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In memoriam

For Eric Maier, who always understood the

eternal nature of the struggle shown in life and

in this story, with both heart and mind


Commander


1

Two officers sat side by side in the cramped command couches of the RSFS Fergus as the light cruiser accelerated away from the Galway system. The younger officer, a dark-haired woman with blue eyes and pale white skin, wore the double silver bars of a first lieutenant on the collar of her green shipsuit and the embroidered antique silver wings of a junior pilot on its chest. The older officer, a green-eyed, black-haired, sharp-featured man with skin the color of aged fine oak, wore the silver leaves of a commander, with the command star, and the wings of a senior pilot. Below the wings were the faded characters of his name – Van C. Albert.

‘Dust density?’ asked Van.

‘Point three and steady, Commander.’

‘What does that mean, Lieutenant Moran?’ Van’s implant continued to show minute fluctuations in the density readings, fluctuations that came from the ship systems, not the dust beyond the hull and shields. While the gravs could theoretically handle accelerations as high as eight while maintaining a steady one gee within the ship, Van kept the acceleration at three solid gees. Anything more created unnecessary strain on the systems for a vessel as old as the Fergus. Then, the RSFS Fergus should have been retired or rebuilt decades earlier, he reflected, not that she hadn’t been a good cruiser for her time, but the newer Argenti cruisers wouldn’t take that long to turn her shields to shreds, and even some of the recently commissioned Revenant cruisers were getting to that point. The Eco-Tech ships were roughly equivalent to those of the Argentis, but no one wanted to fight an Eco-Tech pilot, not the way they were modified, trained, and linked to their ships.

‘We could fold nets and jump, ser. The coordinates for Leynstyr are set.’

‘Would you recommend that, now?’

‘No, ser.’

‘Why not?’

‘If we wait until the density drops below three, we can make the jump with twenty percent less power.’

‘How do you know it will drop that far?’ pursued Van.

‘It does in most systems, ser.’

‘How long would you wait to see?’

‘That would depend, ser. If we needed to jump, I wouldn’t wait. Now … the collectors are running in the green … another ten minutes.’

Standing wave message for you, ser. The words burned across the shipnet to Van from the comm officer, Sub-major Parnell.

I’ll take it, now. While still monitoring the Fergus’s telltales, Van shifted his concentration to focus on the incoming message. It was short. Given the enormous power requirements, even with compressions, all standing wave messages were short – and urgent. Nothing short of urgency could justify their use and cost.



Proceed soonest to Gotland, Scandya system, to replace RSFS Collyns, FFA. Orders arriving Gotland via courier …





The authentication codes indicated that the message had come directly from the Chief of Space Operations at Republic Space Force headquarters on Tara. Van had no idea why the CSO was rerouting the Fergus to Gotland, right in the middle of transit from Galway to their assigned picket station off Leynstyr. The Muir had already been on station off Leynstyr for all too long.

‘Lieutenant …’ Van shifted his attention back to the junior pilot. ‘What are the accumulator reserves right now? What will they be in ten and fifteen minutes, assuming a standard density drop-off?’

‘Ser … let me check.’

Van waited, still trying to figure out the reasons for the change in orders, then flashing back to Parnell. Did you double-check the authentications?

Yes, ser. They were red over green priority, ser.

Van tightened his lips. Red over green meant trouble. At least, it always had. But why send the Fergus, old and creaky as she was?

‘Ser … I see what you mean,’ offered Moran from the second pilot’s couch.

‘Tell me. Don’t just tell me that you understand.’

Moran stiffened, then spoke. ‘The accumulators aren’t fully charged. It will take about eight minutes from now. We’d come out of jump with less than full power for shields or acceleration. In a combat situation –’

‘Good!’ Van forced a smile. ‘You’ve got it. The way things are now, you don’t ever want to come out of a jump underpowered – not if you can help it. I’d like to spend more time on that, but we’ve got to make some adjustments, Lieutenant. We’ve had a change in orders. Reconfigure for a jump transit to the Scandya system. Then, let me check the setup and coordinates.’

‘Ah … yes, ser.’

‘We just received a standing wave message from the CSO, ordering us to Gotland with all due haste.’

‘Yes, ser.’ Moran paused. ‘Gotland, ser? Scandya system?’

‘That’s affirm.’

While Lieutenant Moran calculated, Van called up what background the shipnet had on Scandya, skimming through the data as quickly as he could.



Scandya system … orange five, plus six, trailing arm [011145 Rel Galactic Center] … two planets with significant population: Gotland @ .93 Tellurian norm, 1.02 G at sea level … atmospherics within acceptability for nonmods … Malmot @ .72 Tellurian norm, .65 G … atmospherics at limit of acceptability [basic terraforming completed 1104 N.E.] …







Government … modified rep. republic, universal adult suffrage. Nonstandard meritocracy overrides … continent-based, single-house, parliamentary assembly, planetary executive with veto power, all executive functions operated and executed at planetary level, limited bureaucracy … two principal political parties, the Liberal Commons (LC) and the Conservative Democrats (CD) … considerable unrest, with local riots, for the past half century, until the election of the present premier [Erik Gustofsen (CD)] … skilled at mediating conflicts …





What in Moll Magee was a ‘nonstandard meritocracy override’? Van had never seen that terminology in a background section. And what had been the sources of the past unrest? Most planetary systems were well beyond that kind of dissent.



Economic … postextractive, belt-mining, and low nanoformulation technology … also large natural food sector …







Military … universal military service [unisex] … ground and planetary defense rated superior … in-system space defense limited capability … ten corvettes [equiv. Robartes class] and two cruisers [equiv. Gregory class]. No dreadnoughts or battle cruisers. No outspace fixed emplacements …





Van paused and rescanned the military data. Effectively, the Scandyans had no real defenses against out-system attacks. The universal military service meant that Gotland and Malmot could be destroyed, or, rather life on both planets could be, but that neither could be conquered – if the Scandyans maintained their resolve.



Political … Scandya system is the closest nonaligned inhabited system to Tymuri [orange five point five, plus six, trailing arm (011157 Rel Galactic Center)] … Revenant ‘missionary’ training base …





Van called up the multidimensional image of Orange sector, then zeroed in on Scandya system, as depicted in the shipnet representation. As he had suspected, Gotland and Malmot were the last nonaligned planets between the ‘outer’ inspin systems affiliated with the Taran Republic and the Revenant systems. ‘Below’ and ‘inward’ of both lay the far larger Argenti Commonocracy, although the Argentis were really oligarchs of the old style.



… at present, during the government headed by Gustofsen, Scandyans are maintaining open trade and have requested that other systems respect their neutrality by maintaining no military presence in the Scandya system. ‘No military presence’ has been defined as one military vessel and one courier …





The Collyns was a full battle cruiser, the first of the latest class. So why was the Fergus, antiquated by comparison, being sent to Scandya? Had something happened to the Collyns? Or had the Collyns been ordered out into some action against the Revenants, and the RSF needed a presence off Gotland?

The standing wave hadn’t said, for the obvious reason that standing wave was open to anyone, and, even with encryption, there was the possibility of the message being decoded. That meant that one Commander Van Albert had to read between the words of the message.

‘Calculations complete and on the net, ser,’ reported Lieutenant Moran.

‘Thank you, Lieutenant.’ Van scanned, then checked her work. ‘Good. As soon as the accumulators are fully charged, you may begin the countdown for jump.’

‘Yes, ser.’

The Fergus replacing a full battle cruiser in a pivot system at a time of increasing interstellar tensions? Van kept his frown to himself. While a full battle cruiser carried a crew of fifteen, the Fergus carried but ten – the commander, two other pilots, the comm officer, the engineer, two system techs, the weapons officer, and two weapons techs – and all were loaded down with auxiliary duties, most of which revolved around some aspect of maintenance on the aging Fergus.

‘All hands, stow all loose items. Batten down all equipment. One minute to zero gee. One minute to zero gee. Three minutes to jump.’ Lieutenant Moran’s voice filled both the shipnet and the ship’s speakers.

After scanning the prejump checklist, and the shipnet reports from each station, the lieutenant glanced at the commander. ‘All stations secure for zero gee, ser. Ready to collapse photon nets.’

‘Commence zero gee. Collapse photon nets.’

Eeeeeee! The piercing wail of the zero-gee alarm filled the Fergus, then cut off.

‘Entering zero gee,’ Moran announced. ‘All hands remain secured. Two minutes to jump. I say again. Two minutes to jump.’

Van checked the screens, extending himself into the webs that drew in all the Energy Distortion Indications from the entire Galway system, trying to see if he could detect any EDI sources. There should not have been any, except for the single orbit station around Galway three, the one conducting and monitoring the terraforming project that, in a few hundred years, might yield another habitable water world for the Taran Republic. Even with the detectors set at full gain, he could find nothing, and closed them down.

‘All detectors null, Lieutenant.’

‘Detectors null, ser. Photon nets null.’

‘Proceed to countdown, Lieutenant.’

‘All hands. One minute to jump. I say again. One minute to jump.’ Moran’s voice echoed through the Fergus.

Van watched as she shut down every operating system, one right after the other. Gravity had already gone. Ventilators and purifiers shut down.

At ten seconds before translation, Moran made the final announcement. ‘All hands. Ten seconds to jump.’ Then she cut off the remaining systems, including the shipnet, except for the jump generator and the accumulators.

‘Ready to jump, ser.’

‘Proceed, Lieutenant.’

Moran pressed the large red stud – the one operation that was always manual.

Everything turned inside out. The blackness of the control area turned white. Van felt as though he’d been twisted inside out, or at least into some strange dimension, for that instant that seemed endless, yet remained unmeasurable by any device ever invented.

A searing flash of light and darkness, darkness and light, flared through the Fergus, and the jump was complete.

‘Powering up, ser.’ Moran’s fingers brought up the shipnet, and then her net commands brought all the systems back on-line, beginning with shields and nets.

The moment the detectors were back on-line, and the comparators verified that they were indeed on the fringes of Scandya system, with less than two hours of translation error, Van began to search the detector screens, wondering what he might find.

One scan and Van stiffened. Less than fifty emkay – out-system and ‘behind’ them – was the EDI track of something bearing down on the Fergus.

‘I have the conn!’ Van triggered the emergency siren and diverted power from all nonvital systems into the photon nets, the drives, and shields, immediately turning the Fergus into the oncoming ship – a heavy cruiser of some sort with distorted EDI tracks. Or an EDI of some type he’d never seen.

Torps inbound! came from Weapons.

Van caught four on the net monitors and put full power into the shields, letting the photon nets fade. Standard shields were supposed to hold against three. Not against four, and certainly not the old shields of the Fergus.

‘Desensitizing.’

All the screens and detectors went blank.

Even so, Van could feel the wash of energy against the shipnet. As it subsided, he opened the detectors, shifted power to the nets, and continued to build acceleration toward the unknown cruiser.

More torps!

Got them! There were two.

Van shifted power to the shields, but left enough for nets and screens to keep building speed and collecting hydrogen and dust – or before long he wouldn’t have any mass for the fusactor at the rate of power he was using.

Again, he waited until milliseconds before the expected impact before desensitizing, then shifted full power to the nets for a long moment. What he planned was a gamble, but the Fergus couldn’t stand too many more torp impacts against its weaker screens – certainly what the attacker was counting on.

The courses weren’t collision-based, but close enough for Van’s purposes, especially against a newer vessel, and the Fergus continued to accelerate outward, the photon nets growing and gathering hydrogen and other various bits of dust that would become reaction mass for the fusactor.

Any ID on bogey?

No, ser.

With less than a minute before CPA, Van watched and waited, feeling the sweat pouring from his forehead despite the chill in the cockpit.

Then, even as Weapons announced, Torps!, Van diverted full power to the nets, squeezing them forward and hurling dust and hydrogen at the oncoming cruiser. Nearly simultaneously, he released two torps, and then a second set of two, even as he slewed the Fergus across the path of the attacker, and then cut all power to everything and diverted all power to the shields, desensitizing the ship as well.

Eeeeeeee! The EMP bled in over the damped equipment, and the Fergus actually rocked for an instant.

Van smiled, coldly.

After another five hundred milliseconds, he extended the screens and detectors.

They revealed a hot and rapidly expanding ball of gas, and several irregular fragments of metal.

Comm … any indications of who that was?

No, ser. Didn’t match any profile. EDI could have been off-tuned rev. Shields were close to Keltyr …

Van opened the photon nets to let them rebuild mass, then swung the Fergus back in-system, slowly and sluggishly on what power and mass remained to the Fergus.

He scanned what lay inward. The EDI traces from in-system – well in-system – indicated a battle cruiser orbiting Gotland, next to a large orbital station, and the colors suggested strongly that the vessel was Revenant. A smaller EDI came in shortly, a Taran courier, probably the one with detailed orders from the CSO for the Fergus. There were two other light cruisers stationed where they could open fire on the Revenant cruiser, and the EDI traces suggested they were the Scandyan cruisers. The only other non-Scandyan vessel was a frigate – Argenti from what Van could tell – also orbiting Gotland.

There was no sign of the Collyns.

Van blotted his forehead and turned to Moran. ‘You have the conn, Lieutenant. Take her for now. Maintain half shields.’

‘Yes, ser. I have it. Maintaining half shields.’

Van cleared his throat, then began to speak, also forming the message for the shipnet, for those linked there. ‘All hands. This is the commander. We just fought off an attack by an unknown cruiser, and we are entering the Scandyan system. Just before jump we received urgent orders to divert here, then proceed to Gotland, the fourth planet, where we are to receive more detailed orders. We are replacing the battle cruiser Collyns. Right now, that’s all I know, but we’ll keep you informed as we can. That is all.’

Weapons status? Van snapped across the shipnet to Lieutenant Mitchel.

Twenty-one torps left, ser.

Thanks, Weapons. Engineer?

Fusactor’s close to the heat limit, ser. Port rear quadrant shield is almost amber. Starboard converter is running at eighty.

Thanks.

‘Ser?’ asked Moran. ‘Who … was that a Rev ship? Or Argenti? And why did they come after us? It’s not like we’re trying to take over anyone else’s systems.’

‘I don’t know, Lieutenant. None of the IDs match. The drive EDIs were altered – or they belong to a system we’ve never heard of, and the torp traces were so standard that it could have been anyone. And they didn’t bother to tell us who they were.’

‘Ser … I’d heard of … what you did …’

‘But how did I know how to do it?’ Van laughed, harshly. ‘That’s what commanders are for. You learn your ship, what she can do, what she can’t. The Fergus doesn’t have shields like the newer cruisers, but the photon nets and the collectors were overengineered. That was because of the inefficiency of converters when she was built. They didn’t bother to change the nets when she was refitted ten years back. That’s why there’s an intake governor.’

‘I’ve never seen anyone squeeze the nets that way.’

‘Except for something like that, you don’t want to. We lost close to twenty percent of one converter and nearly overheated the fusactor. I’ll probably have to answer for that as well. But it was the only way … what I did was use all the matter in the nets to overload their shields. Shields don’t care whether what’s coming at them is gas and dust or a torp. The total mass load is what matters. Mass times velocity. I accelerated the mass in the nets, then let the torps punch through.’ Van paused. ‘It won’t work in a fight against more than one, maybe two ships, because you’re basically limited to the power in the accumulators and mass tanks until you can deploy the nets again, and your shields are likely to fail before you can.’

‘Oh …’

Commander Van Cassius Albert leaned back in the command couch. In less than an elapsed standard hour, he and the Fergus had gone from heading to a routine picket station in the quietest part of the Taran Republic into a battle in a pivot system. They’d been attacked by an unknown heavy cruiser, almost as if they’d been expected. The Fergus was headed inward to a system that its commander didn’t know for a purpose he also didn’t know, and orders he could only guess at. Van studied the detectors once more, then ran a check on all the ship systems once more, although he doubted he’d find more than the engineer and weapons officer had found.

Still … he’d have to draft a battle report and dispatch it by message torp back to RSF headquarters. He could do that in the twenty-odd hours it would take them to reach Gotland.

His lips curled into an ironic smile. After all the years in service, he still found it amusing that ships could jump between systems near-instantaneously, and yet getting to the jump corridors took hours, if not days. Then, jumps avoided the light-speed limits, which even the most powerful photon drive systems could not.

He took a slow and deep breath before beginning to use the shipnet to draft his report.
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While much has been written about so-called crises of faith in the life cycle of individuals, what is seldom recognized, and even when so recognized, usually dismissed, is that societies also undergo crises of faith.

A societal crisis of faith occurs when the values that produced a particular incarnation of a society no longer correspond to the values held by the individuals and organizations holding economic, political, and social power in that society. Paradoxically, these value changes seem to occur first on a social level. In reality the changes are already far advanced by the time they appear, because in most societies social standing and mobility lag behind economic and political power. Those with economic power seldom wish to flaunt values at variance with social norms, and those in the political arena prefer a protective coloration that in fact straddles the perceived range of values, while ostensibly preferring the most popular of values …

Although all stable societies rest firmly on a consensus of values, invariably the individuals in those societies prefer not to discuss those values, except in glittering generalities, not because they are unimportant, but because they are so important that to discuss them seriously might open them to question and reinterpretation. Thus, the very protections of a society’s values preclude any wide-scale and public reevaluation of those values and any recognition of a potential crisis of values.

Since ‘morality’ is the sum total of those values, the first public symptom of a crisis of values is usually a series of comments about the growing immorality of society – almost always directed at the young of a society who have absorbed what their elders are in fact doing, rather than professing …

Values, Ethics, and Society

Exton Land          

New Oisin, Tara  

1117 S.E.             
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The messroom was an oblong box, barely four meters in length and three in width, the bulkheads covered with a permaplast finish that was supposed to resemble walnut, with a table and benches that, in a pinch, might seat all of the crew. The overhead was an off-white that imitated plaster poorly and gave an impression of dinginess, no matter how often it was cleaned. The deck was covered with a permaplast supposed to resemble gray ceramic tile in a diamond pattern. All the furnishings were anchored firmly to the deck.

Van sat at the head of the table, in the sole chair, sipping the strong black café he favored from a dull black mug. On his right was Sub-commander Forgael, the executive officer and chief pilot, dark circles under her eyes. On Van’s left was Sub-major Driscoll, the engineer.

Driscoll had just finished reading the hard copy draft of the battle report, and he slid it back across the table. ‘It’s accurate, Commander.’

‘But too blunt?’

‘No, it’s not,’ replied Forgael. ‘Everything in there is factual. HQ won’t like the fact that an unknown battle cruiser attacked a Taran ship, and they’ll send a raft of queries that will suggest that it can’t be unknown and that either you aren’t interpreting the systems data correctly, or that you’ve neglected updating the recognition parameters.’

‘So I need to point out that I.S. updated both just before we left Sligo Station?’ Van laughed. ‘Then they’ll find some other way to suggest I screwed up.’

‘You did, ser,’ Driscoll replied dryly. ‘The only thing worse than losing a ship to an attack is to destroy the attacker, especially with an older cruiser that shouldn’t win. It’s worse if we need repairs, because they’ll have to fund them.’

Forgael winced.

Van took another swallow of café and nodded. ‘The Home party will claim that it shows we don’t need more and newer ships, and the Liberals will insist that it demonstrates that RSF officers are bloodthirsty rock apes who torp innocents on sight. And the Marshal’s Council won’t be happy either way.’ Especially not with Commander Van Cassius Albert.

‘I don’t see who had anything to gain.’ Forgael smiled. ‘I didn’t express that quite correctly. Who didn’t have something to gain, I meant.’

The three officers nodded, almost simultaneously, although none spoke.

Everyone would have gained something with the loss of the Fergus – except the commander and crew. The Taran Republic would have gotten rid of a near-obsolete ship and a difficult commander, as well as have obtained a demonstration of why newer and better ships were needed. Both the Argentis and the Revenants could have blamed each other for escalating border tensions, and gained political and popular support. The Eco-Tech Coalition could have breathed a sigh of relief that they wouldn’t have to fight another war against the Revenants. Scandya could have played everyone off against each other.

But … with the success of the Fergus, the whole situation merely degenerated into a problem and embarrassment for everyone. The RSF would be blamed for having a torp-happy commander going off uncontrolled, and all the others risked either embarrassment for incompetence or for lack of knowledge about the situation. Even the Scandyans wouldn’t be happy, not when an obsolete cruiser potted an intruder outside their own system, suggesting that one antique cruiser was more effective than the entire Scandyan space force.

Van rose. ‘Thank you both. I’ll need to make some changes before I send this off.’ He took the cup to the adjoining galley, where he emptied it, racked it in its place, turned and left the galley, then the mess. As he eased into the main passageway fore and aft, behind him, he could just catch the whispers.

‘You don’t think it was an accident …’

‘With the commander … after the Regneri incident? … planned as potted palms …’

That was what Van thought as well, but he said nothing as he walked the few meters forward to the cubicle he rated as commander. There he revised the battle report, then fed it into the message torp.

He accessed the shipnet, linking to Lieutenant Moran. Lieutenant?

Yes, Commander?

I’m about to release a message torp to RSF Depot. Report on our encounter entering the system. Just wanted you to know.

Yes, ser. I’ll log it.

Van keyed the release, then monitored the torp from the shipnet until it jumped and translated back toward the depot off Sligo Station.

Then he stretched out on the narrow bunk. He hoped he could sleep before he had to relieve Lieutenant Moran on the controls.

They had another eighteen hours before they reached Gotland. By then, the message torp would have reached the RSF Depot, and the marshal and his council would begin to decide what to do with the Fergus and her commander.


4

In the darkness of the damped cockpit, Van continued to scan the passive inputs from the detectors, waiting, watching. The lieutenant in the couch beside him said nothing.

A line of light, merely a representation of a lase-search, swept across the virtual repscreen toward Van and the ship.

Detection probable. Detection probable.

‘I know that,’ muttered Van to himself. ‘It’s what they think we are that counts, not that we’re here.’

Detection probability at unity.

Van ignored the shipnet warning. His shields were down. Playing like an inert hunk of metallic asteroid was far safer than broadcasting his presence with their energy field. The converted terraforming vessel – a ship that amounted to a heavy cruiser – could crush his shields as if they didn’t exist with its particle beams and torps. He still had no idea what the renegade Vetachi was doing where it was – or why. But he had to do something because it was bearing down on the colony ship that lay in-system of Van.

Detection probability at unity.

Waiting in the darkened and damped cockpit, sweating, Van took in all the data as the larger vessel swept toward him.

Then, in the moment when his ship was between the inner and outer shields of the attacker, he triggered off his torps, in sets of two, as fast as he could – then lifted shields and accelerated.

The huge ship, seemingly looming over the corvette in the out-system darkness, shuddered as the third and fourth torps actually penetrated the hull.

Then … torps and debris flared everywhere.

Van watched, openmouthed, as an errant torp flared toward the Regneri, and as the colony ship split into fragments …

‘NOOO!!!’

Van bolted upright in his bunk, almost cracking his head against the low overhead. His heart was racing, and his body was covered with sweat.

Ten years, and he still had nightmares about it. The Board of Inquiry had exonerated him, even recommended him for a commendation in taking out the raider, probably a Revenant ‘black’ ship, but the commendation hadn’t happened. No one wanted to commend a corvette jockey whose actions had cost the lives of three hundred highly trained colonists – even if it had been a freak accident that couldn’t have been duplicated if the situation had been replicated a hundred times.

From then on he’d received one difficult assignment after another. After the Inquiry, it had been the Gortforge, the last of the Niamh class, with an entirely new and green crew because the former officers and crew had been court-martialed for refusing to fire on the Keltyr merchanter carrying the escaping rebels of Coole. After reading the report, Van had sympathized with the crew, since more than three-quarters of those on board the Bonnie Prince had been women and children. The Marshal’s Council doubtless hadn’t seen it that way, because the rebels had been Keltyr sympathizers who had destabilized Coole so much that riots still occasionally broke out.

After he’d completed two tours on the old Gort, and after RSF had decided to retire the ultralight cruiser, he’d been given command of the Fergus, yet another ship plagued with problems. Except there hadn’t been any in the two years he’d been commander.

Sitting in his bunk, still sweating, Van blotted himself dry, then stretched back out, hoping he could sleep. After a while he did doze off, without nightmares, but with disturbing dreams he couldn’t quite remember when he woke.

He climbed back up into the cockpit, after a small meal – breakfast, he supposed – bolstered with the evil-tasting Sustain.

Forgael slipped out of the command couch with a grace that Van had always admired and envied. Her smile was as ironic as ever, but then, given that she was a good ten years older than Van, with a solid record that had never been adequately rewarded, the irony was more than understandable to him.

‘Nothing new, Commander. The Rev cruiser hasn’t moved. EDI suggests stand-down. The Argentis are headed out-system, but not along our corridor. They’re pushing it, looks like a solid two-gee acceleration.’

‘You think they had something to do with that cruiser?’ Van eased into the command couch and took over the screens and net.

‘No. I’d bet either Rev or Keltyr. Kelts would still like to make us pay, and the Revs want Scandya system.’

‘The Argentis are heading home to spread the word? Or bailing out before they get embroiled?’

‘Both,’ she replied.

Van nodded.

‘I’d estimate another thirty minutes to switchover. Not enough to get any sleep.’

‘No. Not much.’

Thirty-seven minutes passed before the Fergus neared the restricted area off Gotland. By then, Lieutenant Moran had taken her place in the second couch, since two pilots were required prior to and after translation and when nearing restricted spaces.

‘Switchover checklist,’ Van ordered.

‘Nets and collectors to ten percent,’ Moran stated.

‘Stet.’

‘Detectors to full sensitivity …’

Once the checklist was complete, Van swept the area in-system before the Fergus, one last time, because once the Fergus shut down her nets in so close to Scandya’s sun, he’d be limited to the power in the accumulators. He was also limited to the fractional gee power of the unaugmented ionjets. The detectors only showed the Scandyan ships, the Rev battle cruiser, still in stand-down, and the RSF courier.

Van checked the ship systems again. The starboard converter was still only at eighty-five, a trace better than after the encounter out-system, but not good enough for another fight or sustained high-speed in-system operations. The port rear quadrant shield was out of the amber, but by so little that it might as well have been amber. Any significant strain – even a small chunk of space debris – would probably blow the shield.

‘Switching over,’ Van announced.

The Fergus continued to creep – or so it seemed – toward Gotland orbit control.

‘Gotland orbit control, this is RSFS Fergus, inbound from Galway. Request orbit clearance.’

‘Stet, Fergus. Request duration of orbit.’

Van thought for a moment. That was hard to say, but he’d never been parked anywhere for more than a standard week. On the other hand, he didn’t know how long it would take Sub-major Driscoll to repair the damaged converter and shield generator – if he and his techs even could.

‘Orbit control, estimate three weeks. Maintenance required.’

‘Fergus, request purpose of visit, and payment method for services.’

‘Orbit control, purpose is maintenance, port call, and message pickup. Payment method is intersystem credit transfer, Taran military subset.’

‘Stet, Fergus.’ The slightest pause followed. ‘Interrogative excessive EMP in outer system.’

‘Orbit control … source of excessive EMP noted, but Fergus was unable to determine source.’ That much was true.

‘Fergus … Scandyan System Defense Force requests any additional data you have on source. At your convenience.’

‘Stet, orbit control. If we have any data, will send.’ He wasn’t about to give the Scandyans the data and report he’d dispatched to RSF HQ. ‘Request lock assignment.’

‘Fergus, your lock is Orange three.’

‘Orbit control, understand Orange three. We have the beacon.’

It was almost an hour later when the Fergus slipped into the dampers.

‘Orbit control, Fergus is secure. Request power changeover.’

‘Lock crew has it, Fergus. Welcome to Gotland.’

‘Orbit control, thank you.’ Van wasn’t so certain he’d be welcome. He took the fusactors off-line. The cockpit lights dimmed, then brightened as station power – and full one-gee gravity – filled the Fergus. Van eased out of the command couch. The back of his shipsuit was damp, as it always was. And now, he’d have to deny having any data. The Scandyans couldn’t force it from him, and RSF certainly didn’t want him to provide it to anyone.
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After the Fergus had locked in to Gotland orbit station, Van had undertaken a thorough postflight and systems check. That had taken hours. After that, he’d approved the crew rotation for both maintenance duties and release time aboard the orbit control station. Then, back in his cabin, he’d written up his notes on maintenance requirements.

With those in hand, he and Major Driscoll had met and decided on what actually could be done – such as repairing the converter and the ailing shield generator – while they were at Gotland orbit control, and as they waited for whatever orders might be headed their way. No such orders had arrived during the next day, but it had taken them almost the entire day to track down the contract maintenance chief of the orbit station, and another half day to work out the arrangements.

Then, once those details had been settled, he and Driscoll had returned to the Fergus, and Van had begun writing the maintenance request report that he was required to dispatch back to RSF HQ. HQ would be less than pleased with the projected costs of the repairs, but they’d have no choice but to approve them, since, if anything happened to the Fergus, no one would want to explain that maintenance had been denied.

He’d worked on that less than an hour when he was interrupted again.

Commander, there’s a Commander Baile here to see you, ser. RSF commander, I mean, ser, came from Shennen, the female head comm tech, standing quarterdeck watch.

I’ll be right there. Van closed off the small console in the corner of the cubicle that served as cabin and office and stood, moving toward the midships lock.

I’ll tell him, ser. Shennen’s net presence seemed melodic, unlike that of Parnell, who always seemed nasal, or Driscoll, who rumbled.

Thanks. What did the commander want? Van wasn’t even aware that there was an RSF commander in Scandya system, unless he happened to be the military attaché to the Taran embassy. Hs certainly couldn’t be the commanding officer of the RSFS Aherne – the courier that had just locked at the station, presumably with orders for the Fergus. Courier pilots were always either senior lieutenants or sub-majors, usually women, because couriers were two-person ships, pilot and tech, with cramped space for no more than two passengers. They were ships built around beefed-up propulsion systems for high acceleration in-system and precision jump translations. Compact female pilots generally handled the acceleration and the cramped quarters better than men.

Van slipped from his cabin and dropped back along the ten meters of the main fore and aft passageway past the mess and galley to the two-meter-square quarterdeck – essentially the space inboard of the crew docking lock.

The commander who waited with Shennen was trim, half a head shorter than Van, and with lustrous gray hair. While his face was thin, he bore no wrinkles, and his eyes looked almost youthful.

‘Commander,’ offered Van.

‘Commander James Baile.’ He inclined his head to Van. ‘We need to talk.’

‘My cabin.’

Baile nodded. ‘That would be fine.’

As they walked forward, Baile added, ‘I just arrived on the Aherne.’

A cold feeling settled in Van’s gut. ‘Then you know what happened here?’

‘I read your battle report on the way out. The marshal thought I should be fully briefed.’

Van liked the sound of that even less, and said nothing until he closed the hatch to his cabin. He didn’t bother to offer a chair, since there was only one. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘I’m the one CSO tasked to deliver your orders.’

‘Orders?’ Van had orders being delivered personally? Why? Because he’d destroyed the unknown cruiser? How could anyone have even known about that at RSF headquarters before his torp arrived? How could they have even found a replacement in something like forty-eight standard hours?

Baile extended a dark gray envelope. ‘You ought to read them before we talk.’

Van took the envelope, eased open the seal, and began to read. Then he read them again, finally focusing in on the key words.



… temporary duty as RSF liaison to ambassador of Tara to Scandya on Gotland … detached immediately … estimated duration of duty not to exceed twelve standard months …





Van finally looked up at the older commander. ‘Do you have any idea—’

‘Why the CSO is sending a junior commander as a military liaison to the ambassador while a senior commander takes over his command?’ Baile laughed ruefully. ‘It ought to be the other way around. Right?’

‘I don’t know what to think.’ Van had thought a great deal, and quickly, but none of it was anything he wanted to express. ‘Can you give me any idea what this is all about?’

‘I also have a briefing cube for you. I don’t know its contents. What I think is only an educated guess …’ Baile quirked his lips. ‘Tensions have been high in this sector. The Fergus was attacked. We can’t afford to station a squadron near Scandya, and the Scandyans won’t let us base one here. Because there wasn’t any evidence, except through the detector screens of the Fergus and the torp message you sent, what happens if the Revs or the Argentis or the Kelts claim that you attacked them?’

The whole idea of the antiquated Fergus attacking anything seemed ludicrous to Van, but what seemed absurd in the cockpit wasn’t always seen as such by the various Arm governments.

‘They could claim that you attacked a merchanter or a corvette on a peaceful approach.’

‘So I’ve been relieved by a more experienced officer?’

‘Actually, my presence sends two messages, Commander. First, it’s a way of saying, between the words, that New Oisin thinks you were right, and second, by putting a more senior officer in charge of the Fergus, that the RSF has no intention of backing down.’

‘And the marshal can also claim that the RSF certainly doesn’t want to escalate matters, and that’s why a more senior commander has taken over command of the Fergus.’

‘Exactly.’

‘Why am I being detached as a liaison officer here?’

‘Again, I would have to guess …’

Van doubted that there was any guessing at all, but ‘guessing’ allowed deniability.

‘First, because you come from Sulyn, you speak Old Anglo, and Revenant and Kelt are both variants of Old Anglo. You also speak Hispyn fluently. Second, you’re not known outside of the RSF. Both the Revs and the Argentis keep dossiers on officers likely to command capital ships or be posted to diplomatic assignments. Third, you look younger than you are. Fourth, you’re black Taran.’

Outside of the first reason, Van couldn’t see that any of the others made sense, and that bothered him even more. ‘And you? You don’t speak Old Anglo?’ That was a rhetorical question, because all RSF officers did, as did most of the Republic. The question was more to express Van’s irritation.

‘Oh, I do. I’m from Weathe, and you can’t get more Old Anglo than that.’ Baile’s words were matter-of-fact.

‘I assume they sent you with operating orders, Commander?’ asked Van.

‘I have those orders. They’re sealed. I won’t know what they are until after I relieve you.’

Van nodded slowly, trying to conceal his surprise. Usually, an officer taking command was fully briefed.

‘I was fully briefed on the tactical, technical, and strategic considerations of operating in and around Scandya system,’ Baile explained, ‘but I was told that my orders are included in the command cube.’

‘I see,’ Van replied. What that meant was that the CSO didn’t want the orders known to anyone until Baile took command – even to Baile.

Baile cleared his throat.

‘Yes, Commander?’ asked Van.

‘There is a down-shuttle to Valborg, leaving in four standard hours.’

Detached immediately meant exactly that. Van nodded. ‘I’ll be ready.’

‘I’ll be back in about two hours. You can brief me on anything urgent then.’

‘Yes, ser.’

After Commander Baile left the cabin, Van began to gather his gear. He still needed to tell Forgael and the rest of the crew.
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