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Part One: First Steps

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 1: January 18th, 2837 GSC

 

Steve slotted the literstein into the last open space on the tray, slid it into the dishwasher, and closed and latched the door. As the machine rattled and shuddered into life and the hiss and rumble of pressurized water jets began again, he grabbed the next empty tray.

"What's the hold-up? Where's the next load?"

"Look at the clock!" Frank retorted tiredly, leaning against the wall. "It's just gone three-thirty. They're closing up."

Steve sighed, put down the tray and leaned against the wall next to his co-worker, shoulders slumping as he rubbed his burning eyes. "About time, too - I ache all over! Feels like I've been working non-stop for a week, not just this evening."

"Yeah." Frank pushed himself away from the wall, turning towards the racks where the rest of the service staff were returning their protective gear, tossing their sweat- and water-stained utility coveralls into the laundry chute, and retrieving their street clothes. "Your turn for the final cleanup out front, isn't it?" he asked over his shoulder.

"Yeah, it's my turn. See you next weekend."

His boss found him in the bar-room, returning tables, chairs and stools to their proper places as robotic sweepers and scrubbers maneuvered carefully between them. He looked at the young man for a moment, nodding in approval. Steve was about a hundred eighty centimeters, lithe and trim, dressed in a utility coverall that had seen better days, but had been scrupulously clean and pressed when he arrived for work the previous evening. His brown hair topped eyes of the same hue, set beneath heavy eyebrows in a lean, youthful face.

"Been a long night, hasn't it, Steve?"

"Yes, it has, Mr. Brackmann. Hope we made enough money to make it worthwhile."

"Yeah, we did. In fact, last night should show you just why operating a saloon up here is such a profitable business. Notice how many merchant spacers came in? There must be several new ships in orbit. Most spacers don't have time to visit the planet - they've got to get their drinking done quickly here at the Cargo Terminal, before their ships leave. They're always thirsty, and most of 'em pay in hard currency."

Steve's eyes brightened. "Maybe one of the ships will have an apprentice berth open! I'll have to check the job postings at the Exchange."

The older man sighed. "Don't get your hopes up too high. There are only so many entry-level berths available, and hundreds - no, thousands! - of wannabe spacers chasing each one of 'em. A lot are already qualified - at least on paper - through vo-tech school. Most junior berths go to people who'll bribe the Bosun, either up front or with part of their salary for their first year of service. You won't do that, 'cause you're honest and you've got pride. I like that in a man - hell, it's why I hired you! - but it's gonna make finding an apprentice slot a lot more difficult for you."

"I guess it will, Sir; but this whole damn planet seems to revolve around bribery, dishonesty, and clawing your way up over other people to get what you want, no matter what that costs them. I don't ever want to become that kind of man, Sir."

Louie couldn't help a wry, cynical smile. "You never know. You might get lucky." He glanced around. "The others have already gone. Finish up as quick as you can, then I'll pay you and we can both get some sleep."

"Thanks, Boss."

Louie busied himself at the bar computer, checking the night's liquor consumption and making sure that his automated system had already placed orders with the wholesalers to have replacement supplies delivered later that morning. Satisfied, he looked up to find Steve approaching the bar.

"All done?"

"Yes, Mr. Brackmann."

As they walked to the double batwing doors, the saloon-keeper glanced around at Steve's work, nodding in approval. He took out his wallet and counted out three hundred neodollars, hesitated, then added a hundred more. "You worked hard this weekend, and did a real good job. That's worth a bonus."

Steve accepted the money. "Thanks, Mr. Brackmann. I appreciate it."

The older man took an electronic key-tag from his pocket, and prepared to close the sliding security doors concealed within the frame of the saloon entrance. "See you next Friday."

"I'll be here, Boss."

Steve turned to walk towards the flophouse where he was staying. He glanced at a cleaning van on the far side of the broad passageway in front of the saloon, and frowned. Why was it here in the Terminal's Entertainment Alley during the small hours of a Monday morning, instead of in its proper parking place in the sanitation department's workspace?

He hadn't gone a dozen steps before the passage exploded into action. Six short, stocky, well-muscled men burst from inside the van. They all carried knives or swords. He heard Louie yell with surprise as four of them rushed towards him, while two others positioned themselves to block interference from either direction. The nearest spat at Steve's feet, hefting a long, single-edged backsword. "Get out of here, you! This is none of your affair!"

Time seemed to drop into slow motion as Steve responded instinctively, beyond thought. He grabbed one of the decorative fake lanterns hanging in front of the saloon, ripped it bodily from its mounting, spun around, and hurled it at the speaker. The man let out a startled squawk and tried to duck, but the hard-flung missile smashed into his ear, glass shattering, drawing instant blood. He yelped in pain, releasing his sword with one hand to clutch at his head.

Steve didn't give him time to recover. He followed his throw, moving in at top speed, and launched a violent whiplash frontal snap kick, his toes driving into the bladesman's groin. He felt something pop squishily beneath the hard cap of his work shoes. The man screamed, his weapon dropping unheeded to the floor as he clutched himself and began to fall. Steve followed up his kick with a punch to the man's jaw as he passed him. He didn't dare slow down, not against so many attackers. Speed and violence were his - and Louie's - only hope.

He raced towards his boss, heart pounding in his chest, breath rasping in his throat. Louie kicked out frantically as he reached beneath his waistcoat, felling one of his four attackers with a strike to the knee, but then the others were upon him. They slammed into him in a tight group, getting in each others' way in their eagerness, none of them able to launch a clean blow at their intended victim. Louie grunted with pain as he was shoved violently into the frame of the batwing doors, his head hitting a protruding hinge, blood spurting. He abandoned his attempt to reach beneath his waistcoat, using both hands to defend himself against the remaining three men.

One of them whirled to face Steve, launching a roundhouse slash with a thick, stubby knife. Steve tried to halt his forward rush, swinging to one side, but couldn't avoid the blow altogether. The tip of the blade sliced along his forearm, opening a long, shallow cut through his coverall into his flesh. His sleeve instantly turned red as blood began to flow. Steve swore at the sting of the blade. His opponent shouted triumphantly, reversed his stroke and slashed back in the other direction - but in doing so he over-extended himself. He was off-balance for a vital split-second.

Steve swayed back to evade the second blow, then lunged forward as the blade passed, grabbing the man's knife-arm with his left hand, pulling him forward to meet his right as he snapped it out in a uraken backfist strike. He turned his wrist, clenching his fist so that the base knuckle of his middle finger stood out prominently, and slammed it at full force into the attacker's upper lip. His opponent's head snapped back, a strangled, gargling gasp torn from his lips, face twisting in agony as Steve's blow crushed the nerve center beneath his nose. He collapsed to the floor as limply as if he'd been filleted.

While Steve dealt with the third man, Louie had seized the wrists of one of the two men confronting him, trying to prevent him stabbing or slashing with his long-bladed knife while using his body as a shield against the other attacker, who was carrying twin short, stubby wing chun butterfly swords. He hissed in frustration as his blows were blocked, forcing him to pull them rather than impale his own man. He yelled to the sentinel on the far side of the fight, using a language Steve didn't understand, and the man whirled and ran towards them.

As he did so, the attacker Louie was holding managed to get his knife-hand free and struck wildly at the saloon-keeper, who dodged to one side. The blade scraped along the fake wood-grain paint scheme on the steel door-frame, leaving a scratch - but his sudden, violent evasive action made Louie lose his balance. He slipped and fell, and the bladesman screeched in triumph. "Fool! Now you - "

His words ended in a gurgle of pain as Steve kicked him viciously over the kidneys, slamming him bodily into the door-frame, his head bouncing off the steel with an audible thunk! He staggered back and tried to turn, but was clearly dazed, and got tangled up in Louie's feet as he tottered unsteadily.

Steve dived to one side as the assailant with the wing chun blades spun around and slashed at him. He rolled on one shoulder as he snatched up a long, thin stiletto dagger dropped by the man Louie had kicked, and rebounded to his feet. As he did so Louie thrust the stumbling attacker away from him. Steve lashed out at him with the hilt of the knife in his hand, its protruding ball pommel crunching into his skull, producing a vicious cracking sound and leaving a visible indentation. He dropped like a stone as Louie reached beneath his waistcoat once more, bringing out a small black pistol.

The attacker with the wing chun swords yelled something, then whirled and fled down the passage. The approaching sentinel reversed direction and joined him, both dodging and twisting from side to side to present the most difficult target possible. Steve instinctively started after them.

"Steve! NO! Come back here!"

The saloon-keeper's shouted command stopped him in his tracks as the two men vanished into a side alley. He looked back, panting, frowning in disbelief. "You're going to let them go?"

"Hell, yeah!" Louie came to his feet, wincing as he wiped blood from his forehead with his free hand. "You chase a Tong bladesman, you might catch him - and his buddies, too!"

"Tong?" Steve walked back towards his boss, his heart racing, feeling the blood pound in his head as adrenaline surged through his system.

"I'll explain later. Just wait here - and put down that pig-sticker while I deal with this mess."

Steve tossed the stiletto at his boss's feet. "OK. You calling the cops?"

Louie snorted. "Bugger the cops! I pay them squeeze to stay the hell away from me! There are better ways to handle this."

Louie's eye muscles twitched and he blinked as he used his facial reflexes and the projected display of his Personal Intelligent Assistant on a contact lens to place a call, covering the four attackers on the deck with his pistol all the while. As he did so, Steve looked down at the blood flowing from his slashed arm. He suddenly realized how desperately close he'd come to being killed. Trembling slightly, he had to lean against the saloon wall as the emotional reaction sent shivers up and down his legs.

Louie said simply, "Brackmann here. I've just been attacked by the Lotus Tong. We put down four. Two ran, including their leader." He listened a moment, then nodded as he said, "I'll be out front. The man on his feet is with me. The four on the deck are Lotus."

He blinked again to terminate the call, then looked at Steve. "Help's on the way."

Without waiting for a reply, he walked over to the first man he'd felled, who was still rolling on the deck, groaning, clutching his knee. Steve could see from its outline beneath the man's trousers that his patella had been dislocated by Louie's stamping kick. He was clearly in agony, but that didn't stop Louie kicking him very hard in the back of his head, knocking him unconscious. Turning, Louie did the same to each of Steve's victims, whether they were moving or not. Steve could see that the face of the man he'd hit on the head with the hilt of the stiletto dagger had gone gray. A trickle of blood flowed from the depression in his skull down onto the steel of the passage floor. He didn't appear to be breathing, but Louie kicked him anyway.

"There. They won't be going anywhere now."

Steve hadn't expected such casual, ruthless brutality from his employer. His face must have showed it, because Louie continued, "Don't fool yourself, Steve. These guys are as dangerous as they come." He returned his pistol to its holster concealed beneath his waistcoat. "A Tong bladesman will either kill you, or die trying - and if you hold him off, you've humiliated him, so he'll try even harder. There's only one way to deal with them, and that's permanently."

Steve boggled. "You mean you're going to kill them? In cold blood?"

"No, I'm going to hand them over to the Dragon Tong. It's a much more dangerous outfit than the Lotus - the kind of Tong they'd love to be, but never will." He came over and examined Steve's arm. "Let me put a dressing on that, and on my head. Soon as we've taken care of business, I'll send you over to Doc Lima's place. He's had plenty of practice in dealing with this sort of thing, and he knows how to keep his mouth shut." He clapped Steve on the back. "Thanks, youngster. Without your help, I reckon I'd be dead, or wishing I was. I don't know where you learned to fight like that, but you're a real tiger in a scrap!"

Louie brought a first-aid kit from behind the bar, applied a hemostatic dressing to his forehead, then cut off the sleeve of Steve's coveralls and cleaned his wound. As he worked, Steve asked, "About these... Tongs, you called them?"

"They go back to well before the Space Age. There were two types of underground groups in what was then China, and in overseas Chinese enclaves. The Triads were criminal gangs. The Tongs started as community organizations, but a lot of 'em became Triads in all but name. The Dragon Tong's one of the biggest, and probably the most feared across the settled galaxy - with good reason! They specialize in interstellar crime networks. The Lotus Tong's just a small-time local outfit, as far as I know. They're certainly not among the big names."

"How did you get tied in with the Dragon Tong - or shouldn't I ask?"

"Just don't blab about it. I do some favors for the Dragons, getting people and things onto and off the planet if they don't want to use their own channels. I make available one of our private rooms now and then for some of their big shots to meet, with good food and drink and a few entertainers. In return, they watch my back."

"I get it." Steve looked again at the man he'd hit on the head with the knife hilt. "That one... he's not breathing."

"No. I reckon you stopped his clock for him. You feeling bad about it?"

"Well... yeah. I never killed anyone before." Steve wouldn't admit that his stomach was churning, but it was obvious to anyone looking at him. "I... I don't know what to say. Does that make me a murderer, Mr. Brackmann?" He gazed appealingly at his boss.

Louie looked him straight in the eye. "Steve, you're young and innocent. You've never run into this sort of criminal cesspit before, and you don't like the smell. I don't either, and I only hang around the edges - I don't do anything real bad, just dodge taxes where I can, and smuggle a little something now and again. Still, I know enough about evil to know that you're no murderer. He was trying to kill me, and he'd have killed you, too, if you hadn't stopped him. You defended me and yourself. You did only what he forced you to do. You didn't choose to do wrong - he did, and he died because he made that choice. His death's on his own head. That wasn't murder; it was self-defense."

"Well... yeah, I guess... but the cops will still arrest me if they find out, won't they?"

Louie sniggered. "They won't. I told you I pay 'em squeeze. Their security cameras covering this part of Entertainment Alley don't work, and they don't patrol here except at times I know about, so I can hide anything I don't want 'em to see. They'll never even hear about this little shindig, much less come looking for those involved. The Dragon Tong will clean up the mess. Within half an hour there'll be no sign that anything ever happened here. You're not going to be arrested for anything. The only accuser you'll have will be your own conscience. You've just got to harden yourself to reality, that's all - and life doesn't get much more real than defending us both from strong-arm crooks and killers!"

"When you put it like that... I guess you're right." Steve still felt a little sick to his stomach, but he also felt obscurely comforted.

As Louie finished applying a bandage, another van pulled up, its gel-filled tires rumbling gently over the steel surface, electric motor whining softly. Six men climbed out, all short and stocky like their attackers, and - also like them, now that Steve had time to notice - all visibly of Far Eastern or Asian extraction. Five began loading the still-motionless attackers and their weapons into the cleaning van on the far side of the passageway. The sixth came over to Louie.

"Our profound apologies that we were not aware of these men's presence until your call, Mr. Brackmann. We should have found out about them earlier, in time to prevent this." His voice was formal, even stilted, his words carefully enunciated. Steve thought to himself, Sounds like Galactic Standard English isn't his first language.

"It's my fault, not yours," Louie reassured him. "These guys tried to strong-arm me into a protection racket earlier today. I should have called you right away, but I figured they were bluffing and told 'em to get lost. I didn't realize the Lotus Tong was serious."

"They identified themselves as Lotus?"

"Yeah. The boss - he ran for it along with his surviving man, up that alley there - he told me earlier that the Lotus Tong was expanding into the orbital trade from its base on the planet."

"I see. We shall... discuss this... with the Lotus Tong this very day. They must be reminded not to entertain ambitions above their proper station, which is the gutter. One or more of these men will tell us where to go, and whom to seek." The speaker's voice was quiet, but something in the slow, silky smoothness of his tone made Steve shiver involuntarily, threatening to restart the tremors in his legs.

The man noticed, and turned, looking at him. "This one helped you?"

"Yeah. This is Steve Maxwell. He works for me part-time, cleaning up at weekends. I'd just let him out and was about to lock up when they jumped me. He put down three of them, and I stopped the other one."

"For one who is unarmed to stand with you against six armed attackers shows either great foolishness, or great courage. Which is it, young man?" There was a glimmer of humor in the man's voice.

Steve couldn't help grinning shakily as he replied, "Probably foolishness, Sir. That's the closest I've ever come to being killed. If I never get that close again, it'll suit me fine! Luckily, I'm nidan, second dan, in karate, and I've been in a few full-contact, no-holds-barred, multi-partner kumite and matches."

"Ah! That explains your survival, and Mr. Brackmann's. You have earned the gratitude of the Dragon Tong for helping him. We value our association with him, and you did our job for us in protecting him. We shall be in touch shortly to reward your assistance."

"That won't be necessary, Sir. I just did what was put in front of me to do."

"Rewarding good and faithful service is always necessary. This reward will be all the sweeter because we shall make the Lotus Tong pay it, which is only just, after all." He transferred his gaze to the saloon-keeper. "The Lotus Tong also owes you compensation for this incident, Mr. Brackmann. We shall see to it that they pay."

"Thanks."

They watched as the new arrivals drove both vans down the passage and around a corner. Louie sighed as they disappeared from sight. "Those four won't bother anyone ever again. Take my advice. Never, ever get crosswise with the Dragon Tong. There's no future in it!"

"I believe you, Sir. The way that man spoke... it sent a shiver down my spine."

"He's likely the most dangerous person you've ever met. He's the Red Pole, or leader of enforcers, of the local branch of the Tong on this Terminal. Not a man to mess with. Anyway, Steve, I owe you. I know you want a spacer apprentice berth, and I'll do all I can to help you find one, but until then, you're on the full-time payroll here."

Steve couldn't hold back a fervent grin of relief. "Thanks, Mr. Brackmann. I've been living hand-to-mouth for almost six months. It'll be great to earn enough to eat more regularly!"

Louie led the way back into the saloon, and walked around behind the bar. He took a blank credit chip from a drawer, inserted it into a socket in the till, and tapped a series of instructions before removing it and handing it to Steve. "I've put two thousand neodollars on this. Use it to pay Doc Lima, then buy some decent shirts, trousers and shoes, the sort of thing you can wear while working the front of the house here - you know my standards. No more kitchen or busboy duties for you! Buy yourself a good meal with the last of the money. I don't want to see any change."

"Will do, Sir. Thank you very much."

"Come in tonight at eighteen. You won't be able to do too much until that arm's healed up, but we'll find something to keep you busy." He opened the high-value liquor cabinet. "If you feel like I do right now, you could use a drink. Ever learned to appreciate good Scotch?"

"Er... I don't know, Sir. I never had any before."

"Then I won't waste it on you yet. Scotch is an acquired taste - you'll appreciate it more as you grow older. There's a brandy-and-orange liqueur here that's not bad at all, and better suited to younger taste-buds." He poured a healthy measure from a dark brown bottle into a glass, slid it across the bar, then half-filled a second glass with Scotch. "A good belt helps to settle the nerves after something like that."

Steve took a cautious sip. His eyes widened as the rich liqueur slid smoothly over his tongue and down his throat, warming everything in passing. "Gee, this is good!"

"At five hundred neodollars a bottle, it had damn well better be good!" Louie took a generous mouthful from his own glass, and shuddered slightly as he swallowed it. "Aah! That hit the spot!" He took a sealed whisky bottle from the cabinet and placed it on the bar. "That's Doc Lima's favorite tipple. Tell him it's from me, to apologize for waking him so early. I'll call him as soon as you leave, so he'll be expecting you."

"Will do, Sir."

"OK, Steve. Drink up, then be off with you. I'll see you tonight."

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2: January 22nd, 2837 GSC

 

As he locked the store-room behind him, Steve couldn't help worrying. I haven't screwed up like this before - at least, not with Louie, he thought nervously to himself. What's he going to do? I've seen him lose his temper with other people over incompetence or stupidity - and I guess this qualifies! He hesitated for a moment, then shrugged. There was only one way to find out. Pointless dithering would only delay the inevitable, and might make it worse.

Louie looked up from his number-crunching as Steve approached. "Well?"

"I'm sorry, Boss. It's my fault." Steve handed Louie an electronic clipboard. "Those two missing twenty-packs of ribeye steaks weren't missing after all. I issued them to the kitchen earlier this week, but forgot to log them in the system. Turns out they used them over the next five days. They drew two more packs just now, which is when we figured it out."

Louie's face flushed with annoyance as he glanced at the stock data. "You've cost me money, boy! You've spent two hours looking for those 'lost' steaks - hours I paid you for - only to tell me it was your fault in the first place. That being the case, I'm going to dock you two hours' pay."

Steve hung his head. "I can't complain, Boss. I asked for it."

Louie held his gaze for a moment, then relaxed slightly. "Well, you owned up like a man and didn't try to hide it, which is a lot better than I've seen others do! Learn from this, Steve. Always keep track of your income and expenses, assets and liabilities, be they personal or business. Don't be a miser grasping after every penny, but be watchful. That way you'll have advance warning of problems before they rear up and club you over the head. That's why I'm still making money after forty-plus years in this line of work, while a lot of others have gone bust. I watch my bottom line like a hawk!

"Take those missing steaks. They're not vat-grown synthetic slop from some orbital factory; they're grass-fed Earth beef. I had to pay ten times their Earthside price to bring them up from the planet and ship them all the way out here. That's why we have to charge so high for them, and why not many customers can afford them. Forty of them add up to a couple of evenings' profit at the bar - not something I can afford to lose. That's why I had you searching high and low for them."

"I hear you, Boss."

"All right, we'll leave it at that. I'll have you work the register behind the bar tonight - hey, wait a minute!"

A merchant spacer pushed open the batwing doors and paused, looking around. Louie's face brightened in a smile of recognition as he saw him. The man wore a white polo-neck jumper beneath a black double-breasted uniform jacket with four rows of twin brass buttons. His left sleeve bore crossed anchors inside a full laurel circle, embroidered in fine gold wire rather than thread. He was short and stocky, his chest, shoulders and arms broad and muscular. Close-cropped gray hair surmounted a blocky face, with intense, very dark eyes that looked like they could bore through a man without even trying.

"Follow my lead, Steve," Louie muttered. "If we're lucky, this man's your ticket out of here." He stood up from the table near the bar where he'd been sitting, and raised his voice. "Hey, Vince! Long time no see, buddy! Where've you been hiding?"

Vince walked over and shook Louie's proffered hand. "Oh, criss-crossing the stars as usual. You know what a tramp freighter's schedule is like." He looked the tall, burly saloonkeeper up and down, noting without comment the fading bruises and bandaged cut on his face. The flashy waistcoat topped a matching bow-tie on a white shirt above pearl-gray trousers and black shoes. His hair... 

"Damn, Louie, what's that stuff in your hair? You smell like a bordello!"

"That's where I got it!" They shared a quiet chuckle. "I want you to meet Steve Maxwell here. He saved my life a week back. Steve, this is Bosun Vince Cardle of the freighter Sebastian Cabot out of the Lancastrian Commonwealth. He's an old friend."

Vince held out his hand. "I guess I owe you my thanks, youngster. Louie and I do good business together whenever I come through this part of the settled galaxy. I'd hate anything to happen to my income stream!"

As Steve shook his hand, Louie said, "We need your advice, and maybe your help if you can see your way clear to it. Care to step into my office so we can talk privately?"

"Sure, as long as I get to take a drink in with me."

Louie beckoned a waiter hovering nearby. "My usual, and - what was it you liked, Vince? Aultfeldy single malt?" The spacer nodded. "Double Aultfeldy, straight, in one of my personal glasses. What about you, Steve?"

"A beer, please, Boss. The house draft will be fine."

"A literstein of the house draft for Steve. Put 'em on my tab and bring 'em to my office."

"Yes, Sir!" The waiter spun on his heel and headed for the bar.

"That's quite a memory you've got there," the visitor observed as Louie picked up his notepad and the clipboard, and led the way to a door set into one wall. "It's been almost a year since we last saw each other."

"Yeah, about that long. You were here to pick up that emergency nanotube shipment for Samos, after the cable of one of their two Planetary Elevators got hit by a cargo shuttle." Louie smiled as he ushered the visitor into his private sanctum. "I remember the hurrying and scurrying to get that shipment ready. The orbital plant worked triple shifts for four weeks. A bunch of spacers got temporary jobs there - well paid, too. They spent a lot of it right here! It was a good time to own a saloon in Entertainment Alley. I made more profit in those four weeks than in three months of regular trade."

The spacer nodded as they sat down in comfortable chairs around a small round conference table. "When you're one-and-a-half million clicks away from the planet, what else is there to do with your money but spend it on food, booze and warm, willing company? You've got 'em all! Problem was, a lot of those workers didn't know their brass from their oboe when it came to producing nanotubes. The defect rate in that shipment was about twenty times normal. I can tell you, Samos was pissed! They had to set up their own quality control line in a hold aboard our ship, unrolling and checking every nanotube strand before winding it back onto its reel, braiding the strands into yarn, then sending it down to be spliced into the damaged cable. That added weeks to the repair time. They had to keep us on station at full charter rates until they finished the job, plus pay for the rest of our cargo to be transshipped to other freighters for delivery because we were stuck there."

Louie grimaced. "Easy money for you, but lousy for them."

"You can say that again! Of course, our charter rates were the least of their worries. For six months before we got there, and then another eight weeks until they finished the repair, they only had one Elevator still operational. That halved their low-cost orbital cargo capacity. Any traffic that couldn't get aboard the working Elevator had to go up or down on cargo shuttles at much higher freight rates. A lot of their orbital businesses couldn't afford that, so they shut down until the other elevator was back in service. It cost them billions!"

The waiter entered with a tray bearing a highball glass for Louie, a beer for Steve, and a cut-crystal whisky glass containing an amber liquid, that he placed carefully on a coaster on the table in front of the visitor. The Bosun fumbled in his pocket and laid a coin on the tray. "Here you are, son. I know the drink's on the house, but you get a tip anyway, for bringing it."

 The waiter's eyebrows rose in astonished pleasure. "Thank you, Sir!"

Louie asked, "Hungry?"

"I sure am! Been eating spacer rations too long. What's good?"

"Everything! You know my standards."

"D'you still serve good steak here?"

Louie snorted. "The best in orbit! We bring up our steaks from the planet, where they're grown the old-fashioned way - on the hoof! You brought some business with you, I presume?"

"Of course - and I guarantee you'll like it."

"Then this is on the house. Prime rib suit you, with all the trimmings?"

"You bet!"

Louie turned to the waiter. "Tell the cook I want him to give this order special attention. I want the best prime rib in the house, cut thick and large. How do you like it, Vince?"

"Medium rare and lean, thanks."

"Medium rare and lean, with everything on the side: gravy, onions, mushrooms, baked potato, salad, the works. Tell him it's for a friend of mine. Charge it to the house account. Steve, you eaten yet?"

"Not since breakfast, Boss."

"You must be hungry, then - and I bet you've never had meat this good in orbit. May as well feed you too." Louie turned back to the waiter. "Make it two orders like that, and bring me a small shrimp salad."

"Yessir!" The waiter scurried out, closing the door behind him.

"Thanks, Boss," Steve said gratefully, knowing that Louie's generosity was his way of letting him know he'd forgiven him for the screw-up over the missing steaks.

"No prime rib for you, Louie?" Vince asked, surprised.

"Not this early. We'll be open till three, four tomorrow morning. I'll eat supper at about midnight." He picked up his drink and took a sip. "You spoiled him with that tip, Vince. Five Lancastrian Commonwealth credits are worth a lot of Earth neodollars nowadays. That's the equivalent of half a day's salary for him."

The spacer grimaced. "Don't know how you can keep your head above water, having to accept play money that's got nothing backing it at all."

"Visitors like you pay in hard currency, which helps, and the business I do on the side makes up for the rest. Speaking of that, what did you bring with you?"

Vince grinned. "It's gonna cost you. I picked up some really lovely sunstars at Toscana. I brought one with me as a sample."

He reached into an inside jacket pocket, took out a gemstone and placed it in Louie's palm. Its gleaming translucent surface rippled with highlights of warm sunglow yellow and rich tangerine. The saloon-keeper couldn't disguise the sudden glitter in his eyes.

"Oh, yeah! This is great! Take a look, Steve." He handed him the stone. "They're hard to find at the best of times, and I don't think I've ever seen one this good. How many did you bring, Vince, and how big are they?"

"Twenty-seven, ranging from ten to thirty carats. That one's seventeen."

Louie blinked as Steve returned the stone to the visitor. "Bloody hell! They must have cost you a small fortune!"

"They weren't cheap, but I got lucky at Sidra." Vince dropped it into his pocket. "Taught a wannabe gambler not to draw to an inside straight."

Louie chuckled. "Ain't it amazing how many people still make that mistake? You always seem to have good luck at the poker table, but it's honest luck. I've never known you to cheat."

"Never had to - and it's skill, not luck."

"That's what Doc Lima always says!" They shared another laugh. "If you're still here tomorrow night, he'll be in for our weekly poker game. He'll be glad to see you again. Anyway, you were saying you won a bundle. I thought Sidra shekels weren't convertible off-planet?"

"They're not, so I used them to buy platinum before we left. You know Sidra platinum gets an odd purplish sheen when it's polished?"

The saloonkeeper nodded. "Yeah, I've seen it. Some sort of native impurity, I guess - there's nothing else quite like it in the settled galaxy. Looks real pretty."

"That's right. Anyway, our next stop was Toscana. I found a jeweler there who really wanted to get his hands on that Sidra platinum, and had too many sunstars in stock. We haggled a bit, and I threw in a few other things I had, and came away with these. I decided to hold on to them until we reached Earth, 'cause I knew you'd have a market for them."

"I sure do! They're worth more than I have on hand in hard currency right now, so if you're willing, I'll pay a third in Lancastrian Commonwealth credits and the rest in gold, plus a few emeralds and rubies from South America. They're old stones, the good stuff, not the cheap crap they're scraping out of worked-out mines these days. That suit you?"

"Sure. Gold's good anywhere, and there are always those who'll pay a premium for stones from Old Home Earth. Don't ask me why, when most planets mine perfectly good stones of their own! Anyway, enough about that for now. What sort of help do you need? Is it anything to do with that cut on your forehead? I can whistle up some of my crew if you need a little muscle to lean on someone."

"You're a good friend, Vince. Thanks for offering, and I know you mean it, but it's over now - largely thanks to Steve here. He's been hanging around up here on the Terminal for about six months, working odd jobs, looking for a merchant spacer apprentice berth. I hired him part-time to help clean up at weekends, which is how he happened to be here when I needed him. I put him on full-time staff after the dust settled."

"What happened?"

"The Lotus Tong tried to move in on me. He helped fight them off."

"Can't say I've heard of the Lotus; but didn't you have an arrangement with the Dragon Tong to keep others off your back? They're the biggest, baddest space crime syndicate out there. I thought everyone knew not to mess with them!"

"Yeah. They got really pissed when I told them about it. The Lotus Tong's a small-time outfit based in Old Hong Kong. When the Dragons heard about my little problem, they sent a crew down that same day to deal with them. Things have been mighty peaceful since then."

"I just bet they have!" The two exchanged a knowing look. "How did it come to a fight, anyway? Didn't the Lotus know who they were tangling with?"

"They were dumb and impatient. They tried to strong-arm me into a protection racket, and jumped me later that same evening after I told 'em to get lost. I guess they wanted to make an example of me. They damn near succeeded, too! There were six of 'em, with knives and swords. They moved in as I closed up last Sunday night."

The spacer sat up with a jerk, eyes wide with astonishment. "And you're still alive, after a fight with six Tong bladesmen? You're either a first-class fighting man or the luckiest son-of-a-gun in space - maybe both! Did you have a pistol?"

"Officially and for the record, no comment!" They grinned at each other. Vince knew as well as Louie that private ownership of projectile or beam weapons was forbidden on the Terminal. "Of course, having Steve around was as good as being armed. He's trained in karate, and damn, he can fight! He decked three of them, one with a weird twisting backhand punch that hit him underneath his nose. I've never seen anything like it - the bladesman got a look of pure, naked agony on his face, and went down like he'd been pole-axed!"

The spacer nodded. "Philtrum, right, Steve?"

"Yes, Sir."

Louie looked confused. "Phil-what?"

"Philtrum - here." Vince touched the vertical crease in his upper lip beneath his nose. "It's got a nerve center beneath it. From the way you described the fight, Steve landed a uraken, a backfist strike, right in the sweet spot."

"That's right, Sir," Steve agreed. "If you hit him there hard enough, you can kill a man. Did you study karate too, Sir?"

"Yes, once upon a time. What's your rank?"

"I'm second dan black belt, Sir."

"Nidan, eh? I'm shodan myself, first dan - or I was twenty years ago, when I was last formally graded. I'm nowhere near that standard now, of course. I haven't had any chance to practice in years."

"Once you've got it, Sir, you never really lose it. Six months with a good sparring partner and you'd be back in the groove."

"I hope you're right. I enjoyed it, and it's damn good exercise, but there's not many dojo's in interstellar space!" They chuckled. "Did the cops have anything to say about the fuss?"

Louie shook his head. "Didn't call them. I got the Dragon Tong to clear up the mess."

The spacer winced involuntarily. "Those Lotuses won't bother you any more, then - or anyone else, for that matter!"

"I guess not. Anyway, I was wondering if you might be able to help Steve. He's looking for a spacer apprentice berth, to work his way out of the Sol system and make a new life for himself somewhere else." Louie scowled. "I can't blame him for that, of course. Earth's become a stinking, socialist, statist hell-hole! If I wasn't making so much money here, I'd ship out tomorrow and make a fresh start somewhere else myself."

The Bosun shook his head, smiling. "Louie, you'll always be where you can make the most money. Your loyalty's not to a planet - it's to your bank balance!"

"And what makes you think I'd be stupid enough to put my money in a bank, where the tax people can find out about it? No, it's hard assets and negotiable instruments for me, stashed safely on several planets where no-one can find all of it at once!"

"You're a wise man." Vince picked up his glass and sipped, eyes thoughtful. "Steve, we haven't hired an apprentice in years. The Cap'n prefers to hire trained spacers; says it's safer that way, for them and for the ship. Still, that's not set in stone. Why do you want to get off Earth?"

"Sir, I want to live in a place where I can decide for myself what I want to do, and where I want to go, and how I want to live, without having to get some bureaucrat's permission first - not to mention pay him a bribe before he'll give it!" The young man's face twisted sourly, as if he wanted to spit in disgust.

"I can understand that. Trouble is, wandering around the stars in a spaceship doesn't help you establish a life somewhere else. Where do you want to settle?"

"I'd like to get to the Lancastrian Commonwealth, Sir. I've got to admit, my ears pricked when Mr. Brackmann said your ship is based there. I've read a lot about it. I like its emphasis on individual rights and responsibilities, and limited government. It sounds a lot like what the former United States was said to have been before the statists ruined it."

Vince nodded approvingly. "That's what the Commonwealth's original members had in mind, and they built in a lot of hard limits to make sure it stayed that way. The old United States doomed itself through not ring-fencing its constitution to stop it being undermined. Our founders learned from that mistake. I'm a Commonwealth citizen myself - I was born and raised on New Brisbane, and it's still my home. Cabot's registered in the Commonwealth, too, on Lancaster itself. How do you plan to qualify for residency and a work permit? Our planets are very selective about immigration."

"According to what I've read, Sir, the Commonwealth Fleet has a non-citizen service program. If I complete a four-year term of enlistment, I'll qualify for Commonwealth citizenship. Once I've got that, I can settle on any of its member worlds."

"Quite right. There are twenty-seven member planets in the Commonwealth right now, with two more in the process of upgrading to full membership and another thirty associate members, so you'll have plenty of choice. What about your family? Don't they mind you going off and leaving them?"

"I'm an orphan, Sir. I've got no brothers or sisters."

"Oh. Sorry to hear that." Clearly a little embarrassed, the Bosun changed the subject. "Why didn't you take a basic spacer course at vo-tech school? That would have qualified you as a Spacer Third Class in six months, and made finding a berth much easier."

Steve shrugged. "Sure, Sir, but that takes money. I don't have enough."

"Why not apply for a study grant or loan?"

"They're only available for qualifications that'll be used locally, Sir. You can't get one unless you undertake not to emigrate for at least ten years after graduation."

The spacer shook his head in dismay. "I don't know any other planet with such restrictive policies. The Commonwealth reckons it's better for everyone if you're educated and qualified enough to support yourself, without being a burden on others. Besides, that way you become a taxpayer, which means more income for the government."

Louie grimaced. "The reason's simple, Vince. Look what happened after the gravitic drive came along. Most of those who left were in the top ten per cent of Earth's population in terms of intelligence, drive and ability. They could see the way things were going here, and wanted no part of it. They sold all they had, cut all their ties, abandoned everything that held them back, and headed out. Not many had the guts or gumption to do that - it automatically culled all but the strongest candidates. Even then, they weren't accepted into a colony group unless they had skills, knowledge and abilities that were needed; and they had to come up with a stiff fare payment besides, or work their passage, or accept indentured servitude for several years at their destination. Result was, with so many good people leaving, Earth's average intelligence dropped measurably during the Scramble for Space. It's never fully recovered. That's why they try to stop any more of the smart ones from leaving."

Vince sighed. "You're right, of course. The intelligence level on most colony planets still trends higher than on Earth." He looked at the youngster. "From the way you talk, Steve, I'd guess that holds good for you, too. What sort of basic education did you get?"

"My parents were killed in an accident when I was five, Sir. Their will specified that their estate was to be used to send me to a private orphanage, rather than dump me in the public foster care system. I owe them for that, I guess. The Benedictines at St. Anselm's gave me a first-class schooling, and encouraged me to tack on some college courses - I've already completed half of a Bachelor of Science degree. That's another reason I'm interested in the Commonwealth Fleet. It's got Fleet University, to let its people study while they're serving. With the credits I've already got, I could finish my basic degree during my enlistment."

"Not a bad idea at all. Any plans for a post-graduate degree?"

"I've thought about studying gravitic engineering, Sir."

The Bosun's eyebrows rose. "That's pretty heavy stuff! Do you have what it takes in terms of math and physics aptitude and background?"

"I've passed the initial aptitude tests, Sir. I've got the results in my gear, along with all my academic transcripts. If I can save enough to afford it, I'll give it my best shot."

"Hmm... A gravitic engineer can find work anywhere, that's for sure; but if you've got that kind of brain, you might find a merchant spacer's work real boring. It isn't very intellectual, unless you're doing engineering or navigation or something like that. Even then, it can be deadly dull for days or weeks on end. Could you cope with that without getting too frustrated?"

"Sir, I'll do whatever I have to do. It hasn't exactly been a scholar's paradise, washing dishes, mopping floors and unpacking supplies up here!" Louie and Vince had to laugh at the young man's candor. "Sure, I want more of a challenge, but I've got to earn it the hard way."

Vince rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "We don't get many eggheads aboard merchant freighters. Can you get along with regular spacers without coming across as snooty, or a Johnny-head-in-air?"

A smile flickered on Steve's face. "Ever thought about the mix of boys you get in an orphanage, Sir?"

"I take your point. Yeah, if you can survive there for - how long?"

"Just over twelve years, Sir. I entered when I was five, and left at eighteen."

"OK. After twelve years there, I reckon you could fit in almost anywhere. How about discipline? Let me use Cabot as an example. As Bosun I keep the crew in line, and I don't mind admitting I have the reputation of being a hard taskmaster. I'm fair, but strict, and I don't put up with bullshit at all. If I tell someone to jump, the only thing they get to ask me is how high, how far and in what direction! Can you handle that?"

"I've never worked in an environment like that, Sir, but I know I'll have to get used to it. After all, if I want to enlist in the Commonwealth Fleet, I'm sure they'll be at least as strict."

"You bet! More than half of us aboard Cabot, including the skipper and most of the mates and warrant officers, are former Fleet personnel - me too; I left the service as a Senior Chief Petty Officer. That's why our shipboard discipline's stricter than the average merchant vessel's. We understand the need for it. One point in your favor is your martial arts background. To reach nidan so young, you'll have had to demonstrate maturity and very strong self-discipline, much more so than the average teenager. That's a good start. How much do you know about a spacer's job?"

"A couple of years ago, as soon as I figured out it was my most likely ticket off-planet, I started studying part-time, Sir. I've taken and passed all the available online theory classes and examinations. According to local regulations, I've done enough to qualify for a Spacer Third Class rating once I've added the practical training."

The Bosun's eyebrows rose. "You did all that on your own? That's impressive. Earth's standards aren't as rigorous as those of the Lancastrian Commonwealth, but they're not too shabby nonetheless - at least on paper."

The waiter knocked on the door, then opened it, wheeling in a serving cart laden with plates, dishes and glasses of water. He served them, and they settled down to their meal. Vince added horseradish sauce to his plate, smeared a little on a piece of the succulent meat, put it in his mouth and chewed slowly, closing his eyes in pleasure as he relished the flavor. He swallowed. "Oh, man! That's ambrosia after weeks of spacer rations!"

He looked at Steve. "It sounds like you've got a lot of the theory you'll need," he said thoughtfully, "and we have hypno-study materials in the ship's library to teach you the rest. That puts you head and shoulders over wannabe apprentices who've got it all to learn. I've got a Bosun's Mate Second Class, name of Tomkins, who's bucking for promotion to First Class next year. He needs experience as an instructor to qualify, and supervising your training would go a long way towards meeting that requirement. You realize that, as an apprentice, you'll be doing a lot of scut work - the dirty jobs qualified spacers don't like, and that we can't afford to assign to them because we're paying them to do more important stuff?"

Steve swallowed a mouthful of food. "I understand, Sir. I guess you had to do the same when you got started."

Vince choked as he laughed. Coughing, he cleared his throat. "You can say that again!" He sipped his water. "How old are you, Steve?"

"I'll be nineteen next month, Sir."

"What's your medical status? Are your immunizations all up to date and documented? What about travel documents?"

"I've had all my shots, Sir. They're recorded in my passport. It's valid for ten years - well, nine, now - and endorsed for unrestricted travel."

"How did you manage that? Earth isn't noted for issuing long-term unrestricted passports to its citizens, because so many never come back! They won't even allow off-planet recruiters to operate here."

"Yes, Sir. Brother Bede at St. Anselm's pulled a few strings for me. I think one or two of his former students are working in that department."

"You were very lucky. Nine years ought to be long enough to find your feet somewhere else. What about longevity treatments? Some planets require them all, and at nineteen you're already too old for some of the advanced therapies to take full effect."

"I received them all before my sixteenth birthday, Sir. The state provides the basic regimen for everyone, of course. Brother Bede persuaded my parents' lawyer to allow me to use most of the residue of their estate to pay for a full suite of advanced therapies. He reckoned it would be much more useful to 'double my Biblical life-span', as he put it, than to waste the money on short-term expenses."

"He's a wise man! You were lucky you had private means available."

"Yes, Sir. It wasn't 'lucky' to lose my parents, but at least they did their best to provide for me if the worst happened."

The Bosun hesitated, then made up his mind. "All right. I'll talk to Cap'n Volschenk about you. Don't get your hopes up too high!" he hastened to add as he saw the youngster's face light up with excitement. "He may turn me down. It's his decision in the end."

"If the kid needs a reference, Vince, I'll give him one," Louie offered.

Steve flushed. "Thanks, Mr. Brackmann. I really appreciate that."

"I'll tell the Captain, but if he's willing to hire an apprentice - and as I said, he hasn't done that for a long time - he'll trust my judgment. He always does when it comes to hiring spacers. How can I reach you to let you know his decision?"

"I'll give you my comm code, Sir."

Steve blinked as he focused on the contact lens in his right eye. His Personal Intelligent Assistant, tucked behind his right ear, displayed a series of icons representing other PIA's within range. He picked out one tagged as 'Cardle, V., Boatswain, LMV Sebastian Cabot', wrinkled the muscles around his eye socket to drop a cursor onto the name, then blinked again. In a few microseconds, the exchange of information was accomplished.

"Got it, thanks," Vince acknowledged. "There's something else you've got to bear in mind. We're a tramp freighter. We go where our cargoes take us, and we're seldom sure where we'll be in three months' time. We may reach a Lancastrian Commonwealth planet fairly soon, or it might take us a year or more. If you want to talk to a Fleet recruiting office, you'll have to be patient."

"Sir, if you offer me the chance to get there, and earn my keep while doing so, and learn skills I'll be able to use there, I'll be the most patient man on board!"

Louie laughed as he placed a shrimp tail on the side of his plate. "In that case, you'll be the first patient teenager I've ever met!" Steve had the grace to blush. "Vince, what about his outfit? Will he need any special gear?"

"I forgot to mention that. Steve, some cheap-ass ships let you come aboard in street clothes and build up your personal gear over time, but our standards aboard Cabot - aboard almost any Lancastrian ship, for that matter - are much higher. You'll need a lot of stuff: uniforms; a general purpose spacesuit - the ship provides the heavy cargo-handling suits; working utilities and protective gear; a pretty comprehensive toolkit and some other bits and pieces, plus personal items. Do you have an outfit like that?"

Steve dropped his eyes, his voice chagrined. "No, Sir."

Louie said, "Steve, the Dragon Tong hasn't got back to us yet about the 'compensation' they were going to extract from the Lotuses, but they will. Once they make a commitment they keep it, no matter what, so I know it's coming. You may never get an opportunity like this again, 'specially not aboard a Lancastrian merchant ship - they're top-rated everywhere in the settled galaxy - or under a Bosun as good as Vince here. I'd hate you to lose it because you aren't properly equipped. If Vince will give you a list of what you need, there's a good spacer outfitter two levels up. I'll stake you to a starter outfit, and recover the cost from your share of what the Dragons give us when it gets here. Make sure you get quality stuff, not cheap crap!" He glanced at Vince. "Put down everything he's likely to need, not just the essentials. He may as well start out fully equipped."

Hesitation warred with gratitude on Steve's features. At last he surrendered. "Thanks, Mr. Brackmann, I'm obliged to you. Of course, it may not be necessary, if Cabot's Captain turns me down. Better wait and see."

Vince added, "Thanks, Louie. That's big of you." He set down his knife and fork, surveying the empty plate with satisfaction. "I'm going to have to give your cook a fat tip. That was great!" He looked up. "OK, Steve. You'll hear from me tomorrow morning."

"Thank you, Sir!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3: January 23rd, 2837 GSC

 

Steve tore his gaze away from the display window of Spacer Supply long enough to rub his weary eyes. He hadn't got much sleep after his conversation with the Bosun. He was on tenterhooks, waiting to hear whether this was the lucky break he'd been hoping and praying for, or whether he'd have to possess himself in patience a while longer.

He couldn't keep his eyes from returning to the wares on offer. Spacesuits, protective work gear and an array of gleaming tools were artistically arranged in the window, interspersed with tri-dee holopics of nubile young men and women, wearing very little indeed, draping themselves seductively around models wearing and (very ineptly) pretending to use the objects in question. He wanted the gear so badly he could almost taste it... but he couldn't help thinking to himself, grinning, that those 'spacers' would undoubtedly have a very hard time keeping their minds on their jobs, with so many distractions so temptingly to hand.

His thoughts were interrupted by the vibration of his PIA behind his ear, signifying an incoming call. As he focused on the display in his right eye, his heart began to pound. It was the Bosun!

He blinked to answer the call. "Steve Maxwell here, Sir."

"I just spoke with Captain Volschenk. Subject to one condition, you're hired, son."

"YAHOO!" Steve's exuberant yell turned heads all around him. "I - I can't thank you enough, Sir."

The Bosun's voice was amused. "Good thing these PIA's have automatic volume limiting, or you'd have blown out my eardrums! The condition is this. The Captain says, if he's going to train you and commit so much of his crew's time to training you, he wants a return on his investment. He wants you to undertake to serve a minimum of two years aboard Cabot before you pursue any other opportunities that may come your way. That includes enlisting in the Lancastrian Commonwealth Fleet. Can I tell him you'll give your word to do that?"

"Of course, Sir! That's only fair. I'll sign any contract he wants."

"Contracts can be broken too easily in our trade. You can disappear aboard an orbital station or hide planetside until we're forced to leave without you; or you can slip aboard another ship and be light years away before we realize you're gone. No, we reckon if your word's no good then neither are you, and vice versa. You've demonstrated, by helping Louie at the risk of your own life, that you're anything but 'no good'; so we'll accept your word."

"Thank you, Sir."

"Don't thank me yet, Maxwell. Let's see if you can handle the life of a merchant spacer first. It's not easy! There's one thing you need to get straight, right up front. Last night was social. From now on, you and I are on a professional footing, at least until you finish your apprenticeship. Once you're qualified, we'll relax that to some extent - we're merchant service, after all, not military - but the first few months will be pretty formal. The same applies to your contact with the Captain and the mates."

"Understood, Sir. Thanks for warning me. I appreciate it."

"One more thing. I'm not a commissioned officer; a Boatswain in the merchant service is a warrant officer. You address me as 'Bosun'. The Captain and the ship's mates are 'Sir'."

"Yes, Bosun."

"Another thing. When a spacer answers a question, he says 'Yes'; but when he's acknowledging an order, he says 'Aye aye'. It's a very old tradition."

"Aye aye, Bosun. Er... may I ask a question, please?"

"Sure."

"Is it also tradition for you to use crossed anchors in your badge of rank? I've never heard of a spaceship having anchors."

The spacer chuckled. "Neither have I! Yes, that goes back many centuries before the Space Age. Now, we've got a lot to do this morning. Can you meet me at the offices of the Lancastrian Merchant Spacers League at oh-nine-hundred?"

"Just a moment, please, Bosun - I'll have to look them up."

Steve hurriedly re-focused on his eyescreen as he muted the call. His PIA picked up his muttered, sub-vocalized query, transmitted through his jawbone and skull. It processed it, then projected a three-dimensional map of the terminal onto his eyescreen. A flashing star marked a location two levels above and a kilometer away from his present position.

He reactivated the call. "I've found them, Bosun. I can be there by nine."

"Good. They'll have an arrangement with a nearby clinic to do spacers' medical checks - they always do. I'll call ahead to set that up. Bring with you every important personal and official document you've got - birth certificate, passport, qualifications, academic transcripts, the lot. In particular, bring the certified results of those spacer vo-tech classes you took online. Also, bring details of any existing bank accounts - you'll want to transfer them."

"Aye aye, Bosun."

 

###

 

Steve shuddered, then sighed with heartfelt relief as the probe withdrew from his anus. The pressure on the rest of his body began to ease as the med unit completed its analysis, retracting the figure-hugging sensor-laden lining surrounding him. He waited for what seemed like an eternity, but was probably no more than a minute or two, before the front of the machine swung open. He almost fell forward into the examination room before he caught his balance.

The tech sitting at the console looked round, ignoring his nakedness. "That wasn't so bad, was it?" she asked.

"That's easy for you to say," he grumbled, crossing stiff-legged to the fresher door. "You haven't just had a sadistic computer shove a pole up your ass!"

She giggled. "Depends what turns you on, doesn't it? At least it's pre-warmed and lubed! Towels are in the rack, soap and shampoo sachets in the cupboard. Stop at the front desk to get your results."

He lingered under the hot water, vainly attempting to wash away the vague feeling of violation that the examination had produced in him. Dressing, he headed for the front desk.

"So, am I going to die?" he asked.

The receptionist grinned. "I'm sure you will someday, but probably not today. According to Dr. Herbert, you're in good health."

"Dr. Herbert?"

"The med unit. A couple of years back, someone said that since it was doing a doctor's job, we might as well give it - him - a name."

"Oh. What about the results of the blood, urine and stool tests?"

"The initial results came back clean. It'd be very unusual if the detailed results turned out different, so as far as we're concerned, you're in great shape. We've issued you a preliminary clearance for unrestricted shipboard service, and we'll make that permanent and communicate it to you, the League and your ship once we have the detailed results."

Steve let out a low sigh of relief. He hadn't expected the medical examination to reveal anything that might dash his hopes, but it was nice to be sure.

The receptionist handed him three black data chips. "Here are three copies of your medical and DNA profile. One's for your ship's records, one's for the Merchant Spacer's League, and the third's for you. Keep it safe. You never know when you might need a past full medical profile to help treat a disease or condition you pick up on some strange planet." She punched a couple of keys, then removed a green chip from a socket in her data unit. "This contains sizing information for your spacesuit and work gear. Give it to the clerk who takes your order. He'll know what to do with it."

"Thanks very much."

He walked out into the plaza, a designation which never failed to amuse him. Having been in town squares and plazas on Earth, the thought of a 'plaza' with plasteel walls, floor and ceiling, encapsulated within a fifty-kilometer-long, five-kilometer-wide and three-kilometer-high space station suspended in vacuum, still seemed incongruous.

He crossed the plaza to a display window. It was labeled in old-fashioned gold script, 'The League of Merchant Spacers of the Lancastrian Commonwealth'. He opened the door next to it, went inside, and looked around until he caught sight of the Bosun, sitting in front of a desk in a glass-walled office at the side of the room. He tapped at the half-open door.

"Ah! Come in, Maxwell. Got your medical profile? Passed all the tests?"

"Yes, Bosun."

"Good. Give a copy to Agnetha here. She'll enter it in the League's records, and use it to set up DNA-verified access to your account." He did so as the Bosun continued, "You have all your other documentation with you?"

"Yes, Bosun." As he tapped his belt pouch, data chips rattled.

"Once Agnetha's set up your personal file in the League's electronic vault, copy everything into it - and I do mean everything. This branch will send the info back to Head Office on Lancaster. From there it'll go out with the next monthly update cycle to every planetary office. Within three to four months you'll be able to get a certified copy of any of your documents from any League office, in case you lose the original or don't have it with you when you need it. The copies are legally recognized throughout the Lancastrian Commonwealth, and by many other planets as well. I've had to use that service three times so far. It's a life-saver!"

"Er... is the information secure?"

"Oh, yes!" Agnetha assured him. "Our data vault is triple-enciphered, then quantum-encrypted. Over and above that, access to anything you designate as confidential is restricted to our offices, with DNA verification of your identity every time. Your mail is different, of course, as you may not be able to get to our offices during a brief visit; so you can send a signal to one of our planetary offices, asking them to forward it to your ship. Your message has to contain a prearranged authentication code, of course."

"What if I'm on a planet that doesn't have a League office?"

"We have offices on every major planet, and affiliates on more than half the minor worlds. You can authorize us to forward funds, mail and documents to you on planets where we don't have offices. You do that by sending us a specially formatted request that includes a prearranged authentication code, plus a DNA sample for verification of your ID. Of course, after it leaves our custody or that of our associates, we no longer accept responsible for your property's safety or security."

"That's fair."

It took almost an hour to complete all the formalities. At the end of that time, Steve had been registered as a spacer apprentice in terms of the laws and regulations of the Lancastrian Commonwealth. He was issued a merchant spacer's ID for use when visiting orbital facilities, reserving his passport for travel planetside. He signed a copy of the ship's articles, to signify that he agreed to observe and be bound by them during his service aboard Cabot. The League set up his personal file in their electronic vault, provided him with bank and mail accounts plus health, disability, life and piracy insurance coverage, and verified and logged his spacer theory courses and examination results.

As he and the Bosun left the League's office, he asked awkwardly, "Er... please excuse me if this is a stupid question, but - "

The spacer interrupted him. "Stupidity is not asking a question when you need to know something. What is it?"

"What's 'piracy insurance' all about?"

"Let's hope you never need it! Basically, if your ship is taken by pirates, the League insures you against the loss of your personal possessions and gear, plus lost income while you're a prisoner and for a few months afterwards. They'll pay the ransom to free you, plus transport from wherever you're released to wherever you want to go. That insurance alone is worth every credit they charge!"

Steve winced. "I should hope so! Their dues of twenty per cent of salary seem awfully expensive. If you hadn't said it was so important, I'd have passed on membership."

"Look what you get for your money. A spacers' guild is a bank, insurer, notary, co-operative, trade union and postal service, all in one institution. When we're hundreds of light years from those services on our home planets, our guilds are essential. Local banks don't know us from Adam, so they won't let us draw against accounts on other planets; and local service providers want to be paid up front before they'll help us. Planetary guild offices bypass all those problems. If our guild doesn't have a local office, it'll probably have a mutual aid agreement with a guild that does. If you add up all you get, a levy of twenty per cent is cheap at the price - and that's only charged against your salary, not income from private trading or other sources."

"If you say so, Bosun." Steve still couldn't help sounding dubious.

"You'll see for yourself soon enough, 'specially if you're ever in deep trouble out in the back of beyond. You'll find out it's better to have those services on tap than not have them when you need them! Now, let's buy your gear."

"I don't think I've thanked you yet for all you're doing to get me squared away. This must be keeping you from all your other duties."

"Not really. I'm on liberty for the next two days. This will only take a couple of hours. I'll get things moving at Spacer Supply, then leave you to get on with it. I'm going to do a little business with Louie over lunch, then indulge myself with wine, women and song while you sort, clean, wash and pack everything. Meet me outside Louie's place at oh-seven-hundred, the day after tomorrow. We'll travel back to the ship together."

"Aye aye, Bosun."

"Do you have anywhere safe to keep all your gear until then?"

"No." He hung his head, embarrassed. "I'm sleeping in a flophouse. Can't afford anything better right now."

"I've been poor a time or two myself, son. There's no shame in honest poverty. OK, we'll ask Louie to let you use one of his storerooms to sort out and stow your gear. It'll be secure enough there. No-one on this Terminal is fool enough to try to steal from him!"

Steve grinned. "Apart from the Lotus Tong, you mean, Bosun?"

"Ha! No, by now you can include them, too. The surviving members - if any - have surely learned that lesson the hard way!"

The older man hesitated, then went on, "You don't have to answer this if you don't want to, but I'm curious. You've given me two examples of really dedicated behavior. One was making up your mind that becoming a spacer was your ticket off Earth. You studied spacer theory for a couple of years on your own initiative, even taking the online exams, then came all the way out here to the Cargo Terminal, living on a shoestring while waiting for your chance. Most young men wouldn't have the self-discipline and drive to do all that on their own initiative. The other is karate. It's very unusual to find a second dan black belt who's not yet twenty years old. What made you work so hard in both cases? What motivated you?"

Steve's instinctive response was to withdraw, avoid the question, evade any revelation of what he felt inside. He'd learned the hard way, over more than a decade in the orphanage, that to expose your innermost thoughts to someone was to risk them being used as fuel for mocking jibes. It might even lead to outright rejection. In such a setting, privacy had to be guarded jealously, one's motivations and aspirations hidden from others.

He forced himself to relax. He's not out to get me, he reminded himself mentally. He's my boss. He's got a right to ask questions - and he was upfront about my not having to answer this one. I think I can trust this man. If I can't, I'm in deep trouble anyway! May as well take a chance, and answer honestly.

"I've had to fight to defend myself, and make a place for myself, almost as long as I can remember," he said slowly, unaware that the pain of his memories was leaking into his voice. "Orphanages can be merciless, even if the people in charge do their best to make them as humane as possible. Put a bunch of boys together, and they're going to establish a pecking order based on physical size and aggression. That's just the way it is. My first years there... let's just say I learned to hate bullies and sadists with a passion. I started karate as a way to defend myself against them. It wasn't taught in the orphanage, but at a nearby gymnasium, so none of my tormentors bothered to go out of their way to learn it. I figured, if I knew a way of fighting that they didn't, I'd be better equipped to take them on."

The Bosun listened without comment, but could sense what these revelations were costing Steve. He mentally compared them to his memories of growing up in a comfortable family atmosphere, knowing he'd been very fortunate by comparison. He tried not to let his instinctive sympathy show, and had to restrain himself from patting Steve reassuringly on the back. He figured the youngster wouldn't take it very well.

"It wasn't easy," Steve continued. "I managed to stop one bully, but then some of the others ganged up on me, so I had to work even harder and learn even more to protect myself against them. I took several bad lickings - I even ended up in hospital once - but the time finally came when I could hurt them as much as, or more than, they hurt me. I also taught some of the others how to defend themselves, and to stand together with me against the bullies. After that, they left us alone. I hope those I left behind will pass on what they've learned to future generations. That'll make the orphanage a better place for everyone.

"That taught me you've got to stand up for yourself, and you've got to persevere. If you don't, if you just take it passively and knuckle under instead of resisting, you'll be a victim forever. That helped me when I had to figure out what I wanted to do with my life. I knew I didn't want to stay on Earth, where rights and freedoms that used to be normal have been forgotten or ignored. Everything's geared around conforming to the group. There's not much tolerance for individualists. There's an old proverb that says, 'The nail that sticks up gets hammered down'. Down there, if you try to live your own life, if you want to rise as high as you can on your own merits and in your own right, you're going to get hammered down by the bureaucrats who administer the system. They're like the bullies in the orphanage. They want obedience and conformity, not initiative and drive. The only way to get out from under them is to join 'em, and I wasn't about to do that!" His face twisted sourly.

"I had to find something better, and that meant going somewhere else. I read as much as I could about the rest of the settled galaxy. The place that seems to put the most emphasis on individual rights and responsibilities is the Lancastrian Commonwealth, so I started to look for ways to get there and earn citizenship. Its Fleet's Foreign Service Program seemed to offer an opportunity. It'd let me earn citizenship without needing qualifications and experience I can't get here without surrendering my right to emigrate. Problem was, I couldn't afford to buy passage to the Commonwealth. Becoming a merchant spacer was the lowest-cost way I could think of to get there. I'd also get training and experience that'd make me more useful to its Fleet.

"I couldn't afford spacer training at vo-tech school, so I knew I'd have to try for an apprentice berth. That's why I studied spacer theory on my own, then spent everything I had in the world to come up here and wait for a ship with a vacancy. It wasn't easy. There's been times I haven't eaten regularly, because I couldn't earn much by doing odd jobs; but if I wanted to get off-planet, I knew I had to be up here, ready to grab any chance that came along. If I wasn't on the spot to take advantage of it, I'd miss it. I never expected my chance to come in the form of a fight to the death in front of the saloon! I guess everything came together at the right moment - my karate, my studies, being up here, and then Mr. Brackmann knowing you. Without all those things, you'd never have heard of me and you wouldn't have considered hiring me."

The Bosun nodded soberly. "You sure grabbed the brass ring when it came around! Don't think your struggle's over now, either. I'm going to ride you hard, and not cut you any slack - that's my job, after all. Still, on the basis of what you've just told me, I reckon you'll do all right. Keep working as hard as you have to get to this point, and we'll make a spacer out of you in no time!"

Three assistants converged from different directions as they strode through the doors of Spacer Supply, all drawn by the Bosun's badge of rank. He selected the most promising-looking and handed him a data chip.

"This young man is Steve Maxwell. He's joining my ship as a spacer apprentice, and needs a complete outfit - the works. That's a list of what I want for him. Payment will be made by Louie Brackmann, owner of the Horseshoe Saloon two decks down. We'll call him to set that up before I leave."

"It'll be a pleasure to serve him - and you, Bosun!" The salesman's eyes glittered at the thought of the commission to be earned on so substantial a sale. He slipped the chip into a reader and scrolled down the list. A furrow appeared on his brow. "We may not have some of the exact items you list. We can supply equivalents, of course - "

"No!" Steve and the salesman looked at the spacer, startled by his vehemence. "When I specify a brand name or manufacturer or model, or if any item is preceded by an asterisk, you'll provide exactly what I list. You do not have discretion to substitute anything else. If you don't have them, either get them here by tomorrow morning, guaranteed, or tell Maxwell at once so he'll have time to buy them from another vendor."

He turned to Steve. "I've learned to trust what's listed there, and you will too. If you can't get something here, look up other suppliers in the Terminal and order it from them. Remember the old saying: 'Buy cheap, pay dear'. In space, your life quite literally depends on your gear, so buy the best, no matter what it costs. In this case, thanks to Louie's generosity, I've specified a very comprehensive outfit, far better than most spacers start out with. You'd take several years to put it together using only your salary."

"I get it, Bosun. Thanks."

The salesman promised, "We'll make sure to get what you want from a distributor, Bosun, or if necessary we'll get it from our competitors. We help each other that way from time to time for brand-specific orders like this. He won't have to look elsewhere."

"Good. Give Maxwell a detailed invoice listing all items in full, down to model numbers, plus their prices." He looked at Steve. "Transmit it to the League right away, and ask them to keep it on file as part of your insurance documentation. That way they'll have proof of what you own, and they'll cover it all at replacement cost in the event of a claim."

"Aye aye, Bosun."

"All right, I'll call Louie to arrange payment, then leave you to it. I'm off duty, and it's party time!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4: January 24th, 2837 GSC

 

Steve finished heat-sealing a name-tag over the right chest pocket of the last set of utility coveralls. He folded them around a cardboard template he'd cut, sized to ensure that his clothes would fit as neatly and compactly as possible into the smaller of his two trunks. He slid the template out, and placed the coveralls on top of the pile in the trunk. It protruded well above the rim, but when he pressed the lid down the trunk closed without problems. Satisfied, he raised it again, then stood for a moment, looking down at the neatly-folded clothes. It was sobering to realize that everything he owned in the world - or, rather, in space - was right here in the trunks, toolbox and carryall. Even so, it was more than he'd ever owned before in his life.

He'd had to abandon most of the little he'd brought from the orphanage before taking the long ride up a Planetary Elevator to orbit, then a shuttle to the Cargo Terminal. A charge of one hundred neodollars per kilogram of luggage had a limiting effect all its own. He hadn't been able to afford that, so he'd made the trip wearing multiple layers of clothing and an outsized coat over it all, every pocket stuffed to bursting point. He'd carried only the single permitted item of hand baggage, also crammed to - no, beyond its capacity. He grinned, recalling the expression on the security inspector's face as he'd unlatched it. Its contents had erupted onto the examination table as the pressure was released when it sprang open.

The fare to the Terminal had wiped out the last of his inheritance from his parents. For several months thereafter, until the fight ten days before, he'd lived from hand to mouth. Some days, when no work was to be found, he hadn't eaten at all. He'd had offers, of course. A fit, lithe young man would never be short of them from those who saw bodies only as receptacles for lust, to be used, then tossed aside. Fortunately, he'd never slid so far into the gutter that he'd had to sacrifice his self-respect in that way. Even so, there'd been one five-day period when he'd learned the hard way what it meant to be truly hungry.

He'd had several periods when he couldn't afford even the cheapest flophouse bed, either. He'd had to join the Terminal's down-and-outs in the garbage tunnels - the only place where the cops didn't go to look for transients to harass. Police weren't the only threat. Those using the tunnels had to time their stay carefully, moving out of each section before its thrice-daily schedule brought the auto-disposal systems to life, chewing up everything inside and flushing the remains into recycling tanks. His face turned grim as he remembered the morning when someone had overslept. The victim had woken as the grinding began, and stumbled for the exit. His head, arms and torso had made it out... but his legs hadn't. His tormented screams still echoed in Steve's mind sometimes, particularly when he was too tired to shut them out.

He shook his head violently. He would not allow memories of the past to cloud his future! He had a whole new life ahead of him, an opportunity many people would kill for - and he was going to make the most of it! Determinedly, he started to stuff small empty spaces in the trunk with rolled up socks and bundled underwear.

He was interrupted by footsteps outside. Louie put his head around the door. "How's the packing going, Steve?"

"I'm almost finished, Mr. Brackmann."

Louie came in, carrying a small baize drawstring bag in his right hand. He was followed by his 'personal assistant', Maxine. Steve had eyed her half-longingly ever since he'd been hired as a part-time cleaner here, but even if she hadn't 'belonged' to Louie, he knew she was way above his league. She was short and dainty, with bobbed blonde hair over green eyes in an artificially tanned face. Her pert, perky breasts jiggled enticingly as she walked, her rump twitching from side to side beneath a green mini-dress. She carried an overstuffed sandwich on a plate, and a mug of coffee.

"Here, Steve," she said cheerfully. "You've been working for hours. Louie figured you'd be getting pretty hungry by now, so I got this from the kitchen for you."

"Thank you so much! You're a saint - and thank you again, Mr. Brackmann." He took them from her, put down the mug on a corner of the table he'd been using to fold his clothes, and took a mammoth bite out of the sandwich.

She giggled. "If you knew me better, a saint's the last thing you'd call me!"

Louie laughed. "Yeah, you're much more fun as a sinner!"

She stuck out her tongue at him, then turned back towards the door, smiling. "Fresher's calling my name. 'Scuse me, please."

"Yeah, sure, honey." Louie looked around. "The place looks a lot cleaner now."

Steve took a slug of coffee to moisten the remains of his mouthful of sandwich, and swallowed mightily. "I bagged all the packaging for disposal, Sir." He nodded to three bulging garbage sacks against the rear wall of the storeroom.

"Huh! I can see now why it took two shop assistants and three carts to bring all your gear back here. Looks like half the load was packaging! You've been cleaning, washing, tagging and packing since yesterday afternoon."

"I'm just about done, Sir. I've got toiletries and a merchant spacer's uniform in my carryall, to take back to the flophouse for my last night there. Everything else is packed, except for my oldest, grottiest clothes, which I've torn up and added to your cleaning rags. I really can't thank you enough for starting me out with a complete set of gear and uniforms, Mr. Brackmann, and letting me use one of your storerooms to get them all ready. I owe you big-time!"

"No, son, I owe you - and so does the Dragon Tong. They weren't joking about a reward. Their local boss just came by. I've got good news for you."

"Oh? What's that, Sir?"

Louie grinned. "They... ah... discussed things with the Lotus Tong. They say there'll be no more problems. According to their boss, the Dragons 'persuaded the Lotus to compensate us for our trouble'. I reckon that means the Dragons stole everything the Lotus Tong owned, and gave us a bit of it as a 'thank you' for giving them an excuse to do so! Would you believe their boss just handed me a hundred taels of gold?"

Steve blinked. "A hundred - what did you say, Sir? 'Tales'?"

"No; tael, t-a-e-l. It's a very old measure for weighing precious metals. It works out to about thirty-seven and a half grams. Your salary will be paid in Lancastrian credits, right?"

"Yes, Sir."

"OK. One tael of gold at current market prices is worth... " - his eyes lost focus for a moment as he mentally calculated - "about twelve hundred and fifty Lancastrian credits."

Steve whistled softly, eyes wide. "That's more than a month's net salary for an apprentice spacer, even after deductions and League dues! And they just gave you a hundred of them?"

"Yeah. It's a nice round number, isn't it? Anyway, the Dragons said it was for both of us, so I split it fifty-fifty. Out of your half, I deducted twenty-three taels to cover the cost of your spacer gear." He handed Steve the bag, which rattled enticingly in his hand. "Here's the balance of your share - twenty-seven taels. If you want to exchange a couple of them for cash, I can do that for you."

Steve was dumbfounded for a moment as he took the bag, feeling its weight. He opened it, running his fingers in fascination through the little square and oval gold ingots inside. Each was die-stamped on one side with the seal of the licensed mint that had produced it, and on the other with its certified weight in grams and another number. He could hardly believe he was holding the equivalent of well over thirty thousand credits in his hands - better than three years' salary for a spacer apprentice.

Finally he found his voice. "B - but, Sir, that's not fair! You're the boss. You should have a bigger share!"

Louie snorted. "Like hell! I'm only breathing because of you, remember? That means you earned an equal share. Another thing. Whatever you do, don't deposit this into your League account here! If there's any local official record of it, you'll be taxed on it. Even at minimum rate, that'll mean giving half of it to the bureaucrats planetside."

Steve shook his head violently. "They already glommed on to half my parents' estate - their lawyer had to fight like hell to keep enough to pay for the orphanage. No way I'm giving them any of this!"

"You said it! If you don't need cash in a hurry, hang on to the gold - it's a good store of value for emergencies, even if it doesn't appreciate much. I keep up to forty per cent of my funds in precious metals or other hard assets for that reason. If you want to convert them to cash, most banks will demand proof you already paid tax on them, and tax you if you don't have it. I'd sell 'em privately to avoid tax, or wait until you reach a Lancastrian Commonwealth planet - their maximum tax rate's only ten per cent. Until then, keep them safe. I've already sent the Bosun a message, asking him to arrange for you to store them in the ship's safe. They'll be secure enough here in your baggage until morning. No-one else knows about the gold, not even Maxine. Don't tell her, whatever you do, or she'll want to spend some of my share on herself!" They chuckled softly. "Just set the alarm on the storeroom door when you lock up for the night."

"I will, Sir." He looked down at the gold. "What does this decimal number mean? They're all stamped '99.9' under their weight."

"That's their fineness or purity rating. 'Three nines fine', what you've got there, is the third-highest rating, after five and four nines fine. It's the most common in circulation. It designates high-end gold, what jewelers call '24-carat'."

"I get it. I don't know how to thank you for this, Sir, really I don't!"

"You already did, by pulling my ass out of the fire. For the rest, thank the Dragon Tong - or rather the Lotus Tong, after the Dragons finished with them!" They laughed. "It'll help you make a fresh start in the Lancastrian Commonwealth. You'll need a nest-egg to establish yourself there."

"I won't waste it, Sir," Steve promised fervently.

He crammed the crust of the sandwich into his mouth. Chewing, he took a pair of socks from the smaller trunk, put one inside the other, then poured the gold taels into them, tying a knot to keep them inside. He handed Louie the empty bag, put the tael-stuffed socks into his trunk, then closed both trunks and the toolbox. The large wheeled-and-powered trunk held his spacesuit, helmet, toolbelt, work boots and gloves, and bulky items like footwear. The second, slightly smaller trunk fitted into a recess in the large trunk's lid, and contained his clothes and other personal possessions. The heavy toolbox, in turn, slotted into the top of the smaller trunk.

Steve built the stack, then withdrew one end of a security cable from a spool in the bottom trunk, led it through the locks and handles of all the baggage, passed it around a convenient shelf bracket welded to the wall, and plugged the end into a locking socket next to the spool. Finally, he thumb-sealed all the locks.

"That'll be safe enough 'til tomorrow." He swallowed the last of the coffee and glanced at his watch. "It's after twenty-three already! I need a shower, then I'd better hit the sack. I've got to make an early start in the morning."

They started towards the door as Louie observed, "Yeah, you mustn't keep the Bosun waiting. Say, I've heard you complain about the hot water at that flophouse. Why not shower here before you leave?"

"Thanks, Sir, I'd appreciate that." Steve closed the door behind him, and entered a multi-digit code into its lock to activate the storeroom's alarm systems.

Louie glanced down the passage. "Here's Maxine, just in time for you to say goodbye."

"You're leaving already?" she asked as she came up.

Steve nodded. "I'm going to shower quickly, then head for my flophouse. Big day tomorrow!"

"Uh-huh. Why not use the entertainment staff's fresher? It's just upstairs from here, and it's nicer than the kitchen fresher."

"Good idea," Louie approved. "Show him where it is, please, honey. I'm heading back to the saloon."

"Sure, then I'm off to bed. I need my beauty sleep!"

"You do that, sweetheart. I'll be along in a few hours." He kissed her, then held out his hand to Steve. "I probably won't see you again before you leave. Best of luck, son. Make us proud of you! Be sure to drop in for a drink whenever you get back this way. First one's on the house!"

"I'll do that, Sir. I'll always be grateful to you for helping me get this start."

They shook hands firmly, then Louie turned and headed back to his waiting customers.

Maxine led Steve along a rear passageway and up a flight of stairs. The next level was carpeted, instead of being floored with the hard-wearing black plasrubber coating of a working area. Diodes were turned low in wall sconces to provide a soft, intimate light. Doors lined both sides of the corridor. As they passed one, a rhythmic, squeaking pounding increased in volume and tempo. A breathless voice urged greater speed and intensity, while another gasped and moaned. Steve blushed furiously.

Maxine noticed. "Does that bother you?" she asked curiously.

"Er... ah... "

Shocked realization dawned on her face as she stopped dead in her tracks. "Steve! Don't tell me you're a virgin?"

"I... um... oh, hell!" He shook his head in chagrin. "In a boy's orphanage out in the country, particularly one run by the Church, it's kinda hard to meet girls. Since leaving there I've been living in a flophouse here on the Cargo Terminal. I've not had enough money to interest a girl, and no privacy to do anything about it even if one was interested!"

She stared at him. "That's terrible! You're almost nineteen years old, and you've never been with a woman? A good-looking kid like you?"

"Er... no, not yet."

She shook her head in dismay as they started walking again. "You poor thing!" A slow smile came to her lips. "Tell you what. The entertainers sound like they're busy tonight, so they'll be using the freshers a lot. We can't have you delay them from cleaning up before the next customer - that costs them money, and us too. You can use my shower."

"Gee, thanks, Maxine, but don't you live in Louie's apartment? Won't he mind?"

"Like Momma always said to Poppa, 'What you don't know won't hurt you'. I won't tell him if you won't. He'll be busy in the saloon for a long time yet. He doesn't get to bed until three or four."

"Er... OK, I guess."

They entered a sitting-room carpeted in a thick, lush pile, with a long low sofa and two reclining chairs. She led him across the room and through a door. It led to a lavishly-furnished chamber containing the biggest bed Steve had ever seen, about two meters on each side.

"The fresher's through that door. There are towels in the cupboard, and everything you need is in the racks. Louie pays extra for unlimited water, so use as much as you like."

"Gee, thanks! I've been having water-rationed showers ever since I got up here. My skin's forgotten what a real soaking feels like!"

The fresher proved to be as luxuriously equipped as the rest of the apartment. No cramped, spartan spacer facilities, these; they were spacious, clad in faux marble paneling, with a plasglass enclosure around the shower and a real hot tub in the corner, big enough for two. Steve had to firmly rein in his imagination at the thought of Maxine and Louie using it together.

He closed his eyes, blissfully luxuriating in the unrestricted rush of hot water, switching the shower head to a pulsating massage that eased the tightness in his shoulders and spine. He stood beneath it for a couple of minutes before reaching for the shampoo. He'd just picked it up when the shower door clicked open behind him, and he heard Maxine's voice.

"Room for one more?"

His eyes flew open as he spun around, almost falling. She was completely nude, her firm breasts pointing her small, erect nipples at him, her tanned skin and the fine wisps of hair at her groin already speckled with the water droplets cascading from him.

"Ah... uh... I... W - what about Louie?"

She stepped inside, closing the door behind her, and pressed gently against him. "I'm just his latest squeeze. He'll get tired of me in another month or two, and send me away with a nice present, then find someone new. He always does that. He doesn't own me, if that's what's worrying you - and he'll never hear about us from me." Her fingertips traced through the sparse hair on his chest. "Besides, it's not fair to send you off into space without you knowing what you've been missing - at least, I don't think it is."

"Er... gahr?" The shampoo fell to the floor unheeded as he began to tremble.

Her fingers began to wander lower. "And I know just how to soap you... and I'll teach you how to soap me... all over... and then you can find out what you don't have to go on missing." Her fingers tightened. "What d'you say?"

"Arg!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5: January 25th, 2837 GSC, morning

 

The lights of the passageway were transitioning from evening dim to morning bright as Steve eased his way out of the recessed, inconspicuous staff door next to the Horseshoe Saloon, carryall in hand. The powered trunk base followed the signal from the tracking unit clipped to his belt, the stack of luggage on top of it rocking gently as it crossed the low ledge of the threshold. Steve closed the door behind him, hearing its automatic lock click. He turned to see the Bosun approaching, carrying an overnight bag, looking a little hungover.

"Morning, Maxwell. Ready?"

"Yes - I mean, aye aye, Bosun."

The older man looked him over. Steve was now wearing black shoes, socks and uniform trousers, and a lightweight white polo-neck jumper beneath a double-breasted black jacket like the Bosun's, with a bright silver-steel name-tag on his right chest, but no badges of rank on the left sleeve. His face was freshly depilated, but his neck... The Bosun peered, then guffawed.

"Ah-ha! I see someone gave you a spacer's farewell! You'll need to pull your collar a bit higher to hide that hickey."

Steve blushed scarlet. "Er... thanks for the heads-up." He hurriedly adjusted the neck of his jumper.

Still grinning, Cardle reassured him, "Don't worry, we've all been caught that way before. Apart from that, you look smart enough."

Steve relaxed, devoutly grateful he hadn't been asked the name of his girlfriend. For two hours Maxine had introduced him to delights he'd only dreamed of before, affectionately tolerating his inexperience, guiding his fumbles. He knew he'd always remember her with amazed, befuddled affection. He'd helped her re-make the bed with fresh linens before sneaking out after two that morning, to get far too little sleep before having to be on his feet again.

"Louie tells me the Dragon Tong made good on their promise," the Bosun remarked. "I'll fix it for you to store the reward in the ship's strongroom. It's common enough - most of us keep our cash stash there."

"Thanks, Bosun. I appreciate that."

As they spoke, another spacer came out of a nearby cross-passage and turned towards them. He wore the same uniform as themselves, with a pair of crossed anchors on his left sleeve but no wreath around them. A pair of silver wings was pinned to the left chest of his jacket.

The Bosun noticed him. "Ah, good! Here's Tomkins."

"Morning, Bosun," the man said as he came up to them. "Have a good time?"

"Yeah, I let off some steam - among other things!" The two spacers laughed. "This is our new apprentice, Steve Maxwell. Maxwell, this is Bosun's Mate Second Class Dale Tomkins. You'll be in his accommodation unit, and he'll be in charge of training you. I asked him to meet us here and come back with us today so he can get you settled in before the rest of the crew arrives."

"Morning, Maxwell," the new arrival said with a smile, extending his hand. "Welcome to the legion of the lost! What makes you want to be a merchant spacer?"

"The Bosun made me an offer I couldn't refuse," Steve rejoined as he shook hands.

"Couldn't refuse, or couldn't understand?"

"Probably a bit of both!" All three laughed. "I'm sorry to have interrupted your liberty like this."

"It's not a problem. I want to try for promotion to First Class next year, but one of the pre-reqs is experience as an instructor. There haven't been opportunities to do much of that aboard Cabot, because we mostly hire trained spacers. I'd arranged to teach at the pilot school of a merchant spacer academy during our next maintenance period, in part fulfilment of that requirement, but I needed something more. The Bosun says if I train you well, the Captain will accept that as the balance of the instructor requirement; so, you see, you'll be helping me career-wise as much as I help you."

"I'm glad to hear it. I guess I'm going to keep you very busy for the next few months."

"That's all right. The Bosun vouches for you, so I'm sure you'll learn fast."

"May I start by asking a question right away? What's a Bosun's Mate Second Class do? Does that mean you work directly for the Bosun?"

"Only when I don't see him coming in time to get out of his way!" Both spacers laughed. "Basically, to use a military analogy, I'm a junior NCO to his senior - although he's actually more like a warrant officer. He's in charge of day-to-day crew organization and discipline. I'd like to have his job someday. I've got my own specialization aboard ship - I'm a small craft pilot," and he reached up to touch the wings on his left chest, "but I also supervise work parties, and look after one of the accommodation units, and do anything else the Bosun or one of the mates sends my way - like training you, for example."

"That's about the size of it," the Bosun agreed. "Now, before we do anything else, I need coffee. Maxwell, can we find the good stuff around here at this hour of the morning?"

"There's a breakfast cart two blocks down. I've eaten there before - it's not bad. I could use some coffee, too. I didn't get much sleep last night."

"Yeah, I noticed!" Another chuckle as Steve blushed again. "I'll treat both of you - I did real well trading with Louie this trip, so I'm flush. Lead on!"

They stood beside the cart in preoccupied silence for a few minutes, each with a large insulated carry cup of coffee in one hand and an outsize toasted bacon and egg sandwich in the other. It was orbital food, of course, produced synthetically rather than naturally, but the artificial flavors and textures adequately imitated the originals.

Finally the Bosun gulped down the last of his breakfast and took a slug of coffee. "Aah! That hit the spot!" He glanced at Steve. "Thanks, Maxwell. I'm not fully human until I've got something inside me in the mornings."

Steve decided to risk it. "Yeah, I noticed, Bosun."

"Cheeky bugger!" His grin belied his words. "I see you got a buzz-cut."

"Yes. You specified an enhanced PIA with a cranial headnet in your list of gear, so I figured I'd need really short hair to use it; and I remembered how short you cut your hair."

"You're right. A standard PIA is far too limited to cope with all the tasks and duties we have aboard ship."

"That's for sure," Tomkins agreed. "You'll have to wear the cranial headnet for a couple of days to let it identify your brain patterns, then we'll authorize your new PIA to access the ship's training systems. You won't be able to use our hypno-study facilities without it - and that's just the beginning."

The Bosun glanced at the tower of Steve's luggage. "By the way, don't trust that belt tracking unit alone. If a thief aims a more powerful signal at your baggage on the same frequency through a directional antenna, it'll turn away from you and go to him instead. If you don't notice, it can be gone in five or ten seconds."

"Oh!" Steve lowered his cup, his face a picture of dismay. "Thanks for warning me. I've never owned much worth stealing before. How can I prevent that?"

"Hold the base unit's towing strap in your hand, or attach it to your belt. The trunk will still follow the tracking unit, so the strap won't hold you back; but if your baggage gets diverted by another signal, you'll feel the strap tug at you."

"I get it."

Steve fastened his carryall to the top of the baggage tower and pulled the long strap from its reel in the base trunk. They set off, coffee cups in hand. Steve felt the strap's inertia reel tugging occasionally at his hand as his baggage followed dog-like behind him.

"You marked all your belongings the way I told you?"

"Aye aye, Bosun. I engraved or etched my name on all the tools, work gear and baggage, and bought a roll of heat-seal name-tags for the clothing."

"Good. Our crew is pretty honest, but if something's unmarked and lying around it tends to be regarded as 'finders keepers'."

They paused to let a robotic cleaning cart roll across an intersection with another passageway, its speaker warning of its approach by playing a noisy tune over the rumble and hiss of its water jets, brushes and suction heads. The Bosun raised his voice to be heard above it. "See that robot? It never complains about having to work hard - it just gets on with the job. You need to learn from that. You're bound to make a beginner's usual mistakes, and we understand that; but the one thing you've got to show your shipmates, right from the start, is that you're prepared to work as hard as they do. That's what binds us together as a crew - the knowledge that we can count on one another. Anyone who shirks his duties doesn't last long. You'll have to prove you've got the right attitude by your actions, far more than your words."

They started walking again as the cleaning cart moved away. Tomkins added, "The Bosun's right. Our merchant spacer grapevine has a long memory. Years from now, you'll run across people who knew you way back when. They'll remember you, and talk about the kind of person you were, even if you've changed since then. The reputation you establish over the next few weeks and 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!"

"I get it. Thanks for - "

His words strangled in his throat as two men, both short, stocky and visibly of Far Eastern extraction, jumped out of a narrow side alley and stood facing them, half-crouched. Both wore black shirts and trousers. The leader also sported a black waistcoat, and held a pair of short, heavy wing chun butterfly swords, curved points angled upwards. Heart suddenly pounding in his chest, Steve recognized him. He was the leader of the six men who'd attacked Louie a few nights before, who'd fled after seeing most of his comrades brought down. The second man, standing to one side and slightly behind the leader, grasped the hilt of a long-bladed dao backsword in both hands.

The leader spoke, his voice a malevolent hiss, face twisted in a scowl of hatred. "You shamed me and my Tong! Now you pay!"

A sudden scuffling noise came from the alley, and a strangled yelp. The speaker whipped his head around towards the sound, and Steve seized the opportunity. He dropped his coffee cup and the towing strap, slid smoothly forward and lashed out with a mae geri frontal kick, lifting his right thigh then driving his lower leg outwards from the hinge-point of the knee. The hardened toe of his work shoe crunched into the man's right wrist with vicious power, slamming it back into his chest. He grunted in pain, the knife falling from his right hand.

Steve snapped his foot back to the floor. His off-balance opponent, staggering backward, slashed wildly at him with the weapon in his left hand. Steve swayed back, outside the arc of the blow - but collided with his baggage tower, which had followed the signal from the tracking unit at his waist and now blocked his retreat. Only his attacker's rearward motion saved him as it opened the distance between them. The blade nicked his jacket, but didn't touch his skin.

Before the bladesman could reverse his swing Steve pushed himself off the baggage tower, using it to lend impetus to his forward lunge. He seized the man's left wrist and arm and twisted them, angling the weapon away from him, forcing his enemy to drop it. The bladesman screamed as something snapped in his arm with an audible crack! Steve kept up the pressure, tugging at his off-balance foe, pulling him over his hip then slamming him down hard on the unyielding steel, driving the air from his body with an agonized "Unfh!" He wrenched at the man's arm to pull his shoulder back, twisting his neck, exposing his head, then put his full weight behind his knee, driving it down into the base of his opponent's skull. The man's face hit the floor at an angle with sickening force, wrenching his jaw out of its socket with the impact, drawing a gurgling moan of agony.

Steve flicked a glance to see what the other attacker was doing, but he needn't have worried. In the instant that his kick had landed on the leader, the Bosun had taken advantage of the distraction he'd provided to hurl his coffee cup full into the second man's face. Its flimsy lid came off, splashing steaming-hot coffee into his eyes.

As the blinded bladesman flinched, Tomkins jumped forward and launched a roundhouse kick, his shoe striking the attacker squarely in his testicles with shattering power. His victim screamed, beginning to fold forward onto himself like a pocketknife, dropping his dao; but Tomkins grabbed his jacket and lashed out with his right hand in a pile-driver of an uppercut. He began the punch below his waist, putting his full weight and momentum and all the power of his back and shoulder muscles behind it. It caught the bladesman squarely on his descending nose, smashing it, sending blood spurting. In a continuation of the blow Tomkins seized the man's hair and slammed him face-down, very hard, to the floor. He bounced, then lay motionless.

As Steve rose, still grasping his victim's wrist, twisting his arm to lock it and control his movements, he heard Tomkins mutter, "That'll teach the bastard!" He looked across as he massaged his right hand's knuckles with his left palm. "Nicely done, Maxwell. You move real fast and smooth - but you'll have to remember to turn off your baggage tracker next time!"

Steve nodded, breath coming fast, heart pounding, trembling as the adrenaline rush hit him. He reached back to switch off the tracker.

"Yeah, that caught me off balance. I never had to fight wearing one of them before!" As he spoke, he toed the fallen blades further out of reach, then bent to pat along his opponent's waistline. He felt something, tugged the man's waistcoat aside and pulled a wooden scabbard from behind his belt. A stone knife hilt rose from it. He tucked it into his own belt, beneath the right side of his uniform jacket.

Tomkins grinned wolfishly. "Let's say we make a good team." He looked back at the Bosun. "Nice throw. You set him up perfectly for me."

"Heads up!" Cardle called urgently, looking past them. As they spun around, they saw six more men emerge from the narrow alleyway. All were of Far Eastern descent, like their two attackers, but they made no threatening move. Five wore identical gray coveralls, while the leader - whom Steve also recognized from his encounter outside the Horseshoe Saloon a few nights before - was dressed in black trousers and a loose-fitting collarless white shirt, open at the neck. He raised his right hand, holding it across his chest, fingers forming a claw-like sign.

"Easy!" Steve warned his comrades. "These guys are Dragon Tong."

He let his attacker's arm fall to the floor. The man whimpered, rolling slowly onto his back, jaw hanging slackly, eyes flooded with tears and unfocused. A mixture of blood and spittle leaked from his mouth.

"Let Maxwell handle this," the Bosun confirmed. He and Tomkins took a slow, careful step backward, ready for whatever might be needed.

Steve half-bowed to the lead figure. "We meet again, Sir," he said carefully, trying to adopt the same polite, formal tone he'd heard Louie use with this man.

"We do indeed," the other agreed. "We have been trying to locate this one since your previous encounter with him," nodding towards Steve's victim. "He did not show himself, but he paid others to watch you; so we watched them. That one," pointing to Tomkins' victim, "saw you this morning. As soon as you met your colleagues, he hurried to warn his master. They took a short-cut to get here before you, bringing four more armed with knives and a pistol. We dealt with them in the alley before they could join these two."

"We heard you do that. The noise distracted them." Steve nodded toward their fallen attackers. "That helped us to disable them. We're grateful to you."

"As we are grateful to you for preserving the life, eleven days ago, of one who is of value to us. I trust you have received the reward we promised you?"

"Yes, Sir, thank you."

"Thank your skills and courage, which earned it, and the Lotus Tong, which paid it - somewhat less than willingly, of course!" He grinned as he toed Steve's victim contemptuously. "We shall take these carrion with us."

He nodded to his followers, who collected the fallen weapons, picked up the two men, and carried them into the alley. As they worked Steve asked, "Sir, what about the security cameras in this passage? Won't they show the fight, and your presence, and lead to questions from the police?"

The man tapped a small black box on his belt. A tiny red diode shone next to a switch on its edge. "This scrambles the entire police network, including its security cameras, within a radius of several hundred meters. It doubtless causes great puzzlement and vexation to the authorities." From behind him, Steve heard the Bosun and Tomkins snort with amusement.

"I see. Thank you, Sir."

"I note you are wearing merchant spacer uniform now." He reached into a pocket and brought out a small black disk. "You have proven yourself a valiant fighter yet again. In recognition of that, I give you this, over and above the reward you previously earned. Keep it safe. If you encounter... difficulties... on other planets where our Tong is present, seek out our representatives and show this to them. It demonstrates that we share a relationship of honor and mutual respect. It will gain you a hearing, and such assistance as they can provide without excessive cost."

Steve accepted the disk from him. It was about three centimeters across, made of black stone polished to a smooth, gleaming lustre. A dragon's claw, similar to the identifying gesture the man had used, was incised on one side, with a three-digit number in tiny characters below it. A complex Chinese character occupied the other side of the disk. All the designs had been inlaid in silver. A hole was bored near one edge, presumably to allow the disk to be hung from a cord or chain.

"Thank you very much, Sir. Er... how shall I find them?"

"In space, pass the word through the usual underworld channels, such as I'm sure you've encountered here." Steve nodded wordlessly. "Also, in the capital cities of many major planets you'll find a restaurant named the 'Royal Golden Dragon', offering foods from many Eastern national cultures. Other restaurants might use similar names; so to avoid confusion, visit it and look carefully for the dragon's claw," and he nodded to the disk in Steve's hand. "It will be hidden discreetly in the decor in several places; carved into wood furniture or fittings, or as part of a frieze, or woven into a tapestry. If you see it, show that disk to the manager on duty. Contact will be arranged as quickly as possible."

"Thank you, Sir. I take it other restaurants don't use that symbol?"

The man smiled. "Let us say they would be unwise to do so - and certainly would not do so for long."

"I see. If they ask, who should I say gave this to me?"

"Tell them you received it from the Red Pole of the Dragon Tong at this Terminal. The inlaid character indicates my rank, and the numerals below the dragon's claw identify this branch of the Tong. They will, of course, contact me or my successor to verify everything. I shall note your name in our records for that purpose, along with details of how you have helped us."

"Yes, Sir. Once again I thank you."

"If your travels bring you back this way, perhaps we shall meet again. Farewell."

The speaker inclined his head courteously, turned on his heel, and followed his men into the alley. Their footsteps receded into the distance.

The Bosun broke the silence. "Well, well, well! Having seen you fight, Maxwell, I now understand why Louie's still alive. You move like a cat, fast, balanced and smooth. It's a pleasure to watch you - although I'd prefer not to be on the receiving end!"

"Thanks, Bosun."

"What was that all about, anyway?" Tomkins asked.

The Bosun told him about Louie's encounter with the Lotus Tong some nights previously, and how Steve had helped save his life.

"So these guys were trying for evens?"

"I guess so," Steve agreed.

Tomkins sniggered. "Bad, bad idea! You scared me at first, though. I thought he was sure to get you when you first moved in on him, but he reacted too slowly."

"After I earned my black belt, I took part in several full-contact karate and mixed-martial-arts competitions. I learned the hard way that if you didn't anticipate an opponent's attack, he could get a fast strike through your defenses before you could react. That's what I did when the noise in the alley distracted that guy. Besides, what bladesman expects an unarmed victim to move towards his knife? I got inside his reaction time and beat his reflexes."

"You sure did! The Bosun told me you'd be sparring together. If karate teaches you to fight like that, I'd like to join you. I might learn something."

"Sure," Steve and the Bosun agreed in unison. The older man added, "It'll let me work out my frustrations on you when you don't listen to me!"

Steve grinned as Tomkins mock-winced. "If you like, Bosun, we can open our sessions to anyone in the crew who wants to take part," he offered. "I reckon between the two of us, we can provide basic instruction."

"We'll see who's interested. What was that you took from the guy you put down?"

"A knife of some kind. I didn't look closely at it." He drew the curved blade from where it and its scabbard had been concealed behind his jacket. "That's strange. The whole thing's carved from a single piece of pale stone."

"May I see it?" The Bosun took it from him, examining it closely. "I think it's jade. I picked up some jade carvings several years ago as part of a trade, and sold them to a dealer on Vesta. This looks like the white jade they call 'mutton-fat'. There are several Chinese characters carved at the base of the blade, here." He showed them to Steve. "The edge isn't very sharp, and it's got several small nicks, see? This one's developed a hairline crack running halfway up the width of the blade. You'd better not handle it very much, to avoid making it worse."

He returned it to Steve. "I think it's some sort of ceremonial dagger, perhaps a badge of office. It may be very old. I guess it's yours now - to the victor go the spoils, and all that sort of thing! You're not allowed to have private weapons on board unless they're stored in the strongroom, but I don't see how this can be considered a weapon. Keep it locked away securely - and don't talk about it, either of you, so no-one else gets any fool ideas. If anyone sees it and asks, refer them to me and I'll square them away."

"Will do, thanks, Bosun." Steve sheathed it, then took the disk from his pocket and handed it to him. "Is this jade too?"

"Looks like what they call 'black jade'." The older man examined the disk closely, then handed it back. "This might be very useful if you find yourself in a tight spot, so keep it safe. The Dragon Tong, above all others, has built a reputation for keeping its word and valuing its relationships. They take that very seriously. Respect them, and they'll respect you; disrespect them, and they'll come down on you as hard and as lethally as a ton of bricks. That disk is a public declaration of their respect. Value it accordingly."

"I will." Steve turned to unzip his carryall and stow the knife and disk inside.

"We may stop over at Vesta sometime. If we do, I'll take you to visit that jade dealer; and if we don't, there are dealers on other planets. Sooner or later we'll find someone who can tell you more about the disk and the knife."

"I'd appreciate that, thanks, Bosun." He closed the carryall. "Hey! I just noticed - that S.O.B. cut my new uniform!"

"I wouldn't complain too loudly if I were you. You got off a lot more lightly than he did - and he's going to be terminally worse off by the time the Dragon Tong gets through with him! Anyway, the ship's autotailor will fix it so you won't be able to tell where it was. Now, let's get moving. The personnel taxi shuttles are five clicks away, so we'll have to take the high-speed conveyor to reach them; then it's half an hour's flight to reach Cabot. No time to waste!"

"I can't wait to see what the ship looks like," Steve confessed as they started down the passageway again. "It's old hat to you, of course, but I've only seen spaceships in tri-dee pictures and holovids."

"You won't see her from the outside - at least, not today," Tomkins pointed out. "The taxi shuttles are working spacecraft, not tourist buses with lots of windows. Only the pilot's station has a viewport, and you won't be near enough to the console to use it. It'll probably be screened off, anyway, as there won't be a pilot aboard. The shuttles are all remotely directed by Orbital Control."

"Tell you what, Tomkins," the Bosun interjected. "Take Maxwell with you tomorrow night when you pick up Cutter Two from the service facility. He can use the second pilot's seat beside you on the ride back to the ship. That'll give him a good view of the Cargo Terminal, and of the ship as you come in to dock."

"Will do, Bosun."

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6: January 25th, 2837 GSC, midday

 

Steve sat stiff with excitement as the taxi shuttle approached Cabot's docking bay. He felt the docking bay's arms connect to the small craft's locks with a muffled clang! His weight seemed to shift oddly as the vehicle's internal gravity field shut off, to be replaced by the ship's field as it was automatically extended through the docking arms. A speaker intoned metallically, "Passengers for LMV Sebastian Cabot are requested to disembark through the airlock."

Steve pressed the button on his chest that released his harness, stood, and followed the Bosun and Tomkins into the airlock. They waited a few seconds as the taxi-side door closed and the system verified that pressures had been equalized; then the ship-side door opened, giving them entry into a large compartment. Its metal walls were painted white, and its floor was covered in hard-wearing black plasrubber. Cargo-handling equipment next to the airlock was already humming as it prepared to receive baggage from the taxi. The airlock was one of four extending along the bulkhead through which they'd entered. Steve had learned while on the way to the ship that a second, larger docking bay below this one accommodated two huge cargo shuttles.

A bored-looking spacer wearing a gray utility coverall was seated behind a counter. She looked up from her console's holographic display as they entered, tapping a control to mute the volume of the program she was watching. "Hi, Bosun, hi, Tomkins. Who's this?"

"We've got ourselves an apprentice," Tomkins informed her with a grin. "Maxwell, this is Spacer First Class Dew Beeslie. She's in our compartment. Dew, this is Steve Maxwell."

"An apprentice?" The woman came to her feet and walked towards them. She was tall, rangy and bony, unquestionably the toughest-looking woman Steve had ever met, and wore three stars arranged in a triangle on the sleeve of her utility coveralls - clearly an insignia denoting her rank. Her voice was gritty, harsh, showing the effects of many years of hard work and even harder play. "Thought the Skipper didn't want any of 'em on board?"

"He changed his mind," the Bosun informed her. "Maxwell's had most of the theoretical training he'll need. Tomkins will be in charge of his practical training, and I'll expect you and the others to help all you can. We want to get him up to speed as quickly as possible."

"Sure." She extended her hand. Her grip was strong, hard, calloused. "Welcome aboard, Steve. You couldn't have picked a better ship for your first berth."

"Thanks."

While they were speaking, the cargo-handling systems fed their bags and trunks through the loading hatch. The Bosun picked up his overnight bag and told them, "I'll leave you to it. I want to see the Captain, then make sure we've got all the training material we need in the ship's library. I'll order anything we lack from the Terminal." He glanced at Steve. "I've also ordered impact-absorbing tiles and mats to convert an unused compartment into a makeshift dojo for us. The Captain's OK'ed it. They'll come aboard tomorrow, and you can install them."

"Thanks, Bosun."

Cardle left the boat bay, walking quickly. Tomkins frowned. "What did he call that - a 'doh'-something?"

"A dojo. It's a Japanese word meaning a place where martial arts students train. Think of it as a cross between a classroom and a gymnasium."

"If you say so."

He helped Steve rebuild his baggage tower, then they followed the Bosun out of the boat bay. Beyond it was a brightly-lit broad passageway leading forward. Tomkins didn't take it, but led him to an elevator beside the stairwell. "Your trunks won't do well on the stairs," he pointed out with a grin. "We'll take the high-speed conveyor, one level up."

The conveyor stretched the length of the ship, right side running to the bows and the left side to the stern. Waist-high railings flanked each side and formed a central divider. Steve could see the figure of the Bosun some distance ahead of them, walking quickly along the beltway. He eased his trunks onto the conveyor with Tomkins' help.

As they moved forward, Tomkins gestured to the deckhead above them. "That's the base of the spine of the ship. Let's see how well you learned your theory. See that bank of pipes running fore and aft? What do their colors and identifying symbols signify?"

Steve took a deep breath. "OK, from left to right, that's cold water, hot water, purified oxygen, nitrogen, ship's atmosphere, reaction mass... that next one isn't a pipe, it's an electrical conduit. I don't know the three pipes next to it, I'm afraid."

"That's not surprising - those colors and markings are used in the Lancastrian Commonwealth, but not here. They indicate hydrocarbon fuel pipes of different kinds."

"I see. Why do you use hydrocarbons aboard ship?"

"We don't, except for lubrication. Those pipes supply fuels and lubes to any cargo that might need them before offloading. You'll learn more about that during your training. You did pretty well. If the rest of your theory training was as thorough, you'll pick up the rest of what you need in no time."

"Thanks. How big is the ship?"

"She's five hundred meters bow to stern, with a beam of eighty meters. Her hull's roughly square in cross-section, with a bit of a bulge on top for the spine. You'll see her from the outside tomorrow, when we pick up our Number Two cutter. I dropped it off when we arrived to have a reaction thruster replaced."

"I'll look forward to that. It was frustrating just now, being in space but unable to see the planet, let alone other ships!"

Tomkins laughed. "Most spacers actually prefer it that way. A lot of 'em never look outside for months on end, except maybe to glance at a holographic display now and again. They prefer to live like hermits in a monastery on board ship, then go planetside for a long spell to get used to fresh air and weather again. You'll be surprised how you begin to long for weather after months in space, where you don't get weather at all!"

"I won't be surprised at all," Steve admitted. "Lately on the Terminal I'd found myself longing for a good old-fashioned storm, complete with thunder and lightning!"

"Been there, done that. Most spacers spend two or three years in space, taking a few days planetside every six months or so; then they'll go planetside for a year or two, to recharge their batteries and spend time with their families before the next shipboard stint. It's the only way to stay sane. If you stay aboard ship too long, sooner or later you'll go space-happy. The Fleet usually alternates two-year assignments for that reason, one spaceborne, the next planetside." He nodded to a gap in the protective railings ahead. "We get off here. I'll help with your dunnage."

Another elevator brought them below the conveyor to the brightly-lit corridor they'd seen before. Tomkins led the way diagonally across the passage to a sliding door. It opened onto a large compartment, painted in an off-white shade. Bulkhead-mounted diodes provided a pleasantly muted light. Armchairs and a sofa were secured to the floor, with a large holovid display against the wall next to the entrance door. Four numbered doors led off the compartment on each of the left and right sides, with another two in the end wall.

"The ship has six berthing compartments, although we normally use only five of them," Tomkins explained. "Each has eight individual cabins surrounding a common area. Officially this is Berthing Compartment C, but unofficially it's better known as Chaos Central. I'm in Cabin 1. Number 5 is vacant," and he nodded to the furthest door on the right side of the compartment. "That'll be yours. I'll help you stow your gear properly, then we'll secure your trunks in the storage cubby," indicating one of the two doors in the end wall. "That other door's the fresher for this compartment. We all share it."

Cabin 5 proved to be a small but well-equipped room, just over three meters long by two wide. A compact desk was bolted to the bulkhead just inside the fireproof sliding door, with a computer terminal, a chair, and drawers at one side. Above it were a couple of shelves at the rear and storage compartments to left and right. Above them in turn a narrow bunk was mounted at head height, with drawers beneath it to store small items. A flexible, retractable net covered the bunk's memory foam mattress, to secure its occupant if the ship were to disengage its artificial gravity field or engage in unexpected violent maneuvers. An access ladder was mounted on the side of a hanging closet which stood at the foot of the bunk. A small wash-basin at the rear of the cabin flanked a single armchair. More storage compartments lined the bulkheads above them, and a cargo net hung from the deckhead to hold light, bulky items. A tall cupboard near the door was labeled 'EMERGENCY' in red lettering. The bulkheads and deckhead were powder-coated in a soothing light blue, with variable-strength lighting from diodes on each side of the cabin.

"Looks nice," Steve acknowledged. "Every available scrap of space has been used for something or other. I hadn't expected to have my own cabin. All the holovids I've watched about spaceship crews showed shared accommodation."

"Yeah, but that's 'cause they have to show people interacting - that's entertainment, right? Believe me, after several months living on top of each other in an artificial environment like this, we're all more than glad to be able to keep to ourselves sometimes! Most merchant ships have crew quarters like this, for sanity's sake. Even warships, with much larger crews under military discipline, try not to put more people in a single compartment than they can help. Come on, let's unpack your gear."

They disassembled the baggage tower, leaving most of it outside the cabin to give them room to work. Tomkins showed him how to stow his spacesuit, helmet and tools in the emergency cupboard. "This is used only for the gear you'll need if there's an alarm - nothing else," he warned. "Always lay out everything in this pattern. That way you'll know where to find it, by touch if the lights go out. If the proverbial brown substance hits the rotary air impeller, and you can't get back here to pick up your gear, the bridge will remotely unlock all the cabins. We all store our emergency gear in the same cupboard in our cabins, and arrange it like this. That way, any crew member can find it and bring it to us, or we can do the same for them."

"I get it."

They'd almost finished unpacking when Tomkins brought up another matter. "You signed the ship's articles a couple of days ago, right?"

"Yeah, when I was at the League office with the Bosun."

"OK, then you'll remember they absolutely prohibit fighting on board. After seeing you in action this morning I wanted to re-emphasize that, because we take that rule very seriously. I'm not saying you're a troublemaker, you understand, but I know you'll defend yourself if you have to. You've got to keep that reaction under control. You'll find yourself the butt of pranks for a while - you know, someone will send you to Engineering to get a left-handed screwdriver, that sort of thing. All newbies have to go through it. It may get irritating sometimes - spacer humor's like that - but it's an absolute no-no to endanger life or property. You don't do it to others, they don't do it to you. No exceptions. If you ever see or experience anything that looks too risky, report it to the nearest Bosun's Mate at once."

His voice was very serious. "Make sure you never let pranks, or your response to them, escalate into a fight on board ship. Same thing goes for bullying, if you run into that. If you don't see any other way but to fight it out - and that happens sometimes - delay it to the next liberty period, then duke it out aboard a space station or planetside. If there's a fight on board, the person who started it will be confined to quarters - or brigged if he resists - and given a bad conduct discharge at our next port of call. That'll prevent him ever working again aboard any decent ship. I'd hate to see you wreck your career before it got properly started!"

Steve nodded. "I'll keep that in mind."

Tomkins straightened. "OK, let's stow your trunks in the cubby, then I'll show you how to use your terminal. This afternoon I want you to learn the basic layout of the ship, so you can find your way around, and also how to operate the robotic cleaning systems in this compartment. Their manuals and instruction vids are on the ship's net. Tonight you'll help the ship's cook dish up our evening meal - it's the only one we eat in common - and clean up afterward. Your initial daily routine will be to clean the common areas and freshers in all the crew compartments, and help the cook every evening. The rest of the time you'll be studying and doing practical lessons with me - like tomorrow night, for example, when we'll go to pick up our cutter from the service facility. In a couple of weeks, when you've learned enough to know more about what you're doing, we'll assign you to more productive work."

"Sounds good to me. When does the crew get back?"

"Everyone will be aboard tonight. It's tradition for us all to eat together after a liberty period like this, to swap stories and meet anyone new on board. The mates and warrant officers will eat with the Captain. You'll meet them over the next few days, as their schedules and yours allow. Until you're trained and assigned full-time to one of the ship's watches, you won't have much to do with any of them except the Bosun."

 

 

###

 

"So you're the new apprentice?" the ship's cook grunted. He was an older man, with a close-cropped gray-stubbled beard complementing his buzzcut. "I'm Tom Higgins. I'll be glad o' your help t' clean up in here. Gets old after the first few years!"

Tomkins laughed. "You've been saying that ever since I came aboard, but I notice you don't look for a different line of work."

"Stick with what y' know, son. That way you earn a place for yourself, 'stead o' gallivanting around between jobs until no-one knows who you are or what you can do. Remember what they say about rolling stones? Ain’t no moss in space for 'em to gather, but they still got no place o' their own." He turned back to Steve. "Done any cookin', son?"

"Yes. At the orphanage we all had to help out in the gardens, growing our own vegetables. We also raised chickens for meat and eggs, and cows for meat and dairy products. As we grew older we helped in the kitchens too. We started out washing dishes, then helped peel and prepare the vegetables, then the meat. By the time we graduated we all had to be able to supervise a shift in the kitchen, and prepare a three-course meal for a hundred students and staff."

"Good t' hear. Most folks today 'd burn water if they tried to boil it! Them pre-packaged meals have made it too easy. Unusual t' find someone who knows how to cook from scratch. Remember any recipes?"

"Sure. We followed our own recipe book. I've got a copy, complete with ingredient lists to feed a hundred."

"I'll take a look at it. If you got some good ones, an' if we can get th' ingredients in space, it'll be a nice change for the crew. For now you can help me dish up. I'll show you how to use our washers after the meal."

By the time the crew began to arrive, Steve had helped Higgins prepare the serving counter. He stood behind it, dishing up vegetables while the older man handled the meat. The spacers took compartment trays and cutlery from a rack, held them out to receive the food, then took them to tables and benches bolted securely to the floor. Steve and the cook waited until most of the crew had been served, then dished up for themselves and joined their shipmates, leaving the serving utensils in the food trays for latecomers to help themselves.

"You're new," a spacer commented as Steve slid onto a bench next to Dew Beeslie at Tomkins' table. He was tall, rangy and bony. The left sleeve of his utility coveralls bore two stars next to each other, the insignia of a merchant Spacer Second Class.

"This is Steve Maxwell," Tomkins introduced him. "He's our new apprentice. Steve, this is Dan Makin."

The man blinked in surprise. "An apprentice? Thought the Skipper didn't want any of them aboard?" He laid down his fork and held out his hand. "Not that you ain't welcome anyway, you understand."

"Glad to meet you." Steve suppressed a wince as the other's grip threatened to crush his hand, and tried to give as good as he was getting. "I guess I'll see more of you in cargo handling when I learn how to use a work spacesuit."

"See more of me? Not likely, son. When I'm wearing one of those, you can't see anything except my head!"

The other spacers at the table laughed. Some made raw, suggestive comments as to what might otherwise be displayed. Despite having been exposed to a space station environment for several months, Steve was mildly appalled at the rough-and-ready sexual innuendo, particularly after his fond memories of the petite, cuddly Maxine. He strove to hide his reactions.

There was a loud thud as a late arrival slammed the sliding door of the messdeck back against its stop, rattling it on its rails. A tall, burly Spacer First Class stalked in, looked around at the crew, and curled his lip in disgust. "Greedy sods! Couldn't ya have waited for me?"

"You know the schedule, Murrin," Tomkins pointed out. "We're in orbit routine and you aren't on the anchor watch, so there wasn't anything stopping you joining us in time, was there?"

"Aw, shaddup!" The spacer seized a meal tray and served himself heaping portions of food. Tomkins' lips pursed in irritation, but he refrained from further comment.

As the new arrival turned towards the tables, he noticed Steve. "Who's this?" he snapped.

"This is our new apprentice, Steve - "

Murrin didn't wait for Tomkins to complete his introduction. "An apprentice? Good! Clean my boots tonight, boy."

There was a sudden silence, many of the spacers looking at Steve, waiting to see how he'd handle the situation. He knew this was the first major test of his right to live and work among these hard men and women.

"Sorry, I've got to clean up in here. You'll have to deal with your own boots."

Murrin slammed his meal tray on the nearest table and bore down on Steve menacingly. "Listen, you dumbass apprentice, when I tell you to clean my boots, you damn well do it! That's all there is to it!"

Steve rose to his feet as the spacer loomed above him. "They're your boots. You clean 'em."

"Why, you - !" Murrin drew back his hand as if to strike.

Steve tensed, sudden fury coursing through him. He'd learned to hate bullies at the orphanage, and wasn't about to let this man or anyone else try that on him now.

"Hold it right there!" he snapped, feeling the tension singing in his muscles. He glanced across at Tomkins. "Bosun's Mate, how do we arrange for one of those taxi shuttles to stop here to pick up passengers?"

"We place a call to OrbCon, and they take care of it."

"Thanks. Could we do that for this man and myself, please? If he wants a fight, he can have one, but not on board. I'm damned if I'll let him wreck my chance at a career, even if he doesn't care about his! We'll head for the Cargo Terminal. There are places down among the garbage tunnels where no-one cares about blood on the floor. They'll do nicely."

Steve looked back at Murrin. His hand was still hanging in mid-air, his mouth hanging open in surprise. He looked more than a little foolish. "You still want a fight, pack your bags. We'll head for the Terminal and fight there - then you'll go to the hospital. You'll need your gear with you, because I guarantee you won't recover in time to leave with the ship."

Murrin snorted in disbelief, but there was uncertainty in his tone now. "Bullshit! A scrawny newbie like you, put me in hospital? You're bluffin'!"

"He's not bluffing." Tomkins sat back, deliberately relaxed. "A few days ago, Maxwell helped his boss hold off six Tong bladesmen. All he got was a scratch on the arm, and he put down three out of the six in return. His boss took out another, and the last two ran for their lives. That's how the Bosun heard about him in the first place. This morning, the two survivors tried for evens. I watched Maxwell take out their leader, a guy with twin knives - more like short swords, actually. He put him down with his bare hands, without even raising a sweat. If you want to fight him, Murrin, it's on your head. I'll come, too. This should be worth watching!"

"Holy shit! Put 'er there, Maxwell." Another spacer held out his hand. "I'm Tod Dorley. When I got back to the ship this afternoon, I heard the Bosun say something about sparring with someone. Is that you?"

"Yes. He's ordered impact-absorbing mats and tiles to convert a compartment into a dojo for karate training. I'll install them over the next few days." Steve turned away from Murrin as he shook the man's hand. He knew the other would read it for the gesture of contempt it was. He was emphasizing with his body language, if not in words, that he didn't need to worry about what the other did, because he knew he could handle it.

"Ya gonna teach beginners too? If ya are, I'll help ya fix up the room."

"If you'd like to learn, I'll be happy to train you."

"Count me in."

A few others chimed in. "Me too!" "An' me!"

"I'll be joining him too," Tomkins added. "After seeing him handle that guy this morning, I want to learn how he did it." He turned back to Murrin. "Still want to fight him? Just say the word, and I'll make the call for the taxi shuttle while you pack your bags."

"You taking bets, Murrin?" Dew asked with a grin. "I got ten credits in my pocket that says you ain't as tough as a bunch of Tong bladesmen!"

"I got twenny right here sayin' the same thing," Makin added. "I wanna see this!" Hands dived into pockets as others checked to see how much money they had left after liberty.

"Aw, ta hell with all o' ya!" Murrin turned on his heel and stamped out of the mess compartment, leaving his meal tray on the table.

Steve exhaled slowly, feeling the tension ooze out of his body as he sat down, looking across at Tomkins. "Thanks for helping to keep things under control."

"That's my job."

"Do I need to watch my back?"

The Bosun's Mate hesitated. "I'm not sure. None of us have got to know Murrin real well. I'll talk to him after supper."

"Thanks again."

"De nada. Now, let's stop worrying about him. Food's more important!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7: January 26th, 2837 GSC, evening

 

As they rocked gently, balancing on the long conveyor walkway leading to the Cargo Terminal's small craft service facility, Steve asked, "What about Murrin?"

Tomkins shrugged. "I spoke to him, as I promised. He's pretty sore about not being able to push an apprentice around - says it's the normal way of things on Midrash, which is his home world. Since that's a Commonwealth planet and subject to our merchant shipping laws and regulations, I'm doubting that, but I've no way of checking, of course. He says he won't take it further, but I guess you'll have to walk lightly around him for a while. He prides himself on having a tough-guy image. He looked foolish last night, and he knows it, and he blames you."

"I'd say he made himself look foolish."

"So would I, and I told him that. I'm going to leave it to you to handle it, but if you need advice, ask me anytime."

"Thanks."

No way I'm gonna do that!, Steve promised himself mentally. I've got to make my own way and build my own reputation among these spacers. Running to authority because I can't handle a conflict is no way to start!

He followed Tomkins as the Bosun's Mate checked them in at the service desk, then led the way to Cabot's Cutter Two where it lay in a docking bay. Steve followed him through the airlock.

"Couldn't the Terminal's Traffic Control have simply sent this cutter back to us under remote control?" Steve asked as they belted themselves in. "Surely the service people could have notified them when it was ready for collection?"

"Effectively, that's what they're doing. They'll control this flight from start to finish - we're just along for the ride. Even so, it's the ship's policy that our small craft must always have one of our own pilots aboard, just in case. You see, if an emergency blows up that needs all their attention, Trafcon's been known to put unmanned transient birds into a parking band around the Terminal and leave 'em there until the problem's fixed. Any ship waiting for its small craft will be S.O.L. until they get round to 'em again. This way, I can at least take control if necessary and ask Trafcon to let me return to the ship under pilot control, so we can leave tomorrow morning as scheduled." He began pressing switches and calling up menus on his console, preparing the cutter for flight.

"I get it," Steve acknowledged. "What if we get ordered to park anyway? How do we get back to the ship?"

"There are emergency supplies in that locker. We could stay on board for a week if we had to. We wouldn't be real comfortable, but we'd survive; and we'd be on hand to bring the cutter back to the ship, first chance we got." He grinned. "If we got lucky, we might even sneak back while TrafCon's attention was elsewhere - but you didn't hear me say that, right?"

Steve grinned back at him. "Say what?" He looked out of the viewscreen at the immense docking bay that surrounded them. "There must be three or four dozen small craft in here."

"Yeah, and there are lots more docking bays on the Cargo Terminal. 'Course, they've got enough traffic to warrant 'em in a huge facility like this." His face twisted wryly as he began to power up the cutter's fusion micro-reactor. "It's a lousy design, inefficient and bloated, but since that's what their bureaucrats wanted, that's what we have to put up with. It's one reason why most spacers don't like coming to Old Home Earth. We always have delays here, because things are so damn screwed up."

"Why is that?" Steve asked curiously. "I'd have thought it was in Earth's interest to make things as efficient as possible."

Tomkins snorted. "Depends on your perspective on efficiency! Earth produces goods on more than a dozen of the system's planets and moons, but it won't let 'em receive or ship goods directly. The bureaucrats reckon that'd lead to wholesale smuggling and evasion of import and export duties. Judging by what I've seen elsewhere in the settled galaxy, they're probably right! They solved a chunk of that problem by making everyone ship everything through Earth's Cargo Terminal. They can keep track of it all that way - at least, they think they can! It's more efficient from a control and taxation point of view, but it also causes a massive traffic bottleneck. That's why we ended up with an unexpected three-day crew liberty period here; it took that long to get our cargo processed and loaded. Of course, that's how you came to meet the Bosun, so I guess the bottleneck worked in your favor this time."

"I'll not complain about it, then," Steve assured him fervently. "Why does Earth use a Cargo Terminal in the first place? Why not load and unload ships in planetary orbit?"

"Most smaller worlds do that, but that's because they don't have much orbital traffic. Bigger planetary economies like Earth's have dozens of interstellar spaceships arriving and departing every week, plus all their local intra-system traffic. That's far too much to allow everything into planetary orbit, where you've already got power, comm and weather satellites, elevators, shuttles, and all the rest. A planet can run out of usable orbits real fast that way, not to mention the buildup of space junk and the risk of collisions. To avoid that, all the major planets have built Cargo Terminals in Lagrange orbital points, where freighters and cargo shuttles can load and unload. It keeps all that traffic far away from planetary orbit."

"But if they have to send freight to the planet from the Terminal, and fetch it, doesn't that cause just as much of traffic problem, and add a transshipment overhead as well?"

"It's not as bad as it would be if we all parked in orbit." A muffled whine came from beneath the floor as Tomkins engaged more of the cutter's systems. He continued, "A lot of traffic is transshipment rather than delivery, so you cut that out of the orbital overload for a start. After Customs processes planet-bound containers here, they load 'em into elevator pods, then ship 'em to the planet using special tugs that can tow a couple dozen pods at once. The shuttle leaves 'em at a 'down' elevator, where the operators clamp 'em to the cable and send 'em on their way, then goes to the 'up' elevator next door to pick up a string of pods that have come up from the planet, and brings them back here." He shrugged. "If you're dealing with only one planet's traffic, that's more efficient than allowing freighters to clog the orbitals. Earth's problem is that the traffic from all the system’s other planets and their moons snarls up everything here. Our cargo's come from Mars, for example. It would have been a lot quicker and easier for us to pick it up there."

"What did we load here?"

"A shipment of high-end limos and aircars. We're taking 'em to the Bismarck Cluster. I wouldn't waste my own money on 'em, but the folks in the Cluster are real big on buying products with good Deutsch labels on 'em - ancestral pride and all that, you know? These aircars carry brand names and badges that scream 'luxury' to the right crowd, even if they're so shoddily made nowadays that they spend half their time in the workshop!"

Steve frowned. "Surely most planets made their own vehicles these days?"

"They do, including the Bismarck Cluster, but some people will always pay over the odds for something with a 'Made On Earth' label on it - not that most of it's actually made on Earth at all, you understand! The gravity well and orbital congestion make planetside manufacture far too expensive for most spaceborne commerce. Most of it's made in orbital factories, or in plants in the asteroid belt where they're close to raw materials. Mars has a bunch of 'em, including the one that produced our cargo." He switched the comm panel to the traffic control channel, producing a muttered squeal of background noise. "Give me a moment to tell TrafCon we're ready for them."

He waited for a break in the traffic, then pressed the 'Transmit' switch. "LMV Sebastian Cabot Cutter Two to Cargo Terminal Traffic Control, over."

There was a brief pause, then a man's voice answered. He sounded harassed. "Trafcon to Cabot Cutter Two, go, over."

"Cabot Cutter Two to Trafcon, we're ready to depart Service Bay Two, Dock Nineteen at your convenience for return to Cabot, over."

"Trafcon to Cabot Cutter Two, you're in luck; there's a slot open in three minutes. You are now designated Delta-Seven. Slave your systems to Trafcon and stand by. Upon exiting the service bay, monitor Channel 217 for further instructions. Over."

"Delta-Seven to Trafcon, understand departure in three, then monitor 217. Thank you. Standing by."

Instead of a reply, there were two brief clicks on the channel. Tomkins pressed a series of controls on the console. "There. I've just given Trafcon remote control of our systems."

As they waited, Steve asked, "Why do you call this type of small craft a 'cutter'?"

Tomkins shrugged. "It's named for a type of wooden boat powered by oars or sail, once used by wet-water ships to ferry passengers and cargo to and from shore. Don't ask me why the name was applied to a spaceship, even a tiny short-range boat like this. More tradition, I guess."

Steve looked around the interior, which appeared cavernous to him. "Doesn't seem 'tiny' to me, but then I haven't got much against which to compare it."

The Bosun's Mate laughed. "I'd forgotten how things seem to a newbie. A cutter can transport forty to fifty personnel and a hundred tons of cargo, internally and underslung on tractor beams. By comparison, Cabot can load up to half a million tons of freight - what we call her net register tonnage - in standard containers and in break-bulk cargo. We have two cutters, plus a smaller gig for the Captain - that's another boat name from the days of sail - and two much larger ten-thousand-ton cargo shuttles. Any of them will be lost in one of our holds. Cabot's not all that large, either, as freighters go: the biggest can accommodate ten times as much as we can. That's why I say this is tiny."

Steve blinked. "I see. I guess I've got an awful lot to learn!"

"Yes, you have, but you will. All it takes is time and hard work."

"I know I've still got to learn the basics of being a merchant spacer, but after I've done that, how difficult is it to learn to pilot one of these things?"

"It's a lot quicker and easier to learn than it was with the heavier-than-air or space vehicles they used in the old days. Nowadays, the computer does almost all of it. They call me a 'pilot', but in reality all I do is issue instructions to the artificial intelligence systems.  They control everything. If they think I'm telling them to do something that isn't safe, they won't do it. All modern small craft work that way, just like private vehicles planetside. You can fly 'em hands-off from start to finish if everything's routine. A pilot's really only needed because computers sometimes go wrong. Also, no matter how smart an AI system gets, sometimes it comes up against a situation that hasn't been foreseen or pre-programmed. That's where we come in."

Steve nodded. "What made you decide to become a pilot?"

"Several reasons. For a start, I had the aptitude - not everybody does. It's a well-paid specialization, because pilots are always in demand. No ship ever has enough of them, and if you want to settle down in one place for a spell pilots are always needed planetside, or in orbital work, or for asteroid mining. There's plenty of variety to keep things interesting. Also, I get to see outside a spaceship, which for me personally is a real plus, although many spacers aren't interested. Last but not least, I sometimes get to sit comfortably in a pilot's chair aboard a shuttle or cutter while everyone else is handling cargo!"

Steve couldn't help chuckling. "Sounds good to me. How long does the training take?"

"It's a process. Before taking the course for a Lancastrian Commonwealth license, you have to pass an aptitude test, then do a minimum of two hundred hours of initial hypno-study and simulator training. We've got all that aboard Cabot, if you're interested, although you'll have to complete your apprenticeship before the Bosun will let you tackle any other training. You'll also need to log at least two hundred hours as a crew member aboard small craft. Once you've got those minimums - most people end up with quite a bit more - your ship certifies you've completed them. That qualifies you to attend a full-time small craft school for two months, where you'll earn a license for a single type of small craft, usually cutters."

"What about gigs and cargo shuttles?"

"Your basic license is for a single type. Your ship will add others as type endorsements on your license over time, first as second pilot and then as P.I.C."

"What's a P.I.C.?"

"Pilot In Command. You need at least five hundred hours as second pilot before you earn that rating in the merchant service. The Fleet wants a thousand hours, but then they do a lot more with their small craft than we do with ours."

"How much does small craft school cost?"

"Plus-or-minus fifteen thousand credits. Your ship normally pays for it, in return for which you sign a contract to stay with her for a given period, usually two or three years."

"But if you've got the money, there's nothing stopping you paying for the training yourself, right?"

"No, but why would you want to?"

Steve explained his ambition to join the Commonwealth Fleet to earn citizenship. "Seems to me that if I've got a qualification like that, it'll make me more attractive to the Fleet. After all, there's bound to be a lot of competition to join."

Tomkins nodded emphatically. "There sure is; even more so for the Foreign Service Program, because it's restricted to no more than ten per cent of the available recruit slots each year. The competition for them is fierce, because earning Commonwealth citizenship in other ways isn't easy, so there are always twenty or thirty applicants for each FSP vacancy. Still, if you're a qualified small craft pilot, I reckon you'll have a good chance to be selected. The Fleet has the same problem as the merchant service. It never has enough pilots."

A chime sounded softly, and a light on the console changed from amber to green. "Hold that thought," Tomkins added. "I'll say more once we're under way."

Steve waited as tractor and pressor beams thrust the newly-serviced cutter from its dock, then Trafcon took control and directed the cutter out of the service bay in a long, smooth curve away from the Terminal. He looked back at its fifty-kilometer length as it receded into the distance.

"The Terminal looks mighty big from this perspective," he observed.

"Yes, it's one of the biggest in settled space, thanks to having to handle traffic for the entire solar system."

Steve leaned forward in his seat against the pressure of his harness, craning his head to look around the immense blackness of space, studded with the bright sparks of stars and the lights of merchant ships parked near the Cargo Terminal. He couldn't hold back his smile.

"This is just... beautiful! I can't understand why some spacers don't like to look at it."

Tomkins shrugged, smiling himself. "I guess some people like it, and some don't - but I don't pretend to understand that, either. To me, this is one of the best parts of a pilot's job. You get to look around."

"Uh-huh." Steve sat back reluctantly, and looked across at the pilot. "You were going to say more about pilot training?"

"Yeah. The ship's due for a reactor and propulsion system overhaul next year. We do a twenty-year maintenance cycle, and this comes up every ten years. It'll take three months. Most of the crew will take leave and go home, but I'm going to stay at Bedford - that's the planet where we've booked the overhaul - and teach at their Small Craft Academy to gain more experience as an instructor. With that, plus what I get from teaching you, I'll be qualified for Bosun's Mate First Class by the time the ship's ready for space once more.

"If you have the aptitude and work hard, you can complete the pilot training prerequisites by then. If the Bosun gives permission, you can do the basic studies using the ship's computer, and serve as a crew member aboard our small craft to build up your hours. You'll still have to find the money for the school - you can't ask the ship to pay for you if you intend to enlist soon afterward - but you can save a lot if you don't waste your wages partying at every planet of call. You'll also have crew trading privileges once you qualify as a Spacer Third Class, which shouldn't take you more than three or four months, since you've already done most of the theoretical training. With a few good trades you can make even more money.

"With me at the Academy to give you a priority on training, you could qualify as a second pilot on cutters by the time the ship's maintenance period is over. That'd earn you Spacer Second Class rank right away, plus a decent skills supplement to your salary. First Class rank would follow once you qualify as first pilot on at least one type of small craft."

Steve decided not to mention his windfall from the Dragon Tong, but he knew it would more than cover the training costs. "Sounds great! Thanks for being willing to help me. As soon as I'm a qualified Spacer, I'll talk to the Bosun about that."

"Good. He likes people with drive and ambition, and he'll help you all he can. The skipper has the same attitude. You're lucky to be aboard Cabot. There's not many better ships for someone in your position, just starting out."

"I'm beginning to realize that. I don't know if there's anyone up there, but if there is, I guess he must like me!" He craned around, trying to see the planet, which at one and a half million kilometers' distance was no more than a tiny dot in the viewscreen.

"Taking a last look at home, eh?"

"Yes. It's... it's a funny feeling. I've wanted to get away from Earth for a long time, but even so, to know I may never see the planet again... it's a strange, almost sad feeling."

"I don't blame you for feeling like that. I guess we all do, the first time we leave our home worlds. Used to be you felt like that when walking away from home to begin life on your own, but worlds have become pretty small places, what with high-speed transportation. You can almost always visit home, no matter where you live. Travel between planets, though... that's a different story. Some are pretty similar, but others are so different you wonder how they ended up in the same galaxy! Ever seen pink or blue vegetation, or rocks in brilliant orange or peppermint green? They're out there! Canyons deeper than the deepest seas, mountains so high most planes can't fly over them because the atmosphere's too thin, critters stranger than anything fiction writers ever invented... I've seen them, and I hope to see a lot more before I'm through."

Steve sighed as he turned away from the planet and settled himself into his seat, looking through the viewscreen towards Cabot, still a distant tiny dot ringed in green in the head-up display, but drawing closer. "Yeah. I want that too. I may miss Earth sometimes, but it's time for me to go."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part Two: Hitting Stride

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 8: June 2nd, 2837 GSC

 

"You say this is the last load?" the dispatcher inquired, frowning as he checked his electronic clipboard. "We were expecting a thousand containers, but you've only delivered five hundred and fifty-two."

"The empties we've been taking back up to the ship are ten-meter containers," Tomkins pointed out. "This shipment's packed in twenty-meter units, which would account for the difference."

"I guess so," the dispatcher agreed dubiously. "We're gonna have a problem getting them all to the assembly plant. Our haulers are mostly short-chassis units. I think we've only got two or three long-chassis trailers."

Tomkins nodded, and looked over his shoulder. "OK, Steve, let's have the last one."

"Here she comes." Steve was seated at the cargo handling console. He used the cargo shuttle's tractor and pressor beams to lift the last container from the load compartment and move it towards the gaping doors.

As he did so, Tomkins turned back to the dispatcher. "You'll have to run a non-stop shuttle service with the long trailers. Did you specify to the factory on Jaen that you wanted your stuff shipped in smaller containers? If you didn't, they'd have used whatever was most convenient for them."

The dispatcher shook his head. "I don't think we did for this last order. The boss won’t be happy to hear we screwed up like that! I guess we'll have to make sure we tell the factory to use smaller ones next time." He fell silent as he entered commands into the control panel strapped to his right forearm, using the spaceport warehouse's beams to take the container from Steve and move it through the gaping roller doors into the cool, dark interior, lit only by skylights. He added it to the stacks of containers already delivered.

"There we go," he said at last, satisfied. "Just gotta load the last twenty empties, then you can be on your way back up to orbit."

"Why are we taking them back, anyway?" Steve asked as he rose from the console and walked over to the other two. "I thought containers were usually left at the point of delivery for re-use or recycling."

"That normally happens with standard units," the dispatcher agreed. "Like most colony planets, the first houses here were built by converting the containers that brought cargo for the initial settlement wave. I'm living in a two-container unit myself, with my wife and kids. They make good homes. Thing is, these pressurized containers cost a lot more than standard boxes, so it's worth sending them back to a central depot for re-use. Sure, the shipping's expensive, but the depot pays us half the price of a new container for each one. That makes it worthwhile."

"Steve, you want to try your hand at loading them?" Tomkins asked. "You'll find 'em a bit squirrelly - they weigh much less than when they were full, so this crosswind will push them around."

"I'll do my best," Steve said cautiously. "Stand by to help if I have any problems."

As Tomkins had warned, the strong crosswind made loading the first empty box, with its large windage area, much trickier than the full containers he'd just offloaded. He got it halfway through the shuttle's cargo bay doors, but then it swung too far and jammed itself crossways.

"Hold it!" Tomkins sprang to the console, shoving Steve ungently out of the way. He hammered at the beam controls, took the joystick, and spent a careful five minutes maneuvering the container back out again and setting it down on the loading dock. Securing the console, he turned to Steve.

"Sorry about that, but there's no time to be polite when that sort of thing happens. Let's go check the cargo doors for damage. If their airtight seals are broken, we'll have to go back up to orbit in spacesuits, and book the shuttle for repairs at the next orbital dockyard we reach."

"I - I'm sorry. I didn't mean to... "

"Hey, stuff like this happens. It could just as easily have been me, in a wind like this."

They spent ten minutes carefully checking every centimeter of the doors' edges and their seals. Finally, Tomkins straightened up. "Looks OK to me. We'll wear spacesuits on the return trip, just in case, and run a pressure test on the way up to orbit. If the bird passes, we're golden. Now, let's try those containers again - but this time I'll load 'em."

"That suits me just fine!" Steve assured him fervently.

Things went more smoothly for the rest of the loading. Tomkins re-checked the wind speed and direction, recalculated the empty mass of the containers, then updated the cargo handling software's parameters. It automatically adjusted the power of the tractor and pressor beams to compensate for the problem, and deployed extra stabilizing beams to keep the containers at the optimum angle for loading. The next few boxes went much more smoothly. Tomkins allowed Steve to try his hand once again as soon as he was sure the software was properly calibrated.

"Not bad at all," he praised as the next container settled into place and the robotic cargo-handling systems attached hold-downs to its locking points. "For only your second month as a cargo shuttle crewman, you're doing real well."

Steve flushed with pleasure. "Thanks."

He'd completed his spacer apprenticeship only two months before, passed the final theoretical and practical examinations, and been formally promoted to the rank of Spacer Third Class. The Bosun had immediately given permission for him to study piloting theory in his very limited free time, using the ship's computer and hypno-study facilities. He'd also given him a secondary assignment as a trainee small craft crew member, over and above his basic shipboard duties. He now flew with Tomkins and the other pilots at every opportunity to build experience.

"While you finish off the last few, I'm going to use the fresher, since we won't be able to do that while wearing spacesuits. You should do the same when you finish. No point in using a spacesuit's sanitary facilities if we don't have to - that saves us having to clean and purify 'em again once we're back on board."

"OK." Steve locked the beams onto the next container as the Bosun's Mate went through the door leading to the cargo shuttle's crew quarters, where the toilet was located.

"How many ships call at Parana?" he asked the dispatcher as he lifted the container and turned it towards the cargo shuttle's doors.

"A scheduled freighter arrives here every six weeks, plus we get a special shipment like this, containing motors and vehicle components, about every three months. The regular ship is a small tramp freighter that's set up a circuit linking four minor planets, including us, to the freight hub at Vesta. They left here only a week ago. They were real grumpy - they'd just been ruled ineligible for a fat contract at Vesta. We were happy, though, 'cause if they'd got it, we would have had to do without them for a few months. That would have sucked rocks! It's tough for a recently-settled planet like this, with an economy that's still finding its feet, to get regular shipping service."

"What do you mean, 'ruled ineligible'?" Steve asked idly as he settled the container into place on the growing stack in the cargo compartment.

"Vesta's one of the planets hosting a Sector Headquarters of the Lancastrian Commonwealth Fleet. Seems they're going to be supporting a United Planets mission to Radetski. They're looking to charter a couple of freighters for a few round trips. Trouble is, they want Lancastrian-registered ships built to T-9 series standards. Rahina - that's our regular freighter - was neither, so they lost out."

Steve felt a sudden frisson of excitement. Cabot was Lancastrian-registered, and he'd learned during his training that she was a T-9 design. Might this be an opportunity for the ship?

He mentioned it to the Bosun when they returned to Cabot, and was rewarded by a very narrow look. "You sure about that? They specifically wanted a T-9 design?"

"That's what the dispatcher said, Bosun. Is that important?"

"Yes, it is. You see, the T-9's are optimized to handle hospital pods, not just any old personnel accommodation. You've seen our empty administrative compartments, the second reactor compartment beneath our spine, our outsized environmental systems - much bigger than we need for our crew alone - and the extra connections to the ship's systems in our eight largest holds amidships. We don't need any of those things during normal operations, but they allow Cabot to be rapidly converted into a hospital ship to support Fleet operations."

Steve frowned. "Must have cost a lot to include all those facilities we never use."

"It did, but the Commonwealth paid for them. It does that in ships built to Fleet auxiliary specifications, plus a bit more as a subsidy. In return, the owners allow the extra facilities to be built in, and make their ships available to the Fleet for charter or emergency mobilization. The program's called STUFT - Ships Taken Up From Trade. It pre-equips merchant vessels for quick conversion to cargo and personnel transports, depot ships, and other Fleet auxiliary functions. A couple of dozen freighters like Cabot were built to T-9 specifications for use as hospital ships. All of 'em trade across the settled galaxy, so if Vesta Sector is looking for two, they may not have gotten both of them yet - and the Fleet pays very good rates for short-term charters. Come with me. The First Mate needs to hear about this."

Jennifer Scarlatti, the First Mate, was in her office, scanning the bill of lading for the containers loaded from the planet below. She looked up as the Bosun knocked.

"Yes, Bosun Cardle?"

"Spacer Maxwell learned something planetside that I think will interest you, Ma'am. I brought him here to tell you about it."

"Oh? Come in, both of you, and sit down. What did you find out, Maxwell?"

Steve told her what the dispatcher had said. Her eyes gleamed as the Bosun confirmed, "I asked Maxwell whether he was sure about that, Ma'am, and he said the dispatcher specifically mentioned the T-9 requirement."

"Well done, Spacer! This may mean money in our pockets - and in yours, through our incentive scheme." Steve blinked in surprise, and she smiled. "Had you forgotten about that?"

"Er... yes, Ma'am, I guess I had."

"Let me refresh your memory. If any crew member informs us about any opportunity for a cargo or charter that we wouldn't have learned about through normal channels, and we successfully bid for it, they get two and a half per cent of the pre-tax profit from that contract."

"I see. Thanks, Ma'am." I wonder how profitable the Fleet's charter rates are?, Steve pondered to himself.

She stood. "I'll take this straight to Captain Volschenk. It'll be his decision whether we divert to Vesta to learn more, but it's quite close and not far off our course. Given how few T-9's were built, and the odds against many of them showing up at Vesta in the short term, I think there's a good chance we might arrive there in time to get one of those charters."

Steve asked, "Ma'am, we've got freight on board consigned to three different planets. If the Fleet charters us, what happens to it?"

"The Fleet will offload it at Vesta, and contract with other ships and carriers to get it to its destinations. That's a standard condition of the STUFT program. We'll have to hand over the balance of what the shippers paid, less a proportionate share for taking it as far as Vesta, but we'll make more than that from the charter. The Fleet pays any additional costs involved."

"I get it. Thanks again, Ma'am."

"Thank you, Spacer. I have a feeling the skipper will jump at this."

Sure enough, as Cabot headed out from Parana towards the system boundary, Captain Volschenk addressed the ship's company over the broadcast system.

"Attention all hands. Captain speaking. We're diverting to Vesta to investigate a possible charter opportunity with the Fleet. It's only three days travel from here, and the detour will only add two days to our travel time to our next planet of call if we don't get the charter, so I think the diversion is justifiable. If we get it, we'll transship our cargo at Vesta. The Fleet normally offers a time charter, paying all running costs plus a flat daily rate, so most likely all of us will continue aboard. If anyone believes they'll suffer losses through the interruption of their private trading activities, the Fleet will compensate them provided the loss can be proved."

The crew was abuzz with speculation during supper that night. Most looked forward to a change of pace, and those who were former Fleet personnel regaled the others with stories of their service. Some, however, were less happy.

"Dammit, I've got a couple of thousand credits tied up in special dyes for a customer on San Carlos," Akin groused. "I'd have made twice that much in profit on the deal, but I've got no market for 'em anywhere else. If we get this charter, I'll lose a bundle!"

"You know the ship's articles," Dew reminded him. "We've got normal merchant spacers' private trading privileges, but the needs of the ship always come first. If she can make more money by changing her route and going somewhere else, we got nothing coming. Every freighter I've ever known has a clause like that covering crew trading privileges."

Tomkins swallowed a mouthful of food. "You won't do so badly," he pointed out. "The Fleet will compensate you for what you've got in 'em, if you can document it."

"Yeah, I know," Akin moaned, "but they won't shell out for my lost profits, will they?"

From the next table Murrin added, "Yeah. They pay big bucks to the big boys, but small fry like us take it in the shorts every time!" Steve frowned. The burly spacer was surly and abrasive most of the time, but since hearing of the diversion to Vesta he'd been worse than usual.

Tomkins shook his head. "At least you won't be out of pocket, Akin. Be grateful for that!"

"You got anything in trade goods, Steve?" Dew asked as she loaded her fork with more food.

"No. As an apprentice I wasn't eligible to trade privately. I've only been a qualified spacer for two months, so I haven't learned enough about how it's done to feel comfortable risking my own money yet. I'll start soon, though."

Tomkins looked around the table. "Remember, if we're chartered by the Fleet, they don't allow private trading. You'll have to either sell your goods at Vesta, or offload 'em and put 'em in storage until we get back. Don't take a chance and try to trade privately wherever they send us. The Fleet has no sense of humor at all about that!"

A rumble of understanding and agreement answered him.

After supper, as they walked back to their berthing compartment, Steve commented to Tomkins, "Akin's going to spend the next few days worrying about how much money he may lose. You taught me early and often how easy it is to make a stupid mistake when you're distracted, and how there's no room for error in hard vacuum. From that perspective, I'm surprised they allow private trading at all!"

Tomkins shrugged. "You're right, of course, but look at it from the other side. A merchant spacer's job is pretty damn tough. He's away from home for months and years at a time, doing hard work that demands intense concentration on safety, in an environment that'll kill him if he's careless for even a split-second. It happens too often for comfort. No-one's died aboard Cabot yet, but that's only due to strict discipline and supervision - not to mention a healthy slice of luck!

"Thanks to those risks, a ship has to offer more than just a decent salary and living conditions to keep her crew. Spacers have to be tech-savvy and hard-working - it goes with the territory - so there are plenty of other places that'll offer them the same or better salary and benefits, but with a whole lot less danger involved. If they want to risk even greater danger, but with a chance at a much bigger reward, asteroid miners can strike it rich enough to retire with a single discovery. It seems to happen several times a year. That's a powerful draw-card for trained spacers.

"Given all that, back when space freighters were getting to be big business, owners had to find a way to keep good people aboard. Some of 'em came up with the idea of letting spacers trade on their own account in small quantities of goods. They made a store-room available on board for crew cargo, and allowed 'em to keep any profits they made. They attracted a lot of good spacers that way, and other ships were forced to adopt the same policy to keep their own crews. It became common practice. We're not allowed to ship high volumes, but all sorts of high-value, low-bulk items are in demand across the settled galaxy. A canny spacer can make two or three times his salary in a good year."

Steve whistled admiringly. "Do you make that much?"

"Not yet, although I'm getting there. To be honest, not many do that well. I'm still learning how to read the markets, to find out what's in demand and where, and be ready to supply it. The Bosun is probably the best spacer trader I've ever come across. I'm paying him a percentage of my profits in exchange for his teaching me to be a better trader, and I suggest you do the same."

"I will," Steve agreed. "What about customs problems? I'm pretty sure some of the trades I heard about on Earth's Cargo Terminal were illegal."

"Yeah, it can be a hassle. To avoid that, most of us trade only outside a planet's customs envelope. If we never take our stuff planetside, or beyond the free trade zones on space stations, we can't be charged with an offense. Some idiots try to smuggle stuff, or trade in stolen property or contraband, but we don't tolerate that aboard Cabot. It's too big a risk for us, because some planets' laws hold ships responsible for crimes committed by members of their crews. Cabot could end up seized and condemned by a local court, leaving all of us rotting in jail somewhere in the ass-end of the settled galaxy! That's why our articles state we'll hand over to the authorities any crew member caught smuggling, along with any evidence we find. That's the only way to keep our yardarm clear."

"I get it." Steve shook his head. "I guess some people will do anything for a fast credit."

"Just don't be one of them - but I reckon you've got more sense than that."

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 9: June 5th, 2837 GSC

 

 

Steve's three-month tour of duty in the Engineering Department began on the day the ship made her final hyper-jump to the Vesta system. All crew members rotated through the various departments of the ship while she was under way. That gave everyone an opportunity to learn new skills, and prepare themselves for higher rank and greater responsibilities. Once in orbit, of course, most of Cabot's spacers reverted to cargo handling.

Max Tassin, the Engineer Officer, looked up from his displays as the intercom system hummed to life. "Bridge to all departments, fifteen minutes to hyper-jump. Secure all loose objects."

"That's us," he observed. "Maxwell, do the rounds in the capacitor ring. You're new here, so just check for loose objects - don't touch anything else. Ignaz, do the same in the drive room. I'll check here in the control room."

"Aye aye, Sir." The spacers acknowledged his order in unison.

Steve spun the wheel controlling the dogs that secured the pressure-tight hatch to the capacitor compartment on the starboard side of the ship. He opened it, and stepped over the coaming into the gloom.

Sensors detected his presence and automatically brightened the compartment's lights, revealing a serried double rank of huge black capacitors bracketed to the hull's frames, each joined to a heavy wiring harness that connected to a control panel before him. The capacitors ran down below the deck and up above Steve's head, disappearing into the gloom around the curve of Cabot's hull. Steve knew the capacitor duct ran in an unbroken ring all the way around the inside of the ship's hull. He could feel the warmth radiating from the capacitors after their just-completed charging cycle. He was still new enough in space to be awed by the knowledge that each cell weighed over half a ton. The capacitor ring, with its twelve hundred cells plus their mounting brackets, wiring harness and controllers, was bigger and weighed more than any other component of the ship's drive system.

He glanced at the local control panel, noting that it was set for automatic operation under the command of either the master panel in the engineering control room or the auxiliary panel on the bridge, then looked around, making sure that no objects were lying about unsecured. Satisfied, he left the compartment and dogged the hatch shut behind him.

"Capacitor ring control compartment is secure, Sir," he reported to the Engineer Officer.

"Thank you," Tassin responded. He ran calculations on the master control panel while they waited in companionable silence for the other spacer to return.

"Gravitic drive compartment secure, Sir," Ignaz reported as he re-entered the control room.

"Thank you." Tassin entered a final command. "I've just transmitted the power setting for the final hyper-jump to the Navigation panel on the bridge. Now we wait."

"How are the power settings calculated, Sir?" Steve asked.

"It depends how far we're going to jump. In interstellar space we go for maximum range, which is about ten light years in each hyper-jump for a merchant ship like Cabot. We don't worry about ultra-precise accuracy, because we can correct our heading between jumps. When we approach a star we have to be much more careful, because we don't want to get dangerously close to the star itself, or to planets or asteroids." He grinned as he saw both spacers wince in unison, as if by reflex. "Yeah, there's no future in that! The Navigator brings us to within one light year of our destination on our second-to-last jump, then calculates the course and distance for our final, short hyper-jump much more precisely.

"The power setting determines how many volt-amps will be drawn from our capacitor ring and dumped into our gravitic drive to energize the jump. It varies depending on the level of charge in the ring, the ship's mass, including our cargo, and the distance to be covered. We calculate it here on the master engineering console, and the Navigator makes the same calculation independently on the bridge. The astrogation computers do it a third time as a control. If all three figures don't agree, it's an indication that something's wrong. In that case, we'll recalculate and double-check everything."

Steve nodded. "Does the power setting cause the clicking sound we hear from the capacitor ring before each jump, Sir?"

"Yes. It's quite noisy, isn't it? The ship's structure transmits it through the hull, even as far forward as the bridge. You'll hear it much more loudly before this jump, as we're so close to it. It's caused by the computers setting the circuit breakers to draw power from the capacitors. The breakers - and the entire capacitor wiring harness, for that matter - have to withstand millions of volt-amps passing through them, so they're not exactly delicate, fragile things. They make a noise as they're set."

"We don't need all the capacitors for a single jump, do we, Sir?" Ignaz asked.

"No, we never use more than eighty per cent of the ring's charge under normal circumstances, so the computer locks at least a fifth of our capacitors out of each jump. If we need full power after coming out of the jump - to avoid an asteroid or another ship, for example - the unused cells provide an emergency power reserve while the reactor spools up. For a short jump like this one, we'll use less than half of them. The spare cells also give us reserve capacity, so that if a capacitor fails for any reason, we can lock it out of the ring until we can replace it."

"I get it, Sir. Thanks."

Captain Volschenk's voice came over the speakers once more. "Bridge to all compartments, stand by for hyper-jump in sixty seconds. I say again, stand by for hyper-jump in sixty seconds." Chimes sounded for five seconds, pitched to penetrate ambient noise, providing audible warning of the approaching jump throughout the ship.

Steve was used to hyper-jumps by now, but still couldn't suppress the smile of anticipation on his face. The intricacies of the operation fascinated him. Right now, the ship's navigation computers - three of them, each a stand-alone unit but working in concert with the others, located one in the bows, one amidships and one in the stern, in an attempt to avoid more than one being damaged by any incident - were working together to hold the ship rigidly on her precisely calculated course. The immense capacitor ring was charged with tens of millions of volt-amperes of current in its cells. The auxiliary gravity generator that maintained the ship's internal gravity during hyper-jumps would be spooling up in preparation to take over the load.

"Bridge to all compartments, hyper-jump in thirty seconds, I say again, hyper-jump in thirty seconds."

The gravitic drive, normally propelling the ship at her cruising speed of 0.05C, five per cent of light speed, shut down. Steve felt the subtle momentary shift in his weight as the auxiliary gravity generator took over. He knew the gravitic drive would be switching to hyper-jump mode, ready to generate an artificial wormhole, and glanced at the Engineer Officer's control board. A temperature gauge showed the drive's internal temperature to be a steady fifty degrees centigrade. He could hear the pumps in the drive compartment spooling up to maximum flow, circulating the coolant fluid from the gravitic drive unit through radiators on the outside of the hull. The near-absolute-zero of space stripped most of the heat from it before the pumps sent it back to the drive.

Captain Volschenk didn't provide a further countdown, but activated the chimes again at the fifteen-second mark. They sounded each second with an irritating ping! Steve couldn't help feeling sympathy for anyone off watch trying to sleep through them. They were designed to make that impossible, reminding sleepers to check the retaining nets over their bunks, which would hold them in place if any sudden maneuvers were necessary upon exiting the hyper-jump.

Steve watched the countdown clock on the forward bulkhead of the engineering compartment. At ten seconds before the hyper-jump, he both heard and felt the capacitor ring relays open and close with a series of loud thumps, their pre-programmed sequence selecting the cells that would be used in this jump and shutting out the rest. The clock counted down to zero. For the last three seconds, the ping! of the chime was replaced with the aaa-OOO-gah! of a strident klaxon.

The lights dimmed momentarily as millions of volt-amps of current were dumped instantaneously from the selected cells of the capacitor ring into the gravitic drive. The drive's external aerials responded by generating a toroidal gravitic field just ahead of the bow, which pulled the ship into it with immense force. It was powerful enough to reduce vessel and crew to their component atoms if anything went wrong... but nothing did. Steve heard the intense whine from the inertial compensator in the drive compartment as it took up the strain, dumping the crushing gravitic forces generated during the jump into the gravity sump of the dark matter that permeated the universe, reducing their felt effect to no more than a momentarily discomforting tug at the stomachs of Cabot's crew. In the viewscreen at the front of the compartment, the brightness of distant stars blurred, to be renewed in a moment as the external cameras adjusted to their new field of vision. A formerly distant star now loomed much more brightly ahead of them as the dissipating wormhole spat out the ship almost a light year ahead of its previous position.

Steve glanced at the control board, and saw that the internal temperature of the gravitic drive had been flash-raised to over three hundred degrees by the enormous current unleashed into it. The coolant pumps continued their high-pitched whine under full load, stripping the excess heat from the drive as quickly as they could. The unit would still function normally in intra-system mode, but he knew it would take several hours to cool sufficiently to make another hyper-jump. During that time the ship's reactor would recharge the cells used for the previous hyper-jump, and her navigation computers would work out her current position and the trajectory desired for her next jump, if one was necessary.

"Well, that was smooth enough," the Engineer Officer observed with satisfaction. "This is your first visit to Vesta, isn't it, Maxwell?"

"Yes, Sir."

"OK. That star ahead of us is Vesta Alpha, the primary star in this binary system." He pointed to the viewscreen. "It's orbited by seven planets, of which Vesta is the third, and the only habitable one. Vesta Beta is over that way, with three planets circling it, none of them habitable; but it's got a very large asteroid belt, which is much more dense than Vesta Alpha's, so it’s heavily mined. The Fleet's put its Sector Dockyard out there to take advantage of the raw materials extracted from the asteroids, and to build and repair its ships well clear of Vesta's heavy space traffic. If we pick up one of those charters you learned about, the Fleet will almost certainly send Cabot there to install the hospital pods and a second reactor. We'll wait on Vesta until the ship's ready - the Fleet's a bit touchy about allowing civilian spacers to swan around a sensitive installation like that. Can't blame them, of course."

"Er... why not, Sir? I mean, why would they trust us to crew Cabot during a Fleet charter, yet not trust us to take her to their dockyard for the conversion process?"

Tassin shrugged. "It's a basic principle of security - exclude everyone who doesn't actually need to know something or go somewhere, and make no exceptions. That way you automatically reduce the risk of something going wrong."

Ignaz added, nodding, "Dale mentioned you plan to enlist in a couple of years. If you do, you'll start learning about security within your first week at Boot Camp. The Fleet's real anal-retentive about it. It has to be, of course; it's one of the bigger fleets in the settled galaxy. Plenty of folks would like to know about its ships, weapons, doctrines and operations."

"You were Fleet too?" Steve asked.

"I served a four-year enlistment in the Victrix sector, then mustered out as a Spacer First Class to go into the merchant service."

"I'd like to hear more about it sometime."

"Sure, we'll likely find time to talk between stars." The two grinned at each other.

The gravitic drive hummed more loudly in the adjacent compartment. Tassin observed, "The Captain's increased power, so we must be heading for Vesta. It'll take a few hours for light-speed messages from us to reach Fleet HQ there, and for them to reply. If they want us, we'll be that much closer by the time they say so; and if they don't, it's a simple enough matter to get System Control to give us a straight-line course to the system boundary in the departure zone."

 

###

 

The intercom chimed again several hours later, as Steve was preparing to go off watch.

"All hands, this is the Captain. The Fleet has offered us a ninety-day charter to pick up almost two thousand juvenile casualties from Radetski and ferry them back here for advanced medical treatment. We'll make three round trips. It'll take about ten days to install the hospital pods, second reactor and additional systems. After that we'll train for a week with the hospital complement, then head for Radetski, finishing our working-up en route."

"Aw-right!" Ignaz rubbed his hands together. "That'll be a nice little earner for the skipper. A time charter's usually more profitable than standard cargo rates. We've got a few very busy days ahead, though. We'll have to offload every bit of freight and strip our holds clean before they can install the hospital pods."

"Yes, we'll have plenty to do," the Engineer Officer agreed. "Still, hard work hasn't killed any of us yet!"

"There's always a first time, Sir," Steve observed darkly, drawing chuckles from the other two.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 10: June 10th, 2837 GSC

 

Cabot's crew endured three eighteen-hour work days to offload all her cargo. So pressing was the Fleet's need that it contracted with a civilian cargo handling firm to expedite the process. Several dozen robotic stevedores and ten shuttles from the L-1 Cargo Terminal handled her tightly-packed midships holds with their thousands of standard-size large containers. The ship's spacers concentrated on the forward holds, filled with smaller, non-standard containers and break-bulk cargo, which required greater care and attention.

The crew was exhausted by the end of the third day, but a final hold remained. The Bosun rallied them. "All right, people. From our point of view, we saved the best to last - our crew trading storage in the forward starboard upper hold. The Fleet's reserved a thousand-cubic-meter compartment on the Cargo Terminal for our use. It'll hold up to twenty small fifty-cubic-meter containers. Each spacer will identify his or her trade goods, then we'll work together to crate them for transfer. Fleet security personnel will make sure there are no dangerous or contraband articles as we load them, then seal the container and give you a receipt code for your goods. You'll - yes, what is it, Murrin?"

The surly spacer had raised his hand. "Why in hell's name are Fleet security snoops gonna be lookin' over our shoulders? Don't ya trust us?"

The Bosun frowned. "It's got nothing to do with me, Murrin. Some of us are going to claim from the Fleet for losses on our private trades caused by this charter. The Paymaster needs to be sure that we actually have in our possession the goods for which we're claiming a loss. This is how the Fleet's chosen to verify that. Remember the old saying - 'he who pays the piper, calls the tune'. It's their money, so what they say, goes."

"But that's like sayin' we're criminals, right at the start! Why won't they trust our paperwork, or have a cargo dispatcher do the certifyin'?"

"Like I said, Murrin, that's not my decision. If you don't like it, take it up with the Fleet. Now stop wasting time!"

He looked around the assembled spacers. "You'll need the receipt code from Fleet Security to claim your goods at the end of the charter, or negotiate a financial settlement with the Fleet for your losses, so don't lose it!" He turned to Steve. "Maxwell, you're the only member of the crew who's not yet trading on your own account, so I want you to run the console. The rest of us will deal with our trade goods."

"Aye aye, Bosun."

"All right, people. Let's get to work."

Steve didn't have much to do at first. He sat behind the cargo console next to the hold airlock and watched as his crewmates spread out, spacesuits and helmets sealed against the vacuum of the hold, packing their trade goods into crates and boxes for ease of carrying. A cargo shuttle slid to a halt outside the open hold doors, offloaded twenty fifty-cubic-meter containers, and stood by to reload them. Steve used the hold's cargo-handling beams to stack them near the entrance, then moved four into position near the airlock for spacers to fill with their goods.

A contingent of Fleet security personnel inspected each crate as it was packed, then loaded into a container. It slowed the loading process, but ensured that little escaped their notice. As each container was filled and sealed, Steve used tractor and pressor beams to move it back to the hold door, gaping open onto the emptiness of space, and replaced it with an empty unit. Far away through the open doors, he could see the long glowing bar that was Vesta's Cargo Terminal.

He deposited the sixth full container on the growing stack by the door, moved an empty one back into the hold, then repositioned the beam unit over the next full container. He checked a display on the console, making sure that the container was unobstructed and ready to be shifted, then frowned. The security cameras showed something moving where no movement should be, behind the container. He zoomed the lens to show a magnified image. To his surprise, he saw a space-suited figure sliding something behind an electrical panel bolted to the hull frames and cross-members. The figure looked around furtively, then eased out from behind the container and walked over to a stack of cargo waiting to be loaded. Steve couldn't see who it was, but noted a dark patch on the upper left arm of the figure's spacesuit.

He tapped at the console controls, copying the last minutes of security vid coverage to a separate file and spooling a copy of ongoing coverage to the same location, then activated his radio. "Cargo console to Bosun, over."

His receiver crackled. "Bosun here, Maxwell. Go ahead."

"Bosun, could you come to the console, please?"

He could hear the irritation in Cardle's voice. "I'm busy with the security people right now. Can't it wait?"

"Er... sorry, Bosun, but I think this is important."

"It had better be! Wait one."

After a moment, Steve saw the burly figure of the Bosun detach itself from a group of spacers and Fleet security personnel and come towards him. As he approached, Cardle snapped, "What is it, then?"

Steve merely held one finger up before the face panel of his spacesuit, as if lifting it to his lips in a shushing gesture, and indicated the display screen on the console. The Bosun frowned thunderously, but made no further comment as he came around to Steve's side of the console. Steve activated the recording, and played back for the Bosun what he'd seen.

Cardle's frown cleared at once. "Well, well, well," he murmured, then glanced at Steve. "You were right to call me. You did well to spot that." He looked up. "Tomkins!"

A startled voice came over the radio. "Here, Bosun!"

"Report to me at the cargo console."

The Bosun's Mate hurried over from where he'd been packing his trade goods into crates. At the Bosun's gestured command, Steve played back the recording for him.

"Recognize that spacesuit?" Cardle asked.

"Yes, Bosun. Only one's got a patch on it like that. It's - "

"No names! This is an open circuit. I recognize it too. Let's go talk to him."

The two walked over to another group of spacers. The Bosun said without preamble, "Murrin, what was in that package you hid behind the electrical panel?"

"Huh?" Steve could hear startled apprehension in the spacer's voice. "I dunno what you're talkin' about!"

"The hold's security cameras recorded you doing it. If you don't want to tell us what it was, we'll find out the hard way. Tomkins, go get it."

"Aye aye, Bosun!"

"Hey! You can't do that! It's private property!" Murrin protested.

"You said you didn't know what I was talking about. If it's not yours, you've got no say in what we do with it; but if it is yours, you just lied to me. Which is it, Murrin?"

"I - er - ah - that is... "

Tomkins disappeared behind the container. He emerged almost immediately, hefting a soft brown package experimentally in his hands.

"Can't say for sure through spacesuit gloves, but it feels like there's some sort of granular stuff in here, Bosun."

"Anything you want to tell us about that, Murrin?"

"I... I mean... oh, fuck you!" The spacer spun on his heel and made a break for the cargo doors, his magnetic work boots forcing him to move in a shambling, stumbling run.

"All hands, stop him!" The Bosun's command rang out over the common channel.

The crew tried to intercept their fleeing colleague, but his sudden move had caught everyone off-balance. Steve saw that the Fleet security personnel were clustered around the remaining open containers, and not in a position to intercept Murrin. Heart pounding, he selected a beam unit on the console, then slammed his joystick hard over to accelerate it along its rail towards the cargo door. As Murrin took a flying leap into space towards the open doors of the load compartment of the cargo shuttle, less than ten meters from the ship's hull, Steve activated a tractor beam. The spacer gave a startled yelp as his free-fall flight was dragged to a sudden halt.

"I've hooked him like a fish on a line, Bosun," Steve called over the radio as he balanced the pull of the tractor beam against an equalizing push from a pressor. "He's not going anywhere."

Murrin struggled futilely against the beams. "Let go, damn you!"

A chorus of laughter sounded over the channel as the crew took in the sight. "Well done, Maxwell!" the Bosun called. "You caught a big one, all right. Reel him in and we'll gaff him!"

Steve landed the struggling spacer carefully inside the hold door. Three Fleet security personnel restrained his arms behind him with plastic ties around his spacesuited wrists.

"Just where the hell did you think you were going, Murrin?" the Bosun asked. "Did you think you'd be safe aboard that shuttle? If so, you were wrong - Fleet security has jurisdiction over every ship or small craft in the system."

The spacer stood mute, glaring.

"Nothing to say? OK, if that's the way you want to play it, I'm going to give this package to the First Mate. She'll authorize these security guys to open it and check the contents. If it's something illegal, you know what'll happen next."

"You can't do this to me!" Murrin's voice was hoarse, almost pleading. "I wouldn't have brought it here at all if we'd made our scheduled planetfalls! It's only 'cause o' that interferin' idjit Maxwell that the skipper heard about this charter, and came here instead! It's not my fault!"

The Fleet personnel had listened with interest. One commented, "If it's illegal here, spacer, odds are it would have been illegal at the planet where you got it, and probably where you planned to sell it, too. That makes it 'your fault' coming and going, I'd say."

"You got that right," Cardle confirmed. "Come on, Murrin, the game's up. You know that as well as I do. What is it?"

The spacer's shoulders slumped. "It's... it's habdab."

The Bosun's voice went cold. "That's an illegal drug, isn't it?"

The Fleet security man answered again, his voice also suddenly icy. "It sure is! It's a composite narcotic, methamphetamine mixed with a synthetic drug from Potosi they call 'sucre'. It was named by a doctor, who said it gives addicts the 'screaming habdabs'. It's been in circulation for a couple of years in this Sector."

"Uh-huh. We called at Potosi a couple of months ago. I guess that's where he smuggled it aboard. Where were you taking it, Murrin?"

"Arecusco," the spacer answered sullenly. "We woulda got there next month. I got a contact there."

"Figures," the Fleet man agreed. "There's an asteroid mining startup in the Arecusco system. Habdab's real popular with miners - gives 'em a high that lets 'em keep working for a couple of days without a break. Kills 'em in the end, of course, because they burn out; but they die rich, I guess. We'll be taking you planetside to face trial, spacer. We don't like drug traffickers here."

"But I wasn't going to sell it - not here, anyway! I just wanted to get it out of sight in case you opened the package! I wouldn't even have brought it here if we hadn't changed our plans! Besides, under Commonwealth law, drug use ain't no crime!"

 "Drug use may not be, but peddling the hard stuff sure is! Besides, there's nothing stopping individual Commonwealth planets from passing stricter domestic laws, and Vesta's done that. Recreational drugs aren't illegal, but habdab's anything but recreational. You may be able to plea-bargain your way out of a trafficking charge because you didn't intend to bring it here, but possession of this much is probably enough to get you a three-to-five stretch." The Fleet man turned to the Bosun. "We'll take him to the Cargo Terminal for processing. He'll be sent to the planet under arrest. Your ship's in the clear, of course, because we saw you discover the drugs and take steps at once to secure them and the perpetrator. I'll mention that in my report."

"Thanks."

"My pleasure. I'll need that package as evidence - I'll give you a receipt, of course - plus statements from you and anyone else involved. What made you suspect him?"

"The console operator saw him hide it through our security cameras, and called me over."

"Good for him. We'll need his statement too, and a copy of that vid."

They made their way towards the airlock. As they passed the console, behind which Steve still sat, Murrin slammed to a halt. His face was malevolent. "This is all your fault, Maxwell, you stinkin' stooge! If you'd kept your mouth shut about them charters we wouldn't be here at all, and if you hadn't blabbed to the Bosun, they'd never have found my stash! I'll make you pay for this, boy, you just see if I don't! Someday, somehow, you're gonna get what's comin' to you, or my name ain't Albert Murrin!"

Steve opened his mouth to reply, but the Bosun held up his hand in warning. One of the Fleet security personnel said mockingly, "Congratulations, spacer. You just talked yourself into two additional charges - criminal threatening, and attempted witness intimidation. That should be worth another couple of years on top of your sentence for the drug charges."

Murrin's shoulders slumped again. "Aw, shaddup!"

"I think you should take your own advice, Murrin," the Bosun said, shaking his head. "Right now, every time you open your mouth your jaw's making like an excavator, digging a deeper hole for yourself!"

 

###

 

When they'd finished packing their trade goods, the crew headed for their quarters to clean up and pack their personal gear. They'd take it with them to the Cargo Terminal, where the Fleet had arranged temporary billets while Cabot's hospital equipment was installed. Most of them planned to head down to the planet for a week's well-earned rest and recreation.

Steve, Tomkins and the Bosun reported to the First Mate's office, where Fleet security personnel recorded their statements in her presence. "I doubt you'll have to give evidence in court," the detachment NCO reassured them. "What with the drugs, the vid recording and your statements, this is as close to an open-and-shut case as I've ever seen. Murrin's lawyer will surely advise him to plead guilty in exchange for a lighter sentence. If he isn't a complete fool, he'll listen."

"I'm glad to hear it," Scarlatti replied. "I'd not like the ship to be delayed here after our charter's over, or have to land key crew members while we're shuttling to and from Radetski. What sentence d'you think Murrin will get?"

"I'd say he's looking at three-to-five on a possession charge, Ma'am, plus a year apiece on the criminal threatening and witness intimidation counts. If the judge lets them run concurrently, he'll do three years; but given his hostile attitude, which we'll have to mention in our report, the judge may decide to make them consecutive. Knowing our judges, I think that's likely. If so, Murrin will serve a minimum of four and a half years - up to seven if he doesn't behave himself. He says he doesn't have any previous felony convictions, so he's unlikely to be exiled to a prison planet, but he'd better keep his nose clean after this. If he does anything naughty again, that's where he'll spend the rest of his life."

"My heart bleeds for him." Despite her words, the First Mate's dry voice sounded remarkably unsympathetic, Steve thought, covering his mouth to hide a smile. "May I assume the ship's in the clear?"

"Of course, Ma'am. As soon as Spacer Maxwell saw something wrong, he notified your Bosun, who acted immediately to resolve the situation. If he'd waited to report it, things might have been more difficult, but because your crew stopped the crime as soon as it was detected - and because we witnessed them doing that - you're officially OK. I've already notified Orbital Control about that, Ma'am."

"Thank you. The skipper will be relieved to hear it." She looked at Steve. "We owe you our thanks for this, Maxwell, on top of the news of the charter you brought us. You may still be a very junior Spacer, but you're shaping up to be a valuable member of our crew."

Steve flushed. "Er... thank you, Ma'am."

"If you'll excuse us, please, Ma'am?" the NCO interrupted politely. "We've got to deliver Murrin for processing."

"Of course. Thank you for your help."

"Our pleasure, Ma'am." The Fleet spacers left the office, heading for the docking bay.

As soon as they were out of earshot, Scarlatti turned back to Steve. "We can do better than just thanking you, Maxwell. You remember what I said about our incentive plan?"

"Yes, Ma'am."

"The Fleet's charter terms are generous - all expenses paid plus 25,000 credits per day, with at least ninety days guaranteed. That means your profit share will be at least 56,250 credits; perhaps a little more, if the charter runs over ninety days."

Steve's jaw dropped in astonishment as Tomkins clapped him on the back. "Nicely done!" the Bosun's Mate said cheerfully. "That's more than two years' net salary as a Spacer Third Class, and more than you'd likely have made in your first few years of private trading while you learned the ropes and built up your cash reserves."

"Yes," the Bosun agreed. "You'll have to pay Commonwealth tax on it, of course, but that's only ten per cent. Have a good time with some of it, but save the rest until you decide where you want to focus your trading. It'll be very useful capital to lay in your initial stock."

"I'll do that, Bosun. Thank you, Ma'am. I guess it'll be paid at the end of the charter?"

"No, we'll transfer it to you as we receive payments from the Fleet. We've just been paid for the first thirty days of the charter, so we'll deposit your share to your League account, just as we do your monthly salary. We'll be sure to designate it as non-salary income, of course, so that the League doesn't deduct its usual percentage." She smiled. "As the Bosun says, you can use some of it to have fun planetside while the ship's fitted out in the Fleet dockyard."

"I reckon I owe both of you a first-rate meal, at the very least," Steve remarked, looking first at the Bosun, then Tomkins. "I'd not be here at all without your help."

"I never say 'no' to free food and drink, 'specially if they're good," Tomkins replied with a grin.

"Neither do I," the Bosun assured him, also smiling. "We'll take you up on that as soon as we get planetside and taken care of some other business. You still planning to join the Fleet when your two years aboard Cabot are up?"

"I sure am!"

"Good. We'll get your recruitment process started while we're planetside, since the Sector Recruitment Office is right here on Vesta. All that means right now is that they'll take your details, run you through a truth-tester for a preliminary security test, do a basic medical exam, and gather details to do a background check on Earth. That takes months, of course, given the slowness of interplanetary inquiries. Both of us, being former Fleet - and the skipper too - will submit written recommendations to go with your application. That way, when the time comes, everything will be on file and ready to go. It'll save you several months of kicking your heels while you wait for the initial steps to be completed."

"Gee, thanks! I didn't know you could do it that way."

"The Fleet's been recruiting people for a long time. They've got to follow their procedures and deal with all the usual red tape, but they appreciate candidates who get all their ducks in a row in good time. There's also that jade dealer I mentioned back at Old Home Earth. We'll pay him a visit."

"Thanks, Bosun. I'd forgotten about that."

"I hadn't. We need to know what we're dealing with, and he's the best person I know to tell us."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 11: June 14th, 2837 GSC

 

"Did you print out those photographs?" the Bosun asked as they walked towards the business district.

"I've got them right here." Steve patted his uniform jacket, feeling the envelope in an inside pocket.

"Give them to me. Remember, as far as Lamington's concerned, you're just a junior Spacer who happens to be along for the ride this morning."

Steve handed over the envelope. "I still don't understand the secrecy, Bosun. Why don't you want to show him the knife itself? Don't you trust him?"

"You took it off what must have been at least a middle-ranking member of the Lotus Tong. Surviving Lotuses may want it back. If we use photographs, I can tell Lamington I saw it at Old Home Earth. That's true, of course, although it's not the whole truth. If we show him the real thing, and it turns out others want it, and word gets out that you have it... things might get sticky. I want to avoid that risk if at all possible, for your sake and the ship's."

Steve nodded. "That makes sense. I don't want a tong after my scalp again! By the way, speaking of tongs, how did the Dragon Tong become so powerful? Everyone talks about them with bated breath, but I've never understood why."

"I know something about it from my brother Henry, who's in law enforcement on New Brisbane. He told me that, at the time of the Scramble for Space, Chinese triads and tongs were under enormous pressure from their government. It saw them as rivals for its authority and the loyalty of its people. Many of them saw the Scramble as an opportunity to escape. They sold their assets, gathered their members, and emigrated en masse. They tried to arrive on their new planets already organized and fully functional, so they could take over the local crime scene before other crooks could develop structures of their own. Quite a few succeeded in doing that.

"The Dragons had a broader, longer-term vision. They started out by investing in one of Earth's orbital shipyards, training some of their people to build and maintain spacecraft, and sent a bunch more to be trained as spacers. They set up a labor brokerage and hired them out as crew to spaceship operators, making a normal commercial profit while their people gained experience. Over the course of a century or so they built up their own freight company, with its own fleet of ships, and crews that were completely loyal to the Tong. That gave them an exclusive interstellar criminal network under the cover of a legitimate cargo operation."

Steve frowned. "But surely any planetary government that caught on to what they were doing could have shut them down?"

The Bosun shook his head. "Don't forget, their early space operations were completely legal, so there were no grounds to shut them down. That also taught them how interstellar commerce worked, so that when they got into less legal activities, they knew who to bribe or threaten to keep things quiet. In due course they moved most of their people to Qianjin, a minor planet seven hundred light years from Earth. It's said to be their headquarters now, and they're rumored to control its government from top to bottom, although no-one's ever been able to prove either claim in an interplanetary court. I wouldn't recommend you say that on Qianjin, either!"

Steve snorted with laughter. "That might be terminally short-sighted!"

"Oh, yeah! They re-registered their corporation and its ships there, which took them out from under the thumbs of other planets to a large extent. Once they had that cover, they concentrated on interplanetary crime. For example, they'd arrange to swap high-value, low-bulk stolen goods between planets. That gave criminals on both worlds goods to sell that weren't 'hot' in the eyes of local law enforcement. The Dragons took their cut off both sides of the transaction, of course.

"They used their profits to set up more 'front' companies across the settled galaxy - freight lines, import and export agencies, restaurants and nightclubs, you name it. They were all legitimate businesses that provided great cover for their criminal activities, and helped to launder the profits, too. Over time they've become enormously rich and very powerful. They're said to have influence over the governments of several other planets besides Qianjin now, giving them diplomatic and political cover and multiple secure bases.

"Law enforcement would dearly love to shut them down, but they've got so many tentacles on so many planets that it's effectively impossible. Also, they act mostly as brokers and facilitators for other crooks. They commit very few crimes themselves - although word has it that when they do, they tend to pull out all the stops and go for really big jobs. Be that as it may, it's tough to prove anything against them in court. The cops keep an eagle eye on them, but that's often all they can do. The Dragons keep a real low profile, too. They seem to think that if the media aren't talking about them, there won't be much public pressure or support to move against them. They're probably right about that. Henry gets real frustrated about it sometimes."

"Have they ever tried to interfere with Cabot?" Steve asked.

"Not that I know of, but then, they don't need to. There are more than enough crooked spaceships for them to use without meddling with people like us. I've run into them a couple of times on different planets, and always treated them with cautious respect. No sense in causing trouble with them - I don't want to have to watch my back for the rest of my life! I'd rather stay neutral towards them. That way they don't make trouble for me, and I mind my own business where they're concerned. I suggest you do the same."

"I will, Bosun. Thanks for telling me all this. It's a side of the settled galaxy I didn't know at all."

"Read up about it. You've chosen a career field, whether as a merchant or a military spacer, where you'll run into interstellar crime more often than most. The more you know about what's going on out there, the better equipped you'll be to handle anything that might arise."

"Will do."

Cardle gestured to a storefront. "Here we are. Keep quiet unless I bring you into the conversation, OK? Lamington seemed trustworthy when I traded with him a few years back, but I don't know enough about him to be sure of that. I'd rather not take unnecessary chances."

"Aye aye, Bosun."

They entered through a glass door, an entrance bell tinkling melodiously. The shop was dimly lit, and heavily carpeted to keep it as quiet as possible. Several tall, narrow glass shelving units were placed at irregular intervals. Spotlights illuminated jade figures on each shelf. Steve was fascinated by the softly gleaming stone, in shades varying from translucent off-white to a shimmering deep green. He bent to look more closely at a carving of a dolphin leaping from the waves.

An elderly man stepped through a curtained alcove at the rear of the store. Steve noted that his face showed traces of mixed Caucasian and Far Eastern ancestry. His skin was lined and wrinkled, but his eyes were bright and alert.

"May I help you?" he asked, then looked more closely at his customers. His face registered surprise. "Oh, it's you, Mr. Cardle! It must be several years since we did business together."

"It is, Mr. Lamington. I'm surprised you remember me."

"I'm not likely to forget those jades you brought in! There were some excellent pieces among them - in fact, I was so taken with one that I added it to my personal collection. I do hope you've brought some more?"

"No, I'm looking for information this morning, if you'd be so kind. I came across a very unusual jade piece during my last visit to Old Home Earth. I have photographs of it. I wondered if you'd know anything about it."

"I'll be glad to take a look. Please come into my office. The light's better there. Who's your friend?"

"He's not a friend - he's one of my crew. We have work to do when I finish here. This is Spacer Third Class Maxwell."

"I see."

Steve noted the shop-owner didn't so much as glance at him after that. Clearly, after the Bosun's dismissive comment, someone of his lowly rank wasn't considered important.

The old man led them through the curtained doorway into a small, brightly-lit room with a central table surrounded by several chairs.

"Please sit down."

The Bosun did so, pulling out the contents of the envelope as Steve sat down next to him. He spread the photographs on the table. Lamington bent to peer at them, then straightened with a sudden hiss of astonishment.

"I - but - this is incredible! When and where did you see this knife? Where is it now?"

The Bosun affected surprise. "I came across it back at Old Home Earth. Is it something special, Mr. Lamington?"

"I - that is... my goodness, Mr. Cardle, you've given me a start this morning! D'you mean to tell me you truly don't know what this is?"

"It's a knife, of course, although I presume it's decorative rather than functional."

"If it's what I think it is, it's a lot more than just a knife." Lamington's voice was almost reverent, Steve thought. "Is the blade about fourteen centimeters long? Does it have a wooden scabbard?"

"Yes to both, if I remember correctly. It seemed to be in rather poor condition. There were several hairline cracks along the blade - one extended halfway through it. There were some chips out of the edge of the blade as well. I thought it couldn't be worth much, in that condition."

Lamington shook his head vigorously. "Its true value probably can't be measured in monetary terms, Mr. Cardle. It has little to do with art, but everything to do with Chinese history and culture on Old Home Earth. Just a moment."

The old man turned to a desk set against one wall, and activated the terminal mounted on it. He tapped a series of commands, and a scanned page from an old-fashioned book appeared on the display. It contained another picture of the knife, with Mandarin characters below it.

"This book was published in the twenty-first century, one of the last mass-produced in paper form. It's a history of the Triads, the Chinese criminal organizations, and the Tongs, Chinese social organizations that in many cases became as criminal as the Triads. Let me give you a rough translation of what it says."

Lamington peered at the text. "This jade knife is said to have belonged to Lei Sik Hoi, one of the legendary 'Five Ancestors' of the original Triads. He's one of five monks said to have escaped the destruction of an ancient temple in the 17th or 18th century by the Qing rulers of China. According to tradition, they fled to become the founders of the Triads. It's claimed the knife was handed down among Lei's spiritual descendants. It came to symbolize high rank, usually being carried by someone at '489' level, the 'Mountain Master' or head of the organization. The book doesn't specify which one, or whether it was a Triad or a Tong."

Lamington turned back to face them. "According to the book, the knife vanished during a persecution of the Triads in Hong Kong by British colonial authorities during the 20th century. It's still legendary among the Tongs and Triads. There's a long-standing reward offered for its rediscovery. It's grown over the years - it was a thousand taels in gold when last I heard of it. I'm amazed you've seen the knife! When and where was this, and who had it?"

Steve tried to remain outwardly impassive, but inwardly his mind reeled at the thought that he had in his possession an artifact potentially worth about one and a quarter million credits.

"I don't think I should say more," the Bosun answered slowly. "I saw it during my last visit to Old Home Earth, in the possession of someone who I believe was a Tong member. I have no idea how senior he was in his organization, and I haven't seen him since then. The knife was obviously very old, and I'd never seen one with a wooden scabbard before. I hoped these pictures would help me find out more about it someday."

"I can understand your interest! I'll be glad to contact jade dealers on Old Home Earth on your behalf. They'll be more familiar than I with the reward, and can tell us who to approach. I'll pass on that information to you as soon as I receive it. If you tell those looking for it who has it now, you'll undoubtedly be in line for at least part of the reward, as a commission for finding the current owner."

Cardle shook his head firmly. "Mr. Lamington, if Tongs and Triads are involved, we're talking about some very dangerous people indeed. You must know what they'd be willing to do to get their hands on this knife. I don't want another man's torture or death on my conscience."

"B - but they might buy it without any violence at all!"

The Bosun shook his head firmly. "We can't predict that. I'm not going to put the owner in potential danger by revealing his name. Why do the Triads and Tongs want it so badly, anyway? If they've done without it for all these centuries since it disappeared, surely they can carry on without it now?"

Now it was Lamington's turn to shake his head. "You don't understand. The person who presents this knife to his Triad or Tong will gain enormous 'face' - honor, status - among its members. He'll certainly earn a tremendous reward, and might rise to high rank as a result. His family or clan might even rise high enough to provide the next 'Mountain Master'. It'll be regarded as having helped to enshrine the living spirit of one of the Five Ancestors in its organization. That, in turn, would give the Tong or Triad in question immense 'face' among its peers."

"So those looking for this don't want it for what it is, but for what it represents?"

"Precisely!"

"That merely reinforces my caution. If it potentially means so much, I daren't reveal who owns it now, for fear he'd suffer as a result. No, I'm going to let sleeping dogs lie, and I'd be grateful if you'd please do the same. I mean that. You're the only other person who knows about this, so I'll be very angry if I'm approached by others asking questions about the knife." Cardle carefully didn't say 'very angry with you', but his message was clear.

Lamington held up both hands, palms outward. "I understand, Bosun; but you may be giving up a great deal of money by doing this."

"Money isn't everything, Mr. Lamington."

 

###

 

Steve waited until they were well away from the shop before allowing his excitement to burst out. "Did you hear the amount they're offering, Bosun? That's incredible!"

"That's incredibly dangerous!" Cardle's voice was grim. "I wish now that we'd never even seen that damn knife! If we'd known what it was was when you found it, I'd have advised you to leave it in that bladesman's waistband and let the Dragon Tong take it from him. Sure, it's worth a lot of money, but only if you can dispose of it without risk to yourself - and I don't see how you can. If word gets out that you have it, you may as well tattoo a bloody great target on your ass! Every Triad and Tong in the settled galaxy will be after it. They'll be falling over each other to get to you first, and they won't be particular how they persuade you to hand it over."

Steve sobered fast. "I hadn't thought about that."

"It's a good thing we didn't tell Lamington you've got it. I hope he keeps his mouth shut, but with that much money at stake, he may find temptation too great. Did you notice he didn't actually promise not to talk?" Steve nodded wordlessly. "If he does, you or I might be faced with some pretty awkward questions. Remember what I said about how deep Tong influence runs? They might bribe a cop to ask the questions for them, perhaps even using a truth-tester. That being the case, I suggest you stash the knife somewhere safe. If we can both say in all honesty that we saw the knife at the Cargo Terminal on Old Home Earth, but don't have it now, that's the truth - just not the whole truth. The truth-tester won't catch us in a lie."

"But where should I put it? What's a safe place for something so valuable?"

"You're lucky to be on a major Commonwealth planet right now. If I were you, I'd box up the knife, wrap the box in anti-scan material to prevent anyone figuring out what's inside, then put it inside a larger box, with no label to identify its contents. Take it to the local office of the Merchant Spacers League and ask them to store it in their Depository. As a member, you're entitled to use their safe deposit box service. It can sit there for years, if necessary, while you make up your mind what to do with it; and as long as no-one knows what's in the box, there won't be any records to link it to you."

Steve's face cleared. "That's a great idea! Thanks, Bosun. I've got it here with the rest of my kit, of course - we had to clear out everything before the ship went into the dockyard. I'll consign it to the Depository this afternoon, along with those gold taels from the Dragon Tong's reward. I never did get around to exchanging them for currency."

"See that you do. I'll sleep a lot easier when that knife's far away from us both!"

"Me too!"

"I'll have a word with Tomkins about it. I know neither of you spoke about it after you took it off that Lotus guy, as I cautioned you, but that's just become even more important. I'll tell him to forget he ever saw it. If anyone ever asks him about it, I'll tell him to fend 'em off, then warn us."

Steve hesitated, then decided to risk it. "Bosun, I owe you more than I know how to say. I mean... you took a chance on me and hired me as an apprentice spacer; you supervised my training, and took a lot more interest in me than most spacers in my position could rightly expect, according to Tomkins; and now you've shepherded me through a mess that might have been really dangerous if I'd thought only about the money involved. It seems very inadequate to simply say 'Thank you', but I don't know what else I can do!"

Cardle smiled. "Thanks for being grateful, Steve. I gave you a break, sure, but you earned it through the way you helped Louie. You've grabbed hold of the opportunity and wrung every drop out of it that you could. You threw yourself into your training, and you work as hard as, if not harder than, anyone else in our crew. You just saved us a heap of trouble by spotting Murrin's little escapade. That alone would have repaid our investment in you. With another year's experience under your belt, and after completing that pilot's course you're planning to take at Bedford during our maintenance period, you'll have developed into a useful, all-round competent spacer. You've done real well."

Steve felt a lump in his throat. "Thanks, Bosun. I... I guess, in a professional sense at least, you've taken the place of the father I lost when I was five years old."

"Damn! The thought of being a father is scary!" They both chuckled. "Thanks, Steve. I appreciate the thought - and if I had to have a son, I could do a lot worse than you. Now, let's stop being maudlin and get cracking. The Fleet recruitment office is in that building," and he indicated an imposing block ahead of them. "Tomkins will meet us there, and we'll both file references for you while you fill out the initial forms. Cap'n Volschenk will submit his reference electronically as soon as we have a file number for you. After that, it'll be time for lunch. Be warned - Dale and I intend to take full advantage of your money and good planetside cooking!"

Steve laughed. "It'll be my pleasure, Boss."

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 12: June 24th, 2837 GSC

 

Cabot returned from the dockyard looking the same externally, but she'd undergone a radical internal transformation. Sixteen mammoth medical pods containing hospital wards, consultation and treatment rooms, diagnostic facilities, operating theaters, pharmacies and supply facilities now filled her eight largest holds amidships. Each was plumbed into the ship's environmental systems, which had been augmented by additional containerized processing capacity installed in a smaller hold.

A fusion reactor pod had been installed in the spare reactor compartment, the first time it had been used for its designed purpose since Cabot had been built, doubling the ship's power generation capacity. More pods in forward holds held accommodation units and a mess hall for the hospital staff, a galley to prepare food for the staff and patients, and an immense quantity and variety of medical and other supplies, some to be used on board, others to be delivered to Radetski. Finally, the ship's big cargo shuttles had been temporarily replaced by four ambulance cutters and two general-purpose cutters, to go with the two she already possessed.

"We're going to be loaded to the max," Captain Volschenk informed the crew when he addressed them in the mess hall after they returned aboard. "We'll be carrying four hundred personnel of the 257th Expeditionary Hospital, a temporary unit activated for this operation. It'll be commanded by Captain Nash of the Fleet Medical Service. Lieutenant-Commander Erion," and he indicated a uniformed officer standing beside him, "will be the Fleet's official charter representative, supervising the operation of the ship. If he needs to issue any instructions, he'll do so through the ship's officers and warrant officers. He'll have half a dozen NCO's to assist him. They'll use our spare accommodation unit, and work alongside us to observe our operations and help us accommodate any requests from the Fleet. I'm sure you'll make them welcome.

"I'm told we'll be carrying about six hundred children on each trip. Most will be accompanied by a parent or relative, so on the Radetski-to-Vesta legs we'll have about sixteen hundred souls on board. Only the most severely injured children have been selected for treatment on Vesta. They're all partly paralyzed, or missing limbs, or badly scarred and in need of plastic surgery, or require major internal organ regeneration. Some are on life support until doctors on Vesta can repair their injuries. Quite frankly, some will look like monsters, and may inspire revulsion - which, of course, we dare not show. They've been through enough already."

He was silent for a moment, looking around the assembly. "If you come across these kids while they're being moved through the main passageway, don't approach or speak to them unless they initiate contact, and the medical personnel with them allow it. Just be as warm and friendly as you can to them from a distance. Most important, do not give them any reason to be become afraid or withdrawn. If you're arguing with a shipmate as they approach, with voices raised or anything like that, stop it at once until they're well clear of you. They've learned to fear anger as a prelude to violence. We don't want to stir up memories no child should ever have in the first place. Remember the old saying: 'There, but for the grace of God, go I'.

"The hospital will be very busy. For that reason, we've been asked not to visit it without prior arrangement, because the staff simply won't have time for us. Even now, before we take on patients, they'll be shaking down as a team and learning how to operate all their equipment, much of which will be new to many of them. Therefore, we'll confine ourselves to running the ship and stay out of their hair. However, some contact with them will be unavoidable. For example, they'll use the main passageway to move back and forth, as we will; and their exercise facilities are limited, so some of them will have to use ours."

"We'll set up a roster for the gym, Sir," Scarlatti assured him from where she sat with the other officers and warrant officers.

"Thank you, First Mate. The hospital has its own small craft and crews, of course, but we'll support their operations with our cutters. Our pilots and their assistants should stand by for a very busy time." Tomkins, Steve and the others grinned as they nodded their understanding. "You'll be taken off the ship's duty roster altogether while we're in orbit, so as to free you for small craft operations."

Tomkins, as the ship's senior small craft pilot, gathered the other pilots and crew around him as the crew dispersed to their quarters. "The skipper wasn't joking about how busy we'll be," he warned them. "We don't have enough pilots to cover three shifts a day, but since we've offloaded our gig and cargo shuttles, we can man both cutters on a two-shift schedule, with one day off in three. I'll plan for the shifts to run from six to fourteen, and fourteen to twenty-two, according to ship's time, but that may change depending on circumstances. If worst comes to worst, we may have to endure a few days of twelve-hour shifts, although we obviously can't sustain that intensity of operations for very long.

"I know we've often flown with just a pilot in the past, but for the duration of this charter I want every cutter to have both a pilot and a crew member. The pilots won't have time to leave their consoles to take care of all the scut work, so their crew will be running from pillar to post instead!" Laughter from the others. "Pilots, if your usual crew member can't work a shift for any reason, ask me for a replacement." Nods of understanding. "If any of you find you're getting worn out or over-stressed, let me know at once so I can arrange a relief for you. I'm not prepared to risk a tired pilot or crew member making stupid mistakes. We all know from experience how easy it is to do that." More nods. "Remember, keep it safe, people. We've never yet had a major accident or serious casualty aboard Cabot. Let's not have the first on this charter!"

They had to keep reminding themselves of that over the next few days as hundreds of hospital staff and thousands of tons of last-minute supplies streamed aboard the ship. The cutters made scores of round trips to the Cargo Terminal to collect supplies, plus new arrivals and their gear. More arrived aboard the regular taxi shuttle service or cargo shuttles. Orbital Control found it difficult to handle the unexpectedly heavy small craft traffic, which interfered with normal operations; but they had to make the best of it, given the Fleet priority assigned to Cabot's preparations.

Tomkins and Steve came off duty late in the evening of the fourth day, both worn out after a very busy shift. They joined the crew of the ship's second cutter in the mess hall, along with two Fleet spacers who'd been operating one of the two general-purpose cutters assigned to the hospital. Tom Higgins had left 'mid-rats', bread, sandwich materials and an urn of steaming-hot coffee, on the serving counter for the overnight watches. They helped themselves hungrily.

"Anyone feel like something hot for dessert?" Steve asked. "Tom gave me the combination to the pantry, and told me to help myself if I wanted to prepare anything."

"Your cook lets you into his pantry unsupervised?" the Fleet pilot inquired. "He must be a very trusting soul!" He held out his hand. "I'm Davis, by the way. Zabrinski here crews for me." He wore the sleeve insignia of a Petty Officer Second Class on his flight suit, while Zabrinski's showed him to be a Spacer First Class.

"Pleased to meet you." Steve introduced himself and his shipmates, and shook hands with the Fleet spacers. "I help out in here now and again, and occasionally cook for the ship's company when Tom wants a break. I learned to cater for a crowd at the orphanage where I grew up. We brought back supplies for him this afternoon. I recall there were several big boxes of frozen cinnamon rolls."

"What are you waiting for?" Tomkins urged. "Someone's got to make sure they're safe to eat. I nominate us for the job. Go to it!"

"I'll blame you if he complains," Steve warned with a grin. "I'll tell him you pulled rank on me."

"Huh! With friends like you, who needs enemies?"

The Fleet spacers chuckled at the repartee. Steve made a well-filled sandwich for himself, then took it into the galley and set about flash-heating half a dozen large cinnamon rolls while the others ate and drank. He put them on a tray and carried it through to the mess hall.

"Here they are, hot and steaming," he announced, setting it down next to a stack of paper plates. "You'll need a fork - they'll burn your fingers if you try to pick them up." He poured himself a cup of coffee while the others hungrily loaded their plates with cinnamon rolls, then joined them.

Zabrinski wolfed down his roll, blowing on it to cool it so he could eat it faster, then looked longingly at the empty tray. "Any more where those came from?" he asked hopefully.

"I can get away with taking half a dozen, but not more," Steve explained. "I don't want to overdo it, in case the cook withdraws my pantry privileges."

Zabrinski shrugged innocently. "Oh, well. Guess I'll just have to steal some of yours!" As he spoke, he made a lightning grab with his right hand for the half-roll still on Steve's plate.

Steve had just raised his fork to his mouth and taken a bite. He reacted without conscious thought, stabbing downward with karate-honed reflexes. His fork speared deep into the back of Zabrinski's hand before it could reach his plate.

"OW! Ouch! Shit, that hurts!" Zabrinski whipped his hand away, cradling it against his chest with his left arm, glaring at Steve as the others roared with laughter.

"You asked for it," Davis pointed out, still laughing as he shook his finger at his crewman. "I've warned you before about stealing other people's food. You finally met someone fast enough to stop you!"

"Whose side are you on, anyway?" The spacer glared in disbelief at the blood welling up from the fork embedded in the back of his hand.

"Not yours! You've taken more than enough food off your shipmates like that. It's high time someone gave you your come-uppance! No, don't do that," and he reached out a hand to restrain Zabrinski from touching the fork with his left hand. "It's in pretty deep. Let's see the other side." Zabrinski turned over his hand, revealing the four tines of the fork protruding from his palm. "Yeah, he got you good! There's no way you'll be able to just pull that out. We'd better give the hospital its first real business, and let the professionals deal with it."

"You're joking, right?" Zabrinski glared at him. "I'll look like a fool!"

"Yes, you will, and you'll deserve it! Come on, let's go."

"I'm sorry," Steve apologized worriedly. "I didn't mean to cause all this trouble. It was a reflex reaction."

"And a justified one!" Davis assured him. "Don't worry, you're not in any trouble, I'll see to that. Want to come along? I think the nurses' faces will be a picture when they see this!"

"Mind if I come too?" Tomkins asked, beginning to grin. "This ought to be worth watching!"

"Why not?"

In the end all six of them trooped into the hospital's small emergency room. Half a dozen nurses and a doctor on the overnight shift were going through the motions of training with various items of equipment. They abandoned their boring, routine tasks with grateful alacrity.

"How the hell...?" the doctor wondered aloud, staring as he unwrapped Zabrinski's hand from the bloodstained paper towel with which he'd covered it.

"He tried to mooch my cinnamon roll, and I stopped him," Steve explained uncomfortably. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to do it quite so hard!"

"Mooch?" a nurse inquired, eyebrows rising.

"It's a word we use on Old Home Earth to mean finagling or sneaking something out of someone - taking advantage of them," Steve explained.

"Oh. I hadn't heard the term before," she confessed, her eyes twinkling, "I guess we'd better fix up Spacer Mooch before he tries it again!" Her colleagues broke into delighted laughter.

"Hey, my name's Zabrinski, not Mooch!"

"It was," his boss informed him with an evil grin. "I think you've just earned a new nickname. Just wait 'til the word gets around... Mooch!"

Zabrinski glared at him. "And I bet you'll make sure it gets around, won't you?" He rolled his eyes plaintively. "What did I do to deserve this?"

"Please tell me that fork hadn't been in someone's mouth before it ended up in his hand?" another nurse asked.

"Er... sorry, Ma'am, but it was," Steve admitted.

"OK, then you get an anti-infection shot as well," she informed Zabrinski with a smile.

"Better add a rabies inoculation, too," Tomkins suggested helpfully. "I've seen Steve when he's in a fighting mood!"

"We'll treat this as a training opportunity," the doctor declared, grinning from ear to ear. "We'll need an X-ray and blood tests - we'll draw enough for a full battery, everything from anemia to zinc levels, to test our diagnostic machine. It'll only need a liter or two." Zabrinski's eyes opened wide with horror. "Then there's the anti-infection and rabies shots... what else?"

"We can check for ingrown toenails while we're at it," another nurse offered, chuckling.

The doctor nodded. "Uh-huh - hemorrhoids, too!" The nurses and spacers exploded with laughter.

"Hey! Wait a minute!" Zabrinski protested, turning pale. "I'm outta here!"

It took some time to persuade him that the doctor was only joking. He was still complaining as his wrist and hand were injected with a local anesthetic. The ER staff waited for it to take effect, then strapped down his hand and forearm to immobilize them while the prongs were withdrawn. Two nurses assisted the doctor with the extraction, sponging away the blood from several small incisions required to free the fork's tines from the tendons of his hand.

Lieutenant-Commander Erion hurried in as they were suturing and dressing the wound, his bleary eyes and tousled hair bearing witness that he'd been woken from a sound sleep. He'd dressed in a tracksuit without badges of rank, and was breathing hard, as if he'd run all the way down the passage from his quarters.

"What happened?" he asked. "The charge nurse called to tell me one of our spacers had been injured."

"Gee, thanks!" Zabrinski hissed, glaring at the nurse behind the admissions counter.

She stifled a smirk. "Sir, our standing orders are to notify you about any injuries to Fleet personnel," she said innocently, "so I thought you'd want to know about Spacer Mooch's - "

"Zabrinski!" the injured man insisted furiously.

"Sorry - Spacer Zabrinski's wound," she finished, unable to suppress a giggle as she pointed to the bloodied fork lying on a dressing tray.

"Mooch?" Erion asked, beginning to smile. "Mooch?"

Steve had to explain once more how he'd defended his cinnamon roll against attack. Petty Officer Davis backed him up. "That's how it was, Sir. I saw the whole thing. Spacer Mooch - I mean, Zabrinski - asked for it."

"Well, Zabrinski, you've learned a lesson - at least, I hope you have! - and I think you've earned a new nickname as well, whether you like it or not," Erion said with a chuckle. "Unfortunately, even though you were technically 'wounded in action', I'm afraid a fight over a cinnamon roll isn't enough to qualify you for the Combat Injury Medal!"

Zabrinski could only roll his eyes again at the renewed laughter at his expense.

The following day, the emergency room mounted a plaque on the wall above the admissions counter. It bore a picture of Zabrinski's hand, fork embedded vertically in it. Above it were the words, 'The 257th Expeditionary Hospital's first patient!', and below it, 'Spacer First Class "Mooch" Zabrinski', followed by the date of the injury. It would draw many amused comments from passersby in the weeks and months to come.

When Zabrinski learned about it his chagrin redoubled. "I'll never live that down!" he complained bitterly, glaring at Steve over supper that night after the late shift, nursing his bandaged hand.

"You don't deserve to," an unsympathetic Petty Officer Davis informed him. "That was a classic self-inflicted injury, in more ways than one!"

Steve finally made an entire tray of a dozen cinnamon rolls for Zabrinski as a peace offering, after first clearing it with a highly amused Higgins. That mollified the indignant spacer... but his new nickname stuck.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 13: July 17th, 2837 GSC

 

Steve was on duty once again in the Engineering department when Cabot arrived at Radetski for the first time. Along with most of the ship's company, he listened to their radio conversation with the makeshift System Control organization, which had been set up by the United Planets mission in lieu of the long-destroyed orbital infrastructure. It was being operated from the mission's command vessel, an old depot ship named LCS Baobab, which served as the mother ship for several heavy and light patrol craft providing system security.

Steve listened curiously to the radio exchange between Cabot and Baobab as the ship reported her arrival. "Why are they calling us 'LCAS' Cabot instead of 'LMV'?" he asked Ignaz, who was again on watch with him.

"It's because we're on charter to the Fleet, which gives us the legal status of a Fleet auxiliary. Instead of being a 'Lancastrian Merchant Vessel' as usual, we're now referred to as a 'Lancastrian Commonwealth Auxiliary Ship'. When the charter's over, we'll go back to plain old LMV again."

"I get it."

Looking at Radetski on the monitor as they approached the planet, Steve could see that it was mostly water, with islands of various sizes poking above the surface here and there. Cabot was directed to take up a geostationary orbit above the largest island, big enough to be considered a continent. As soon as she'd settled into orbit, the hospital's small craft began a week-long shuttle service, bringing injured children and their travel companions - parents, guardians or older siblings - up from the planet. Meanwhile Cabot's two cutters, plus small craft from Baobab, delivered thousands of tons of medical supplies to field hospitals established on the main island. They were treating the crippled and maimed left in the wake of Radetski's decade-long civil war, and standing in for the continent's own hospitals, most of which had long since been destroyed.

On the third day, Tomkins and Steve were tasked to deliver a shipment of medicines and dressings to a field hospital on the south coast. It was received with relief.

"Thank Heaven you got here when you did!" a clerk exclaimed as he checked off the details of the shipment on an electronic clipboard, while hospital porters and robotic conveyors packed it away in containers set up as makeshift warehouses. "We were almost out of a lot of this stuff. By next week we'd have been in real trouble."

"We aim to please," Tomkins said with a smile. "We're supposed to take back several cases of powered prosthetics, to be shipped to Vesta for repair and reconditioning. Are they ready?"

"I'm sorry - we're still packing the last of them. It'll take another hour. They've got to be padded just right to prevent damage in transit. Have you eaten yet?"

"Not since a very early breakfast."

"Our mess hall's in that big tent over there. We hired some of the local women to staff it. They cook good food, spiced in their traditional style. Lunch is almost over, but there'll be plenty left. Here's two meal chits. Our shipment should be ready by the time you get back."

"We never say 'no' to free food," Tomkins assured him. "Thanks. I'll just let the ship know that our return flight will be delayed, so they won't worry about us."

The food proved to be as good as the clerk had promised; a savory, paprika-rich goulash served over a local variety of rice, accompanied by salad and coffee. Both spacers cleared their plates speedily.

"You are still hungry?" one of the servers asked. She spoke a local language that Steve couldn't identify, but her PIA translated her words into a formal, precise version of Galactic Standard English and repeated them over an external speaker on her lapel.

"I sure am," he nodded, and waited while her PIA translated his words into her own language.

"Everyone has eaten by now, and there is food left. Bring your plates and I will refill them." They wasted no time accepting her invitation.

"If no-one else is likely to arrive, how about joining us?" Steve invited as she dished up the food. "I'd love to hear about Radetski from your point of view. All we've learned comes from the news media and a few short official briefings. You can add some local color for us."

She sighed. "Very well. We do not like to talk about the recent past, but you have come here to help us. You deserve answers." She poured herself a cup of coffee and sat down opposite them at the table, adjusting her headscarf. "May I ask your names?"

"Sorry," Steve apologized. "I should have thought of that. I'm Steve Maxwell, and this is Dale Tomkins. He's the pilot of the cutter out there, and I'm his crewman."

"Thank you. I am Irena Kulovic." She thought for a moment. "For you to understand us will be difficult. In your Commonwealth you have free exchange of citizens between places on planets, and between planets themselves, yes?"

"That's right," Tomkins agreed. "In the Commonwealth citizens can go anywhere they like, provided they can support themselves."

"And your cultures mix freely? You are not accustomed to people of one race or language being expected, or even forced, to live apart from those of others?"

Tomkins' eyebrows rose in astonishment. "Oh, heck, no! The Lancastrian Commonwealth was initially formed by several minor colony planets. They realized they needed to band together for mutual support. They'd been settled by people from many different backgrounds, but understood right from the start that they had to set aside their differences and work together. They codified that very carefully in our constitution, along with severe restrictions on government size and powers so that no group could use the political system to dominate another. We've stuck to that.

"We recognize every group's right to their own culture, language and so on, but we insist there has to be an overarching commitment, a loyalty, to the principles of the Commonwealth as a whole. Each member planet accepts the Commonwealth Constitution in its entirety as the basis for its own laws, but it's free to add to it and establish its own internal structures and policies, as long as they don't conflict with those basic principles. We're expected to be Lancastrians just as much as we're citizens of a planet, or members of a particular ethnic group or culture. We focus on what unites us, rather than our differences."

She nodded slowly. "Our way of life was very different, although it has begun to change since the war." She fell silent for a moment, her eyes far away. "Radetski's problems go back many centuries, to two former nations on Old Home Earth called Serbia and Croatia. About three hundred years ago, both of them became provinces of the Central European Hegemony."

Steve said, "I remember studying the Hegemony Wars in school on Old Home Earth."

"Then you may know more about them than I do. I have only heard of them through the one-sided propaganda that was common here. Before the Wars, the Hegemony mounted its own colonization effort during the Scramble for Space. It claimed six planets, including Radetski. We have only one continent - this one - and several islands large enough to be habitable, with no land mass at the equator on which to base a Planetary Elevator. That made our planet-to-orbit costs much higher, so it was never as easy or as economical to develop this planet as it was the others. Instead, the Hegemony used Radetski as a dumping-ground for political prisoners and those whose loyalties it considered suspect, particularly during the Wars.

"The islands were used for smaller ethnic and national groups. The two largest groups were Serbians and Croatians. The friction between them dates back to long before the Space Age. The Hegemony could not stop it flaring up on Old Home Earth, so they exiled all the hard-line nationalists and activists they could find. The Serbs were dumped in the eastern half of this continent, while the Croats were sent to the west. Inevitably, and precisely because those sent here were selected for their intolerance and xenophobia, the rivalry between both groups was intense. Each expanded towards the center of the continent, where they eventually met."

"Sounds like a recipe for disaster," Steve observed. "Didn't the Hegemony realize what might happen?"

Irena gave a short, bitter laugh. "I think they did not care. They just did not want the conflict to erupt in their own back yard. They did not even station Hegemony police here - they simply dumped their unwanted people, then left them to their own devices." She paused to sip her coffee.

"Zaharich, the instigator of our civil war, was as much a product of those ethnic tensions as a master manipulator of them. He set himself up as some sort of prophet, preaching that people of Serb descent were to make Radetski the heart of what he called 'The Greater Serbian Empire of the Diaspora'. He was quite mad, of course, but also very, very persuasive. He duped tens of thousands into following him. He preached that the whole continent - the whole planet - should be under Serbian domination.

"The Radetskians of Croatian origin on this continent, and those from other groups on the other islands, were not going to let that happen, of course. When Zaharich realized he could not persuade or intimidate them to agree to his demands, he secretly armed and trained his followers, then launched an uprising. There were horrific atrocities, just like the history books describe the worst years of 'ethnic cleansing' or pogroms back on Old Home Earth. Extremists took over on both sides, and violence begot more and worse violence. The fighting went on for five years, during which the population of this continent was halved, until Zaharich was killed."

"It's the same old story," Tomkins observed sourly. "Megalomaniacs and demagogues almost always kill a whole lot of people before they die themselves. A lot of them are their enemies, sure, but historically at least as many have usually been their own people."

"You speak truth. By the time Zaharich was dead, neither our Serb nor our Croat communities were capable of sustaining civilized existence, much less continuing a full-scale conflict - yet even in the midst of such misery, the extremists' hatred was too strong to allow them to make peace. That is when the islands intervened."

Steve frowned. "The islands? I thought you said they were the dumping-grounds for smaller ethnic groups."

"They were. Each governed itself, trying to retain as much independence as possible. However, the war changed that. Both sides on the continent sought to gain allies among the islands, trying to force them to send weapons, material, and conscripts. They used the old threat of 'if you are not for us, you must be against us'. None of our islands was strong enough to resist such pressure on its own. They had a simple choice - they could either stand together, or fall separately. They dissembled as best they could, making excuses to avoid getting too involved with the war, while secretly they pooled their resources and trained a joint intervention force.

"They knew that sooner or later, the Serbs and Croats would weaken each other so much that they could no longer resist them. When that time came, they sent their force to the continent and drove right up the middle, forcing the two sides apart." She sighed. "Perhaps the only reason I and my children are alive is that they landed near here, and pushed the violence away from us. My husband was killed only three weeks before they arrived.

"When they had established a buffer zone, they invited the Serbs and Croats to discuss peace, but their leaders would not. The islands then formed a government of planetary unity, excluding the hard-liners, and asked the Hegemony for help. Unfortunately, its wars had reduced its power so greatly that it was no longer capable of major external operations, even if it cared about us - which it did not. Radetski also faced interference from Serbian and Croatian expatriates in the rest of the settled galaxy, wanting to help their compatriots here."

"What sort of interference?" Steve asked.

"They sent 'volunteers', arms and equipment. We had no orbital security to speak of, so we had great difficulty keeping them out. Eventually we approached the United Planets for help. They agreed to recognize the Coalition of the Islands as the de facto interim government of Radetski, pending democratic elections, and invited their member worlds to contribute to a peacekeeping force."

Tomkins observed, "I guess that's how the Lancastrian Fleet got involved. Radetski's in Vesta's back yard, so to speak - close enough that if your security troubles had continued, pirates and other low-lifes might have taken advantage of the confusion and lack of security to base themselves here, and mount raids into the Commonwealth."

"Yes. We are very grateful to you. Most worlds were reluctant to commit themselves to a minor, unimportant planet like Radetski, but your Fleet immediately sent patrol craft and spacers, so we could have proper orbital and system security for the first time. I understand that the patrol ships are to be given to our government in a few years time, once we have recruited and trained our own spacers. Your Commonwealth is very generous."

"It's in their interest to help you," Steve pointed out. "If you can secure your own system, the Fleet doesn't have to keep looking over its shoulder in this direction."

Irena smiled. "It is honest of you to admit that, but frankly I do not care. No matter why your forces came, I am very glad they did! Anyway, with their external support now cut off, most of the Serb and Croat survivors realized that neither side could win. They would only destroy themselves if they continued the war. They elected new leaders who repudiated the extremists, agreed to a ceasefire, and began to work with the Coalition to form a wider planetary government. A United Planets peacekeeping force arrived a few months ago to maintain the ceasefire, patrol the demilitarized zone, begin rebuilding our infrastructure and train a unified planetary security force. Once again your Commonwealth took the lead, sending two Marine battalions and much equipment, including this hospital."

Tomkins asked, "If a ceasefire was agreed, why is fighting still going on?"

She shook her head. "Unfortunately, there are still fanatics on both sides. Their hatred and intransigence are too great to let them make peace, so they fight on as guerrillas - although 'terrorists' is a better word for them, as they mostly attack those who cannot fight back. We have established a demilitarized no-mans-land down the center of our continent, but they raid across it, seeking to inflict further misery on their enemies."

"Where are they getting their weapons and equipment?"

"They use what is left from the evil years - they stole much of it from our depots before they could be properly secured by the new government. They also work with smugglers, who bring in arms concealed among normal commercial shipments. This was a very big problem until your patrol craft arrived. They have reduced the flow, but some smuggled weapons still get through. The extremists pay for them with containers of Radetski's famous plants. Pharmaceutical companies extract valuable chemical compounds from them."

"Haven't laboratories synthesized the compounds by now?" Tomkins asked. "That would make the plants themselves unnecessary."

"I am not a biologist or chemist, but I understand they are very complex compounds, which break down quickly outside the plant. This makes them hard to produce synthetically. The plants cannot be easily grown off Radetski, either. There are symbiotic relationships with other parts of our ecosystem that are essential for their health and reproduction."

"I get it."

Steve hesitated, then asked, "You said your husband was killed. I don't want to intrude, but may I ask how he died? Was he fighting for one side or the other?"

"No. You see, there were a few communities where people of both Serbian and Croatian ancestry had learned to live together. In most cases it was because they, or an ancestor, had fallen in love with someone on the other side, and married. They could not stay in their ethnically segregated towns, so they had to move somewhere that a mixed marriage would be tolerated. Our village, just over the bluff there, is one such place.

"We grew used to rejection from the racial purists on both sides. When the war broke out, at first they were too busy hating and killing each other to bother us. Later, that changed. Several smaller communities like ours fled here and merged into a larger village, so we could work together to protect ourselves. We formed a militia to defend ourselves against both sides, arming ourselves with whatever we could obtain. Some of us produce vodka and slivovitz, and we were able to exchange them for weapons with thirsty soldiers in nearby towns. Several skirmishes took place near us, so when night fell, our hunters would creep out and steal weapons from the dead before their comrades could collect them. We obtained explosives and fuses from miners in the mountains, and used them to prepare land-mines and other devices. Most of the fighting was north of here, so we were left alone for almost five years to prepare our defenses.

"I came from a Croatian family, and fell in love with Bojan, who was from a Serbian town. We married and moved here ten years before the war began. Bojan had received military training before we met. He became one of the officers of our militia. When at last a Croatian force was detected approaching our village, he went with our militia to turn it back. They stopped them, but at a heavy cost in lives. More than half the patrol was killed or injured. My husband... " she fell silent for a moment as she swallowed heavily, "... Bojan rescued three of his men who had been wounded. As he brought the last man in, a fleeing Croatian fired blindly backwards as he ran, emptying his weapon. One of his unaimed rounds hit Bojan in the back of the head. He was killed instantly." She blinked back tears. "He was... very brave."

Steve reached across the table silently and squeezed her hand. She squeezed back gratefully, then took a handkerchief from her sleeve and wiped her eyes. To give her time to recover, Steve and Tomkins devoted themselves to clearing their plates.

At last Steve finished his food and sat back, stretching. "Thank you for telling us all this. It's good to know more about why we're here."

Irena picked up her cup and sipped her coffee. "I am very glad you are helping us. They say the peacekeeping force will be here for five years, by which time our own unified security force should be ready to take over. It will take many more years to restore our economy and rebuild all that has been destroyed. I hope we may prove worthy of all you are doing for us."

"We'll do our best for you," Tomkins promised. He rose to his feet. "We'd better return to our cutter. The cargo should be loaded by now. Thanks for taking the time to tell us all this. It's good to hear it from a local perspective. It adds a lot more color than the official version."

"I will not say it was a pleasure to speak of it," she observed sadly. "Our memories are very painful. Still, we must face them if we are to move beyond them, and not be trapped by the same misery that caused our war in the first place. You are taking some of our worst-injured children for treatment, yes?"

"That's right," Steve agreed. "We'll be making three trips, taking about eighteen hundred of them to Vesta for treatment."

"We are very grateful to you for that. We have lost so many children... and they are our hope for the future. Thanks to you, we - and they - may yet have one."

As they flew back up to orbit, Steve observed soberly, "That last comment of Irena's floored me. Their kids are their future, yet they've lost so many, and so many more have been crippled. Can kids like that grow up to heal an entire planet?"

"All we can do is give 'em the opportunity," Tomkins pointed out. "What they do with it is up to them."

"I guess you're right. I wish I could wave a magic wand or something, and fix this mess all at once. Human beings can screw up most things if they set their minds to it, can't they?"

Tomkins shrugged. "We've been doing it for millennia. I guess any of us can go either way. Face it - if you or I had been born on Radetski, and force-fed racist ideology from infancy onward, we might be among the hard-line terrorists down there today."

Steve was silent for a moment. "I hate the thought of that," he said at last.

He said as much when he reported to Bosun Cardle on his return to the ship. "It was hard to hear Irena speak of so much hatred. It may sound childish, but I'd like to do something with my life to help make this a better universe - to counteract that sort of thing."

The Bosun chuckled. "You're still young and idealistic, not a hardened old fart like me. When I was your age, I used to think like that too." He grew more serious. "If you really want to do that, don't bother looking too far ahead. Start right now. Every single day, do your job as well as you possibly can. Learn something new. Make it a better day for someone in some way. All those things add up, you know. The people who accomplish the least are the ones who spend all their time wanting to achieve something big, but are so focused on wanting that they're no good at doing. They can't see the present for the future. Don't be like them!"

Steve nodded slowly, thoughtfully. "I won't. Those are pretty good principles."

"My father taught them to me when I was still a youngster. I've tried to put them into practice. If you do the same, I don't think you'll go far wrong."

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 14: July 23rd, 2837 GSC

 

Two days before departure, Tomkins and Steve returned to Cabot from another delivery to the planet. They passed through the airlock into the docking bay, only to find it filled with stretchers carrying injured children, parents and guardians lugging suitcases and bundles, and nurses and medics supervising the transfer. They stood back against the bulkhead behind the duty desk, staying out of the way until all the patients had been moved.

A small girl was lying on a stretcher near Steve, and he noticed she was staring at him. Her face was disfigured by a livid, jagged red scar that stretched from her chin all the way across her left cheek until it disappeared into her hairline where her ear had once been. All that remained of it was a ragged, tattered stub. A patch covered her left eye, and her left arm was a stump above the elbow. He tried not to flinch at the sight, and smiled at her encouragingly. After a moment, she smiled shyly back at him, and held out her lone hand.

He glanced appealingly at the nurse standing by the stretcher, who'd observed the exchange. "What should I do?" he asked.

"Come closer and hold her hand," she advised. "She's a cheerful little tyke, not like some of them who are fearful of any adult stranger. You can't blame them for that, of course." She shivered. "If I'd been through what they've been through, I'd be scared too!"

Steve moved over to the stretcher, squatted to bring his head down to the girl's level, and held out his finger. She grasped it in her right hand, squeezing it tightly, and said something in a language he didn't understand. He again looked inquiringly at the nurse, who beckoned to a young man wearing brown trousers and shirt. "He's an interpreter," she explained.

The man came over and said something to the little girl, listened as she babbled a reply, then turned to Steve. "Her name's Emina. She says you look like her big brother, Arsin."

"Please tell her my name's Steve, and say 'hi' for me."

As the interpreter spoke to the girl, the nurse's face clouded. "Her brother's dead - in fact, she's lost her entire family. They were all killed by the same artillery shell that injured her. She doesn't even have anyone to travel with her. She'll undergo surgery and regeneration on Vesta, then we hope she'll be adopted. Meanwhile, we'll do our best to be a substitute family for her, poor thing."

Steve felt a hot warmth behind his eyes. "I'm an orphan myself - I lost my parents when I was five. I know from experience what she'll have to go through without a family."

"She's five, too," the nurse said softly. "Hell of a thing to happen to a kid, isn't it?"

"Oh, yeah. How many orphans are among the injured?"

"Far too many! I'd say at least half of the children on this trip have relatives other than parents traveling with them, mostly because their fathers and mothers are either dead, or too badly injured to travel without helpers of their own."

Steve recalled Bosun Cardle's advice - 'make it a better day for someone in some way'. He said slowly, "I know we were told not to visit the hospital without invitation, but... would it be OK for me to spend some time with Emina, and perhaps some of the other orphans who don't have anyone? I mean... being an orphan myself, I guess I feel somehow... involved. I know that probably sounds stupid, but - "

"No, it doesn't! Give me a call at the hospital tomorrow between fourteen and twenty-two - that's my duty shift. I'm Mary Cahill. You'll find me in Ward Seven."

"Thanks, Mary. I'm Steve Maxwell. I'll do that," he promised. "Have you got enough toys and treats and suchlike for all the kids?"

"We were given a special allotment of toys for this mission, but there aren't enough, and we don't have much in the way of edible treats. The hospital galley is going to be busy enough just cooking meals for everyone. I wish we'd been able to do something about it before coming here, but we were very rushed in our preparations, and that sort of thing isn't part of a military hospital's standard inventory. We'll have to make do with whatever candy we can buy for the kids from the hospital commissary. Unfortunately, its supplies are limited, and we don't have budget to spare for it anyway. We've already taken up a collection among ourselves."

Steve looked suddenly thoughtful. "I may be able to do something about that."

As soon as the docking bay had cleared, he headed for the galley. Higgins was preparing supper for the ship's company.

"Hey, Tom," Steve greeted him. "Got a moment?"

"For you, yeah. What's up?"

Steve explained what he'd just learned. "D'you think there's any way we - you and I - could bake stuff for the kids? I mean... they've been through hell, Tom. A cookie or a cupcake might make a lot of difference to them."

"It's a good idea, son, but I'm not sure we can. We don't have near enough cookie sheets or baking trays, and besides, we simply don't have enough supplies. Six hundred kids can go through an awful lot of cookies! There's their travel companions, too. We can't leave them out."

"If I can arrange extra supplies, and find baking utensils planetside, do you think we could do it?"

"I... I just don't know, Steve." He gestured at the equipment around them. "This is a pretty small galley. It's designed and equipped to cook meals for up to fifty crew, not bake for over a thousand! We don't have the big ovens needed to handle that sort of demand, or high-volume robotic preparation facilities like those in a big commercial kitchen. D'you have any idea how much dough has to be mixed to make that many pastries or cookies?" He thought for a moment. "Of course, if enough of the nurses volunteered to help during their off-duty time, we could move that out to the mess hall tables and do it by hand in small batches..."

"Good idea! As for the ovens, we delivered new models to a field hospital, remember? We brought back its old units, to be returned to the Fleet for refurbishing and upgrading. What if we could use some of them? I'm not sure where or how we'd install them, but we've got that second reactor now, so electrical capacity shouldn't be a problem."

"I'm not sure... oh, what the hell! If you can get all that organized, we'll find a way!"

"That's what I needed to hear. Thanks, Tom!"

His next stop was the Bosun, to whom he explained what he wanted. "If you'll help me fix it with the Captain, we can ask the Fleet depot ship whether they can let us have any supplies, and see if the people planetside can supply baking trays and ingredients. I've got a month's profit share from this charter already in the bank, with more coming. I'm prepared to spend up to a month of it on this, if the skipper will agree."

Cardle blinked. "Let me get this straight. You want to spend close to twenty grand on cookies for kids? You're crazy!" Despite his words, his eyes gleamed, and a slow smile dawned on his face.

"Hey, it's my money, so I can spend it any way I like, right?"

"Yes, you can, but the brass will never go for it. You know the instructions we received - leave the kids alone! What makes you think they'll loosen those restrictions?"

Steve was silent for a moment. "I'm going to tell them what some of those kids are feeling right now. I lost my parents when I was five. I know what it's like to have a great big hole torn in your heart when you're that young. It's... I don't have the words to describe it, except that you blame yourself. You keep asking in your head, 'What did I do wrong? If I'd been better - if I’d been less naughty - would Mommy and Daddy still be alive?' You don't know any better at that age - at least, I didn't, and no-one told me different."

The Bosun looked away, blinking. For a moment Steve could have sworn he saw moisture in his eyes. He went on, "That's the only way I can describe it, Bosun. I know what those orphaned kids are going through right now. I've been there. If I - if we - can do anything at all to take away a little of their pain, bring a little light into their darkness... it's worth it."

There was a long silence, then the Bosun nodded slowly as he turned back. "I hear you, Steve. It's hard to argue with that. Tell you what. If we can get the brass to OK your plan, and if we can buy, beg, borrow or steal what you need, I'll match you credit for credit. I've had a real good trading year, so I can afford it."

"Gee, thanks!"

"Thank you for thinking of it. It's a damn fine idea."

"What about those ovens?"

"That was another good idea. We can get Baobab's techs to pick out the best two or three, service them, and install connections, heat shields and security straps for them against the rear bulkhead of the mess hall. It'll mean temporarily upgrading the local circuits and wiring, but the techs can handle that too. We'll remove a couple of tables to make room for them, and put them back later. That'll make crew seating a bit cramped, but once they understand why, I reckon they'll go along with it." He rose briskly to his feet. "Let's go talk to the skipper."

Captain Volschenk listened to Steve's plan with initial astonishment on his face, but became thoughtful when the Bosun backed him up. He called in Captain Nash, the Commanding Officer of the hospital, and had them run through their plans once more. Both men were taken aback at Steve's earnestness as he described what some children were probably going through.

"You're really serious about this?" Captain Nash finally said. "You're willing to put thousands of credits apiece into this - and Maxwell, you and Higgins are willing to work extra hours to bake treats for the kids?"

"Yes, Sir," Steve replied stoutly, the Bosun nodding beside him.

"Well, I'll be darned... I'm willing to try it. Captain Volschenk, what about you?"

Cabot's Captain thought for a moment, then smacked his desk with the palm of his hand. "We'll go for it. I'll add another twenty - no, thirty thousand to the kitty from the ship's funds. Bosun, take Maxwell to Communications and send messages to Baobab and the planet, asking about installing those ovens, plus utensils and ingredients. Maxwell, you and Tomkins can use your cutter to collect everything tomorrow from wherever it's available. We'll take you off the watchkeeping roster for the trip to Vesta, to give you more time to work in the galley."

Steve's idea snowballed. As word spread about it, other members of the crew added donations from their salaries or personal trading profits. Many of the hospital's nurses did the same, and offered to help with the baking during their off-duty hours. Baobab's captain put out the word to his crew, who volunteered to give up desserts until the next supply ship could replenish their stocks. Their ship's galley sent as much flour and other ingredients to Cabot as it could spare. The spacers also took up a collection and bought every chocolate bar and pack of candy in Baobab's commissary, donating it all to the children.

To Steve's surprise, he learned that chocolate had become a rare luxury on Radetski. It wasn't produced locally, and the long-standing conflict had relegated non-military and non-essential imports to lowest-priority status. On the other hand, the planet cultivated several berries and fruits, that were used to produce tasty jams and preserves. He and Tom purchased as much fruit and preserves as they could to make pastries, and bought all the baking utensils and ingredients that were available at short notice.

"We've spent just about all the money you've raised," Tom warned him. "What are you going to do about the next trip?"

"We'll have to see about raising more funds at Vesta, but we'll cross that bridge when we come to it. Keep your fingers crossed!"

By the time Cabot left orbit and headed for the system boundary, the first mammoth baking session was already under way. Tom and Steve worked with a dozen nurses to make pastry, cut and fold it, fill it with preserves, and load baking trays that were lined up to be fed into the hard-working ovens. As they came out, their contents now brown, crisp and bubbling, the trays were slid into racks on serving carts borrowed from Baobab. As soon as each cart was filled, it was wheeled off to one of the hospital wards. Smiling orderlies returned the empty carts and trays for refilling, bearing tales of excited, happy kids getting preserves both in, and all over, themselves and each other. Their travel companions hadn't been left out, either, and were enjoying the treats as much as their young charges.

Tom Higgins came up with a great idea for the children who'd suffered injuries to their jaws or teeth, and thus couldn't easily bite or chew. He blended jams, preserves and water into a rich, fruity syrup, which he mixed with melted chocolate and candy bars from Baobab's commissary. Adding powdered milk, reconstituted with a third of the usual quantity of water, produced thick, creamy chocolate-and-fruit milkshakes. These were so well received that even the kids who could chew began to look wistfully at their less fortunate comrades, and hopefully ask for milkshakes too. When the chocolate ran out Tom was reduced to making fruit smoothies, but the children didn't complain. (The nurses did, though, after some enterprising youngsters discovered that the smoothies made excellent finger-paint. The wards suffered accordingly.)

For Steve, the eight-day trip to Vesta became an endless round of baking, delivering carts, and briefly playing with a few kids before getting back to the galley, interspersed with helping Tom prepare hurried meals for the ship's company. A few spacers complained that the quality of their food suffered as a result, but they were rapidly shushed by the rest of the crew, who understood the reason.

Steve's project became a ship-wide effort. Almost every member of Cabot's crew was involved in some way when off duty, assisting with the baking, or fetching more supplies from store-rooms, or cleaning up, or pushing carts to and from hospital wards. Many of the Fleet personnel did likewise. Even Mooch helped by wheeling carts of pastries and cookies to the wards, although some uncharitable souls feared that they might arrive with fewer than when he'd set out. Steve waggled a fork threateningly in his direction whenever he saw him collect a cart. Mooch loftily pretended to ignore it... but his carts reached the wards intact.

Contrary to the initial fears of those in charge, the ship's company became, not a distraction, but an important asset in caring for the kids. They added Radetski language modules to the translation software on their PIA's to facilitate communication. Their daily off-duty visits, bringing good things to eat, were eagerly awaited by the children. Those well enough to do so were soon playing with the spacers as if they'd known them all their lives. Others, less mobile, demanded that the visitors sit on their beds, hold their hands, and feed them pastries and milkshakes. The spacers meekly complied, to the amusement of the nurses.

"It's disgusting!" Dew Beeslie muttered to Steve in the toddler ward one day as he passed the bed on which she was sitting. One child was cradled in her arms, another lay on the bed with his head resting on her thigh, a third held herself erect by clinging to the back of Dew's shirt whilst babbling happily at her, and a fourth on the floor was enthusiastically trying to climb her leg - or pull her down to his level, Steve wasn't sure which. "I don't want to have children. I don't even like children! Why am I inflicting this on myself? It's all your fault!"

"You sure look like you're suffering," he told her unsympathetically. "Why, if they saw you now, anyone might think you're just a great big softie at heart! If you're not careful, you'll ruin your hard-boiled spacer image!"

"Oh, shut up!" - but she couldn't hide a reluctant smile.

At Steve's request the spacers gave special attention to orphans, and to children traveling without companions. They spent as much time with them as they could and spoiled them shamelessly, aided and abetted by the hospital staff.

Steve noticed that Lieutenant-Commander Erion occasionally visited the galley. Some of the personnel from the hospital's administrative section also stopped by from time to time. He had no idea why, and was too busy to ask. However, the public relations potential of his idea had not escaped notice.

While Cabot was inbound from Vesta's system boundary, an urgent message flashed from the ship to the Fleet Sector HQ PR department, containing a detailed account of what had by now been officially dubbed 'Operation Sweet Tooth'. The report was supplemented by vid and photographic coverage. The PR staff looked through it all, gleefully rubbed their hands together at such a publicity windfall, and released everything to Vesta's news media.

The immediate result was pandemonium as Cabot settled into orbit. Dozens of journalists aboard rented or borrowed small craft all tried to dock with her at once, demanding to be allowed to interview anyone and everyone aboard, take pictures and vid, and get more details of a project that had captured the public's imagination. The hospital had to remind them firmly that the childrens' health was the primary concern, and nothing would be allowed to interfere with it. OrbCon was asked to help by restricting non-essential traffic in Cabot's vicinity, in marked contrast to her previous visit. It agreed to the request with amused alacrity.

After some confusion, a news conference was arranged at the Cargo Terminal the following morning. Captain Nash represented the 257th Expeditionary Hospital, accompanied by some of his medical staff. The ship was represented by Captain Volschenk, Lieutenant-Commander Erion, Bosun Cardle, Tom Higgins and Steve, all in their best uniforms.

Steve was embarrassed to find that, as the originator of the idea, he was required to attend the press conference. "Can't I get out of this?" he pleaded with the Bosun. "I'm just a nineteen-year-old Spacer Third Class. I don't want all this fuss! Besides, all I had was the initial idea. I could never have made it work without all of you."

"True, but it was your idea. I'm afraid you can't duck out of the limelight on this one! Just try to relax and be yourself. I don't like journalists - most of them are pushy bastards - but remember, they've also got a job to do. If you help them do it, they'll go easier on you."

The journalists grilled them for over an hour. Steve was grateful that the Captain and the Bosun fielded the initial questions, taking some of the pressure off him. When his turn came, he tried to follow the Bosun's advice. He thanked the journalists for their interest, and reminded them of all who'd participated in Operation Sweet Tooth, including Baobab's crew at Radetski.

"But it was your idea initially, wasn't it? And you contributed a month of your profit share to start the ball rolling, right?" a questioner demanded.

"That's so, but others gave as much or more, so please don't focus on that, or on me. I think it was Thomas Edison who said, 'Genius is one per cent inspiration, ninety-nine per cent perspiration'. Operation Sweet Tooth didn't involve genius, but you could probably apply a similar ratio. I may have had the idea, and donated some money, and done some of the work, but that's less than one per cent of all that was involved. All the rest, ninety-nine per cent plus, came from others. They should all share in the credit."

"Contributing so much money hardly seems like 'less than one per cent' to me," another journalist observed. "It was more like twenty per cent of the funds raised for the operation." 

"You're looking at it the wrong way," Steve rejoined. "Put yourself in the shoes of a spacer or nurse who's just come off a tough shift. He or she is tired, hungry, perhaps sore and aching after hard work. Instead of taking a hot shower, enjoying a meal, or getting into a warm, comfortable bed for a good night's sleep, they willingly spent hours preparing and baking cookies and pastries, or wheeling carts full of them to and from the wards, or playing with energetic kids who demand their attention right now, without understanding or caring how tired they are. I'd say doing that day after day was far more costly to them than a cash donation, although many gave that too. They didn't just give money - they gave themselves."

"You may be right," his questioner conceded, to murmurs of agreement from many of the others. "Is it true you got the idea for Operation Sweet Tooth after meeting a badly injured little girl - an orphan like yourself?"

"Yes. I know... " Steve paused for a moment, feeling a sudden lump in his throat. He had to swallow before going on. "I know how hard it is for a child to suddenly have a gaping hole torn in his life where his parents had been. I figured if we could do anything at all to give these kids a little joy, a little happiness, to help overcome that hollow emptiness I knew they were feeling inside, it would be worth it. Emina's only five years old - the same age I was when my parents were killed. I hope she finds a family to love her and take her in as one of their own. She deserves that, after all she's been through."

There was a long moment of sympathetic silence, then came the question Steve had hoped to hear. "We understand you've already used all the money you raised, just on this trip. You're going to make two more. How are you going to keep this up?"

"I don't know," he admitted frankly. "We spent about ninety thousand credits, yet even with careful rationing, we ran out of supplies yesterday morning. If we want to do this properly, including hiring more cooks and adding more ovens, it'll cost at least three hundred thousand credits over the next two trips. We'll be transporting about twelve hundred injured children and the same number of travel companions, so that works out to a hundred and twenty-five credits per head. Given fourteen days aboard on average, including journey time, transport from planetside at Radetski and to planetside at Vesta, and in- and out-processing, that's about nine credits each per day. We're doing all this in space, where costs are much higher than planetside, so I don't think that's excessive.

"I hope people who see or hear this interview will consider sponsoring one child for one day. Perhaps you, the media, could help to co-ordinate that? I think it'd be a very worthwhile public service. Also, I hope corporations will offer to help. We don't want anything for ourselves. We'll donate to Radetski whatever's surplus to our needs, in cash or in kind, to help children whose injuries are less severe. There are tens of thousands of them back there, still undergoing treatment. Many of them are orphans too."

 

###

 

Next morning Steve was summoned to the First Mate's office. He found Captain Volschenk and the Bosun closeted with Jennifer Scarlatti, all looking as if they'd been sandbagged.

"You sent for me, Ma'am?" he said, starting to feeling awkward as they stared at him.

"I did. Have you any idea what you started yesterday, Maxwell?"

"I... I don't understand, Ma'am."

"You'd better sit down." She waited until he'd done so. "Public response to that press conference has been unbelievable! Apparently over three million credits have already been pledged, most of it in small amounts by private citizens." Steve boggled. "The news media have stepped up to the plate to co-ordinate collections. Furthermore, several companies have offered to help. So far they've pledged more than four thousand tons of supplies, including more than a hundred thousand bars of chocolate! Two manufacturers of commercial kitchen equipment have offered to lend us mixers, blenders, ovens and other equipment at no charge, as long as we provide pictures and vid of them being used to support Operation Sweet Tooth. I have absolutely no idea where we're going to put everything, but I guess we'll shoehorn it in somewhere!"

Steve shared their stunned silence for a few moments, then shook his head. "Ma'am, I don't know what to say - other than that I'm very grateful, of course. You could put some of it in the compartment we use as our dojo if you like. We won't have time for karate training during the next couple of months, that's for sure!"

Captain Volschenk nodded. "Good idea. My main worry is how to make sure no-one can accuse us of misusing or even stealing donations. That prospect's giving me gray hairs!"

"Actually, Sir, there are several ways around that," the Bosun pointed out respectfully. "I suggest we approach one or more charities with a reputation for integrity. Ask them to send representatives with us to monitor how we use the donated money and supplies. If they're willing to help other kids on Radetski using some of the money raised, so much the better. Heck, with this much available, why not try to find a charity that'll use some of it to found an orphanage there? We can also ask Sector HQ to lend us an auditor from the Paymaster's office - after all, we're officially a Fleet auxiliary while we're under charter. Finally, if the newsies are handling the collection of funds, have them send their people along to see what we do with it. All of them can work together to verify that we're doing everything on the level."

Volschenk's face cleared. "Excellent! We'll do as you suggest. I'll have to discuss it all with Captain Nash, but I'm sure he'll agree." He shook his head slowly, a smile dawning on his face as he sat back in his chair. "Maxwell, until you came along, if anyone had told me a lone Spacer Third Class could cause so much fuss and bother, I'd have called them a fool."

Steve blushed. "I'm sorry, Sir. I didn't mean to - "

The Captain chuckled. "Relax! I'm not angry; on the contrary, I'm grateful to you. This really was a good idea, and worth doing for its own sake, quite apart from its publicity value - not that I'm knocking the latter, you understand! Thanks to Operation Sweet Tooth, the ship's been plastered all over Vesta's news media. That name recognition is sure to be helpful when we look for cargoes here once this charter is over."

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 15: September 7th, 2837 GSC

 

"... and working hand in glove, the hospital and the ship successfully transferred to Vesta over eighteen hundred seriously injured children. Most were accompanied by a parent or guardian, bringing the total number transported to more than three and a half thousand."

The Sector Admiral paused, looking down at his audience from the stage. The personnel of the 257th Expeditionary Hospital were seated on the right of the hall, while Cabot's officers and crew, delegations from several civilian and charitable organizations that had become involved with Operation Sweet Tooth and its successor program, and journalists sat on the left.

Vice-Admiral Cardew continued, "This achievement has had a threefold effect. First, the children are now benefiting from reconstructive and regenerative treatment and therapies not available on Radetski. Second, that planet's currently very limited medical resources have been freed to address needs that are more within their capabilities. Finally, thanks to Operation Sweet Tooth, tens of thousands of Vesta's citizens worked together to help Radetski's children, both here and on that planet. Their generosity led to the opening last month of the first orphanage to operate there since its disastrous civil war. More will follow. Vesta's people will continue to fund the construction and operation of these orphanages through the newly-established Radetski Childrens Fund, to which all Operation Sweet Tooth's remaining assets have been transferred.

"All these developments reflect most favorably upon the units involved, which have jointly established a standard of excellence against which the Lancastrian Commonwealth Fleet's future participation in similar operations will be judged. It's therefore my privilege to confer the Superior Unit Award upon the 257th Expeditionary Hospital for its outstanding performance and devotion to duty during the Radetski mission. I'm pleased to present the same award to LCAS Sebastian Cabot, in recognition of the exceptional performance of her ship's company in their support of the 257th Expeditionary Hospital's operations."

The hospital staff, Cabot's crew and the assembled dignitaries applauded as first Captain Nash, then Captain Volschenk, in their capacities as Commanding Officers of, respectively, the hospital and the ship, came up on to the stage. Each stood at attention as the Flag-Lieutenant read the award citation for his unit; then he saluted the Admiral, shook his hand, and accepted a copy of the citation and a framed award certificate. Vid camera lights and flash units lit up the ceremony as journalists recorded it.

The Admiral returned to the lectern, set aside his prepared notes and smiled at his audience. "I've never known a United Planets-related mission to attract such intense public interest as yours has on Vesta. We're used to Fleet participation in these missions being a low-key affair, with barely a mention in the news media unless something goes wrong. In this case, we've had journalists almost coming to blows over who was to travel with you to observe and report on your operations at first hand. Furthermore, thousands of citizens have contacted the Fleet to express their support and admiration for your hard work. They've put their money where their mouths are by supporting, first Operation Sweet Tooth, and now the permanent charity that's taking over its mission, the Radetski Childrens Fund. I'm very grateful to all of you for helping to bring about this very welcome improvement in public awareness of our efforts.

"One of the nice things about being a Sector Admiral is the ability to reward outstanding unit performance by means of the SUA. It's the only one of our unit awards that can be conferred for non-combat operations, and one of only two that can be approved at Sector level, without having to go through the Board of Admiralty on Lancaster. I've not had the privilege of conferring it before, but today I've been able to do so twice! They do say there's nothing like overkill."

His audience laughed. Steve, seated among them, heard Tomkins mutter beside him, "When the Admiral jokes, it's always funny - or else!" He suppressed a guffaw.

Cardew continued, "The 257th Expeditionary Hospital is, of course, a temporary unit. It was activated for this mission only. It'll be officially deactivated tomorrow, to be reactivated in a future time of need. Its personnel will return to their parent units or be reassigned to new ones. Similarly, LCAS Cabot's charter will end after her return from the dockyard, where her medical pods and equipment are being removed and returned to storage. Thereafter she'll resume her normal status as a Lancastrian Commonwealth merchant vessel.

"However, ladies and gentlemen, your achievements will not be forgotten. Future spacers and medical staff will be encouraged to live up to your example. Each of you will wear the distinguishing ribbon of the unit award you all helped to earn while assigned to the Radetski mission. It'll be a permanent remembrance of what's become an extraordinary experience for everyone involved. You can take great pride in all you've accomplished, together and as individuals. Thank you all very much.

"And with that, I think I've taken up enough of your time. Refreshments are waiting in the foyer. Ladies and gentlemen, this award ceremony is concluded."

 

###

 

Steve stood with Dale Tomkins against one wall, both carrying plates loaded dangerously high with finger foods from the buffet. The foyer was filled with people eating, drinking and talking, groups forming and re-forming, individuals drifting between them.

"That was a great idea of yours, to suggest that the first orphanage be built in Irena's village," Steve said quietly to Tomkins. "What better community to host and staff it than one that's had to overcome prejudice like that?"

Tomkins swallowed a mouthful of food. "It seemed a logical place for it. After all, it'll have kids from all sorts of different backgrounds. Some of them are sure to bring old hatreds with them, attitudes they learned from their families. I figured the best way to deal with them would be to provide a counter-example. To judge from what Irena told us, that whole village is a living example, all day, every day."

"Yeah. Staff for other orphanages will go there to be trained, so they'll also be able to learn from what they see around them."

"That's going to be - hey, heads up! The Bosun and the First Mate are coming this way and looking at us."

Steve looked around for somewhere to put down their plates, but the Bosun said as he approached, "Relax, both of you." He and Scarlatti carried plates of their own.

"Thanks, Bosun. Good morning, Ma'am."

"And the same to you, Maxwell." The First Mate was looking very pleased. "I wanted to tell you that the publicity we received through Operation Sweet Tooth has borne even more fruit. We've been trying to line up cargo contracts now that the charter's almost over. Thanks to the ship being so well known now, several freight companies are eager to use us. They seem to think the good publicity will rub off on them, so they're prepared to outbid each other for our services - which will do our bank account nothing but good!" All of them laughed. "It looks like we'll be booked solid on round trips from Vesta to nearby planets for the next few months, until our scheduled maintenance period at Bedford. With luck we'll have cargo to take there too, so even that trip will be paid for."

"Thanks for telling us, Ma'am."

"There's some more good news - but I'll let you tell him, Bosun."

Cardle swallowed a mouthful of food. "Thank you, Ma'am. Maxwell, I know you intend to enlist in the Fleet under the Foreign Service Program; but if you change your mind, you've already done well enough to earn a permanent place with us. Plan to work planetside for at least a year after completing two years in space, for a change of pace and some fresh air; then you'll be welcome to return to Cabot. You can also apply for residence, and later for citizenship, on an individual planet of the Commonwealth. That'll be more complicated than the Fleet's FSP. There are more hurdles to cross, and it takes twice as long and costs more; but I'll sponsor your application to New Brisbane, if you wish."

"I'll do the same to Lancaster, my home planet, if you prefer," Scarlatti offered. "There's no rush to make up your mind. You can think about it over the next few months."

"Thank you both very much," Steve acknowledged, touched by their obvious approval. "I still plan to enlist, but if I don't make the cut, I'll certainly take up one of your offers."

"Bosun, are we allowed to wear the unit award ribbon?" Tomkins asked. "I know I'm not allowed to wear my military awards when I'm in merchant spacer uniform, and the SUA's a military award too."

"Yes, we are. You see, the SUA was awarded to Cabot while she had the status of a Fleet auxiliary ship. It wasn't time of war, so we weren't formally mobilized into the Fleet - we served aboard her as merchant spacers. Because we wore merchant service uniform during the period for which the award was made, we're entitled to wear its ribbon with that uniform. The Fleet personnel who were assigned to us during the charter can wear it with their military uniforms, because Cabot was officially a Fleet auxiliary at the time, not a civilian vessel."

"Will I be able to wear it with military uniform if - when - I enlist?" Steve asked.

"Yes, because service aboard an auxiliary automatically carries with it Fleet recognition of any awards earned during that period. You'll have to send copies of the award citation to your recruiter, plus proof that you were in Cabot's crew at the time. He'll record them in your Fleet file for permanent reference, to show you're entitled to wear the SUA ribbon."

"I'm not a Commonwealth citizen - not yet, anyway. Does that make a difference?"

"No. Irrespective of your citizenship, you were in Commonwealth service at the time. In the same way, if you enlist in the Fleet under the Foreign Service Program, you'll be eligible to receive awards and wear them even before you qualify for citizenship."

"I get it."

"Heads up," Tomkins warned again. "Admiral Cardew, his flag-lieutenant and the Captain are coming this way."

The First Mate and Bosun instinctively stiffened, glancing over their shoulders, then turning to face the new arrivals.

"Relax, please, lady and gentlemen," Cardew said genially. "I asked Captain Volschenk to introduce me to the young man who started all this consternation and monkeyhouse in my back yard."

"That's a good way to put it, Sir," Volschenk replied, grinning. He indicated Steve. "This is Spacer Third Class Maxwell, whose idea led to Operation Sweet Tooth."

"Pleased to meet you, Maxwell," the Admiral said, holding out his hand. "You did very well, not only for your ship, but for this Sector of the Fleet as well. As I said during the award ceremony, we've gotten a great deal of useful publicity out of all this."

"Er... thank you, Sir." Steve hesitantly took the Admiral's hand, grateful that he'd transferred his plate to his left hand earlier. He wondered if he should salute, but noted that the Bosun and Tomkins, both veterans of military service, were simply standing straight, not quite at attention, but still respectful. He tried awkwardly to do likewise.

Captain Volschenk introduced Scarlatti, Cardle and Tomkins as well. "Spacer Maxwell has begun the process of enlisting through the Foreign Service Program, Sir," Tomkins added as he shook the Admiral's hand.

"Oh?" Cardew looked at Steve with renewed interest. "We can always use recruits with a good merchant service track record. How far along is your application?"

"My initial application's been accepted, Sir. I've passed the psychological and emotional profile tests, and the security truth-tester examination. The Recruiting Office is waiting for the results of a background check inquiry to the authorities on Earth. As soon as they receive them, provided they're also in order, they tell me I'll have to enter a competitive selection process with other approved applicants."

"Yes, there's always intense competition for a place in the FSP intake. Last year, if I recall correctly, there were thirty-seven applicants for each place! However, your idea has been of considerable benefit to us, so I think it's incumbent upon us to return the favor." He glanced over his shoulder. "Flags?"

"Yes, Sir?" The Flag-Lieutenant had been standing unobtrusively, one pace to the right of and behind his boss. He stepped forward.

"Draft a memo to the Recruiting Office for my signature."

The Lieutenant took a pen-like object from an inside pocket and touched a stud near one end. "Recording, Sir."

"Get Spacer Maxwell's details from his ship, including his recruiting file number. In recognition of his contribution to the Fleet during his merchant service aboard LCAS Sebastian Cabot, he's to be exempted from the competitive selection process for the Foreign Service Program. Provided that his application is otherwise in order, he's to be accepted into the FSP and offered a place - when will you be available, Maxwell?"

"The ship will release me in January 2839, Sir."

"Very well. He's to be offered a place in the first available entry program in or after January 2839, or earlier if his ship releases him before then. Furthermore, he's to be recruited on the same terms as Commonwealth citizens, bypassing FSP restrictions. His then-current Merchant Service rank, experience, qualifications, awards and salary are to be taken into account in determining his level of appointment and desired specialization. All that's on my authority as Sector Admiral."

"Recorded, Sir."

"Thank you, Flags. There you are, Maxwell. That should ease your path, provided you enlist here on Vesta - my writ doesn't run in other Sectors, I'm afraid! I don't think we need to evaluate you against other candidates. You've already demonstrated your ability."

"Thank you, Sir." Steve knew he was flushed with excitement, but he didn't care. "I'll do my best to justify your confidence in me. I plan to qualify as a small craft pilot next year, Sir. Will I be able to continue that specialization in Fleet service?"

"We never have enough pilots, so it's likely you will. I daresay your ship needs pilots as much as we do, though. They'll be sorry to lose you."

"We will indeed, Sir," Volschenk confirmed, "but we approve of Maxwell's decision. With so many veterans in our ship's company - including all of us in this group except Maxwell - we like to steer promising candidates in the Fleet's direction. It benefits all of us in the long run."

"Thank you for doing that. Ships like yours are among our most valuable sources of recruits. We know that if they recommend someone, he or she is likely to make a very good Fleet spacer."

"I'm sure Maxwell will fall into that category, Sir."

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part Three: Hard Going

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 16: May 3rd, 2838 GSC

 

Steve was halfway through a mouthful of bacon, eggs and toast when he saw the Bosun enter the restaurant. He waved to attract his attention while chewing faster to empty his mouth.

"Morning, Bosun," he managed to get out in a minor spray of toast crumbs as Cardle approached. "Have a good vacation?"

"Morning, Maxwell. Yes, I did." The Bosun sat down, nodding towards Steve's left chest, and smiled. "I see you passed the course. No surprise there, of course!"

Steve glanced down at the silver wings of a small craft pilot, which he'd worn since graduating the previous month. He was still feeling proud of them. "Yes. I completed it in seven weeks, thanks to Dale's rearranging the schedule so I could work late in the simulators every evening."

"Good for him - and you! What did you do for the remaining five weeks? Where did you get that tan?"

"I spent a week flying second pilot for Dale, so he could give more time to his students, then I went planetside for a month to a reef resort near the equator. It was pricey, but thanks to my Radetski profit-share I could afford it. It's the first real, extended vacation I've ever taken. I had a great time! Beaches that stretched as far as the eye could see, lovely warm blue water, brilliant sunshine, fantastic food, and warm, willing vacationers every evening. I took a gill unit diving course the first week. Once I'd qualified as a sport diver, I teamed up with a few others to hire a dive boat most days. We explored the reef and fished with spearguns. A restaurant would buy our catch if it was good, which helped keep costs down. It was summer holiday season, so there were lots of college students there. There'd usually be some girls on the boat with us. They seemed to find a spacer rather exotic compared to their fellow students."

"And I bet you were careful not to disillusion them, right? I'm surprised you came back. The temptation to stay must have been overwhelming!"

"Well, there was this rather spectacular blonde whose daddy owned a brewery - "

"Oh, shut up! You've become a regular spacer all right - you're full of it!"

Grinning, Steve complied while the Bosun scanned the menu, then beckoned a waiter. "Three eggs over easy, three soft-cooked rashers of bacon, fried tomato, three slices of wheat toast with butter and marmalade, a large orange juice and plenty of hot, strong coffee."

"Coming right up, Sir." The waiter scurried away.

Cardle stretched, then relaxed. "I had a great time on New Brisbane. Caught up with my brother and sister and their families, visited all my old haunts, and spent a week instructing at the Merchant Spacer Academy. They were running a course for Bosun's Mates, and seemed to think their students were insufficiently terrorized. I was happy to oblige."

"I must say, I never found you a terror while I was under instruction."

"I never needed to terrorize you. You work harder and smarter than most, and learn faster. That's why the skipper signed off on your promotion to Spacer Second Class before he left, to take effect at the beginning of this month. I see you've already put up the insignia."

Steve reddened a little, glancing down at the two stars now adorning his left sleeve. "It was a surprise when Dale gave me the certificate. I was pleased the Captain promoted him at the same time."

"You'd both earned it. He'd completed everything else needed for Bosun's Mate First Class, and we knew he'd have added the required instructional experience by then. In your case, you completed the regulation minimum of one year as a Spacer Third Class in April, and we all knew you'd pass the pilot's course - someone with your savvy wasn't about to fail! Qualifying as a second pilot warrants a promotion, and adds a pretty decent professional skill supplement to your salary, too - you'll make almost twice as much as before. There was no reason to make either of you wait until the ship came out of the dockyard."

"I'm very grateful, but I was still a bit surprised. Most Third Classes spend at least six months longer in that rate."

"That's because they don't work as hard as you. You earned it the old-fashioned way."

The waiter returned with a heavily-laden tray, sparing Steve the ordeal of acknowledging the Bosun's compliment. He took up his knife and fork again as the Bosun unfolded his napkin, and they set to work to enjoy their breakfasts.

They were sipping their postprandial coffee when Tomkins made his appearance. He looked rather green and hung-over, and weaved his way unsteadily to their table.

"Morning, Tomkins," the Bosun greeted him cheerfully. "A heaping plate of bacon and eggs will soon set you right!"

Tomkins shook his head, then winced as the movement aggravated his hangover. He put his hand over his eyes for a moment. "No! That'd just about finish off what's left of me!" He looked at the waiter hovering nearby. "Black coffee, please, plus whatever you've got for an upset stomach and a hangover." As the man hurried away he turned back to his shipmates. "My final class held their graduation party last night. I don't want any food until I'm sure I won't bring it straight back up again!"

"Don't tell me the party was too much for your delicate spacer's constitution?" the Bosun asked with a grin.

"At least you had something of your own to celebrate, too," Steve said, nodding to the brand-new insignia of a Bosun's Mate First Class on Tomkins' left sleeve, crossed anchors inside an upturned gold laurel half-wreath. "I think your students are probably a lot worse off than you are - at least, we haven't seen any of them in here yet."

"I reckon someone must have slipped a mickey into my drink," the hapless Tomkins moaned.

"Which drink would that have been - the tenth, fifteenth or twentieth?"

"Oh, shut up!"

"Funny, the Bosun just told me to do the same thing!" All three laughed, although Tomkins had to clutch his aching head as he did so.

The waiter returned, bearing a tray carrying a carafe of piping-hot coffee and a glass filled with a steaming, bubbling, roiling, opaque liquid. Tomkins held his nose, tossed it back, and shuddered. "Urgh! That's ghastly!"

"It does the job, though," the Bosun pointed out as the waiter filled Tomkins' cup, then refilled his and Steve's. "Give it a moment to take effect before you drink your coffee."

"I'm surprised they had it available," Steve remarked, adding cream and sweetener to his coffee. "It's not on the menu, after all."

"They're used to hungover spacers in this joint," Tomkins said, already a little less groggily. "Most eateries in orbital terminals keep some on hand."

The Bosun glanced at the clock on the wall. "The skipper's shuttle should be getting in soon. When are they releasing Cabot to us?"

Steve paused as he lifted his coffee cup to his mouth. "They said fourteen today. She ran trials last week, including a hyper-jump, then they brought her back to the dockyard for a couple of minor adjustments."

"That's normal. Everyone should have arrived by then, so as soon as we've taken her out for a full-power test run and the skipper's signed off on the yard work, we can start loading. Any idea what the freight broker's lined up for us?"

"He said there was a small cargo for Rosalva," Tomkins said, sipping his coffee. "It's only a couple of thousand containers, but they've apparently got a lot of stuff there to ship to multiple destinations. He'd contracted with another freighter for the job, but a robotic cargo shuttle had a computer fart last week. It lost remote telemetry and collided with her, very hard."

Cardle winced. "How many casualties, and how bad?"

"By some miracle, no-one in the hold work party was hurt, but I bet they all had to sanitize their spacesuits afterwards!" Steve and the Bosun sniggered, but sympathetically. They knew how scared they'd have been under the same circumstances - and with good reason. Hard vacuum was utterly intolerant of error and devoid of mercy.

Tomkins continued, "The shuttle ripped off one of the ship's cargo doors and ended up jammed into her hull, buckling two frames and several stringers. It's still stuck there. She's waiting for an open dockyard bay to make repairs - in fact, she'll probably take ours when Cabot moves out. The broker says if we can get to Rosalva by the twentieth, we can take her place and fill our holds for a multi-leg delivery."

The Bosun smiled. "That's more like it! We won't do much better than break even getting there, but if they've got a full load waiting for us, that'll make the trip worthwhile."

Tomkins beckoned the waiter. "I think I can stomach something now. Scrambled eggs on toast, please, and more coffee."

"Right away, Sir."

"And put another table next to ours," the Bosun added as he spied three more members of Cabot's crew entering the restaurant. "Another shuttle must have just pulled in. You're about to become the busiest server in the place!"

 

###

 

They were able to begin loading cargo four days later, after the skipper pronounced himself satisfied with a full-power test run. The spacers donned their spacesuits and assembled in the main passage outside the midships holds. The Bosun busied himself dividing them into teams to begin loading containers for Rosalva.

Cardle looked up from his electronic clipboard. "Maxwell, you haven't assisted the Loadmaster yet, have you?"

"No, Bosun."

"It's high time you did. You're a Second Class now, so you need to start learning what goes into his job. I'll call him to tell him you're coming. Get out of your work gear and stow it, then report to him."

"Aye aye, Bosun."

The Third Mate, Eddie Boals, who was also the ship's Loadmaster, was sitting at his specialized console in an alcove off the bridge. Steve came up behind him and coughed gently.

"What is it, Spacer?" Boals asked without turning his head, intent on his displays.

"Sir, I'm Maxwell. The Bosun said - "

"Oh, yes! He called me about you. Here, take a seat." As Steve sat down beside him he continued, "At the moment I'm planning where to place cargo to optimize the ship's longitudinal stability."

"Yes, Sir. I recall learning during my training that longitudinal stability is very important when making a hyper-jump."

"That's putting it mildly!" Boals called up a three-dimensional diagram of Cabot. "Look here. Our midships point is calculated on three axes; front to back, top to bottom and side to side. Ideally we like to have our center of mass - of gravity, if you like - coincide with that point, so that the ship's perfectly balanced. With careful loading we can usually get it to within a few meters of where we want it on each of those axes. I've calculated the placement of those containers to optimize it. We'll finish the job by moving reaction mass between ballast tanks to fine-tune the adjustment.

"When the ship makes a hyper-jump, as you know, she's dragged into an artificial wormhole, a toroidal gravitic field generated ahead of her. It spits her out light-years ahead of where she started. Her longitudinal stability - in other words, the ship's tendency to continue in a straight line rather than pitch up or down, or yaw left or right, around her center of gravity - is absolutely critical for that maneuver.

"If our stability is out of whack by more than half a per cent, we might be pulled into the toroidal field off-course - in other words, at an angle. That would throw off our exit position. An error of only one degree would put us more than two hundred and sixty billion kilometers out of position at the end of a ten-light-year hyper-jump. If we're in deep space, navigating between planets, we can compensate for that in the next jump, but if our exit point was close to a star, or a black hole, or something like that, it might be a lot more tricky - you don't want to get too close, for obvious reasons! If the error is greater than two or three per cent, stresses on the ship's structure will become unsustainable. We'll be ripped apart, hull, cargo and crew." He shook his head vehemently. "I don't want to die any more than the next man, but I particularly don't want to die like that, thank you very much!"

"That makes two of us, Sir," Steve assured him very sincerely.

"There's a lot of material about the Loadmaster's job in the ship's library. I recommend you do a couple of hypno-study modules to learn the calculations involved - and give them more than passing attention. This is a critical function. If the Loadmaster gets things wrong, ships and people die!"

Steve spent the rest of the morning watching Boals at work and asking questions. The man operated like the conductor of an orchestra, checking the loaded mass of each container, directing spacers to put them in specific locations in the hold or move stacks of containers here and there until he was satisfied. As each section of hold was finished, the crew used restraints to strap everything in place and verify that it would be secure against the inertial forces generated by space flight. The size and quantity of straps, clamps, magnets and other securing devices illustrated all too clearly the potential magnitude of those forces.

"How do warships manage to balance their load, Sir?" he asked at one point. "I mean, aboard a freighter you've got holds spread the length and breadth of the ship. It's easy to move things around. Warships don't have so many or such big cargo spaces, so how do they fine-tune their longitudinal stability?"

"It has to be designed into them on the drawing board. It's a very complex problem. A warship's missiles are usually more than ten per cent of her loaded mass, and her consumable supplies are at least as much again. Once she's fired or used those things, she must still be longitudinally stable, even though her mass has been greatly reduced. What the designers do is position the missile cells in the middle third of the ship, so that when they're fired there isn't too much mass lost from fore or aft. They also fire partial missile salvos using a pattern across all of the cells, rather than taking all of them from one part of the main battery. That helps keep the ship's overall mass evenly distributed.

"As for consumables, a warship's storage is spread along the length of the ship. She tries to stow and use her stores in a balanced way. She has ballast tanks, like us, so she can distribute reaction mass to balance the ship. Taken in combination, those measures usually work."

"Er... you said 'usually', Sir. What if they don't work for some reason?"

The Third Mate shrugged. "Then the ship's in a world of hurt! She'll have to dump excess weight in order to restore stability, perhaps by firing off more of her missiles, or jettisoning an empty missile cell, or supplies, or reaction mass. Needless to say, no-one likes to do that, given the hazard to astrogation posed by space debris. Alternatively, another ship may be able to provide extra ballast. Absent either of those alternatives, the ship won't be able to hyper-jump safely. She'll be stuck where she is until another ship can bring her what she needs to solve the problem. If there are enemies around at the time, or if she doesn't have any way of sending for help, or doesn't have enough supplies to wait until help arrives... well, that's just her crew's horrible luck, I guess."

"I get it, Sir. Not a good position to be in."

"Not good at all!"

Another half-hour passed in silence as the Third Mate continued to calculate masses and balance points, and move the cargo accordingly. Steve watched closely, and occasionally used his PIA to look up a point in the ship's library.

During a brief pause, Boals turned to Steve. "You haven't yet spent any time on the bridge during passage, have you?"

"No, Sir. I did a three-month stint in Engineering, and another in hull maintenance."

"That makes sense. You were a Third Class until very recently, and those areas are less complex, better suited to entry-level spacers. However, you're a Second Class now, and you need to begin learning about the various consoles on the bridge that we use to operate the ship when she's under way. I'll have a word with the Bosun. I think you'll be best advised to start on the Navigation console for the next three months, then look at the Plot and Communications."

"Thank you, Sir. I'll look forward to it."

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 17: May 17th, 2838 GSC

 

Cabot's bridge was quiet. The only sounds were the whisper of air from the ventilating ducts, and the occasional murmur of voices as the duty watch consulted among themselves.

"How do they work out the system boundary for each type of star, Sir?" Steve asked the Second Mate and Navigating Officer, Lieutenant Feeny. He was seated next to him, learning to operate the support functions of the Navigation console. "I know it's the distance from the star within which our hyper-jump's toroidal gravitic field might be disrupted by the star's own gravity, but I'm not sure why its distance from the star differs from system to system."

"It's a complex process," Feeny explained. "The system boundary's usually portrayed as an oblate spheroid, centered on the star. The star's type and mass affect its radius, which is usually around a billion kilometers, plus-or-minus about ten per cent. The system boundary would be a pure sphere but for the mass, number and positions of planets and asteroids. They normally occur along the plane of the system - the level upon which most objects orbit the star - so they extend the system boundary along the plane. That's also why we arrive below the plane, and depart a system above it. It's to avoid those minor gravitic influences."

"Why not arrive above and depart below the plane, Sir? Who decides?"

"The present system was codified by United Planets convention a couple of centuries ago, in order to avoid unexpected encounters between arriving and departing ships. It applies throughout the settled galaxy. Individual planets can and do regulate it even more strictly. If they have heavy starship traffic - like Old Home Earth or Vesta, for example - they divide their system into zones for ships arriving from or departing in various directions, with others reserved for intrasystem traffic. They publish their navigation requirements as Notices to Spacers. Being a Lancastrian ship, we get ours through the Board of Admiralty, which updates its Interstellar Pilot every quarter. Every starfaring planet or polity sends its updates to the Transport Directorate of the United Planets. They receive everyone's updates, consolidate them into quarterly reports, and circulate them to all settled planets and interstellar polities, who redistribute them as they see fit."

"I get it. Does Rosalva have any special regulations?"

"Funny you should ask that. Up until a few months ago they didn't, but according to the latest Admiralty update, they do now."

"They do?" Captain Volschenk asked from his command console, frowning. "Why wasn't I informed about them, Pilot?"

"I assumed you'd received the latest update signal at Bedford, Sir. It was addressed to Commanding Officers and Navigating Officers, as usual."

"I don't recall seeing it. I'll check on that. What are Rosalva's requirements?"

"Sir, the Interstellar Pilot advises that Rosalva's been having trouble with piracy. As a result, the planet's implemented a convoy system for arriving and departing spaceships. We'll emerge plus-or-minus fifty million clicks from their designated arrival point, which will be marked by a spacebuoy beacon, orbited by one of their patrol craft. We'll join it at the beacon, then wait to be escorted to planetary orbit along with any other arrivals, Sir. They run inward and outward convoys, one every second day."

Volschenk frowned. "That could delay us. When did they institute this policy?"

"According to the Interstellar Pilot it came into effect four months ago, Sir. They don't have many patrol craft, so this allows them to concentrate traffic and escorts together, rather than have to sweep their entire system for intruders."

"Very well. Prepare a course to the beacon as soon as you locate it after we arrive. We'll cruise over to it at low power. No sense in having to kill too much momentum if we're going to rendezvous with other ships."

"Aye aye, Sir."

"On a different note, I'm glad to hear you asking plenty of questions, Maxwell," the Captain observed. "That's how you learn - and it keeps the rest of us on our toes, answering them." A subdued chuckle ran around the Bridge watch.

"Yes, Sir," Steve agreed. "I must admit, astrogation's fascinating. It's so complex!"

"That it most certainly is. Are we ready for our final hyper-jump, Pilot?"

"Aye aye, Sir. Course and energy level have been transmitted to your console, Sir."

"Thank you."

The Captain reached for his harness and strapped himself into his seat as the rest of the Bridge watch did likewise. He scanned his displays rapidly, then donned his headset and microphone. He pressed a button on the console.

"Command to Engineering. I'm showing only 87.1% on the capacitor ring charge. Why isn't it at 100%?"

There was a pause. Lieutenant Feeny hurriedly switched his console's audio to the Command channel so he and Steve could follow the conversation through their headphones.

The voice that replied wasn't the Chief Engineer, but one of his senior techs. "Engineering to Command. Sir, we had to divert some reactor power to our two cargo shuttles, to power up their own reactors and check out their systems. They've been dormant all through our refit, and weren't used to load our cargo for this trip - we used Bedford's shuttles to do that. We wanted to check them out thoroughly before they had to fly again. 87.1% is still plenty for our final hyper-jump, Sir."

"Command to Engineering, I'm aware of that, but you should have recorded the charging discrepancy in the exception log. I shouldn't have had to ask you about it."

"Engineering to Command, sorry about that, Sir. It won't happen again."

Steve mentally winced for the engineering tech. A rebuke like that would be automatically logged in the Captain's journal, and the Engineering Officer would see it along with all the other Heads of Department when he signed the journal each week. The tech responsible for the slip-up was going to be in for a severe chewing-out when he did.

"Very good. Break. Pilot, you gave me an energy level of 42.7% for our final hyper-jump. Was that based on a full capacitor ring charge, or our current level?"

"Current level, Sir."

"Very well. In future, if you see that the capacitor ring charge is at less than 100%, please notify me that the energy level you've calculated takes that into account. That way I don't have to ask unnecessary questions."

"Aye aye, Sir."

"Anything else I should know about?"

"Nothing from Navigation, Sir."

"Nothing from Communications, Sir."

"Nothing from the Plot, Sir."

"Very well."

Captain Volschenk issued the usual fifteen-minute warning, and the crew began the now-familiar routine of preparing for the next hyper-jump, the last of this journey. A quarter of an hour later, Steve felt a jolt in the pit of his stomach as Cabot was thrust through half a light year of empty space in the blink of an eye.

After a brief pause and a thorough scan of the Plot and his instruments, Feeny announced, "Sir, we've arrived at our planned position on Rosalva's system boundary. A navigation beacon has been detected, bearing from ship's head 007:019. Emissions match those published in the Interstellar Pilot for Rosalva's assembly beacon for arriving traffic. Three gravitic drive emission sources detected on the same bearing. Preliminary classification is one small patrol vessel and two merchant freighters. Recommend heading for the beacon at low power, Sir."

"Very well, Pilot, make it so. Communications, make the usual arrival signal to System Control, repeated for information to the vessels at the beacon."

Feeny passed the beacon's co-ordinates from the ship's sensor suite to the astrogation computers. Steve knew that gyros would be precessing as he did so. Slowly the ship's heading began to change in the horizontal and vertical planes as it took up its new course.

Volschenk took off his headset, unclipped his harness and stood. "You're currently Officer of the Deck, right, Pilot?"

"Yes, Sir."

"Very well. I'll be in my office. Call me fifteen minutes before we make rendezvous, or earlier if anything requires my attention, particularly any signal from that patrol vessel. You have the conn."

"Aye aye, Sir. I have the conn."

The Captain left the bridge, striding briskly down the passage. Steve knew he'd be checking their manifest one more time against the First Mate's offloading plan, and preparing for all the mundane details of their arrival at yet another destination. He suddenly realized that this would be the thirteenth planet he'd visited since joining the ship, and couldn't help thinking to himself, I hope it isn't unlucky thirteen for me! He shook his head at his silliness. Don't be dumb! There's no such thing as 'unlucky thirteen'! That's an old wives' tale!

The next hour and a half were occupied with a leisurely approach to the navigation beacon. Cabot ambled along at a leisurely pace - so leisurely that Steve was puzzled.

"Why are we heading towards the rendezvous so slowly, Sir?" he asked.

Feeny smiled. "Remember, our rate and duration of acceleration has to be matched by our rate and duration of deceleration. If we go rushing over there at full throttle, we'd have to turn the ship when we were halfway there and decelerate at the same energy level, in order to arrive there at rest. That puts extra stress on our drive and power plant for no good reason. It makes more sense to cruise over slowly, without storing up kinetic energy that we'll just have to bleed off again. If we had to be there by a certain time, that would be different; but we don't."

"Oh. I see."

"Those two merchies probably - wait a minute, what the hell's going on?"

Feeny's voice rose to a shout as he stared at the three-dimensional Plot display. The smaller of the merchant ship icons was suddenly highlighted by a spray of smaller dots moving away from her at very high acceleration, headed towards the patrol craft. They were followed more slowly by four larger icons. Two of them headed for the second merchant ship, and two started towards Cabot.

Feeny lunged for the command console, flipped up a cover and held down a button. Alarm klaxons resounded throughout the ship as he reached for the microphone. "Emergency stations! Emergency stations! Captain to the bridge on the double!"

"W - what's going on, Sir?" Steve gasped, dumbfounded.

"Those are missile launches!" Feeny snapped as he twisted around. "That merchie's not a merchie at all. I'm betting she's a pirate! She must have approached the rendezvous all sweet and innocent, as if she had a cargo to deliver to Rosalva, then decided to wait until other ships arrived before launching her attack, to get richer pickings." Even as he spoke, he was entering commands into the navigation computer. Obediently Cabot swung away from the rendezvous, now only a short distance ahead, and began to pick up speed as the drive went to full power.

Captain Volschenk burst into the bridge. "What's going on?" he demanded.

"I think we've run into pirates, Sir," Feeny said, pointing at the plot. "Looks like missile launches, followed by boarding parties."

Volschenk cursed bitterly as he ran to his console. "You're right. That patrol craft hasn't even moved yet! With reactions that slow, they're dead meat."

As they watched the plot display, the spray of small dots narrowed, concentrating as it approached the patrol craft's icon. Suddenly the plot showed small sunburst traces, and the tiny dots and the patrol craft disappeared from the display with shocking abruptness.

"W - what were those, Sir?" Steve asked.

"Warheads exploding," Feeny replied absently as he continued to enter commands. "The patrol craft's been blown out of space. There are no lifeboat or suit beacons, so there probably aren't any survivors."

The Communication desk suddenly advised, "We're receiving a tight-beam signal from the direction of the rendezvous on the international distress frequency, Sir."

"Put it over the speakers!" Volschenk demanded.

The operator at the console pressed a button.

" - stop at once! I say again, this is Johann de Bouff. I've wiped out that damn patrol boat, and both of you merchies are now my prisoners. Don't try anything stupid, or I'll kill every one of your crews - slowly! I've got the legs of you in my ship, so you can't escape, and you're both within missile range. Don't take to your lifeboats, or I'll blow them out of space! Two of my cutters will board each of you. Resist, and you're dead! Surrender, and you'll be ransomed. Acknowledge! I say again - "

"Shut the bloody thing off!" Volschenk snarled. Obediently, the Communications rating silenced the broadcast.

"There's not a damn thing we can do about it," Volschenk said bitterly. "He's too close, and we're moving too slowly. He'll be faster than us, because he's bound to have installed a more powerful drive in his ship. He - wait a minute! Did he say he was de Bouff?"

"Yes, Sir," Feeny said.

"Oh, shit!" Volschenk looked desperately around the bridge, and his eye fell on Steve. "Maxwell! I've got a very urgent job for you."

He grabbed Steve's arm as he hurried over and dragged him to the bridge door, bending close to speak softly in his ear. "Listen carefully. Bosun Cardle overheard something in a spacer's bar some years ago, and passed it on to the authorities. It led to the arrest and conviction on piracy charges of Johann de Bouff's eldest son, Jan. He and his crew will be breaking rocks on a prison planet for the rest of their lives. De Bouff senior swore he'd find and kill the Bosun for that. When he learns he's aboard Cabot, he's as good as dead meat.

"The Bosun will be at his emergency station, which is the Damage Control console outside Hold Four. I daren't broadcast a message to him, or use radio, because all internal traffic's recorded. If de Bouff finds out I warned him, he'll kill me too. I want you to run like the Devil was at your heels! Tell the Bosun what I've just told you. He's to hide somewhere - anywhere! I'll do my best to conceal his presence as long as I can, but once they examine our crew roster they'll know he's here, and they'll come looking for him." He pushed Steve hard out the door. "Why are you still here? GO!"

Steve raced down the passage, heart pounding in his chest as he looked frantically for the stairs leading down to the vestibule of Hold Four. He hurtled down them, and found the Bosun at the desk. Tomkins was with him. They looked up as they heard Steve coming.

"What are you doing here, Maxwell?" Cardle snapped. "Why aren't you at your station?"

"Message from the Captain!" Steve hurriedly relayed Volschenk's message as he gasped for breath, and their faces turned pale. "You've got to hide, fast!"

The Bosun swore violently. "They're sure to find me, dammit! They're spacers too. If they know I'm aboard, they'll rip the ship apart searching for me."

"Not if they think you're dead!" Steve blurted out. The other two stared at him wide-eyed.

"What do you mean?"

"Jettison a lifeboat! They've warned us not to do that. De Bouff said he'll blow out of space any boats that try to escape. Let him do that, then have the Captain tell him you were aboard it. If they think you died when they destroyed it, they won't look for you."

"He's got it!" Tomkins enthused. "Bosun, hide in a cargo shuttle. Engineering's just brought them online, and fully charged all their systems. They carry a week's emergency rations for a crew of four. They've got spacesuits, independent life support systems, and full toolkits - those might come in real handy."

"Yes," Steve agreed, "and what's more, I'm coming with you!"

Cardle snapped, "Don't be a damn fool, Maxwell! I'll not have you risk your life along with me! Let them take you prisoner. The Merchant Spacers League will ransom you."

"Like hell! You might need to get away from the ship, and I can fly a shuttle if I have to. Their piloting systems aren't much different from a cutter's - it's just a much bigger craft. Besides, you always said two heads were better than one!"

"He's right!" Tomkins agreed. "You need Maxwell. I'll stay here as senior Bosun's Mate to act in your place. We can tell de Bouff that both of you were aboard the lifeboat, so Maxwell won't be missed either. All our lives are at risk, anyway - de Bouff's slaughtered crews before, and you know it. That's what earned his eldest son life on a prison rock, remember? The only reason they didn't execute him was that they couldn't prove he'd personally ordered the murder of prisoners, or killed any himself. I'll tell the skipper what you're doing. Launch Lifeboat Nine, near the stern behind the docking bay. It's only a short run from there to the cargo shuttles. I'll tell the Cap'n to watch through the security systems and lock them from the bridge once you're inside. Find someplace to hide once you're aboard."

"All right. There's no time to argue anyway!" The Bosun held out his hand to Tomkins. "Look after my spacers."

Tomkins shook it, then Steve's. "Good luck, both of you. Now let's get moving before their boarding party arrives!"

They rushed up the stairs to the main passage. Tomkins turned forward towards the bridge, while Steve and the Bosun headed aft towards the docking bay. Steve turned towards the stairwell leading to the lower docking bay where the cargo shuttles were docked, but the Bosun ran past him. "Open a shuttle and wait for me!" he called over his shoulder. "I'm going to release Lifeboat Nine!"

"I'll grab some of the emergency supplies from Shuttle Two and take them to Shuttle One. I'll meet you there."

Steve burst through Shuttle Two's airlock and headed for the emergency locker in the bulkhead beyond it. He wrenched it open, hauled out a bulky container of emergency rations and two boxes of one-liter water canisters, and slammed the door closed again. As he did so he felt a deep thump! shake the shuttle. He realized at once that the Bosun had activated the lifeboat's ejection systems from its external control panel. He'd just felt robotic arms thrusting the small craft clear of the side. It would now be drifting away from the ship's stern, broadcasting its location on an emergency frequency, automatically powering up its micro-reactor. The pirates were sure to pick up both its beacon and its gravitic drive emissions.

He grabbed an emergency toolkit from the rack, then dragged everything back through the airlock and over to the other shuttle. The Bosun was waiting at the airlock.

"I'm here, Bosun! Tell the captain to lock us in!"

"Hang on - you've left some drag marks." He helped Steve carry the supplies into Shuttle One. "I'll just clean up quickly."

He disappeared back through the airlock, and returned within minutes. "There's no sign of us being in here now."

As he spoke, an amber light illuminated over the airlock and its inner door slid shut. Steve knew Captain Volschenk must have activated the remote locking systems from his command console. The airlock's outer door would be doing the same thing, and the process would be repeated in all the other small craft - the shuttle alongside theirs, the two cutters, and the captain's gig. The light changed from amber to red, showing that the airlock was now sealed.

Both of them were still breathing heavily from their long run down the passage. The Bosun looked at what Steve had dragged aboard. "That was a good idea, getting those supplies. Looks like there's another week's worth there for the two of us, and we can make what's already aboard stretch for two weeks if we have to. One way or another, this'll be over before we run out of food and water."

"The lifeboat?"

"It's gone. By now they've probably blown it to bits. Let's hope they don't try to salvage anything, and discover there was no-one inside. That would be awkward, to say the least!"

"Hey, pirates don't have the reputation of being the sharpest knives in the drawer. If I was de Bouff, I'd be too busy crowing about having got you at last, and calling you a coward for trying to run from him."

"Let him! If he thinks we're dead, he won't look for us any more. That suits me just fine! With just a little bit of luck, we'll find a way out of this mess. While there's life, there's hope, as the old saying goes. Now, let's figure out where we're going to hide in case they search in here."

"Then what?"

"No need to make up our minds in a hurry. I can access the ship's systems through the pilot console here, if you'll set up that circuit for me. We can listen and watch, and find out what they're going to do next. Once we know that, we can make plans."

They observed through the ship's security cameras as forty armed pirates came aboard from their two cutters, fanning out through the ship, rounding up the entire crew and confining them in one of the utility rooms. The Bosun was able to maintain his link to the ship's systems without the pirates evincing any concern about it.

"They think I'm dead," he pointed out, "so even if they notice an active user account in my name, they'll assume it's because I didn't log out before I took to the lifeboat. The same applies to you. Since everyone in the crew is accounted for as far as they're concerned, why should they worry?"

"Won't they try to shut down our accounts?"

"I wouldn't, in their shoes. In the first place, it's unnecessary - we're dead, remember? Secondly, they don't know our systems very well. If you start mucking about with one user account, you can contaminate others before you know it. Remember, they've got to take this ship somewhere to dispose of her, or they don't make any money out of her. They won't do anything that might mess up her systems before they've done that."

Once the crew had been locked up and the pirates assigned to their posts, the leader of the boarding party, whom they'd heard the others address as 'Styles', radioed his boss. Steve and the Bosun listened intently through their connection to the ship's systems from the cargo shuttle.

"We're all set," Styles reported to de Bouff. "No trouble at all, apart from those two idiots who tried to run."

"Yeah. Damn that Cardle! I wanted to watch him die slow and screaming, not have him get off quick and easy like that!"

"Sorry, Boss - we didn't know he was aboard. You said to blast any lifeboat that tried to get away, so we did."

"Not your fault. At least the bugger's dead! How soon will you be ready to jump?"

"We need another hour for the drive to cool down from the last jump. The capacitor ring won't be fully charged, but we can go five or six light years in any direction to throw off pursuit, then recharge it in peace and quiet. Any sign of interference from the System Patrol?"

"There's a patrol boat headed this way from the planet, but it's still more than half a day away. We'll be long gone before it gets within range. We'll meet you at the rendezvous two days from now. Constandt will be joining us there, too."

"I'll see you there, Boss. This looks like a real nice ship, and she's fresh out of an overhaul and refueling. Did you get the cargo manifest I sent across?"

"Yeah. Nothing we can sell in a hurry, but I'm not too worried about that. We may keep her for ourselves if she's as good as you say. I'll decide once I've checked her out. Look after her in the meantime! The other freighter's got some cargo that'll sell quickly, so we can make a fast buck out of her. At the rendezvous, we'll transfer all our prisoners to you. Take 'em back to base while Constandt and I head for our buyers with our other prizes. We'll hand 'em over, collect our money and the prize crews, then meet you back at base to sort out the prisoners' ransoms."

"Whatever you say, Boss."

Steve looked at the Bosun. "Who's this 'Constandt'?"

"That's his younger son. After Jan got locked up, de Bouff started grooming Constandt to take his brother's place. The whole family are a nasty bunch. They're said to have been involved in crime on various planets for several generations. De Bouff senior branched out into piracy when he was still a young man, and he's built up quite a little empire. He runs two ships, one under his command and the other under Constandt, with a couple of experienced spacers to guide the youngster while he gains experience."

"He talked about his 'base'. Any idea where it is?"

"None. He may have bribed a minor planet to turn a blind eye to him operating out of its system. That'd be the most convenient for him. If not that, he may have an old spaceship fixed up as a base, with maintenance and accommodation facilities. They'll either orbit an uninhabitable planet in a deserted system, or park it in deep space. That's not as good for them, because when they want liberty planetside they've got to find someplace they're not known; but on the other hand, it's great for security. It's position is just a set of galactic coordinates - probably encrypted - in their navigation computers. That makes it almost impossible to find, even if one of their ships is captured; and if that happens, they just move somewhere else."

"I get it. If they're going to put their prisoners aboard Cabot, then go off with their other prizes, d'you think we might be able to free enough of them to take back this ship?"

"It'll be tricky. They may send more guards aboard with them. We aren't armed, and we don't know how many of them there'll be. Let's wait until everyone's aboard and we know what we're dealing with, then we'll put our heads together. Between the two of us, we may just be able to screw over de Bouff one more time. That would be very satisfying!"
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The Bosun made a final adjustment to the template, then pressed the 'Activate' key. The tool in his hands hummed and rustled as it sucked up smart nanoparticles from the bin in the maintenance locker, and began to form them into the shape he'd programmed. Steve watched, fascinated, as a shaft extended from the tool's computerized handle, growing in length before his eyes as lower nanoparticles locked themselves into place and others crawled over them to do the same higher up. In less than a minute, a short stabbing spear came into being, its leaf-shaped blade still rustling and clicking as the nanoparticles formed the sharpest edge and point they could.

"That's amazing!" Steve breathed. "I knew nanotools could form themselves into wrenches and sockets, but I'd never heard of them being used to form weapons!"

"Military services have stuff like that, but I've never heard of civilian tools being used that way before," Cardle admitted. "I suspect the manufacturers wouldn't approve! I programmed this template on the fly, basing it on a picture of an ancient weapon I remember seeing one time. We need something to help us tackle those armed guards. In the absence of bead carbines of our own, this is the best we can do. They'll extend our reach, so we can take out guards up to a meter or two away from us. Stabbing spears won't help much if they see us coming, but if we can sneak up on them, this should take care of business - and get us carbines of our own while we're about it!" The older man looked at him quizzically. "D'you think you can kill someone in cold blood?"

Steve shrugged. "I'm pretty sure I killed at least one of those Dragon Tong bladesmen back at Old Home Earth, although that was in the heat of a fight. If I'm likely to die unless I kill again, I reckon I can do what I have to do to stay alive."

"That's the right way to look at it. Your primary purpose is to keep yourself alive. The fact that you can't do that without killing some of them is their fault, not yours, and therefore the blame belongs on their shoulders. Now, I'm going to copy this template to the other two large-size nanotools. How many smaller nanotools do we have?"

Steve counted rapidly. "Including the toolbox I brought from the other shuttle, there are eight of different sizes."

"Good! I'm going to set up knife templates for them. The smaller ones will be belt-knife size, the bigger ones machete-type blades. None of them will be super-sharp - nor will these spears, for that matter - but the edges and points will penetrate flesh and clothing if you put enough force behind them."

"Why make eight knives, Bosun? There's only two of us."

"Only two so far. If they bring other prisoners aboard, we may be able to free a few of them and get them to help us. If we do, they'll need weapons of some sort until we can obtain more from the pirates. I'm planning to have knives ready in case we need them."

"I get it. You think of everything, don't you?"

"Oh, hell, no! There've been plenty of times I wished I'd thought of something earlier - but those memories help at times like this. You know what they say. Good judgment comes from experience, and experience comes from bad judgment!" They chuckled together.

Steve glanced at the console clock. "One hour till the final hyper-jump to the rendezvous. I guess we'd better eat and drink something, to be ready for whatever happens."

The Bosun grimaced. "Yeah. I loathe the taste of those emergency ration blocks. I know they provide all the nutrients you need, but they taste like moldy cardboard! If someone ever invents a better-tasting emergency ration, he'll make a fortune!"

"I looked at the expiry date on the packages. They're supposed to be good for ten years, but these are already nine years old. Maybe they taste better when they're fresh?"

"Maybe. If we get out of this in one piece, for sure I'm going to get the Captain to replace them with something better!"

"We found that coffee-maker in the pilot's locker, remember? I reckon Tomkins must have left it there. I can brew us some coffee to go with the ration packs."

"I could kill for some coffee right now, but you'd better not. If anyone decides to search this shuttle, we don't want them smelling fresh coffee and wondering who's been brewing it."

"Good point. They might come looking for whoever's responsible!"

 

###

 

They were listening over the ship's systems as the pirates rendezvoused with their boss. Immediately it became clear that something was wrong.

"Constandt played hell!" de Bouff told Styles over the radio circuit. "He took a nice fat freighter just after it arrived at the system boundary, no trouble at all - then a Lancastrian communications frigate came out of hyper-jump less than half a million clicks from him! I don't know what the hell it was doing there - it wasn't a Commonwealth planet, so you wouldn't expect to find a Fleet ship there at all.

"Trouble is, instead of playing dumb and letting 'em go about their business, Constandt fired on 'em! Blew the frigate to hell, but a bunch of her crew escaped in lifeboats. Would you believe the damn fool picked 'em up? He's got thirty-seven Fleet spacers on board his ship right now, including three officers!"

"Aw, shit! How could he have been such a dumbass? Sorry, Boss, I know he's your son, but... "

"Just this once, I won't argue with you! It was the stupidest thing he could possibly have done - well, the second stupidest thing, I guess. The most stupid was tackling a Fleet ship in the first place! I've never operated in Lancastrian Commonwealth space because their Fleet's hell on pirates, and I didn't want them to have an excuse to come after me. Now they've got all the excuse they need!"

"Maybe not, Boss."

"Huh? What do you mean?"

"If they don't know that you - or, rather, Constandt - blew their frigate out of space, they won't know who to look for, will they?"

"You mean... "

"If we kill those Fleet prisoners, plus the crew of that freighter Constandt took, plus any other prisoners who might have heard about it, there won't be any witnesses to tie him to the frigate. We'll lose the merchant spacers' ransoms, but what's more important here - money, or our survival?"

"You got that right!" De Bouff suddenly sounded much more cheerful. "I gotta hand it to you, Styles - you come up with some damn good ideas sometimes! Can you take care of business for us while I take Constandt, his prize and ours to meet our buyers?"

"Sure. Send 'em all over."

"I need bigger prize crews, so I can't spare any more guards. Will you have enough to take care of about eighty more prisoners?"

"I'll lock 'em all in one of this ship's cargo shuttles. Its load compartment will be big enough to hold all of 'em, easy. That way they won't be going anywhere, and I won't need any more guards to keep 'em under control. Say - send a nuclear demolition charge over, too, will ya? I'll put it in the machinery spaces of that cargo shuttle, then shove the whole thing out of the docking bay. When the charge goes off, it'll vaporize all the witnesses."

"Styles, you'll get a double bonus for this! That's a great idea! Even if something goes wrong with the demo charge, we're in deep space. The nearest inhabited planet's fourteen light years away, and a cargo shuttle can't hyper-jump; so the prisoners are still guaranteed to die out here, either through oxygen deprivation or starvation. We can't lose!

"I'll send them over in two or three batches, so my guards can handle 'em safely. Wait to jettison the shuttle until just before you jump, so you'll be light years away from it when it blows. No sense in risking damage to your ship."

"Will do, Boss."

Steve looked grimly at the Bosun. "Nice people, these pirates, aren't they?"

"I don't think! OK, we've got some planning to do. If possible, we'll wait until de Bouff's other ships have left before we make our move. If they see or hear that this ship's in trouble of some kind, they may fire on us, or send more boarders to help - and we can't cope with any more pirates than we've got already! On the other hand, if we have to move quickly for some reason, we may have to attack the pirates here while the other ships are still around. That'll mean we'll have to make a fast hyper-jump to get away from them before they can interfere; so we'll have to free the skipper and take the bridge right away, so he can use the navigation and control systems. Problem is, if they're going to load their prisoners onto a cargo shuttle, they may find us in the process. We can't have that. Any ideas?"

Steve thought rapidly. "If there was some way I could get out into the docking bay, I could disable the airlock on the other cargo shuttle, so they'll have no choice but to put the prisoners aboard this one. That way, if we can take out the pirates guarding them, we can try to take back the ship with their help."

"Good idea! Fleet spacers are all trained fighters, although not all of them keep up their training once they're aboard ship. They won't be any worse than the pirates, at any rate! Let me think for a moment."

The Bosun fell silent, cupping his chin in one hand, eyes far away. After a few moments he looked up. "I think I can record imagery from the ship's security camera in the docking bay. After I've captured a few minutes of it, I can set it up as a loop in the ship's systems, and feed it into the security circuits instead of the true image from the camera. That way you'll be able to manually open our airlock, get out into the docking bay, and do your stuff on the other shuttle without anyone seeing you."

Steve blinked in surprise. "How can you bypass the security systems? I thought that was impossible!"

"It is, unless you have command access to the ship's systems. I'm one of four who have it, along with the Captain, the First Mate and the Engineering Officer. The idea was that any one of us might have to take control of the systems in the event of something going catastrophically wrong. It's going to come in real handy now!"

"I'll say! Can you use it to do other things to help us take the ship back?"

"I've been thinking about that ever since this went down. I've got a couple of ideas. I'll record that imagery, then set it up so you can get out."

The Bosun busied himself at the console, asking Steve's assistance now and again to pass instructions through the cargo shuttle's interface with the ship. At last he sat back. "OK, I think that's done it. Cross your fingers. I'm cutting the docking bay camera out of the security system and substituting my looped imagery."

He pressed a button. The security display on the monitor flickered momentarily, then resumed its imagery of an empty, lifeless docking bay. Steve couldn't tell that he was no longer looking at a live camera feed.

"There you are. Go do your stuff, quick as you can!"

"I'm on my way!"

Steve raced from the pilot's console down to the airlock, picking up an emergency tool from the workbench in the machinery spaces as he passed. He used the internal manual handle to crank open the inner airlock door, crossed to the outer one, and did the same thing there. He put his head out of the airlock, looking and listening carefully. No alarms sounded, and he couldn't see or hear anyone nearby.

He crossed to the second cargo shuttle, inserted the emergency tool into a socket next to the outer airlock door, and cranked rapidly. The door slid back into the fuselage. He stepped inside, repeating the process on the inner door. The ship's systems would have reflected any use of the shuttle doors' electronic locks; but by opening them manually, he knew no warning would be displayed.

He hurried to the machinery spaces and took a multitool from a drawer. Returning to the airlock, he cranked the inner door closed, then used the multitool to disconnect the electronic circuits from the control rods of the locks on the outer door. Once the door was manually cranked closed from outside, its electronic controls would no longer be operational. The only way to open the airlock would be with an emergency tool like his - and there was no such tool in the docking bay. The pirates could get one from the Engineering Department if they wished, but he was willing to bet they wouldn't take the trouble to do so. Instead, they'd simply open the other shuttle's airlock and usher their prisoners inside. That would be much less effort.

He made his way back to the pilot's console. "I disabled the other shuttle's electronic lock, and secured our airlock behind me."

"Well done! Now, let's figure out how we're going to deal with the guards and free the prisoners."

"I did some thinking about that while I was working on the other shuttle. See that locker?" Steve pointed to a long horizontal locker beneath a row of smaller, upright units. "It's low to the floor, so you can't open it without bending down. We keep towing straps and other stuff in there - things we hardly ever use. We can push 'em to the back and slide in next to them. Unless a pirate opens it, then gets down on his hands and knees to peer inside, I doubt he'll see us. I can take the lock off the inside of the door and lube its hinges, so it'll swing open easily.

"We can rig up a monitor inside, so we can watch what's going on through an improvised feed from the shuttle's internal cameras. They're in the load compartment, the crew compartment and the machinery spaces, so we'll always know where the guards are. We can also run a link to the command console, so we can listen to radio conversations between the ships."

Cardle scratched his chin dubiously. "What if the guards stand close to that locker? We may not be able to open its hatch without hitting their legs."

"True, but what's the alternative? All the other lockers and hiding places are easier to search. They'll find us too easily if they look around."

"You have a point. If worst comes to worst, we'll have to have our stabbing spears and knives ready, and try to deal with the guards as we slide out."

Steve nodded. "Another thing. We can disconnect the feed from the shuttle's cameras to the ship's systems. They haven't used it since they took over, so they may think it's been inoperative all along. That way they won't be able to monitor inside this bird, and they won't see us take over from their guards."

The Bosun slapped his thigh approvingly. "We'll do it. I can also make vid loops of the present security camera images of the ship's main passageway and other vital spaces. If I splice those loops into the system just before we make our move, they won't see a bunch of former prisoners running around and start wondering what the hell's going on. All right, we've got a lot to do, and very little time before those prisoners get here. Let's get to work!"

 

###

 

The tramp of many feet approached the locker once more. Steve and the Bosun peered at the small display unit they'd set up. A thin cable led from it through a hole in the locker's rear panel, and from there to a hastily-rigged connection beneath the pilot's console. They watched as the last group of prisoners was escorted into the load compartment, menaced by the muzzles of bead carbines in the hands of a dozen pirates.

"Siddown over there with them others an' shaddup!" the leader snarled. The prisoners obeyed wordlessly as he turned to one of the pirates who'd captured Cabot. "That's all of 'em. We gotta move. Boss's ready to jump as soon as we get back."

"We can handle it from here," the other assured him. He lowered his voice, so Steve and the Bosun had to strain to hear his words, their ears pressed to the loosely-closed locker door. "Didja bring that demo charge?"

"It's in the docking bay. Timer's only good for an hour, so don't set it until you've loaded it aboard this boat and are ready to eject it, you hear me?"

"You betcha!" He raised his voice again. "Don't have too much of a good time while you're selling those other prizes. Bring back some good booze for the rest of us!"

The other guffawed coarsely. "I'll spend my money on warm, willin' wimmen, not booze! You can always rig up a still in Engineering if you run out o' rotgut!" He waved to his followers. "Come on, let's go!"

They clumped out of the cargo compartment. Steve and the Bosun watched through their connection to the ship's systems as the pirates boarded their cutter. Its airlock door closed, and a few moments later they heard the faint vibration through the hull as the docking arms were withdrawn.

"All right, you lot," the pirate in charge announced harshly to the prisoners - about eighty of them, as far as Steve could judge from the small display. "Keep your mouths shut and don't make a fuss, and you'll be OK. I'm leaving four guards here, with orders to shoot any troublemakers on sight. Don't tempt 'em!" He turned and followed the others out of the shuttle.

"They've behaved 'emselves so far," the pirate in charge of the four guards observed idly. "I reckon we can relax. Anything to entertain us in here?"

"I found a coffee-maker in the pilot's compartment," another offered.

"Coffee? I ain't had a decent cup o' java since we took this ship! Rich, you keep an eye on this lot while we brew it. I'll send someone to spell you in a few."

"OK, but save some for me! Don't drink it all yourselves!"

Joshing each other cheerfully, three of the four pirates left the load bay and entered the crew compartment. The door automatically slid closed behind them.

The remaining pirate paced back and forth in front of the line of lockers, watching the prisoners on the far side of the load compartment. Steve and the Bosun watched him on their display unit. There were at least ten meters between him and the nearest prisoners, enough to give him a feeling of security, Steve thought.

"What now?" he whispered.

"We probably won't get a better chance. He's closer to you than to me. Can you wait until he turns round, then lift the door, slide out and stab up at his thigh with your spear? Remember what I told you about blood vessels. If you get the blade deep into the inside of his thigh, high up near the groin, you'll take out his femoral artery. He'll bleed out in thirty seconds."

"What if he screams?"

"We'll have to risk it. The closed door between here and the crew compartment may muffle the sound, if it's not too loud. I'll jump out and grab his carbine, then we'll go after those three. Even if they hear something, they've got to come through that doorway one by one. We'll have a good chance to take 'em all out."

"And if they come out shooting?"

"That's a chance we have to take. If we don't move now, we'll die anyway when they jettison this bird with a nuke aboard to keep us company!"

"I hear you." Steve took a deep breath, trying to still the butterflies in his stomach and stop the trembling in his limbs.

"Maxwell?"

"Yes, Bosun?"

Cardle's voice was warm. "Just in case, I wanted to tell you that you touched a nerve when you told me last year I'd been a sort of father to you. I never had any children of my own - at least, I don't think I did!" - they shared a laugh - "but if I'd had a son, I'd have wanted him to be like you. You're a fine man and a fine spacer, Steve. I've been proud to know you."

Steve choked up a little as he wriggled around and offered his hand. "Thanks, Vince." He allowed himself to use the Bosun's name for the first time in his life. "Here's hoping we'll have many more good times together when this is over."

"Sure - but if we don't, at least we've had what we've had. No-one can take that away."

"Yeah."

The Bosun gripped his hand more tightly. "One more thing. If I go down, don't stop fighting! Like Shakespeare said, we all owe God a death, sooner or later. Our job is to release the prisoners and help 'em take back this ship. Nothing else matters - not even our own survival, because if we fail, we'll die along with everyone else in here. Got it?"

"I - I've got it, Bosun."

"One last thing. If I don't make it, send word to my brother Henry and my sister Elise about this, will you? Visit them if you can. They're back on New Brisbane."

"I - I'll do my best."

"All right, get ready." He released Steve's hand. "I'll watch that bastard on the monitor. As soon as he's positioned right, I'll squeeze your leg, then follow you out."

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 19: May 19th, 2838 GSC

 

Steve poised himself as best he could, one hand holding the stabbing spear, the other touching the locker door, ready to thrust it up and push himself through the opening. He braced his bent legs against the rear of the locker, trying to inhale and exhale slowly, quietly... but the hammering of his heart and the pounding of the blood in his ears betrayed him, forcing him to take gasping breaths.

Suddenly the Bosun's hand squeezed his thigh. Move!

He shoved the door out of the way and thrust hard with his legs, sliding halfway out of the locker. Above his head the startled guard began to turn as he heard the noise, sliding a bead carbine from its strap on his shoulder. Before he could complete his turn, Steve stabbed upward with his spear, its point spiking through the man's trousers and deep into the inside of his right thigh. He let out a yell of pain and clutched at his leg as blood spurted, carbine sliding down his arm on its sling. Steve struggled to his knees, working the point of the spear back and forth in the wound, trying to immobilize the man through pain - and suddenly the Bosun was there, slugging the pirate powerfully across the jaw with his right hand while his left grasped the carbine, ripping it free.

Cardle looked across at the startled prisoners, who were jumping to their feet. "We're on your side! I'll explain in a moment! Get down!"

"Do as he says!" a tall, willowy female officer snapped. She wore a single ringed planet on both sides of her shirt collar. The spacers in military-style utilities immediately obeyed, but the merchant spacer prisoners, more casually dressed, didn't move fast enough. The Fleet spacers grabbed them and pulled them down as the Bosun and Steve ran to the door leading to the crew compartment, leaving the injured guard writhing on the deck. Already his movements were growing weaker as the pool of blood beneath him grew larger.

The other guards had clearly heard their comrade's scream - they could hear their startled yells and the pounding of their feet as they rushed towards them. The door slammed open and the first guard rushed through, carbine lining at Steve. Before he could fire, the Bosun's carbine cracked once. The pirate's head snapped back as a bead slammed into his forehead, spraying blood and brains behind him. He collapsed limply, dropping his weapon. As he fell Steve thrust his spear through the gap behind him, taking the second pirate in the stomach, twisting it in his guts to draw forth a scream of agony. His victim folded forward around the spear head as he fell.

The last pirate was too quick for them. He skidded to a halt before he reached the doorway, and aimed his carbine through it at the Bosun. Both weapons fired as one. The pirate spun around and fell as Cardle's bead scored another direct hit on his head - but the Bosun staggered back as the pirate's round struck him in the chest.

"Vince!" Steve screamed, tugging his spear out of the stomach of his victim.

Cardle shook his head. "No time!" He wavered, trying to keep his feet, looking around desperately at the Fleet officer. "Pick your best shots! Give them... carbines! Help me get... to pilot's console!" His voice was hoarse, filled with pain. "I've got to... disable the ship's security systems... to give you... chance to take it back! Steve will explain!"

She didn't hesitate. "Mason, Desrojiers, Karnak, Hauptmann, get those carbines! Kravjik, Simpson, with me! Help this man to the console! The rest of you, stay put until further orders!"

Four spacers rushed forward - all of them wearing NCO stripes, Steve couldn't help noticing despite his stress - and grabbed the carbines, checking them expertly. Two others helped the officer support the Bosun through the door to the pilot's console. Steve followed them.

"Put me in... pilot's seat!" the Bosun gasped. They gently lowered him into it, and he reached for the controls, tapping commands. As he worked, he said brokenly, "I set up... fake feed... for security cameras... " He called up a number of screens in succession. "Looks like... bridge crew of five... including their boss... twenty eating... four more guarding our crew... you've got to get... weapons of those eating... to take the rest... nuclear charge... in boat bay... ask Steve... "

As he finished entering the last commands, the security displays he'd called up suddenly flickered, then steadied. Steve knew they were now recycling recorded images, giving them a few priceless moments to make their move before anyone suspected something was amiss.

Cardle looked up. "Go! Go now, Steve!... talk later... "

Impulsively Steve leaned forward and hugged him. "I'll get back as soon as I can! Stay here and don't move! We'll get you to the sick bay ASAP!" The Bosun tried to return his hug, but he could only get his arm halfway up from the console. Steve's heart almost broke to see it.

He whirled around to face the officer. "Ma'am, we need three parties: a big one to take on twenty pirates in the mess hall, a smaller one to tackle five pirates - including their boss - on the bridge, and another to take out four armed guards and release our crew."

"Stand by." She ran back into the cargo area, followed by her two spacers. Steve heard her issuing rapid-fire orders to her crew. He glanced back at the Bosun. Cardle's eyes were closed. His breathing was rapid, shallow. A bloodstain was spreading ominously over his chest. Steve hesitated, torn... but he remembered the Bosun's words. Don't stop fighting! Nothing else matters - not even our own survival! With a strangled sob, he turned and followed the officer.

She turned as he approached. "Who are you?"

"Spacer Second Class Steve Maxwell, Ma'am. That's Bosun Vince Cardle in there. He was a Senior Chief Petty Officer in your Fleet."

"I figured he was former Fleet. It shows. I'm Lieutenant-Commander Esquivel. We're going to leave rescuing your crew until later - we don't have enough armed spacers to split them between three targets. You'll take two of them, plus a couple of dozen others, and lead them to the mess hall to take out those twenty pirates. Get their carbines, then report to me. I'm going to lead a party to the bridge and take out their boss. As soon as we've done that, we'll check on what their other ships are doing. We may have to make an emergency hyper-jump in any direction to get away from pursuit - I can control that from the bridge, if necessary. We'll send some of my crew to take over the Engineering spaces while we do that, and release your crew. Others can hunt down the rest of the pirates on board."

"OK, Ma'am. Two things. First, there's a nuclear demolition charge in the docking bay." Steve briefly explained de Bouff's intended use of it. "He didn't want you alive to give evidence against him, Ma'am. If he finds out you've taken this ship, he'll blow us all out of space rather than let you get away. Second, we've got some knives and a couple more spears for your people." He bent and pulled them from the locker where he and the Bosun had lain concealed.

"Well done, spacer! You and your Bosun have given us a fighting chance. We won't forget it. Chief Petty Officer Mason!"

"Here, Ma'am!"

"Take charge of your party, give them half of these weapons, take this man to guide you, and deal with the pirates in the mess hall. On your way!"

"Aye aye, Ma'am! Come on, Spacers - let's go!"

Steve led them through the airlock, out of the docking bay, and into the main companionway. As they ran, he gasped to the Chief Petty Officer at his side, "Tell 'em to move more quietly! I saw on the security vid feed that the mess hall door is open. They may hear us coming. As we get closer, I'll signal."

"OK. Once we get closer, those of us with weapons will creep forward to surprise 'em and hold 'em down, then we'll call in the others to disarm them." He half-turned as he ran, looking back at the others, putting a finger to his lips, then moving his hand up and down, palm downwards. Obediently his spacers slowed their pace, opening their mouths wide to breathe more silently, trying to move as quietly as possible.

As they drew near to the mess hall, Steve grasped the Chief's arm. "We're close!"

Instantly Mason held up a hand, and his spacers halted. He motioned with his hand, and those carrying weapons - a second spacer with a carbine, and four more with spears, knives and machetes - mustered behind him. He looked at Steve.

"Where?"

Steve used his stabbing spear to point to an open door, from which came the rumble of conversation and the clatter of cutlery against food trays.

"OK, let us take the lead with our carbines," Mason whispered. He moved forward, looked around, nodded, then thrust himself through the door. His shipmates followed, Steve bringing up the rear.

A sudden burst of astonished shouts greeted their entrance, cut off short as if by a knife as the Spacers lined their carbines and brandished their weapons. Those with blades, including Steve, moved swiftly down the rows, standing behind the pirates where they could threaten them without blocking the line of fire of their comrades with bead carbines.

"Nobody move!" Mason warned in a harsh, commanding voice. "You move, you die!" He raised his voice. "The rest of you, get in here and take their weapons!"

The Spacers in the corridor came inside, moving in tight, disciplined single file. They spread out, keeping low, seizing the carbines leaning against the tables, taking others from where they were slung on the backs of pirates. As each took a weapon he moved back against the bulkhead, checked it, made sure there was a round in the chamber, and clicked off the safety catch.

Almost all the pirates had been disarmed when a group of three, furthest from the door but closest to Steve, suddenly decided to fight. They grabbed their weapons from where they leaned against the table and tried to line them on the spacers. The other pirates dived for the floor.

"You damn fools!" Mason triggered three rounds into the chest of the nearest resister, knocking him backwards - but that provided protection to the other two, his body absorbing some of the rounds aimed at them as they fired at their attackers. Steve thrust himself forward, his spear taking the second pirate in the stomach. As he did so he felt a sudden blow on his right side, as if someone had punched him hard. He fell to the deck, landing on top of a prone pirate, hand clutching at his ribs, coming away red with blood. He stared at it uncomprehendingly, then moaned as the pain suddenly hit him.

The last of the three pirates went down beneath a hail of carbine fire. Mason hurried over and bent to look at Steve's wound. "How bad is it?"

"Don't... know," Steve gasped. "Never mind me! Get to... bridge! Help your officer!"

Mason nodded. "You're right. There's no time to waste." He looked up. "Dillon, Hubert, Roxall, stay here and guard the prisoners. Kill them if they so much as look at you funny! You heard what this man said about that nuclear demolition charge - they planned to murder us all, so I don't give a damn whether they live or die. Toynbee, help him. Try to stop the bleeding. The rest of you, bring those weapons and follow me!"

Steve watched them race through the door. He tried to raise himself from the floor as a spacer - presumably Toynbee - tugged at his arm, but the movement sent a shrieking wave of agony through his ribcage. He cried out, and everything went dark.

 

###

 

There were voices far away, echoing strangely in his ears, as if he were hearing them through a curtain of running water.

"Will he make it?"

"I reckon so, Sir. We don't have imaging facilities, but I think he's got two or three broken ribs. Judging from the entrance wound, the bead hit him sideways - it must have bounced off something hard before hitting him, which deformed and slowed it. It was probably fired by one of our guys, trying to hit one of the resisting pirates, I'm afraid. He was lucky it came in at a shallow angle - it bounced off his ribs instead of penetrating to his internal organs."

"Thank God for that! Why isn't he in a med unit?"

"The ship only has one, Sir, and I had to use it for the most critically injured person. Right now it's keeping the Commander alive. The best I can do for Maxwell is to keep him sedated and his wound dressed, Sir. He'll do better lying still and not moving."

"Do as you see fit, PO. You're the only medic we've got! How about the others?"

"They're doing as well as can be expected, Sir, but I'll be a whole lot happier when we get to Vesta and can hand 'em all over to a proper hospital... "

The voices moved away. Steve tried desperately to open his eyes, to call after them, How's Bosun Cardle doing?... but the coils of darkness surged upward once more, pulling him down into their misty embrace.

 

###

 

There came a time when the darkness receded, hesitated, then slipped further away. Somehow Steve knew that this time, he'd be allowed to wake up. He lay in a dreamlike state, halfway between sleep and consciousness, until voices sounded once again.

"How's he doing?"

"Not too well. I've strapped his chest as tightly as I dare, but it'll take doctors and a hospital to set those ribs properly. His wound's become infected, too, and we're almost out of antibiotics and nanobiotics. I'm keeping an eye on him, but with all these others to care for as well, I'm badly overloaded."

"I know you're doing your best. The Fleet Hospital at Vesta will fix him up."

Steve opened his eyes, blinking. Tomkins stood next to his bed, beside another man he didn't recognize.

"Hey, he's awake!" Tomkins exclaimed, pointing.

"Yes, I figured he'd come round about now." The other man picked up a container and held a straw to Steve's lips. "Here, drink this. It's water."

Steve sucked at the straw. He was rewarded by a wonderful spout of moisture, soaking the dryness away from his cheeks and tongue. He drank greedily.

"That's enough for now," the other said, taking the container away and setting it down. He glanced at Tomkins. "I'll give you a minute with him - no longer, OK?"

"Thanks."

"Wha - what's... happening?" Steve managed to croak.

"We're on our way back to Vesta," Tomkins informed him as the other man moved away. "We'll arrive in two days. You're going to be all right."

"What... about... Bosun?"

Tomkins' face fell, and he lowered his eyes. "I'm... I'm sorry, Steve. The Fleet spacers fought a running battle with the remaining pirates to take back the ship. Their boss had to make an emergency five-light-year hyper-jump to get away from de Bouff while the fighting was still going on. She was shot herself, and badly hurt - her second-in-command's in charge now. Everyone was too busy fighting to get back to the Bosun, and... I'm sorry, Steve. He bled to death before we could get him to the sick bay. I'm real sorry to have to be the one to tell you."

Steve couldn't help tears springing to his eyes. "He... he was the finest man I've ever known. I wish I could have died instead of him."

"He wouldn't have wanted that, but I know what you mean. He wasn't our only casualty. Eleven Fleet spacers were killed in the fighting, and seventeen of the pirates, and there are several more wounded. It could have been a whole lot worse. We wouldn't have made it at all if you and the Bosun hadn't made it possible to disarm so many of the pirates in the mess hall. We owe it all to you, buddy. We're all real grateful."

Steve shook his head. "What... what about our crew? The Captain? Why isn't he in command again?"

"The ship was recaptured by Fleet spacers, so she's a prize of the Fleet. I'll explain more about that later. Cabot's crew is OK, thanks to you and the Bosun. They got us out safely after killing our guards. Some of them tried to take us hostage and hide behind us, but we dealt with them." Tomkin's voice was grim. "All that karate training you gave us came in real handy!"

The other man returned. "That's enough for now, Bosun's Mate. He's still very weak. He needs to rest."

"OK, thanks, Medic." Tomkins looked back at Steve. "I'll come and see you again soon, and we'll visit you in the hospital. I'll get your personal possessions from your cabin, too, and secure them for you. You concentrate on getting well, you hear me?"

"I... OK."

The medical orderly bent towards Steve. "I'll pull the curtains around your bed. You're in a temporary sick bay we set up in the mess hall. There are several others in here too. Don't try to get up - in fact, I'd prefer you not to walk at all until a doctor can check you out."

He tugged at some white drapes hanging from ropes stapled to the deckhead. They were difficult to move smoothly, Steve noted, but he managed to pull them closed, shutting out the view of other sets of drapes on either side of the bed. He guessed mattresses had been laid on the mess tables to accommodate the wounded.

Steve turned his head to one side and closed his eyes, unable to hold back the tears.

Dammit, Vince! Why did I ever leave you?

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 20: May 27th, 2838 GSC

 

Steve was sitting up in his hospital bed, nursing his aching ribs, when he heard footsteps approaching down the corridor. He recognized the voice of the nurse who'd brought him his medication that morning. "He's in this ward. He's doing much better now."

Captain Volschenk's voice replied, "That's good to hear. I've been worried about him."

"So were we at first, Sir, but they've got the infection under control now."

A pleasant contralto female voice said, "We know he needs to rest. We won't keep him long."

The nurse answered, "That's all right, Ma'am. It's not as if he's going anywhere else for a while!"

The other woman chuckled. Captain Volschenk appeared in the doorway, accompanied by a dark-featured female Spacer Corps officer. She wore triple silver bars on the epaulettes of her black uniform above a double row of ribbons on her left chest, balanced by a silver badge on the right. Steve noted that the two Fleet Spacers on the other side of the four-bed ward, survivors of the communications frigate destroyed by the pirates, who'd been injured during the fight to retake Cabot, straightened their arms and lay in a posture resembling attention as she came in.

"Good morning, Spacer Maxwell. I'm Senior Lieutenant Abuan, on the staff of Admiral Cardew, Flag Officer Commanding the Vesta Sector of the Lancastrian Commonwealth Fleet. I understand you met him last year in connection with the Radetski mission."

She noticed the spacers across the aisle, turned to face them and came to attention. "Thank you, Spacers. Carry on, please." She turned back to Steve as they allowed themselves to relax.

"Good morning, Ma'am." Steve tried to sit more upright, but winced as his injured ribs sent a flash of pain through his nerves. "I - unh! - excuse me, please, Ma'am. I hadn't expected an official visitor." He transferred his gaze to Captain Volschenk. "Good to see you again, Sir."

"And you, Maxwell. I owe you my personal thanks for all you've done. Without your help and that of the Bosun, who knows where we'd be now? Some of the pirates said they would have put all the prisoners, including us, in that cargo shuttle, along with a nuclear demolition charge for company! Still, that's over now. A lot's been happening since we arrived at Vesta. We're here to tell you about it. May we sit down?"

Steve flushed. "Of course, Sir!"

"Thank you."

The Captain took two straight-backed chairs from against the wall, pulled them up to the bed, seated the Senior Lieutenant, then sat down himself.

As Abuan settled herself, she said, "First of all, I'm here to thank you officially, on behalf of Admiral Cardew and the Lancastrian Commonwealth Fleet, for the assistance you rendered to our personnel who were imprisoned aboard Cabot."

"Thank you, Ma'am. How is Lieutenant-Commander Esquivel?"

"She's doing all right, according to the doctors. She'll need more surgery, then she'll be sent back to her home planet to be with her family during extended convalescent leave. Her court-martial for the loss of her communications frigate will be held next month, as soon as she's sufficiently recovered to attend, but nobody doubts she'll be acquitted."

Steve blinked. "Court-martial? I don't understand, Ma'am. What did she do wrong?"

"Nothing at all, as far as I'm aware. It's just that a Commanding Officer bears ultimate responsibility for his or her ship. If she's lost for any reason, there's always a court-martial to determine if they did everything possible to save her, or left anything undone. Based on the facts of this case as I've heard them, there doesn't appear to be a single thing Lieutenant-Commander Esquivel could have done to prevent or evade the attack on her ship, so I'm sure she'll be honorably acquitted."

"I see, Ma'am."

"You'll also be pleased to hear that Admiral Cardew has nominated Bosun Cardle for the posthumous award of the Lancastrian Cross of Valor, with Combat device. That's the Commonwealth's highest award for an act of heroism by a civilian."

"Er... yes, I am, Ma'am, but I don't understand. I thought medals for valor could only be awarded to military personnel."

"That depends on the medal. The founders of the Lancastrian Commonwealth followed the example of the pre-space-age British Empire on Old Home Earth. It had the usual military decorations for heroism: the Victoria Cross at the very top, then second, third and fourth-ranked awards for lesser degrees of valor. It also had equivalent medals for acts of heroism by civilians, in combat or otherwise, and for non-combat valor by service personnel. They ranged from the first-rank George Cross, equivalent to the VC, down through lower-ranked awards. Yes?"

Steve had half-raised his hand. "Please excuse me for interrupting, Ma'am, but what sort of civilian acts were considered 'heroic' compared to service personnel?"

"Almost anything brave you can think of: defusing an explosive device, saving lives at grave risk to one's own, serving as a spy, tackling an armed and dangerous criminal, and so on. The Commonwealth's founders liked the idea, and decided to copy it. We have two medal series awarded specifically for valor, each in four grades. The Lancastrian Star is awarded only to Commonwealth Fleet personnel and those of member planets' armed forces, for heroism in combat. It runs from the Star of Valor at the very top, down through Gold, Silver and Bronze grades. The Lancastrian Cross in the same four grades is awarded to Commonwealth personnel for non-combat heroism, or to others - including civilians - for either combat or non-combat heroism.  If it’s awarded for a combat-related incident, the letter 'C' is displayed on the ribbon - we call that the 'Combat device'."

Captain Volschenk added, "The Star and the Cross carry the same weight as far as the Fleet is concerned.  The award of one counts the same number of points for advancement or selection as the other in the same grade."

"I see," Steve answered slowly. "You said Bosun Cardle had been 'nominated' for the award, Ma'am. Does that mean he may not get it?"

"Not exactly," she reassured him. "A Sector Admiral can approve awards up to Silver level. Anything higher has to be ratified by the Board of Admiralty on Lancaster. Final approval for top-level valor medals is reserved to the Awards Committee of the Commonwealth Senate. If the Board ratifies Admiral Cardew's nomination, they'll forward it to the Committee; or they may decide to award Bosun Cardle the Cross in Gold, our second-highest award for valor by civilians, which they can confer on their own authority. That's a very high honor in itself, of course. Only about half a dozen Gold-level awards are made across all two-million-odd Fleet personnel during most years in peacetime, and sometimes a single Valor-level award - frequently none at all. Awards at that level take a long time to process, but we should know the outcome within six months if all goes well."

A wave of mingled pride and sadness for the Bosun swept over Steve. He could feel moisture welling up in his eyes, and blinked rapidly to control it. ""Ma'am, if anyone ever earned such an award, he did. He was the finest man I've ever known. I hope he gets it."

Volschenk nodded. "I think the only way he won't qualify for the Cross of Valor is if some technical or bureaucratic hitch gets in the way. I'm sure he'll get at least the Cross in Gold. His conduct certainly warrants that."

"I guess his brother or sister will receive the medal in his name, Sir?"

"I would assume so."

"Before he died, he asked me to send a message to them if he didn't make it, and to visit them if possible. Where can I get their contact details, please, Sir?"

"I have them. I'm sure they'd like to hear more from you about his last days. It won't take away their grief, but I hope it'll help them understand and share the pride we all feel in him. I want them to have his personal belongings, so when you're fit to travel, I'll send them with you as my personal representative. The ship's management company will arrange for your passage to New Brisbane, so you won't be out of pocket. You'll be kept on our books as Spacer Second Class while you're doing that, so you'll continue to accrue seniority in rank; and your piracy insurance will pay your salary for some months, of course."

"Th - thank you, Sir."

Abuan said, "Bosun Cardle isn't the only person who'll be honored by the Fleet. Lieutenant-Commander Esquivel and her crew will receive recognition for their joint and several efforts. They've informed us that without your assistance, as well as Bosun Cardle's, they couldn't have recaptured Cabot from the pirates. Your intervention certainly saved their lives - the captured pirates have confirmed they were to be murdered. We've also studied the statement you made towards the end of your voyage here, describing how you and the Bosun planned and prepared for the attack.

"It's Admiral Cardew's opinion that your contribution was indispensable and highly praiseworthy, particularly given your junior rank and relative lack of experience. Your conduct during combat also does you great credit, taking out multiple opponents equipped with modern weapons while armed with only a stabbing spear. In recognition of your performance, he's going to award you the Lancastrian Cross in Silver with Combat device."

Steve's jaw dropped, and for a moment he was speechless. He managed to get out, "I... ah... Ma'am, please thank him very much on my behalf. I... I don't know what to say! I hadn't expected this at all!"

"It's we who thank you, Spacer. We'll arrange an investiture as soon as you've regained your health and strength."

Captain Volschenk sat forward. "There's something else. You committed to serve aboard Cabot for two years in return for your training. However, she's now a prize of the Fleet, and will be sold at auction by the Prize Court in due course. I'm therefore releasing you from the balance of your commitment. You're free to enlist with the Fleet, if you still wish to do so."

"Thank you, Sir. I will, as soon as I'm fit; but first I want to see Bosun Cardle's brother and sister on New Brisbane. I owe him that."

"That's understandable," Abuan assured him. "I'll have the Sector Recruiting Office send one of their staff here to begin making arrangements. I'm sure you'll need a few months to regain your health and strength, so that will give you time to visit New Brisbane. It's very important that you be fully recovered before you attend Boot Camp. It's deliberately designed to be as tough as possible - within reason, of course - so as to weed out unsuitable candidates. A high level of physical fitness is essential."

"I understand, Ma'am. Thank you. Captain, may I ask a question, please?"

"Of course."

"It's about Cabot. You say she's a prize?"

"Yes. She was recaptured from pirates by Fleet personnel, which automatically puts her into the jurisdiction of the Prize Court - that's a branch of the Commonwealth Courts of Admiralty. She'll be auctioned off to the highest bidder in due course."

"But what about you, Sir? You're her owner as well as her skipper."

Volschenk smiled. "Not to worry. I've already lodged an insurance claim for her loss. I'll be paid her fair market value, less a few million credits still owed on her. I can use that money to bid on her at the Prize Court auction, and finance the balance of her repurchase price. Alternatively, if I don't win the auction, I can use the money to buy another ship. I'd like to get Cabot back, of course, because she's a very good ship indeed."

"I'm glad to hear that, Sir."

Lieutenant Abuan rose to her feet. "I'll make arrangements for a recruiter to see you as soon as possible, and keep in touch with you through the Recruiting Office."

"Thank you, Ma'am."

Volschenk stood in his turn. "It's good to see you're on the mend, Maxwell. I'll see you from time to time over the next few months, I'm sure. If you ever decide to re-enter merchant service, there'll always be a berth for you aboard my ship. Please keep in touch with me through the Merchant Spacers League."

"Aye aye, Sir. Thank you, Sir."

They pulled the door closed behind them as Steve settled back into his pillows. Across the room, the two Fleet spacers grinned at him.

"Nice going, Steve!" the older man, a Spacer First Class, observed. "The Fleet's not as tight-fisted with its awards as some services, but neither the Cross nor the Star are easy to earn in any grade. There can't be more than thirty or forty Silver-class awards made in any given year during peacetime. Spread over a couple of million Spacers and Marines on active service, that's a very low ratio."

"Thanks, Tom," he acknowledged, a little awkwardly. "I don't know what got into them to give me that! I just... well, I just did what I had to do. It was literally a case of do or die!"

"I've heard other Spacers and Marines say something like that," the younger Spacer Second Class assured him. "I guess you get a sort of 'tunnel vision' when you're doing something important. You can't see that it was something special. In your case, Lieutenant-Commander Esquivel and our other officers and NCO's must have thought you did pretty darn well, and said so loud and clear, or the Admiral wouldn't have approved the award. From what I saw, I reckon you earned it the hard way."

"Thanks, Mark. I can still hardly believe it!"

"Wait 'til the medal's bouncing on your chest. You'll believe it then!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 21: May 28th, 2838 GSC

 

Senior Lieutenant Abuan was as good as her word. The following morning Steve had another visitor: a short, stocky man wearing three upward-pointing silver chevrons above a star on his upper left sleeve, plus a long silver stripe slanting up the outside of his lower left sleeve from front to rear.

"I'm Petty Officer Second Class Gilroy", he introduced himself. "I'm with the Fleet Recruiting Office here on Vesta. I've been assigned to move your application forward."

Steve nodded as he tried to sit up, wincing as his ribs pulled at him. "Thank you very much for coming. How am I supposed to address you, please?"

The Petty Officer grinned. "Politely, I hope!" The two Spacers across the ward snorted their amusement, and he flicked a glance at them before continuing, "The normal way to address a Petty Officer in the Fleet, whether Third, Second or First Class, is either 'Petty Officer' in more formal situations, or simply 'PO' in conversations like this. We tend to run the letters together, as in 'Peeyoh', rather than enunciate them separately."

"Got it, thanks, PO."

Gilroy took the chair that Lieutenant Abuan had used. As he sat down, he continued, "Based on what I've seen in news reports, I've got to say that for a civilian without any military training, you did extraordinarily well aboard Cabot. That, plus your activities last year - and the memo the Admiral sent us about them - means you've got a high priority with us."

Steve flushed a little. "Thanks, PO. Er... I think I can figure out the chevrons on your left sleeve. Your Spacer Corps PO2 rank is the same as a Marine Corps Sergeant, isn't it?"

"Yes, they're both grade E-5, just with different titles."

"That long silver stripe on your left forearm - what's it mean?"

The Petty Officer glanced downward. "That's what we call a 'service stripe'. We're awarded one for each completed four-year term of enlistment - I'll be putting up a second one next year. We wear them with our Number One and Number Two uniforms only."

"What's the difference between Number One and Number Two?"

"I'm wearing Number Two now. It's our normal uniform for formal work, when we may have to make or receive business calls. Number One is the same uniform, but with top-quality badges and full-size medals instead of ribbons. We wear it for major parades, official functions, and so on."

"I get it. Senior Lieutenant Abuan wasn't wearing any service stripes. Surely she must have more than four years' service?"

"Yes, but only enlisted personnel wear them. Commissioned and warrant officers don't serve fixed terms of enlistment like we do. Their service continues until they retire, or resign their commissions or warrants, or are discharged for cause."

Steve shook his head. "I've got a lot to learn, I guess."

"Sure you do; but the quickest way is by asking. That's why I'm here."

"I'll take advantage of that, thanks. Do you mind if I get out of bed and walk around while talking to you? My ribs are aching badly, and I need to stretch."

"Sure! Let me help you get out of bed without straining anything."

The Petty Officer offered his arm. Steve leaned on it as he gingerly slid his feet from under the covers, lowered them to the floor, and stood up, hissing between his teeth as his broken ribs tugged at him. He took a couple of deep breaths.

"Thanks, PO. That's better."

"Are you able to walk a short distance? If so, we can go to the outdoor seating area. It's a lovely day out there."

"Thanks, I'd like that. Let me put on a dressing-gown and flip-flops."

As they left the room and walked slowly down the corridor, Steve asked, "Senior Lieutenant Abuan mentioned the Prize Court. How does prize money work?"

"It's a bit complicated, but I'll give you the condensed version. Any ship taken as a prize by the Fleet is sold at auction by the Prize Court, which is part of the Courts of Admiralty. It keeps ten per cent of the proceeds as its fee, to pay for its operations - it's self-funding, like many of the Commonwealth's institutions. Half of the balance goes to the Fleet, as the service that captured the prize. The remaining half - forty-five per cent of the gross sale price, in other words - is divided among the personnel responsible for her capture. One-third goes to commissioned and warrant officers, and two-thirds to NCO's and enlisted personnel. Cabot will yield pretty good prize money shares because there weren't many Fleet personnel involved."

"Well, your Spacers certainly earned their shares the hard way!"

"So I hear. A lot of us, including me, enlisted because of the chance of a windfall in prize money. With piracy being such a big problem all across the settled galaxy, and the number of small conflicts that blaze up here and there, it happens more often than you might think. If you're lucky enough to be involved, you can come away with a useful nest-egg. Some skippers seem to be real magnets for prize money. No-one knows why that should be, but there's a lot of competition to serve with them, for obvious reasons!"

"What if you're not involved?"

"Then you'll earn a decent salary during your enlistment - better than Merchant Service rates of pay, because we don't have private trading opportunities and have to compensate for that. You'll also learn discipline and skills that'll come in handy for the rest of your life. I haven't done well out of prize money - not yet, anyway! - but I've no regrets. In fact, I re-enlisted for a second term, and I'll probably sign up for a third when this one's done."

They reached a sliding glass door. Gilroy opened it, and motioned to Steve to precede him through it into the bright sunshine outside. He sniffed the fresh air appreciatively, enjoying the birds singing in the trees.

"Thanks. How do they calculate each person's share of the prize money?"

"Everyone gets two point ratings, one for their rank, one for their length of service. There are also special point allocations, but let's ignore them for now. Both point ratings are added together to produce an individual prize point score. With me so far?"

"Yeah."

"OK. The scores for everyone in each share - officers or enlisted - are totaled. Each share is divided by its point total to produce a money value per point, which is then multiplied by each person's score to calculate their individual share. For example, if the enlisted share of a given prize is one million credits, and eligible spacers and NCO's have a total of two thousand points between them, you divide a million by two thousand. That means each point will be worth five hundred credits. Someone with, say, six prize points will therefore receive three thousand credits in prize money."

"I get it. So officers get more prize money on an individual basis, because there are fewer of them to divide their share, right?"

"Sure, but there's a downside for them, too. Officers carry much more responsibility than enlisted personnel. They may even face court-martial if things go pear-shaped. Prize money takes that into account. The greater the responsibility, the greater the award."

"I've got to admit, that seems fair."

The recruiter indicated a bench beneath a tree. "Let's sit over there." They sat down in the shade as he continued, "I presume that, since you're already a merchant spacer, you want to enlist in the Fleet's Spacer Corps?"

"Yes. I know you have the Marine and Service Corps as well, but I think I'd better stick to where I can best use my qualifications and experience."

Gilmore grinned. "Since that's my Corps too, I'm not about to try to argue you out of it!" They chuckled softly together.

"Does the Fleet recognize my merchant spacer service in any way?"

"In your case, yes, thanks to the Admiral's memo last year. You see, the Foreign Service Program is always heavily oversubscribed, because lots of people want to earn Commonwealth citizenship. Because of that, we don't provide recruitment incentives to attract candidates - in fact, we make the process more difficult so as to winnow the wheat from the chaff, if you see what I mean. The FSP offers fewer options for specialization than regular recruitment, and entrants can't use prior qualifications or experience to negotiate a higher starting rank or salary. They all start at the bottom of the ladder as Spacers Third Class, grade E-1. However, thanks to Admiral Cardew's memo, those restrictions don't apply to you. We'll give you the same incentives as if you were a Commonwealth citizen applying through normal channels."

"Thanks very much."

"How long have you been a Spacer Second Class?"

"Only a month. I was promoted with effect from the first of May."

"Oh! I didn't know that. We normally only offer matching rank if you've held it for a minimum of six months, but - hey, wait a minute! You're going to need several months to heal and get fit again, aren't you?"

"So they tell me. I also want to visit Bosun Cardle's kin on New Brisbane. He asked me to see them if anything happened to him."

"You can do that while you're convalescing. That makes it easier, because your merchant service rank remains valid even if you're not serving aboard ship. Let's allow you six months to get well, get fit, and get back from New Brisbane. If you enlist in January next year, you'll have accrued more than six months' seniority as a Spacer Second Class. That means we can offer you the same rank and E-2 grade in the Fleet once you graduate from Boot Camp."

"Thanks a lot." Steve looked at him quizzically. "Excuse me for asking, but aren't you being very generous? Last year, when I went through the initial application process, I got the feeling I was just another candidate being shunted through the system. This time it feels more like you're trying to help me in every way you can."

"I am." Gilroy looked him in the eye. "You saved Fleet lives, and damn nearly lost your own in the process. It could have been any of us aboard that communications frigate - it might have been my life you saved. The Fleet doesn't forget people who help us like that, and we do our best to show our appreciation. When my boss assigned me to your case this morning, he reminded me of what you've done and told me simply, 'Give him the best deal you can'. That's what I'm doing. We owe you."

Steve flushed. "I... All I can say is, thank you very much! In all honesty, I was trying to save Bosun Cardle and myself as much as your spacers."

"I'm sure you were, but that doesn't diminish what you did for Fleet spacers at the same time. Don't worry. By the time you've been in Boot Camp a week, you'll feel a lot less grateful. In fact, you'll probably hate me for putting you there!"

Steve laughed. "The Spacers in my ward have been telling me horror stories about it. Is it as bad as they say?"

"It can't be, if you think about it - if it was really that bad, no-one would enlist! Boot Camp's designed to be tough, but it's not malicious or sadistic. It's intended to first break you down, then build you up. We want strong individuals, and we test for strength of character amongst other attributes before we recruit them; but they've got to learn to work as a team, to function as part of a whole. In a society like ours, with so much emphasis on the individual rather than the group, that's a tough lesson to convey. Boot Camp's our way of getting it across as quickly and efficiently as possible. It works - that's why we keep using it.

"There's another reason for Boot Camp. Every single member of our combat services - the Spacer and Marine Corps - has been through it, from the five-star admiral commanding Fleet Operations to the newest, rawest Spacer or Marine Third Class. It's our 'lowest common denominator', if you like; a glue binding us together. We've learned the hard way there's value in that. For example, there's traditional rivalry between Spacers and Marines, but because we're a unified service and we've all been through the same Boot Camp, it tends to be pretty good-natured and laid-back. It's not like historical inter-service antagonism, which sometimes turned really nasty, even vicious."

"I see. I guess it's the kind of experience you don't look forward to, but it's nice to look back on it."

Gilroy laughed. "That's not a bad way of putting it. Now, on to the next point. I understand you're a qualified small craft pilot. The Fleet needs them badly, so that's good news for us. What licenses and experience do you have?"

"I qualified as a cutter pilot only two months ago. I'm merchant-rated as second pilot, and I've got about a hundred hours stick time so far."

"That's very limited experience, but combined with your rank - you have to be a Spacer Second Class or higher to be selected for Small Craft School - it'll be enough to get you a guaranteed slot in pilot training, straight out of Boot Camp. The course runs for nine months. That sounds like a long time compared to civilian schools that take two to three months, but there are good reasons for it. We teach you a lot more than civilian pilots learn, including formation flight, underslung cargo handling, rescue, towing and salvage, combat deployments and so on. You also do a lot of technical training. Engineering techs handle basic maintenance and servicing of small craft in the merchant service, but in the Fleet our pilots and flight crews do it, because they may be deployed on operations, far from engineering support."

"Sounds good to me - very interesting, in fact."

"There are a few other things to think about. The Fleet requires those admitted to the pilot's course to sign a contract to serve at least three years after graduation. Of course, in your case, you'll still have three years left of your four-year enlistment at that point, so that won't make any difference to you."

"No, it won't. I'll sign it."

"Good. Next, the Fleet offers incentive promotions to top students on selected major courses. Small craft pilot training is one of them, so if you go in as a Spacer Second Class and graduate top of your class - and with your civilian qualifications and experience, you'll have a head start over most of the others on the course - you'll get Spacer First Class rank right away. That's at least a year sooner than you could normally expect it.

"Then, you need a thousand hours flight time as second pilot to qualify as pilot-in-command in the Fleet. PIC rating goes to Petty Officers Third Class or above, so you won't get it unless you're in or ready for that rank. If you graduate as a Spacer First Class - E-3 grade - that's one level below PO3. You have to serve a minimum of one year in that grade before being promoted again. If you volunteer for every hour of stick time you can get during that year, to build up your thousand hours, and you work hard and smart, you could be a PO3 pilot-in-command two to three years after you enlist. That's half the time most spacers take to reach that rank."

"I have to admit, I like the sound of that. What sort of work will I do as a small craft pilot in the Fleet?"

Gilroy snorted. "Better ask what you won't be doing! Our bases and auxiliaries use big cargo shuttles to resupply other vessels, and all our ships use cutters and gigs for anything and everything - personnel and freight transport, boarding and search parties, hull maintenance, satellite deployment and orbital correction and maintenance, the lot. The Marine Corps uses assault shuttles too, and Spacer Corps pilots sometimes fly them."

"So there'll be plenty of variety to keep me interested?"

"That's for sure! Given your merchant spacer background, your first tour of duty after qualifying as a Fleet pilot will probably be aboard an auxiliary - a transport or depot ship. It's the closest thing we have to your merchant service experience, so you'll be productive as quickly as possible."

"That's reasonable."

"What about the longer term? Do you plan to serve just a single four-year term of enlistment to earn Commonwealth citizenship, or will you remain in service longer than that?"

"I originally intended to earn citizenship, then study gravitic engineering as a civilian; but our experience with pirates aboard Cabot, and particularly Bosun Cardle's death, has changed that for me. I want to do more to stop piracy, and to avenge him. I'd like to see about qualifying for a commission. If I do, I'd like to stay in the Fleet."

Gilroy nodded. "Four years' service while you earn Commonwealth citizenship will be more than enough time for us to assess your suitability. Candidates for commission must be citizens, of course, and also hold at least a Bachelor's degree."

"I have half the credits I need towards a Bachelor of Science. I'll try to complete the degree through Fleet University while qualifying for citizenship."

"Good idea. There's no reason you can't achieve that, if you work hard." The PO hesitated. "I have no problem with anyone having ambitions to rise in the Service - after all, I'm trying to do the same myself! - but I'm curious about your motivation. Why do you want to be an officer in particular? What is it about commissioned rank that interests you?"

Steve frowned. "I guess it's... well, I know that out in space, everyone's job is essential, and the ship can't function without everyone doing their job. In that sense, a spacer is as important as an officer. On the other hand... I guess the best way I can put it is, everybody's job is important to make things happen, but an officer directs what's going to happen, leads others to make sure it happens. He doesn't just 'go with the flow'; he directs and channels the flow."

"That's not a bad answer." Gilroy visibly relaxed. "I was afraid for a moment you might think of officers as 'cocks of the walk', ruling the roost over everyone else aboard ship. That's the case in some foreign military services, where if someone's born to the right parents, or has the right education or enough money, they can be commissioned with no enlisted experience at all. I've run into officers like that when visiting other planets. Too many expect automatic deference to their rank, whether or not they've earned it through proving themselves competent and worthy to command. Fortunately, the Lancastrian Commonwealth Fleet doesn't work that way."

"Why not, PO?"

"There are several reasons. The average intelligence of our society across the board is pretty high, thanks to the screening effects of migration from Old Home Earth when our member planets were colonized. Intelligent people don't take kindly to being treated like idiots. That's why all leaders in our combat Corps, from NCO's through warrant and commissioned officers, must serve in enlisted ranks at first. They learn what it's like to take orders before we trust them to issue orders. That's a very important part of who we are.

"Next, we've learned from the example of past militaries. Too many of their officers were useless in a fight. They could pass the exams, and present the right visual impression on parade, and brown-nose the right people to get ahead in peacetime; but when the proverbial brown substance hit the rotary air impeller, they couldn't cut it. Worse, their failures cost the lives of good people. We value our Spacers and Marines too highly to allow that, so we test our officers as thoroughly as we can, to be as sure as possible they've got what it takes. Enlisted service and junior NCO experience allow us to evaluate them much more thoroughly over time. We also don't promote to senior rank - NCO or officer - without combat or expeditionary experience.

"Finally, our selection process is really tough. To make it over all the hurdles to earn a commission, you've got to be the best of the best - the kind of person people want to follow. To even be considered, you've got to have at least two years of enlisted service, top scores on your fitness reports, the approval and recommendation of the senior NCO's and officers under whom you've served, and an excellent track record with no major disciplinary problems. All that's just to make it as far as the Selection Board, which only chooses a third to a half of those it interviews to attend Officer Candidate School."

"That sure sounds tough!"

"It is. The Fleet's very choosy indeed about its officers - that's why we never have enough of them to fill all the slots available. Still, don't get ahead of yourself. You'll have to finish your degree and become a citizen before you can even start the application process."

"Thanks for telling me all that, PO - and you're right. No sense in trying to run before I can walk! What's the next step?"

"I'll process your application, based on all we've discussed this morning. I'll bring you the documents for signature when they're ready, then you can go ahead and get fit and healthy again, and visit New Brisbane as you planned. Before you enlist in January we'll have to arrange another medical exam, to certify that you've fully recovered from your injuries. Other than that, it's just a matter of waiting for your basic training to start. Do you have a Vesta comm code?"

"Not yet."

"Get one as soon as you can, and let me have it. Here's mine." He reached into a pocket, took out a notebook, scribbled a code, tore out the page and handed it over. "I should have asked earlier - do you have enough to live on in the short term? I know you must have had piracy insurance through the Merchant Spacers League. Have they paid out on that policy yet?"

"I haven't contacted them since I was admitted here, but Captain Volschenk's keeping me on the payroll until I've visited New Brisbane."

"Good. I'll let the League know where you are. I'm sure they'll send someone around within a day or two. They're pretty good that way."

Gilroy rose, and helped Steve to his feet. "Get as fit as possible before Boot Camp. It runs for twelve very hard weeks, but after your performance aboard Cabot, I'm sure you'll make it." He grinned evilly. "You just won't enjoy it much!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 22: June 29th, 2838 GSC, morning

 

Steve peered at the holoscreen of the terminal in his hotel room, and nodded in satisfaction. The Merchant Spacers League had just deposited another monthly payment to his account, matching his salary and pilot's professional skill supplement. Last week they'd paid out twenty-eight thousand credits for his insurance claim on his professional gear, all of which had been forfeited to the Prize Court.

Not bad at all, he thought to himself. I've got money coming in every month until November from my piracy insurance. My savings will see me through December, and basic training starts in January. I've got almost thirty-five thousand put away, counting what's left of my Radetski profit-share and that insurance payout; and then there are those gold taels from the Dragon Tong reward, and the Lotus Tong man's jade knife. Strange to recall that eighteen months ago, I was a dirt-poor busboy in a saloon! He had to smile at the memory.

Tomkins tapped on the door, which was ajar. "Hey, Steve, how's the ribs?"

He looked up, stretching. "Feeling good. I did my first full workout in the gym yesterday. They hurt a bit, and the muscles between them and around the entry wound are kinda tight, but that's no surprise. I'm definitely on the mend."

"That's good. Listen, I just went down for breakfast. There were two guys at the desk, waiting for the clerk to finish talking to one of the rooms. One said to the other as I passed, 'Reckon Maxwell's here?' I came back to give you a heads-up."

Steve frowned. "I'm not expecting anyone. What did they look like?"

"Gray suits, kinda rumpled, black shoes. One was standing with his back to the counter. He was tall and skinny, hatchet-faced. The other was facing away from me, looking at the clerk. He was shorter, heavier-set, looked stocky and muscular rather than fat."

"OK, thanks for telling me. I guess I'd better go see what they want."

"Want company? If they're more newsies, trying to squeeze every drop of sensation out of you... "

Steve glowered. Since his release from hospital he'd been hounded by a few persistent, annoying journalists trying to wheedle out of him more gory details about the fight aboard Cabot. He'd refused to talk to any of them. The death of Bosun Cardle, and the vicious abuse he'd learned had been inflicted on the female members of Cabot's crew, were too fresh and raw in his mind to speak calmly about them.

"That might not be a bad idea, but we don't know if they're journalists."

"I was just going to eat, but that can wait if you'd like some help."

Steve glanced at his watch. It was mid-morning. Clearly, Tomkins had slept late. "Tell you what. Go get breakfast in the hotel cafeteria. If these guys seem on the level, at least initially, I'll invite them to talk to me in there over a cup of coffee. You can keep an eye on us. If they turn out to be the wrong sort of newsies, you can help me throw 'em out."

"Done! I'll get Dan Makin in case we need more muscle. We'd both enjoy that! Give me a minute's head start."

Steve grinned as he shut down the terminal. Dale had helped him throw a couple of overly nosy reporters into the hotel swimming-pool last weekend, clothes, vid recorder and all. They'd been furious, and threatened to sue. However, the pool waiter had pointed out that the hotel's security vid would show them jumping out at Steve and his colleague from behind a row of potted plants. It had seemed to him at first glance to be an attack, and would likely appear the same to the police if they'd like the hotel to call them - which he'd be glad to arrange. The bedraggled, indignant newsies had backed down, and dripped disconsolately out of the hotel.

He came out of the elevator near the reception desk to hear the desk clerk say, "Oh, here he comes now!" She nodded toward him, and the two gray-suited men glanced in his direction as he looked inquiringly at them.

"Are you Steve Maxwell?" the taller man asked.

"Yes." Steve walked towards them. "May I help you?"

The man produced an official-looking ID wallet from an inside pocket, but exposed it so briefly that Steve didn't see it clearly. "I'm Detective Sergeant Michaels, Virginia City PD. This is Detective Higgs. We're - "

"I'm sorry," Steve interrupted, "but I didn't get a chance to look at your ID. May I see it again, please?"

"Why? Don't you trust us?"

"You've just claimed to be a police officer. I'd like to verify that before we go any further. I'd like to see your colleague's ID as well, please."

Frowning, both men took out their ID wallets and handed them over. Steve examined them closely. A printed card on one side bore each man's photograph and personal information. A stainless steel shield on the other was emblazoned with the city's seal and a four-digit number. He made a mental note of both numbers, then handed the wallets to the desk clerk.

"Ma'am, can you confirm these are Virginia City PD credentials, please?"

She glanced at them. "They look OK to me. We see them often enough in this business. I've never met these officers before, though."

"Thanks." He returned the wallets to their owners. "I'm sorry if I appear suspicious, but I've had too many nosy newsies trying to sneak up on me any way they could, including by pretending to be officials from different agencies."

"I guess I can understand that," Michaels said - a little grudgingly, Steve thought. "You've certainly been in the news since your ship arrived, and even more since the Sector Admiral's office announced you're getting a medal."

"Yes. All this fuss is no fun at all! Anyway, what can I do for you?"

"We need to talk with you privately. Can we go up to your room?"

"You're welcome to join me for coffee in the cafeteria. It's mid-morning, so it won't be busy. We can take a table away from other guests."

"I guess that'll have to do for now."

The cafeteria was almost deserted. Steve chose a table near the door, and made sure he chose a seat facing Dale Tomkins and Dan Makin, who were seated three tables away and ordering from the lone waiter on duty.

As the three of them sat down, the waiter came over to their table. "Coffee all round," Detective Higgs ordered before Steve could speak. His voice was deep, rasping and rough.

"You got it." The man turned and walked towards the serving counter.

Steve suppressed his annoyance at the policeman's abrupt presumption. "What did you want to talk to me about?" he asked.

The Sergeant took a small black box from an inside jacket pocket and set it on the table, pressing a button on the side. "I presume you won't object to our recording this conversation?"

Steve reached into his shirt pocket and took out a pen-like recorder. "I don't mind; but in that case, I'll do the same." He activated it and said, "This is a recording of a conversation with Detective Sergeant Michaels, badge number 5136, and Detective Higgs, badge number 5347, both of the Virginia City Police Department." He added the date, time and location, then set the device on the table.

Michaels looked at him suspiciously. "Just how is it you happen to be carrying a recorder on you?"

"I told you, newsies have been trying to wheedle more information out of me. They've misquoted me several times. I asked one of the Fleet Admiral's liaison officers how to deal with that. She advised me to record any and all conversations with them, in order to be able to correct any false or misleading reports; so I bought this last week."

"I see." He paused as the waiter returned with a carafe of coffee, filling their cups. They all added sweetener and creamer to taste, then he went on, "We need to know what your business was with a jade dealer, Mr. David Lamington, a year ago."

Steve gaped for a moment. The question had caught him off-guard. He felt his muscles tighten as he suddenly recalled the Bosun's warning the previous year. "Remember what I said about how deep Tong influence runs? They might bribe a cop to ask the questions for them."

He tried to compose himself. "I'm not sure what you mean. I had no dealings with him at all. I was on the way to the Fleet Recruiting Office with Bosun Cardle. He stopped at Mr. Lamington's shop to do some private business with him."

"That's not what we heard. We were told you were part of the whole affair."

Warning bells sounded louder in Steve's mind as he frowned. "What 'affair' are you talking about? And who told you that?"

"We don't disclose the identity of our informants. We - "

"I'm sorry, Sergeant, but I won't tolerate someone lying about me. I want to know who said that before we go any further."

"You're in no position to insist on anything, spacer." Higgs' tone was blunt and threatening. "We're talking about murder here!"

"Murder?" Steve sat upright with a jolt. "What do you mean?"

"Your Mr. Lamington was found stabbed to death in the back office of his store last week. Word has it you might know something about that. In particular, we hear interesting things about an old jade knife."

He's lying!, Steve realized in a flash. They've got to know I know nothing about Lamington's murder. They're really looking for information about the knife!

He thought swiftly. "I'm sorry to hear he's dead, but I know nothing about it. I was discharged from hospital two weeks ago. Since then I've been convalescing, staying mostly in this hotel along with my shipmates. The League of Merchant Spacers has put up all of us here for a month. I don't know when Mr. Lamington was killed, but I'm sure I can produce witnesses or other evidence as to where I was at the time. As for a jade knife, I know the Bosun showed him some photographs of one. He said he'd seen it back at Old Home Earth. Mr. Lamington seemed very excited about it, and said it was pretty valuable. Apparently there was some sort of reward offered for it, or for information about it."

"You don't know when or where your Bosun saw the knife, or who had it at the time?" Michaels asked. "That's very important information. It might give us a clue as to why Mr. Lamington was killed."

Steve spoke slowly, choosing his words very carefully. "If I recall correctly, I think he saw it during the same visit on which he recruited me, in January last year. He didn't tell me who owned it. I heard him tell Mr. Lamington he'd brought him pictures of it because it looked interesting, and he wanted to find out more about it. I understand he sold some jade pieces to Mr. Lamington a few years ago. That's how he knew him, so I presume that's why he decided to ask him about the knife."

There!, he thought to himself. Every word I just said is precisely and literally true. If I have to repeat them under a truth-tester, it won't catch me in a lie. I'd better keep that up, just in case!

"That's not what we heard," Higgs said abruptly. "We heard your Bosun got hold of the knife during a fight aboard the Cargo Terminal at Old Home Earth, and was trying to find out what it was worth. Word has it you were mixed up in that fight, too." He glowered suspiciously as he spoke.

Steve shook his head firmly. "I've never been involved in - in fact, I've never even heard of - a fight where a jade knife was used as a weapon. Most of the guys on the Terminal reached for broken bottles or brass knuckles when their dander was up. If knives or guns were used, the cops got involved, and they had no sense of humor at all about breaking up those fights the hard way. I saw them do it once. That was enough to make me steer well clear of them!"

I don't think I'll mention the Dragon Tong, or their device to scramble the police network, he decided silently. I doubt these cops would appreciate that!

"D'you think it's possible your Bosun actually took or bought the knife back at Old Home Earth, and had it in his possession?" Michaels asked.

Steve shrugged. "How should I know? I was a Spacer Apprentice at first, then a Spacer Third Class. He was a Bosun, one of the ship's warrant officers, in charge of all her spacers. Someone as junior as me - the most junior spacer on board, in fact - would never dare ask him questions about his private business. That'd be a good way to get fired! Besides, I wouldn't even have known what questions to ask."

"He traded on his own account, didn't he?" Higgs asked. "If so, he could have sold the knife on any of the planets you visited after Old Home Earth."

"Sure, if he had it - but I don't know that he did. There's another thing. Ship's regulations forbade any of us from keeping weapons in our quarters. The Bosun went by the book, and made us do the same, so I doubt he'd have kept anything illegal in his cabin. I don't recall seeing any entry about a jade knife in the register of the ship's strong-room, where we kept our valuables. We had to declare them in writing, and their value, if we wanted to store them there - the ship's insurance required it."

"There's that," Michaels agreed thoughtfully. "Where can we find a record of who the Bosun traded with at each planet?"

"He kept his trading records in encrypted format on a private computer, DNA-keyed to himself alone."

"That's pretty stringent security for a small-time trader, isn't it?"

"He wasn't all that small-time. Some spacers said he was one of the most successful traders they'd ever known. He seemed to have a nose for the market; what was in demand and where, what was available from suppliers at low cost, and how to marry one with the other. It was rumored - although I don't know for sure - that he made several times more than his salary every year through private trading. That sort of money might justify the precautions he took."

"Perhaps. He didn't talk about his trading partners with the crew?"

"Of course not! None of the crew would do that. Most of them traded privately. If they mentioned the names of their contacts to other crew members, one or more might try to cut in on them. No spacer wants more competition than absolutely necessary, so all of them tended to keep their trading partners to themselves."

"I see. You've got custody of the Bosun's private possessions now, haven't you?"

"Not yet. The Prize Court will release his personal gear to Captain Volschenk next week. I'm going to deliver it on his behalf to the Bosun's brother and sister on New Brisbane. His professional equipment will form part of the prize auction."

"How will his private computer be classified?" Higgs demanded. "Is it personal or professional?"

"I've no idea. You'll have to check with the Prize Court. They make those decisions."

"Will you let us examine his personal gear before you leave with it for New Brisbane?" Michaels asked.

Steve frowned, puzzled. "Surely you can get a search warrant for it while it's in the Prize Court's custody?"

"We don't need to waste time on the paperwork if you'll co-operate," Higgs grunted. "If you won't, that makes you a suspicious character in my book."

"That's a very stupid thing to say." Steve was beginning to lose patience. "If it's important to your investigations that you examine the Bosun's gear, get a warrant and do it properly. That's routine police work - you must do it all the time. If it's not important, why are you asking me about it? And I notice you're asking lots of questions about the Bosun's private affairs, and a jade knife, but not a single one about Mr. Lamington's murder, which is the only thing you've mentioned that's a crime under Vesta law. The Bosun couldn't have killed him - he died before the murder was committed. That makes me wonder just what you're investigating."

"What are you suggesting?" Michaels' voice was a mixture of annoyance and caution.

"Only that I don't see why you keep asking me about an object that isn't illegal, and a dead spacer's private affairs, when it must be obvious I know little or nothing about either. You allege they're connected to a murder, but you haven't asked me a single question about that crime. And I still want to know who told you I was 'part of the whole affair', as you put it earlier. I don't like people lying about me, and I want to put a stop to it."

"You're in no position to ask us questions," Higgs grated. "You're the one under suspicion, not us!"

Steve laughed aloud. "Oh, come off it! I don't believe I'm under suspicion of anything at all. I didn't kill Mr. Lamington, and you obviously know it; that's why you haven't asked me about it. I'm confident I'll be able to prove I was nowhere near the scene of the crime, even though I don't know when it was committed. If necessary, I'll go under a truth-tester to confirm that. You've produced no evidence against me at all; only vague accusations, which I think were intended to unsettle me. They didn't, so now you're trying to intimidate me. A shipful of pirates didn't succeed in doing that, so I can assure you, you won't either."

Higgs visibly seethed. "What if we report to the Fleet that you're under investigation? If you don't co-operate with us, we'll make sure your military career is over before it starts!"

Steve lost his temper. He shoved back his chair, rose to his feet and slammed his fists on the table, resting the weight of his upper body on stiff arms. "Report what the hell you like! I'm going to report this entire conversation to the liaison officer in the Sector Admiral's office that I mentioned earlier." He glared into Higgs' eyes. "I'll send her a copy of my recording of this meeting, and ask her to give it to Fleet Security. Any further discussions will include them, and will include my lawyer, whom I'm going to engage through the Merchant Spacers League. Since you seem to enjoy playing hardball, I'll be asking Fleet Security to find out when and where you got your alleged information, and who gave it to you, and why you're trying to examine the Bosun's gear without obtaining a search warrant, and why you're trying to browbeat me."

He transferred his furious glower to Michaels. "I'll volunteer for a truth-tester examination, if necessary, to prove I didn't murder Mr. Lamington - but I doubt it'll be necessary at all. Also, if it comes to that, you'll submit your questions in writing, in advance. My lawyer will approve or reject each one. If you don't like that, too bad. Now get out!"

Michaels picked up his recorder, switched it off, and put it in his pocket as he stood. "If you're not willing to co-operate, I guess we'll talk again under more formal circumstances." He avoided Steve's eyes as he spoke.

"I'm perfectly willing to co-operate - just as soon as you decide to be honest with me. This whole situation smells worse by the minute. I don't know what's going on, but I intend to find out."

"And what if we take you downtown for a little talk?" Higgs blustered.

"You'd better have a warrant for my arrest before you try, or probable cause to detain me that will stand up before a judge. If you don't, I won't be coming."

"And if we decide to take you anyway?"

Steve nodded to Tomkins and Makin, who'd abandoned their food and risen from their seats. The two policemen turned to look at them. They were standing facing them, obviously ready for anything that might be necessary.

"My shipmates and I will have something to say about that. We'll let you explain the resulting mess to your superiors, and to Fleet Security as well."

"There's no need to go that far," Michaels said, jabbing his right elbow swiftly into Higgs' left arm. "I'm sorry you can't see your way clear to helping us any further this morning. We'll be in touch."

Fuming, Steve watched them walk rapidly out of the cafeteria, heading for the front door. He picked up his recorder, switched it off and pocketed it, then moved to keep them in sight as Dale and Dan joined him.

"What was that all about?" Dale asked.

Steve thought quickly. Better not involve them in this, he decided.

"They said they were detectives investigating a murder, but they didn't ask me any questions about it. Instead, they wanted to know about other stuff, things I know nothing about. They even tried to intimidate me. I'm going to ask Fleet Security to check on them."

"Think they were journalists trying a new angle to get information?"

"Maybe."

No way they were journalists, Steve decided privately. What's going on? Did Lamington try to claim part of the reward for information about that jade knife? Who did he contact? And who sent those two men?

 

###

 

"Whoever they are, they're not ours," Sergeant Kuiper stated flatly. He wore the dark blue uniform of the Virginia City PD, his shield displayed on his left chest. "I've analyzed the security vid from the front desk, and your recording, Mr. Maxwell. Their faces, build, gait and voice prints don't match anyone on our payroll, and they don't generate any matches in our criminal database. We're running fingerprint and DNA tests, of course, but already the absence of any prior record makes me fairly sure they're from off-planet."

"Not journalists, then?" Chief Petty Officer Watanabe asked. He wore no departmental identification on his uniform, but Steve knew he was with the Fleet's Bureau of Security.

"Very unlikely," the Sergeant replied. "They're not registered with any media organizations under those names, and their pictures don't match those on any press passes issued by our agency. Also, it's illegal to impersonate a police officer. Local journalists know we enforce that law very strictly, so they generally don't break it."

"So what do I do now?" Steve asked.

"From the Fleet's perspective, you did exactly the right thing by informing BuSec about this," Watanabe assured him. "We'll co-ordinate further investigations with VCPD."

Kuiper nodded. "You gave us an early break when you called Lieutenant Abuan right away. She called BuSec at once, and they called us. That rapid reaction means those two didn't have time to get off-planet through any normal channels, or go deep underground to hide. We've got a good chance of finding them. If they brought up Lamington's murder, they may know something we don't. I look forward to asking them about that." The Sergeant's expression turned hungry for a moment, like a predator scenting its prey.

"Also, in case you're wondering, you're not suspected of anything. A guilty man wouldn't have called in the authorities as fast as you did, and he wouldn't have volunteered for a truth-tester exam. We haven't asked you to take one, because as far as we can see you've done nothing to make it worthwhile. Also, it's been our experience over many years that anyone making that offer isn't guilty of anything. As far as we're concerned, you're in the clear."

"That goes for BuSec too," the Chief declared. "I can't see this affecting your enlistment in any way. I'll report that to Lieutenant Abuan and PO Gilroy, officially and for the record."

Steve exhaled in relief. "Thanks a lot! I was worried about that. Do I need to watch my back?"

"We don't know who these men really are, or who may have sent them, so we can't assess any threat they may pose to you," Kuiper pointed out. "I'd say be more careful than usual, but don't be paranoid. It's obvious from what you said to them, and to us this afternoon, that you don't know anything about what they wanted to find out. They must realize that, so I don't see why they'd want to target you again. There'd be nothing in it for them."

"That makes sense to me," the Fleet NCO agreed.

It's all very well for you, Steve thought silently as they tried to reassure him, but I still don't know how those men knew me, or located me, or why they chose to impersonate cops. Where did they get their fake credentials? What'll they do next? I can't defend myself if I don't know where or when the next attempt will be made, or what it'll be, or who'll launch it!

"All right." Steve rose to his feet. "Thank you all very much for your help. If it's OK with you, I'll head back to my hotel."

"Sure," Kuiper agreed. "Would you like a ride? I can get one of our patrol cars to run you back."

"Thanks, I'd appreciate that."

As the patrol car turned into the heavy evening traffic, other vehicles carefully opening a gap for it as they saw its distinctive appearance, Steve sat silently. His mind was racing.

Should I - dare I - take a chance? Will it make things worse? I don't know... but that's precisely the problem - I don't know! I've got to get a handle on this situation and figure out what I'm facing, or it'll be like fighting blindfolded. Until I know what's going on, the other side, whoever they are, has the initiative. I've got to take that away from them... and there's only one way I can think of to do that. It's risky, but I don't think I have any choice.

He stretched casually, and said, "I'm looking forward to a shower, then I want a really good supper. My last meal was an early breakfast, and it's been a long day."

The patrolman driver chuckled. "So I hear. There's a great steakhouse and pub two blocks from your hotel. It's called the Saddle and Spur. Know it?"

"I'll try it sometime, but I'm not in the mood for steak tonight. I think I recall hearing about an Far Eastern restaurant in town called the 'Royal Golden Dragon', or something like that. D'you know it?"

"Sure. It's an up-market place, about ten clicks from your hotel. You'll need to take a taxi."

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 23: June 29th, 2838 GSC, evening

 

The taxi deposited Steve at the foot of a winding path leading through a immaculately maintained garden to an ornate pagoda-style building. The extensive parking lot around three sides of the building was filled with upmarket, gleaming vehicles.

As Steve walked along the path, he drew a deep breath. I've got to sell these people some of the truth plus a tissue of lies, he thought, all woven together to look like whole cloth. I hope I convince them to buy it, otherwise I'm screwed! They can probably offer more help than anyone else, if they believe me... but they'll be ruthless if they think I'm lying.

A doorman bowed him into an anteroom. A podium was set just inside, with a black-suited headwaiter standing behind it. Two uniformed waiters hovered behind him, ready to run messages or take diners to their tables at his direction.

Steve looked around at the decor, trying to seem casual but examining it intently. Almost immediately he saw a dragon's claw decoration carved into the wooden frieze around the ceiling, repeated every meter or so. A tapestry on one wall depicted a dragon in flight, its left claw shaped in the same fashion as the Dragon Tong's symbol. Guess I've found the right place, he thought, trying to ignore the butterflies in his stomach.

"Good evening, Sir," the headwaiter greeted him smoothly, eyes running over his dark blue trousers and open-necked light blue shirt beneath a black blazer. Steve was sure he'd instantly categorized him as a nice young man, but not a member of the socioeconomic class that usually frequented the place. "Welcome to the Royal Golden Dragon restaurant. Do you have a reservation?"

"I'm afraid not."

"In that case, Sir, the wait for a table at this time of the evening can be well over an hour. If you're hungry, you might wish to look elsewhere for faster service - although you're very welcome to visit us when we're less busy, of course."

"Thank you. I appreciate the advice. In the meantime, may I please speak with the manager on duty?"

He handed the man his black jade disk, careful not to let nearby patrons see it. The headwaiter took it from him, lowered his hand below the top of the podium, glanced at it, then snapped his fingers. One of the waiters behind him hurried to his side as he said in a low voice, "Sir, I failed to recall that we've just had a cancellation. A private alcove is available. This waiter will lead you to it. Meanwhile, I'll convey this, and your request, to the manager. She'll be with you as soon as she's verified the disk."

"Thank you very much."

How do they verify it?, Steve wondered to himself. Does it have an embedded microchip? He decided it would be better not to ask - at least, not tonight.

The headwaiter muttered instructions to his subordinate, who turned to Steve. "If you'll follow me, please, Sir?"

"Lead the way."

They walked through the anteroom's inner doors, then up a flight of stairs to a balcony running around the main dining area. The waiter escorted him to a private, curtained alcove halfway down one of the walls, seated him ceremoniously, and handed him a thick, heavy leather-covered menu.

"For our friends, Sir, there is no charge. Please order whatever you wish."

Steve blinked. He certainly hadn't expected this! He thought for a moment. "Thank you. I'll need your guidance with the menu, but that'll have to wait until I've spoken with your manager. I'll have a cup of coffee until she gets here."

"Of course, Sir."

Steve was halfway through the finest cup of coffee he'd had since leaving Earth when a tall, willowy, black-haired woman tapped gently at the entrance to the alcove. She appeared to be of Chinese extraction, and wore a low-cut knee-length black dress that fit her like a second skin. Her makeup was so skilfully applied that Steve couldn't guess her age.

She half-curtsied, half-bowed. "I understand you wish to see me, Sir? I am Xin Ying, the manager on duty this evening." She held out his jade disk.

"Yes, thank you." He rose, took it from her, and shook her proffered hand. "Won't you sit down, please? My name is Steve Maxwell. Until recently I was a spacer aboard the freighter Sebastian Cabot."

"Your reputation precedes you, Sir. I recall news reports last year about Radetski and Operation Sweet Tooth, that mentioned your name. More recently there were reports of your ship being captured by pirates, and an announcement that you are to be awarded a medal for your courage in helping to recapture her. We are honored to be your hosts this evening."

"Thanks." Steve tried not to look embarrassed at her praise. "The disk was given to me by the Red Pole on the Cargo Terminal of Old Home Earth in January last year, after I... assisted the Tong in certain ways. He said I should present it at a restaurant with this name, and the same dragon's claw emblem in its decor, if I needed the assistance of the Tong on another planet. I ran into two men this morning who claimed to be policemen, but were not, and - "

She held up her hand. "It would not be appropriate for me to hear more, Sir. I shall inform... a suitable person... of your arrival, and bring him to your table within an hour. Meanwhile, please enjoy our hospitality."

"I shall." He took a computer data chip from his pocket and handed it to her. "This contains an audio recording of this morning's events, plus a couple of photographs scanned from security vid. If whoever's to speak with me would please listen to it and view the pictures before we meet, that'll save a lot of time."

She nodded as she accepted the chip. "I understand, Sir."

"Thank you."

The waiter reappeared as soon as she'd left. Steve asked his advice, and ended up enjoying a Korean meal, specifying mild levels of spices and seasonings. He started with what the waiter called maeuntang, a hot and spicy fish soup. It was followed by a main course of a squid-like local seafood, sauteed and served atop what the waiter called chamchi jun, a fish pancake. They were accompanied by a soy-and-vinegar dipping sauce, a sticky ball of rice and steamed vegetables. Dessert was baesuk, a pear with its top removed that had been cored, filled with honey, cinnamon, ginger, pine nuts and some tart berries Steve couldn't identify, then steamed whole in its skin with the top replaced. He'd have liked to accept the waiter's recommendations for a different wine to accompany each course, but knew he'd need a clear head tonight. He drank only water with his meal.

He was enjoying another cup of the restaurant's excellent coffee when the manager returned. She was accompanied by a man dressed in black trousers, shirt and jacket. He was of medium height and powerfully built. His black hair was close-cropped over a round face, unremarkable except for piercing dark eyes.

"This is Mr. Wang Yanchen," she introduced him. "He will be able to help you further."

Steve rose. "Thank you, Ma'am. Good evening, Mr. Wang. Thank you for coming so quickly. I hope I haven't dragged you away from anything important."

"Not tonight." Wang returned Steve's formal half-bow and sat down.

The waiter poured a cup of coffee for the new arrival, left the carafe on the table, then he and the manager walked away in opposite directions. At either end of the balcony, each pulled a curtain across, closing off access. Steve recalled seeing diners leaving alcoves on either side of his as they finished their meals, but no others had taken their places. The alcoves had clearly been kept vacant to secure privacy for this discussion.

Wang said, "I'm the Red Pole of the Tong here on Vesta. Since my counterpart at Earth's Cargo Terminal gave you your disk, it seemed best for me to meet with you. I've listened to the recording you provided and viewed the images. I haven't seen or heard of either of those men before. Did you follow through on your threat to inform Fleet Security of the situation?"

"Yes. I called a liaison officer in the Sector Admiral's office with whom I've previously had contact. She passed the call to the Bureau of Security, and BuSec informed the Virginia City Police Department." He gave a brief summary of what the investigation had uncovered so far.

Wang looked thoughtful. "We know of Detective Sergeant Kuiper. He's an able investigator. Can you tell me any more about the jade knife those two were asking about?"

"I can tell you what Mr. Lamington told Bosun Cardle about it last year. He showed him a scanned page from a book, with a photograph and description of the knife. He said it dated from several centuries before the Space Age, and had once been the property of a monk named Lei Sik Hoi."

Wang sipped his coffee while Steve spoke. He spluttered as he heard the name, then reached for a napkin and wiped his mouth, eyes locked on Steve's. "You can't be serious! I'm sorry - I didn't mean to imply that you're lying, but that knife is legendary! It's been lost for centuries! No-one ever seriously thought it might be rediscovered."

"Mr. Lamington said a reward was being offered for news of its whereabouts - he mentioned a thousand taels of gold. He told us that anyone who obtained the knife for his Tong or Triad would gain enormous 'face', as he put it, both for the organization and for himself. He might rise to very high rank as a result. He offered to approach his contacts on Old Home Earth to learn more about the reward."

"And did your Bosun accept his offer?"

"No. He thought that would be dangerous for the knife's owner. He asked Mr. Lamington to tell no-one about it, and said he'd be very angry if he did. Mr. Lamington pointed out that he might lose a great deal of money, but the Bosun said money wasn't everything."

Wang pursed his lips in a soundless whistle. "And Bosun Cardle maintained he didn't have the knife?"

"Yes. He never said anything to me about when or where he saw it, or who had it. In fact, after we left Mr. Lamington's shop, he said if the owner's identity became known, it would be as if he had a target painted on his a... his body. Every Tong and Triad would be after him, and they wouldn't be particular about how they got their hands on the knife."

"He had a point - unless, of course, the owner was wise enough to sell it to a Tong that was willing to do the honorable thing, and pay a fair price for it." There was an unmistakeable suggestion in Wang's voice. "He would instantly become extremely wealthy."

"I'd gladly pass that on to the owner, but the Bosun didn't name him."

Wang sighed. "A great pity." He thought for a moment. "As a working hypothesis, let's assume that greed overcame Mr. Lamington's fear of Bosun Cardle's anger. He contacted jade dealers on Earth to find out who was offering the reward. His inquiry appears to have reached the right people, but it seems they didn't keep faith with him. Perhaps they tried to get information from him without paying for it, or wanted to stop him telling anyone else what they'd learned from him; but for whatever reason, they murdered him.

"Before he died, he must have told them about Bosun Cardle. They would have wanted to speak with the Bosun, to learn who owned the knife; but he died last month. You were with him at Mr. Lamington's shop, so you're the only other point of contact they have left. They sent those two men to try to find out what you know."

Steve frowned. "D'you think I convinced them that I don't know anything?"

"Those two, perhaps; but whoever sent them may not be satisfied. If a reward's been offered for the knife, that's as good as a public announcement that someone believes it still exists. That means others will also be looking for it. The Dragon Tong may already be among them - I wouldn't necessarily have been informed about that - but if not, it certainly will be as soon as I convey your news to my superiors!" Wang looked at him with real sympathy. "The problem is, others will undoubtedly try to learn what you know, probably less politely than today's attempt."

"That worries me too. I can't spend the rest of my life hiding from shadows. I hope the Dragon Tong will help me avoid that. In exchange for your help, I can offer inside assistance in your search for the knife. There are several promising leads only I can pursue, approaching people who would never normally talk to the Tong, even under duress. Even if my efforts prove fruitless, at least they'll identify dead ends, saving you valuable time and resources."

Wang's eyebrows rose. "I'll be interested to hear what you have in mind."

"First, let me point out that the Bosun wasn't just my boss, he was my mentor and friend. I told him last year I regarded him as a father; and before our last fight, he told me in so many words that I'd become like a son to him. I'm an orphan, so you can imagine how important that relationship was to me. His death was a very personal loss. I intend to do all I can to honor and respect his memory for the rest of my life, and follow the example he set for me."

Wang nodded, his face solemn. "Your attitude is similar to our ancient traditions of filial piety and loyalty. They're still very strong among us today."

"I'm glad you understand. I told you about our relationship to show that I understood how he thought. He was very worried after learning that the knife was so important and valuable, and wished he'd never seen it. He said there was no safe way for its owner to give it to any one Tong or Triad, because when others found out, they'd never forgive him."

"The Dragon Tong would not react that way, but some might."

"OK. For that reason, I don't believe any of his family or relatives had it, or still have it. If they had, given his attitude, he'd surely have urged them to get rid of it - even destroy it if necessary, smashing it so thoroughly the remains could never be identified."

Wang flinched visibly, jerking upright in his chair. "The ancestors forbid! Don't even think that, much less say it!"

"I'm sorry if I offended you, Mr. Wang. I wanted to illustrate that the Bosun's top priority would be the safety of his siblings and their families, rather than the knife. He'd want to protect them at all costs."

Wang slowly sat back. "I take your point. A man like him might well do that, under such circumstances."

"I think so. Given that his family was therefore probably not involved, I asked myself who else would be likely to own the knife. It had to be someone who knew and trusted the Bosun well enough to ask his opinion about it. Clearly, they couldn't already have been aware what it was, otherwise they'd probably never have told him about it at all!"

"That makes sense." Wang's expression was thoughtful, even intrigued.

"When I framed the question like that, the answer became obvious. The Bosun had several close friends and associates who'd served with him in the Lancastrian Commonwealth Fleet, from which he'd retired as a Senior Chief Petty Officer. There were at least half-a-dozen of them, probably more, but he didn't talk about them much. I only know the name of one, who's retired on New Brisbane. The others are still in space, either with the Fleet or in the merchant service. He used to correspond with them regularly, and they with him. Unfortunately, his personal messages were encrypted and stored on a DNA-keyed computer. I've been told it'll be wiped before being sold by the Prize Court, so they'll be unavailable.

"I think one of those friends probably owned the knife and showed it to him. It was most likely someone working in the merchant service, who was at Earth at the time of the Bosun's last visit, because he told Mr. Lamington he saw and photographed it there."

Wang nodded slowly. "A logical deduction."

Steve continued, "I propose to contact his friend on New Brisbane. If he's available for a visit next month, when I return the Bosun's personal possessions to his brother and sister on that planet, I'll try to meet him; otherwise I'll correspond with him. I'll try to build a relationship with him over time, although that'll be slow work. In due course, when I've gained his trust, I'll ask him for the names of the Bosun's other friends. He's likely to know at least some of them. I'll contact them in turn, and after getting to know them, ask them for more names. In each case, as I gain their trust, I'll also ask them whether they know anything about the jade knife. I hope one or more will be able to give me more information."

Wang's eyes gleamed approvingly. "A very sound approach. Slow and steady is best. If you move too fast, they may decide you're being pushy and cut you off. If you don't mind my saying so, it's very unusual to encounter someone as young as yourself who appreciates that. I have to be very careful to restrain my young men from getting carried away!"

Steve smiled. "I had a good teacher in the Bosun. However, there are two problems. First, communications lag is going to be a real headache. A message from here to New Brisbane will take at least three weeks to get there via Lancaster, with a reply taking as long. That allows for only a few exchanges every year. Also, several of the Bosun's friends are working aboard spaceships, so messages will have to catch up with them wherever they go, and their replies will have to reach me in roundabout, unpredictable ways. Given that, you'll understand this is going to be a very slow process. It could easily take up to ten years to trace and contact them all, gain their confidence, and find out whether one of them knows anything."

Wang shrugged. "That can't be helped. I'd much rather you took the time to build sound relationships with them, rather than risk moving too quickly and alienating them before they're willing to answer your questions."

"I'm glad you see it that way. The second problem is that, because of the relationship I had with the Bosun, I consider myself honor-bound to act as he would in relation to those he particularly valued. For that reason, I can't tell you his friends' names. He'd never have done so himself, in case it exposed them to danger. That being the case, out of loyalty to his memory, I can't do so either. I hope you understand where I'm coming from."

Wang frowned. "I do understand... but you must realize we'll want to follow up what you learn, and perhaps confirm it through our own sources. To do that, we'll need the names."

Steve nodded. "I guess this is an example of an irresistible force - the Tong - meeting an immovable object - the Bosun's personal code of ethics, which necessarily binds me too. I hope you'll be willing to trust me, otherwise I don't know how to get around this issue."

"Let me think." Wang sat for several moments in silence, his eyes far away, stroking his chin with his finger. Eventually he sighed. "I understand your loyalty to the Bosun - in fact I find it admirable, because I had a similar relationship with my father, and honor his memory in that way to this day. You've also demonstrated good faith by giving us all this information. I'll therefore authorize you to proceed on that basis, keeping the names to yourself. However, I can't guarantee that others in the Tong, perhaps senior to me, won't want you to provide some or all of them in future. You'll have to deal with that if it arises."

"I understand. Thank you. Of course, none of the Bosun's friends may know anything about the knife, in which case we're back to square one - but at least you'll then know that those lines of inquiry are dead ends. Meanwhile, I'm sure you'll be following other leads."

"Indeed we will! You mentioned on the recording that the Bosun traded on his own account. We can reconstruct your ship's movements after her last visit to Earth from her logs and public shipping records. The Tong will send investigators to each of those planets. You made it clear on the recording that you don't know who his trading partners were, but we'll try to locate them through our own resources, and ask them whether they know anything about the jade knife.

"Next, we'll mount an intensive search, starting right away, for the two men who interrogated you this morning. We have resources that the police lack, so I hope we'll get to them first. We have many questions to ask them."

Steve suppressed a shiver. And you probably won't be very polite or restrained in how you ask them, will you?, he thought, careful not to show any outward sign of disapproval.

Wang continued, "If we find out who sent them, we'll follow that lead. Our branches on other planets across the settled galaxy will pursue their own inquiries as word spreads about the knife. However, in the long term your assistance may prove to be the most useful of all. You've given us very valuable insights into the situation, for which you'll not find us ungrateful."

Steve suppressed a desire to rub his temples, which felt tight with tension. "I'm glad to hear that, because I'm going to need your help to get others off my back, and keep them off, while I look for information."

"What do you have in mind?"

"You've heard the recording, and spoken to me yourself, so I hope you understand and accept that I know only what I've said. You could pass the word throughout the Dragon Tong, and ask your members across the settled galaxy to let it be known, that I don't know anything about the jade knife. No need to tell anyone that I'm investigating it on your behalf, of course! If the Dragon Tong is known to believe I can't tell them anything, I think others searching for the knife will accept that, and decide I'm not worth pursuing."

Wang nodded thoughtfully. "Others will probably accept that, if they think we're certain of it. I'm inclined to believe you, because if you knew more than what you've said, you wouldn't have volunteered to undergo a truth-tester examination. It's virtually impossible to lie to those things. Nor would you have called in Fleet Security, jeopardizing your own future, if you were lying. Putting those elements together, I think we can accept your bona fides."

Steve was hard put to it not to gasp with relief. He's bought it!

"Of course," Wang continued, "in the short term there'll still be some risk. When and how will you travel to New Brisbane?"

"I leave next week, once Captain Volschenk retrieves the Bosun's personal possessions from the Prize Court. He's arranging for me to deadhead aboard Bright Star Spacelines' weekly service to Lancaster, where I'll connect to another of their liners serving New Brisbane."

"So you'll be in the crew's quarters?"

"I assume so."

"We can't provide security there. It'll be much easier if we arrange for you to travel as a passenger. You'll enjoy it more, too - Bright Star's spaceliners are famous for their luxury. My people can occupy adjacent cabins, and protect you on the way there and back as well as during your visit."

Steve blinked. For the Tong to be willing to spend over twenty thousand credits per cabin for so long a round trip, and be able to arrange bookings at less than a week's notice aboard a spaceliner that was bound to be almost fully booked already, hinted at resources and influence greater than he'd imagined.

"After you return here, what are your plans?" Wang continued.

"I'm going to concentrate on getting as fit as possible, and learning as much as I can, before Fleet basic training next January. I'll rent an affordable apartment somewhere."

"I think we can do better than that. I'll arrange a small apartment for you in the block where I live.  The Tong owns it, and provides security, so our people will be able to ensure your safety. The building has a fully equipped gymnasium where you can exercise, and extensive grounds where you can run. Once you're on a Fleet base, you'll be relatively secure; and after six to nine months, word will have spread that you don't know anything worth pursuing. That should resolve the situation."

"Thank you very much. I'm very grateful for your help."

"That's not all. You've earned a token of our gratitude, and you'll incur expenses during your search for the Bosun's friends. To address both, I'm going to give you fifty gold taels. Take them with our thanks, and use up to half of them to finance your expenses during your search. If you need more, please let us know."

Steve was speechless for a moment. Wang was casually proposing to hand him well over sixty thousand credits! He thought swiftly. The money would be nice, but I've got enough for the moment. More importantly, this is a golden opportunity to cement my reputation with the Tong as a man of honor. I'd better use it!

"I'm grateful to you, Mr. Wang, but I can't accept the gold." Wang's eyebrows shot up in surprise. "I came here out of what your counterpart on Earth's Cargo Terminal called our 'relationship of honor and mutual respect'. I brought you news that I thought would interest you, and offered to help you learn more. In exchange for that, I asked for your help to ensure my personal safety and security. I think there's a balance there. Accepting those fifty taels would upset that balance - at least, it would for me." He grinned wryly. "I'm probably not making much sense, am I? It's just that I want to live up to the ideals the Bosun taught me. One of them was - is - that money really isn't everything. If I have to spend a lot on my investigations, I'll certainly ask for the Tong's help; but right now, that's not necessary."

Wang regarded him for a long moment. "You're a very interesting young man," he said at last. "Most people would jump at the chance to get so much money for so little effort. It's very unusual - and refreshing - to meet someone who doesn't think that way. However, we're still in your debt for the news you've brought us; and it's our tradition that such debts can't be left unsettled. I think there's a way to do that without offending your sense of honor. Please excuse me for a moment."

Wang rose and left the alcove. Steve couldn't help wondering what he was going to do. Oh, stop it!, he rebuked himself mentally. You'll find out soon enough! Nevertheless, he waited on tenterhooks until Wang returned, five minutes later. As he sat down, he laid a a disk of white 'mutton-fat' jade on the tablecloth. It bore the same silver dragon's claw insignia that appeared on Steve's black disk, but with a different number beneath it.

"Your black disk signified you'd assisted the Tong in minor matters, and were therefore entitled to ask for our help at that level. A white disk signifies much more. It identifies you as an honored friend of the Tong, one who's done us a considerable service. Your requests will attract much more serious consideration and a much greater level of assistance. The number identifies the disk as having been issued by the Vesta branch of the Tong. The character on the back shows it was authorized by the head of our branch, the '438' or 'Deputy Mountain Master' on Vesta." He turned over the disk to show the Chinese logogram. "I called him to obtain his permission to give it to you. This is only the fourth we've ever issued. Please use it instead of your black disk if you need to contact the Tong in future. It'll ensure a swift response."

"Thank you very much," Steve acknowledged as he picked up and pocketed the disk. "I'm grateful for your generosity. What happens next?"

"Let me have your comm code. Someone will be in touch within a couple of days concerning your trip to New Brisbane. Meanwhile, in case those two men try again, I've assigned a team to watch over you. The taxi that takes you back to your hotel will be driven by one of my people, and others are already on their way to establish surveillance there. They'll try to be as unobtrusive as possible, but your safety is now a matter of no little importance to us."

"I'm glad to hear that. It is to me, too!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 24: June 29th, 2838 GSC, late evening

 

As the taxi pulled away from the restaurant, Steve at last relaxed his iron self-control. His knees felt like they'd turned to water, and his whole body trembled with nervous reaction.

I did it!, he thought to himself, amazed. They actually bought my story! - or, at least, they seem to have bought it so far. There's still a long road ahead... but if all goes well, five to ten years from now, after a 'long and difficult search', I'll 'persuade a friend of the Bosun to hand over the knife'. I'll 'deliver it to the Dragon Tong on his behalf', telling them he refused to be identified for fear of retaliation. Lamington's murder will provide ready-made justification for that. Hopefully, the Tong will be so grateful to get it that they won't ask too many questions... but I'll cross that bridge when I come to it.

He let out a long sigh as he considered the next few months. He'd be off to New Brisbane next week. That was going to be an ordeal, having to tell Vince's brother and sister how he'd died... but it had been his dying request. He wouldn't let him down. He'd be back here in September, by which time his injuries should be fully healed; then he faced three months of hard work, getting as fit as possible in preparation for basic training in January.

The driver slowed slightly, cocking his head to one side as if listening to something. Steve glanced at him, noticing a black earpiece behind his right ear with a thin cable leading from it into his collar. The man listened a moment longer, then slowed a little more as he glanced at Steve in the rear-view mirror.

"Sir, the surveillance team reports finding suspicious indications as they set up coverage of your hotel. A man is loitering near the entrance, and another two are in the lobby. A van with darkened windows is parked in a side alley a block from the hotel, with another two men inside it. Finally, the door to the balcony of your room is slightly ajar."

Steve interrupted, "I left it closed, because light showers were forecast for tonight. Someone else must have opened it."

"The team assumed as much. They believe someone is inside. Our team leader submits that these men clearly know you went out tonight, and are waiting for you to return - probably to kidnap you. He suggests that if you're willing to co-operate, we can seize all of them for questioning."

Steve didn't hesitate. "That's fine with me. What do you want me to do?"

"Just a moment, please, Sir." The man muttered something into his throat microphone, then listened intently before looking back at Steve again. "He says I should wait a few kilometers from your hotel. He'll ask the Red Pole to send reinforcements and specialists to assist our team. We'll receive further instructions shortly."

"Let's do it!"

 

###

 

The taxi driver glanced in his rear-view mirror. "Here she comes now, Sir."

A runabout drew up alongside them in the shopping center parking lot. A petite, attractive woman got out, her darker features suggesting mixed ancestry. She wore dark slacks and a long-sleeved black shirt, and carried a capacious handbag. Steve estimated her age as being anywhere from late twenties to mid-thirties. He opened a rear passenger door for her, and she slipped inside as the runabout pulled away.

"Good evening, Mr. Maxwell," she greeted him politely, then glanced at the driver. "Hello, Sam." She reached into her handbag and took out an earpiece, handing it to Steve. "My name's Lin. If you'll please put this behind your ear, you'll be able to hear instructions from the team."

"Thanks, Lin. Please call me Steve." Its slightly sticky surface clung to his left ear as he tucked the trailing aerial wire into his collar, in imitation of the driver.

She handed him a small black box, a red diode glowing on its front panel. "Please clip this to your belt beneath your jacket. It'll disrupt the hotel security cameras, and the police network in the immediate vicinity of the hotel. We'd rather not have their assistance tonight, so we'll all be wearing them."

Steve couldn't help grinning. "I understand. I've seen them used before."

"Are you armed? I can lend you a pistol if you wish."

 "Thank you, but I'm not trained in their use - not yet, anyway. That's something I intend to remedy as soon as I can. I'm nidan in karate, which may help. I've used it to assist your Tong on previous occasions."

Her eyes widened slightly, and she half-bowed in her seat. "I'm the same rank in aikido. Perhaps we'll have an opportunity to spar together sometime. As for pistol training, I understand you'll be off-planet for a couple of months. When you return, I'll be glad to assist you if you wish, and if the Red Pole approves. I'm the weapons instructor for the Tong here on Vesta."

"I'll take you up on that, thanks, and not just for pistols - other weapons, too."

"I'll look forward to it. Let me brief you on what's going to happen. We've deployed a flitterbug operator to dispose of whoever's in your bedroom. He'll send scout bugs through the open balcony door to find out how many are inside, followed by assault bugs to knock them out with paralyzing neurotoxin.

"He'll send more flitterbugs into the lobby as we open the door, to disable the clerk on duty and the men waiting inside. I'll get out of the taxi with you, acting as if I'm your partner for the night. The watcher outside will doubtless report our arrival, after which two members of our team will deal with him. You and I will cross slowly to the elevator, apparently engrossed in each other, to give the flitterbug operator time to disable those inside.

"If anything goes wrong, we may have to defend ourselves against the men in the lobby until the flitterbugs can bring them down. I understand you've fought pirates before, and killed some of them?"

"Yes."

"Good. I'm pleased to hear you've fought for real before - it'll make it easier to handle them, if necessary. If they produce pistols, leave them to me."

"OK. What about the two men waiting in the van?"

"They'll be dealt with by other members of our team."

"Fair enough. When do we start?"

"We move to about a kilometer from the hotel, then wait for a signal."

 

###

 

The earpiece crackled slightly. "Two targets disabled in the bedroom. Lobby team, go!"

"That's us," Lin said softly as the driver set his cab in motion.

"I heard."

The taxi turned onto the street leading to the hotel. As it approached the front doors, slowing, it passed a figure standing in a public transport shelter set back from the curb. Steve guessed it was the outside man, who'd be watching for his arrival. He instinctively began to turn his head, to look at him as they passed, but Lin's elbow jabbed him hard in the ribs - fortunately on his uninjured side.

"Don't look at him!" she hissed. "He'll suspect something!"

"Sorry. It was a reflex reaction."

Her tone was reproving. "If you plan to live and move in our world for very much longer, you'll have to learn to control such reflexes. They can get you killed."

"I'll ask you to add that sort of thing to my training when I get back."

"We can do that." She sounded somewhat mollified. "We'll work on counter-surveillance in general."

The cab stopped outside the double doors. Steve got out, then held the door open for Lin as she followed him. He took her arm loosely and led her toward the doors.

"Don't react to the sound of the flitterbugs," she whispered softly, looking up at him adoringly as if he were the center of her existence. "Hold the door open and move slowly, to give them time to get inside."

"Got it."

He pulled the door open, then stepped back, holding it for her as she released his arm, seemingly reluctantly, to move through the gap. As she did so, Steve heard what sounded remarkably like a mosquito whining close overhead. He resisted the temptation to look up as first one, then another, then a third whizzed past, followed by a louder noise suggesting several flitterbugs moving together. He followed Lin through the door. She took his arm again as soon as he was inside, and they stood for a moment smiling at each other before he let the door swing shut under pressure from its spring-loaded closer. They turned toward the bank of elevators.

They were halfway there, moving slowly, when Steve heard a muffled exclamation from the clerk on duty behind the counter. From the corner of his eye he saw her slap at the back of her neck, as if she'd just been stung. She held her hand there for a moment, shaking her head, then slumped forward, her head hitting a mug on the desk before her. It fell over, spilling liquid on the desk before rolling off the edge, clattering to the floor.

The noise alerted two men sitting in armchairs to one side, ostensibly watching a holovid display against one wall. They both looked around, startled, and began to rise to their feet, their right hands sliding into the left side of their jackets. One suddenly yelled something, a brief incomprehensible noise, and slapped first at his left eye, then his left cheek, with his left hand; but his right hand continued to reach inside his jacket. Steve knew his actions must be in reaction to a flitterbug's tiny darts penetrating his flesh.

Lin yelled, "Down!" as she pushed herself away from Steve, her right hand flashing to the small of her back. It came clear holding a medium-sized black pistol that she expertly swung into line, her left hand rising to steady her right in a braced shooting stance as she aimed the gun towards the two men. As she did so, they also produced pistols from beneath their jackets.

Steve lunged sideways. One of the men, the one who'd slapped at his left eye, swung his pistol after him as he darted past a table behind a sofa. Steve grabbed a vase of artificial flowers from the table without stopping and threw it hard and fast towards the gunman. As he did so, he heard the loud crack! of a shot from behind him as Lin beat the other man into action. Her target's head snapped back as a hole appeared between his eyes; then he slumped forward limply to the floor, gun falling from his hand. The wall behind where his head had been was suddenly splotched and stained with blood, splinters of bone and splatters of something gray.

Steve's target ducked wildly as the vase whizzed past his head, spoiling his aim. He staggered, trying to recover his balance and aim his pistol once more, but couldn't raise his arm more than half-way. He stumbled a couple of steps sideways, then fell face-first to the floor, his gun falling unheeded from his hand. He tried falteringly to raise himself, but slumped down once more. This time he didn't move.

Steve glanced at Lin. Her pistol was aimed unwaveringly at his target, ready to deal with any sign of danger. Slowly, as it became clear he was no longer moving, she allowed herself to come upright once more. Keeping her gun aimed, she moved forward to toe the two pistols well away from the motionless bodies, then relaxed as she holstered her own weapon.

"That was good shooting," Steve observed, a little shakily. "You've got great reaction speed, too."

"Thank you. You also reacted very fast, throwing that vase before he could get off a shot. I don't think I've ever seen anyone move that quickly outside a dojo."

"Well, having been shot in the ribs a few weeks ago, avoiding another hypersonic bead in the butt is a hell of an incentive to speed!" Steve said with great feeling.

She couldn't restrain a sudden giggle... then they were both laughing aloud, bent forward, clutching their sides, releasing the tension of the last few moments.

Steve's earpiece crackled. "The watcher and the van's occupants have been dealt with. We'll move in now to clean up."

Lin straightened. "Let's start searching these two while we wait for the clean-up crew. Take everything from their pockets, all their jewelry, everything that's on their fingers or around their wrists or necks." She picked up both pistols and put them on a low table, then set about removing the shoulder holsters and spare magazine carriers from the motionless bodies. "These are very good pistols," she observed approvingly. "They're the same model I carry - a Chronos 89C. It's very expensive, but top quality."

Steve began going through pockets, putting everything on the table as well. He whistled with surprise as he discovered a fat wallet in each man's possession, stuffed with high-denomination notes and prepaid credit chips, plus a small bag of gold taels.

"Looks like they were paid in advance for this job," he observed.

"Probably half down and the rest on completion. That's standard for hired guns like these. They weren't very good. Anyone I'd trained would have shot me before I was able to react to their movements."

"Then I'm glad you didn't train them."

"Now that you come to mention it, so am I!" They laughed as their eyes met.

"Why are they carrying gold, as well as currency and credit chips? Surely it's not always possible to convert it to cash in a hurry?"

"That's not the point. Banknotes and coins have serial numbers, both readable and woven into them on nanostrands, so they can be tracked. Credit chips can be traced to their issuer - even prepaid ones - and every transaction is recorded. If you deposit money to them, even cash over the counter, you're identifiable from security vid. On the other hand, gold's anonymous. If you need to buy your way out of trouble without your payment being traceable, it's the only way to go. I carry ten taels at all times for that purpose. If you're in a place where taels aren't widely circulated or accepted, you can use gold coins or precious stones instead."

A group of men, most clad in dark coveralls, trooped through the glass doors. They put down two stretchers by the fallen men, then one went towards the counter to check on the clerk while the others headed for the elevator, carrying more stretchers. One of them asked Steve, "The key to your room, please?"

"Sure." He fished the keychip out of his pocket and handed it over.

"Thank you. We'll leave everything in as good order as possible, but the flitterbugs showed that the men had ransacked your belongings. You'll have to put them away again."

"I'll take care of that."

In ten minutes they were back, carrying two stretchers laden with the motionless bodies of the purported policemen who'd grilled Steve that morning. Only their chests, rising and falling, showed they were still alive. The men carrying them moved to one side of the lobby and waited as their leader, dressed in dark trousers, shirt and jacket, approached Steve.

"Good evening, Mr. Maxwell. I'm Pak, the leader of this team. The Red Pole has instructed us to turn over to you all cash and valuables taken from these men, so you can use them to take care of expenses on your forthcoming journey." He proffered a cloth drawstring bag. "They each had six or seven thousand credits in cash, plus several prepaid credit chips and some gold taels." He beckoned another member of his team, who came forward carrying two pistols in shoulder holsters. "They also had these weapons, which the Red Pole says should be left with you in case of future need, as well as those of these men." He nodded at the two men on the floor.

Steve accepted the bag. "Thanks. Looks like I'm accumulating quite an arsenal!"

The man grinned as he glanced at the table. "These are Chronos 89's, the full-size version of the compact models on the table there. You've got two of each now. Whoever equipped them had good judgment in weapons - not that it'll help them now."

Lin took the two pistols from the man carrying them. "It's good to have multiple weapons of the same model," she said seriously as she checked that they'd been unloaded, then set them with the others on the table. "You can carry one, and have a second in reserve. Remember, if you have to use one to defend yourself, even legally, the police will confiscate the weapon for several months as evidence. You need to have another immediately available to take its place."

"Lin's right," Pak agreed. He glanced over to where two of his team were spraying a chemical foam on the walls and floors, then wiping it off. "That'll remove all traces of blood, DNA and other evidence. We'll patch the hole in the wall made by Lin's shot after sanitizing it. The filler will dry to match the color around it, so it won't be detectable except on close examination."

"You seem to have thought of everything. What about the clerk?"

"She'll be given the antidote to the flitterbug dart as we leave, and recover within five minutes. She'll have a slight headache, but be unaware of what caused her to black out. She'll remember nothing."

Pak turned towards another man as he approached, carrying a dozen small objects in his right hand. He held it out, palm uppermost. "I've recovered all the flitterbugs," he reported, "including those from the bedroom upstairs."

"Good."

Steve examined the flitterbugs curiously. He'd heard of them before, but never seen one. They resembled small metallic winged creatures, the size of a bumblebee. Vid lenses on their 'heads' were set above twin tubes firing miniaturized narcotic-bearing darts.

"What about the dart in the clerk's neck?" he asked. "Won't that have to be removed?"

"No. It dissolves in the body, leaving no trace."

"And the guy who got one in the eye?"

The man shrugged. "That's a bad place to take one. He may lose the use of that eye. Of course, that's unlikely to worry him for very much longer." He and his boss sniggered.

"Considering they planned something nasty for me, I can't really feel any qualms about what they're facing right now," Steve agreed.

Lin took the cloth bag from Steve, dropped into it the wallets and gold taels carried by the two men in the foyer, then returned it. "There's over twenty thousand in cash in there now, plus a bit more than that in gold, and probably a similar amount in prepaid credit chips. You must be worth a lot to someone if he splashed out that much on a team to capture you."

"I'm glad he lost his investment! What next?"

Pak glanced through the windows at a large van pulling up outside, followed by a second. "We'll take these men with us. That's the van we took from them, plus our own. We've already loaded their watchman and the two in their van. We'll head back to base with both vehicles, and administer the antidote to the flitterbug neurotoxin once we've got everyone securely locked up."

He nodded to Lin. "The Red Pole says that Lin should stay with you tonight, to provide any security that may be necessary. We'll leave another couple of people outside, with another vehicle, to keep an eye on things; but after taking out this team, I don't believe you'll have any more problems in the short term."

"That makes sense. Please thank the Red Pole very much for me."

"I'll do that."

Steve and Lin watched as the team carried the bodies out on their stretchers, loaded them into the vans, climbed in themselves, and drove off slowly and carefully. A member of the team spray-injected an antidote into the clerk's neck before hurrying out, last to leave the building.

Lin tugged at Steve's arm. "Come on. We should be out of sight before the clerk wakes up." She helped him gather up the pistols and the bag, and they walked over to the elevator.

"Do you have a chair in your room for me?" she asked as the car ascended.

"Yes, but there's also a second bed you're welcome to use. The bathroom's got a hot tub, shower and all the trimmings, complete with towels and toiletries for two. There are vending machines for drinks and snacks down the corridor."

"Oh, good! This'll be much more comfortable than a normal surveillance or protection job! I'll secure your door against unwanted visitors, then we can relax."

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 25: June 29th, 2838 GSC, late evening

 

Steve bought drinks and snacks for both of them from the vending machines, then they went to his room. Lin took three wedges from her capacious bag and hammered them into the top, side and bottom openings on the inside of his door, explaining that any of them would sound an alarm if disturbed, and make opening the door a much slower process. She took a chair and jammed its back beneath the door handle to make it even more difficult for anyone to enter, then headed for the bathroom. "That hot tub is calling my name!" she informed him cheerfully.

While Lin soaked luxuriously, audible moans and purrs of satisfaction coming through the bathroom door as jets of water massaged her, Steve recovered his clothes from where they'd been tossed by the two men who'd searched his room. He folded them, put them back where they belonged, then went out onto the balcony. Peering down, he could see a small runabout parked on the street, which he assumed contained the watchers from the Dragon Tong's security team. He sighed. He might have made a pact with the devil, so to speak, to protect himself over the jade knife, but he had to admit it had been indispensable tonight. He reached into his pocket and took out the white jade disk, looking at it quizzically, turning it over in his hand. It was strange to think that something so small could be so important.

A thought came to him, and he nodded in swift decision. It would take him a decade or more to earn Commonwealth citizenship, qualify for a commission, and get promoted out of the most junior officer ranks to where he could actually do something useful. He'd probably need a similar period to resolve the situation concerning the jade knife. However, if he got all that right, he'd be well positioned to do some serious damage to pirates from time to time. He would use the jade disk, and his budding relationship with the Dragon Tong, to gather information about piracy to aid his revenge. They'd killed his surrogate father, so in his honor he'd take as many pirates as possible out of circulation.

He cast his mind back to his final year at the orphanage. How strange to think he'd left school only two years before! It seemed a lifetime ago... They'd studied Kipling's poetry that year. What was that poem again - the monument to their dead Lieutenant, built in blood by the riflemen of the First Shikaris? His brow furrowed as he wracked his brains. It was 'The Grave Of The Hundred Head'... a samadh! That was it! He'd build a virtual samadh of dead pirates to Vince's memory. No memorial of stone or steel could possibly be as fitting. His face set in grim determination at the thought.

Steve looked out over the bright lights of Virginia City. It would be his residence for the next few months, and Vesta would be his base for the next year and a half, until he completed Small Craft School... but neither the city nor the planet was his home. He'd left Earth behind, so that wasn't home any more, either.

He lifted his eyes skyward, to where a few pinpoints of unimaginably distant brightness glittered in the light-polluted sky above the city. That was where he felt at home now... out there among the stars. That's where he belonged.

"I'll be back out there just as soon as I can, Vince," he whispered softly to himself, picturing the Bosun in his mind's eye in the last moments of his life, breathing quickly, shallowly, dying in the chair from which he'd orchestrated the successful recapture of their ship. "I'm glad they dropped your body into Vesta's star - gave you a spacer's funeral, rather than buried you to rot on a planet somewhere. You belong out there, forever part of a star. I'll do my best to honor your memory, and live up to everything you taught me and expected of me. If it's given to us to meet again one day, I hope you'll be proud of me."

He returned the white disk to his pocket, grinning wryly at his whimsy in talking to himself. It would certainly have amused Vince if he'd heard!

First things first. I've got a lot to learn before I return to the stars... and the rest of my life to apply it, and to make Vince proud.

He turned and walked back into his room, closing the sliding door behind him and drawing the curtains.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix

 

The Grave of the Hundred Head

by Rudyard Kipling

 

 

There's a widow in sleepy Chester

Who weeps for her only son;

There's a grave on the Pabeng River,

A grave that the Burmans shun,

And there's Subadar Prag Tewarri

Who tells how the work was done.

 

A Snider squibbed in the jungle,

Somebody laughed and fled,

And the men of the First Shikaris

Picked up their Subaltern dead,

With a big blue mark in his forehead

And the back blown out of his head.

 

Subadar Prag Tewarri,

Jemadar Hira Lal,

Took command of the party,

Twenty rifles in all,

Marched them down to the river

As the day was beginning to fall.

 

They buried the boy by the river,

A blanket over his face--

They wept for their dead Lieutenant,

The men of an alien race--

They made a samadh in his honor,

A mark for his resting-place.

 

For they swore by the Holy Water,

They swore by the salt they ate,

That the soul of Lieutenant Eshmitt Sahib

Should go to his God in state;

With fifty file of Burman

To open him Heaven's gate.

 

The men of the First Shikaris

Marched till the break of day,

Till they came to the rebel village,

The village of Pabengmay--

A jingal covered the clearing,

Calthrops hampered the way.

 

Subadar Prag Tewarri,

Bidding them load with ball,

Halted a dozen rifles

Under the village wall;

Sent out a flanking-party

With Jemadar Hira Lal.

 

The men of the First Shikaris

Shouted and smote and slew,

Turning the grinning jingal

On to the howling crew.

The Jemadar's flanking-party

Butchered the folk who flew.

 

Long was the morn of slaughter,

Long was the list of slain,

Five score heads were taken,

Five score heads and twain;

And the men of the First Shikaris

Went back to their grave again,

 

Each man bearing a basket

Red as his palms that day,

Red as the blazing village--

The village of Pabengmay,

And the "drip-drip-drip" from the baskets

Reddened the grass by the way.

 

They made a pile of their trophies

High as a tall man's chin,

Head upon head distorted,

Set in a sightless grin,

Anger and pain and terror

Stamped on the smoke-scorched skin.

 

Subadar Prag Tewarri

Put the head of the Boh

On the top of the mound of triumph,

The head of his son below,

With the sword and the peacock-banner

That the world might behold and know.

 

Thus the samadh was perfect,

Thus was the lesson plain

Of the wrath of the First Shikaris--

The price of a white man slain;

And the men of the First Shikaris

Went back into camp again.

 

Then a silence came to the river,

A hush fell over the shore,

And Bohs that were brave departed,

And Sniders squibbed no more;

For the Burmans said

That a kullah's head

Must be paid for with heads five score.

 

There's a widow in sleepy Chester

Who weeps for her only son;

There's a grave on the Pabeng River,

A grave that the Burmans shun,

And there's Subadar Prag Tewarri

Who tells how the work was done.
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