haven’t been able to take it, because of being shipboard rather than planetside; but if I’m going to the NCO Academy on Lancaster, is there any chance of attending it before or after PO2 Leadership Training?”
 
   “Let me see… Yes, they offer Instructor One starting the week after PO2LT ends. I’ll put you down for that as well. After yesterday, I’d say you’ve more than earned it.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.” Steve felt a warm rush of satisfaction. The two courses, plus his combat promotion, would look good on his record when he applied for a commission next year.
 
   Parasurani observed, “You’ll probably continue to be based on Lancaster after completing those courses, because after two consecutive assignments in space your next one is certain to be planetside. Do your best to graduate among the top three students on one or both courses — they receive preferential consideration for their choice of assignment. I suggest you ask for a tour of duty as an instructor at the Small Craft School on Lancaster. It’ll make use of all your training and experience, and it’s near the planet’s Officer Candidate School. That’s where I did OCS, and I remember the cutters buzzing around overhead. It’ll give you a chance to look the place over and observe the candidates under instruction.”
 
   “I’ll make sure to ask for that, then, Sir. Thank you.”
 
   Captain Innes observed, “PO, yesterday’s action qualified you for the Space Combat Badge, to go with the Planetary Combat Badge you earned last week. We’re awarded only one combat star per campaign or operation, with one exception; if we experience both planetary and space combat during the same operation, we earn a star for each badge. Combat stars aren’t a primary criterion for officer selection, because candidates may not have been assigned to posts where they could earn them. Still, it can’t hurt for you to have two where others may have one or none. You’ll also have expeditionary service on your record after your assignment here, which will definitely help for selection purposes; and, of course, Lieutenant Parasurani and I will endorse your application when the time comes, on the basis of your performance with us.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   “Very well.” Innes stood up, and Steve and his skipper rose to their feet in response. “Thank you once again for your splendid performance yesterday, and for all you’ve achieved during your assignment with us. I’ll put out a promotion signal today, including certification of the award of the Space Combat Badge, and cut orders for those training courses and your transport to Lancaster. Start packing your gear. You’ll have your work cut out for you if you’re to be ready in time to catch the frigate.”
 
   “I’ll be ready, Sir.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   As they walked down the passage towards the docking bay, Steve couldn’t help shaking his head slowly, almost in disbelief. Parasurani noticed.
 
   “Something wrong, PO?”
 
   “No, Sir — far from wrong! It’s just that… I’m a bit overwhelmed at the moment, I guess. Last week I volunteered to run some ammo out to a patrol and pick up some wounded. I didn’t think much about it at the time — it was just something that needed doing — but I ended up dropping a rock on a bunch of terrorists. Eleven days later, I had another fight with a bunch of smugglers. Now it looks like both incidents have lit a reaction thruster under my Fleet career. If you’d said to me a month ago that all this was going to happen in so short a time, I’d have laughed, Sir.”
 
   His skipper grinned. “It’s like the first two waves of a three–wave set, isn’t it?”
 
   “I don’t understand, Sir.”
 
   “I grew up on a surfboard on my home planet, Andaman. We speak there of a ‘three–wave set’, three waves following each other that are the most challenging for surfers. The first is usually of medium difficulty; the second is pretty tough; and the third is a humdinger, big and strong enough to drop you on the reef and hurt you very badly if you don’t ride it just right. I was thinking that volunteering to take out ammo and collect the wounded, then getting into a firefight and dropping that rock, was like the first wave of a set. Yesterday’s action was like the second wave, much more dangerous for you, and requiring more in the way of combat leadership and effectiveness. You beat that wave, too. The third wave’s still to come — the Selection Board and OCS. If you make it through those obstacles, you’re set fair for the rest of your career, given good luck and hard work.”
 
   Steve’s face cleared. “That makes sense, Sir. I like the analogy of riding a wave. It fits with something else I was thinking about. At school we studied Shakespeare’s play ‘Julius Caesar’. I’ve never forgotten one quote by Brutus from Act Four. It goes like this:
 
    
 
   “There is a tide in the affairs of men
 
   Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune;
 
   Omitted, all the voyage of their life
 
   Is bound in shallows and in miseries.
 
   On such a full sea are we now afloat;
 
   And we must take the current when it serves,
 
   Or lose our ventures.”
 
    
 
   “It seems to me the last couple of weeks have been like that, Sir: a rising tide. It’s lifted me up very fast. I can either go on riding the tide upward from here, which I hope will lead me to OCS and a whole new set of challenges; or I can swim to the beach, and walk away, and let the tide recede behind me. It’s a bit scary to contemplate.”
 
   Parasurani nodded. “Another good analogy — and yes, the future can be a bit scary when we look at it, wondering whether we’ll be able to cope with the challenges ahead. I find it helps to remember those I’ve already overcome in the past. Often they looked really nasty before I tackled them; but once I’d gotten stuck into them, they weren’t so bad after all. I’m sure you can say the same about some of your past challenges.”
 
   “Yes, Sir, I can. That’s good advice, thank you. I’ll keep it in mind.”
 
   Parasurani clapped him on the shoulder.  “Go take that tide and ride that wave, PO.  Make us proud!”
 
    
 
   


  
 

The Chosen
 
   August–December 2843, Galactic Standard Calendar
 
   Steve landed the hulking assault shuttle neatly inside the painted markings on the hardstand. He retracted the reaction thrusters, powered down the fusion micro–reactor, then turned to his students. “You all know the points on which I told each of you to concentrate as I checked you out. Read up about them tonight, and tomorrow morning we’ll practice them in the simulator before trying them out in the air again.”
 
   “Aye aye, PO,” came their muttered responses.
 
   “Very well. Let’s get inside.”
 
   The student pilots followed Steve down the rear ramp and turned towards the Flight Operations Building. As they approached it the double glass doors flew open, banging against their stops. Marine Sergeant Carol Haskins, one of Steve’s fellow instructors, burst through them waving a printout.
 
   “Steve! The signal came! You passed the Selection Board!”
 
   “I did?” He seized the printout as she thrust it at him, indicating a line with her finger, and scanned it eagerly. Sure enough, it was the signal announcing the names of candidates selected for OCS. His name was among them.
 
   “There’s another signal waiting at your terminal,” she said excitedly. “I saw the ‘Priority’ message flag on your display.”
 
   They hurried inside. Steve nodded absently at his students to carry on, then unlocked his terminal, opened the signal and read it hungrily.
 
   “I made the next course cycle! I’m to report to OCS in four weeks!”
 
   He felt an enormous wave of relief wash over him. He’d overcome all the preliminary obstacles. Now it was up to him to work harder and smarter than he’d ever worked before.
 
   “Congratulations, Maxwell.” The Chief Flying Instructor’s voice came from behind him. Master Sergeant Brady thrust out his hand. “Come and visit us when you graduate.”
 
   “That’s if I graduate, Master Sergeant.” He shook his hand awkwardly. “There are all sorts of horror stories about how tough it is to pass OCS.”
 
   “They’re just that — stories. Oh, the course is tough, sure enough, but it’s manageable. Thing is, it’s a different kind of toughness from Boot Camp. There the emphasis is on the team. If a recruit messes up, the whole platoon pays for it. In OCS it’s the individual’s fault, and he takes the consequences. It all comes down to self–motivation. No one’s going to push you to do anything. You’ll either go through the gates already a top performer, and demonstrate that all day, every day, right from the start, or you’ll be dropped. You’re an instructor. You know we require you to demonstrate the highest standards of knowledge, professionalism and smartness every day as an example to your students. That’s precisely what OCS looks for in officer candidates. You’ve met that standard so far here at Small Craft School, so there’s no reason why you can’t meet it there.”
 
   “Thanks, Master Sergeant. That’s encouraging. I’ll do my best.”
 
   “We’d better figure out what you need to do to prepare for OCS. I know you’re already doing a lot of exercise to be in peak condition for the course, but there’s all your kit to get ready. You’d better go through the attachment to that signal and make sure you’ve got everything it specifies. There’s also all the administrative processing to temporarily detach you from the School to attend the course. We’ll free up enough time in your daily schedule to let you do all you need.”
 
   In his quarters that night Steve went through his closet, checking every item of uniform. He set aside several that showed wear, particularly exercise gear, and made a list of replacements to buy so he would look his best at OCS. He closely examined his Number One and Number Two uniforms, referring to the requirements specified in the selection signal. He could only take one uniform to OCS with his NCO insignia of rank attached, to be worn when reporting in. All others had to have their insignia removed. Students would be issued special Candidate Officer insignia, to be used until they either graduated or were sent down.
 
   He finally decided that, rather than spend hours laboriously removing his badges, it would be simpler to invest in new uniforms that wouldn’t show marks where the old insignia had been. Thankfully, his prize money from the Leona incident had been paid the previous month. In accordance with Fleet regulations, it had been shared between the crews of all the ships involved, which had divided the pot between several hundred Spacers. Even so, his share had come to more than thirty thousand credits, which was a very welcome addition to his bank balance. It made spending money on new uniforms an easy decision.
 
   He went down to the autotailor, laser–checked his measurements, then placed an online order. He specified an expensive synthetic doeskin fabric, ostentatious for an NCO but appropriate for an officer’s uniforms. However, he didn’t order commissioned rank insignia. Even the idea felt too much like tempting Fate! That could wait until he was sure he’d graduate.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Steve entered the OCS administration building filled with almost unbearable excitement, mixed with real trepidation. Right now, the whole of his prior Fleet career seemed like nothing more than preparation for this, the final hurdle before commissioned rank. He struggled to remain outwardly impassive as he handed over his orders.
 
   The Petty Officer First Class behind the reception desk slid his order chip into a reader, studied the display, then looked up at him, her eyes running over his immaculate Number Two uniform, resting approvingly for a moment on his award ribbons and the single service stripe on his lower left sleeve. “Welcome to Officer Candidate School. From this moment you may no longer use your rank of PO2. Instead, you will refer to yourself, and you will be referred to, as Candidate Maxwell.”
 
   She handed him a fat envelope. “As soon as you get to your room, change out of your present uniform with its NCO rank insignia. This contains six sets of epaulettes and two sets of collar devices with Candidate Officer insignia. Put them on your uniforms at once. I remind you that as a candidate, your grade is officially O–zero. You will stand to attention when addressing any NCO or Senior NCO member of staff, and salute any officer. Your grade does not confer any authority, or give you any place in the chain of command over other Fleet personnel, unless specifically and temporarily authorized by an instructor for the duration of a training evolution or an exercise problem. Understood?”
 
   “Aye aye, PO.”
 
   “I’ll have an orderly show you to your room. You’ll share it with Marine Candidate Brooks Shelby, who hasn’t arrived yet. Pack your present uniform carefully in one of your suitcases in case of future need, then stow them neatly in the storeroom on your floor. The orderly will show you where it is, along with the cleaning gear locker. You’re required to have your room and personal gear ready in all respects for inspection by reveille tomorrow, which is at zero–six–hundred.
 
   “You’re free until supper in the candidates’ mess at eighteen, for which Number Two uniform is required. At nineteen there’ll be an introduction for the members of the new course cycle from the Senior NCO Instructor in the assembly hall, also requiring Number Two uniform. Use your terminal to locate both venues, and don’t be late to either of them. Here’s your initial login code.” She printed out a slip of paper and handed it to him. “You’ll be prompted to change your password the first time you use it. Your terminal will also provide you with the course timetable and the names of your instructors. Tomorrow will be spent on administrative in–processing, and instruction will commence the following day.”
 
   “Aye aye, PO.”
 
   “Very well. Orderly!”
 
   Half a dozen Spacers were standing at rest against the wall behind the desk. The nearest of them, a young woman, snapped to attention. “Here, PO!”
 
   “Escort Candidate Maxwell to his room.” She handed her another slip of paper.
 
   “Aye aye, PO.”
 
   The orderly led Steve out of the administrative building and along the sidewalk of a long road above the parade–ground, Steve trying hard to look military despite pulling two large wheeled suitcases behind him.
 
   They came to a series of accommodation blocks, and the young woman glanced at the paper in her hand. “This is your building, Candidate Maxwell.” She turned off the pavement and up a pathway leading to a set of double doors.
 
   “I can see I’m going to get awfully tired of being called that,” Steve muttered to himself… but not quite quietly enough.
 
   She laughed. “Not as tired as we get of saying it, Candidate — but it’s only for twelve weeks at most, as far as you’re concerned. We get to repeat it for a new training cycle every quarter.”
 
   “I suppose so.”
 
   His room proved to be a spartan, almost painfully neat and tidy compartment with two single beds jutting out from one wall, each with a trunk at its foot. Two small desks stood side by side between the beds, each bearing a plain tri–dee terminal. The opposite wall supported two tall lockers, separated by a small filing cabinet supporting a printer. The window overlooked the parade–ground. The floor was parquet, rectangular wood blocks laid and sealed in a herringbone pattern, polished to a mirror–like gleam by generations of candidates before him.
 
   Steve inspected everything quickly, finding little that would require intensive cleaning effort. He said as much to the orderly.
 
   “That’s because the class before you usually leaves the rooms in good shape, and we clean up anything major before you arrive, Candidate,” she pointed out. “After all, you’re going to be training and studying at high intensity. You won’t have enough hours in the day to get your room into top shape from scratch — but you’ll have to maintain it that way.”
 
   “Good point. Thanks, Spacer. You can report back to administration.”
 
   He selected the most comfortable bed, then took off his PO2 uniform, folded it and set it out of the way, and donned coveralls. He grimaced as he inspected the cleaning locker down the hall. Not for OCS the labor–saving robotic cleaning machines and equipment used on ships — here everything relied on the candidates’ muscles. He collected rags, window cleaner, furniture and floor polish and a buffer, and set about bringing the room to a state as close to perfection as he could get it. He concentrated first on the furniture, dusting every crevice, nook and cranny, cleaning and polishing every visible surface until it gleamed. When he’d finished, he unpacked his suitcases, arranging his uniforms and gear with micrometer–like precision in his trunk and locker in accordance with the layout charts taped inside them.
 
   He attached the white triangle of Candidate insignia to his Number One, Number Two and working uniforms, point uppermost, then placed his PO2 uniform in a suitcase and stowed his locked luggage in the storeroom. He’d just got back when a knock came at the door.
 
   “Hi. I’m Corporal — sorry, Candidate Brooks Shelby, Marine Corps. You must be Candidate Maxwell.”
 
   The new arrival was about Steve’s height, with a muscular body and friendly, freckled face. Close–cropped brown hair topped very dark, almost black eyes. He wore a row of three award ribbons on his left chest; the Lancastrian Star in Bronze, the Fleet Achievement Medal, and the Fleet Expeditionary Service Medal. On his right chest he wore the Planetary Combat Badge with one star, and, like Steve, Expert badges in rifle, pistol and unarmed combat.
 
   “Yes, I’m Steve Maxwell. I gather we’re roommates.” He held out his hand.
 
   “So they tell me. I see you’re hard at work already.” They shook hands, then Brooks stepped into the room, towing a large suitcase and carrying another, similar to those Steve had just stowed. “I hope I won’t mess up the floor?”
 
   “No, I haven’t polished it yet. I figured to leave it until last, since I knew you were coming.”
 
   “Great! I see you’ve done all the furniture, so leave the floor and windows to me.”
 
   “That sounds like a fair division of labor. I’ll dust the blinds, then tackle the door.”
 
   “Let me get changed, and I’ll get right to it.”
 
   While Brooks donned utility coveralls, Steve took hangars from his locker and arranged his Number One and Number Two uniforms on them. He carried them over to the locker one at a time, carefully hanging them so that there were no folds in the material that would become creases over time. As he picked up his Number Two uniform, complete with ribbon bars, he became aware of a sudden pause in his companion’s movements. He looked across the room to find Brooks’ eyes on his awards.
 
   “That’s a pretty impressive collection,” the Marine said slowly. “How long have you been in the service?”
 
   “Four and a half years; but the first of them, the Lancastrian Cross in Silver with Combat device, was awarded for a fight with pirates before I enlisted, so it doesn’t count as a service award.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. It’s a Commonwealth award for valor, so the Fleet recognizes it. What about the others?”
 
   “Four of them came from a six-month tour of duty with the United Planets peacekeeping mission to Radetski.”
 
   “Sounds like they kept you busy!”
 
   Steve grinned. “You might say that. The Fleet Achievement Medal was for an earlier incident involving a mold infestation aboard a transport, and the Good Conduct Medal was an automatic award for completing a four–year term of enlistment without disciplinary issues.”
 
   “Those medals will give you a lot of credibility as a junior officer.”
 
   “Hey, don’t count my chickens before they’re hatched! I’ve got to pass OCS first! Besides, I was just lucky to have been in the right places at the right times.”
 
   “Ha! You can get lucky once or twice, but not that often.”
 
   Embarrassed, Steve tried to shift the spotlight. “What about your medals? Where are they from?”
 
   “All three of mine, and my combat star, are from a year with the United Planets peacekeeping mission to Al–Aqurt.”
 
   “Sounds like things were no more peaceful there than they were on Radetski.”
 
   “Yeah. Funny how often so–called ‘peace’–keeping missions end up like that, isn’t it?” They shared a rueful grin. “The Star’s from a fight with insurgents, the Achievement Medal’s for helping to develop a training regime for local forces, and the Expeditionary Service Medal’s for being there in the first place.”
 
   “Looks like we’ve both had moments of excitement here and there. I’m glad you’re a combat veteran. I’ve found it adds a whole new perspective to Fleet service.”
 
   “You’re not kidding! It should give us both the right perspective on OCS, too. Theory’s all very well, but when the proverbial brown substance hits the rotary air impeller, an awful lot of theory goes to hell in a handbasket.”
 
   “You can say that again!”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The Senior NCO Instructor, Master Chief Petty Officer Dumisane, laid it out for the candidates that evening. He was an enormous ebony–black man standing over two meters tall, muscular, ramrod–straight in his immaculate uniform, broad chest ablaze with awards that included the rare hat–trick of the Lancastrian Star in Gold, Silver and Bronze, both of the latter with a bronze rosette on their ribbons denoting second awards. His agate–hard eyes surveyed the candidates from beneath a close–cropped fuzz of black hair. Steve wasn’t in the least surprised to learn later that he was descended from the Zulu warrior tribe on Old Home Earth. He looked every inch the fighter that his medals proved he was.
 
   He didn’t mince his words. “You’re here because you’re the best potential leadership material the Fleet’s been able to find. It’s our job to test whether you’ve got what it takes to be a leader. It’s your job to demonstrate to us, under high–stress conditions, that you do.
 
   “In particular, OCS evaluates whether you’ve got what it takes to become a commissioned leader. Please note that qualifying word, commissioned. I’m a leader, but not a commissioned leader, and I’m not in the least ashamed to acknowledge that. To be an officer requires a different perspective, a different mindset. Let me try to explain by analogy. It’s not perfect — no analogy ever is — but it’s the best I’ve been able to figure out in over two decades of service.”
 
   He reached down and took a heavy–bladed saber from behind the podium. He drew it from its sheath and raised it in his right hand. “I want you to take a good look at this saber. In its day it was a deadly front–line combat weapon, standard issue for cavalry units. That day passed many centuries ago, of course, but it can still protect or take life if necessary. Swordsmanship is still practiced by many of us in the profession of arms. I’ve personally found it an interesting martial art and a valuable discipline, and I recommend it to you as worthy of study.
 
   “What does it take to make a saber into a deadly weapon? There are three elements. The first is the material from which it’s made. Cheap pot metal will break under stress. Only the best ores, blended and smelted correctly, will produce the steel necessary to make a superior blade. The second element is the craftsmanship with which the weapon is made. The metal must be melted, alloyed, shaped, tempered, balanced and sharpened. Each step requires expert attention. The third element is the person who wields it. He or she must be fit, strong, trained to use the blade swiftly and skilfully in defense or on attack, with ruthless determination to win the fight.”
 
   He paused, and looked around the room very deliberately before he spoke slowly and with great emphasis. “All. Three. Elements. Are. Essential. If any one or more of them are deficient, defeat will usually follow.
 
   “I submit to you, candidates, that the Fleet — or, more specifically, that part of the Fleet under his command — is like a saber in an officer’s hand. The personnel of the Fleet and its equipment are the materials from which his weapon is made. They’re the best we can find. The NCO’s under his command — and, when he becomes more senior, the junior officers too — are the craftsmen; forgers, shapers, sharpeners. It’s their job to take the materials and forge them into the finest possible weapon. It’s an officer’s job to guide his subordinates in doing that, and then to take up that weapon and wield it with skill and efficiency to win the fight.”
 
   He slid the saber back into its scabbard and returned it to its place against the podium as he continued, “I said the analogy wasn’t perfect, and I can see some of you frowning as you think about it. Yes, there are NCO’s who lead more like officers, particularly in specialized units such as the Fleet Recon Brigade. Yes, there are positions, particularly in training units, that require officers to function more like NCO’s. Nevertheless, on the whole I submit that the analogy generally holds true.
 
   “We already know you’re good raw material. You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t. More than a few of you have also demonstrated craftsmanship as NCO’s, shaping and forming more junior personnel. OCS is where we try to find out whether you have what it takes to wield the weapon of the Fleet, before we place it in your hands. It’s up to you to demonstrate to us that you have it. If you do, you’ll graduate and be commissioned. If you don’t, you won’t — at least, not if we have any say in the matter. It’s that simple.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Breakfast next morning was a subdued affair. The hundreds of candidates were simultaneously excited to be there, apprehensive about what awaited them, and unsure what would happen next. They helped themselves to food from the buffet lines and sat quietly eating.
 
   A Senior NCO from Administration went to the podium at the head of the mess hall and called for attention. “I’m Chief Petty Officer Mubarak. We’ll handle your in–processing today, before the course proper commences tomorrow. You’ve all got copies of your records and administrative files with you.” Nods from the candidates. “Good. Bring them with you, in case there are errors in the information that was sent to us. It happens more often than you might think.” Several of the candidates rolled their eyes in exasperated agreement.
 
   “We’re going to divide you into four groups. Group One comprises candidates whose surnames begin with the letters A through F; Group Two, G through M; Group Three, N through S; and Group Four, T through Z. At zero–eight–hundred Group One will report to the Paymaster’s office, Two to Medical, Three to Personnel and Four to Records. Each group will rotate to the next department at ten, after lunch, and at fifteen. Proceed in alphabetical order within your groups, to avoid confusion. In your free time between appointments, go to the gymnasium to enroll in your two mandatory sporting disciplines.”
 
   As they headed back to their building, Steve muttered to Brooks, “We’re both at the tail end of our groups in alphabetical order. What say we hit the gymnasium right away, even before going to Admin? I’d like to make sure I get the sports I want, rather than find all the slots taken by others who got in ahead of me.”
 
   “Good idea.”
 
   The gymnasium had been set up with tables, each staffed by a representative of a particular sport to explain it to inquirers and sell them on its virtues. Offerings included sailboat handling, kayaking, swimming, diving with snorkel and gill unit, various racquet sports, rock–climbing, parachuting, swordsmanship and several martial arts. A sign at the entrance warned candidates that they could select at most one sport with which they were familiar; the other, or both, had to be new to them, in order to pose an added challenge as part of their training. They were expected to pass a basic qualification in each sport before graduation.
 
   “Notice something?” Brooks said softly as they looked around. “They’re all individual sports, rather than team–oriented.”
 
   “Yeah. That ties in with something my Chief Flying Instructor said before I came here. At Boot Camp everything revolved around teamwork and the group, but at OCS it all revolves around the individual. They must want to put each of us under the microscope to see how we cope, in sports as much as anything else.”
 
   “Makes sense. Heaven knows, our officers and NCO’s emphasized teamwork and co–operating with others all through our enlisted service. If we hadn’t already got that right, I guess they’d never have selected us for OCS. Which two are you going to pick?”
 
   “I did a gill unit sport diving course on Bedford the year before I enlisted. My civilian qualification expired long ago, so I think I’ll join the diving club here and renew it to Fleet standards. For the other, you heard Master Chief Dumisane last night. If he recommends swordsmanship as worthy of study, who am I to argue?”
 
   “I’ll join you in that, and take parachuting for my other discipline. I’ve always wanted to learn. Sure you don’t want to give it a try too?”
 
   Steve shook his head violently. “No way! I fly small craft for a living — or, at least, I used to until I came here. Why the hell would I want to throw myself out of one when it’s in perfectly good working order?”
 
   A Petty Officer First Class took their names for basic swordsmanship training. “The Armati Society has branches on every Commonwealth planet and in every major Fleet establishment,” he explained. “Our name dates back to the eleventh century, when Saint Anselm of Canterbury referred to the ‘Armati’ or ‘heavily armed ones’. We study weaponcraft from every era of history and every culture on Old Home Earth. It’s not just blades, either. Many cultures developed martial arts that also used axes, shields, poles or staffs, as well as common tools and implements — whatever came to hand in a tight spot. Our roster always fills up fast, so it’s a good thing you came in early.”
 
   “Master Chief Dumisane recommended swordsmanship to everyone last night,” Brooks explained. “We wanted to make sure we got in before the rush.”
 
   The Petty Officer grinned. “He’s the Society’s senior instructor in Western military swordcraft. He’ll be too busy with his duties to spend much time at our classes, but he’ll be one of the judges for your proficiency rating at the end of the course.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The candidates were dumped straight into the deep end in terms of physical fitness and calisthenics. From the very first day of the course, they were expected to perform at the levels they’d achieved only after eleven hard weeks’ training during Boot Camp. Those who hadn’t taken the time and trouble to regain or improve their fitness before arriving at OCS received scant sympathy from the instructors. Students who’d been assigned to ships before coming planetside to attend the course weren’t exempt. As Steve’s Platoon Instructor, Gunnery Sergeant Evelyn Dixon, observed acidly to an exhausted candidate, “Every Fleet vessel has a fully equipped gymnasium, and Fleet Regulations require everyone aboard to spend at least one hour per day exercising. Clearly, you weren’t doing so long enough or hard enough!”
 
   Her tough attitude was matched by that of the other instructors. The unfortunate candidate didn’t last even the first week of the course before being removed for cause.
 
   Steve was surprised to find that close order drill didn’t receive as much emphasis as he’d expected — only one daily session of one hour’s duration. He said as much to Brooks as they hurried between classes one day.
 
   “I suppose it’s because we’re already trained,” his roommate observed thoughtfully. “In Boot Camp we needed the discipline and team–building aspects of close order drill, as part of knocking the civilian stuffing out of us and making us military. That doesn’t apply here.”
 
   “I guess not.”
 
   It soon became clear that the drill sessions existed primarily to provide opportunities for each candidate to take charge of progressively larger formations, from squads, through platoons, to companies. The instructors looked for what they called ‘power of command’, a clear understanding of the complex evolutions involved, and the ability to teach them to others when necessary. However, many of the students possessed lively senses of humor, and weren’t above a little creative interpretation of the orders given by whichever candidate was in command at the moment. This could — and did — lead to complications.
 
   Steve discovered this to his cost when he took command of his training platoon one morning to execute a complex series of maneuvers. He’d been up most of the night preparing a report for another class, and as a result was muzzy through lack of sleep. He set the platoon in motion, marching away from his position, and prepared to call commands for a series of counter–marches and oblique maneuvers; but he was distracted by the approach of another group of candidates, one of more than a dozen marching to and fro on the parade ground. For a vital few seconds, he lost concentration — only to be jolted out of his tired reverie by a sarcastic inquiry from Marine Staff Sergeant Nolens, one of the platoon’s assistant instructors, who was in charge that morning.
 
   “Where are you sending them, Candidate?”
 
   “Wha — oh!”
 
   Chagrined, Steve collected himself and transferred his gaze to his platoon, only to realize that it was heading further to the right than he’d expected. He opened his mouth to call a command, but it was too late. He watched dumbfounded as the platoon disappeared down the stairs at the rear of the parade–ground, which led to a sports oval below.
 
    “Now you’ve done it, Candidate! They’ve dropped off the edge of the bloody world! If you don’t do something quickly, they’ll go on marching in that general direction until the Last Trump! You’d better get them back in time for graduation. It’s only eleven weeks from now!”
 
   They hurried over to the stairs, and looked down to see the platoon marching across the oval, still in perfect formation, to the dumbfounded amazement of other candidates engaged in athletic training. From the shaking shoulders of his platoon–mates, Steve could tell they were thoroughly enjoying the situation.
 
   Nolens took charge with a few bellowed commands, turning the platoon around, marching it back up the steps, then returning it to the position from which it had started. Steve trailed disconsolately behind him, knowing he’d earned a demerit for his incompetence.
 
   The Staff Sergeant halted the platoon, then marched stiffly up to the right marker, a candidate named Aswegen. He stared straight into his face as Aswegen tried desperately to keep his eyes focused on the distant horizon. Nolens said, softly but clearly, “I saw you make that little dog–leg to the right, to take the platoon down those stairs. Tell me, funny man, how are you going to feel when you’re in charge of the platoon, and someone does the same thing to you?”
 
   “Er… I… ah…”
 
   The instructor leaned forward, bringing his mouth close to the candidate’s ear, and bellowed, “DON’T DO IT AGAIN!”
 
   Aswegen jumped, then recovered himself. “Aye aye, Staff Sergeant!”
 
   “Candidate Maxwell will pick up a demerit for this; but to keep things fair, I’m going to give you one as well. Any objections?”
 
   “N–no, Staff Sergeant!”
 
   “Good.” He turned to Steve. “Now’s your chance to redeem yourself, Candidate. Think you can get it right this time?”
 
   “I’ll do my best, Staff Sergeant.”
 
   “Then let’s see how good your best is. Over to you.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Candidates were required to rate the other members of their eight–person teams informally every week, and formally during the third and sixth week of OCS. They would have to rate everyone in their entire platoon during the ninth week. The formal evaluations were comprehensive and detailed, seeking numeric ratings of many aspects of professional conduct, leadership skills, and related areas. Space was provided for comments to justify the ratings — and they were expected. Any candidate providing only a numeric rating would have the evaluation returned with a demand for supporting information.
 
   Gunnery Sergeant Dixon warned her students about the importance of proper assessments. “Part of an officer’s job is to evaluate the performance of others, honestly and objectively,” she pointed out. “We know most people don’t like to be negative about colleagues. That’s a normal human reaction, but combat leaders can’t afford it. What if you fail to honestly evaluate an under–performing subordinate? If they’re not corrected now, they may screw up monumentally further down the line. They may even get someone killed — and that someone may be you!
 
   “There’s no room for sentimentality in an evaluation. It’s vital that you assess your people honestly, rationally and completely. You’ll start with your peers on this course. If someone doesn’t have what it takes to make a good officer, you won’t fix that by covering up for them. You’ll simply inflict their problems on others, and on the Fleet as a whole.
 
   “We’ll assess your evaluation by comparing it, first to other candidates’ evaluations of that person, then to the instructors’ evaluations of them. If yours differs too greatly from the others, it will demonstrate one or more of three things. You may have identified something all the rest of us have missed, which is unlikely. Much more likely is that you aren’t taking this seriously — in which case, why are you wasting your time and ours at OCS? Finally, you may genuinely be unable to conduct an objective evaluation. Both of the latter cases will call into question your fitness for a commission — so be honest in your evaluations, for your own sake.”
 
   Steve initially found it difficult to submit detailed evaluations of his peers, particularly when they were negative. It felt almost as if he was stabbing them in the back. However, he knew others were evaluating him in the same way, so he tried to be as objective as possible. He was unsure about two of his fellow students in particular, and submitted negative assessments of them with some trepidation. Nevertheless, he was confident he had good reasons for his rating of them. He was therefore not surprised when, over time, one withdrew from the course and the other was dropped.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   In the candidates’ nightmares the obstacle courses seemed to morph into primeval fossilized monsters, taunting them, mocking them silently as they threw their aching bodies at the obstacles’ unyielding, uncaring, cadaverous skeletons. More than a few candidates were heard to mutter darkly that the course designers had unquestionably been sadists, and the instructors were clearly their all–too–willing acolytes.
 
   The four obstacle courses were designed as tests of tactical leadership as much as fitness. Each candidate in turn took charge of a team, leading them through a course, motivating and directing them, and solving a tactical problem at the same time. Each would repeat the process at least three times during OCS under the gimlet eyes of the instructors. To be asked to lead a team through an obstacle course more than four or five times was, rightly or wrongly, considered bad news by the candidates, who assumed it meant the instructors were still unsure about the leader’s ability.
 
   The tactical problem might be to transport a ‘wounded’ comrade, strapped into a stretcher, to an ‘ambulance’ on the far side of the course — preferably without half–drowning the victim by dropping the stretcher into a water obstacle. This happened to more than a few candidates, who, when fished out, were vociferous in their displeasure. It might be to convey boxes of ammunition, crates of food and water–bottles through the obstacles to ‘a patrol needing resupply’. It might be to carry building materials through the course, then construct a field–expedient structure of one sort or another — all while ‘under fire’ in the middle of a ‘predator–infested swamp’. Other candidates would act as ‘predators’ or simulate enemy ‘fire’ using paintballs. The team tackling the course would have to defend themselves while completing the mission. The team leader was responsible for maintaining discipline, making sure everyone was pulling their weight, deciding how to deal with the problems confronting the team, and exercising what the instructors called ‘command presence’.
 
   The most aggravating aspect was that the instructors never gave any indication of how the leader was doing. They watched everyone, of course, but always one or more of them would be staring straight at the team leader, unblinking, seeming to peer into his or her very soul. If mistakes were made, they didn’t shout or scream; they merely made notes on their ever–present electronic clipboards. When things went well, they didn’t praise, either — just made more notes. Team leaders soon learned never to ask the instructors for advice on how to accomplish something. Their inquiries would be met only with an impassive basilisk stare. They had to consult their team members — which was the whole point, of course.
 
   To make matters more interesting, as Steve had seen from the air, each team of candidates had to prepare a design for an obstacle course, including a tactical problem that it would test, and elect a leader for the exercise. After Master Chief Dumisane approved their design they would build it on one of the empty sites, using whatever tools and materials they could obtain locally at short notice — another test of leadership and initiative. Their construction had to be sufficiently sturdy to withstand at least six teams climbing over, around and through it, testing their strength and skills to the limit, but without being impossibly difficult.
 
   Steve drew on his experience at Radetski when his team’s turn came around. He rapidly sketched the layout of Leona’s hold and described the firefight there to an appreciative audience, demonstrating how Spacers had taken cover behind stacks of crates and containers. Some had put down suppressive fire on the smugglers. Others had built a bulletproof bulwark of crates to shield the wounded from the enemy, then evacuated the injured by building stacks of crates behind which to move them.
 
   “You slid the crates along the floor to provide cover to your wounded?” Brooks inquired. “That was unusually tactical thinking for a bunch of Spacers. Sure you don’t want to transfer to the Marine Corps?” The other Marines on the team grinned and nodded enthusiastically.
 
   Steve retorted with a grin, “No way! You couldn’t afford to keep me in the style to which Spacers are accustomed!” He ducked as Brooks cheerfully hurled a clod at him, while the rest chortled.
 
   The team agreed to use Steve’s scenario as the basis for their obstacle course, and elected him as their ‘commander’ for the duration of the exercise. The Master Chief looked over their design, asked on what incident it had been based, made a few notes, then approved it. They built it using empty crates obtained from nearby field workshops, erecting an imitation bulkhead and hatch made from posts and planks. To make the exercise more realistic, Steve approached his former comrades at the Small Craft School, who provided several roller deck panels from a scrapped cargo shuttle’s load bed. Crates could be dragged over the roller bearings with greater ease than trying to tug them through the soft sand of the exercise terrain. They mounted the panels on cross–beams, leveling and bracing them to form a broad surface, simulating the hold deck aboard Leona.
 
   The Chief Instructor observed impassively while six teams of students tried to master the course. As the exercise progressed, Steve noticed him making comm calls. Other instructors joined him, including Lieutenant–Commander Baudouin, their Training Company Commanding Officer. They stood as a group, watching, conversing quietly among themselves, taking notes.
 
   Only two teams thought to build a line of crates in front of their ‘wounded’ to provide cover for them, and only one slid crates alongside their casualties as they moved them, to protect them from ‘enemy fire’ (enthusiastically simulated by Steve’s team with a plethora of paintballs). The others tried to maneuver around the crates, often exposing themselves to ‘incoming fire’ as they did so. Some hoisted their ‘wounded’ comrades over the crates in full view of the ‘enemy’ marksmen, who gleefully took advantage of their mistake. A few unfortunate individuals even lost their heads and tried to run across the cargo rollers, which brought them crashing to the deck in spectacular and painful fashion under a hail of paintballs.
 
   The last team surprised Steve and everyone else by coming up with an ingenious solution to the problem. Rather than try to evacuate their wounded, they hid them behind a wall of crates, then pushed the entire wall bodily forward over the cargo rollers. It served as moving cover against incoming fire while they charged the hatch behind its shelter. Once they got close enough, they launched a shower of paintball grenades through the hatch, then erupted from behind their crate wall and dived through the opening en masse. The exercise disintegrated into a mass of heaving bodies, from which arms, legs, profanity and paintballs emerged at frequent intervals and unpredictable velocities and angles.
 
   Laughing, Lieutenant–Commander Baudouin and the instructors untangled the two teams and sorted out the mess. The attackers were commended for their initiative, and the defenders consoled by pointing out that only one team out of six had managed to find a way to defeat them.
 
   Baudouin pleased them by observing, “Those aren’t particularly difficult obstacles, but the course is very challenging from a tactical perspective. Don’t dismantle this yet. I’m going to run more teams through it tomorrow, and invite other Training Company Commanders to observe. For bonus points, I want you to work as a syndicate to prepare a report about the tactical lessons to be learned from the fight aboard Leona. Let me have it by zero–eight–hundred tomorrow. We’ll have to consider adding this scenario to the permanent curriculum.”
 
   He didn’t add, “Well done”, but he didn’t have to. That was a very satisfying day for Steve and his team.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The candidates were introduced to the Tactical Simulator — TacSim for short — during the second week of the course. From then on they had two sessions there every week, conducting simulated operations in space and on planetary surfaces. They learned how others had employed ships and spacers, and troops and equipment, in combat in the past; analyzed their mistakes; tried to come up with better solutions; and applied them against an ‘enemy’ — the TacSim staff — who seemed intent on frustrating their every move with diabolical cunning.
 
   Candidates took turns to command teams of their comrades. Their leadership was closely monitored by eagle–eyed assessors. Things became even more interesting when Marine candidates were put in command of simulated spaceships, and Spacer candidates were ordered to lead simulated Marine patrols. Chaos ensued… but members of each Corps developed a deeper and more profound respect for the abilities of those from the other, and a greater understanding of the challenges they faced.
 
   Inscribed on the wall above the tactical simulation floor was a famous maxim of the nineteenth–century military theorist Helmuth von Moltke: ‘No plan survives contact with the enemy’. The TacSim staff appeared to take malicious delight in ensuring that none of the students’ plans survived at all. It was rumored bitterly among the candidates that they ran a betting pool during every training cycle, the winner being the instructor who could most quickly reduce a student to tears of frustration.
 
   TacSim gave rise to Steve’s biggest disciplinary problem of the course. He was taken aside one evening by Gunnery Sergeant Dixon, his Platoon Instructor. He braced to attention as she focused her gimlet eyes on him.
 
   “Candidate Maxwell, I overheard you saying some very unprofessional things to other candidates this afternoon about the TacSim staff. What’s it all about?”
 
   Steve gulped. “Er… I’m sorry, Gunnery Sergeant. I was tired and frustrated over our last session in the simulator.”
 
   “I’m told you made a serious tactical error. Why did you blame it on the TacSim staff instead of yourself?”
 
   “With respect, Gunnery Sergeant, I’m not sure it was an error. In the real world, I think my proposed solution would have worked. I suspect the TacSim staff changed the enemy’s response because they knew what I was about to do, and wanted to make me fail.”
 
   She looked at him narrowly for a moment, then unbent slightly. “Candidate Maxwell, you’re a combat veteran and you’ve been awarded multiple medals for valor in action, so I’m going to cut you some slack. That’s more than I’d do for most others in this situation. I can understand this is more frustrating for you than someone who hasn’t had that experience. You’re right; the TacSim staff do try to make you fail from time to time. There are two reasons for that. First, it’s the most effective way we’ve found to teach tactics at this level. Second, it adds to the stress on the candidate, which is a good thing from our point of view as instructors. If you can’t handle stress under training, it’s not very likely you’ll be able to handle it in combat, is it?”
 
   “Er… no, Gunnery Sergeant.”
 
   “Your combat awards demonstrate that you can handle it. If they didn’t, I wouldn’t be wasting time talking to you like this — I’d be giving you ten demerits and a formal warning about your attitude instead. However, I think you get the idea. Despite the frustration you experienced this morning — or perhaps because of it — I’m sure you won’t forget the lesson you learned.”
 
   “When you put it like that, I don’t think I will, Gunnery Sergeant.”
 
   “And what was that lesson?”
 
   “Never assume that the enemy will react as I want them to, Gunnery Sergeant. They can change their plans as quickly and easily as I can change mine.”
 
   “Good! One more thing. Don’t let yourself get frustrated about how we do things. The Fleet’s been training officers for a very long time, and it knows what works. Your job is to listen, learn, and demonstrate leadership when called upon to do so, irrespective of all obstacles in your path — whether they’re put there deliberately or not. You hear me?”
 
   “Loud and clear, Gunnery Sergeant!”
 
   She wasn’t finished with him. “Be careful not to let your frustrations show in front of other candidates. Some of them already look to you for leadership. Don’t let your problems become theirs, and affect their chances of being commissioned.” Her face broke into a rare smile. “I’ve learned to remind myself that if no one’s shooting at me, it’s already a good day. That helps keep lesser problems in perspective.”
 
   Steve couldn’t help grinning. The instructor’s six combat stars and three decorations for valor in action lent weight to her statement, and his own, more limited combat experience bore it out. “Point taken, Gunnery Sergeant. I’ll try to do the same in future.”
 
   “Good. I don’t want to have a discussion like this with you again, Candidate Maxwell. See that you don’t make it necessary.”
 
   “Aye aye, Gunnery Sergeant.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The mid–week evening training session of the Armati Society was in full swing. A dozen sets of students were sparring with each other, while other candidates and more experienced swordsmen observed from around the walls of the gymnasium. Steve watched Brooks wield a practice saber in a mock duel with another Marine candidate, attacking again and again, recoiling after every parry only to strike again from another direction or with a different stroke. His opponent was clearly off–balance, on the defensive, trying to block each incoming blow rather than taking the initiative with an attack of his own.
 
   From further along the wall, Steve heard the deep, booming voice of Master Chief Dumisane as he stepped forward. “Candidate Shelby, hold!”
 
   Brooks stopped in mid–thrust, stepped back, and returned his saber to a cross–body guard position. His opponent staggered for a moment, then regained his balance and did likewise as both turned to face the Chief Instructor. Breathing heavily, they raised their blades to the salute, then lowered them to their sides.
 
   “What went wrong, Candidate Nazwari?” the Senior NCO asked.
 
   “Master Chief, I… I guess I lost focus. I wasn’t aware of Candidate Shelby at all — the only thing I could see was his saber. He was all over me, and it was all I could do to keep his blade away from me.”
 
   “That’s a pretty fair summation. It also illustrates what I said to you at the start of the course, about swordsmanship being a valuable discipline and worthy of study. Let’s apply what you’ve just experienced to an incident that’s making headlines right now.” He raised his voice. “Candidates, gather round.”
 
   Everyone stopped what they were doing and formed a circle around the Master Chief and the two candidates. Dumisane summarized what Nazwari had just said to him.
 
   “I want you to think about that in the context of LCS Lakshmibai,” he continued. His audience sucked in their collective breath, some nodding, some shaking their heads. The Hero class destroyer had recently been involved in a fight with a pirate vessel, which had escaped after inflicting heavy damage and more than fifty per cent casualties on the Fleet ship. News of the combat had only just reached Lancaster, and had made headlines in all the news bulletins.
 
   “The facts as reported so far are that the ship successfully stopped a salvo of missiles fired at her by pirates. Her Commanding Officer assumed he could therefore pursue the fleeing pirate ship with impunity. What he didn’t know was that they’d launched a few missiles at very low velocity, at the same time as the rest of their salvo. Due to their minimal drive output, they couldn’t be detected beyond point–blank range. The pirate ran directly away from them in the opposite direction, basically inviting the destroyer to chase him. By charging down the tracks of the missiles she’d just shot out of space, Lakshmibai ran head–on into the follow–up attack, which crippled her and allowed the enemy to escape. Her CO’s dead, which means he won’t face a court–martial for his mistakes; but we should nevertheless learn from them.
 
   “Lakshmibai’s Commanding Officer became fixated on the weapons his enemy was using, and failed to remember that he might have other tricks up his sleeve. His ‘tunnel vision’ was made worse, I’m sure, by the fact that we tend to hold pirates in contempt.  We don’t regard them as serious opponents for a warship, because they tend to use old, relatively slow, converted merchant ships or mining boats, lacking a warship’s main battery missiles or electronics.
 
   “That’s similar to what you just experienced, Candidate Silvan. You narrowed your focus to Candidate Shelby’s weapon, rather than the man himself. Every time you beat off an attack, you defeated the saber in that particular maneuver; but it was wielded by a man who refused to be defeated or discouraged, and came right back at you with another attack, putting you back at square one again. Sooner or later, he’d have slipped through your defenses and landed a telling blow. The only permanent way to stop a weapon is to stop the person wielding it. You can’t just defend yourself; you have to look for, and if necessary create, an opportunity to counterattack, whilst still being alert for any riposte. Get the idea?”
 
   “Aye aye, Master Chief.”
 
   Dumisane looked around, his face very serious. “Candidates, if you take only one lesson away with you from your training with the Armati Society at OCS, let it be this. Don’t focus too much on your enemy’s weapons. Focus primarily on the enemy himself. It may be necessary to concentrate on a weapon in the short term for tactical reasons, but that may — and usually will — cause strategic disaster in the long term. An old proverb reminds us there are no such things as dangerous weapons, only dangerous people. It’s true. Remember it, and apply it. It might help you avoid making the same mistake as Lakshmibai’s Commanding Officer one day.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   A Marine Corps officer, Major Markovitch, moderated a biweekly discussion on military leadership, past and present. Steve was surprised at the intensity with which leadership in past conflicts was analyzed, and how seemingly extraneous elements like culture, society and religion had affected the way in which wars had been waged through history.
 
   Markovitch brought a unique perspective to bear on junior leadership in combat, using statistics to draw conclusions that sometimes startled his students. “During the Second Global War on Old Home Earth,” he pointed out, “infantry divisions of the United States Army were authorized to have 132 Second Lieutenants — junior platoon commanders, in other words. Over the course of the war, across all divisions, they lost that many of them — killed, wounded or missing — every 88 combat days. That means on average, three of their Second Lieutenants became casualties every two days in combat. They were authorized 99 infantry captains — company commander level — and lost that many every 294 combat days, for an average of one captain down every three days. That’s a far lower casualty rate than for Second Lieutenants. Would anyone like to suggest why the latter became casualties so much more frequently?”
 
   Responses came thick and fast. “Captains learned how to take care of themselves, so they lasted longer.”
 
   “No, Captains sent Second Lieutenants and their platoons into the front line while they remained further back, so as to exercise company command more effectively.”
 
   “There were more platoon engagements than company engagements, so the Second Lieutenants saw more fighting.”
 
   The Major held up a hand and waited for silence. “You’re all missing the most obvious reason. Occam’s Razor reminds us that when there are multiple possible explanations for something, the simplest is most likely to be correct. In this case, the simplest explanation is also the right one. Many of those Second Lieutenants simply weren’t up to the job.
 
   “There are several reasons why that was so. Some of them had been commissioned on the basis of possessing civilian academic qualifications. Unfortunately, in those more primitive times, it was wrongly assumed that civilian academic achievement correlated to military leadership potential. Others entered the military through conscription, underwent basic training and had a few months enlisted experience — usually not including combat — then were sent to an officer’s course because they’d performed well so far. In most cases, their training was inadequate; and even when it was adequate, very few of them had a meaningful foundation of experience to help them integrate theoretical training into the reality of combat. As a result, far too many of them failed; and apart from their own pointless deaths, they needlessly killed far too many of their troops through their mistakes.”
 
   He paused to take a sip of water from the glass on the desk beside him. “Still others became officers because it was arbitrarily decided that certain positions or jobs rated a commission. For example, by the end of the Second Global War the Western Allies commissioned most of their pilots as officers, simply because a pilot’s job was held to involve sufficient responsibility to make that appropriate. That wasn’t the case, of course — enlisted pilots had built up a stellar record in the air forces of all powers, just as the vast majority of our small craft pilots today are enlisted. Still, that’s how they thought back then. Pilots weren’t commissioned primarily because of their leadership qualities, but because they could fly, and were in charge of relatively expensive assets.”
 
   It was Brooks’ turn to raise his hand, frowning. “But, Sir, by definition, officers are expected to be leaders. What does flying ability have to do with leadership?”
 
   “A very good question, Candidate Shelby. Officer training back then assumed that leadership could be taught. We’ve learned the hard way that it can’t. We can teach you how to manage others or administer a given function, but we can’t implant in you the kind of character that inspires others to follow you even in situations of mortal peril. You either have that, or you don’t.” He looked around the classroom. “We try very hard to select for that sort of character in our candidates, but it’s a rare commodity. Your future careers will be the test of whether or not you have it, even more than your service record to date. That’s why we won’t promote an officer beyond O–3 grade without either combat or expeditionary experience in commissioned rank — preferably both. They’re acid tests for leadership.”
 
   Major Markovitch sobered all of them with his exposition of why the Fleet had adopted its officer selection and training system. “We’re the only major military power in the settled galaxy to insist that all combat officer candidates must first prove themselves in our enlisted ranks. There’s another, smaller military force that does likewise; the Gurkha mercenaries of the planet Gandaki. We borrowed that idea from them in the first place, along with several others. Unsurprisingly, they’re generally regarded as being equal to our own Marine Corps. Even we Marines are forced to grudgingly admit that they’re almost as good as us!” Laughter from the Spacer candidates, interspersed with rueful nods from the Marines.
 
   “That policy means those with political or other influence can’t insinuate themselves into our officer corps without earning their position the hard way. It also makes it easier for us to prevent cliques forming among officers — what they used to call ‘old boy networks’ or ‘Academy mafias’. Since all our combat officers undergo the same training, there’s no incentive to favor those who were commissioned by following a particular route.
 
   “It also gives us the ability to assess a candidate’s potential more thoroughly over years of enlisted service, and means that our junior officers have all had several years’ military experience before being commissioned. They don’t have to fumble their way through things they’ve never done before or don’t fully understand — unlike those Second Lieutenants during the Second Global War, of whom we spoke earlier.”
 
   Candidate Rao raised his hand. “Sir, doesn’t our policy cause us to lose many potential officers who don’t want to serve in enlisted ranks, or don’t want to wait several years in junior ranks hoping to be selected for OCS, but with no certainty that’ll happen?”
 
   “Yes, it does; but we’ve accepted that penalty, because we believe the benefits of our system outweigh its disadvantages. Even so, it does leave us perennially short of officers. We’ve developed some workarounds. We give a lot more responsibility and authority to our Senior NCO’s than do most other armed forces, and our Warrant Officer and Limited Duty Officer programs offer them opportunities to rise to more senior rank in technical and specialist functions. Our Service Corps offers a restricted, non–combatant Fleet career path, freeing Spacer and Marine officers for combat leadership. All those programs are invaluable, and we couldn’t function without them. However, they’re not why you’re here.”
 
   Markovitch looked around the room. “You aspire to be line officers; combat leaders. Apart from a battlefield commission, there’s only one road to that in the Lancastrian Commonwealth Fleet. It runs from Boot Camp, through enlisted service, to the gates of the Officer Candidate Schools on each of our Sector Headquarters planets.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Field problems were held once per week. At first one candidate would command a group of four to eight fellow students, tackling a relatively simple mission. By the end of OCS the groups had grown to half– or even full platoon size, and the candidate ‘Commanding Officer’ might have up to half a dozen subordinate ‘officers’ to supervise different parts of the operation.
 
   Steve’s third and final field problem in command came during the second–last week of OCS. By this stage of the course their numbers had shrunk by about twenty per cent, and his platoon was down to thirty–two candidates. He organized it into two squads of twelve, each sub–divided into three four–man sections. The remaining eight candidates were divided into a four–person scout team and Steve’s four–strong platoon headquarters section. To his pleasure, Brooks was appointed as his second in command. That suited him perfectly. He’d have made the same choice if he’d had any say in the matter.
 
   The problem involved approaching a ‘target’ over a ten–kilometer course through a forested area, then crossing a stream to set up an assault on a hill. Unfortunately, for two days prior to the exercise it rained non–stop. The downpour continued during their march. The ground was sodden and slick with mud, so deep in places that their boots sank in up to the ankles, making progress very difficult and extraordinarily fatiguing. They were more than two hours behind schedule by the time they reached the stream, only to find it three times its normal breadth, swollen out of its banks. A torrent of water rushed past them carrying branches, small trees and all sorts of debris, including — incongruously — an entire chiller, which bobbed past on the crest of a wave, spinning wildly.
 
   Staff Sergeant Hernandez was at the scene. He was a Marine instructor with another platoon, whom Steve didn’t know well. He was clearly extremely annoyed at being made to wait for them in the pouring rain.
 
   “Candidate, you’re late! What do you have to say for yourself?”
 
   Steve came to attention. “Staff Sergeant, we lost time due to the deep mud. There was no way to avoid it without leaving the designated course; but we’d been ordered not to do that, so as to avoid damage to private property.”
 
   “A likely excuse! You’ve got to get ropes over that stream so your platoon can cross. How are you going to do it?”
 
   “I haven’t had time to reconnoiter the stream, Staff Sergeant. With your permission, I’ll do that now before making further plans.”
 
   “Well, get on with it! I’ve got better things to do than stand around in this bloody rain, waiting for you!” Hernandez stamped off, still fuming.
 
   Steve and Brooks approached the stream carefully, searching up and down the banks for suitable tie–off points for hand and foot ropes. There were none within easy reach. Brooks pointed out, “The stream’s risen above all the trees we normally use for this crossing. The only way to reach them is to send a swimmer out there with a line.”
 
   Steve grimaced. “Yeah, but the light’s fading so fast it’ll be hard to see what we’re doing, and the water’s too deep and flowing too swiftly for a swimmer to risk it, even without the added hazard of all that floating debris. I think we’ve either got to cross somewhere else, where it’s safer, or abandon the exercise.”
 
   Brooks frowned. “You know you’re running a huge risk if you tell Hernandez that, the mood he’s in now?”
 
   “What’s the alternative? Get someone killed or badly hurt for no good reason?”
 
   His roommate sighed. “You gotta do what you gotta do. Hey, if it helps, I agree with you, and I’ll tell Hernandez that myself.”
 
   “No, don’t do that. No sense in both of us getting our heads chopped off. Get everyone into formation.”
 
   “OK. One thing, though — remember you can ask for a senior instructor to arbitrate any dispute over safety issues. You might need that tonight.”
 
   “Good point! Thanks for reminding me.”
 
   Steve marched over to Hernandez, as best he could over the broken, muddy ground, and came to attention. “Staff Sergeant, I’ve inspected the banks with my second–in–command. It’s my judgment that there’s too little light remaining, and the stream is too swollen and fast–moving, and there’s too much debris in the water, for us to safely put lines over and get across here. I therefore request permission to either find a better, safer place to cross, or abandon the exercise at this point on the grounds that conditions are too hazardous to continue.”
 
   “WHAT? Are you out of your mind, candidate?”
 
   Steve quailed internally, but held his ground. “Staff Sergeant, my evaluation is that it’s unsafe to continue this exercise using the designated route.”
 
   “Like hell! I’m ordering you to get across that stream, right now!”
 
   “Staff Sergeant, I acknowledge your order; but before obeying it, out of concern for the safety of my platoon, I respectfully request arbitration by a senior instructor.”
 
   Steve knew he’d have to live with the consequences of his request. If a senior instructor ratified Hernandez’ order, he’d almost certainly be dropped from the course at once.
 
   Hernandez stuttered furiously, “I… you… oh, hell!”
 
   He stalked a few paces away, dragged a radio from his belt and made a call. Steve heard him speaking, but couldn’t make out his words over the rush of the wind and the lash of the rain. At last he returned the radio to his belt.
 
   “A senior instructor is on his way, candidate. Wait with your platoon.” Hernandez’ voice was curt, brisk, still angry.
 
   “Aye aye, Staff Sergeant.”
 
   Steve took up his position at the head of the formation. Most of his fellow candidates stared at him, some with pity in their eyes. It was clear many of them thought he’d just comprehensively blown his chance at a commission. Steve had a hollow, sick feeling in the pit of his stomach that they might be right; but looking out towards the stream in the fading light, he consoled himself with the thought that he’d make the same call again if he had to. It wasn’t worth risking lives unnecessarily for what was, after all, only an exercise.
 
   Within minutes they saw the lights of a utility vehicle approaching along a path running on top of an embankment set back from the stream. It stopped, the door opened, and an immense figure climbed out. Steve realized at once that Master Chief Petty Officer Dumisane had come in person to find out what was going on.
 
   Staff Sergeant Hernandez hurried to the vehicle and spoke for a few moments. Dumisane listened, nodding, then came over to the platoon, Hernandez following him.
 
   “What’s this all about, Candidate Maxwell?”
 
   Steve came to attention. “Master Chief, I respectfully submit that in this fading light, considering the breadth, depth and speed of the water and the debris it contains, it would be unsafe to attempt to construct a rope crossing over the stream at this place. I believe the risk of injury or death is unacceptably high. I therefore respectfully request permission to either find a safer place to cross, or to abandon the exercise at this point.”
 
   “You’re sure about that? Don’t want to change your mind?”
 
   “I’m sure, Master Chief.”
 
   Dumisane glanced over Steve’s shoulder. “Yes, candidate?”
 
   From behind him Steve heard Brooks’ voice. “Master Chief, this candidate respectfully submits that he inspected the stream with Candidate Maxwell, and agrees with his assessment.”
 
   Steve couldn’t help an instant mental reaction of, Brooks, you damn fool! Why didn’t you stay safely out of this? Even so, he couldn’t help being warmed by his roommate’s loyalty. Brooks had clearly decided Steve wasn’t going to go down alone, if it came to that. 
 
   Dumisane nodded curtly. “Your submission is noted, Candidate Shelby. Candidate Maxwell, come with us. We’re going to take a closer look.”
 
   “Aye aye, Master Chief.”
 
   The instructors set off towards the stream. Steve followed, while the rest of the platoon remained in formation, looking on.
 
   The Master Chief Petty Officer stopped at the water’s edge, his face expressionless as he swept his eyes up– and downstream, then from side to side over the banks. It had grown dark enough that he took a powerful flashlight from his belt and used its beam to aid his inspection. At last he clicked off the light and turned to face Steve and the Staff Sergeant.
 
   “Candidate Maxwell, do you still maintain that conditions are too dangerous here?”
 
   Steve gulped. “Yes, Master Chief, with respect, I do.”
 
   Dumisane looked at him for a long moment, then nodded curtly. “I agree. Rejoin your platoon and stand by. I’ll be there in a moment.”
 
   The rush of exhilarated relief was almost overwhelming. Steve managed to get out, “Aye aye, Master Chief!” He turned and hurried back to the others.
 
   “What’s up?” Brooks hissed as he approached.
 
   “He agrees!”
 
   The entire platoon seemed to exhale in a single gusty sigh. Smiles broke out on every face.
 
   The Master Chief was still by the stream, talking with Staff Sergeant Hernandez, who appeared to be very unhappy. Dumisane eventually made a curt gesture of dismissal. Hernandez stiffened to attention, then stalked towards the utility vehicle, his face like thunder. The Master Chief came over to the platoon.
 
   “Candidate Maxwell, Candidate Shelby, come with me.” He led them away from the platoon, out of earshot, before continuing. “There’s no point in trying to find another place to cross the stream by rope bridge tonight. It runs through private property up– and downstream from here, which we don’t have permission to use; it’s far too swollen and dangerous; and there’s not enough light. We’ll abandon the exercise.
 
   “Candidate Maxwell, march your platoon down that path I’ve just used. After about a kilometer you’ll come to a road that crosses the stream over a small bridge. Do that, then take the next road to the right, and it’s a five–click march back to base.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ll give you two hours to get back. Make sure everyone puts on their reflective gear. There won’t be many drivers out on these back roads at night, but it’s hard to see pedestrians in darkness, especially during rain like this.”
 
   “Aye aye, Master Chief.”
 
   He looked at each of them in turn, a half–smile on his lips. “Candidate Shelby, you could have remained silent and let the blame — if any — fall on Candidate Maxwell alone. It took guts to back him up like that. Candidate Maxwell, you made a good call to point out to an instructor the dangers of continuing, and a gutsier one to ask for arbitration when he disagreed. Even though the exercise has been abandoned, you’ve both earned bonus points for leadership. Well done.”
 
   Steve felt another rush of relief. “Thank you, Master Chief!” Beside him Brooks echoed his thanks, a broad smile on his face.
 
   “Very well. On your way.”
 
   As they walked back to the platoon, Steve thrust out his hand. “Thanks, buddy. I owe you one.”
 
   Brooks grasped his hand firmly. “So buy me a beer at the graduation party.”
 
   “It’s a deal!”
 
   Despite the darkness, blustering wind and pelting rain, Steve felt a warm, happy glow all the way back to base.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   In the final week of OCS, the instructors interviewed each candidate separately and shared with them, anonymously, the evaluations submitted about them by their peers during the course. Steve was pleasantly surprised to find he’d received high marks from fellow students for leadership, knowledge and ability. He was less pleased to see several negative comments about his lack of patience. One commenter observed, “He’s too much of a perfectionist and doesn’t suffer fools gladly — even when the other person isn’t a fool.”
 
   Steve frowned. “Gunnery Sergeant, do you think this criticism is justified?”
 
   “I think there’s a certain amount of truth to it,” she replied judiciously. “However, I’d also agree that you should have high expectations of your people. If you train and prepare them to respond swiftly and professionally, then you have the right to expect them to do precisely that when the chips are down. I think a little more patience would be a good thing, offset against the need for efficiency and effectiveness. You’ll have to find the right balance for yourself.”
 
   The last two days of OCS were given over to family visits (for those who had family on Lancaster), administrative matters, and preparations for graduation. Seventy–seven per cent of those who’d begun the course twelve weeks earlier had survived its rigors.
 
   Steve spent an hour with a clerk in Personnel. He digitally signed the documents terminating his enlisted service with effect from the date of graduation, and superseding it with effect from the same date by appointment to commissioned office. They went through all his past records, making sure he had electronic and hard copies of everything important, and that all the loose ends had been tied off.
 
   The military apparel vendors lining the street outside the OCS campus had stocked up on material and appurtenances in preparation for the graduation of the latest class. Steve had ordered rhodium–plated silver accoutrements and insignia of rank for his uniforms as soon as he was sure he’d graduate. That evening he attached new, parade–quality sets of combat and Expert badges to his doeskin uniforms, and set up his medals and ribbons. When he’d finished, he hung the jackets side by side against his locker, then stepped back to view them from a distance, checking that all their accoutrements were in order. The medals and ribbons made a splash of color on the left chest, offset by his Planetary and Space Combat Badges on the right, each bearing one star. Below them were his two unit award ribbons and three Expert badges, followed by his name–tag on the pocket flap. The epaulettes bore the single bar of Ensign’s rank. Like the jacket’s buttons, his name–tag and the Spacer emblem of a crossed sword and lightning bolt on each collar, it was silver in color.
 
   Brooks interrupted his examination, walking in with a sealed suit cover over his arm. “Checking out your new uniforms, are you? I must admit, they look spiffy. The silver bits are really shiny! How did you get them that bright?”
 
   Steve grinned. “I bought rhodium–plated silver versions of everything. They’re expensive, but I think they’re worth it for Number One and Number Two uniforms. They don’t tarnish, and they look better than standard–issue stainless steel.”
 
   “They sure do!”
 
   “Did you buy a new dress uniform?”
 
   “Yes, I treated myself to one for graduation. I had it tailored at the shop Gunnery Sergeant Dixon recommended, just outside the gates.”
 
   “Well, don’t just stand there — take it out and let’s see it!”
 
   Marine Number One dress uniform was a single–breasted midnight–blue belted jacket buttoned to a standing collar, worn over lighter blue trousers. Both were identical in pattern to the Spacer Corps black–over–black equivalent. Brooks hung the jacket on his locker and attached his medal bar. The three awards were balanced on the right by three Expert badges below a Planetary Combat Badge. The single gold bar of Second Lieutenant’s rank gleamed on his epaulettes, matching the color of his buttons, name–tag, and the Marine emblem of a globe above crossed carbines on each collar.
 
   “I wonder why they decided that Marines would always use gold insignia and accoutrements on Number One and Number Two uniforms, while Spacers would always wear them in silver?” Steve mused. “I mean, we’re all in the same Fleet, and we use identical insignia of rank for enlisted, Warrant and commissioned officers. Surely it’d have been easier to stock just one variation of each?”
 
   Brooks shrugged. “I think Marines insist on gold because we’re more valuable than Spacers.” He dodged, grinning, as Steve launched a mock–kick at him.
 
   Steve asked, “You’re off to Basic School next month with all the other newly–commissioned Marines, right?”
 
   “Yes. After six months there I’m hoping to get a platoon commander’s slot. If I’m lucky it’ll be in a Marine Reaction Force battalion, although since they’re crack units they won’t give me a platoon right away. I’ll have to prove to them they can trust me with one. I’ll probably be an assistant platoon commander for a year or more, or perhaps an administrative officer.”
 
   “You don’t want a platoon aboard a warship?”
 
   “I’d love one, but they give those to First Lieutenants because they’re considered more demanding posts. The Corps reckons detached shipboard command requires greater experience.”
 
   “Sounds like the Spacer Corps. It doesn’t allow Ensigns to act as primary watch–keeping officers aboard interstellar vessels. We have to serve as Assistant Officers of the Deck until we’re promoted to Junior Lieutenant.”
 
   “Huh! Ever get the impression they don’t trust us as junior officers much more than they did as candidates in OCS? Still, we’ve got to find our feet, I guess. What about you? You’re off to the Deck Officer’s course, aren’t you? What does that involve?”
 
   “It’s the Spacer Corps equivalent of the Marine Corps Basic School. In six months it teaches us everything we need to know — at least in theory — to serve as junior officers aboard a spaceship, including duties as Officer of the Deck. We learn what’s involved in each major console in the Operations Center and Damage Control Center, study shipboard organization and administration from an officer’s perspective, and practice command skills. Half of the course is planetside, with a heavy emphasis on hypno–study to absorb all the theory. The remainder is aboard a training ship, where we apply what we’ve learned.”
 
   “I get it.”
 
   Steve asked curiously, “What have you chosen for your specialization?”
 
   “I’ve applied for Heavy Weapons. I like playing with things that make a big bang. And you?”
 
   “Navigation, with a sub–specialization in Tactics.”
 
   Brooks’ eyebrows rose. “Why Navigation? I’d have thought you’d pick something like Tactics or Weapons as your first choice.”
 
   Steve shook his head. “We’ve got almost a thousand ships in commission at any time, but only about a third are warships — interstellar destroyers, cruisers and battleships, armed assault transports, and a few dozen intrastellar heavy patrol craft. The rest are all auxiliaries; communications frigates, freighters, transports, survey vessels, depot ships, repair ships, training vessels and so on. Almost all of them need Navigating Officers, but only warships need Tactics or Weapons Officers. Since there are two auxiliaries for every warship in commission, inevitably I’m going to be posted to auxiliaries for at least half my shipboard assignments. I want a specialization that allows me to do something useful aboard any or all of our ships, instead of being just a general dogsbody. Tactics is closely related to Navigation, of course, as far as space warfare is concerned. With it as a sub–specialization, I can be even more useful aboard a warship if necessary.”
 
   “Makes sense when you put it like that. What are your chances of getting it, d’you think?”
 
   Steve shrugged. “The top three students on the Deck Officer course are given preferential consideration for their choice of specialization, and first crack at entry–level courses in that field. I’m going to work my ass off to be one of them. If I don’t succeed, I guess I’ll have to trust to the luck of the draw. It’ll depend how many vacancies there are for Navigation specialists, and how many school slots are available. The most senior applicants get the slots, but I won’t have much seniority at all for quite a while yet! If I don’t get a slot on the first round I can apply to go on the waiting–list. I might get one after a year or two. If I haven’t secured one after a year as a Junior Lieutenant, I’ll have to choose another specialization, or let the Fleet assign one to me.”
 
   “Knowing you, you’ll be in the top three, buddy. How long’s the course?”
 
   “It’s one of the longest entry–level courses — nine months, including two spells aboard training ships. That’s because both Navigators and Tactical Officers take the same basic course, so it includes material for both disciplines. You do the advanced material for your specialization when you tackle the second–level course.”
 
   Brooks whistled. “They must cram you full of facts and figures if it takes that long! That means you’ll be training for the next fifteen months, if everything goes the way you want. Do you get a Navigator’s assignment right away?”
 
   “Oh, heck, no! You do a tour as Assistant Navigator for a couple of years, then a planetside tour and more training, before they’ll trust you to be a Navigator in your own right.”
 
   “Makes sense.” Brooks’ face sobered. “One thing, though, buddy. Wherever you end up, keep in touch, OK? I’ve gotten used to your ugly face.”
 
   “I’ll do that, and you do the same. Who knows? We may get the chance to serve together.”
 
   “I’d like that.”
 
   They shook hands on it.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Graduation Day was a solemn, exuberant, awe–inspiring, happy occasion. Candidates with families or relatives on Lancaster invited them to attend. They didn’t have to invite their former enlisted comrades — the problem was rather to keep them from overwhelming the school’s facilities. It was a long–standing sport in the Fleet for their former colleagues to form long lines, forcing the newly–commissioned officer to return a salute from every one of them as they passed.
 
   The guest of honor for the occasion, retired Admiral Methuen, spoke for half an hour about leadership, duty and the need to set an example, peppered with anecdotes from his experience. It was a very interesting speech, Steve thought, but the serried ranks of candidates, standing at Parade Rest, mostly listened in impatient silence, waiting for the big moment to arrive. They all wore Number One uniform, their epaulettes covered by matching cloth bands so as not to display their insignia of rank until they’d taken the oath of commissioned office and become entitled to them.
 
   At last the moment came. The Commanding Officer of Lancaster’s Officer Candidate School, Marine Brigadier–General Hulton, intoned the words of the oath, phrase by phrase. Standing rigidly at attention, the candidates repeated it. There was a brief silence, then the General ordered, “Officers, display your insignia of rank!”
 
   The cadets helped each other remove the bands of cloth covering their epaulettes, pocketing them. The bright gold and silver bars on their shoulders sparkled in the sunshine as the formation resumed its position of attention.
 
   “Senior Instructor, dismiss the parade!”
 
   It was a long–standing tradition that the Senior NCO Instructor, having welcomed the candidates during their first evening at OCS, should have the privilege of sending its graduates on their way. Master Chief Petty Officer Dumisane saluted the General. The NCO had more medals on his chest than any other person on parade. They jingled and glittered as he spun on his heel to face the newly–commissioned officers. His deep voice boomed out like thunder.
 
   “Pa–raaaade… diiiis… MISS!”
 
   The former candidates made a smart right turn, paused, and marched three paces; then their ranks dissolved into a mass of cheering men and women, tossing caps in the air, hugging one another, turning to face the stands as family and friends erupted onto the parade–ground.
 
   Steve didn’t join in the general merriment — at least, not right away. He retrieved his cap, settled it firmly on his head, and marched towards Master Chief Dumisane. The Chief Instructor saw him coming and turned to face him, the glimmer of a smile on his face.
 
   Steve stopped in front of him, and the Master Chief gravely saluted. With equal gravity, as smartly as he possibly could, Steve returned his salute.
 
   “Congratulations, Sir.”
 
   “Thank you, Master Chief.” They shook hands. “I wanted to take my first salute from you, and return it, to acknowledge that I don’t think I’d be here at all if you hadn’t supported me at the stream a short while ago. I just wanted to say ‘Thank you very much’.”
 
   “Your decision at the stream was correct, Sir. That’s what earned you my support.”
 
   “You’ve been an inspiration to us all, Master Chief, particularly to me. I’ll remember your example, and try to apply it.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Taking A Round Turn
 
   April–May 2845, Galactic Standard Calendar
 
   Steve craned forward in his seat next to the cutter pilot, peering through the viewscreen. Their destination was looming larger through the plasglass, a long charcoal–gray octagonal cylinder flattened top and bottom and ending in blunt hemispheres at either end. Rows of brightly pulsating diodes lined her sides, top and bottom, warning other spacecraft of her presence in a powered orbit a hundred thousand kilometers above Lancaster. In the distance beyond her, he could see the lights of the other three ships of the Division.
 
   “There she is, Sir — LCS Achilles,” the pilot informed him, grinning at the young officer’s obvious excitement.
 
   “She was one of the first batch of Hero class destroyers, wasn’t she?” Steve asked, staring in fascination at the warship that would be his home for the next two years.
 
   “That’s right, Sir. She’s a Flight I ship, built twenty years ago. Her refurbishment’s brought her into line with Flight II standards, and updated all her systems and weapons. She’s had the latest stealth coatings applied as well.”
 
   As they drew nearer, Steve smiled to himself as he thought how disappointed a holovid entertainment addict would be to see a real warship, as opposed to those envisioned by the fertile imaginations of set designers. Theirs had aerials, antennas, turrets and other structures sticking out everywhere, offering multiple reflective angles and surfaces that would make them stand out like a searchlight in the dark to anyone looking for them using radar or lidar — an instant death sentence in combat. Real warships eschewed such nonsense.
 
   Achilles’ surface was unmarred by visible protrusions except for her gravitic drive antennae and telescopic communication aerials, all of which were carefully shaped, angled and coated to be as stealthy as possible. Her powerful active and passive sensor arrays were layered onto her hull, which was a composite of steel, polymers and carbon nanotubes, carefully sealed with stealth coatings. It incorporated a Faraday cage that offered protection against radiation, and partial insulation against electromagnetic pulse effect. Her missile tubes and laser cannon barbettes were flush with the surface of the hull, revealing themselves only in action. Steve knew that if Achilles turned off her navigation and station–keeping lights and radar transponder, at anything but close range she’d be invisible against the backdrop of space, both to the naked eye and to radar and lidar. Only her own emissions would be detectable, and even those not very far away if they were kept to minimum power levels.
 
   The sixty–ton cutter was dwarfed by Achilles’ sixty–thousand–ton bulk as she moved towards the docking bay near her stern. The pilot cut the gravitic drive and switched to reaction thrusters as the small craft approached the zone where her drive emissions might interfere with those of the destroyer. Steve felt his harness tighten around him as his body seemed to surge upward with the sudden removal of weight as the vessel’s internal gravity field cut out.
 
   The pilot steered to within a couple of hundred meters of the docking bay, turning his craft to face away from the ship. He cut his reaction thrusters as soon as indicator lights on his control panel informed him that the bay’s tractor and pressor beams had locked on to her. The beams pulled her gently stern–first into an open berth. Docking arms connected with her hull and locked in place while a trunk extended concertina–like from the rear of the berth, sealing itself around the collar of her rear ramp. Conducted through the metal of her hull, Steve heard a clunk, then a faint hiss as the sealing joint inflated. He felt weight return to his body as the ship’s artificial gravity field extended through the docking arms to encompass the cutter. The lights over the rear ramp changed from red to amber, indicating that airtight integrity was being established, then flickered to green as a chime sounded.
 
   The pilot announced, “Airlock and gravity field operational. Opening rear ramp.” He pressed a button on his console, and the ramp folded down into the trunk, opening a deck–to–deckhead gap spanning half the rear bulkhead. “Clear to disembark and unload.”
 
   “Thank you, PO Hyun.” Steve unbuckled his harness and stood. In the load compartment behind and below him, a liberty party of spacers from the ship did likewise.
 
   “My pleasure, Sir.”
 
   Steve walked down the ramp, through the trunk and into an airlock, followed by the spacers. The hatch on the far side of the airlock admitted him to a brightly–lit, freshly–painted foyer. It seemed small compared to those on the freighter, transport and depot ships aboard which he’d previously served. He knew that was because a destroyer carried far fewer small craft — only two cutters, plus a gig for her Commanding Officer — and didn’t have nearly as much traffic, in terms of either people or cargo. There were only four airlocks in the docking bay, plus a replenishment dock providing an access point for resupply missions by larger cargo shuttles.
 
   He came to attention and saluted the Commonwealth flag, hanging from a polished staff mounted halfway along the central bulkhead, beneath the ship’s crest. The latter portrayed a Greek warrior of the Bronze Age standing on a mound, legs apart, back straight, head raised beneath a helmet topped with a large arched crest of red–dyed horsehair, eyes staring into the distance. His upraised right hand clutched a great spear, its butt grounded, the leaf–shaped point high above his head. His lowered left arm supported a round bronze shield, its decorative pattern matching those on the armor protecting his legs, groin, forearms and torso. The circular image was surrounded by a yellow–golden rope, with a scroll at the top reading ‘LCS Achilles’ and another at the bottom with the ship’s motto, ‘Fortiter in Re’. 
 
   Steve waited as the spacers passed him to log themselves aboard at the counter. Within a few moments the baggage system delivered his trunks, suitcase and carryall. He lifted the smaller trunk into its recess on the lid of the larger, wheeled unit, activated the tracking unit on his belt, picked up his carryall and started for the counter, pulling the wheeled suitcase behind him. The lower trunk’s electric motor hummed as it followed him, homing on his tracking unit.
 
   A Petty Officer Second Class sat behind the counter. She rose to her feet and braced to attention as he approached, her eyes flickering to the single silver bar on the epaulettes of his Number Two uniform. Steve returned the courtesy as he stopped in front of her, glancing at her nametag.
 
   “Good afternoon, PO Anderson. Ensign Steve Maxwell, come aboard to join.” He fumbled in his trouser pocket, then handed her his order chip.
 
   “Good afternoon, Sir. We’ve been expecting you. Welcome aboard.”
 
   She inserted the chip in her terminal and swiftly scanned the summary page. “All in order, Sir. I’ll forward a copy to the Ship’s Office.” She tapped instructions into her terminal, then removed the chip and returned it to him. “The Commanding Officer, Commander Mars, is away from the ship at present. The Executive Officer, Lieutenant–Commander Kilian, has requested that you report to his office as soon as you arrive, Sir. I’ll have a Spacer escort you there, while another of my work party takes your dunnage to your cabin.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The administrative offices were on the port side, and the command offices to starboard, in the forward third of the ship, ahead of her six missile cells. The command alcove was a short corridor at right angles to the ship’s main passage. A door standing ajar on its starboard side bore the legend ‘Executive Officer’, and beyond it another, closed door was labeled ‘Conference Room’. On the port side, a Marine sentry stood guard before another closed door marked ‘Commanding Officer’. He braced to attention on seeing Steve, but didn’t speak.
 
   Steve returned his courtesy and nodded to him, trying to suppress the butterflies in his stomach. His first meeting with the Exec would be critical. In terms of regular contact with them and supervising their execution of their duties and responsibilities, the Exec was the day–to–day boss of Achilles’ officers, far more so than the Commanding Officer. If Steve established a good working relationship with him, his life would be far easier. If he didn’t, his assignment to Achilles would be at best unpleasant, at worst unendurable.
 
   He knocked at the open door. A voice inside called, “Enter!” He stepped inside, snapping to attention before the desk.
 
   “Ensign Maxwell reports to the Executive Officer as ordered, Sir!”
 
   “Welcome aboard, Ensign.” Lieutenant–Commander Kilian stood, offering his hand. “Your orders, please?”
 
   “Here, Sir.” Steve shook his hand, then took his order chip from his pocket once more and handed it over.
 
   “Thank you. Take a seat.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   Steve sat down, trying to take in the Exec’s appearance without appearing to stare. He was a tall, thin man, looking to be in his mid–thirties, wearing khaki working dress. A single ringed planet denoting his rank was pinned to each side of his open collar. His hair was close–cropped, as was that of all Spacers and Marines so as to fit into their spacesuit or armor helmets. A faded white scar ran from his left ear to the corner of his mouth, and Steve couldn’t help wondering why he’d never had it removed. Cosmetic surgery could have dealt with it with no trouble at all, particularly in its early stages. His face was tired, lined.
 
   Kilian plugged his order chip into his terminal and scrolled rapidly through its contents, nodding in satisfaction. “All in order. How much do you know about our ship, our Division and our mission, Ensign?”
 
   “Not very much, Sir; just that Achilles is the flagship of the Twenty–Third Destroyer Division, comprising four newly–refurbished Hero class ships. The Division’s just finished working up, and is on its way to the Midrash Sector for anti–piracy, anti–smuggling and commerce protection duties. I’ve been running so hard to get here that I haven’t had time to find out more, Sir.”
 
   Kilian grinned. “I’m told you applied for our vacancy so fast, and shipped out so quickly, that the staff at the School of Navigation and Tactics could hardly see you for dust! Their Exec was rather amused.”
 
   Steve had to laugh at the memory. “Sir, my class was about to graduate, but I had no guarantee of an interesting assignment. I know the Bureau of Personnel talked to the School about sending eight of our class to the Second Battle Division in the Vesta Sector. That would mean two years as a dogsbody aboard a battleship, at the bottom of the heap among eighty commissioned and warrant officers, doing the dirty jobs no one else wanted and having very little real responsibility. The odds were pretty good that at least half of the top ten graduates of our class would be assigned there, and I was getting worried.
 
   “I happened to be in the Admin office when BuPers’ urgent request arrived, so I was the first of our graduating class to hear about it. I was even more interested to hear you were going to the Midrash Sector, because my Marine roommate from OCS is serving there — he and I became very good friends during the course. I applied right away, even before your vacancy hit the school network. Since my application was the first received, and I had all the skills you were looking for, and because BuPers had assigned your requirement a higher priority than BatDiv2’s, the Exec granted my request. The School graduated me a day early, to allow me to ship out at once.”
 
   “I’m very grateful they did.” Kilian’s voice was very serious. “Your combination of qualifications, skills and experience is scarce. Graduating among the top five in your class is pretty good in itself, but even more important from my point of view is that you’ve had more enlisted experience than most junior officers. That means you’ll need less hand–holding than usual to find your feet aboard ship. That’s very good news for us, because we don’t have enough officers to spare for that. I’ll try to see you as often as possible for Junior Officer Development sessions, but even that’s going to be difficult sometimes.”
 
   Steve nodded. “I understand, Sir. Er… if it’s not out of place for me to ask, Sir, why are we so short of officers?”
 
   Kilian grimaced. “Part of it’s the perennial shortage — there are never enough qualified bodies to fill all available slots. Most ships are up to ten per cent below their authorized officer complement. Another factor is that we commissioned and worked up in haste, thanks to the urgency of the Midrash Sector’s requirement. We didn’t have time to fill our personnel roster in the usual way — we had to rely on BuPers to get us anyone who was available at short notice. They did very well for us, all things considered, but they can’t work miracles.
 
   “To cap it all, we were supposed to get two Junior Lieutenants from a depot ship inbound from the Alcestis sector. Unfortunately, a cargo shuttle collided with her before departure. She’s been delayed to repair her damage, which means she won’t reach Lancaster until after we’ve departed for Midrash. She couldn’t send the officers on ahead to join us, because she needs their services as watchkeepers to get here. BuPers says they’ll send them on to us, but you know as well as I do that until they’re safely aboard, there’s always the risk that another ship with an equal shortage of officers may snaffle them.
 
   “Until your arrival, we had only ten out of our authorized fifteen commissioned officers. That’s why BuPers gave our urgent request for at least one more qualified junior officer such a high priority, and circulated it so quickly.”
 
   Steve nodded. “I see, Sir, but we’re still four officers short. Can we afford that?”
 
   “No, we can’t, so we’ll have to work around it. We’re getting a couple of extra warrant officers to fill commissioned slots. Also, we’ve offered free passage to Midrash to two watch–qualified officers of their System Patrol service, who were training on Lancaster. They’ll come aboard tomorrow. In exchange for their passage they’ll assist us with watch–keeping duties. I’ll stand one watch each day on the outward passage, to take up some of the slack while everyone settles into their responsibilities.”
 
   Steve blinked in surprise. Executive and Commanding Officers were normally exempt from watch–keeping duties, to allow them to concentrate on their other duties. A ship had to be very short–handed before her Exec would suspend that long–standing practice.
 
   “When we reach Midrash,” Kilian continued, “we’ll ask for officers from the System Patrols of Commonwealth planets in the Sector to volunteer to serve with us for short–term assignments — three to six months. That’ll give them and their parent services useful experience in working with the Fleet, and hopefully give us some of the warm bodies we need. Captain Hutchinson, our Division’s Commanding Officer, sent a signal to Midrash on last week’s communications frigate, asking Sector HQ to contact local System Patrols about that.
 
   “As an Ensign you can’t serve as Officer of the Deck, but you can be Assistant OOD. You’ve completed the Deck Officer course, so you already have all the theory, and you’ve been OOD under supervision in a training vessel. You’ll need to familiarize yourself with the ship before we certify you as a watch–keeping officer. I’ll put you on watch with me at first, so we can use some of the slack time for Junior Officer Development. That’ll make it easier for both of us. As soon as you’re promoted to Junior Lieutenant, you’ll join our OOD roster. That won’t be long now, right?”
 
   “No, Sir. I’ve got fifteen months seniority in grade as an O–1, and my record’s good, so I’m due to get my second bar in the next biannual promotion signal.”
 
   “Good. That’ll take effect three months from now. Apart from watch–keeping duties, you’ll have several assignments, as do we all. You’ll be our Assistant Navigating Officer under Senior Lieutenant Ellis, and I’m making you our Flight Operations Officer as well. That’s normally a Senior Lieutenant’s responsibility, but since we don’t have a more senior officer to spare, you’ll just have to grow into the job. Your extensive piloting experience and current licenses will help there. Flight Ops falls under our Engineer Officer, Lieutenant–Commander Ergal, so you’ll spend a lot of time in his department. You’ll also be in charge of the commissary, and supervise one of our crew berthing compartments.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir. I can see I’m going to have trouble finding time even to breathe, let alone eat, drink and sleep!”
 
   “We all will. We can at least hope to get some more officers at Midrash, to spread the load more evenly. You can take comfort in the fact that you’ve already encountered every one of your responsibilities during your enlisted service. You’ve also been thoroughly trained as a junior officer. It’s not as if you’re coming at any of them cold.”
 
   “No, Sir.”
 
   Steve knew he sounded a little dubious, and Kilian noticed. “I suppose the most important lesson you need to learn is that you can’t carry the whole world on your shoulders,” he pointed out. “That’s as true for senior officers as it is for junior! Commander Mars and I won’t be unreasonable, and we’ll make allowances for our personnel shortage and the consequent overload of work on all our officers. Nevertheless, we do expect you to learn to cope. That’s part of what Junior Officer Development is all about. You’ve already been trained in matters of leadership, command, authority and responsibility. Now it’s time to apply that training.”
 
   “I understand, Sir. I’ll do my best.”
 
   “Good. Let me tell you about our mission. The Division’s being sent to the Midrash Sector to help deal with an increase in smuggling and piracy. We’ll begin by splitting up once we get there, with each destroyer going to a different planet on three–month assignments. She’ll work with its System Patrol on boarding and search operations, with both sides learning from each other. On the way to and from each planet, each ship will check out an unclaimed star or two, looking for any evidence of pirate or smuggling bases among its planets and asteroids.
 
   “Our planetary missions will be very important. We tend to think of ourselves as ‘THE Fleet’, and fall into the trap of thinking we know it all. We don’t, of course. Smaller, less prestigious local forces often come up with very ingenious solutions to problems they’ve encountered. We need to learn those things from them, as well as teach them our standard procedures. We’ll rendezvous at Midrash every three months to share lessons learned and compile them for distribution, first within the Sector, then to the Fleet as a whole. Once we’ve visited all the planets in the Sector, we’ll see what else the Sector Admiral has in store for us.
 
   “As you can imagine, all those tasks will involve a lot of small craft operations. To enable us to cope with that, our armament’s been reconfigured. Our midships missile cells have been replaced with two assault shuttle pods.”
 
   Steve frowned. “I’ve heard a little about them, Sir, but I thought they weren’t yet operational. I’ve never come across them before.”
 
   “Neither had we, until this Division was formed. Let me give you a little background. Our assault transports are the size of battleships — over half a million tons. They carry a full battalion of armored Marines and their assault shuttles, supporting units and their equipment, and everything else they need to operate independently. Trouble is, they’re far too big, and much too expensive to operate, to use for platoon– or company–size training missions to our member planets, or small raids on minor targets like pirate bases. In the past we’ve sent destroyers and cruisers to do that, since every destroyer carries a platoon of Marines, and cruisers carry two. Trouble is, destroyers don’t carry assault shuttles, and cruisers have only two of them. Also, warships can’t always be spared for such missions.
 
   “To solve that problem, the Fleet’s converting a couple of dozen old River class destroyers into what it calls ‘light assault transports’. Their capital cost is minimal, since the hulls are long since bought and paid for, and their conversion cost isn’t too high. Their operating costs will be a fraction of the much larger assault transports. Each will carry up to a company of Marines and up to eight assault shuttles. Six of them will be in shuttle pods, replacing all six missile cells one–for–one, and the remaining two will use the ship’s docking bay. There’s a lot more to the conversion, but we don’t have time to go into it now.
 
   “Someone had the bright idea of building a few shuttle pods to fit Hero class destroyers, to help with missions like ours. Our missile cells are bigger than those of the old Rivers, of course, but that’s just a matter of putting a larger, reshaped external shell around the pods and re–routing their connections to the ship’s systems. The middle two missile cell bays of existing Hero class destroyers will be modified to accept them during routine refurbishments, and new construction will have that capability built in from the start. We’ll be the first to use them on operations, even before the new light assault transports come online, so a lot of eyes will be upon us. In Achilles’ case, they’ll be on you in particular, because both shuttles and their pods will fall under Flight Ops; and since we’re the Division flagship, our other three ships will be watching us closely, to learn from our — your — shuttle operations.” He grinned evilly.
 
   Steve blinked again. “Oh! Thank you, Sir… I think.”
 
    “Not to worry. Yes, it’s another load on your back, but each shuttle comes with its own pilot and weapons systems operator, who’ll handle its day–to–day requirements, so it won’t be too bad. The Engineering Department will maintain them and their pods, of course.
 
   “Twelve of our Marines — a full section, comprising three four–person fire teams — will be assigned to each shuttle’s boarding and search party. As Flight Ops Officer, you’ll designate up to twelve spacers to join each party. Talk to our Chief of the Ship, Senior Chief Luculle, about that. You’ll want experienced people who can sniff out hiding places and know where smuggled goods are likely to be concealed. You’ll command one shuttle during boarding and search operations. Our Marine platoon commander, First Lieutenant Garcia, will command the other.”
 
   “Understood, Sir. What about our reduced missile armament, Sir? What if we have to fight a pirate?”
 
   “Most pirates have no more than a dozen missile tubes, jury–rigged aboard a captured freighter or mining vessel. They don’t pose a serious threat to a warship like Achilles, so we’re carrying a special mix of main battery weapons for this operation. Each of our four remaining cells contains eight missiles with bomb–pumped lasers, two with nuclear blast warheads, six with electromagnetic pulse devices to disable suspect ships if necessary, and four penetration aids in case we run into something with good electronic defenses, unlikely though that is. Each cell also has its usual twenty defensive missiles, of course. We should have more than enough firepower to deal with any pirates we encounter, even without two of our six missile cells.”
 
   “I see, Sir.”
 
   “Very well.” Kilian stood, and Steve rose with him. “Commander Mars is visiting the Bureau of Intelligence planetside with Captain Hutchinson, to discuss the latest information from Midrash Sector about their piracy and smuggling problems. They suspect there’s a link between the two crimes, but they haven’t been able to prove that. Part of our job will be to look for evidence of it. She’ll return from BuIntel tomorrow, at which time you’ll present yourself to her — Number One uniform, of course, with medals.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   “Good.” The Exec glanced at a bulkhead clock. “You’ve got two hours before supper, so unpack your gear and stow your luggage, then change into working uniform. I’ll see you in the Wardroom at eighteen.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Steve went to Senior Chief Luculle’s office right away. It was across the ship’s main passage, in the Admin section. He knocked on her door and introduced himself.
 
   “Glad to meet you, Sir. Welcome aboard.” She rose from the chair behind her desk, braced smartly to attention, then accepted his outstretched hand. She was a tall, rangy woman, firm–faced, deep blue eyes firm and direct. She glanced at the ribbons on his chest, and her eyebrows rose. “The Good Conduct Medal means you must have served more than one term of enlisted service, Sir?”
 
   “Yes. I served almost five years before going to OCS, and held PO2 rank.”
 
   “I’m pleased to hear it, Sir. That, plus the rest of your fruit salad, shows you’re more experienced than the average young officer. It’ll stand you in good stead aboard Achilles, with so much to learn in so little time.”
 
   “I hope so; but this is still my first operational assignment after being commissioned. I’ve just graduated as an entry–level Navigator. I’ve got a great deal to learn, and I know it. I also know that the Fleet expects Senior NCO’s to help train and form junior officers, and I wanted to emphasize that right from the start. Please take me aside and correct me if you see me making a mistake, or about to make one. I won’t be offended. If you’ll please ask your other Senior and Staff NCO’s to do the same, I’ll be grateful. I’d rather be respectfully chewed out by someone who knows more than I do, than look like a fool in front of the ship’s company.”
 
   Her eyes warmed. “I’ll pass the word, Sir. You’re right, educating junior officers is part of our job, but some of them get on their high horse and don’t want to listen. It’s good to know you understand our role.”
 
   Steve grinned. “High horses are dangerous. It’s a longer drop when you fall off!” They both chuckled. “Lieutenant–Commander Kilian’s given me a job where I’ll need your help.” He explained about the need to assign Spacers to boarding and search parties.
 
   She frowned. “That’ll be a problem, Sir. We’ve got several Spacers who know their way around a merchant freighter, but most have important jobs on board. It’ll be hard to free up so many of them, particularly if both search parties leave the ship at the same time.” She thought for a moment. “How about this, Sir? We could take four experienced, competent Spacers per shuttle team, and pair them with up to eight less experienced juniors. They can help the seniors by doing the donkey work while they’re learning from them. After a few months they’ll be pretty much up to speed. At that point we can release most of the experienced personnel and draft more juniors to replace them. After a year, we’ll have a solid core of trained Spacers to draw upon.”
 
   Steve nodded. “Good idea! I like it, Senior Chief.”
 
   “I’ll prepare a list of potential search team members, Sir. When do you need them?”
 
   “If we can have them by the time we leave for Midrash, that’ll be great, thanks. We can begin training them alongside their Marine counterparts during the voyage.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   That night, as Steve lay in his bunk, he found it hard to fall asleep. The seeming immensity of his new responsibilities weighed heavily on him.
 
   I can’t see how I’ll ever be able to cope with it all, he thought to himself. On the other hand, plenty of other junior officers before me must have thought the same. If others can get through this, and go on to high rank, so can I!
 
   His mind went back to the day he’d joined his first merchant freighter at Old Home Earth, almost a decade earlier. Tomkins, the Bosun’s Mate who’d supervised his training, had warned him before they reached the ship, “The reputation you establish over the next few months will stay with you for the rest of your career, so it’s best to make sure it’s one you’ll want to keep.”
 
   He was right about that, Steve thought, and I’ll bet the same thing applies here. No matter how well I did in the merchant service, or the medals or promotions I won in enlisted service in the Fleet, this is my first deployment as an officer. I’ve got it all to prove, all over again, as quickly as possible, to a different audience, who’ll judge my performance according to different and much higher standards.
 
   He mentally shrugged, then turned over, settling himself beneath the covers. He’d done it before… so he’d just have to do it again. Dammit, I’ll make my first few weeks aboard hum! Right from the start, I’ll do my best to show the skipper and Exec they can rely on me. That’ll set the tone for the rest of the deployment.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Steve didn’t have to present himself to Commander Mars the following day — she came looking for him. He was on his back beneath an assault shuttle in its pod, along with its pilot and a tech from Engineering, examining a landing gear strut. Through the steel deck, he heard multiple footsteps drawing nearer. Lieutenant–Commander Ergal called, “Ensign, come on out of there, please. Captain Hutchinson and Commander Mars have returned.”
 
   Steve was wearing coveralls with rolled–up sleeves, and had grease smears on his face, hands and forearms. He felt anything but clean enough to meet the people whose opinion of him over the next two years would help to decide his future in the Fleet; but there was no avoiding it. He glanced at the others. “Stay here and carry on working, please.”
 
   He slid himself out from under the shuttle, the wheels of the creeper on which he was lying rumbling over the deck’s diamond–tread plaspolymer protective coating, then levered himself upright, snapping to attention. Before him stood the Engineer Officer, also coverall–clad, and two other people. A tall, burly man wore the three ringed planets of Captain’s rank on the epaulettes of his Number Two uniform. His face was craggy, austere, but the twinkle in his eyes suggested intelligence and humor. Beside him stood a dark–haired Commander, her face olive–skinned, two ringed planets on each of her epaulettes. She was short, almost petite. Her eyes gleamed intensely.
 
   “Good afternoon, Ensign,” she said. “I’m Commander Mars, as I’m sure you’ve gathered by now, and this is Captain Hutchinson, our Division skipper. We decided to come straight here from the docking bay to meet you, rather than make you go back to your cabin, shower, change, and present yourself in Number Ones. That would chop at least half an hour out of your working day, and right now we can’t spare that much time.” She held out her hand.
 
   “Er… please excuse me for not shaking hands, Ma’am, but…” he gestured helplessly with his grease–stained fingers.
 
   She smiled. “I’m pleased to see you’ve gotten stuck in to your job right away. No need to apologize. Lieutenant–Commander Ergal says you’ve already taken a load off his shoulders.”
 
   “That he has, Ma’am,” the Engineer Officer confirmed. “It’s great to be able to hand over our small craft to someone who has more experience with them than I do! He’s been hard at work, going over them all to make sure they’re up to standard. I guess he’ll be tackling your gig next, now that you’re back aboard.”
 
   Captain Hutchinson grimaced. “Just don’t take it apart until I’ve had a chance to visit a couple of our other ships this evening. I don’t want to call on them in an assault shuttle. Their Commanding Officers might get the wrong idea about why I’m there!” His listeners grinned.
 
   “I’ll leave it be for now, Sir,” Steve agreed. “I’m just making sure there’s nothing on any of our small craft that requires depot–level maintenance before we depart.” He shifted his eyes to Lieutenant–Commander Ergal. “One of the suspension units on this shuttle looks like it needs replacing, Sir. We don’t carry them as spares, and even if we did, we don’t have a full–size service bay to let us get at them. With your permission, Sir, I’ll send her over to the dockyard tomorrow morning. They can do the work in four hours, if we make arrangements in advance.”
 
   “Go ahead, Ensign. Keep me informed.”
 
   “I’m glad to see you’re taking a round turn on your responsibilities so quickly,” Commander Mars said with an approving nod. “That’s something I look for in my officers. It’s been my experience that attention to detail in small things usually carries over to success in more important matters.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.”
 
   “I want to make just two points, Ensign, then I’ll let you get back to your work. This is your first operational assignment as an officer. We’ll make allowances for your inexperience, and we know you’ll make mistakes, just as we all did when we were in your shoes. What’s essential is that you tell us about those mistakes. Don’t try to hide them. We don’t want to be taken by surprise if an error you made blows up into a major problem. Tell us about them, let us counsel you where necessary, and give us an opportunity to fix them.
 
   “We won’t hold it against you if you make an honest mistake while doing your best. We will hold it against you if you screw up because you’re too proud to ask for advice or assistance; or botch a job because you don’t understand it, or haven’t thought through it; or if you don’t tell us about a mistake, so we can fix it; or if you make the same mistake twice. Read me?”
 
   “Loud and clear, Ma’am!”
 
   “Good. The Fleet officially tasks its Senior NCO’s with the responsibility to help train junior officers. We’ve learned the hard way that the experience they have to offer can’t be found anywhere else. I met Senior Chief Luculle in the docking bay, and she told me you appear to have the right attitude about that. I’m very glad to hear it. We’re going to rely on her and our other Senior NCO’s to help you even more than usual, given our shortage of officers. They’ve got more practical experience than any of us, and they’ll steer you straight. I expect you to use their help as much as possible, just as the Exec and I do every day.”
 
   “Aye aye, Ma’am.”
 
   “Very good. We’ll leave you to get on with your work. I’m glad to have you aboard, Ensign.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Steve’s first major headache arose the same afternoon, when he visited Senior Lieutenant Fulghum, who was currently the officer in charge of the ship’s commissary.
 
   “The Exec’s assigned me to take over the commissary from you, Sir,” Steve advised him.
 
   “Oh, bloody marvelous! I’ve never been able to give it enough of my time and attention — I’ve got too many more important things on my plate.” He rummaged through the clutter on his desk, selected an electronic clipboard, and downloaded a file to it from his terminal with a few swift keystrokes. “Here’s the stock list. Sign here to accept custody of it all, and I’ll hand over my keys. PO2 O’Grady has the other set — he looks after the store.” He handed the clipboard to Steve, along with a stylus.
 
   Steve scanned the list quickly, and frowned. “Sir, this shows the stock position two months ago, when the commissary was activated. There’s no record of sales or resupply since then.”
 
   “I haven’t got time to waste on that nonsense, man! I’m swamped with last–minute software updates for our electronic warfare systems. They’re going to keep me busy for days yet, and they’re much more important than this administrative bumph! Sign the form, take over the commissary, and let’s get on with more important things, for Heaven’s sake!”
 
   “I’m sorry, Sir,” Steve insisted awkwardly. “I can’t accept responsibility for the commissary without an up–to–date inventory and financial audit.”
 
   Fulghum slammed his fist on his desk. “Don’t tell me you’re one of those hide–bound sticklers for Regulations? Dammit, Ensign, you’re straight out of Navigation School! You’ve no experience of how these things are done in the real world! We don’t have time for this crap! Sign the damn thing! That’s an order!”
 
   Steve stiffened. He knew the order was illegal, and Fulghum had to know it too. He took up the clipboard and stylus, scribbled for a few moments, and handed them back.
 
   Fulghum took it, glanced at Steve’s signature, did a double–take, and read more carefully. Above his signature, Steve had written: ‘Signed under protest, by direct order of Senior Lieutenant Fulghum. Handover formalities have not been completed.’
 
   Fulghum threw down the clipboard on his desk and thrust himself to his feet, face suffused with blood. “You bloody fool! What the hell d’you you think you’re playing at?”
 
   “I’m not ‘playing’ at anything, Sir,” Steve replied as calmly as possible, standing rigidly to attention. “I’ve merely stated the facts for the record.” The Senior Lieutenant glared at him in silence. After a moment, Steve continued, “May I make a suggestion, Sir? I know how busy you are. I’ve got the same problem. We can ask Petty Officer O’Grady to begin inventorying the commissary, with the assistance of another NCO. Let’s ask Senior Chief Luculle to designate someone she trusts to help him, so there’ll be an independent observer keeping an eye on things. If we’re both satisfied with the stock–take, we can jointly approve it. We can postpone an audit of the books until we’ve dealt with more important operational matters. That’s permitted by Regulations, after all. We can delay the formal handover of responsibility for the commissary until it’s completed. That’ll take the pressure of time off both of us.”
 
   Fulghum glared at him, but slowly sat down. “Oh, very well! Tell O’Grady I said to get started on the inventory.” He picked up the clipboard and tapped the ‘Erase’ button, deleting both the downloaded document and Steve’s signature with its damning qualification. “We’ll do the paperwork in a few days, once we’ve complied with all the requirements of the Regulations.” He laid heavy, sarcastic emphasis on the last word.
 
   “Aye aye, Sir. Thank you.”
 
   Steve turned and left the office without another word, determined to keep things on as professional a footing as possible. Fulghum might end up as his Commanding Officer one day. There’d be no sense in making things more difficult between them than they already were!
 
   He found O’Grady busy with his primary duties as a stores administration NCO. The Petty Officer Second Class was taken aback to learn of the stock–take and audit.
 
   “But we’ve only been in commission for three months, Sir! I’m used to doing a stock reconciliation every six months, and an audit of the books once per year. I’m afraid my records aren’t even close to ready for an accounting, Sir.”
 
   Steve frowned. “They’re supposed to be, PO! You know as well as I do that Regulations require them to be ready for inspection at any time. You’ve also been in the Service long enough to know that an an audit and stock–take are required whenever any department or function is handed over to a new supervising officer.”
 
   “Er… yes, Sir.”
 
   “You’ll have to prepare your books for audit as soon as possible. I’ll ask Senior Chief Luculle to assign another NCO to assist you with stock–taking, and act as an independent auditor, for everyone’s protection.”
 
   “Er… aye aye, Sir. It’s going to be difficult to fit it in right now, though, Sir, what with all the preparations for departure.”
 
   “I understand, PO. Start the stock–take immediately, but we’ll delay the audit of the books until we’re under way. Operational requirements take precedence right now.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   The two assault shuttle pods fascinated Steve. They crammed a great deal into relatively little space. The assault shuttle itself was a little larger than a cutter, capable of carrying up to twenty–five armored Marines or double that number of unarmored personnel. It was a tight fit in the vertical–access docking bay, having to be shoehorned into place by tractor and pressor beams using very precise tolerances. The shuttle’s rear ramp opened through an airlock onto a stairway, which led down to a magazine for its weapons and a maintenance area. Below them was the pod’s berthing compartment, which connected to the ship’s main passageway and could accommodate up to thirty people. Lowest of all were a personal weapons magazine, an armor storage area, a capacitor bank, and connections to the ship for the pod’s power and utilities.
 
   The capacitors provided power to the shuttle when its fusion micro–reactor was powered down. They were designed to trickle–charge from ship’s power, and make their stored charge available to the shuttles when required, thereby avoiding an overload on the parent ship’s reactors and wiring harness. That was the theory, anyway.
 
   Unfortunately, theory didn’t translate into practice for Shuttle Pod Two. Within a day after the ship departed for Midrash, its circuit–breakers began to trip ten to fifteen minutes after the capacitors were placed on charge. The technicians stripped down every circuit, checked the wiring, installed new breakers, tried different combinations of settings… all to no avail. By the afternoon of the third day, the entire Engineering Department was frustrated.
 
   Lieutenant–Commander Ergal buttonholed Steve. “We’re tearing our bloody hair out trying to figure out what’s wrong with that damned pod! Drop anything else you’re doing with your small craft, and see whether you can help my techs trace the problem.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   He arrived in the base of the pod, where the techs were assembled, to find an air of frustration so palpable it could almost be tasted. He helped them check its circuits for the seventh time. It took almost two hours to test every connection, make sure there were no flaws in the wiring, and start the charge once more; but all their hard work made no difference. The circuit–breakers tripped again after the same time interval.
 
   Wails of profane protest rose from the technicians, some of whom looked almost ready to mutiny. PO2 Suleiman threw his tool belt to the deck in disgust. “Just what the hell did those monkey–brained, ham–fisted, addle–pated, cross–eyed, squat–assed, cloven–hoofed, cloth–eared clowns in the dockyard do to this damned pod? It’s jinxed, I tell you!”
 
   “Enough of that!” Chief Petty Officer Raimundo snapped. “We’re all tired and frustrated, but that’s no reason to blame others for our problems. It’s up to us to fix them.” He glanced at his watch. “It’s almost sixteen. Let’s clean up, then those of you on day watch can stow your tools. We’ll tackle this again first thing tomorrow.” He turned to Steve. “I guess we’ll have to keep the shuttle’s micro–reactor running for now, Sir. At least it’s not much of a fuel drain, because its systems don’t draw much power when it’s docked.”
 
   “I suppose we don’t have much choice, Chief. Let’s see if we can do better tomorrow.”
 
   That night Steve took a cup of coffee to his cabin, sat down at his terminal, and called up a three–dimensional holographic schematic of Shuttle Pod Two’s circuitry. He set to work tracing every wire, dissecting connections, and trying to figure out what could be at the root of the problem. Three hours and several cups of coffee later, he was no nearer a solution. Bleary–eyed, he closed down his display and climbed into his bunk.
 
   He sat bolt upright in bed at four the next morning, suddenly awake. Out of nowhere, a possible solution had come to him. He couldn’t sleep for thinking about it, so he spent an hour at his terminal checking his theory against diagrams of the shuttle pod’s systems and their interface with those of the ship.
 
   He ate a hasty breakfast, then headed for Lieutenant–Commander Ergal’s office. The Engineer Officer’s eyebrows rose. “You’re looking very tired for so early in the morning?”
 
   “I am, Sir, but that’s because of a lot of skull–sweat last night. I think I may have the answer to our problem with Shuttle Pod Two.”
 
   “You do? Hang on a moment, then. I want Backhouse to hear this, too.”
 
   Steve waited while Warrant Officer Backhouse was summoned. He was one of the two Warrant Officers who’d been brought aboard to fill slots usually occupied by commissioned officers — in his case, second–in–command of the Engineering Department. Steve had already found his combination of vast experience and in–depth technical knowledge to be invaluable. He was learning that a highly competent Warrant Officer might be even more useful than a better–qualified but less experienced commissioned officer in some technical and specialist functions.
 
   Once Backhouse had arrived, and they’d all helped themselves to cups of alleged coffee from the departmental urn, they sat down around a small conference table. “All right, Ensign, what have you found?” Ergal asked.
 
   Steve called up a three–dimensional structural schematic of Achilles, then zoomed in on the bottom of the shuttle pod and its interfaces to the ship’s systems, which were trunked and piped along the ship’s spine and keel to reach all sections of the hull.
 
   “This caught my eye, Sir.” He pointed to a red triangle on the schematic, below the pod, next to its interface with the ship’s cable trunk. It contained a red capital letter ‘P’. “I understand that’s an overpressure release valve on the reaction mass tank below the cable trunk.”
 
   “That’s right. There’s another at the far end of the pod. You can see its symbol half–hidden beneath that reinforcing bracket.”
 
   “I see it, Sir. I note that the tank below Shuttle Pod One doesn’t have a valve in the same position.”
 
   “Let me check… You’re right, it doesn’t. The valves on the tank below that pod are in different locations, being on the other side of the ship. However, the valves aren’t connected to the shuttle pod, or related to it in any way, so I don’t see how they’re relevant to our problem.”
 
   “With respect, Sir, they might be. Shuttle Pod Two draws power for all its internal systems through a connection right here, above that valve, and very close to it.” Steve pointed to the connection on the schematic. “Its power demands are unusually low at present, because there are no Marines using its berthing compartment; but when it charges its capacitors, the power intake jumps considerably. Sir, what happens to a connection when you draw a lot of power through it?”
 
   Ergal frowned. “I’m not sure what you’re getting at, Ensign.”
 
   Backhouse stroked his chin thoughtfully. “I think I see, Sir. You’re saying the connection gets warm, aren’t you, Ensign?”
 
   “Yes, Warrant Officer — and given the amount of current we’re talking about, wouldn’t the heat generated be enough to warm the overpressure release valve beneath the connection?”
 
   Ergal slapped the table with his hand as he suddenly realized what Steve was suggesting. “If the valve had a slight defect, it might not show itself in normal service — certainly not if a missile cell was above it as usual, because they don’t have power connections in that location — but if it was warmed by thermal radiation from that connection, it might expand just enough to allow a mist of reaction mass to escape!”
 
   Steve nodded. “Yes, Sir; and that mist might produce enough liquid contamination to short out the connection. It’d evaporate quickly, too, on the warm surfaces, so by the time someone physically checked the connection, there’d probably be no trace of what had caused the problem.”
 
   Ergal’s eyes blazed. “Dammit, Backhouse, why didn’t we think of that.”
 
   The Warrant Officer shook his head, grimacing. “I should have, Sir, but I was completely focused on potential problems inside the pod. It’s not an obvious issue, Sir. There’s no record of problems with that bay before, when it was occupied by its usual missile cell and there was no electrical connection at that point. We’re the first to deploy these shuttle pods, so it stands to reason we’re the first to run into this sort of problem.”
 
   “I could be wrong, Sir,” Steve warned, “but this is the only answer I could think of. That pressure release valve seems to me to be the most likely source of trouble. After all, we’ve looked at everything else.”
 
   Backhouse observed, “Sir, our pressurized tanks have inspection hatches, to allow us to get inside to carry out maintenance or repair battle damage. If we drain that tank, we can unbolt the hatch and send someone inside. They can test both overpressure release valves from the inside. If this one’s leaking, they can seal it internally. That should take care of any leak contaminating the electrical socket above it. The second valve on the other end of the tank can handle any problems in the short term until we can get this one repaired.”
 
   Ergal nodded vigorously. “Yes, and if that solves the problem, when we get to Midrash we can have their orbital dockyard pull the shuttle pod, so we can get to the valve and replace it. It won’t take more than a day or two, including reinserting the pod.”
 
   He took the display controller from Steve and tapped commands into it. The tank wiring schematic vanished, to be replaced by a list of figures. He ran his finger down one column. “That tank’s currently full, but we can transfer most of its contents into the overflow holding tank beneath the docking bay. We’ll have to vent the rest to space, but that’ll still leave us plenty of reaction mass reserves for this trip. We’ll refuel at Midrash. I’ll check with the Loadmaster to make sure we can redistribute our internal mass like that. If he can compensate for it, we’ll start pumping out that tank at once. We can send in a team by lunchtime to check the valve from the inside. Will you set that up, please, Warrant Officer?”
 
   “Yes, Sir. I’ll go inside myself.”
 
   Steve quailed inwardly. “What if I’m wrong, Sir? I’d hate to waste all that reaction mass if we don’t need to.”
 
   “That’s my responsibility, Ensign. I think it’s worth the gamble.” He looked at him curiously. “What made you consider that valve? None of us gave it a second thought.”
 
   “Well, Sir, that tank wasn’t filled until our last day at Lancaster, when we topped off our supplies of reaction mass, water and air before departure. Prior to that there wouldn’t have been any pressure on the valve, so it wouldn’t have caused any difficulty. I was trying to understand why our problems only started a day out from Lancaster. After all, we’d been charging the capacitors prior to that without any difficulty. The only difference I could think of between then and now was that the tank had been filled. The rest followed, Sir.”
 
   “And a damn fine piece of deduction it was.” Backhouse said with a grin. “We don’t yet know for sure, of course, but I agree with you — if that’s the only factor that changed, the odds are pretty good it’s the cause of the problem.”
 
   Steve wasn’t able to join the team that opened the tank. He was in the Operations Center, understudying the Navigating Officer and mastering the intricacies of the Plot, the three–dimensional holographic display of surrounding space. It was central to the OpCen’s mission, showing each and every contact from close range to many millions of kilometers away, relaying target range and bearing to the Weapons console, aiding the Navigator in conning the ship, and providing tactical control of the Division to Captain Hutchinson. It was by far the most complex station in the OpCen.
 
   Commander Mars chose that afternoon to put the OpCen team through a tactical exercise. All information about the ‘hostile force’ was provided by the battle computers, which fed it to the Plot as if the ship’s sensors had detected it. The team plotted the ‘approach’ of an ‘enemy squadron’ whilst observing stealth precautions themselves, worked out a firing solution, simulated the launch of a full salvo of missiles, and guided them through a blizzard of ‘enemy counter–measures’ to strike their targets. By the time the exercise was over, everyone was perspiring freely.
 
   “Not too bad,” Commander Mars said slowly, “but it could have been better. Plot, you were too slow in forwarding new information to Weapons as it came in. You’ve got to be faster. Don’t wait for a request, send the updates automatically. Without them, our targeting information is out–of–date.”
 
   “Aye aye, Ma’am,” Senior Lieutenant Rashid, the Tactics Officer, acknowledged from his seat at the Plot console.
 
   “EW, you have to anticipate what the enemy may throw at our fire control systems to blind or jam them, and have countermeasures ready. On two occasions our mid–course guidance corrections couldn’t reach our missiles in flight. You compensated for that with follow–up signals, but they shouldn’t have been necessary.”
 
   “Aye aye, Ma’am,” Senior Lieutenant Fulghum replied crisply from the Electronic Warfare console.
 
   “Still, not a bad effort overall,” Mars said judiciously. “I’m sure that by now, you can all see the need for each of you to be able to operate any console in the OpCen. If this compartment was damaged early in an engagement, that’s precisely what would happen as the survivors tried to operate all the consoles that remained functional. I hope this has driven home the need for regular cross–training in each others’ jobs.” A muttered chorus of assent. “Good. I’ll give you all two days to work on that, then we’ll try another exercise like this — and I’ll rotate all of you to other consoles, to make it more interesting.” Groans, mingled with chuckles. “What? You surely don’t expect me to make it easy for you? An enemy won’t!”
 
   The door slid open and Lieutenant–Commander Ergal strode into the Opcen, still wearing stained overalls, face glowing with triumph. He braced to attention beside the Command console.
 
   Commander Mars looked up at him. “You seem happy about something, Lieutenant–Commander?”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am. I’m pleased to report that Ensign Maxwell identified a faulty valve in one of the ship’s reaction mass tanks. Turns out it was the cause of our problems with Shuttle Pod Two. We’ve put in a temporary fix. We’ll need the services of the orbital dockyard at Midrash to make a permanent repair, but it shouldn’t take more than a day or two. We’re the first to run into this particular problem, because we’re the first to deploy the new shuttle pods. I’m going to write it up for the Fleet Technical Bulletin when we reach Midrash, and also send an urgent signal to the project team handling the River class light assault transport conversions. I doubt very much whether they’ve taken something like this into consideration. They’ll need to look at their plans, and the prototype conversion now in progress, to make sure they can work around it.”
 
   Commander Mars nodded at Steve, a smile spreading over her face. “Well done, Ensign. I’m pleased to see you’re making good use of your time in the Engineering Division.”
 
   “Thank you, Ma’am,” he managed to say.
 
   Ergal strode over and wrung his hand. “A personal ‘thank you’ from me, too, Ensign, plus a collective one from the rest of the Division. I was beginning to worry I’d lose what little remains of my hair over that damned shuttle pod!” Grinning, he turned back to the Commander, braced to attention, and hurried out.
 
   The warm glow of satisfaction stayed with Steve for the rest of the afternoon.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Another one of his new responsibilities wasn’t going so smoothly. Two days later, he was Assistant Officer of the Deck to Lieutenant–Commander Kilian during the afternoon watch. After taking over the watch and making sure that all was in order, the Exec spent half an hour going through the entries in the ship’s log, annotating those he considered worthy of comment and discussing them with Steve as a training opportunity. At last he closed the file on his terminal and sat back.
 
   “How are your various responsibilities going, Ensign? I don’t want a formal report, just quick verbal feedback.”
 
   Steve spent a few minutes discussing the ship’s small craft, the now–fully–functional Shuttle Pod Two, the state of Berthing Compartment Echo, for which he’d assumed responsibility, and his navigational work with Senior Lieutenant Ellis. “She’s going to have me calculate and execute the final hyper–jump on our approach to Midrash, Sir. She reckons every Navigating Officer has to ‘lose his virginity’, as she puts it, and this is how you do it.”
 
   Kilian laughed. “She’s right. You’re arriving in the close proximity of a star that can swallow you and your ship if you haven’t calculated the jump correctly. That adds a whole new element of stress! Well, that takes care of three of your responsibilities, but you haven’t mentioned the commissary. How’s that going?”
 
   “I haven’t taken over yet, Sir. The stock–take and audit haven’t yet been completed.”
 
   Kilian frowned, glanced around the OpCen at the other personnel on duty, and lowered his voice so as not to be overheard over the rush of forced–draft air conditioning, the hum of electronic consoles, and other conversations. “I assigned you that responsibility almost two weeks ago! Why didn’t you tell me about the delay before now? What’s causing it?”
 
   Steve responded equally quietly. “I approached Senior Lieutenant Fulghum about it the very next day, Sir, but up–to–date information on which to base the handover wasn’t available at that time. PO O’Grady’s doing a stock–take, but when I last checked with him, two days ago, he said he hadn’t had time to complete it yet. Senior Chief Luculle assigned PO Jorgensson to assist him, but I haven’t spoken to him, Sir.”
 
   “And the audit of the shop’s finances?”
 
   “I presume Senior Lieutenant Fulghum is having that done, Sir.”
 
   “You ‘presume’? You don’t know for sure?”
 
   “Sir, I told him I couldn’t accept responsibility for the commissary without an up–to–date inventory and audit. He instructed me to tell PO O’Grady to begin the stock–take, and we agreed that we’d delay the audit until the pressures of preparing for departure were over. I haven’t heard anything from him since then, Sir.”
 
   Kilian was visibly annoyed. “You should have kept after him about it. Ensign, when I assign a responsibility to one of my officers, even a minor one like the commissary, I don’t expect there to be any delay in assuming it — and I particularly don’t expect to find that out two weeks later! You should have informed me as soon as you became aware of the problem.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Sir.”
 
   “All our departments are required by Regulations to maintain current, up–to–date inventories and accounts. I’m responsible to the Captain for making sure that the Regulations are observed. If the commissary didn’t have them immediately available, that’s a shortcoming I need to address right away. Did Senior Lieutenant Fulghum tell you why they weren’t available?”
 
   Steve mentally crossed his fingers. He didn’t want to repeat Fulghum’s explanation, because he knew it wouldn’t go down well. “Er… not specifically, Sir.”
 
   “Not specifically? What do you mean? What exactly did he say?”
 
   Steve knew he could no longer evade the issue. “He said he’d never been able to give the commissary enough time and attention, because he’d had too many other important things to do, Sir.”
 
   “He said what?”
 
   “Er… that’s what he said, Sir.”
 
   “I see.” The Exec’s face wore a thunderous expression. “Let me make an educated guess here. He wanted you to take over the commissary without waiting for a stock–take and audit. Am I right?”
 
   “Er… I’d rather not say, Sir.”
 
   Kilian looked at him very narrowly. “I think you’re trying to cover for him, Ensign. I appreciate this puts you on the spot, but you can’t take his lumps for him.”
 
   He turned to the command console, picked up a comm unit, and dialed Fulghum’s code. “Lieutenant, this is the Exec. What’s your duty schedule today?… Very well. I want to see you in my office at sixteen–thirty to discuss the commissary handover. Kindly bring the latest information about the stock–take and audit with you… At sixteen–thirty, then.” He replaced the comm unit on the console.
 
   “This doesn’t excuse your failing to keep me informed, Ensign. Consider this a formal rebuke, albeit verbal rather than written. Remember, your superiors really, really don’t like unpleasant surprises! If you keep them informed at every stage, they’ll have early warning if things begin to go pear–shaped and be able to help you do something about them.
 
   “Remember, too, that a problem like this can get much worse, very quickly. For example, when we arrive at Midrash, what if a Sector audit team comes aboard to conduct an unannounced operational readiness inspection? It’s happened before, and will again. They look for any shortcomings they can find, no matter how minor, and this would be right up their alley. It would put a black mark on the ship’s record. That would earn Commander Mars a roasting from Captain Hutchinson. She’d give one to me in turn, and I’d pass it on down the chain of command, through Senior Lieutenant Fulghum and yourself, all the way to PO O’Grady. See how quickly a minor administrative issue can balloon into something much more nasty?”
 
   Steve nodded, crestfallen. “I see, Sir. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”
 
   “See to it that it doesn’t. I’ll have words with Senior Lieutenant Fulghum after we go off watch, and put a reaction thruster under the stock–take and audit. I want the handover completed by this time tomorrow!”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Steve asked to see Senior Chief Luculle the following morning, and found PO Jorgensson leaving her office as he arrived. The NCO looked tired and annoyed, and nodded briefly at Steve before walking down the passageway. Steve commented on this as he sat down in the Chief’s office.
 
   “He is annoyed, Sir, and he’s got a right to be.” Her voice was curt. “He agreed to help with the audit of the commissary store as a personal favor to me — it wasn’t his job. Despite that, he’s just been made to work all night on the audit, notwithstanding the fact he has to pull a normal shift today. He’s tired and angry, and quite frankly I don’t blame him a bit! I’ve just sent him to Sick Bay for a stim–tab, to give him enough energy to get through the day.” She didn’t say it, but Steve felt sure she’d be taking the matter further.
 
   “I’m very sorry to hear that, Senior Chief,” he said with real contrition. “I feel partly responsible, because I’m involved in this handover too. When it’s complete, he’ll have a hundred credits in his commissary account. He can use it any way he pleases. Should I tell him, or would it be better coming from you?”
 
   She looked at him narrowly. “You’re not allowed to use commissary profits for that sort of thing, Sir.”
 
   “I know, Senior Chief. I won’t use them. All he needs to know is that he’ll have a hundred credits in his account. It’s the most appropriate way I can think of to apologize for the trouble to which he’s been put.” He couldn’t tell her he’d pay the money out of his own pocket, because payment for favors or services rendered, while not specifically forbidden, was officially discouraged. However, he knew she’d understand.
 
   She sat back, relaxing as she began to smile. “Then on his behalf, thanks very much, Sir. That’s a nice gesture, and I know he’ll appreciate it. It’ll go some way towards making up for last night. I’ll inform him.” She hesitated. “Strictly between you and I, the audit didn’t go well. I guess the Exec will tell you more, since you’re taking over the commissary. Now, you asked to see me. How can I help you, Sir?”
 
   “I need some advice, please, Senior Chief. I had a discussion with the Exec yesterday. He was angry that I hadn’t told him about the commissary situation. He said, amongst other things, that superior officers don’t like unpleasant surprises, and it’s my job to keep them informed, so they have early warning of problems before they get out of hand.”
 
   She nodded. “That’s true everywhere I’ve served, Sir.”
 
   “Problem is, Senior Chief, in general terms, how do I know for sure whether a problem exists or not? I’m trying to delegate to the NCO’s in each of my areas of responsibility, as the Fleet wants us to do. I’m telling them what to do, but not how to do it, and trusting them to keep me informed. Quite frankly, I don’t have time to check on their reports, what with the number of things on my plate! However, if they don’t keep me informed, I won’t necessarily pick up on that from other sources — which means I won’t be able to keep the Exec accurately informed. How do I deal with that?”
 
   “I see your point, Sir.” She sighed. “I guess that’s been a problem throughout history. I daresay, back in the days of the old Roman Empire, centurions used to complain that decurions hadn’t kept them informed about the need to sharpen their legionaries’ swords.” They both laughed, and she pointed to the pot of coffee on a warming plate on her sideboard. “Pour yourself a cup, Sir. This is going to take a while.”
 
   Steve took a disposable cup from the stack next to the pot, filled it, and added creamer and sweetener while the Senior Chief refreshed her own cup. As they sat down again, Luculle began, “You’re doing the right thing by telling your NCO’s what to do, not how to do it. If they’re trustworthy — and that should be your default assumption, Sir, unless or until they demonstrate otherwise — then delegate everyday supervision to them, and hold them accountable for it, just as the Exec holds you accountable. Yes, you’re responsible if they screw up, but the Fleet doesn’t normally promote habitual screw–ups to NCO rank in the first place! It’s been my experience that if you demonstrate trust in them, they’ll respond well to it. If they make a mistake, you can go into the detail of how to do something as part of corrective measures.”
 
   Steve frowned. “But what if they do screw up? The problem will go up the chain of command, and come back down with a reaming for all of us.”
 
   She shrugged. “That happens, Sir. It goes with the territory. You learn from every mistake, and try to make sure it doesn’t happen again. I’m Chief of the Ship, and with my years of experience I should be able to keep abreast of all my responsibilities, but it occasionally happens to me too. If it’s handled professionally and impersonally, we can live with that. It’s the people who can’t handle it impersonally who have problems. They take an official rebuke as being some sort of personal attack on them. It shouldn’t be, and most times it isn’t — it’s just the way the system works. During your enlisted service, Sir, were you ever blamed or held responsible for something that wasn’t your fault or your responsibility?”
 
   Steve grinned wryly. “Yes, I was.”
 
   “It’s going to happen to you as an officer, too, Sir. People are sometimes unreasonable. The proverbial brown substance does hit the rotary air impeller from time to time. All we can do is work through it and come out the other side.”
 
   Luculle took a sip of her coffee, her face thoughtful. “Early in my career, I learned a rule that’s mentioned in military memoirs dating back to well before the Space Age. It’s very simple: ‘Never explain, never complain’. In practice, Sir, it means we let our actions speak for us rather than our words. If we get reamed out, fairly or unfairly, instead of trying to excuse ourselves or complain that we’re not being treated right, we turn around and demonstrate by our ongoing actions that we’re trustworthy and reliable. I’ve tried to stick to that. It’s worked for me.”
 
   Steve sighed. “I guess so.”
 
   “I’ve got two suggestions for you, Sir. First, make sure your NCO’s know you won’t ream them out for being up–front with you about a problem, and make sure you adhere to that in practice. That way, they’ll be more willing to tell you about something before it gets out of control. Tell them you expect to be given early warning of anything going wrong, just as the Exec expects that from you. That way they’ll have no excuse for not keeping you informed.
 
   “Second, if something does go badly wrong and you get reamed out about it, try not to let that flow downhill in a negative way. I’ve seen too many people, officers and NCO’s alike, who get angry and frustrated when that happens. They pass emotions down the chain of command, instead of corrections. That’s not the way it should be, Sir. First, take a few moments to calm down. Next, figure out a way to correct your subordinates that tries to solve the problem and prevent it happening again, rather than beat up on them. If you do those two things, you’ll achieve far better results, and they’ll respect you for it. They’ll know you got chewed out — the grapevine always knows! The fact you didn’t let that flow downhill onto them will be counted in your favor, and they’ll work harder and more willingly for you because of it.”
 
   Steve drank from his coffee cup, his face thoughtful. “That makes good sense.”
 
   “It does, Sir, and it works. If they screwed up seriously enough to warrant reaming out, or even formal punishment, then by all means do that, Sir: but even then, try to do it positively. You want them to grow through the experience, if at all possible. The Fleet’s invested a lot of time and money to bring them this far. Why throw that investment away?” She grinned. “Think of it as an opportunity to reinforce lessons that should have been learned earlier. Way back in Boot Camp, I screwed up and shot a horrible score at the range one day. I was mad at myself, because I’d practiced until I thought I’d got everything right — body position, sight alignment, trigger squeeze, the lot. The Platoon Instructor heard me bitching and pulled me up short. She told me, ‘Recruit, an amateur practices until she’s got it right. A professional practices until she can’t get it wrong!’ I’ve never forgotten those words.”
 
   Steve took a deep breath. “I take your point, Senior Chief — and those are words to live by! I’ll remember them, and pass them on.”
 
   “Good. Look at it this way, Sir. The Exec’s responsible to the Commanding Officer for the readiness and operational efficiency of the ship. He can’t possibly check on every detail in person. He has to delegate many of his responsibilities to more junior officers. They, in turn, delegate to others. Delegation flows downwards, and reports flow back upwards. Lieutenant–Commander Kilian has to trust the reports he receives; but he still checks up on his subordinates from time to time, to make sure they’re doing their job. That’s what he was doing with you yesterday, when he found out there was a problem of which he hadn’t been informed.
 
   “You can do the same thing, Sir, although as a very junior officer you’ll need to be tactful. Set aside a few hours every week to audit one of your responsibilities in detail. See whether reality corresponds to what your NCO’s are telling you. Make sure they understand this is a routine thing and doesn’t imply distrust of them, just like when the Exec audits you from time to time. If you consistently work that way, right from the start, they’ll accept it. If an audit is something unusual and extraordinary, they’ll be much more worried by it, and probably try to cover up anything that may be wrong — which is precisely what you don’t want to happen.”
 
   Steve’s brow cleared. “That’s a good idea, Senior Chief. I’ll do that. Thank you very much. Will you please help me set up that routine, and persuade them to cooperate?”
 
   “All part of the service, Sir.” They grinned. “I doubt you’ll meet any resistance. Judging by what I hear from the ship’s company, you seem to be making the right impression so far.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Senior Lieutenant Fulghum sent for Steve at mid–morning, and handed him an electronic clipboard. “There’s the results of a full stock–take of the commissary. I worked all night with PO O’Grady and PO Jorgensson to get it done. There’s also an audit of the commissary’s books. I’m afraid there are problems. The inventory received by the store doesn’t match what’s actually in stock, and the books don’t show any income from its sale. Both discrepancies have been logged and signed by the Exec, so you won’t be held responsible for them.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that, Sir,” Steve said sincerely as he scanned the figures. “It could happen to any of us.”
 
   “Yes. I suggest you put more time and effort into the commissary than I did, so it doesn’t happen to you! PO O’Grady and myself will have to face the music over this.”
 
   He didn’t go into detail, and Steve wasn’t about to ask. They signed off on the stock–take and audit, and Fulghum handed over his keys.
 
   During the afternoon watch, Lieutenant–Commander Kilian gave him a little more information. “I’m telling you this in strict confidence, because I want you to learn from this situation. Senior Lieutenant Fulghum and PO O’Grady will each have a reprimand placed on their files for failing to exercise due care and attention in their responsibilities. It’ll stay there for a year, after which, if they haven’t blotted their copybooks in any other way, it’ll be removed. Even so, it’ll probably delay their next promotions by at least half a year. The only reason they got off that lightly is that they’ve agreed to pay for the discrepancy out of their own pockets. Each will officially ‘buy’ half of the missing items, and their payments will balance the books. It’ll cost them several hundred credits apiece. If they hadn’t agreed to that, we’d have had to ask for an investigation by the Bureau of Security — and you know where that might have led.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.” Steve knew that when BuSec was called in, courts–martial often resulted. He also knew that if Fulghum and O’Grady had been disciplined like this, it meant Kilian had probably had an uncomfortable interview with Commander Mars. He most likely wouldn’t have received a formal reprimand on his file, but he’d certainly have been put on notice to keep a sharper eye on his responsibilities.
 
   “I discussed the handover with Senior Lieutenant Fulghum,” Kilian went on. “He confirmed that he’d tried to make you take over without an up–to–date inventory or audit of the books — in fact, he owned up to giving you an illegal order. You didn’t mention that to me, and I understand why. In your shoes, as an inexperienced officer on his first operational assignment, I might have made the same decision. Nevertheless, trying to issue such an order may be a symptom of possible deeper problems, of which an officer’s superiors need to be aware. I suggest, if it happens in future, you find a way to informally discuss it with your Exec or Commanding Officer, for the sake of good order and discipline in general.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   “So what have you learned from this situation, Ensign?”
 
   “A lot, Sir. I spent some time with Senior Chief Luculle this morning, discussing it. She gave me some good advice.” He summarized what she’d said. “Between that and what you told me yesterday, Sir, I think I can see how to avoid such problems in future.”
 
   “Good. I’ll keep a close eye on how you manage the commissary over the next month or two, but that’s not through any lack of trust in you — it’s simply to make sure that this mess has been dealt with once and for all.”
 
   “I understand, Sir.” Steve hesitated. “Sir, is it advisable to retain PO O’Grady as Commissary NCO, or should I try to replace him?”
 
   “I’d say keep him on for now. He helped cause the problem, and he’s been punished for that. I’d like to see him make good, given a chance to demonstrate that he’s capable of learning from his mistakes. Keep a close watch on him, and if you think he needs to be removed for ongoing lack of performance, talk to me about it. Unfortunately, that may imply he can’t be trusted in his primary area of responsibility in Stores, either. That would open up a whole new can of worms!”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir. I’ll try to help him as much as I can.”
 
   “Good.” The Exec looked at him thoughtfully. “I’m pleased to see you’ve accepted correction appropriately, Ensign, and I’m glad you consulted the Chief of the Ship. She’s very good at her job, and gives excellent advice. I know — I’ve taken it myself from time to time! She’ll help you take a round turn on your responsibilities going forward. You’re learning fast. Keep up the good work.”
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   January 2846, Galactic Standard Calendar
 
   Steve entered the docking bay carefully, picking his way through a work party of spacers loading crates, boxes and sacks onto a conveyor system that whisked them away into the bowels of the ship. The Petty Officer on duty at the counter looked up, recognized him, and grinned. “Evening, Sir. Come to get your hands dirty for a change?”
 
   He sighed, trying to sound delicate. “No, PO Hyun, I try to keep them as soft and lily–white as possible. Can’t have them looking as if I actually work for a living, you know. That might ruin my dilettante image.”
 
   The NCO guffawed. “It’s slipping badly, Sir. You were giving a pretty good imitation of hard work yesterday while we were replacing the fuel cartridges in the shuttles.”
 
   “Shhh!” Steve put his finger to his lips. “Don’t say that aloud! People might hear you!”
 
   “Don’t worry, Sir. Your secret’s safe with me.”
 
   They felt a light thump through the fabric of the ship. In a light panel above an airlock, a red diode came on, showing that the airlock’s trunk was engaging with a newly–arrived small craft. It was replaced almost immediately by an amber, showing that the lock was equalizing pressures between the two vessels.
 
   “That’ll be him now, Sir. That shuttle came straight up from the Marine Reaction Force base. They must be in a hurry to get rid of him.”
 
   Steve grinned as he shook his head. “It’s more that we’re in a hurry to get him. Our Marines have a lot to do over the next week. It’ll be best if he does it with them, so he can get used to them and they to him.”
 
   As he finished speaking, the panel above the airlock displayed a green light. The inner door clicked and opened. A smartly–uniformed Marine officer stepped into the docking bay. He wore the twin gold bars of a First Lieutenant on the epaulettes of his Number Two uniform. He came to attention and saluted the Commonwealth flag below the ship’s crest. As his hand came down he saw Steve, and his face broke into a huge grin.
 
   “Steve, you scrofulous Spacer!”
 
   “Brooks, you mangy Marine!”
 
   They hugged each other, laughing, pounding each others’ shoulders, to the amusement of the work detail and the Petty Officer at the reception desk.
 
   Brooks released him at last. “Did you have anything to do with my getting this slot?”
 
   “You might say that. Lieutenant Garcia got the signal about his parents while we were inbound from the system boundary. Commander Mars granted him immediate emergency compassionate leave, but decided we can’t afford to be without a Marine platoon commander at present. There’s too much going on. He’ll be gone for at least two to three months — his home planet’s a long way from here, and it’ll take time to sort out family affairs. She told the XO to signal for a temporary replacement, but Sector Marine HQ said that if we needed one for that long, we’d best have a new platoon CO. Lieutenant Garcia will be reassigned when he gets back. They told us to ask the Sector’s Marine Reaction Force Brigade for a spare platoon commander.
 
   “I happened to hear about it, so I explained to the Exec that we’d been roommates at OCS, and you were currently with the MRF here. He warned me I’d be held responsible if you weren’t up to the job, but I told him there was no danger of that. He must have mentioned your name in his signal, and MRF must have decided it wanted to get rid of you — so here you are.”
 
   “I owe you a beer or three! I’ve been waiting for a platoon command to fall vacant in my battalion, but nothing’s been available for a long time. Now, out of the blue, not only does one fall into my lap, but it’s an independent platoon on detached service aboard a destroyer! I couldn’t have asked for a better assignment.”
 
   “I’m glad to have a buddy on board. We’ve got just over a year left in our assignment to this Sector, so you’ll have enough time with us to learn the job thoroughly. You didn’t mind extending your tour away from Lancaster for a few months to take this job?”
 
   “Heck, no! I’ll go back with command time in an independent platoon on my record, rather than a platoon under the direct supervision of a company commander. Independent command’s considered a notch higher in terms of operational experience, which is good for the old career path. Lieutenant Garcia’s already got it on his record, so he won’t lose out on that, of course. He’ll probably take my place in MRF when he gets back.” Brooks’ eyes fell on the twin silver bars on the collar of Steve’s shirt. “I see you got your second bar too.”
 
   “Yes. Being a Junior Lieutenant is a lot more fun than being an Ensign. I’m an independent Officer of the Deck now, instead of always having to assist someone more senior.”
 
   “And two bars made me eligible for this slot when it opened up. They’d never have given me an independent platoon if I was still a Second Lieutenant.” He fished in his pocket for a data chip, and turned to the Petty Officer behind the reception desk. “Sorry about the delay, PO. Lieutenant Maxwell and I are old friends. I’m First Lieutenant Brooks Shelby, come aboard to join. Here are my orders.” He handed over the data chip.
 
   “Glad to have you aboard, Sir.” The NCO inserted the chip into his reader and swiftly scanned the official document that appeared on his display. “All in order, Sir.  I’ve copied them to the relevant departments.” He extracted the chip and returned it.
 
   “Thanks, PO.” Tucking the chip into his pocket, Brooks turned back to Steve. “I guess I ought to report to the XO at once.”
 
   “I’ll take you to his office. PO Hyun, will you have a couple of your working party take Lieutenant Shelby’s dunnage to his cabin, please?”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   “Thank you. Let’s go, Brooks.”
 
   Steve led him out of the docking bay into the main fore–and–aft passageway, running the length of the ship. They stepped onto the high–speed conveyor in the center of the passageway and stood, swaying gently to the motion, as it carried them forward from the stern of the ship.
 
   “What does the ship’s motto mean, Steve — ‘Fortiter in Re’ ?”
 
   “It means ‘Unyielding In Action’. It goes all the way back to a famous water warship with the same name as ours during the Second Global War on Old Home Earth, just before the space age. I’m glad you noticed it. Commander Mars asked me that same question soon after I reported aboard, but I hadn’t thought to look it up. She wasn’t terribly pleased with me about that. She’s a very good Commanding Officer. Her standards are very high, but she lives up to them herself and leads by example. She keeps reminding us that as the Division flagship, we have to set the standard for the other three ships.”
 
   “You bet! So what’s going on that you needed me in such an all–fired hurry?”
 
   “Achilles goes into dock tomorrow for a ten–day maintenance period before our next patrol, and to refurbish some missiles whose guidance systems are close to expiration of their shelf life. You and I will take our shuttles and search parties to work with Midrash’s System Patrol Service until the ship’s back in service. All your Marines will be involved, so you’ll have a chance to get to know them without other shipboard duties getting in the way.”
 
   “Excellent! What’s my Platoon Sergeant like?”
 
   “Gunnery Sergeant Kowalski’s a good man. I’ve enjoyed working with him. He keeps his Marines on the hop, and they seem to like and respect him.” Steve motioned to an exit point. “We get off here.”
 
   They hopped off the conveyor, taking a couple of quick steps to balance themselves as they slowed down. Steve led Brooks into a side passage and knocked at the first door.
 
   “Enter!” Lieutenant–Commander Kilian’s voice called from inside.
 
   Steve opened the door. “First Lieutenant Shelby is here, Sir.”
 
   “Thank you, Lieutenant Maxwell. Come in, Lieutenant Shelby.”
 
   Steve winked at Brooks, ushered him inside and closed the door behind him, then headed back down the passage. He had a lot to do before tomorrow.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Midrash’s System Patrol Service occupied a section of the planet’s enormous Cargo Terminal in Lagrange–Two orbit. Steve and Brooks sat beside their pilots as they brought their assault shuttles smoothly into its cavernous docking bay, the destroyer’s cutter sliding in alongside them bearing additional equipment. Forty Marines and twenty Spacers disembarked, complete with everything they needed for a week on detached duty. The cutter pilot waved them a cheerful farewell before heading back to Achilles.
 
   Gunnery Sergeant Kowalski chivvied the Marines into three ranks, called them to attention, dressed the formation, then reported to Brooks. Petty Officer Hyun did the same for the Spacers, reporting to Steve. They waited at Parade Rest until they saw a group of officers approaching.
 
   “They’re all Spacers, Steve,” Brooks observed sotto voce. “You take it.”
 
   “OK, thanks.” Steve turned to face the unit. “Detachment, at–ten–HUT!” Sixty pairs of heels cracked together as one. He turned to face the official welcoming party and saluted the leading officer, who wore the single ringed planet of Lieutenant–Commander’s rank on his epaulettes. Steve noted that whilst the Midrash party’s uniforms were of the same cut and style as those of Fleet Spacers, they were deep blue instead of black.
 
   “Junior Lieutenant Maxwell reports for detached duty, accompanied by First Lieutenant Shelby and sixty Marines and Spacers from LCS Achilles, Sir.”
 
   The Midrash officer returned his salute, then held out his hand. “Welcome aboard, Lieutenant. I’m Lieutenant–Commander Maram. This,” indicating an attractive female officer beside him, “is Junior Lieutenant Miriam Sabran. She’ll be your liaison officer during your stay with us.”
 
   “Ma’am,” Steve acknowledged, shaking her hand in turn, followed by Brooks.
 
   “Lieutenant Sabran will show you to your quarters in our visitors wing, then escort you to the mess hall for lunch. We’ll hold a cross–training session this afternoon, and divide you into teams to accompany our boarding and search parties tomorrow morning.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   After lunch, Miriam, as she insisted Steve and Brooks call her, told them more about what they’d be doing. “This afternoon we’ll have some of our experienced search team leaders talk with you about the tricks our local smugglers use to get things onto and off the planet. We’ll also do a few practical exercises, to show you the kinds of hiding places they contrive. We’re looking forward to your people showing us how smugglers on other planets in this Sector are doing it, in case there’s something we haven’t encountered locally. After that we’ll divide you into six groups. Tomorrow we’ll send out one group aboard each of our orbital patrol craft, to work alongside our own search teams. It’ll be nice to have the extra bodies — the searches will go much faster with more people to do them.”
 
   She looked at Brooks. “I understand you’ve just joined your ship. Have you done much of this sort of thing before?”
 
   “No, I haven’t,” Brooks confessed. “I’ve got a lot to learn, but Steve’s helped to train my Marines. He has a lot more experience.”
 
   “I spent six months aboard a heavy patrol craft at Radetski as part of a United Planets peacekeeping mission,” Steve explained. “Boarding and search was one of our duties. We found a big smuggled arms shipment while we were there. We’ve also learned a lot from working with some of the other planets in this sector over the past eight months, but this is the first time we’ve worked with Midrash forces.”
 
   Miriam nodded enthusiastically. “That’s great! I’m sure we’ll learn as much from you as you learn from us. We’ve got two problems here. There’s a lot of smuggling of exotic, controlled goods for our luxury market, particularly from ecologically sensitive planets. There’s also some laundering of stolen goods and hard assets, transshipped from other planets. They often pass through here on their way to other destinations before news of their theft can reach us, so we don’t know to be on the lookout for them.”
 
   “What about piracy?” Steve asked.
 
   She shook her head. “We’ve seen very little of it locally, although some other planets in this Sector have had a rough time. In the last decade, only three pirate vessels tried anything in our system. Two got blown out of space, and the third fled empty–handed. That’s helped to keep things peaceful. On the other hand, from time to time we’ve detected goods being smuggled through our system to other destinations that were known to have been aboard ships taken by pirates elsewhere. There’s clearly some sort of tie–in between pirates and smugglers in this part of the settled galaxy, but precisely what it is we haven’t been able to figure out yet.”
 
   “We’ll see if we can break something open for you,” Brooks promised.
 
   The orientation and cross–training session proved useful for both sides. Lieutenant–Commander Maram put his finger on one important point.
 
   “You divide your teams in half,” he observed. “While some of you — usually Spacers — are investigating nooks and crannies, others — usually Marines — are covering them. Why is that?”
 
   Steve explained his experience aboard Leona in the Radetski system. “I learned from that, Sir. I don’t want my teams to be mousetrapped in the same way. By having armed members of the party provide overwatch while others search, smugglers will have a hard time catching my team off–guard. We let people swap roles now and then to keep things interesting, but I usually task Marines with overwatch because they’re better trained in close quarters combat. Spacers, on the other hand, know more about ships, their structure, and where contraband might be hidden. This way we play to everyone’s strengths.”
 
   “We don’t normally arm our search parties, except for pistols for the officers,” Maram noted. “We’ve always relied on the presence of an armed orbital patrol craft to deter resistance.”
 
   “I’m sure it does that, Sir, but if you should come up against desperate people, fanatics like those we encountered at Radetski, that probably won’t be enough.”
 
   “I take your point, Lieutenant. We’ve never had to deal with such people in this system. Let’s hope we never do! In order to avoid any controversy, I suggest only your Marines carry weapons while you’re working with us. We can explain that by pointing out that Marines are more frequently armed when on duty than Spacers, who’re issued personal weapons less often. I’d also prefer them to carry bead carbines rather than their usual beam rifles, because beams will burn right through a spaceship’s hull or bulkheads. I want to minimize the danger to anyone beyond visual range.”
 
   “Very well, Sir. I’ll brief my people accordingly. I assume it’s in order for me to retain my sidearm?” He patted the holster at his waist.
 
   “If you wish, Lieutenant. I imagine you’d feel naked without it after your experience at Radetski.”
 
   “Something like that, Sir. Thank you.”
 
   Miriam joined Steve and Brooks for supper that night. As they ate, she gave them more background information about the challenges faced by the orbital patrols.
 
   “We simply can’t check every ship as we should. It’d take weeks to examine all their cargoes, even with robotic inspection to speed things up. The best we can do is check their cargo manifests, pick out a couple of shipments that might possibly conceal contraband, and go through them with a fine–tooth comb. All the rest has to be checked by Customs as it’s offloaded at the Cargo Terminal. Trouble is, they have the same problems we do — too much to inspect in too little time. Even automated inspections using scanning technology can’t cover everything in sufficient depth.”
 
   Brooks nodded soberly. “Even though I’m new to this business, I can see that a multi–million–ton cargo ship is a pretty big haystack in which to look for a needle.”
 
   Miriam made a moué of frustration. “You said it! If we tried to inspect all cargoes in detail, every shipper on the planet would complain to their political representatives, who’d come down on us like a ton of bricks for obstructing commerce. Of course, those same representatives will crucify the System Patrol Service if we don’t solve the smuggling problem! It seems like we can’t win for losing sometimes!”
 
   “I hope we can help you for a few days at least,” Steve said.
 
   “I’m sure you will. I’ll accompany each of your groups in turn, a different one each day. I want to make sure your people are working well with ours. If there’s any friction or uncertainty, I’d like to nip it in the bud before it gets out of hand.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Brooks agreed. “We’ll instruct our NCO’s to co–operate with you, to make sure things are kept in hand.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   On the fifth morning of their assignment, Steve met with the skipper of the patrol craft aboard which his team had been operating. Junior Lieutenant Vikram was a short, wiry man with an engaging smile, while his Inspection Officer, Ensign Melchin, didn’t seem deterred in the least deterred by his junior status. Miriam also attended, as she’d be accompanying Steve’s team that day.
 
   “I know our searches haven’t produced any results over the past few days, but that may change this morning — at least, I hope it does,” Vikram informed them, frowning. “SS Vargash will be entering orbit within the hour, inbound from Sigma and points between. She’s owned by the Fargin conglomerate. We suspect they’re trafficking in smuggled goods, both for their own account and transshipping them through our system to other destinations. The problem is, their overall trading activities are on such a large scale that they can easily conceal shipments of contraband beneath that cover. We’ve been trying to catch them in the act for over a year, but without success so far.”
 
   “What sort of commodities d’you think they’re smuggling?” Steve asked.
 
   “Precious stones and metals, transuranics and other high–value, low–bulk items. They deal in them legitimately, but their known transactions don’t seem to add up to the volume of those commodities their ships have been known to carry. However, they always manage to find ways to explain the discrepancies. We’re sure they’re up to something — the difficulty is proving it.”
 
   Ensign Melchin nodded. “A very high value in those items can fit into a very small space. Since they’re high–weight and low–bulk, how about weighing some of the containers or crates? That’ll pick up any discrepancy that might be missed by a purely visual inspection.”
 
   Vikram frowned. “I’m not sure. It’s a lot of hard work.” He glanced at Steve and Brooks. “You see, the cargo–handling tractor beams’ weight measurement readout can’t be trusted — it’s too easy to adjust it to give a false reading, which will conceal anything a smuggler doesn’t want displayed. We have industrial–grade tractor–beam scales on board our patrol craft, but we don’t normally use them for inspections because of the time and hassle factor. We have to set them up in a hold, move a crate or container to them, read its weight, compare it to the factory–certified weight — making allowance for any difference between the gravity where that was measured and the ship’s artificial gravity settings — then move it back to its place and bring the next one to the scales. It’ll be very time–consuming to do that for more than a few crates or containers.”
 
   “Sure, Sir,” his assistant agreed cheerfully, “but since we’re suspicious about these guys anyway, what have we got to lose?”
 
   Vikram shrugged. “You have a point. All right, send the cutter back to me after it drops you at the ship. Find a hold where you want to weigh something, open its freight doors and call me. I’ll have the cutter deliver the scales to your location.”
 
   They boarded Vargash as soon as she settled into her powered orbit near the Cargo Terminal, to be met by her supercilious First Mate. “Of course, you’re welcome to take as long as you wish,” he assured them airily. “We have nothing to hide. There’s just one thing. We have a new inertial compensator aboard, a replacement for a defective unit on another of our ships, the Trudish. She’s been immobilized here for six weeks in a parking orbit, waiting for it. We really need to get her back into service — she’s costing us a fortune sitting idle like that! Would you mind checking and clearing that shipment first, so we can send it over? A cargo shuttle’s already on the way to collect it.”
 
   “I see no reason why not,” Melchin agreed. “We’ll start in that hold.”
 
   The team took the conveyor down the long internal passageway until they came to the airlock for Hold 9. Sealing the helmets of their spacesuits and the Marines’ powered armor, the team went through the airlock, accompanied by a Bosun’s Mate to act as ship’s representative and deal with any questions or problems. The hold’s cargo doors were already open to the airless vacuum of space, stars glittering brightly in the background. The internal gravity field was on, so they didn’t need the magnetic inserts in their boots to hold them to the deck.
 
   The Bosun’s Mate led them to a pile of crates strapped down near the cargo doors. “This is the inertial compensator,” he informed them over their spacesuit radios. “It’s a standard unit, straight from the factory, with the customs seals from Sigma still on it. I’ll bring up the manifest, along with the invoice, serial numbers and bill of lading.”
 
   Steve looked around approvingly. His Marines, weapons clipped to their chest harness, and his Spacers split up to accompany members of the Midrash search party as they checked the markings on the crates. They moved smoothly and efficiently. He walked over to the cargo station, where Ensign Melchin was going through the documentation on the display. As he called off each crate’s number and details, a member of the search team checked its markings.
 
   Steve switched to the command channel and looked across at Lieutenant Sabran. “So far, everything seems in order,” he commented. “The crates’ details match those on the manifest: dates of manufacture, assembly and packaging, dimensions and weight, and so on.”
 
   “Sure. Let’s see about their weight.” She tapped Melchin on the shoulder. “Ensign, how about getting the scale over here?”
 
   “Sounds good to me. I was just checking each crate against the manifest before I did that.”
 
   The Bosun’s Mate was incredulous. “You wanna weigh these crates? You gotta be kidding! That’d take hours, and they want them aboard Trudish right away! She’s been waiting weeks for ’em!”
 
   Steve looked towards the open cargo doors. A hulking ten–thousand–ton cargo shuttle slid to a halt just outside them, using her own tractor and pressor beams to lock herself in place. A work party of a dozen space–suited stevedores stepped across the narrow gap between the ships. Their magnetized boot soles and heels held them to the deck until they reached the red–painted demarcation line a meter inside the hold, showing where the ship’s internal gravity field took effect. They ignored the search party and moved purposefully towards the crates containing the inertial compensator.
 
   “Bosun’s Mate, tell those stevedores to wait!” Steve ordered sharply. “We’ve not finished yet.” He turned back to Melchin. “Ensign, I don’t like the way they’re trying to hurry things. I suggest we get those scales over here ASAP.”
 
   “Aye aye, Lieutenant. I’ll contact Lieutenant Vikram at once.”
 
   The stevedores were casting loose the lashings on the first crates. Steve snapped, “Bosun’s Mate, I told you to stop them! Do it! Now!”
 
   “You gotta be crazy!” the Vargash spacer blustered. “Why in hell would you suspect these crates of holding anything else? I’ve shown you the damn documents. The Patrol’s never questioned them before! You’re costing us money every minute you hold us up like this! I’m gonna ask the First Mate to file an official complaint!” His hand went to the controls on his chest panel to change radio channels, without issuing any orders to the stevedores.
 
   Steve looked at Melchin. “Ensign, he’s stalling us! Something’s badly wrong here. Can you stop those stevedores?”
 
   Melchin turned to the Bosun’s Mate. “You heard Lieutenant Maxwell — stop them! What channel are their radios using?”
 
   The Bosun didn’t reply. Having already changed channels, he couldn’t hear Melchin. His lips were moving as he spoke, presumably to the First Mate.
 
   Melchin strode over to the stevedores, Steve following him. He held up his hand in a ‘stop’ gesture, then pointed to his ear, raising his hand in a gesture of inquiry. One of the workers indicated the figure 9 using his fingers, and Steve and Melchin set their suit radios to that channel.
 
   “You men, stop that!” Melchin snapped. “We’re not done with these crates yet, and won’t be for some time. You’ll have to wait for them.”
 
   The man who’d signaled the channel stepped forward. “You can’t hold us up like this! We’ve got a priority rush order to take these over to Trudish and get her back in service by tonight. She’s supposed to leave tomorrow with a full cargo. Every minute you waste costs us money! If you mess us around, we’ll sue the Patrol to recover every credit!”
 
   Steve saw the stevedores spreading out behind the speaker, and his instincts screamed a warning. That wasn’t a casual, random movement. They were getting into line, clearing each others’ way. It strongly suggested preparations for a fight.
 
   He switched his radio to his team’s channel, and snapped, “Heads up, everyone! This could be trouble. Don’t start anything, but don’t wait for orders if they do — just stop them.” As he switched back to channel 9, he saw his Marines begin to spread out, watchful, alert, ready to unclip their bead carbines from their chest harnesses at the first sign of trouble. The Midrash personnel were busy with their inspections, but his Spacers were moving towards them to pass on the alert.
 
   Melchin was still trying to argue with the foreman. Steve turned back to him and chose his words carefully. He didn’t want to say anything that would trigger hostilities. He knew every word was being recorded by their suit control panels, and would be analyzed to a fare–thee–well in any after–action reconstruction of events.
 
   “Ensign, I suggest this situation calls for guidance from more senior Midrash officers.”
 
   “You’re right, Lieutenant. Please deal with this man. I’ll have Lieutenant Vikram contact OrbCon for instructions.”
 
   Melchin stepped back, changing channels, as Steve took his place. “Very well, foreman, you heard that. We’ll wait for instructions from OrbCon. Until we get them, these crates are staying right where they are. Gather your workers over there, please, in that open space beyond the cargo station, and hold them there until we tell you otherwise.”
 
   The foreman sneered. “And who the hell are you to give me orders, sonny? We’re taking these crates, and we’re taking them now!”
 
   “Like hell you are! I’m Junior Lieutenant Maxwell, Lancastrian Commonwealth Fleet, and if you don’t do as you’re ordered immediately, we’ll place the whole lot of you under arrest!”
 
   The man sneered. “Spacer boy, are you? And a wet–behind–the–ears Junior Lieutenant to boot! Well, your rank doesn’t cut any ice around here, DAMN YOU!”
 
   He yelled the last two words, clearly intending them as a signal to his men, even as he plucked a half–meter pry–bar from his tool belt and swung it viciously. His workers surged forward, trying to get in among the inspection team. Steve realized instantly, even as he began to duck, that if they succeeded they’d render the Marines’ weapons useless. They wouldn’t be able to fire into a pitched melée for fear of hitting their comrades.
 
   As the pry–bar whipped over his helmet and the foreman tried to recover from his wild swing, Steve lunged forward and drove a solid tegatana handsword strike into the base of his neck, below the helmet mating collar of his spacesuit. He felt something break beneath his blow as it struck home, its effect enhanced by the hardened protective glove of his work spacesuit. The foreman gurgled, dropped the pry–bar and sank to his knees, clutching at his throat through his spacesuit as he desperately tried to draw breath.
 
   The area around the crates was transformed in an instant into a heaving sea of violence. Most of the Midrash personnel didn’t react fast enough, and went down as the stevedores swarmed over them. Two of Steve’s Spacers did likewise. However, his Marines and the other two Spacers had enough warning to scuttle backwards, out of reach. The Marines ripped their carbines from their chest clips and lined them at their attackers, snicking off their safety catches. Those stevedores who were still upright and exposed to fire slammed to a halt and raised their hands. They may have been angry, but they clearly weren’t suicidal. The Marines motioned with their carbine barrels, herding them to one side of the struggling mass of bodies on the deck.
 
   Steve didn’t have time to draw the pistol from his holster. As the foreman sank to his knees, two of his workers charged past him and grabbed for Steve. Twisting away from one of them, he snapped a kick to the side of the knee of the other man, dislocating it and sending him sprawling. Staggering, Steve dropped to one knee as he lost his balance, and put his gloved left hand on the floor. It landed on the pry–bar dropped by the foreman, and he grabbed it.
 
   The worker he’d eluded was coming at him again. Steve drove forward as he rose, straightening his left arm, pry–bar jutting out like a spear, and slammed it into the man’s chest. His victim’s forward momentum blended with Steve’s strike to make the blow viciously effective. The chest control panel on the worker’s spacesuit splintered as the pry–bar’s chisel point smashed through it, fracturing his sternum. His eyes bulged and he opened his mouth, clearly screaming in pain, but Steve heard nothing over his radio. Either the man was on another channel, or his radio had been disabled by the blow. Clutching at the still–embedded pry–bar, he fell to the floor.
 
   Steve spun around, drawing his pistol with one hand. Designed for spacesuit use, it used a firing bar at the front of the grip, easily operated even when wearing a heavy work glove, instead of a conventional trigger. Grasping the pistol loosely so as not to activate it, he used his other hand to reset his radio to the team’s channel. Instantly his earpiece was filled with clamor as the Spacers and Marines all tried to speak at once. He couldn’t make himself heard at all.
 
   His eyes fell to the heap of bodies writhing in front of him, where half a dozen of the stevedores struggled with the Midrash personnel and two of his Spacers. Even as he looked, he saw one of the stevedores wrench a pry–bar away from a Midrash spacer and begin to stand, raising it, clearly about to smash it point–first into the man’s helmet. Such a blow would kill him even if it didn’t reach his head, because all his spacesuit’s internal atmosphere would be voided when the helmet ruptured.
 
   Steve dropped instinctively into a braced combat shooting stance, his left hand coming up to support his right as it snapped out at full extension, aligning his pistol’s sights on the chest of the stevedore. As the pry–bar began to come down he squeezed off three rapid shots, inaudible in the vacuum of the hold, riding the recoil of the electromagnetic firing mechanism, most of which was absorbed by its inertial compensator. The hypersonic beads slammed into the man’s chest in a tight cluster, rocking his big, burly frame. His eyes opened wide with pain and shock as he staggered back, fighting for balance; but he tripped over two struggling figures behind him, toppling sideways to the deck, dropping the pry–bar as he fell.
 
   The clamor in Steve’s earpiece was cut off as if by a knife, the sight making everyone in his team freeze for a moment. He shouted, “RADIO SILENCE!” as he spun around, checking his six. The three he’d already dealt with were still down, the foreman clutching his throat, the second man cradling his dislocated knee and rocking back and forth, the third motionless on the deck. The other stevedores stood frozen, hands raised under the threat of the carbines in the hands of the Marines. Ensign Melchin was off to one side, lips moving, so he was obviously speaking on another frequency — most likely calling for backup from the patrol craft. The Bosun’s Mate was flat on his back, Melchin’s foot on his chest and his pistol aimed straight into his face. Clearly, there’d be no trouble from that quarter.
 
   Steve swung back. The only fighting was now in the heap of struggling bodies on the deck. He called, “Sergeant Eckhard, you and one other Marine lay your carbines down, then use your powered armor to break up this lot. Haul the workers off. Clobber them if they resist, then throw them over to join their foreman.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir! Donegan, with me!”
 
   The two Marines set down their carbines behind their colleagues, who were still holding the other stevedores at bay, and set to work. The exoskeletal synthetic ‘muscles’ of their powered armor, ten times as strong as an unaided man, made short work of the fight. One by one the struggling workers were hoisted up by belt or limb, clobbered if necessary, and flung in the general direction of their foreman. Those still able to do so after a very hard landing looked up, saw the carbines lined at them, and wisely lay still.
 
   As the Midrash personnel rose to their feet, Ensign Melchin broke in. “Lieutenant, help’s on the way. Lieutenant Vikram’s alerted OrbCon, and our other patrol craft are coming at full blast. We’re to hold in place until relieved.”
 
   “Got it. Where’s Lieutenant Sabran?”
 
   “Here,” she replied, breathing heavily, rising slowly on unsteady legs. “I was caught underneath that crush of bodies. I’m OK, just winded — the shuttle! Behind you, Steve!”
 
   He spun around again. A space–suited figure was standing in the mouth of the cargo shuttle’s hold, lining a bead carbine at him. Steve didn’t have time to assume a proper stance. He snapped his pistol up one–handed as he turned, got a flash sight picture and hurriedly squeezed off a shot. Even as the pistol jumped in his hand, something hard, hot and heavy smashed into his upper left arm. Agony roared through him as he jerked back, the arm falling unresponsive to his side. He felt the sting of vacuum as air and body fluids rushed out of the hole for a brief instant before his spacesuit’s self–sealing lining blocked it.
 
   It seemed as if every Marine in the hold turned their weapons on the figure in the shuttle at the same time. A hailstorm of beads slammed into him, his body jerking and twisting. He collapsed, the carbine falling from his hands.
 
   “Cease fire!” Steve called — or, rather, croaked, his voice coming out unnaturally strained and trembling. “Cease fire! Cover the others!” The carbines swung back to the prisoners, but they remained motionless. Having seen two of their number die, with several more down and injured, they’d had enough.
 
   Miriam hurried over and gently took Steve’s pistol from him. “Ensign, get Lieutenant Maxwell over to the cargo station, out of the way! Call for medevac! I’ll handle things here.”
 
   Steve tried to say something, but the burning, throbbing, stabbing pain in his arm grew ever greater, stifling his words. He felt a runnel of blood coursing down his arm inside the spacesuit’s sleeve, already reaching his wrist. Melchin took his right arm, tugging him gently. He tried to resist, but Sergeant Eckhard said, “We’ve got it, Sir. You did real well! Go get that arm treated. We’ll take care of this lot.”
 
   Numbly, he obeyed, stumbling on suddenly nerveless legs towards the terminal. The hold seemed to swim around him, as if in a mist. A wave of dizziness surged over him, but he forced it down.
 
   The Ensign sat him down gently on the seat in front of the terminal. “Hold on, Sir,” he muttered over the radio as he checked that Steve’s spacesuit had successfully sealed the breach in its airtight integrity. “Help’s on the way. Do you need to lie down?”
 
   “No,” he replied, gritting his teeth. “It hurts like hell, though. I think the… bone’s broken, and I can feel… blood running down my arm.” He had to speak in short bursts as sudden spikes of pain stabbed at him.
 
   “We’ll get you medical help as fast as we can. You’ll probably be taken down to the Sector Hospital. You’ll be in good hands there.”
 
   “I guess so. Why the hell… did that idiot try to shoot in the first place?… He couldn’t possibly have… saved his buddies. We already had things… under control in here.”
 
   “We’ll ask the prisoners about that later,” Melchin promised. His eyes went to the gap between the cargo shuttle and the hold doors. “Here’s Patrol Craft Six arriving. Lieutenant Shelby’s aboard her, if I remember correctly.”
 
   Sure enough, Brooks hurried into the hold within minutes, accompanied by his heavily–armed search party. He came straight over to Steve.
 
   “What happened, buddy?” His voice was filled with concern. “They said you got shot.”
 
   “Yeah — left arm. All… under control now. There’s something very fishy… about those crates containing the… inertial compensator. Check ’em out…”
 
   “You bet we will!” He glanced at the Ensign. “An ambulance cutter with a doctor on board is on the way here.”
 
   Some of the new arrivals herded the stevedores back into their cargo shuttle, arrested its crew, and departed in it to the Patrol Service base. Others fanned out throughout the ship, arresting every member of her crew and confining them to quarters until they could be ferried over to the base for processing. Through it all, Steve sat quiescent, the ship seeming to swirl around him. The fingers of his left glove felt heavy and swollen with the blood that had run down his arm from his wound.
 
   The ambulance cutter seemed to take forever to arrive. At last two medics and a doctor hurried into the hold. Ensign Melchin greeted them with a sigh of relief.
 
   “I’m glad you’re here. He’s in a lot of pain.”
 
   “We’ll take it from here, Ensign.” The doctor’s voice was crisp, professional. She glanced at Steve’s spacesuit sleeve and grimaced. “How are you feeling, Lieutenant?”
 
   “Lousy, Doc. Arm’s… red–hot. Bones feel like they’re… grating against each other whenever… I try to move.”
 
   “Don’t move, then! We’ll have to get you into atmosphere, then cut off this spacesuit to see what we’re dealing with. That’ll hurt, so I’m going to give you a shot to knock you out.”
 
   “Sounds… good to me, Doc.”
 
   She wiped the thinner, more flexible material of the spacesuit over his neck with a cleaning and disinfecting patch, then pressed a needle injector against it. He grimaced at the sting of the injection; but within seconds, his pain faded as darkness engulfed him.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Slowly Steve’s consciousness returned, as if rising towards the surface after a long submergence. Faintly in his ears he heard what sounded like birdsong… but that couldn’t be, surely? There were no birds in space! Even the air smelt different, fresh, clean, far more pleasant than the usual ‘canned’, filtered and recycled smell of air aboard a spaceship, that no amount of fresheners or deodorizers could completely mask. It was subtly different, too, carrying overtones of scents he didn’t recognize.
 
   He opened his eyes a crack. The room in which he lay was dim, light filtering through the curtains over the window… window? Curtains? So he wasn’t on a spaceship! He opened his eyes wider, and carefully turned his head. He was in a white–painted room, lying on a high bed, its upper half raised slightly, his head resting on soft, plumped pillows. The window on his left was open, fresh air moving the curtains slightly in a breeze — and yes, that was birdsong, coming from outside.
 
   He lay silent for a moment, then tried to move; but something was wrong with his left arm. It seemed heavy, unresponsive. He slowly turned his head to look. It lay outside the covers. A plastic hard–shell cast began around his shoulder, ran down his upper arm, made a right–angled turn at the elbow, and ended at his wrist. He gazed at it for a moment, puzzled, then slowly memory began to return. The freighter… the fight in the hold… he’d been shot…
 
   The door opened quietly, and a woman dressed in a white uniform looked cautiously around the edge. Her face brightened. “Ah! You’re awake, right on time.” She came in, bustling up to the bedside, beaming at him. “And how are you feeling?”
 
   He tried to answer, but his mouth was very dry. She seemed to understand. She turned away for a moment, then turned back, holding a glass of water, and put a straw to his lips. He sucked, swilling the water around his mouth, luxuriating as it soaked parched tissues and seemed to revitalize his whole being. He swallowed, feeling the moisture spread down his throat, then sucked again, and again.
 
   “Don’t drink too much at once,” she warned, pulling the straw away from his lips.
 
   He licked his lips with his newly–irrigated tongue. “Where am I? Who are you?”
 
   “I’m Petty Officer Third Class Osborne, a Lancastrian Fleet nursing aide. You’re in the Fleet Hospital in our Sector Base outside Ashkelon, Midrash’s capital city. After you were shot they knocked you out, then brought you straight down here — they could see your arm would need surgical attention. The doctor says you were very fortunate to be wearing a hard–shell work spacesuit. The bead expended a lot of energy getting through it before it hit you, so it caused much less damage than it would otherwise have done.
 
   “Anyway, everything went fine. They cleaned out your wound, put the pieces of bone back together and set it, wrapped it in a neobone lattice and painted it with nannies, then closed you up. They kept you asleep overnight to give the nannies time to get to work. Scans this morning show the flesh and bone are knitting together nicely, and the neobone lattice is more than half–filled already. You’ll be able to leave hospital by this afternoon.”
 
   As she spoke, she checked his vital signs from the readout next to the bed, then straightened his covers and opened the curtains to let in more light. He looked at her more closely. She seemed younger than him. Her blond hair, longer than a Spacer’s close–cropped fuzz, framed a cheerful, open face.
 
   “Thank heavens for nanotech medicine, I guess! When does the neobone lattice have to be removed?”
 
   “It doesn’t. Within six months it’ll have been absorbed by the body. The nannies will be excreted in the normal way. Basically, it gives your arm most of the strength of an intact humerus while the bone inside repairs itself, then it goes away when you no longer need it.”
 
   “Oh. OK, then. How long will I be in this cast?”
 
   “Usually not more than four or five days for this kind of injury. By then the nannies will have bonded the flesh of your arm together over the break, so a simple bandage over the wound will suffice. They’ll fit you with a brace and sling, which you’ll use for up to a month, depending on how you feel.”
 
   “That’s good news. Do you know what happened after I was shot?”
 
   “One of your officers will be along shortly to tell you all about it. They knew you’d be waking up about now. Would you like breakfast?”
 
   He suddenly realized that he was ravenous. “I could kill for some food, thanks.”
 
   “Not too much, and mainly soft foods,” she cautioned. “Your stomach won’t thank you for a heavy meal right now! How about scrambled eggs on toast? Tea, coffee or fruit juice?”
 
   “That’ll be great — and both tea and fruit juice if possible, please.”
 
   The food arrived shortly, and she sat at his bedside and fed him. He didn’t like that, and said as much, but she silenced his protests. “You’ve got a cast around one arm, and you’re still a little unsteady from the anesthetic. Last but not least, I don’t want to have to change the sheets on your bed after you’ve eaten! Don’t be too proud to be helped. That’s why the Fleet pays us these enormous salaries, anyway.”
 
   He snorted. “Yeah, right, just like they do us Spacers!”
 
   He enjoyed the meal, although he wished there had been more of it. She promised that if his stomach showed no signs of rebellion over the next few hours, he could have something more solid for lunch before being discharged. The thought cheered him considerably.
 
   Another nurse hurried in. “Visitor coming. He’s a Marine.”
 
   The two of them hastily put the remains of breakfast on the tray, checked to see that everything in the room was presentable, and scurried out. Within moments he heard footsteps coming down the corridor, and Brooks looked in.
 
   “Hey, Steve! Are you receiving visitors?”
 
   “Visitors, yes, but I’m not sure whether Marines qualify.”
 
   “Oh, well, in that case…” He made as if to turn and walk away.
 
   “Get in here, you idiot! I want to hear what’s been happening since I got shot.”
 
   Laughing, Brooks sat down on a chair at the right side of the bed. Steve used the bed’s controls to raise its upper section so he could look at him more easily.
 
   Brooks began, “You did a hell of a job up there! Turns out those buggers were part of a major smuggling operation. By spotting them getting ready to jump you, you saved your team from being overwhelmed. My Marines in your team are admiringly — and rather profanely — describing you as a ‘one–man wrecking crew’! You killed two smugglers with your pistol, seriously injured a third with that pry–bar, and disabled two more hand–to–hand.”
 
   Steve frowned. “You said I killed two smugglers? Did I hit the man in the shuttle, then? His shot struck me as I fired, and then he got hit by my team’s fire, so I didn’t see the result of mine.”
 
   “Yes, you did. Several of your team saw your shot strike his chest, and we confirmed that from the hold’s security vid. He was hit more than twenty times by the others — a case of overkill if ever I heard of one! Still, your bead hit him first, so even if you share him with others, he’s on your scorecard.”
 
   “Do we know who he was, and why he fired? It was all over in the hold by then. He couldn’t have made any difference to the outcome, so why did he do it?”
 
   “According to the System Patrol, his name was Albert Murrin — hey! Take it easy!”
 
   Steve surged upright in bed as he heard the name, but froze with as his injured arm tugged at him. He hissed in agony as his injured nerves let him know in no uncertain terms how stupid he’d been. He eased himself gently back onto the pillows as Brooks half–supported him.
 
   “Th — thanks, Brooks. Dumb of me, I know, but… I know that name. Did he serve a prison term at Vesta some years ago?”
 
   “Yes. They checked his record, and found he’d done time there for a drug trafficking offense. He got back here a couple of years ago.”
 
   “That figures.” Steve explained how he’d encountered Murrin aboard Cabot, his first ship as a merchant spacer, and what had happened to him. “I know he blamed me for being caught. I guess he must have recognized me and wanted to get even.”
 
   “Not according to the other prisoners, and to recordings of their communications. Seems the man you shot in the hold was Murrin’s younger brother. Murrin was in the crew compartment of the cargo shuttle, and saw him go down over its vid circuit — it had a camera looking into the hold. He couldn’t make out faces at that distance, but he knew it was his brother because there were a couple of distinctive patches on his spacesuit. He seems to have gone off his head at the sight. He grabbed a bead carbine, rushed down to the load compartment, and tried to kill you. I’ve heard the recording of his cursing and swearing and ranting over the suit channel they were using. There’s nothing to indicate he ever knew who you were.”
 
   Steve grimaced. “I knew Murrin was from Midrash, but I didn’t know he had a brother. Now their parents have two sons to mourn.” He sighed, remained silent for a moment, then looked up. “Was there any contraband in those crates?”
 
   Brooks laughed aloud. “You bet! When the dust had settled, the System Patrol found that some weighed almost twice as much as listed on the bill of lading. They tore down the components of the inertial compensator, and found some were full of solid rhodium briquettes — more than a ton of them! We’ve learned from the prisoners that it was being smuggled through Midrash as part of a laundering operation. It would have gone on to another destination aboard another ship — presumably Trudish, which was to receive the compensator.”
 
   “So the Patrol’s seized the rhodium?”
 
   “Of course, and the compensator, and the cargo shuttle, and Vargash herself. She’s carrying a lot of other cargo, most of which is probably legitimate, but everything aboard is being checked. If they find any more smuggled goods, they’ll be seized as well.”
 
   Steve couldn’t help a smile of satisfaction. “I bet the System Patrol Service is pleased. This gives them all the grounds they need to go after the Fargin conglomerate.”
 
   “That’s what Lieutenant–Commander Maram told us. He was almost dancing with excitement! Fargin’s already appealed Vargash’s seizure for smuggling, but some of her officers and crew are singing like birds in the hope of lighter sentences, so I don’t think her owners have much chance. By the way, all of us in Achilles’ boarding and search parties are very pleased with you! We’ll share in the prize money, along with Midrash’s System Patrol Service personnel. Your team gets double prize points, of course, because you made the discovery and capture, and the rest of us get standard prize points because we came to your assistance. I know I owe mine to your getting me aboard Achilles just in time for this operation. It’ll be my first prize money award. I owe you the biggest, best supper I can afford!”
 
   Steve grinned. “You’ll be able to afford a very nice one when they pay out, so I’ll take you up on that! Let’s see. A three million ton freighter, even an old one, should be worth a pretty decent price — at least thirty million; then there’s the price of rhodium — it’s much more expensive than gold — plus the value of the cargo shuttle and the inertial compensator… even if the auction isn’t heavily bid, we could be talking about fifty to sixty million credits all told.”
 
   Brooks goggled. “Man, that’s better than a poke in the eye with a sharp stick! Let’s say it’s forty million, to be on the safe side. The officers’ share would be fifteen per cent of that, which is six million; and there are only two officers aboard each of those six patrol craft, plus you and I and Miriam. All of us are O–1 and O–2 grade. We’re talking six–figure payouts! Our Spacers and Marines will also do very well. There can’t be more than eighty or ninety Midrash personnel, plus sixty from the Fleet, to split the enlisted prize share.”
 
   Steve grinned. “It’ll go some way towards making up for this arm.”
 
   “There’ll be more than just prize money to compensate for that. You’ll be getting a second award of the Combat Injury Medal, of course, and that automatically means another star for your Space Combat Badge. After all, you can’t suffer a combat injury unless you were in combat! I guess the others in your team will put up another star too.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   After lunch — steak and vegetables, to Steve’s pleasure and the gratification of his rumbling stomach — he was allowed out of bed. The hospital provided sweatpants, and a zippered sweatshirt three sizes larger than his normal clothing. PO3 Osborne showed him how to ease the sweatshirt over his good right arm, leaving his slung left arm loose inside it. He glanced at his reflection in the mirror, and grimaced.
 
   “It looks like I’m pregnant on one side only, and way too high.”
 
   Osborne giggled. “If you are, it won’t be your arm in a sling — it’ll be your ass!”
 
   He tried very hard to look aloof. “Don’t worry, my dear. I always take precautions.”
 
   She goggled at him for a moment, then they both burst out laughing.
 
   A familiar voice from the door said dryly, “Clearly, if getting shot puts you in such high spirits, we should arrange for it to happen more often.”
 
   Steve swung around to find Lieutenant–Commander Kilian standing there, along with a uniformed Commander and a man in civilian clothes, neither of whom he recognized. He stiffened to attention as best he could in his casual clothing and hospital slippers.
 
   “Good afternoon, Sir.”
 
   “Good afternoon, Lieutenant. Something’s come up. We need to talk.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   As they came inside, Osborne said, “I just finished helping Lieutenant Maxwell get dressed, Sir. I’ll leave you to talk alone.” She whisked out and closed the door behind her.
 
   Steve glanced around the room. “I’m afraid there are only two chairs, Sir, but if one of you won’t mind sitting on the edge of the bed with me, I’m sure we’ll manage.”
 
   “Very well. This is Commander Wu, Sector Chief of the Bureau of Intelligence, and Inspector Gilon of the Ashkelon Police Department. I think the Inspector should begin.”
 
   The civilian smiled. “Thank you, Commander.” He settled himself in his chair. “Lieutenant, thank you for an excellent piece of work yesterday. Ashkelon PD is working with our System Patrol Service to follow up leads implicating the Fargin conglomerate in this affair. I’m sure we’ll be busy with the case for months to come. However, it seems you’ve touched a raw nerve in our criminal community. No sooner did the news break about Vargash than informers began to report that a contract had been issued on your life.”
 
   Steve blinked. For a moment he couldn’t believe what he’d heard. “A contract? You mean, someone wants me killed?”
 
   “Yes. The word on the street is that it’s because you led the Marines and Spacers that stopped those smugglers, and killed those two men. Someone wants revenge. There may be more to it than that, of course, but that’s what we’ve heard so far.”
 
   A wave of anger washed over him. “Who’s behind it?”
 
   “We don’t know yet. We’re trying to learn more, but we thought it best to notify BuIntel at once.”
 
   “That’s where I came in,” Commander Wu added. He was a short, stocky man with bright, intelligent eyes behind old–fashioned eyeglasses. Steve couldn’t help wondering why he didn’t use contact lenses, or hadn’t undergone nanosurgery to correct his vision problems. Very few people wore eyeglasses these days, except for cosmetic reasons.
 
   “Inspector Gilon contacted me this morning,” he continued. “I passed on the news to your Commanding Officer, and asked her whether we could make use of you for a couple of days during your convalescence to nail down this thing. She agreed, and sent Lieutenant–Commander Kilian down to represent her during this discussion.”
 
   “I don’t understand, Sir.”
 
   “We’d like to use you as bait, Lieutenant. We can’t have criminals going around issuing contracts on the lives of Fleet officers, so BuIntel would like to nip this in the bud as quickly as possible. Our idea is to let it slip out that you’ll be at a well–known restaurant two evenings from now, so would–be assassins will know when and where they can find you. Of course, we’ll blanket the area with security to detain any would–be assassins before they can try to kill you. We want to question them — or, rather, have Ashkelon PD question them — in order to identify the person or persons behind the contract.”
 
   “I get it, Sir. I hope you don’t mind my saying that, as the person who’ll be in the line of fire, I hope your security will be on top form!”
 
   Commander Wu grinned. “Perhaps Inspector Gilon can reassure you about that.”
 
   Gilon nodded. “We’ll have BuIntel and BuSec operatives working with us. We’ll put agents in the restaurant kitchen, to make sure no one poisons your food; we’ll have them in the restaurant itself, to cover you from all sides; and we’ll have external security over the parking lot and surrounding roads. We value Midrash’s position as a Fleet Sector Base, so we’ll put our best people on this case. I think we’ll be able to identify and neutralize any threat entering the zone.”
 
   “I see. And how will you publicize my presence at the restaurant?”
 
   “After the Vargash incident the media are clamoring for interviews with you,” Wu informed him. “We’ll hold a news conference tomorrow morning, during which we’ll arrange for a question to be asked that’ll allow us to mention your restaurant booking in response. A tailor will be here in about half an hour to take your measurements. He’s promised to work through the night to produce a new Number Two uniform that will fit over that cast and sling, a civilian suit for your dinner engagement, and a selection of other clothing. BuIntel will cover the costs, of course.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.” Steve hesitated. “There’s one thing, Sir. You and Inspector Gilon have promised that security will be tight, but I’ve learned the hard way that the tightest security can still develop leaks. With your permission, Sir, I’d like to carry a pistol until this matter is sorted out. I think I’ve demonstrated that I can use one effectively. I have my private pistol secured in Achilles’ armory, if Lieutenant–Commander Kilian will arrange to have it sent down to the planet for me. Inspector, how do I go about getting a Midrash carry permit?”
 
   “I’ll have one issued to you,” Gilon replied. “As a Commonwealth citizen you have the right to keep and bear arms, of course, and we accept the Fleet’s handgun training as the equivalent of our carry qualification requirements. I’ll record your picture and details before we leave, and have our Licensing Branch hand–deliver the permit to you this evening. As for a pistol, don’t worry about bringing yours down — you’re a Fleet officer, acting in the course of your official duties, so APD will loan you a weapon. What model is yours?”
 
   “It’s a Chronos 89C, the compact version of their full–size pistol.” Steve forbore to mention that it had been confiscated from a team of thugs that had tried to kidnap him several years before, along with a second pistol of the same type, plus two full–size versions. The four had been the beginning of his small, but growing collection of weapons.
 
   The Inspector’s eyebrows rose appreciatively. “You have good taste in pistols — expensive, too! A local version is made under license from Chronos. We have some in our armory. I’ll get you a laser–sighted model, since you’ll have to use it one–handed. What sort of holster will you need?”
 
   “Well, Sir, I’m wearing this sling. Is there a holster that can fit inside it, out of sight?”
 
   “Good idea. I’m sure our Armorer can find something suitable. I’ll ask him.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   “If you’re giving him a laser–sighted pistol, Inspector, please make it an infra–red laser that’s invisible to the naked eye,” Wu added. “Lieutenant, I’ll issue you a pair of these eyeglasses. They’re not for optical correction — they provide night vision, magnification and a few other very useful tools, including an infra–red filter that reveals weapon sighting beams in that spectrum. I’ll have one of my staff teach you how to use them. There’s no sense in using a visible–spectrum laser beam if an assassin might take advantage of it to pinpoint your position.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir. I appreciate that,” Steve replied as Gilon nodded his agreement. “I’m supposed to be discharged from hospital this afternoon. If I’m to help you planetside, where will I be staying, please, Sir?”
 
   “I thought of reserving a room for you in the transient officers’ quarters at the Sector Base, but that would make it more difficult to use you as bait. With Inspector Gilon’s assistance, we’ve booked a room for you at a very nice hotel in central Ashkelon. Your travel kit is already on the way down from the System Patrol Service base, and BuIntel will give you a spending allowance to cover meals and other expenses. Full security will be provided.”
 
   Steve grinned. “If I’m going to be treated like this whenever I get shot, Sir, I’ll have to follow Lieutenant–Commander Kilian’s advice and arrange it more often.”
 
   “Despite my earlier comment, I’d really prefer you didn’t do that, Lieutenant,” Kilian responded dryly. “The Fleet will start to ask awkward questions if too many of our watch–keeping officers get shot too many times. Besides, BuIntel’s budget will only stretch so far!”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Miriam came down from orbit next morning to attend the news conference. Steve spent an hour with her fielding questions about the fight aboard Vargash, the discovery of the smuggled rhodium, and his injury and recovery.
 
   Finally, one of the journalists asked, “Lieutenant Sabran, since Lieutenant Maxwell will be spending a few days planetside to recover from his injury, do you plan on spending more time with him socially rather than professionally?”
 
   She smiled. “Yes, I’m taking him to supper tomorrow at Mordechai’s. I think, after all he’s done for us, it’s only fair to spoil him at one of the top restaurants in Ashkelon before he goes back to Fleet rations.”
 
   After the news conference, Steve grinned at her as he asked, “I hope BuIntel’s expense account is paying for our meal?”
 
   “It’d better be! Mordechai’s is far too expensive for a junior lieutenant’s salary!”
 
   Wu smiled. “Since you’re helping us, you can both enjoy yourselves at our expense for the next day and a half. A security team will be available to escort you, but if you don’t advertise your movements, you should be OK. I expect those we’re after will have watched this morning’s news conference. In their shoes, I’d plan to take advantage of your known movements tomorrow night.”
 
   As Wu spoke, Steve stiffened at a sudden inspiration. This may be the perfect time to use my relationship with the Dragon Tong! They may be able to provide information about who’s behind this. I can offer them information about the jade knife as an incentive — and I can begin to set up an eventual handover of the knife, too. Enough time’s passed that I can claim my search has borne fruit. Good thing I saved copies of those pictures I took of it for Vince, years ago on Vesta. Better not mention it aloud, though. I bet Commander Wu and APD wouldn’t be happy to know one of the Fleet’s officers was involved, even at arms’ length, with the settled galaxy’s most dangerous criminal organization!
 
   He asked casually, “Inspector, back when we were shipmates aboard Sebastian Cabot, Albert Murrin mentioned a restaurant in Ashkelon called the ‘Royal Golden Dragon’. He said it was the best of its kind he’d ever come across. Is it still operating?”
 
   “Yes, it’s still going strong. I’ve eaten there myself once or twice. It’s very good.”
 
   “Thanks. I’ll have to try it for myself.”
 
    Steve thought to himself with satisfaction, Good! That’s the Tong’s usual name for their restaurant ‘front organization’ on the major planets where they operate. I’ll try to shake off Miriam and everyone else, and have lunch there today.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Steve pulled his rented runabout into one of the few vacant spaces in the Royal Golden Dragon’s parking lot. He got out of his car, adjusted the loose jacket covering his sling to make sure he could get at the pistol inside it if necessary, and walked towards the restaurant’s double doors, fingering the white jade disk in his pocket. He’d retrieved it from the Fleet Depository after graduating from OCS, on the strength of an inchoate, nagging presentiment that it might possibly come in useful one day, and carried it since then in his personal gear. Now he was grateful for his prescience.
 
   The maître d’hôtel greeted him smoothly. “You have no reservation, Sir? Then there will be at least a thirty–minute wait for a table, I’m afraid. We’re very busy during lunchtime, as you can see.” He motioned to the crowded dining area behind him.
 
   “I understand,” Steve assured him. “I’d like to speak to the manager, please.”
 
   The man’s eyebrows lifted. “Is there a problem, Sir?”
 
   “No, not at all. Would you please give him this?”
 
   He took the jade disk from his pocket and handed it to the headwaiter, who accepted it in his white–gloved hand and glanced at it. His expression froze into immobility. He turned the disk over in his fingers, inspecting the characters incised into both sides, then looked up.
 
   “Sir, we appear to have a table available after all. If you’ll please follow me, I’ll seat you, then take this to our manager.”
 
   “Thank you very much.”
 
   The headwaiter escorted him personally to a table in a private alcove on a second–floor balcony, running around and overlooking the main dining area. It was a very similar layout to the one Steve remembered at the Tong’s restaurant on Vesta. The headwaiter seated him, murmured instructions to a black–uniformed waiter hovering nearby, then excused himself.
 
   The waiter bowed to Steve. “I’ll bring you the chef’s selected appetizer of the day, Sir, and a bottle of wine recommended by our sommelier as a fitting accompaniment for it. Meanwhile, please look through our menu and wine list. There is no charge for an honored guest such as yourself.”
 
   The appetizer proved to be delicious, as did the white wine accompanying it. However, Steve had time for only a couple of mouthfuls before the manager arrived. He looked to be in his mid–thirties, a short, stocky man with movements that hinted at muscle rather than fat beneath his formal suit. “I understand you wish to see me, Sir? I am Xin Mu, the manager on duty this afternoon.”
 
   “Yes, thank you.” Steve rose and shook his hand. “I’m — “
 
   “You are Junior Lieutenant Maxwell of the Lancastrian Commonwealth Fleet,” he completed the sentence for him. “I saw vid of you at a press conference this morning. Congratulations on your success earlier this week.” He laid Steve’s jade disk on the table.
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Xin. That’s what brings me here. Please sit down for a moment while I explain.”
 
   “Thank you, Lieutenant.”
 
   The waiter pulled out a chair for the manager as Steve resumed his seat. When they were settled, he continued, “That disk was given to me by the Red Pole of the Dragon Tong on Vesta several years ago, in return for assistance I’d been able to render to the Tong in… a certain matter. He advised that if I ever needed help, I should show that disk to the Tong.”
 
   Xin held up his hand. “It would not be appropriate for me to hear more, Lieutenant. I shall inform our own Red Pole of your need, and bring him or his representative to your table within an hour. Meanwhile, please relax and enjoy your meal.” He rose to his feet. “I shall return as soon as possible.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Xin. Please ask him to check your records about an investigation I’m conducting on behalf of the Tong. This visit partly concerns that matter.”
 
   Steve enjoyed three more delicious courses recommended by the waiter, but declined more wine, sticking to water so as to keep a clear head. Tactfully, Steve’s food arrived already cut into portions suitably sized for someone eating with one hand. The waiter poured coffee and a local liqueur to round off the meal.
 
   Steve had finished half his coffee when the manager returned, with another man following him. The new arrival was of medium height and powerfully built. Steve noted that his walk was balanced and alert, clearly that of a trained martial artist. His black hair was close–cropped over a round face, unremarkable except for his piercing dark eyes.
 
   “This is Mr. Wang Qiangshui,” the manager introduced him. “He will be able to help you further.” He nodded to the waiter. They walked away from the alcove in different directions. Each stopped several meters away, out of earshot, and stood with their backs to the alcove, clearly ready to divert anyone seeking to walk along the balcony.
 
   Steve half–bowed to the new arrival. “I’m Steve Maxwell. Thank you for coming so quickly. I hope I haven’t inconvenienced you.”
 
   “Not at all.” Wang returned Steve’s formal half–bow and sat down. “One who bears a token such as yours is hardly an inconvenience to us. I understand it was given to you at Vesta?”
 
   “Yes, by the Red Pole of the Dragon Tong there. His name was Wang as well — a relative of yours, perhaps?”
 
   “Almost certainly a distant relative, but I don’t know him personally. Wang is a very common family name among those of Chinese origin.”
 
   “I see. I’d been able to render him a service, and I’ve continued to send annual reports to your Vesta branch in connection with an investigation I’m conducting for the Tong. Mr. Wang gave me the disk as a means to make contact with the Tong elsewhere, in case of need.”
 
   Wang nodded, and displayed a signet ring on his finger bearing the same Mandarin character that was silver–inlaid into the disk. “I hold the same office in the Dragon Tong here on Midrash. I’ve checked our records, as you requested, and found that our people on Vesta have kept the Tong informed about your annual reports — thoroughly disguised and encoded, of course, so as not to risk identifying you. How may we assist you?”
 
   Steve took a deep breath. He’d made up the story he was about to spin out of whole cloth. He’d managed to convince the Tong’s branch on Vesta of his sincerity, so he felt confident of his ability to do the same here.
 
   “First, and most important from your point of view, I have some news of my search.” He reached into his pocket and took out an envelope. “Three years ago I learned of the existence of another of Bosun Cardle’s friends, a man presently in the merchant service. Gaining his trust was aided by the fact that the Bosun had mentioned my name to him; but his ship trades on the far side of the settled galaxy, well over two thousand light years away, with no direct trade routes between us, so communication with him has been very slow and circuitous.
 
   “After several messages back and forth, each taking four to six months to make the one–way trip, I broached the subject with him of the jade knife of Lei Sik Hoi. He didn’t reply for some time, and when he did, he expressed fear — even panic — at the prospect that others might learn of our discussion. I had to assure him of the security of my communications, and guarantee secrecy about his name and location, before he’d go any further. He finally accepted my assurances, and sent me these images. I’ve just printed them.”
 
   Steve handed the envelope to his host, who opened it and took out several photographs. The Red Pole gazed in fascination at the jade knife they depicted. As he watched Wang look through them, Steve thought, Good thing I kept those pictures all these years. If the Bosun could see us now, I bet he’d be laughing!
 
   Wang asked slowly, almost reverently, “These… is this…?”
 
   “Those are very similar to the images I saw in the possession of Bosun Cardle on Vesta, several years ago — the ones he showed to Mr. Lamington, a jade dealer on that planet. Mr. Lamington identified the knife as being that of Lei Sik Hoi, based on a picture and description in a scanned copy of a book, and on information contained in a reward offer circulated from Old Home Earth. At the time, of course, I had no idea of its importance. However, I also don’t know whether his identification of the knife was correct. It seemed to me that before going any further, I should ask the Dragon Tong whether this is, in fact, the right knife. I imagine you have experts who can identify it?”
 
   “Not here on Midrash, but at Qi… on another planet, I’m sure there are people who can do that.” Steve grinned inwardly as the Red Pole almost slipped up and named the planet Qianjin. Bosun Cardle had told him it was widely believed to be the Dragon Tong’s home base, its government said to be controlled by them from top to bottom. “I’ll send these to our people there at once. Do you have the raw images?”
 
   “I do. I’ve put copies on this data chip for you.” Steve reached into his pocket and handed over a chip. He’d previously erased all identifying data in the image files, then converted them to and from four different formats, resizing them every time, to make sure nothing in each file could indicate its origin. “I figured it was best to bring the pictures to you here,” he continued, “rather than send them all the way back to Vesta, because that would minimize any delay in identifying the knife. If it’s the one we want, I can take the next step.”
 
   “And that is?”
 
   “To try to arrange to get the knife from him — and that’s going to be very difficult indeed, because he doesn’t have it in his possession any longer. He learned of the Bosun’s and Mr. Lamington’s deaths several years ago, and heard about the intense search for the knife. In his panic, he buried it on the planet he was visiting at the time, in the hope that he’d never be connected with it. He’s still terrified of being murdered for it as well.”
 
   “But we’ll pay him a fortune for it! The reward for its recovery currently stands at ten thousand taels of gold.”
 
   Steve blinked at hearing that the knife was now worth the equivalent of more than twelve and a half million credits to its discoverer, but strove to keep his composure. “He doesn’t fully trust anyone about something like this — not even me. All he knows for sure is that his closest friend in the world, and the person to whom his friend showed pictures of the knife, were both murdered. Put yourself in his shoes. Can you blame him for his caution? He told me frankly that he intends never to retrieve the knife. His exact words were, ‘It can sit in the ground and rot, for all I care’. I don’t even know on what planet he buried it.”
 
   Wang winced. “The ancestors forbid! We must recover it at once! If you give us his name, and the name of his ship, we can ask him for the details — “
 
   “No, Mr. Wang.” Steve’s voice was firm. “When I embarked on this quest several years ago, the Dragon Tong — in the person of the Red Pole on Vesta — agreed that I could keep the names of the Bosun’s friends confidential, for a number of reasons. I’m going to stick to that agreement. Even more important, I’ve given this man my personal assurance that I’ll never identify him to the Tong. If I hadn’t done that, he’d never have told me as much as he has, or sent me those photographs.”
 
   “But — but… what if he should have an accident, or die from disease, without saying any more? The knife would never be recovered.”
 
   “True; but my word is my bond. That’s an old–fashioned attitude, I know, but the Bosun was an old–fashioned man in many ways. It’s one of the reasons I honor his memory; and for that reason, I’m not prepared to go back on my word.”
 
   Wang gave a long sigh of frustration. “Then what will you do?”
 
   “There are three things, all dependent on whether you can identify that knife as the one you seek. If it is, my first step will be to try to persuade my contact to retrieve the knife from where he buried it and send it to me anonymously, so he can’t be traced through it. If he wants the reward, I’ll offer to make arrangements for him to receive it. If he won’t do that — and given the delay in messages, it’ll be up to a year, perhaps even longer, before I know — then I’ll ask him to tell me where the knife is, so I can go to that planet and retrieve it myself. That’ll cut him right out of the loop, and minimize his exposure to danger. I can try to arrange a posting in due course to a Fleet ship operating near that planet, once I know where it is. Alternatively, I can take a leave of absence and travel there privately.
 
   “If neither approach works, I’ll point out to him that if I return the knife to the Dragon Tong, I can ask the Tong in return to help me with information about pirates and the piracy problem. I can use that in my Fleet career to put some real hurt on them, which will help to avenge Bosun Cardle. I spoke about that with your counterpart on Vesta some years ago.”
 
   Wang nodded. “He recorded your suggestion and passed it up the line. I read about it just before coming to meet you.”
 
   “Good — then you understand my motivation. I think that’s likely to be a powerful incentive for him, too, given that pirates killed his best friend. He may want proof of it before committing himself. If so, I’ll contact the Tong to see what can be done to satisfy him.”
 
   “I daresay we can provide some suitably… impressive information to convince him that your relationship with us is worth pursuing.”
 
   “Very well. I think one of those three approaches will produce results. It’ll take a long time to obtain his approval; perhaps a few more years, given communications delays, and possibly the necessity for me to arrange a posting or leave of absence that’ll allow me to retrieve the knife. Still, I’m fairly confident that in the end, you’ll get it. I think those pictures are proof that I’ve been working on your behalf for the past seven years. I hope you’ll trust me to continue to do that.”
 
   Wang nodded slowly. “They’re certainly convincing evidence of your efforts. Very well. I’ll pass on your points to my superiors, and await their response.”
 
   “Thank you. In the meantime, I hope you can help me with more immediate information, to help me stay alive long enough to recover the knife for you.”
 
   Wang looked up, startled. “What do you mean?”
 
   Steve explained about the contract that had been issued on his life after the Vargash incident. “I’m not asking the Dragon Tong for protection — as a Fleet officer, I have access to all I need. However, since time’s of the essence, I’d greatly appreciate any information you might be able to provide about those behind this contract. I understand you can’t be expected to co–operate with law enforcement authorities, or provide evidence to convict those responsible. However, if you use informants to pass a name or names anonymously to Inspector Gilon of the Ashkelon Police Department, he can search for more information using his own resources. As an added incentive for you to get that information to him, the murder of a Fleet officer as the result of such a contract would lead to a widespread, long–term crackdown while the authorities searched for those responsible. That might be… shall we say, as detrimental to the Tong and its interests as it would be to everyone else in your line of work. Your assistance might help to avoid such disruption.”
 
   Wang pursed his lips. “It’ll be useful to point that out to those who may be able to provide the information we need — it’ll invoke their own interests as well. I think we can help you, Lieutenant. I’ll initiate inquiries at once, as a matter of extreme urgency. If any information is available, I’ll have it in Inspector Gilon’s hands by this time tomorrow at the latest.”
 
   “Thank you very much, Mr. Wang. I appreciate your help.”
 
   “One last point about your search for the jade knife. Have you submitted your annual progress report to Vesta yet?”
 
   “I’ll be sending it to them within the next few weeks.”
 
   “If you wish, I’ll inform them of our meeting, and of the pictures you’ve given me.”
 
   “Thanks very much. Please remind them that I’m trying to avoid open contact with the Tong, due to my position in the Fleet. It’s only because of the urgency of the present situation that I came here today.”
 
   “Of course. I’m pleased that you did. You can hardly continue to make inquiries on our behalf if you’re in your grave! We’ll do all we can to prevent that.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   As Steve drove away from restaurant, he mulled over his conversation with Wang. Clearly, the Bosun’s worst fears about the jade knife had not been exaggerated. It was still the object of an intense search, and — judging by the astronomical reward being offered for it — more in demand than ever. He’d bought himself time with the story he’d spun to the Tong on Vesta more than seven years ago, and hopefully bought more after yesterday’s discussion… but that wasn’t going to last forever. He’d have to plan the end–game very carefully.
 
   The bedside comm unit in his hotel room rang the following morning as he was using a depilatory in the bathroom. He wiped his face as he walked over to the bed, and picked up the handset.
 
   “Lieutenant Maxwell speaking.”
 
   “Good morning, Lieutenant.” He recognized Wang’s voice. “I just wanted to inform you that the information you requested has been delivered to the person you designated.”
 
   “Er… I see. Thank you.” Steve didn’t mention any names.
 
   “One more thing. Our sources tell us that the contract you mentioned has already been accepted. It seems there’s great anticipation in… certain circles. Please be careful.”
 
   “Thank you. I certainly will be — after all, forewarned is forearmed.”
 
   “Yes. Do please make sure of that. We’re relying on you in… other matters. It would be tragic if you were no longer in a position to assist us.”
 
   Steve couldn’t help grinning. “It’d be rather unfortunate from my perspective as well!”
 
   “Very well, Lieutenant. I look forward to hearing about what the ancients used to call ‘the confusion of your enemies’.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Miriam endured Steve’s less–than–politely–expressed frustration with his cast, and helped him put on a smart ruffled shirt and bow–tie. The tailor had modified the shoulder and sleeve of the shirt with extra material, so it could be closed over the cast and fastened with press–studs. She helped him ease his arm into the sling, then position the holster inside the folds of material. The APD armorer had provided a left–handed inside–the–waistband unit. Its belt clip fit securely through an opening Steve had cut in the folds of the sling against his chest, holding it in place. It was invisible from outside, particularly when he draped a suit jacket over the sling, but the pistol was easily accessible.
 
   Steve checked that the laser was on, and left it that way as he holstered the loaded pistol. It would dim automatically after thirty seconds, then reactivate itself as soon as the weapon was grasped.
 
   “Is it easy to see the laser through those spectacles?” Miriam asked.
 
   “Yes, very easy. With this laser–eyeglass combination I can take a head–shot at twenty–five meters if I have to, even one–handed.”
 
   “Is that why you went to the APD pistol range last night — to check that?”
 
   “Of course. Never trust anyone else to sight in a weapon for you. Do it yourself, or double–check their work. If you’re going to bet your life on it, best be sure it’s as safe a bet as you can make it!”
 
   She grinned. “Hearing that, and having seen how fast and accurately you shot last night, makes me feel a lot safer.”
 
   “I don’t know about ‘safe’ — in that outfit, you look good enough to eat!” Her long sleeveless dark–green dress clung to her, the material falling in folds that swayed gently with her movements. The inner curves of her breasts peeped enticingly from a low, but not immodestly cut décolletage.
 
   “Why, thank you, kind sir! You’re looking pretty good yourself, in spite of that cast. The tailor did a good job on that suit.”
 
   “One thing, Miriam.” Steve’s voice was deadly serious. “I know you’ve had firearms training, but you haven’t been in a gunfight before, have you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I’ve been in a couple. If we get into one tonight, follow my lead and do as I say. I’m not doubting your training or professionalism, you understand. It’s just that no amount of training can prepare you for your first gunfight. Experience counts.”
 
   “I understand. After what happened aboard Vargash, you’ll get no argument from me! I was blindsided there. I don’t want to be caught off–guard again!”
 
   They arrived at the restaurant as the twilight deepened. It was a distinctly up–market establishment, with an open–air courtyard already filling with diners. A waiter ushered them to a table set beside a trickling pool in one corner, out of sight of the parking area. Many of the tables nearby were already occupied.
 
   Steve tried to force himself to relax, but at first found it impossible. The knowledge that someone might try to kill him at any moment overrode everything else. As the waiter seated them, he contrived to drop his handkerchief, and while bending to pick it up, glanced quickly at the underside of the table to make sure no devices of any kind were fastened there. While the waiter handed them menus and an extensive wine list, he shot sideways glances at many of the tables surrounding them. He knew that several were occupied by members of the security team, but couldn’t tell them apart from regular diners, even with careful scrutiny — a good sign, he supposed. He also knew that some of the waiters and kitchen staff were security people, but couldn’t identify them either. Finally, he shrugged mentally. If he couldn’t spot the good guys, odds were that the bad guys couldn’t either.
 
   The menu was extensive and very promising. He flipped through its pages, mouth watering, and looked up to find Miriam licking her lips in anticipation as well.
 
   “I’ve never heard of some of these dishes. What’s ‘roast chulengo’ when it’s at home?”
 
   She laughed. “It’s a local animal, and very tasty. There are so many tempting choices here that I can’t make up my mind! I’m going to ask our waiter for advice.”
 
   “Not a bad idea.”
 
   They settled on an asparagus starter for her, and a seafood bisque for Steve. For the main course — at his recommendation, because she’d never tried it — they ordered a chateaubriand for two, a choice cut of steak cooked as a single fillet and carved at their table. The waiter explained that the recipe included a local variation, the fillet being served with a casserole of mushrooms and onions.
 
   The food lived up to the promise of the menu and the opulent surroundings. The medium–rare chateaubriand was so tender it could be eaten with a fork, and the accompanying Bearnaise sauce, casserole, herb–encrusted roast potatoes and a variety of string bean native to Midrash were delicious. However, to keep their wits about them he and Miriam drank only water, which surprised the waiter. Filled to repletion, they compromised on dessert by sharing a single portion of a local raspberry–like fruit, marinated in liqueur and topped with a light, frothy dark chocolate mousse.
 
   Over coffee Miriam commented, “If threats to your life are going to get me free meals like this on a regular basis, I’m all in favor of them.”
 
   “Gee, thanks! I’m glad you care so deeply.”
 
   She giggled. “What next?”
 
   “The danger’s not over yet. Just because nothing’s happened in here doesn’t mean something won’t happen on the way back to the hotel. If I were the bad guys, I’d expect us to be a bit under the influence and off our guard after a meal like this. It’d be a good time to make my move.”
 
   “I guess you’re right.”
 
   Steve paid the waiter using a credit chip provided by Commander Wu, and included a generous tip. As they rose, he put on the night–vision eyeglasses, mentally preparing himself for anything that might ensue. If the bad guys, whoever they were, didn’t make their move soon, all Commander Wu’s careful arrangements — and BuIntel’s expense account — would have been wasted.
 
   Miriam tucked her arm elegantly beneath his, and they walked slowly to the entrance. The head–waiter bowed politely as they passed his station, and they stepped down onto the plascrete of the parking lot. Steve led Miriam through the parked cars to the open lane, and they turned right towards their runabout. As they did so he glanced at Miriam — only to see a red dot suddenly appear over her cleavage, wavering, then tracking across her body towards him. It came from a needle–thin beam, which his eyes followed instantly to the open window of a car parked on the roadway above the sunken parking lot.
 
   “DOWN!”
 
   He shoved Miriam hard to the right, towards the nearest opening between parked vehicles, then lunged to the left as his right hand slipped inside his sling. As he touched his pistol, there came the flat crack! of a weapon from the parked car. The sighting beam was still wavering between him and Miriam. He heard her startled exclamation, but didn’t dare take the time to look around as the shooter recovered, his sighting beam swinging towards Steve.
 
   He landed on his knees, sheltering behind the nearest vehicle, bracing his right forearm on its hood, thrusting the pistol out at full extension. The shooter’s car was at least fifty meters ahead of him and a few meters above his height. That was a long distance for accuracy with the short sight radius of a compact pistol, but within the range of the laser fitted to his weapon. He placed his sighting beam on the open window in the rear door of the car and squeezed off his first round. As he rode the recoil, forcing the weapon down into alignment once more, he heard the distant tinkle of shattering glass and a scream from the vehicle. The attacker’s sighting beam jerked up and to one side, and his second shot flew wild. Steve fired again, hearing a dull whock! as his bead struck the car’s body; and again, smashing another window; and again, producing another whock! as the car began to move.
 
   The vehicle’s tires scrabbled and screeched against the plascrete roadway as the driver accelerated out of the parking bay into the evening traffic. Horns sounded and brakes squealed as other drivers swerved to avoid him. Simultaneously, shouts rose from around Steve in the parking lot. Three vehicles pulled out of parking spots and raced up the ramp towards the road, blue lights flashing inside their windows. An aircar circling idly nearby suddenly displayed flashing blue–and–white lights and dove headlong in pursuit of the fleeing vehicle, searchlight coming on and probing downward.
 
   Steve looked across the open lane. “Miriam! Are you all right?”
 
   “Yes! Did they hit you?” She started to rise from her crouched position behind a car.
 
   “Stay down! Don’t come out until I tell you it’s safe!”
 
   He heard the pounding of running feet approaching down the open lane behind him. He twisted around, arm swinging to rest on the trunk of the car behind him, taking aim at three running figures coming towards him. They saw his movement and skidded to a halt, throwing their arms wide, hands open.
 
   “Don’t shoot!” the lead figure called, a touch of panic in his voice. “We’re APD! We’re on your side!”
 
   “And just where the hell were you when we needed you?” he called back, his voice savage. He peered at their uniforms, recognizing them in the dim light, and rose from behind the car. “Very well, come ahead. Miriam, you can get up now.”
 
   As the three men came up, Steve demanded acidly, “Who was responsible for checking the cars up there on the roadway? How come no one saw the shooter arrive, or tried to stop him getting into position for a clear shot?” As he spoke, he applied the safety catch and slipped the pistol back into its holster.
 
   “Sir, I’m Sergeant Levi, Ashkelon PD. I don’t know how they got into position. APD is responsible for security here in the parking area. Operatives of your Bureau of Intelligence were looking after the restaurant itself, and your Bureau of Security was handling the outer perimeter. I’ll bet APD and BuIntel plan to ask BuSec exactly the same questions, Sir.”
 
   “Very well, Sergeant. In that case, I apologize for my earlier remarks, and I withdraw them.” He turned to Miriam as she came up. She was holding her right hand over her upper left arm. As she lifted it for a moment, he saw a dark shadow on her skin.
 
   “Miriam! You’re hit!”
 
   “Not really. That first round grazed my arm in passing, but it only just broke the skin. You can hardly even call it a scratch.”
 
   She turned to show him more clearly in the dim light of the parking area. He relaxed as he saw she wasn’t exaggerating. It was just a hairline mark on her upper arm, bleeding slightly.
 
   “I’ll call an ambulance, Ma’am," Sergeant Levi offered, reaching for his comm unit.
 
   “Oh, no, you don’t! I’m not going to hospital for something that small!” Her voice was emphatic. “If you have a first–aid kit in your car, that’ll be all I need."
 
   “I have one,” the Sergeant agreed, “and you’re right, I guess – that’s pretty insignificant. I’ll need to take a picture of it for our records, then I’ll disinfect and cover it.”
 
   “Thank you, Sergeant.” She grinned at Steve. “You move like a cat when there’s danger around. You’re so fast the eye can barely follow you.”
 
   He frowned. “Not fast enough, if you got hit.”
 
   “Fast enough that it was only a graze. It could have been a lot worse.”
 
   The policeman asked, “Are your immunizations up–to–date, Ma’am?”
 
   “They are, thank you, Sergeant. I won’t need a shot.”
 
   Miriam suddenly realized what she’d said, and stood open–mouthed for a moment; then her after–action adrenaline dump kicked in, and she burst out laughing. Steve let out a bellow of laughter, startling himself, and the three policemen, after a moment of surprise, joined in. The five of them stood for almost thirty seconds, doubled over and shaking with mirth as their tension found an outlet.
 
   Sergeant Levi eventually managed to say, still grinning, “This way to my car, Ma’am.” They began walking as he continued, very sincerely, “I have to say, Sir, that was great shooting! You fired four times in no more than two seconds, and I heard four impacts from the car. That sort of speed and accuracy, one–handed, over that range, even with a sighting beam, is darn good by anyone’s standards.” His two colleagues nodded vehement agreement. “I think you hit one of them, too — I heard a scream.”
 
   “Yes, so did I.”
 
   Levi glanced at the entrance to the restaurant as they passed it. The diners in the courtyard were milling around, clearly wanting to come out and see what was going on, but were being restrained by others, presumably BuIntel operatives. The Sergeant snorted in disgust.
 
   “Typical! Whenever shots are fired, the first thing idiots want to do is come out and gawk! The fact they might get shot while doing so doesn’t even occur to them! You two, go help the BuIntel people sort out that lot. Make sure we get statements from any witnesses.”
 
   “Yes, Sergeant,” his two colleagues replied in unison, and trotted towards the entrance.
 
   Levi’s comm unit buzzed. He scooped it from his belt, identified himself, and listened intently.
 
   “Understood, Sir. I’ll tell them.”
 
   Replacing the unit on his belt, he smiled. “That was Inspector Gilon. They got them! The aircar pinned them down, and our patrol cars were able to catch up to them. Three people, the driver, the shooter and one other, all in custody — and you hit the shooter, Sir. Your first round went through the open window, cut across his left cheek and ear, and went on to break the window behind him on its way out. It apparently made a hell of a gash, with a lot of blood, but it’s only a flesh wound.”
 
   “Good. That means he’ll be able to answer questions.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   At his car, an unmarked vehicle, the Sergeant photographed Miriam’s arm, then retrieved a first–aid kit from the trunk, cleaned the graze, and swabbed it with antiseptic. She winced at the sting of the astringent liquid, but smiled at Steve to show it wasn’t too bad.
 
   As Levi opened an adhesive dressing and applied it to the graze, Steve’s comm unit buzzed. He took it from his belt.
 
   “Lieutenant Maxwell speaking.”
 
   “Lieutenant, this is Commander Wu.” The other’s voice was hurried, his breathing heavy, as if he’d been running. “I’m at the scene where APD is holding the shooter and his accomplices. I just wanted to confirm to you that we have them. I don’t know what happened to let them get into position like that, but I intend to find out.”
 
   “Yes, Sir. I’m informed that BuSec was responsible for the outer perimeter.” Steve had to bite his lip to refrain from adding several very rude remarks concerning their competence.
 
   “Don’t say any more, Lieutenant — this is an open channel. All I can say right now is that there’ll be further developments through the night. Go back to your hotel and relax. I’ll give you an update tomorrow morning.”
 
   “Aye aye, Sir.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   “Hi, buddy.” Brooks grinned as Steve opened the door to his room. “I hear you made a nuisance of yourself again last night.”
 
   “Come in. Yeah, I’ve been keeping myself busy. What brings you down to the planet?”
 
   Brooks tossed his overnight bag onto the bed, and sat down beside it as Steve resumed his seat. “We’ve been working like dogs checking everything aboard Vargash. Midrash’s System Patrol Service were real grateful for our help — having an extra sixty trained bodies on hand has speeded up the work enormously. Achilles gets out of the dockyard tomorrow, so they gave us all liberty tonight and flew us down here. They’ve arranged accommodation for everyone planetside. They’ll fly us back up to orbit tomorrow evening to rejoin Achilles.”
 
   “Sounds good. Where are you staying?”
 
   “Right here! Lieutenant–Commander Maram arranged a room for me. Said it was the least they could do for both of us, seeing as we’re buddies. I’m shamelessly playing on your fame for all it’s worth.”
 
   Steve pretended to throw a cushion from the chair at him. “Bribery and corruption, that’s what it is!”
 
   “Maybe.” Brooks’ face sobered. “Speaking of corruption, what’s this I hear about a judge of the planet’s Constitutional Court being part of this mess?”
 
   “I guess bad apples can crop up anywhere, or a good apple can be bruised. In this case, enough money was involved to tempt a saint!”
 
   “How did they catch him so quickly, anyway?”
 
   Steve thought fast. He couldn’t reveal that the Dragon Tong had provided the judge’s name, amongst others, to Inspector Gilon. “The authorities became suspicious about five people — two directors of the Fargin conglomerate, the judge, and two other businessmen. They got a court order to tap all their comm units and messages. Turns out some of them had additional, unregistered comm units — they found out about them when the others called those codes. They used voice and data encryption, but the authorities got around that by downloading a program to their devices, disguised as an ‘operating system update’. It recorded everything seen or heard on their end — after decryption or before encryption, in other words — then called a data repository and played it back on receipt of a coded signal.”
 
   Brooks frowned. “I didn’t know they could do that! Sounds like something we should be aware of in terms of Fleet security.”
 
   “Apparently they already are. Commander Wu says BuSec builds defensive measures against that sort of thing into our issue comm units. Anyhow, they were able to catch all five discussing the smuggling among themselves, and trying to figure out how to get their tame Judge to give them a court order setting aside some of the warrants already served and seizures already made. Three of them also spoke about the contract on my life. Apparently they hoped it’d send a message to investigators to back off — you know, ‘If we’re prepared to kill a Fleet officer, just think what we can do to you and your family’, that sort of thing. They were pretty upset when the hit failed, and called each other to discuss setting up another attempt. That was good enough for the prosecutor to issue arrest warrants for all of them.”
 
   “Will those taps stand up in court?”
 
   “I guess so, or they wouldn’t have used them as justification for the arrests. I’m betting some of the five will crack under interrogation, too. After all, the three we caught last night are singing like birds, and implicating some of them. They’re looking at forfeiture of all their assets, which will hurt their families very badly, plus incarceration for the rest of their lives on a prison planet. I figure one or two of them will co–operate in the hope of getting at least some leniency from the authorities — perhaps being allowed to leave their families enough money to live on, something like that.”
 
   “Let’s hope so. Did they find out how the kill team penetrated the security cordon?”
 
   Steve shook his head in disgust. “They can’t have known about all the security precautions, but even so, they used one of the oldest tricks in the book, and it worked as well as always. They simply set up their ambush before the cordon was established. Traffic vid showed their car being parked there early in the morning. The driver paid at the meter for all–day parking, using an untraceable prepaid credit chip, then simply walked away and left it there. The Bureau of Security team checked it out when they established the outer perimeter during the afternoon, but there was nothing suspicious about it.
 
   “About half an hour before we left the restaurant, the three–man team walked up, got into the car and sat there, cool as you please. A passing patrolman wondered why they didn’t leave, and asked them if there was a problem, but they told him they were waiting for someone to join them. He accepted their story and didn’t think any more of it.”
 
   “He didn’t notice their bead carbine?”
 
   “He says not. Apparently it was stowed in a concealed compartment beneath the back seat. They must have taken it out when they needed it.”
 
   “I bet BuSec’s smarting about that right now.”
 
   “That’s what I hear. It seems there’s an ongoing ‘turf war’ between BuIntel and BuSec at the best of times, so this mess is allowing BuIntel to score points off their rival. Commander Wu seems to be enjoying their discomfiture, anyway. I think he’ll get an official feather in his cap from the Fleet for coming up with a plan to capture the team of assassins, and probably another from Midrash for helping the planetary authorities break up a major smuggling network. To be fair, he deserves both. He’s in a good enough mood that he’s even offered to arrange a two–year tour of duty at BuIntel for me in a few years, when I reach O–3 grade or higher. Apparently they don’t take line officers in more junior grades.”
 
   Brooks’ eyebrows rose. “He must have some pretty serious influence if he can do that! BuIntel doesn’t open many of its assignments to general service officers. Will you take it?”
 
   Steve nodded. “Lieutenant–Commander Kilian said it’s a great opportunity, because Intel experience can open doors later in one’s career. If Commander Wu makes good on his offer, I’ll take it, but only for two years. I don’t want to specialize in Intelligence work. He’s got an idea for my next planetside tour of duty, too. He’s offered to arrange an assignment for me to the Accident Investigation Unit on Lancaster. He says their investigations are as thorough as those of BuIntel, sometimes even more so. He reckons I’ll learn a lot from a stint there that’ll stand me in good stead for a later tour at BuIntel. I like the idea.”
 
   “OK, but if all that's in the future, but what are they going to do for you now? Without you they’d never have captured the kill team, and wouldn’t be able to use their interrogations to gather evidence against the others. Come to that, without you and your team, they wouldn’t have an investigation to begin with – those smugglers would have taken the inertial compensator over the protests of the System Patrol and got clean away!”
 
   Steve shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I’m sure they’re planning something. Commander Wu’s already written up Lieutenant Sabran and myself for a Planetary Combat Badge award. Neither Miriam nor myself wanted one, because this wasn’t much of an engagement, but he pointed out that the Regulations are clear. If you come under hostile fire while on an official assignment, you’re considered to have been in combat. He wanted to write up Miriam for a Combat Injury Medal, too, but she refused. She said it wouldn’t be right to accept it for such a tiny scratch.”
 
   “Good for her! Both of you deserve more than just combat stars, though. After all, you were both aboard Vargash when things went pear–shaped, and you were both involved in this latest incident too.”
 
   “I don’t know what else he has in mind. What’s been going on in orbit?”
 
   “Plenty! The most interesting thing right now is that rhodium. Ever heard of something called an ‘elemental profile’?”
 
   “Can’t say I have.”
 
   “It’s the unique chemical ‘fingerprint’ of a particular sample of any element on the Periodic Table. It comes partly from trace elements at the place where it was extracted, and partly from the way it was refined. They tested the rhodium we found, and guess what? Its elemental profile doesn’t fit any source listed in the United Planets mining registry. The scientists reckon it must come from a completely new source, probably an asteroid mining facility set up in an uninhabited system somewhere. That’s big news, because rhodium’s scarce at the best of times. If we’ve just found over a ton of the stuff, that implies the same source must be producing other platinum group metals as well. If their output’s big enough, it might affect markets and prices throughout the settled galaxy.”
 
   Steve’s eyebrows rose. “That big, huh?”
 
   “So they tell me. We know Vargash came here from the Sigma system, stopping at a couple of planets along the way to collect more cargo. I guess they’ll try to find out where she loaded the inertial compensator, then send investigators there to back–track it and see whether they can find the source of the rhodium.”
 
   Another knock came at the door. Steve opened it, to reveal Miriam standing in the corridor. She stepped inside and embraced him, kissing him lingeringly. He put his good arm around her and hugged her close, returning her kiss with interest. Behind them, Brooks whistled approvingly.
 
   “I didn’t know you two were an item?”
 
   Miriam grinned at him. “We aren’t, not long–term — I know Steve won’t be settling down here. Even so, when a gentleman shoves her out of the way of a bullet, and nails the guy responsible, the least a lady can do is show her gratitude!” She turned back to Steve. “I’m famished! Are you ready to eat?”
 
   “I sure am!”
 
   “Oh, good! Are we all eating together?”
 
   “If you don’t mind my tagging along,” Brooks agreed.
 
   “I’m glad you’re both here,” Steve admitted. “It’s a special anniversary tonight, and I didn’t want to spend it alone.”
 
   “Oh?” Brooks’ face and voice were intrigued. “It’s not your birthday, is it?”
 
   “No. Let’s eat, then I’ll tell you more. Miriam, you’re a local. I want to go to a restaurant or nightclub with a really good selection of Scotch whiskies, including the rarer single malts. Any ideas?”
 
   “There’s a place called Balmenach. The proprietor’s grandfather emigrated here from Scotland, and established a pub. It’s still in his family, although it’s added a retail store and a pretty good restaurant with traditional Scottish food. They boast there are never less than fifty Scotch whiskies available.”
 
   Steve grinned. “I’ve never eaten Scottish food, although I’ve heard all sorts of horror stories about haggis. Care to try it with me?”
 
   She giggled. “Why not?”
 
   Brooks sighed. “I suppose I’ll have to come along to keep an eye on you, in case you over–indulge. If we’re going to be drinking whisky, should we take a taxi?”
 
   “That’s not a bad idea. I’d hate to be arrested for drunken driving so soon after becoming APD’s golden boy!”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   As a server cleared their table of the remnants of dessert, the waiter asked, “Was everything to your liking, Sir?”
 
   “Oh, yes,” Steve assured him happily, patting his replete stomach. “Now, do you have Aultfeldy single malt whisky?”
 
   The man’s face showed surprise. “Yes, Sir, we do. You’re the first person who’s asked for it in some time. Most people choose a cheaper and better–known single malt. Aultfeldy’s a connoisseur’s tipple.”
 
   “Well, I’m no connoisseur, but tonight’s a special occasion. I’d like three glasses of Aultfeldy, straight.” He looked at his friends. “Coffee for everyone?” They nodded, and he turned back to the waiter. “Coffee as well, please.”
 
   “Coming right up, Sir.”
 
   As he walked away, Brooks said, “All right, Steve, out with it! What’s so special about this ‘Aultfeldy’ stuff, and why do we need to drink it tonight?”
 
   Miriam leaned forward. “Yes, this is all very mysterious! What’s up?”
 
   Steve said slowly, “Nine years ago tonight, on January 22nd, 2837 according to the Galactic Standard Calendar, I met a man. In a very real sense, he’s the reason I’m here tonight.”
 
   He told them of meeting Bosun Cardle in Louie’s saloon at the Elevator terminal at Old Home Earth, and how his defense of Louie a few days earlier had sparked a discussion that had led to an offer of employment as a spacer apprentice. He described how that had led to Radetski and Operation Sweet Tooth, Vince’s later death at the hands of pirates, and Steve’s subsequent enlistment in the Fleet. While he spoke, the waiter put three crystal glasses on the table before them, and poured coffee, but no one interrupted his story to sample their drinks.
 
   “So that’s what we’re celebrating tonight,” he concluded. “Nine years ago I met the man who’d become a surrogate father to me, only to lose him less than two years later. It was his willingness to take a chance on me that gave me the opportunity to leave Old Home Earth and build a new life for myself. Two years later — seven years ago, almost to the day — I enlisted in the Fleet and started Boot Camp. Now I’m 27 years old, with a bright future ahead of me, all because Vince gave me a break. I wish he was still here with us, but since he can’t be, I reckoned I’d raise a glass of his favorite tipple in his memory.”
 
   He picked up his glass. “Here’s to Vince Cardle, the best man I ever knew. If there’s anything after death, I hope he knows we’re thinking of him now; and I hope I get to see him again when my time comes to cross the river.”
 
   “Absent friends,” Brooks toasted, and Miriam nodded. They clinked their glasses together, then sipped the heady single malt whisky.
 
   “Whoo! That’s strong!” Miriam gasped, her eyes widening. “It’s smooth, though. I can feel the warmth sliding all the way down my throat.”
 
   “It’s good stuff, all right,” Brooks agreed. “It’s much lighter than some single malt Scotches I’ve tasted, not too peaty–flavored.”
 
   Steve nodded. “I can appreciate it better now. Back then I didn’t have a palate for whisky — Louie said I was too young. I reckon I’ll keep a bottle of Aultfeldy in my home when I finally establish one, and drink a glass now and again in memory of Vince, and for special occasions.”
 
   “I think he’d like that,” Miriam said quietly.
 
   “I hope so. I hope I can become someone of whom he’d be proud.”
 
   “I think perhaps you already have,” she suggested.
 
   “I reckon I’ve still got a long way to go before I can claim to have lived up to his standards.”
 
   Brooks grinned. “What’s the old proverb? ‘The longest journey begins with a single step’. You took that step nine years ago tonight, buddy. I’d say you’ve taken quite a few more since then. Here’s to the rest of them. They may not be smooth and easy, but I hope they’ll be steps of which he’d be proud — and I’ll be proud to walk at least some of them alongside you.”
 
   “I’ll drink to that,” Steve agreed softly.
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