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Chapter One


The aged commercial transport carrying Ensign Kelly Blake landed roughly on the planet Armstrong in the Antares system, the home of Fleet Base 17, otherwise known as Antares Base. Kelly wondered if the pilot had forgotten how to land during the tediously long voyage. The transport had certainly taken its time getting here, and the spaceport controllers took their time assigning it to a gate. Things happened at a relaxed pace out here in the new worlds. The flight's pace seemed to presage how the rest of his career would go. Eventually, the steward tapped on his door to tell him he could move to the disembarkation deck.
Kelly checked himself in the sparse cabin’s mirror. He felt out of place in his new, standard-issue, blue-black Fleet uniform. He automatically picked at the odd bit of thread that always appears on new uniforms. It was a simpler one than the Fighter Force’s forest green uniform he had previously worn. He would miss his leather flight jacket and the rank epaulettes on his shoulders. The single braid stripe on his sleeve seemed…inadequate. The shoes Fleet personnel wore were flimsy compared to his sturdy calf-length fighter boots, but those were in his past now. The only reminder of his past life would be the gold fighter wings glistening on his chest. General Bugarov could drum him out of the Fighter Force, but he had earned his wings. She couldn’t take them away. He instinctively wiped them with a cloth, although they already shone immaculately.
Kelly had run afoul of one of the senior officers of the Fighter Force: General Irina Bugarov, not so affectionately known as Old Bugger Off. She had come up through the Pollux Planetary Defense Forces, and had held every position from flight officer to Planetary Sector Defense Commander. With no prospects for further advancement in the planetary chain of command, she applied for a lateral Fleet commission, was accepted, and rose in the ranks to be the senior fighter force officer in the 15th Battle Fleet. As the Battle Fleet Fighter Commander, she had responsibility for five carrier fighter wings and overall command of the fleet fighter defense.
Kelly had the bad luck to expose a boneheaded tactical decision on her part, by inadvertently being in the right place at the right time to save the Fleet Carrier Bolivar from a K’Rang sneak attack. She considered Kelly’s actions to have been insubordinate, bordering on direct disobedience of her orders. It was only the intervention of Admiral Haddock-Halloway that kept Kelly from standing before a court-martial. The admiral’s power was limited, though, and he couldn’t stop her from using her authority as the senior fighter force commander to do an end run and eject Kelly from Fighter Force.
Kelly’s new Fleet uniform was adequate, but would need to be replaced with one better tailored. Kelly was sure General Bugarov had instructed the Bolivar's Fleet Supply Officer not to spend too much time fitting his new uniform. The blouse was a bit loose across the shoulders and the pants bagged some under the seat. Still, he looked presentable enough for Fleet Base 17.
Kelly was about 5’ 11” in his stocking feet. His hair was black and close cropped. His physique and looks were about average. He didn’t consider himself to be anything that would make women swoon. He gave himself a final look in the mirror, adjusted his hat, and proceeded to whatever this new life in the Fleet had to offer.
He grabbed his carry-on bags and proceeded to offload with the rest of the passengers. The SS Constellation Draca was an older commercial interstellar cargo and passenger transport, not a military flight, so he had to wait his turn in line with the rest. A Fleet Captain tried to push his way through the crowd, but was abruptly brought to a halt by two offloading contract laborers, who were unimpressed by his rank and sense of entitlement. A ship’s steward fortuitously wandered by and stopped them from stuffing the captain into a storage locker just as Kelly moved to intercede.
The captain straightened his uniform, glared at the two workers, and stomped off. No one further interfered with his bucking the line, although many a pair of eyes glared at his back.
A Tri-Vid terminal in the embarkation lounge was tuned to the Tri-Vid News Channel. He looked up just as a breaking news feature started.
“This is Braxton Finnery with Tri-Vid News. We have just learned that a week ago K’Rang forces attempted an unprovoked attack on the 15th Battle Fleet Flagship, the Fleet Carrier Bolivar, during routine maneuvers along the Galactic Republic border. While details on the attack are sketchy, Fleet Spokesperson General Irina Bugarov made the following statement.”
General Bugarov marched into the press room on board the Bolivar in her forest-green flight suit, boots, and carrying her helmet under her right arm. Those who did not know her would think she was the epitome of a confident and competent leader. She strode to the podium and said, “I’m just back from inspecting the remains of the three K’Rang corvettes that penetrated our border in an attempt to strike the Bolivar. Let me state up front there was never any danger to the Fleet and the Fleet was well within Galactic Republic territory. Even though we were engaged in our training exercise at the time, our forces were alert to all possibilities. The K’Rang ships were monitored shadowing the Fleet on the other side of the border. They were observed moving toward the border and intercepted immediately upon crossing into Galactic Republic space. The three missile corvettes were destroyed well out of range of the Bolivar.”
“This was a deliberate and unprovoked attack on the Fleet. At no time did the Fleet approach any closer than 500,000 kilometers of our side of the border.”
A smallish woman in her early forties raised her hand and General Bugarov called on her.
“General Bugarov, I am Mona Freelander of the Centauri News Affiliates. Can you tell us why it’s been over a week since this incident happened and we are just finding out about it now? We have also heard some rumors the attack was a bit more of a surprise than your comments would suggest.”
General Bugarov’s eyes flashed white hot for just a split second. The casual observer probably would have missed it. Kelly had felt its searing flames before and recognized it instantly. The general paused, peered down at her pocket terminal, and replied, “We had to make sure this wasn’t more than an isolated incident. We had to move the Fleet capital ships away from the border into a more defensive posture. We took appropriate precautions to move the Fleet out of any possible danger of attack. We conducted our investigations, determined there was no further danger, and then called this news conference. Any rumors we were caught unprepared are simply fabrications. The 15th Battle Fleet was and is in a state of constant vigilance. Thank you.”
With that, she quickly departed the newsroom to the shouts of further questions from the assembled reporters. The Tri-Vid News Channel news anchor reappeared.
“Nagging rumors of the Fleet being caught off guard persist. While we have no further response from the Fleet, we do have a comment from the Colonial Party Senate Whip, Senator Colleen Santari.”
An attractive, but severe woman in her thirties or forties stood before a podium bearing the seal of the Galactic Assembly upper house. Flashes went off as the woman shuffled through her pocket terminal and prepared to speak.
“As the head of the Senate Galactic Defense Committee, I am calling hearings into this matter. As you know, my party has been opposed to these provocative exercises so close to our border with the K’Rang. If there are any indications of unpreparedness on the part of the 15th Battle Fleet, I will get to the bottom of them. Thank you.”
Kelly turned away from the screen as one of the transport’s officers called for the assembled passenger’s attention. The purser indicated all port clearances had been completed and the passengers could disembark. Kelly picked up his bags and strode into the spaceport.
The Armstrong Spaceport was typical of developing planets. Small as far as spaceports went, it lacked many of the features found on some of the more prosperous planets closer to the Galactic Republic core around the Sol System. What it lacked in features, it more than made up in drabness. The color scheme was bland with the predominant color being concrete grey. It smelled faintly of curing concrete, further testifying to its newness.
The terminal was roughly shaped like the letter E, with the upper and lower legs pushed out at a slight angle. Kelly’s transport was at the farthest gate at the end of the top leg, the interplanetary gates. He passed businessmen shopping for souvenirs in kitschy shops and families waiting in line to enter carbon copy chain restaurants, as he made his way down the long corridor.
The terminal’s construction was adequate, but the fit and finish were not quite up to first world standards. The locals had made an effort to apply the latest styles, but they just didn’t quite get there. Everything seemed just a little off, like a picture frame slightly askew. The size and condition of the spaceport also reflected the smaller volume of passenger traffic this relatively new world generated. Kelly imagined that, as the planet continued to progress, the traffic would increase and services would follow.
Kelly made his way through medical screening. His Fleet medical records showed him to be in excellent health and with all his vaccinations up to date. The bored medtech barely looked up from his screen at him, before he thumbed his approval for planet entry into Kelly’s pocket terminal.
Customs screening was also perfunctory. When the customs official saw all Kelly had was his carry-on baggage, he looked at his uniform and thumbed him through. Passport control took a little longer because the agent found Kelly interesting and took some time to flirt with him before he passed him through. His uniform gave him no special privileges here on the civilian side of Armstrong.
His baggage from the Bolivar would not arrive for at least a week, so he passed by baggage pickup and the large crowd of people expectantly hoping for their bag to be the next one to appear on the carousel. He went out into the bustling main terminal to find transport to the base. There was supposed to be a regular fleet shuttle to the northern continent and Antares Base. All he had to do was find the right gate and get manifested. He consulted his pocket terminal and asked for directions. While he stood aside waiting for the response to come up, the slightly rumpled captain who’d had the run in with the laborers went by. Taking a chance the captain knew the way, Kelly followed him.
The captain headed for a moving sidewalk. Kelly tagged along at a discrete distance. His pocket terminal chimed to show his response had arrived and a quick glance confirmed he was headed in the right direction. At the end of the moving sidewalk, a lit sign with an arrow pointed the way to the waiting area for the fleet shuttle. Kelly lined up behind the captain to be added to the manifest for the next available shuttle.
The captain was quickly taken care of and Kelly moved up to the counter. A sharp looking female ensign with sparkling eyes looked up at him and said, “Pocket terminal with orders posted, please.”
Kelly handed over his pocket terminal with the orders already keyed up and waited.
“Ensign Blake,” she said, “I can get you on the next shuttle with your carry-on, but the rest of your baggage will have to wait for the next flight.
“That will be alright. This is all I have with me anyway.”
“Traveling light, are we?”
“Yes, my hold baggage won’t be here for at least a couple of weeks.”
She had a pleasant smile. Her uniform was a custom fit and the tailor did an expert job at setting off her impressive figure. Her name badge said Nielsen. When she stepped from behind her terminal to hand him back his pocket terminal, he noticed that she was wearing Fleet transport pilot’s wings.
“Do they have the pilots checking folks in here? That seems a little odd to me.”
“When you run a passenger shuttle for a Fleet Base and a bug hits your crew, you get to do a little bit of everything. What do you fly?”
“A desk probably, unless something else comes up.”
“We could always use another pilot in our detachment, if you don’t mind being a “Trash Hauler.” We’re always undermanned.”
Kelly cringed a little. Trash Hauler is what fighter pilots called the transport pilots that fly people and supplies around the fleet.
“I’d prefer to do my flying outside of the atmosphere, but if that opportunity doesn’t present itself I will consider it. Thank you. You know my name but all I know is your last name.”
“My contact info is in your terminal already.” A smile further lit up her eyes as she said that.
“My name is Tammy. Call me no matter how you decide. We can have a drink and talk about flying. If you go to gate three and wait, they will call your flight shortly. Have a nice flight.”
Her smile at the last exchange was almost blinding. Kelly smiled back and proceeded to gate three to wait. It was jammed with various Fleet personnel and their families heading to Antares Base. Kelly looked unsuccessfully for a place to sit, couldn’t find one, so leaned against a wall to wait. As Tammy promised, the flight was called almost before he had a chance to check for messages on his pocket terminal.
He lined up in rank order in front of the captain and a Lieutenant Junior Grade. The enlisted and their families lined up in front of them. It was an old Fleet tradition left over from the days of three-masted frigates and longboats. Senior personnel always boarded last and disembarked first. He moved onboard the shuttle, stowed his bags and took a seat next to the LTJG. The captain had taken the two seats across the aisle for himself.
The LTJG introduced himself as Roger Dahlens and said he was assigned to the Refit and Repair Directorate of the Fleet Yards at the Base.
“Where you coming in from?” He asked.
“I’m coming from Combat Fleet. I’m a transfer from Fleet Fighter Force.”
“I noticed the fighter wings on your chest. Aren’t you in the wrong color uniform?”
“Well I had a difference of opinion with my general and here I am.”
“Don’t tell me. You ran afoul of Old Bugger Off.” He said a little too loud.
The captain across the aisle looked up with a disapproving frown on his face, then went back to his reading.
“Man, if you had a run-in with Old Bugger Off, you are in fine company here. This place is where she dumps people who prove she’s not as smart as she thinks she is. Did you see how she was sandbagging on the tri-vid this morning? Fleet Base 17 is where she sends all those that displease her. It’s legend in the Fleet. Let me shake your hand.”
Kelly shook hands. He didn’t quite know how to take this. He had assumed being transferred out of Fighter Force would be a black mark, but here he found it made him part of a fraternity.
LTJG Dahlens chatted on for a bit more about his job in refit and repair, but as the light faded outside he turned to the window, threw a pillow behind his head, and dropped off to sleep.
Kelly looked past him out the window, watching the southern continent pass below them as the shuttle turned. He could make out the suburbs of Tranquility, the capital city. On the horizon, he could see the lights of two or three of the other few cities and towns on this sparsely populated planet.
Armstrong was one of the newer settled planets in the Galactic Republic. Fleet originally settled it. The civilians in the southern continent came later. Fleet Base 17 was built as the sole tenant of the northern continent to house a major overhaul base for ships capable of landing on planets’ surfaces. Antares Station serviced larger space-going ships in orbit above the planet. Antares Base and Station could service all but the large Fleet Carriers. Kelly had read plans were in motion to expand the station to be able to handle the carriers. Once the shuttle headed out over the middle ocean, Kelly could see nothing but the deep blue sea. He turned away from the window and read the local news off his pocket terminal until he looked over to the captain across the aisle.
His eyes met Kelly’s. “Why don’t you sit over here with me for a while, Ensign.”
An officer’s wish or desire is the same as a command, so Kelly got up and moved over next to the captain.
The captain’s uniform was still a little rumpled from his run in with the laborers earlier. His hair was dark with fine silver threads woven through. His uniform, though rumpled, hinted at a fit body underneath. He had the look of someone used to giving orders and having them instantly obeyed.
“Let me introduce myself. I am Captain John Hasselrode. I heard the Lieutenant’s outburst that you had troubles with General Bugarov. Did he tell you that it doesn’t make you unique here on Fleet Base 17?”
“I’m glad to meet you, sir. I’m Ensign Kelly Blake. Yes, sir, he did mention it.”
“Well, Ensign Blake, tell me your sad story.”
Kelly tactfully recounted General Bugarov’s apparent lack of understanding of space physics, her unwillingness to consider alternative tactics, her lack of thought for fleet security, and her embarrassment at being proved wrong by a 2LT. At the end, the captain had a smile on his face.
“Ensign, I don’t know where you might like to be assigned, but you should talk to my boss. You might have the qualities he looks for in an officer. I am the Executive Officer for Admiral Craddock, Commanding Officer of the Scout Force. You might fit in pretty well. The boss is always looking for good officers who can think on their feet. Let me see your terminal and I’ll flash in my contact info.”
The captain pulled out his own terminal, aimed it at Kelly’s, and said he hoped he would take him up on his offer.
Kelly moved back over to his seat and pondered his options. He was certain General Bugarov intended to put him into the most miserable job she could find. Kelly didn’t like that option. Ensign Nielsen offered pleasant possibilities. Captain Hasselrode and his admiral offered other possibilities. Of course, the military is one profession where one walks up to a gift horse, pries its mouth open and checks it closely. It is always nicer, however, to have multiple options from which to choose. Kelly pulled out a pillow, wedged it into the space between the seats and caught some sleep before the shuttle landed. As he drifted in and out of sleep, he noted to himself how abysmally slow the shuttle was compared to his fighter.

*****

Ensign Blake awoke shortly before landing and spent the last minutes on the flight to Fleet Base 17 researching assignment options. The base was home to LTJG Dahlen’s refit and repair directorate, a supply directorate, a base services directorate, base headquarters, and the flight detachment to which Ensign Nielsen belonged. It also included the headquarters and three squadrons of the Scout Force. Kelly decided he would check out Admiral Craddock’s history.
Admiral Craddock’s resume looked a little spotty. It suggested that in addition to the Scout Force work, he also had a few tours in Fleet Intelligence. His assignments within the Scout Force were impressive. One of his assignments, as Commander of the Scout Ship Resolute, struck a familiar note.
Further research revealed that then Lieutenant Commander Thomas Craddock was on patrol in the Perseus sector during the Algol Revolt. His mission was to provide early warning to the 17th Battle Fleet of any Algolian Fleet movements out of their planetary system. The Algolians had a long time conflict with the Aldebarans over asteroid mineral rights along the edges of the Pleiades Star field. It had led to interplanetary war a decade prior. The resulting Perseus Act limited the number of major combatants each planet’s Fleet could have off planet at any one time.
Fleet forces were stretched thin, handling several crises in the region. The 17th Battle Fleet would need time to gather forces and bring them to bear against any Algolian incursion. LCDR Craddock was on patrol to sunward of the Algolian main fleet base when their entire fleet lifted off and proceeded to the Aldebaran system. His calls to the 17th Fleet were answered with, “Handle it as best you can, we’re up to our butts in alligators,” or words to that effect.
The Resolute was a long range Scout class ship, designed to provide early warning to a Combat Fleet. It was loaded with long-range sensors, long-range communications, and short-range weaponry. The 40-person crew was enough to maintain 24-hour watches, but not enough for boarding anything more dangerous than an interplanetary cargo shuttle. The Resolute’s shields and armor were effective against a single energy blast, but a concentrated barrage would reduce her to space dust. Its weapons, while effective for allowing the ship to fight its way out of a jam, were not offensive weapons by any measure. Its main advantage was that, at that time, it was the smallest class of ship in the universe capable of mounting a three-power light speed engine.
Left in a situation that was totally impossible and lacking clear guidance, he did what no sane officer would do. LCDR Craddock singlehandedly attacked the entire Algolian Fleet-and won.
The Algolian Fleet was composed of over 300 ships. It had 20 battlecruisers, 40 light cruisers, 45 heavy and medium destroyers, 50 or so lesser combatants, and 100 assault landing ships. The remainders were support ships of various types. What the Algolians had in numbers, they lacked in weapons control, sensor resolution, and speed. They also suffered from poor intelligence on GR Fleet capabilities and lack of recent experience fighting fleet-on-fleet engagements. All of their training had been conducted against their own forces. LCDR Craddock realized this and proceeded to confound the Algolians.
He started by getting just outside of their sensor range and communicating a warning to the Algolian Fleet Commander that his actions were in violation of the Perseus Act and if he did not return to Algol, cloaked fighters within his formation would destroy his Fleet. The Algolian Fleet Commander ignored the warning and kept on.
Sitting at the edge of Algolian sensor range, the Resolute used its superior sensors to develop a precise plot of every Algolian ship in the formation. By watching them for several days, it was able to predict where every Algolian ship would be at any point.
LCDR Craddock executed a carefully orchestrated sequence of precise FTL jumps into the middle of the Algolian Fleet. Each time he dropped out of FTL, his position was to the rear of one of the Algolian major combatants. His energy weapons at close range made short work of the warship’s engines and then he conducted an FTL jump back out of the formation. After twenty jump sequences, all Algolian battlecruisers were adrift in space, venting gases, with not a scratch on the Resolute. Of course, half the Resolute’s crew was puking their guts out from FTL sickness, but the effect had been made. The Algolian Fleet limped back to Algol with the prides of their Fleet in tow, convinced the 17th Battle Fleet had cloaked ships in their midst.
When the 17th Battle Fleet finally called the Resolute to inform them they would be proceeding to her assistance, LCDR Craddock told them their assistance was not needed, as he was escorting the Algolian Fleet back to their home base and the decommissioning of their 20 battle cruisers.
The tactic of sequential FTL hops had been taught at the Star Academy ever since. LCDR Craddock was promoted to Commander Craddock and took over command of a Scout Squadron. As Kelly continued his research, he found other accounts of Admiral Craddock’s brilliance and panache in unusual combat situations. This was a man he could work for.

Two days later, after placing a call to Captain Hasselrode using the contact info the captain had beamed into his terminal, Kelly scheduled an interview with Admiral Craddock. Kelly had been ducking the base assignments officer while considering his alternatives. He’d already found out from a helpful yeoman they planned to assign him to the Base Services Directorate. He had no intention of tracking building repair orders for the next three years. He was going to get himself back into space.
The following morning, he arrived at Admiral Craddock’s office, where Captain Hasselrode introduced him to his boss.
Admiral Craddock was about six feet tall, wearing a regulation duty uniform and not the stylized uniforms some flag officers preferred. He was obviously fit and his posture was erect. Kelly knew from his resume that Craddock was in his late fifties, but he looked ten years younger. There was an earnestness and wisdom in his face and a look of integrity. In addition, he saw what Kelly thought might be a wry sense of humor behind his eyes.
Admiral Craddock came out from behind his desk after they exchanged salutes and gave Kelly a firm handshake.
“Please take a seat, Ensign. Captain Hasselrode pulled your record for me. You were quite impressive until about two weeks ago. Top of your class in all your academic, flight, and combat training, excellent initial rating, and then you had the temerity to prove General Bugarov wrong in a tactical decision. I read her comments in your last rating where she drummed you out of the Fighter Corps. I checked with some buddies of mine in the 15th Fleet. I know what really happened. You showed good tactical sense. Irina embarrassed herself and used you to deflect the heat from that potential fiasco away from her.”
He moved back behind his desk and picked up a pocket terminal.
“She did you a favor, by the way. If she had kept you in the Fighter Force, you never would have been promoted to First Lieutenant. In three months you would have been notified you were not being promoted, given severance pay, and shipped home. By transferring you to the Fleet, she gave you a chance to continue in the service. I’m sure it didn’t feel like she was being your benefactor and I’m sure she didn’t intend to be. That’s just how it is.”
“Ensign, if you come to work for me, I can get you promoted to LTJG in three months. I have a little influence in personnel channels. I might be able to get General Bugarov’s rating misplaced from your file. You can have as long a career in the service as your drive and talents will take you. I think you have qualities that will fit well in the Scout Force. I can get you back out in space. What do you say?”
Kelly stood, came to attention, faced the admiral, and said, “Sir, I would consider it an honor to serve under you in the Scout Force.”
“Fine. Captain Hasselrode, see to it that Ensign Blake’s orders are amended assigning him to Scout Force. I think we can make better use of him than Base Services. Your specific assignment orders will be cut today. Check your terminal for where to report. That will be all, Ensign. Welcome to Scout Force.”
Kelly shook the admiral’s hand, saluted, turned, and left the office, resisting the urge to jump for joy as he exited. He also reflected on how much the admiral knew about him. He didn’t think it would be wise to underestimate RADM Craddock’s knowledge on any subject.
RADM Craddock went back behind his desk and asked, “John, where do you think he would be best used?”
“Sir, I think he would make a good second officer on the Vigilant. It’s coming out of refit at the end of the month. LCDR Timmons and Ensign Blake would make a good team. The Vigilant has a good Chief, and Blake seems intelligent enough to learn the insides and out of the ship from a seasoned senior chief.”
“Good, see to it. It’s a pity he had to run afoul of Old Bugger Off. He would have made a damned fine Fighter Force commander. I really should do something about her. She has ruined more than her fair share of good officers. I think I may make some calls.”



Chapter Two


Ensign Blake expected he would move into quarters on the Vigilant; however, the Vigilant’s extensive refit had the crew’s quarters strewn with wiring, piping, and boxes. The yard was running a little behind schedule. There was so much activity on the Vigilant that it was unsafe and inconvenient for the crew to be onboard.
It didn’t take Kelly very long to unpack his few belongings and get settled into the base bachelor officers’ quarters, the BOQ or the Q, as it was more readily known. He caught up on his messages, tried to watch some of the local programming, but wound up falling asleep on the couch. He woke up in the morning and had just enough time to get cleaned up and dressed. Kelly left the Q and proceeded to the building where LCDR Timmons had his shore office. He took the elevator to the sixth floor.
It was unusual for a crew not to be aboard helping with the refit, but Captain Hasselrode had been stoking a fire under the refit and repair directorate officer-in-charge. The refit crew chief had asked the crew to clear out and give them total rein and freedom of action onboard. It was unusual, but not unheard of. The plus was the refit would be completed on time, but the down side was the crew would not be there to see how the refit crew had installed components and changed things from the way they were before.
The office door to room 615 said In-Port Office, GRS Valiant, PC-155. Kelly turned the knob and entered. Seated in the middle of the office was a female yeoman. She looked up as Kelly walked in and came to attention.
“Good morning, sir. Are you Ensign Blake?”
Kelly answered in the affirmative. He looked closer at the yeoman. She was a strikingly beautiful woman. She had strong, chiseled features with high cheekbones and a trim, athletic figure. Her dark hair was done up in a neat bun, high on the back of her head. Kelly clearly saw a Central American heritage; she looked like she could have stepped down from an Aztec temple wall carving.
“Welcome, sir. I am Yeoman Benitez. The captain is expecting you. If you’ll wait a moment, I’ll let him know you have arrived. She moved over to an office door to the left of the anteroom and knocked.
She opened the door and announced Kelly’s arrival, closed the door and turned back to Kelly. She told him the captain would see him now and went back to her desk.
Kelly entered LCDR Edgar Timmons’ office, marched up to the desk, saluted, and reported in. LCDR Timmons saluted quickly, got up from his chair, walked around his desk, and gave Kelly a firm, but not crushing handshake. LCDR Timmons was a big man. He wasn’t much taller than Kelly, but he was built like a bear.
“My name is Edgar, but you can call me Captain. Glad to have you onboard, Ensign Blake.”
“Yes sir, I don’t know if this office qualifies as onboard, Captain, but I’m sure glad to be here.”
“Be seated, Ensign. You have a good file here. For someone that hasn’t been in the service for very long, you have an unusually large and noteworthy file. You have top block ratings in all your schools. You got good grades at the Academy. I see you’ve been awarded the Space Medal and the Joint Meritorious Service Medal. Those are quite impressive medals. I know how you got the first one; that action is why you’re here. You’ll have to tell me how you got the other someday.”
LCDR Timmons looked up and saw Kelly was sitting at attention. “Relax, Ensign. You're going to do all right in Scout Force. The Vigilant is a good ship and we'll teach you how we do things in the Scouts. You could serve with a lot worse.”
He paused for a moment and continued, “I want to tell you a little bit about why we’re out here. I know it’s not taught well enough in the Academy. It's important to know why you may be asked to put your life on the line way out where the stars are few and far between.”
“I know you learned about the Milky Way in Astrography. I’ll bring you up to date, but first let me cover a little history. You know the Milky Way is a bar spiral galaxy and Earth’s solar system is in a small spiral off of the nuclear center of the galaxy, not one of the bigger spirals further outward. Even though our galaxy is called the Milky Way because of the apparent cloud of stars, there are vast distances between the stars. These areas we call dark space. This is where we Scouts operate best.”
“I’m sure you learned about the first galactic human settlements over a century ago. When our first long-range probes and scouts went out, they found our little corner of the galaxy was largely unpopulated and mostly devoid of life. We quickly populated human settlements on the few habitable planets in this part of the galaxy. Huge settlement ships were built and they carried mankind out into the far reaches of space. We populated the 10 closest worlds first and spread out from there. Those first settlers had it hard. We lost a lot of good people. Life on the frontier was rough, before your parents came up with reliable long distance FTL communications 25 years ago. There are now over 150 human-inhabited worlds and moons in this arm of the Milky Way.”
LCDR Timmons made a sudden turn from his subject. “How are your parents, anyway? I hope I get a chance to meet them some day. I’m a big fan of theirs.”
Kelly’s parents were quite well known scientists and inventors. “They’re fine, sir, as best I know. I’ve been out near the K’Rang frontier for months and haven’t communicated with them in a while. I expect to get back in touch now that I’m here.”
“Good! Where was I? Oh, yeah. It wasn’t until our scouts pressed further out-spiral that we ran into the Moosilian Empire. The Moose, as we began to call them, were fairly benevolent and we signed the First Intergalactic Treaty with them in 2133. We agreed to the establishment of a buffer zone between our races. Trade is allowed and encouraged, but they don’t want us moving any excess population in there. Our patrol forces on the frontier guarantee we don’t trod in each other’s space. It’s held up pretty well.”
“Our scouts surveying in-spiral found a similar situation. Life is not as common as most early philosophers, authors, and scientist expected. One scout pushing out further in-spiral on a deep-space patrol found a curious artifact floating in open space. It was a spinning, glowing triangular dipyramid. They scanned it from all sides, recorded all they could, and would have brought it back to the nearest star base if it hadn’t been twice the size of their ship. After a great deal of study, the best human brains determined it was a no trespassing sign. The scouts had run into the frontier of the K’Rang Empire.”
“While the Moose are a benevolent race, as you know, the K’Rang are not. They are a rat nasty bunch and want nothing to do with humanity. In fact, their standard response to meeting a human ship in space is to immediately annihilate the human ship. No warning, no get out, they just blast away.”
“Actually, rat nasty is a somewhat inappropriate description of the K’Rang. They are actually evolved from a cat-like species. They walk on two legs, but retain many feline traits and characteristics. They have the fur, claws, teeth, and balance of a cat. They can leap three times their own height. They are incredibly quick. A K’Rang warrior can cover short distances with incredible speed. If they get in close they can make full use of their claws and fangs. In space they react similarly. They like to get in and duke it out at close range. Something we have learned to use to our advantage.”
“After the Capricorn War, which we and the K’Rang fought to a draw, we withdrew back from the frontier, established our mutual sensor and mine fields to provide advanced warning of any incursions, and pretended each other didn’t exist. No armistice or cease-fire was signed. We withdrew to lick our mutual wounds. Neither side able to gain the advantage. Neither side wanting to provoke the other has existed for quite some time. That situation, unfortunately, has changed.”
“Four months ago, a survey team from Hodgkin’s World, Inc. in Capricorn, flew in to examine some not so nearby star systems for human inhabitability. Mark Carter, Hodgkin’s World, Inc. president and CEO, wanted to export some excess population and gain some territory. His survey ship stumbled on a solar system the K’Rang were terra forming. As stupid as it was, Carter mounted an expedition of his own resources to take this world and the K’Rang terra forming technology for his own. Needless to say, K’Rang reinforcements showed up and wiped out the pitiful Hodgkin’s World, Inc. fleet, but not before the Hodgkin’s forces had killed all the K’Rang terra forming party. Fortunately, Mr. Carter paid for his stupidity and perished along with his fleet. Right now, we are calling it even, but our intel tells us that is not the K’Rang view. They haven’t done anything yet, but it could be just a matter of time before they retaliate.”
“The K’Rang are no pushovers. They fight well and are fearless in battle. They have good tactics and adapt quickly to battle situations. We lost many ships to them in the Capricorn War. We captured a few of the K’Rang, but no matter what we do, they die in captivity. Our best minds think they just choose to stop living and die. We know more about their physiology than their military or society.”
“We watch them. They watch us. So far nothing has happened. Half our Fleet intel guys say nothing will happen. Half say they are waiting for us to show vulnerability. Either way, we patrol and make sure they know we are there. They do the same thing. The longer this impasse continues, the more we build up forces and supplies along the frontier.”
“Our mission is to find out what the K’Rang are up to. We are not out there to start a war, but, hopefully, to keep one from happening. Keep that in mind as we patrol around the frontier. The buffer zone we and the K’Rang have set up is wide enough so any incursions won’t be a mistake.”
“We also have strict orders pertaining to any confrontation with the K’Rang. This is why I am having this long chat with you this morning. It is imperative these orders be followed completely.”
Kelly had the sudden thought he was about to be told the K’Rang were to fire the first shot.
“No, Ensign, I'm not about to tell you the K’Rang get to shoot first. I can see it on your face. No, our orders are that we will not engage in any confrontation with the K’Rang unless they are firmly on our side of the buffer zone and we have an overwhelming numerical or tactical advantage. Our leadership wants to make sure we defeat the K’Rang in any engagement.”
Kelly said, “That's the same guidance we had on the Bolivar, sir. Three to one was our minimum force ratio for an attack. I understand.”
“Good. Do you want some coffee? Have you had breakfast yet? No? Come on, let’s go get something to eat.”
Kelly actually hadn’t had time to answer his new captain, but he followed LCDR Timmons out the door and out of the building anyway.
Kelly and his boss stepped out into the bright sunshine, Kelly lagging slightly behind. Once on the street, LCDR Timmons looked back and said, “Come on. If it’s one thing these repair and refit guys know how to do, it’s eating well. They have a mess hall here serving some of the best grub I’ve ever eaten. As you can tell from my frame, I’ve eaten quite a bit.” With that, LCDR Timmons let out a loud guffaw. Kelly was to learn the captain’s sense of humor was one of his best qualities.
“I talked to the admiral when he assigned you to me. I was a little concerned about you when I learned you had been transferred here from Fighter Force. Of course, when the admiral told me you had wound up on the bad side of Old Bugger Off, I didn’t worry. She has tossed aside more good officers than one should have the right to.”
Kelly said, “I understand I am in a good and large company of officers. The admiral told me the General had done me a favor by transferring me to the Fleet. Funny, it didn’t feel like it at the time.”
“Well, don’t worry about it. You have a chance to make a clean start here. Make the best of it.”
“I’ll give you my best effort, Captain.”
“Well then, it’s settled. My standards are very simple. I’m always willing to accept peoples’ best effort. I don’t demand perfection, just excellence. Come on, let’s eat.”

LCDR Timmons wasn’t lying. The mess hall was fabulous. The decor was as up to date as they came. The decorations must have been brought in from Earth. They had real eggs made to order; pancakes, waffles, bacon, sausage, ham, kippers, baked beans, fresh fruit, and a pastry tray the head cook on the Bolivar would weep over. They also had some obvious and unfamiliar local delicacies. He avoided those. Kelly ordered an omelet, bacon, hash browns, and picked up some pastry as he moved down the line. LCDR Timmons ordered his three eggs over easy, with bacon and sausage on the side, home fries, and three pancakes. LCDR Timmons had a good appetite. They picked up juice and coffee and made their way to a table.
“The Vigilant is a good ship…or at least she will be when she comes out of refit. I am a little concerned about not being there during these last few days. No telling what the refit guys will mess up that we’ll have to sort out on patrol. I guess it can’t be helped. I saw you have an Electronic Engineering degree. That will come in handy. I’m sure the yard will get a few things wired wrong and the computer never works right for a few days after refit. You and Chief Watson will have to sort out those things as we do work ups. We aren’t big enough to have an engineering officer, so you and the chief and our chief machinists mate will have to sort things out. We will have most of our crew back, but we’ll have about a 50 % turnover before our first patrol. We’ll need to do a lot of work to get the crew ready for patrol.”
“I’ll do my best sir, but it will take me a few days to get the hang of a ship with more than one person on it.”
“Don’t worry about that Kelly, Chief Watson will show you the ropes. I know. He taught me. We’d be lost in space and adrift without our chiefs.”
“Tell me more about the Vigilant, sir.”
“Well, she’s the second ship built in the Valiant Class of scout ships. She’s got the Diomede anti-matter/gravity engine, which will go five power light speed, almost six if we tune her right. The yard is supposed to be applying the tune up as part of the standard engine control program. I guess that will give Chief Miller something to play with. He is our Chief Machinists Mate. He knows the ship inside and out. In fact he worked for the Bureau of Ships’ team that designed her. Even though we aren’t supposed to be on board right now and in the way of the refit crew, Chief Miller is there, helping the refit crew chief get her ready. It took some convincing, but now their refit crew chief wouldn’t have it any other way. That way, he’ll catch most of the major problems. The minor ones will be the responsibility of you, me, and the crew.”
“She’s having the new twin particle turrets installed in place of the old single plasma turrets. It doubles our firepower and triples our range. I’ve heard from the Valiant’s captain they don’t track on target properly until you tweak the fire control computer some. That is your problem to solve. We don’t use weapons much in our work, but when we need them, I want them working at 100 % efficiency.”
“Our sensor suite will be upgraded, too. We’ll have ten times the range with our long-range sensors and four times the sensitivity on our short-range sensors. The planetary sensors will be able to reach 1000 meters below the land surface and any depth underwater. We’re supposed to gain a significant increase in sensor capability in plasma-charged space, such as a nebula. Some of the gas clouds used to leave us blind. This upgrade is supposed to take care of that for us. Now, if someone tries to hide in the upper atmosphere of a gas giant, we can find them.”
“We have a cargo hold along the top dorsal fin. We hardly ever carry cargo. Its main purpose is to hold a launcher for 20 missiles. It loads in as a complete unit and takes up the entire compartment. The guidance system is tied directly into sensors. We won’t see the launcher until wartime, though.”
“Sir, how does she handle? How about acceleration, turning radius, and G-forces?”
“Relax. Most of the time, we only travel in straight lines. If we have to skedaddle, because we got caught or stumbled into something we shouldn’t have, the computer flies us out. We have artificial gravity and a stabilization system. You don’t feel acceleration and G-factors. It won’t be the same as it was in the cockpit of a fighter. When we do work ups, I’ll give you the controls so you can get a feel for the ship. It is possible to fly the ship, but we don’t do it often. The Vigilant has a crew of 48. We aren’t strapped into acceleration couches as we do our jobs. We can’t jink around in space like a fighter. You’ll also find the mass and momentum is different from a fighter. You’re a smart guy. So I’m sure you will find some tricks the designers never imagined.”
Kelly scratched his chin, “I hadn’t thought about the fact the crew isn’t harnessed in. That does make a good bit of difference. I’ll remember and adjust my thinking.”
“You’ll figure it out. When we get back, the yeoman will get you all in-processed. Get the quartermaster to outfit you with a proper set of uniforms. That one looks a little big. We tend to wear coveralls on patrol. They are quicker to get into and take up less space on board. I find them more comfortable. There are some additional duties I get to assign to you as the exec. I’ll have Chief Watson see to it you have the ship’s new schematics to use for bedtime reading for a while.”
“Now for the crew. The crew consists of two officers, six chiefs, and 40 lower ranks. The ship is divided into five sections-the bridge, gunnery, sensor, engineering, and mess. There is a chief in charge of each section. They manage their sections and assign their people to watches and other duties. The Chief of the Ship, Chief Watson, is a twenty year Fleet veteran. What he doesn’t know about Scout class ships isn’t worth knowing. He could probably disassemble, diagnose, repair, and reassemble any component of the ship. Not only that, but he can teach others how to do it, too. You outrank him, but if you are smart, you won’t argue with him or question him on anything he says. I don’t. He’ll treat you with the respect your rank deserves, but if he makes a suggestion you should give it a good long think before you do it some other way.”
“Its okay sir, I’m not your stereotypical ensign. I had a good crew chief on the Bolivar. I learned the value of listening to people who knew more than me. After all, there are so many of them.”
This produced another guffaw. “Ensign, I think I’m going to like you. We should do well together. One last bit of guidance, if I ask you something, tell me what you know, not what you think or guess. If I want your opinion or a guess, I’ll ask you for that specifically. Otherwise, stick with the facts. There will be times out there where I won’t have time to work through a hypothesis. If you don’t know, say so. Come on, finish up. I’ll introduce you to the crew.”
Kelly looked down and realized LCDR Timmons had cleaned his plate while talking to him, but Kelly’s breakfast was only half eaten. He wasn’t sure how the captain had done that because he had talked almost the entire meal, but never talked with his mouth full. Kelly wolfed down his breakfast, wiped his mouth, and got up with LCDR Timmons to carry their trays to the conveyor. The conveyor led to a replicator that would melt down the trays, plates, utensils, and refuse, and reform them into new serving ware and utensils for the next meal.
The two walked out of the mess hall and back to LCDR Timmons’ office. Chief Watson was waiting for them. He looked young to be the Chief of the Ship. He looked to be in his late 30s. He was tall and wiry, six feet and just under 180 pounds. He had the look of someone who knew instinctively exactly what to do in any given situation.
“Chief, this is Ensign Kelly Blake, our new Executive Officer. Take him under your wing and take care of him.”
Chief Watson gave him a handshake exactly matching the pressure of Kelly’s grip. Kelly took it as a sign the chief didn’t feel the need to compete with him.
“Glad to have you aboard sir. Captain, when you are done with the Exec, I have the yeoman and quartermaster standing by to in-process him and get him outfitted.”
Chief, I’m done with him for now. Blake, go with the chief. Meet me back here at noon for lunch and then we’ll go over to see what the refit crew is up to.”
“Aye aye, sir. Chief, I guess I’m all yours.”
“Come with me, sir. If I can have your pocket terminal, we’ll get you officially signed onboard and transfer all your preferences onto the base network and the ship’s computer.”
Kelly handed over his pocket terminal, it was scanned into the admin terminal, and handed back.
“Sir, once you get on board, your quarters’ control preferences and your personal terminal will all be as they were for you on the Bolivar. Of course, you can modify them once you get on board, if you choose. Yeoman Benitez will make sure all your records are squared away. She’ll make sure General Bugarov didn’t do anything to your records that isn’t exactly according to regulations. The General has a history of leaving time bombs in people’s records that don’t go off until later. Yeoman Benitez here was with the base admin office before coming to us. She has seen it before and knows just what to look for. Now if you’ll follow me, we’ll get you some new, better-fitting uniforms and an issue of shipboard equipment. Sir, seeing your wings, did you bring your flight safety equipment?”
I did, Chief, but it will be a few weeks before it arrives. I’m sure it was sent by the slowest means possible. I would be surprised if it wasn’t arriving on a sub-light speed kinetic ore carrier.”
Well, sir, we’ll see if we can expedite it so you have it before we start work ups. This way to the Quartermaster.”
Kelly and the chief walked down the hall to the Quartermaster’s office in the rear of the building. No one was present.
“Billings,” yelled Chief Watson, “Where the hell are you?”
A head popped up behind the desk.
“No need to yell, I’m right here. I dropped my pocket terminal and was just picking it up.” The Quartermaster, Chief Billings, saw Kelly and came to attention.
“I beg your pardon, sir. I didn’t see you. Please come in, sir. Take a seat. Give me a minute to bring up your data on the terminal. This data is a week old. Have there been any major changes since this data was last updated, sir?”
“I can’t think of anything that has changed.”
“Great, sir, I’ll pull all this together for you and have it delivered to your office or your quarters, whichever you prefer. We won’t be able to store things on the ship until the refit crew is done. In fact, the storage lockers are sitting in the refit bay next to the ship. They probably won’t be installed until the end.”
“Could you send the uniforms to my quarters and the rest to my office, Chief?”
“Yes sir. I’ll have this done before close of business today. Your new uniforms should be waiting for you when you get back to your quarters this evening.”
Sir, if you’ll come with me, I’ll introduce you to some of the crew. Only about half the crew is on hand. We’re trying to use this slack period to give the crew liberty and training. We spend a lot of time out on patrol, so we have to take advantage of these opportunities as they come up. Normally, we’d all be humping on the refit, but seeing as the refit crew is running behind schedule and our pointing out where they were screwing up our ship was slowing them down even further, they kicked us off. It gives us some unexpected slack time to take advantage of. We’ve got half the crew in training and the rest on leave. In a week, we’ll swap the two groups. Ah, here we are.”
They had come to a door in the hallway. The chief opened the door and the two walked into a darkened room.
“Sir, this is the gunnery trainer. We are training the gunnery section on the new particle turrets.”
As Kelly’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, he could see three small cubicles with terminal screens and a series of controls. A person got up from one of the terminals and walked over.
“Sir, this is Chief Pennypacker, the Chief Gunner’s Mate. Chief, this is our new Exec, Ensign Blake.”
“Glad to meet you sir. Welcome to the particle gun transition trainer. I just finished a training simulation for our gunners and they are on break right now. As we are changing out the old energy turrets for the twin particle turret, we need to train up on the new system. Come over here, sir, and I’ll give you a demo.”
They walked over to one of the cubicles and Chief Pennypacker had Kelly sit down. The chair formed to his shape and a diagnostic ran on the terminal in front of him. A message came up, saying the system was online. Indicators for rate of fire and ammunition level were on the bottom of the screen. Across the screen top was a horizontal azimuth indicator. Elevation was indicated along the left side, and on the right was an indicator of range to target. In the center was a red dot and cross hairs.
“The turret rotates through 360 degrees. It elevates through 175 degrees. You lose a little bit of elevation dead astern because of the engine fairings. To overcome this blind spot, there are guns mounted on the fairings firing dead astern. Anybody trying to run up our exhaust will face a nasty surprise. There are three of these turrets at 120 degrees around the axis of the ship. Unless they are in close and coming in directly at a turret, two turrets can bear on a target at one time. In the case where a target is coming in directly on a turret, however, the ship will automatically roll to bring two turrets to bear. In addition to these, we also have three forward firing category III plasma cannons. These are our big bored and long-range guns. They can fire farther than the particle guns, but don’t do as much damage since shielding technology has improved. Occasionally, you can ionize the shields on an older ship, blinding their sensors. That doesn’t happen much any more. They will probably be changed out for particle cannons on our next refit.”
“The hand controls here move the turret. Turn the yoke clockwise to move right, counter clockwise to move left. Twist it up to move the gun up in the turret. Down to move it down. There are firing buttons on both sides of the yoke. As you move the guns up past vertical, the turret will spin to keep your field of vision from inverting. It can be a little disconcerting the first few times you do it. If you are prone to space sickness, it will have you puking until you adapt. You can set it to blank the video until it completes the spin, but most don’t want that. Here, let me set up a demo for you.”
Kelly leaned forward to get the feel of the simulator. The screen was concave and gave him about 180 degrees horizontal and 120 degrees vertical. He found the screen to cover just to the edge of his peripheral vision. It was almost like the forward view out of an F-53 cockpit. The yoke fit his hand well and the triggers fell just where his index fingers naturally landed.
“Sir, I’m going to give you slow targets so you can get the feel for the turret first, then I’ll speed them up as you get proficient. This should be a snap for a fighter pilot like you.” Chief Pennypacker winked slyly to Chief Watson behind Kelly’s back.
Kelly got ready and scanned for the first target to show up. It came in from lower right. An indicator arrow in the center of the screen pointed toward the target. Kelly tracked onto it, fired, and watched it erupt into a fireball. A series of single fighters came at him from all points of the compass and he readily finished them off. Chief Pennypacker increased the frequency of single fighters and still Kelly dealt with them. His training as a fighter pilot came in very handy. Chief Pennypacker then started throwing two at a time at him. It was a little harder, but he still kept them from getting closer than 50 kilometers to the notional ship. Four-ship groups got Ensign Blake sweating. He got most of them, but a few got through to firing range of the ship. At this point the lights came up.
Kelly uncoiled from the simulator and said, “Sorry, Chief, I guess I’m going to need some more training. I think I would have caused some holes in the side of the ship by letting those last groups get in to us.”
“Sir, that’s okay. You just became our best gunner. You even outshot my best score. Can I get you to help me train our gunners?”
“Really? I did that well? I think with a bit more practice with the system, I could have gotten those last two four-ship groups.”
“Sir, you were doing so well, I ran the full three turret scenario at you. If the other turrets had been manned, they would have picked off the ones you missed. You did real good.”
“Thanks, Chief, I think I need a shower now.”
Both chiefs burst into laughter, and Chief Watson led him back out into the hallway.
“Come on, sir, let me show you to your office.”
The two walked back down the hallway to the anteroom outside LCDR Timmons’ office. Chief Watson walked around the Yeoman’s desk, opened the door in the back of the anteroom, and held it open as Kelly walked past. The office was small, but adequate. There was a desk with built in terminal, a couple of chairs, a wardrobe, and a door to his right. A large window overlooked the shipyard. Kelly saw two large crew bags in one corner. He assumed that was his ship equipment. Chief Watson walked over to the door on the right. He opened the door and said it was the hallway to the command group head. Kelly looked in the head and saw it was equipped with a toilet, sink and shower.
Cushy, thought Kelly. He didn’t think he’d be using the shower much, but it was nice to have it there, anyway. He saw three more doors into the hallway and assumed they went into the main anteroom, captain’s and chief’s offices.
“That’s about the end of the grand tour. When you and the captain go over to the ship after lunch, you’ll meet more of the crew. I’ll leave you to get settled in. One last thing, sir, I don’t know if you’re aware Armstrong is on a 27 and a half standard hour clock. Be sure to allow for the difference in your schedule. It usually throws off newcomers until they adjust. The yeoman runs the coffee fund for us, keeps track so we pay our share, keeps the pot fresh, and will even bring it to you if you wish. I’ll be just across the anteroom if you need me, sir.”
Kelly thanked the chief and looked over his new office. His office on the Bolivar had been a shared desk in his four-man cabin. He looked out over the shipyard at the classes of ships being worked on. He saw at least two Scout-class ships, and wondered which was the Vigilant. As he looked closer, he realized that one of the Scout ships had double gun turrets and the other still had the single gun turrets. The one with the new turrets must be the Vigilant. He also saw three assault landing ships. They were big, clumsy, almost prehistoric looking things, when compared to the Scout-class ships.
The Vigilant was black and sleek, almost deadly looking. It was so black it seemed not to reflect any light. Faintly tubular in shape, it looked a little like a triangular bar, but with the corners rounded and tapering slightly toward the front. The turrets were mounted on this rounded corner part. He saw the glass windscreen at the nose of the ship and liked that feature. Fighters were one of the few classes of space-going craft that still had glass in their cockpits. Most other ship designs had foregone the glass viewports on the bridge for sensor arrays feeding internal monitor screens. Kelly liked the ability to use his eyes, as well as the ship’s sensors. As he looked just aft of the bridge, he saw two protrusions on the top and the bottom of the ship’s side facing him. He assumed there was a matching one on the opposite side. Those were the particle cannons. All along the sides of the ship were strange antennae, blisters, and protrusions. Those must be the sensor array. It would take him a while to feel about this ship the way he did about his fighter, but he thought it would grow on him.
Remembering what Chief Watson had said about the local time, he checked his watch, which adjusted to local time automatically on worlds with centrally broadcast time. He had over an hour to go before lunch. He logged onto his desktop terminal to check messages. He found copies of his orders assigning him to the Vigilant, his clothing and equipment issue record, orders for six additional duties he’d assumed as the Executive Officer, and an expert turret gunner certificate from Chief Pennypacker. He chuckled inwardly at that. There was an invitation to Admiral Craddock's quarters for evening cocktails on Saturday. He’d have to make sure his new mess dress uniform was squared away for that. At the end of a long list of Base administrative announcements, about things for which he had no use, was a message from Ensign Tammy Nielsen.
He opened the message and Ensign Nielsen’s sunny face appeared. “Ensign Blake, I’d like to invite you to a party we are having in the junior officers bar at the O Club on Lunaday. If you haven’t figured it out by now, Armstrong has an eight-day week. The extra day is wedged in between Saturday and Sunday. We call it Looneyday here. Saturday is a workday and the weekend starts on Looneyday. The party starts at 2000 hours. I’d really like you to come. You’ll have fun. We have a pretty good group of junior officers here. I think you’ll fit right in. Dress is very casual. Let me know. Bye!”
Well, his social calendar was filling up fast. Drinks with the admiral on Saturday evening and drinks with his peers and a cute blonde on Looneyday. “Sounds like a winner to me.” He took a moment to send a message to Tammy that he would be coming to the party.
In the time he had before lunch with the captain, he pulled up the reference documents for all his additional duties, scanned through them, and downloaded them into his pocket terminal. He had a lot to learn.



Chapter Three


“Damn, you are a slow eater. Do I have to wait on you all the time?”
The captain had a big grin on his face.
Kelly was astounded. LCDR Timmons had blasted through his meal while maintaining his end of the conversation during lunch. Blake had barely made a dent in his food. Once again, he had to wolf down a few bites and follow LCDR Timmons out the door.
“Come on. Let’s go meet the Vigilant.”
Kelly had a hard time keeping up with LCDR Timmons. The captain had a broad stride and a quick pace. Kelly was almost running to keep up.
“Keep up, Exec! You’ll have to get used to this pace with me. I’m not in my twenties any more and I need to exercise to keep myself from turning into a butterball, especially as much as I like to eat. We spend a lot of time in space and there is no room for jogging on the Vigilant. Treadmills bore me. So I push myself while planet-side.”
They walked along for about a mile to reach the gate to the shipyards. Kelly was breathing heavily by this point. He was only slightly amused to see that LCDR Timmons was, too. At the gate they presented their ID cards to the guard and were admitted. They walked by a row of six warehouses, dodged a few man-lifts moving about, and reached the dock holding the Vigilant.
They opened the dock door and stepped in. As formidable looking as the Vigilant had been from the office window, she was immensely more impressive in person. She was matte black, with no shine at all. She looked, no, she was deadly. She was 30 meters tall and 100 meters long. The semi-triangular shape was evident from this angle just outward of the forward landing gear. The port turret with the dual particle cannons looked particularly lethal. Kelly could see this ship as home.
“Come on. Let’s go see Chief Miller.”
They moved aft of the forward landing gear and up the gangway into the ship. The ship’s interior could best be described as utter chaos. Workmen were everywhere. Major ship components were strewn about. Packing material and stray bits of wiring occupied almost every other remaining space. There was only a small pathway through the clutter, so Kelly followed close behind LCDR Timmons. Chief Watson joined them there.
“This area is fire control, or at least it will be once they get all this stuff installed. That gray box there is one of the new gun control servers. It will increase target acquisition and speed up slew rate on the turrets. This way.”
They moved aft through the fire control area and into an area of small cubicle-like spaces.
“This is the sensor control center. As you can see from the lack of clutter, these systems are pretty much installed. Our sensor operators work from these cubicles. Our old sensor suite was pretty good, but these new sensors are even better. We have the normal assortment of spectral receivers, magnetic anomaly detectors, infrared sensors, electro-optical sensors, chemical sniffers, and also the new mass optical array. It will give us a real advantage out in dark space where, sometimes, the only indication of another ship is when it passes in front of a star.”
“We had something like that on the F-53.”
”Right, it’s the same principle, but this one extends over the entire skin of the ship. The resolution is supposed to be unreal. The Vigilant will be the first ship equipped with it. It wasn’t ready for installation on the Valiant during their last refit. We get to test it for Fleet. That means we’ll have several specialists on board for our first patrol. They will run the tests while we conduct our normal patrol. At various points along our patrol path, other ships will be positioned to test the system’s sensitivity and resolution. Come on, let’s go see Engineering.”
They continued aft, through what were obviously crew spaces, up to a large iris hatch. It opened as they approached and they entered a completely orderly space. The components were arrayed neatly next to the spaces they would occupy once installed. There was no packing material anywhere. The floor was immaculate. It almost looked polished. In the rear of the space was a Chief Petty Officer watching two shipyard workers moving a component into its place.
“Now don’t go banging it against the sides as you slide it in. Watch out for those connectors! That’s better. Keep it coming. Keep it coming. Good, now plug it in and lock it down.”
He looked over at the two of them and said, “Hello, Captain, this is the new engine synchronizer. No more manual balancing of thrust. This device does it all automatically.”
LCDR Timmons smiled and said, “But Chief, it was always so entertaining to hear you curse the engines. What will we do for amusement now? Ensign Blake, this is Chief Machinist Mate Miller.”
Kelly extended his hand, “Glad to meet you, Chief.”
Chief Miller wiped his hands on a rag and took Blake’s handshake. “Glad to have you onboard, sir. Welcome to the Vigilant.”
LCDR Timmons said, “Chief, you’ve done a great job in here organizing the engineering spaces. When are you going to do the same for the rest of the ship? It’s a mess out there.”
“Captain, Engineering is the most important space on the ship. If the engines don’t work properly, nothing else on board happens. I’ll get around to the rest of the spaces as soon as I get this area finalized.”
“Come on, Exec. Let me show you the rest of the ship.”
Kelly said, “Good to meet you Chief,” then had to hurry to catch up with LCDR Timmons. Chief Miller chuckled to himself as he watched Kelly almost run after Timmons.
They moved forward past storage compartments, through the crew quarters, the galley, past sensor control, all the clutter in weapons control, and into chiefs’ country. Each chief had a small suite with a sleeping area and a small desk space. Each cabin was equipped with a fixed bed and a drop-down bed that opened out from the wall above. Kelly’s quarters would have the same arrangement. Only Chief Watson’s and the captain’s sleeping areas were singles. Chief Watson’s space also had a small conference room attached.
A common head would divide the chiefs’ country from the two officers’ quarters. At the moment, though, there were no officers’ quarters, only a space where they would be. Both captain and executive officer spaces were missing, while several shipyard workers installed pipes and cable raceways. The captain’s stateroom would be on the port side and the exec’s to starboard.
As he remembered from the diagrams, the captain’s stateroom also had a conference room as well as sleeping area, private head, and office space. The exec’s was smaller by the lack of a conference room, but was incredibly spacious in comparison to his quarters on the Bolivar. It would be pretty classy if they ever got it re-installed.
They moved forward through another large iris hatch and onto the bridge. The bridge was in pretty good shape. Most of the major components were installed. Several smaller components still needed to be installed. Even though there was a lot still to be done, Blake could get a feel for the layout. It was wedge shaped, with the pointed end of the wedge forward. There were two positions forward and two steps down. Helm was to starboard and, he assumed, navigation was to port. The positions looked like two fighter cockpits side by side. Aft and one step up from those two positions were weapons control, sensor control, and engineering. Blake remembered from his research that the whole ship could be controlled from the bridge. Each position had an integral seat with four-point harness.
Aft and one step up from these three positions were three more. The center position was the captain’s. The port side position belonged to the senior chief, Chief Watson. Kelly’s position was to starboard. Each position had a multipurpose workstation, capable of controlling any function of the specialized consoles. Kelly was especially happy to see full flight controls and weapon controls at his workstation.
The captain asked, “What do you think of the bridge?”
“It’s pretty roomy, compared to an F-53 cockpit. It will take me a bit to get used to it. I like the layout. It’s logical and I like the redundancy in the three command positions. I like the way that the three position sets are terraced. Each level has an unobstructed view out front, to the sides, and above. Coming from fighters, I appreciate having a glass view screen.”
“This is a slightly different layout than we had before refit. They implemented some of the recommendations we made based on our patrol experiences. Before, only the captain’s position had a multifunction terminal and flight controls. Because there is a traditional hesitance to sit in the captain’s chair, that position was wasted during all watches that I wasn’t present for. Our solution was to make all three positions identical. That way we have redundancy on top of redundancy.”
“Now let’s get out of here before the yard chief gets on our butts for keeping his crews from working.”
Chief Watson spoke up. “Sir, I’m going to stay here and see what Chief Miller is doing in engineering. There were a few things back there not quite in accordance with the schematics. You know how he likes to tinker. I’d better go see what he connived out of the yard crew.”
LCDR Timmons headed down the gangway and back into the dock. “Come on, let’s take a walk around.”
Kelly trailed Timmons as he pointed out various components on the ship’s exterior.
“This is our new dual particle cannon turret. Each cannon has a rate of fire of one blast per second. The cannons are set to fire consecutively. That gives each turret an effective rate of fire of 120 blasts per minute. Come forward.”
Kelly followed him toward the nose of the ship.
“If you look right above your head and you look real close, you'll see part of the sensor grid. They’ve done a pretty good job of blending it into the ship’s skin, but you can just make out the circular indentions where the sensors were faired in. Now, if we move to the bow, you can see the three forward-firing plasma cannons. When they first laid out the plans for this refit, these three cannons were left off. I convinced Admiral Craddock that even though we live by stealth, we die by lack of firepower if stealth doesn’t work. So, we have a little more sting. It gives us a bit more flexibility in tight situations. We don’t always have to hide with pride.”
“I can see where that could come in handy. Tell me sir, is there a simulator for this class of ship on the base?”
“As a matter of fact, that's our next stop. Come on. This is all there is to see here for now. We’ll do a more extensive walk around when they finish the refit.”
They left the warehouse area around the yards and proceeded to a three-story, squatty-looking building near some hangars.
“Exec, this is the flight simulator facility. They can build you almost any bridge of any ship in the fleet. The Vigilant’s new bridge is ready for a test flight. Come on in.”
Kelly followed Timmons inside, where an attractive female Chief Electronic Technician met them in the entrance. Her name tag said Blankenship.
“If you’ll follow me, Captain, I’ll get you both set up in the simulator.”
They followed her down the hall and into a large triple height room. In the center was a large box suspended above a gimbaled mount. They followed her up the stairs and inside, to an exact replica of the Vigilant’s cockpit.
Exec, you take the helm position. I’ll sit back here in my chair. Chief, will you get us up and flying?”
“Aye aye sir, strap in and hold on.”
Kelly didn’t quite know what to expect. He pulled hard on the four-point harness and braced himself. He had spent hours in fighter simulators and knew how much they could throw one about. He was unsure how something with the mass of the Vigilant would react.
The simulator lights dimmed. He felt the gimbal mounts kick in and lift the simulator away from the steps. He waited for something to happen.
“Uh, Exec, now would be a good time to turn on your console.”
Kelly turned red. He had been waiting for something to happen and had forgotten to fire up his console.
“Roger, sir. Just getting the feel of her first.” Kelly hoped he’d covered up his screw-up. He toggled on his controls and the simulation started. He found himself looking out at a generic planet that they were obviously orbiting.
“Okay, Kelly, let’s move out of the solar system. Navigation information is appearing on your screen.”
Kelly accepted the course plotting on his display and moved the Vigilant out of orbit and into open space. He verified the plotted course wasn’t passing near any of the planets or major objects in the system and gradually increased his speed.
“Kelly, hold up on making the jump until we pass the last of the orbital planes.”
At the touch of a button, the orbital plane of the system’s planets appeared in his display. He was a minute away from clearing the last orbital plane. He took that time to study the console more closely. He had full engine controls, weapons control over the stationary plasma cannons, and the ability to overlay maps or sensor data over his display. He also had partial control over the navigation shields. He could increase the forward shield intensity, but complete shielding was controlled on another console. He focused back on his job and watched as he crossed out of the system.
“Exec, new course data is coming to you. Let’s turn onto the new course and jump to FTL.”
Kelly did a quick check on the new course, accepted the course change, and throttled up to light speed. The sensation in the simulator was almost exactly as it was in reality.
The simulation was very good. The floor conveyed a faint vibration as would be felt in flight. The view out the front screen made that peculiar shift and blurring brought on by moving at light speed and higher. It had the unpleasant effect of making some people queasy. Kelly never had that problem.
“How does it feel?”
“It feels great, Captain. I don’t have any experience with this ship, but it feels like my past experiences on other ships, right down to the slight vibration through the floor. How does this feel compared to the real thing? How fast will she fly?”
“Its pretty realistic, but the mass feels slightly heavier than the Vigilant. Of course, some of this could be based on differences from the refit. Top speed will be near power 6 light speed.”
“Okay, now take a little time to get the feel of the ship. Engage in free flight. See how she handles.”
Kelly took the control yoke and put the simulator through its paces. He dropped to sub-light speed and ran through a number of drills from his fighter flight training. The mass of the Vigilant wouldn’t match the maneuverability of an F-53, but it was remarkably responsive. He toggled on the stress indicators on his display. He stayed well within tolerances. He kept pushing the envelope to see if there were any maneuvers that caused more stress on the ship than others. It was important to know the structural limitations of a ship. He dove, climbed, rolled, yawed, and looped the ship. He knew he was in a simulator, but it was amazing how real it felt. He was just about to try some maneuver thruster drills when a proximity alarm went off. Kelly looked at his display and saw an asteroid in their path. He had three options: change course, increase shields, or blast it out of their way. Kelly, still a fighter pilot at heart, toggled on weapons and blasted the asteroid to small bits that were easily repelled by their navigation shields.
LCDR Timmons chuckled, “Chief Blankenship owes me a beer. She was sure you would try to jockey us around the asteroid. I said you’d blast it.”
“I guess I’ll have to work on being more unpredictable, sir.”
“Just don’t forget you almost always have more options. In this business we may not be able to blast our way out of situations. Sometimes we need to employ a little finesse.”
“Time to head for the barn. Chief B, that’s all we have time for now.”
The lights came up, the outside view and Kelly’s display went blank. He felt the simulator lower and lock itself into the steps. Chief Blankenship opened the door to let them out. Kelly followed LCDR Timmons out and down the stairs, thanking Chief Blankenship as he passed out the hatch.
Kelly and Timmons power walked back to their offices. They passed several bemused officers and enlisted. Kelly was determined not to break into a trot. When they got back to the building Kelly had significant shin splints, but he had kept up. He wasn’t about to limp or complain in front of the captain.
The two went into their respective offices and collapsed in their chairs, rubbing their sore legs. Each was convinced he had achieved a victory over the other. Chief Watson and the yeoman, who had watched them come in, smiled and chuckled quietly.



Chapter Four


On the K’Rang home world of G’Durin, Shadow Leader M’Trang conferred with his superiors. He stood at attention, resplendent in his maroon cape and glistening fur.
“Excellencies,” he began, “our agents in the human space have made contact with people so without honor that they will sell us any information we desire. They will condemn their own kind for some useless shiny rocks. They assure us they have access to anything we need.”
“We will be starting slowly with this source to test its veracity and ability to get us the information we need. We will carefully ask for information we already know and information we have no interest in to ensure we are not being lied to or that will give away our intentions.”
The High Nobles appeared to be concentrating on something before them just out of M’Trang’s eyesight as they sat behind the high bench. They seemed almost disinterested in his report. He was about to continue with his briefing when the Senior Elder looked up.
“Shadow Leader,” spoke the senior Elder in a gravelly, rheumy voice, “we do appreciate your efforts. It won’t be long before you will have a permanent home here on G’Durin. You should develop this source slowly. Make sure they are providing us valuable and correct information. Use information from our other sources to verify what they provide us. We have plans for the humans and this source can be very helpful in carrying them out. If at anytime you feel they are engaging in treachery, let them feel the power of your fang and claw.”
Sensing he had been dismissed, he said, “As you command, Excellency. They do not realize it, but they exist now only to serve the K’Rang Empire.”
He saluted, bowed, and backed out of their presence. Upon leaving the audience chamber and passing by the Imperial Guards at the entrance, he joined his two Shadow Warrior aides. They passed over his weapons, which were forbidden in the presence of the High Nobles.
He spoke to them as they left the Imperial Palace and he restored his weapons to their storage places in his cloak and uniform. “I have the authority to proceed. Put my plan into effect. Let us wring these humans dry.”
He thought back to the comment by the Elder about having a permanent home here on the home world. His heart swelled and his pace picked up at the possibility that he could have meant he might earn a title and entrance into the nobility. He paused in his stride as he also recalled that the main military cemetery was on G’Durin. M’Trang realized that the Elder’s comment was double-edged. The reward for success was obvious, as was the price of failure.

Kelly didn’t think he would get used to these eight-day weeks. It just seemed wrong. He had no problem with working six days instead of five as on Earth. On the Bolivar, there was no weekend. One just worked all the time. You were either on duty or not. Here on Armstrong, the eight-day week just threw him off. He was glad he would be leaving on patrol in a few weeks.
It was Saturday. He had spent the morning running through simulations with the bridge crew. They ran each watch in turn through the simulations, but he and the captain spent all morning in the simulator. Kelly was bushed. He had the reception with Admiral Craddock that night and he couldn’t ditch that. He hoped it wouldn’t be too boring. Even more so, he hoped he wouldn’t be too boring.
LCDR Timmons released the crew at noon. Kelly finished his paperwork and headed for his quarters to clean up and ready his mess dress uniform. He walked out of the building and went to the shuttle vehicle lot. The base had several lots with small six-person autonomous vehicles that were available for anyone needing transportation. As he came around the building he saw the lot and, fortunately, there was a shuttle waiting.
He approached the shuttle and was about to climb in when a voice shouted out, “What do you think you are doing, Ensign?”
Kelly turned and saw a Fleet Lieutenant walking his way. Kelly saluted and said, “I was going to take this shuttle to my quarters, sir.”
“No, you aren’t, Ensign. I’m using that shuttle. In just a few minutes I’ll be leaving in that shuttle.”
Kelly saw the LT’s name was Casimirski. He replied, “Sir, if there is no shuttle here, the central motor pool will send another. It should be here before you need it.”
“Maybe you didn’t understand me, Ensign. I said I’m taking that shuttle. If you need one, you can wait for it. I don’t intend to. Now run along.”
Kelly saluted again and walked away, thinking to himself that LT Casimirski was a first class asshole. He walked to the next closest lot, found another shuttle, and took it to his quarters. As he passed by the previous shuttle lot, the shuttle was still there waiting for LT Casimirski.
Kelly got to his quarters without further incident. He showered, shaved, and wrapped a towel around his waist. He took a few minutes to check his messages. There was nothing of any real interest in his queue. Kelly set an alarm and crashed for a couple of hours. Before he drifted off to sleep, he reminisced about his first day on the Bolivar.

The wardroom of the Galactic Republic Ship Simon Bolivar was a raucous place. It was filled with off duty officers from all over the ship. Considering that pilots were off duty anytime they weren’t flying or preparing to fly, it was mostly full of green flying suits. Most were congregated in one corner of the wardroom.
Kelly, the newest member of the 68th Fighter Squadron, was being initiated into the Fighting 68th. He stood in the corner of the room, surrounded by his new squadron mates, wearing a fuzzy red top hat. It had been described as the ancient ceremonial hat worn by all supplicants at the altar of the 68th. The Squadron Executive Officer, Major Aaron Brown, had the floor and was acting as master of ceremonies.
“We’d like to bring everyone’s attention to the presence of an outsider in our midst, begging entry into our august body. I present to the Fighting 68th a mediocre pilot, a so-so officer, and a miserable human being wishing to improve his lot in life by sharing the company of the finest, deadliest, craftiest, fighter pilots in the known universe.” A loud cheer erupted.
“I offer up for your consideration one 2LT Kelly Blake. LT Blake comes to us fresh out of fighter transition school, where he had the singular honor of never having lost an engagement. Now we all know how ineffective the cadre are as fighter pilots in transition school, but it is an achievement that may make him worthy to grace our presence. Pilots of the Fighting 68th, what say you?”
A resounding nay boomed through the wardroom, followed by gales of laughter.
“LT Blake, the Fighting 68th has spoken. Even though we don’t want you, all the other squadrons in Fighter Force voted before us and they don’t want you either. I guess we’re stuck with you. Members of the Fighting 68th, fill your glasses. Yes, I know its only water, iced tea, and soft drinks, but fill them anyway. Damn the Fleet regulations against alcohol on ships. Fill your glasses and toast our newest Squab, Kelly Blake.”
At that point every glass in the room was raised in the air and the contents thrown at LT Blake. Dripping from all manner of non-alcoholic drinks, Kelly had just been initiated into the Fighting 68th.
Every 68th officer in the room passed by, shook his hand, and welcomed him. The executive officer walked up to Kelly, shook his hand and slapped the 68th’s patch onto the adhesive strips on his shoulder.
“Welcome again, LT Blake. If your academic and training reports are halfway true, you will make a fine addition to the squadron. Did you really smoke MAJ San Giacamo in fighter training? He and I have been squadron mates and classmates many times.”
“Well, sir, I think I got lucky that day,” replied Kelly.
“Don’t BS me son, I’ve read your file. San Jack wrote up a special commendation for that maneuver you used on him. What impressed him most was that you did such a radical maneuver and were still within safety parameters. He tells me you used your landing thruster to slow you down and raise your fighter 25 meters above the flight plane, let San Jack’s fighter pass beneath you, and dropped back down on his tail. I would have loved to see his face when the damage sim showed he was smoked. How did you keep from blacking out from the G-forces?”
“I didn’t, sir. I programmed the flight computer to acquire and fire the moment I had dropped back down to the original flight plane. I went up. I went down. I passed out. The computer shot MAJ San Giacamo down. I came to, turned away and shot down his wingman. Easy.”
“Easy? That’s hilarious. Oh by the way, you have an appointment with the Squadron Commander, LTC Sam Matthews, at 0800. Be prompt. Here, let me introduce you to your Flight Leader, Captain Willis.”
CPT Willis was a pleasant looking woman. Not a beauty, but not ugly either. Kelly would fit in the same category. He was okay to look at, but not one to make women swoon at his passing.
CPT Willis walked over at MAJ. Brown’s introduction, shook Kelly’s hand, introduced herself as Janey, and walked him over to where the drinks were kept. She picked a towel off of an orderly’s arm and handed it to Kelly.
“Go ahead, take a moment and dry yourself off a bit. Those taking part in the initiation can get a bit over enthusiastic. I hope that is not your best uniform.”
Kelly dabbed ineffectually at his sodden uniform while CPT Willis continued.
“Welcome to the squadron. We have the new F-53 fighters. They are quite a bit faster and turn a bit tighter than the F-40s you trained on in fighter transition training. I think you’ll enjoy flying it. It has a computer on-board that you can customize to your personal preferences. It also uses artificial intelligence to be able to anticipate your requirements. Sometimes, if you aren’t forceful with them, they can be a bit too independent. You will be wingman for First Lieutenant Angie Shappelle. Here she is now. Angie, come over here and meet your new wingman.”
Angie Shappelle was a petite brunette about 5’ 6”. There was a twinkle of mischief in her eyes. Angie filled out her flight suit quite well. As she came closer he caught a faint whiff of oranges and some other spice he couldn’t identify. He remembered her from transition training, but hoped she wouldn’t remember him right away. In their last meeting, Angie came to a sticky end. Luckily, she didn’t make the connection.
“Glad to meet you, LT Blake. Here, give me that rag. You missed a spot or two.” Angie took the towel and wiped up some of the celebration.
“Tell me about yourself, Blake. If you're going to watch my six, I’d better know a bit about you.”
“Not much to say. I grew up on Earth in North America. My folks are exoatmospheric electronic engineers. They designed most of the long-range data router stations that make communications in the Galactic Republic possible. They pioneered many of the Faster-Than-Light communications protocols that give us our near instantaneous comms. I followed in their footsteps for a while. I went to college and got my EE degree, but it just didn’t seem what I wanted to do for the rest of my life. I applied to the Academy and was accepted. I graduated high enough in my class to get my choice of assignments, and I picked Fighter Force. I like being in charge of my own destiny.”
“Well, just remember that as my wingman, you are in charge of my destiny, too.”
Kelly said, “Don’t worry, I’ll cover your six for you.”
“You will, will you? See you tomorrow.” With that she grinned, turned, and swished her hips as she walked away. It was a nice six to watch.
CPT Willis said, “Come over here and meet 1LT Kanakis. John, This is Kelly Blake. He will be Angie’s wingman. John here is my wingman.”
1LT Kanakis was a little shorter than Kelly, but was broader in the shoulders. Kelly suspected he was a body builder. The sleeves of his flight suit seemed unusually tight on his arms.
“It’s great to have you aboard, Kelly. I was starting to feel outnumbered by all these women.”
CPT Willis sniffed and said, “Is that testosterone I’m smelling? It smells kind of fruity, doesn’t it?”
1LT Kanakis grabbed his chest like he’d been shot through the heart. “Ow! Cut down in my prime. That’s gonna leave a mark.”
CPT Willis walked off laughing, leaving the two of them together.
“Kelly, you can take off that stupid hat now. Once you get soaked you passed the initiation. Of course, you have to keep it in your cabin and take care of it until the next squab is initiated. There is one other requirement. As the junior lieutenant in the squadron, you have to wear it at any Squadron dining-ins until you can pass it off to the next newbie. Of course, embarked on the Bolivar, we probably won’t have any dining-ins. Lack of dining space and alcohol keeps those events to a minimum.” John raised his eyebrows, tilted his head, and shrugged his shoulders.
“You’re coming into a good unit. The old man is probably the finest fighter pilot in the Fighter Force. He’s not a stickler for military discipline, but it’s best not to push too far in that direction.”
Kelly’s stomach rumbled and he realized he hadn’t eaten since he came on board much earlier that day. He turned to LT Kanakis and said, “Hey John, I don’t mean to cut you off, but I’m starving. I haven’t eaten since this morning.”
LT Kanakis looked at Kelly like he was seeing him for the first time and said, “Oh I’m sorry, grab the ancient ceremonial hat and follow me.”
They walked out of the wardroom into the passageway and turned right. The next large compartment down the passageway was one of the six dining rooms on the Bolivar, and the one most often used by the Carrier Fighter Wing.
“If you are hungry, this is the best dining room on the Bolivar. Our mess crew runs this facility and they tend to be a bit more creative in their menu than the other dining rooms. Of course, the downside of this is that the senior officers of the ship tend to favor us with their presence a lot. If you are a lot hungry, go to the steam table. They usually have a couple of plates to choose from.”
Kelly went to the steam table as John had suggested and found fried chicken and something that looked like a giant snail. He erred on the side of familiarity, chose the chicken, added a side of potatoes, and some sort of greens. LT Kanakis chose the giant snail-looking thing, corn and sauteed mushrooms. They both got tea at the drink counter and found a table.
“Kelly, you’re going to love the F-53. These are the models with extendable wings for atmospheric flight, as well as space flight. We don’t get much practice at atmospheric flight, though. I did it once when we passed through an uninhabited system a few months back. It felt funny after having done so much flying in open space. It took me a while to remember how to allow for crosswinds and gusts on landing.”
“These F-53s are great. The flight computer gives you so much added flexibility. The computer can take over some of the routine tasks, leaving you free to concentrate on critical tasks like combat, landings, and takeoffs. Mine has quite a personality. I call mine Ben. You can make yours anything you want-male, female, or machine voice. It’s just like having a copilot along with you. On long patrols, you can even turn over the flight controls to it and catch some sleep. Ben even watches my six for me. The sensor array gives him a much better view of the surroundings than me.”
“So, John, how are things here on the Bolivar? I’ve studied the schematics of the Lincoln class carriers, so I should be able to find my way around okay. How do the wing and the ship’s company get along? Are there any local customs I should know about? We learned Fleet protocols at the Academy, so you don’t need to cover the obvious things, but ship customs, taboos, and faux pas to avoid.”
“Well, there are two flag officers onboard the Bolivar. One flag officer is often one too many, but we get to live with two. The Battle Fleet Commander is Admiral Haddock-Halloway and the Fleet Air Commander is General Bugarov. I think we got both because this is the latest Lincoln class carrier and it was designed with an expanded flag country as a battle fleet flagship.”
“Admiral Haddock-Halloway is all right. He runs a taut ship and doesn’t tolerate any of the usual ships’ company versus fighter wing stuff. The general, on the other hand, is a piece of work. First off, she hates lieutenants. Speak to her only when spoken to and above all never contradict her. She thinks she's some sort of re-born Napoleon and her tactics are just as old. She keeps setting up these Fleet Fighter Force exercises that emulate Cannae, Hastings, and Pearl Harbor more than they do realistic scenarios. I don’t think she has ever had an original tactical concept pass between her ears.”
“She’s a stickler for military discipline. If you are the first to see her enter a fighter wing compartment, call the area to attention, unless the admiral or ship’s captain is already in the compartment. She even insists that ship’s company do the same. They hate it. The ship’s captain particularly hates it. He has instructed bridge personnel not to recognize her when she comes onto the bridge. She tried to dress him down for this and he reminded her that she was on his ship and if she had a problem with it to take it to the admiral. I heard a rumor that she did and was told that normal courtesies would be extended to her, but the captain was in charge of the ship and all personnel embarked upon her. She should concentrate on fleet fighter matters and leave the captain to run his ship as he saw fit.”
“She did not take that well. So she took it out on the carrier fighter wing, attempting to enforce her sense of military decorum on us. I think the ship’s company feels sorry for us. Things always tend to go a little wrong during her ceremonies. The lights will flicker on the flight deck or the public address system will go out. One time general quarters were called during the middle of a parade. Another time the ventilators on the flight deck kept switching on and off, causing the flags to blow one way then the next. She never did figure out that the airflow kept the flags blowing in her face. I think the captain figured out what was going on and put a stop to it, but occasionally something strange will still happen. You want to try some of my Super Cargo?”
Kelly looked at the giant snail thing he was eating and figured that must be what he was referring to. “Is that what that thing is called?”
“Sure, they taste better than they look. They grow these things on Rosencrantz in the Deneb system. They are quite a delicacy. They taste a little bit like Conch from Earth. Has a very buttery taste.”
“That’s okay. I think I’ll pass on the slug for the time being. I’ve traveled a lot with my folks and eaten a lot stranger food. I just wanted chicken tonight. So, tell me about CPT Willis. What is she like?”
“Janey, actually, you’d better not call her that unless you’d like to have your posterior handed back to you in pieces, is all right. She’s a pretty good pilot, is fair in her dealings with the flight, and she can be really funny after she’s had a few drinks. She’s only been a captain for a few months, so she isn’t too much of a stickler for military courtesies, but she is still a captain. We use our first names on the radio when we fly in formation. She calls us by our first names and we call her boss.”
“If you have any romantic notions toward her, forget it. I think she and a Major in the 73rd Fighter Squadron have a thing going.”
“No, I just want to know that she can handle her fighter.”
“Oh, yeah, she’s damn good. She can fly circles around most of the pilots in the squadron. She might even give you a run for your money. Did you really smoke everyone you flew against in transition school?”
“Well, yeah I did, almost. I flew a few of them to a draw. I tended not to fly how people expected. It also helped that I was able to reprogram the flight computer. I could make the fighter do things that weren’t quite expected. They would come after me thinking they were going to make an easy kill. Next thing they knew, I was behind them and their damage sim was lighting up. I probably got lucky in my first few engagements, but by that time I had analyzed their tactics against others and me. I was able to adjust to give them a run for their money. The more of them I flew against, the better I got.”
“I’ll have to get you to teach me a few of your tricks. Now we’d better get you out of here and get you some rack time if you're going to see the old man in the morning. Come on.”
They left the dining room and moved down the passageway to the cabin shared by four junior officers. The layout was Spartan, with twin bunks on either side of the room. Two small side-by-side desks on the far bulkhead separated the bunks. Four wardrobes divided off the center of the room. The wardrobes had hanging storage above and drawers below. There wasn’t much storage, but he didn’t have much to store. Kelly felt it would be enough. The other two officers weren’t present. John said, “You get the top bunk. When you outrank someone in the room, you can have the bottom bunk. Watch your head on the piping and electrical races in the overhead.”
Kelly smiled and returned to the present. He looked around at his much more spacious quarters here on Antares Base and dropped off to sleep.

When the alarm went off, Kelly got up to prepare for the reception. He checked his terminal and there was a message from his parents waiting for him.
Andrew Blake’s face appeared in a video file when he clicked on the message. It was a middle aged version of Kelly’s own face staring back at him. “Son, how are you doing? We just found out what happened to you in the Fighter Force. Your mother is sick about it. I’ve met old Bugger Off and I know what you must have gone through. She’s an idiot. We got your message that you transferred to the Scout Force. Admiral Craddock is a good egg. You should do a lot better under him than you did with Bugger Off.”
“Your mom and I just got back from Aldebaran. We’ve been working on something for the Galactic Republic. You should hear something in the news in a month or so. We can’t say anything just yet. Just know that it will cause some big changes.”
Kelly wondered what his folks were working on now. Knowing his dad’s predilection for understatement, this would be something astounding. Considering all the areas his dad was involved in, it could be anything.
“Son, we are going to be on Armstrong in a couple of months. Your mother and I would love to see you. Let us know what your schedule will be. We are flexible and will be there for a few months. Now here’s your mother.”
Moira Blake appeared. “Son, send us a video. We want to see what you look like in your Fleet uniform. Between your school and travels and our travels, we hardly get to see each other. We are really looking forward to seeing you when we get to Armstrong. We’re going to be there for a while, so there should be lots of opportunities to meet up with you. I am very much looking forward to seeing you. Take care of yourself.”
Kelly prepared his uniform and put it on. The Scout Force mess dress uniform wasn’t bad. The chief had done a good job finding a well-tailored replacement for the baggy thing that General Bugarov had arranged for him. The pants were white with a black stripe up the leg. The waist length white dinner jacket had black piping along the collar. His Gold Fighter Wings sat above his single row of miniature medals.
His single gold stripe, signifying his rank, looked lonely on his sleeve. He would be glad to add the half stripe of a Lieutenant, Junior Grade in three months. As he looked in the mirror, he thought the uniform looked pretty good on him. He didn’t care for the low quarter dress shoes. He missed his calf-length Fighter Force boots.
Kelly made a quick video to his folks. He told them what he thought his schedule would be for the next few months. He left out that he would be starting a month-long patrol at the beginning of next month. If they were to be here for a few months, they would have plenty of time to get together after his patrol was completed. He did a fashion show walk around the room so his mom could see his uniform, signed off, sent the video, then left for the reception.
Admiral Craddock’s quarters were not ostentatious. It was a larger than normal house by base standards, but unlike all of the other admirals on base, it was a single-story house. What it lacked in grandeur, it made up for in features and landscaping. The house’s exterior, walls and walkways were built in a blue stone from the local quarry. The grounds were magnificent, with plants of all types and coloration tastefully blended into a pleasing bouquet. Whoever did their gardening was an artist.
As he got out of the shuttle, he pushed the transportation complete button and it went on its way. He walked up to the front door, rang the bell, and waited. An attractive woman in her early-fifties answered the door.
“Hello, Ensign, come in. I'm Amy Craddock. Tom is in the back mixing drinks. Let me take your hat.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ma’am. I’m Kelly Blake.”
She took his hat and hung it on a hook on an antique hall mirror. It had to be several hundred years old. It was in marvelous shape, and Kelly could see the frame was made of real wood, some sort of dark grainy wood. The finish was so well done that Kelly felt he was looking down through the grain of the wood. He looked into the parlor and saw several other antiques tastefully blended in with the more modern furniture that obviously was Fleet issue. Kelly resolved not to sit on any of the antiques.
Mrs. Craddock led Kelly into the rest of the house. The other rooms were just as tastefully decorated as the parlor. Admiral Craddock was in the back tending bar. He had a number of Scout Force and Base officers and their escorts bellied up to the bar. He was regaling them with a story about his last tour in Fleet HQ on Earth.
“So there I was, the newest officer in the office and my boss, Admiral Gutierrez, had just chosen me to brief a Galactic Republic Senator on something I knew nothing about. I had five minutes to prepare. I asked Admiral Gutierrez if he had any advice for me. The admiral looked over at me and said, 'Yes, when there is nothing else you can do, polish your shoes.'”
The group broke into laughter. Admiral Craddock looked up and saw Kelly.
“Kelly, come in let me introduce you to everyone. All, this is Kelly Blake. He is the Exec of the Vigilant. He works for Ed Timmons.”
He pointed at a Fleet Commander wearing Base Ops insignia and said, “This is CMDR Okanma. He runs the base infrastructure maintenance activity. If I hadn’t stolen you away, you would have been working for him.”
CMDR Okanma shook Kelly’s hand and said, “Miyushi, meet Ensign Blake. Ensign, this is my wife, Miyushi.”
“I’m very pleased to meet you both,” said Kelly as he shook their hands.
The admiral introduced Kelly to a well-dressed female civilian. “This is my daughter, Candy. Candy has just graduated from the Winston Churchill School of Law, passed the GR bar exam, and is taking a few weeks off before she reports into the Baines, Baines, and Enfield law firm here on Armstrong. We are very proud of her. Of course, the first thing she will probably do as a lawyer is sue the base for something we did wrong. Her specialty is contract law.”
Candy Craddock was stunning. She was about 5’ 8” and had long red hair. Her fair skin was almost transparent and lacked the freckles one normally associated with redheads. Her ringless fingers were long and graceful, with moderately long painted nails. The dress, of a green iridescent material, looked like it had been custom tailored to fit her every curve. The effect was breathtaking. A slit up each side showed most of two very shapely legs. A look in her eyes told Kelly that she was more than a little interested in him. Kelly would have to play this situation very carefully.
She extended her hand to Kelly, gave him a firm handshake, and said, “So very glad to meet you, Ensign Blake.”
“I’m very glad to meet you also, Miss Craddock.”
“Please call me Candy.”
“In that case, please call me Kelly.”
The admiral stepped in to continue the introductions. “Kelly, meet LCDR Davis and LT Bell, the CO and Exec of the Vehement. It’s the Scout ship in the dock next to the Vigilant. They should be through refit in three months or so.”
LCDR Davis asked Kelly to talk with him later about how the refit of the Vigilant was going. LT Bell asked to be in on that conversation, too.
Admiral Craddock then introduced Kelly to two Fleet Lieutenants. “Kelly, these two fellows are Kim Dae Wo and Al Bentine. They are being assigned here to work on my staff. Kim will be in operations and Bentine will handle officer personnel assignments. Ah, I see my wife motioning me into the kitchen. Why don’t you all get acquainted, while I go help Amy.”
Kelly said to both lieutenants, “Very nice to meet you. Have you just arrived on Antares Base also?”
LT Bentine said, “We got in this Wednesday. We just found out our assignments today. Neither of us came in specifically assigned to Scout Force, but we are glad to be here. I, for one, prefer working for the operational forces over support functions.”
LT Bentine saw CMDR Okanma look up at his comment. He quickly said, “Sir, not that there is anything wrong with working for the support services, but I want to get back out in space on a ship and hope to maybe command a Scout ship some day.”
CMDR Okanma just chuckled.
Candy Craddock looked over at him. “Dad left before fixing you a drink. What would you like?”
“I haven’t had time for a drink since I got here and I was on a dry Fleet carrier for six months before that. Are there any local specialties I should try?”
With a beguiling smile, she said, “Local specialties…let me see.” She bent down, giving Kelly a wonderful view of her cleavage. “How about a local wine? They make a marvelous Vidal Blanc to the southwest of here, and Dad has one in here chilled. I’ll have a glass with you.”
She opened the bottle, poured two glasses of a lovely amber liquid, and handed one to Kelly. She put a stopper on the bottle and replaced it in the fridge beneath the bar. This gave Kelly that lovely view of her cleavage again. He averted his eyes just before she straightened back up.
She reached over and clinked glasses with him. “Here’s to a safe patrol.”
Her comment caught Kelly a little unawares. It must have shown on his face.
“Don’t worry, Kelly. I don’t know Scout Force’s patrol schedule, but if you are about to come out of refit, you are obviously about to go out on patrol. It’s just how things are done.”
Kelly relaxed. The other guests had moved over to the den and were looking out the floor-to-ceiling windows at a storm coming over the mountains to the east, leaving Kelly alone with Candy.
“We seem to have been abandoned.”
She leaned over the bar, holding her glass in both hands, and asked, “Do you mind?” Her eyes locked with his.
“Of course not. How could I mind them leaving me alone with such pleasant company?”
Candy gave him a blinding smile in response.
“Tell me, Candy, who does the gardening for your folks? I was awestruck by the way the grounds look.”
“We don’t have a gardener. Mom keeps up the grounds. She has a real green thumb. She could plant a burnt stick and get it to flower.”
“Well, I’m impressed. Are they local plants or were they brought in?”
“Come on. I’ll walk you around and give you the tour.”
The two walked out the front door and over to a large planting bed. The flowers were arrayed with short ones in front and larger plants in the center. The effect was like a layer cake. Reds and crimsons were on top, blues through the center, and whites along the base. A sweet scent filled the air, mixed with the smell of the approaching rainstorm.
“These white plants are alabaster stars. They come from the southern hemisphere here on Armstrong. The blues are Antarean asters. They grow on Plymouth Island to the southeast of here, near where this wine comes from. The red and crimson flowers come from a Blood Bush native to the polar region and a parasitic plant called the Strangler Vine, native to this region. It grows on low-lying bushes and sucks them dry of nutrients. It eventually kills its host plant, thereby causing its own death, but not before it releases its spores. It’s beautiful, but so tragic.”
“Wow, that is tragic, but you're right, they are beautiful.”
They walked along together, enjoying the garden and each other’s company until the rumble of distant thunder caused them to look up at the approaching clouds. They walked back to the front door, where Candy put her hand on the handle and stopped. She looked at Kelly and said, “I wonder.”
Kelly looked at her and asked, “What do you wonder?”
“I wonder if you might be brave enough to date the admiral’s daughter?”
Kelly paused for a moment and said, “I’m brave enough, but I’m not looking for anything serious at this time. My present is too uncertain. As you said earlier, it is only a matter of time before I go out on patrol or a deployment. I could be gone a few weeks or a few months. I have no way of knowing. I’m afraid we couldn’t be much more than friends. There is one other thing. Although I’m no lady’s man, there are at least two other young women interested in me.”
She smiled that dazzling smile again, “That works for me. I could always use more friends. I’m not looking for a monogamous relationship right now, either. I just spent six tough years in school and I want to party a bit before I settle down.”
“Okay, Candy, I’d be honored to be your friend. Let’s get inside before this storm catches us out here.”
They rejoined the party. A large relish and canape spread had been set up on a buffet table in the den. Everyone was eating, drinking, and watching the approaching lightning storm. Candy took his glass to the bar to refill it. Kelly made a mental note to slow down his drinking. This local Vidal Blanc appeared to have higher alcohol content than he was used to. It wouldn’t do to get smashed at his admiral’s house.
Mrs. Craddock came over. “Are you enjoying yourself, Kelly?”
“Yes, ma’am, Candy was showing me your plantings. They are magnificent. I was impressed with them when I drove up. I asked who your gardener was. Candy told me you tended them. They really are remarkable.”
“I’ve always liked gardening. I’ve made sure we had a garden everywhere we’ve been assigned. I really like using the local plants. They are so much hardier and vibrant than plants brought in from Earth.”
Candy walked up and handed him his refilled wine glass.
Mrs. Craddock saw that and said, “I should warn you about the local wine. It's a good bit stronger than Earth wines.”
“Mom, I was trying to ply him with liquor and you spoiled it for me. Kelly here has agreed to be my friend. I hinted that he could be more than a friend, but he was a gentleman about it and pointed out that his patrol and deployment schedule might not allow for him to get more serious with me.”
Mrs. Craddock got a little goggle-eyed over her daughter’s last announcement, looked at Kelly, and said, “You’ll have to excuse my daughter, Kelly. We didn’t beat her enough when she was young.”
Candy and her Mom both broke out laughing at that.
Admiral Craddock walked over, “Now, what’s so funny over here?”
Mrs. Craddock spoke up. “It appears that Ensign Blake here and your daughter are friends.”
“Well, Candy is of age. Kelly comes from a good family. Why shouldn’t they be friends?”
Candy said, “Kelly is the first of your officers I’ve met that isn’t so afraid of you that they wouldn’t have anything to do with me. It is a refreshing change.”
Admiral Craddock put his arm round Kelly’s shoulder and told him, “Kelly, it is perfectly all right for you to see my daughter. Not that she would require my consent anyway. She is a bit willful. I don’t know where she gets it from.”
Kelly replied, “Thank you, sir. I consider it an honor to be her friend.”
Admiral Craddock, his wife, and Candy replied in unison, “As well you should.” All three broke into peels of laughter. Kelly noticed that Candy had an honest, throaty laugh. The admiral then said, “Now, let’s rejoin our other guests.”
Kelly trailed along behind, chuckling to himself.
The storm arrived with a fantastic display of pyrotechnics. At times the lightning strikes were so close that they were both blinding and deafening at the same time. One particularly close strike caused Candy to jump into his arms. He had to admit she felt awfully good against him. She was a little slow in disengaging, so he assumed he felt pretty good to her, too.
The storm blew on and the night progressed. About 2200, CMDR Okanma and his wife expressed their gratitude to their hosts, said farewell and left for their quarters. This started the exodus. The unofficial protocol for one of these receptions was to not be the last person to leave. This sometimes made for a bit of creative jockeying around the front door. Admiral Craddock asked Kelly to hold on for a bit, making him the last to depart.
Mrs. Craddock and Candy moved the party detritus into the kitchen. The admiral motioned for Kelly to follow him into his study and Kelly tagged along. He waved Kelly to a large wingback chair in front of the fireplace and walked out of the room. Kelly perused the decorations and awards on the walls. He also checked to make sure the chair wasn’t an antique. The admiral came back a few minutes later with the unfinished bottle of Vidal Blanc and a wineglass. He closed the door behind him, poured wine into his glass and offered the rest to Kelly. Kelly topped off his glass and waited.
“Don’t worry, I didn’t bring you in here to have a father-suitor chat. I want to talk to you about your parents. Do you know they are going to be here in a few weeks?”
“Yes, sir, I got a message from them just before I came here tonight. They said they were coming here for a few months to work on a project for Fleet. They didn’t say what it was.”
“Your folks have worked magic again. They've come up with a way to have almost instantaneous travel anywhere in GR space. We’re going to test it here.”
“Scientists and science fiction authors for centuries have predicted that almost instantaneous travel from point to point was possible. Your folks have figured out how to make it work. It's based loosely on their FTL communications technology, but transmits solid objects, not digital signals. The strategic value of such a system is enormous, but the impact on the Galactic Republic will be almost inconceivable. A series of these set up near the frontier and we no longer have to maintain multiple battle fleets at the far reaches of Republic space. They can be kept at fleet bases outside the reach of K’Rang forces, but almost instantly available in an emergency. Logistics and distance are no longer a limiting factor.”
Kelly was impressed. He had lost track of his parents’ work since he left for the academy. “How does it work, sir?”
“I don’t know the technical details, but the system will consist of a series of transporter gates, essentially giant rings. The production models will be enormous, large enough for two carriers to pass through at the same time. A ship enters at one gate, programs in its travel to another destination gate, and the ship comes out light years away in a matter of seconds. The only limiting factor is that there has to be a gate where you want to go. You can’t use this to go where there isn’t a gate. I'm very much looking forward to your parents' arrival.”
“I am too, sir. I haven’t seen them since my graduation from the Academy.”
Kelly drank his wine at the same pace as the Admiral. When they had both finished, he thanked him and bid farewell. Mrs. Craddock walked him to the door and handed him his hat. Candy walked him out to an awaiting shuttle.
Kelly thanked her for the guided tour and a very pleasant evening. As he climbed into the shuttle, she leaned in and gave him a kiss. She tasted pleasantly of strawberries.
“Don’t be a stranger. I want the opportunity to give those other two girls some competition.”
On that she closed his door, turned, and did a sultry walk back to the house. Kelly’s eyes followed her all the way inside. He punched in his destination and thought about Candy all the way back to the Q.



Chapter Five


The next morning Kelly had breakfast and caught a shuttle to the shipyard, where he identified every bump, antenna, and blister on the Vigilant. After an hour, he felt he had a good handle on all the external sensors. He then went inside and traced every weapon circuit on the ship. This took another hour. The next hour was spent tracing the flight control circuits. By the time his stomach would no longer let him ignore it, he had worked through all primary and secondary flight control circuits. He would have to wait on all the other systems until the refit was complete.
Kelly found a shuttle in the nearest lot and asked it to take him to the Officer’s Club. After a few short minutes the shuttle pulled up in front of the club. He avoided the front door. His coveralls wouldn’t be appreciated. He walked around to the snack bar in back. Feeling a little nostalgic, he ordered a burger and fries. He had a beer while waiting for his lunch to arrive. LT Bell from the Vehement came over.
“Do you mind if I join you?”
Kelly looked up, recognized LT Bell, and said, “No, sir, I don’t mind at all. Can I buy you a beer?”
“Uh, yeah, sure, whatever you’re having,” he replied.
Kelly waved the barmaid over to bring another beer.
When it arrived, Kelly took a sip of his and asked, “How did you like the admiral’s party last night?”
“I got a kick out of listening to the admiral’s stories. I understand you and the admiral’s daughter got along pretty well.”
“Candy has a lot of trouble making friends, considering she is the boss’ daughter. I offered to be her friend. The admiral seemed alright about it.”
“Great, she’s a really nice lady, and not hard on the eyes either.”
At that point Kelly’s burger arrived and the topic changed to the Vigilant’s refit.
“So how is the refit going? Are they going to get you done by the end of the month?”
“It seems to be going pretty well. I just spent the morning learning all the systems that are complete. I traced all the weapon circuitry and flight control circuits. It’s easy, now that most of the bulkheads are down. I don’t know if the yard has asked that your crew keep off the ship and out of their way. If they do, make sure your Chief Machinist Mate stays on board. Chief Miller has been very good at keeping the yard crew honest.”
“Watch out to make sure the yard crew follows the wiring diagram. They will misroute the cabling and then wind up with the wires being too short. These guys don’t splice worth a darn, especially with fiber optic cable. If the wiring doesn’t match the schematics, make them do it over. You will be the one tracing down a wiring problem on patrol, not them. That’s why I spent my morning tracing circuits.”
“Chief Miller and our chief have talked. Ours is right in the middle of the yard crew. They were more than willing to have a knowledgeable and free helper. Their experience with your chief helped us to convince the yard crew.”
LT Bell moved over closer. “Can I give you a bit of advice?”
Kelly, thinking it had to do with the refit, said, “Sure, what is it?”
“Be very careful if you are thinking of getting friendly with the admiral’s daughter. More than a few officer’s careers have come to a screeching halt for trying to advance their careers by dating the boss’ daughter.”
“I don’t think I have anything to worry about in that regard. I offered to be her friend. That’s all I’m interested in at the moment. Besides, the admiral had a talk with me about it last night. He was alright with me taking out his daughter, if I wanted.”
“Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
“Okay, I’ll consider myself warned. Thanks.”
Kelly and LT Bell left together and caught a shuttle to the Q. Kelly used the time in his quarters to clean up, change for the party at the O Club that night, and catch up on messages. His message queue contained a video file from Angie. He clicked on it and her face came up on the screen. “How you doing, wingman? I waited to give you time to get settled in with your new unit. How did it go? Who are you with now? Old Bugger Off didn’t screw you too badly, did she? Send me a message and let me know how you are doing. CPT Willis, John, and even LTC Matthews have been asking about you.”
“I have some good news for you. Old Bugger Off is being reviewed for mandatory retirement. Seems she is beyond retirement age and the Fighter Force Personnel Center has her up before a board looking at whether she should be kept on active duty. We’re all rooting for her retirement. There is a rumor running around Flag Country that a number of Flag Officers complained about her and this board is just a way to move her out. You may be famous for being the last officer she cast aside.”
“Send me a message and let me know how you are doing. I miss you watching my six.”
As she signed off, she backed up from the camera, turned around, and was wearing something less than she had ever worn around him on the Bolivar. It was a shame she was several hundred light years away.
Kelly sent Angie a quick synopsis of his current situation, cut and pasted the earlier video of him in his mess dress uniform, and sent it off. He finished clearing out his message queue, looked at his watch, and realized he was going to be late for the party, if he didn’t get a move on. He closed out his terminal and went out to catch the nearest shuttle.
He got lucky again and found a shuttle waiting for him at the nearest lot. He climbed in, punched in his destination, and headed off.

When Kelly arrived at the junior officer’s bar, the party was already going strong. He walked in and Ensign Nielsen called out to him almost immediately. Young male officers surrounded her, but she shrugged them off and came over to Kelly.
She flashed that dazzling smile. “It’s about time you got here. I thought I was going to have to hold off all those guys by myself. Here, let me wrap my arm around yours and maybe they’ll take a hint. It’s a real zoo in here tonight. I forgot that the landing ship crews had arrived to take their ships out of the yard. There must be ten guys to one girl in there. Come on, let me buy you a drink.”
They walked over to the bar, Tammy never letting loose of his arm. Several landing ship officers looked at him with a mix of envy and anger. He wondered how long it would be healthy for him to be here. Tammy asked him what he wanted with a mischievous look in her eyes. He disappointed her by saying, “Just a beer.”
She got them each a beer and they retired to a table away from some of the more boisterous landing ship officers. The gators, as they called themselves, were engaging in some bar games that had the potential to cause major mayhem. One, called Assault Landing, involved two officers each carrying as many other officers as they could the distance of the bar. Two of the bigger male lieutenants were carrying five officers each and waddling to the end of the bar. This was accompanied by yells of encouragement, or derision for the opponents.
The junior officers’ bar was designed to survive such festivities. The bar itself was heavy plasteel. All the alcohol was stored in cabinets under the bar. The fixtures around the room were heavy and washable. The tables were fixed to the floor and the chairs were heavy and hard to lift. Even the gators couldn’t harm this place, designed so officers back from long patrols would have a place to cut loose far away from senior officers’ eyes.
The two large gators that had just done the heavy lifting exhibition saw Kelly and Tammy sitting by themselves and came over.
“Well, look at this. This fellow is hogging the prettiest woman in here.”
Kelly looked up at the two of them and asked, “What can I do for you fellows?” It looked like it was about to get ugly. Kelly figured he might get lucky and take out one of this pair, but not both.
Other gators came over to watch the show. One of them, a Lieutenant JG, seeing the fighter wings on Kelly’s windbreaker shouted out, “Hey Mahoney, Drew, leave this guy alone. I remember him from the Bolivar. He’s like me. He pissed off Old Bugger Off and wound up here.”
The bigger of the two, Drew, asked, “Is what he said true?”
“Yeah, it’s true.”
Drew slapped him on the back, nearly knocking him out of his chair, and said, “Well, let me buy you a beer. Anybody that Old Bugger Off hates is a friend of mine.” A round of further back-slapping ensued.
As the crowd fell away, Tammy asked, “What was that all about?”
Kelly took a sip of his beer and said, “General Bugarov is a senior officer in Fighter Force. She has a penchant for discarding officers. It seems I’m in a rather large and storied group of officers.”
“So tell me. What did you do to get a general pissed off at you?”
“It’s a short story. The general thought she was Napoleon re-born, and I was impolitic to show that she wasn’t.”
“Short story, huh? I bet that’s quite a short story.”
“Yeah, but that’s all I’m saying. I’m tired of telling the story.”
“So tell me something else about yourself. I’m all ears.” She reached up and pulled her blonde hair behind her ears.
“Not much to tell, I grew up on Earth in North America near the Great Lakes, I went to a good school, followed in my parents’ footsteps, and got an Electronic Engineering degree. EE bored me, so I applied for the Academy, went into the Fighter Force, and now I’m here.”
“I get the feeling there is more to tell than just that. I saw your ribbons when you got on my shuttle. You did an awful lot in just a short time in Fighter Force. I’ve seen senior officers without your ribbons.”
“I know. That’s one of the things that so endeared me to the general.”
Tammy laughed an honest laugh. Kelly enjoyed that about her. She was easy to be around.
A shadow fell over the table. Kelly looked up and saw LT Casimirski standing in the light.
He swayed a little bit as he stood and said, “Tammy, who’s your friend? Oh, I know you. You’re the ensign that’s hard of hearing.”
Tammy said, “Stop it Cas. Kelly is my friend.”
“It’s all right Tammy, the ensign and I have met.”
“Yes, we’ve met. What can I do for you, Lieutenant?
“You can leave.”
“Why would I want to do that, Lieutenant?”
“Because you are messing around with something I have a prior claim on.”
Tammy flew out of her chair. “A prior claim! What are you talking about, Cas? I have never given you the slightest bit of encouragement. If you keep this up, I am going to the Detachment Commander and reporting you for harassment.”
Cas recoiled from her anger, backed up, and found LT Drew standing there in his path. Drew grabbed Cas by both arms and said, “Mister, you are upsetting this lady and insulting a friend of mine. I think you’ve had a bit too much to drink. We’re going to help you to a shuttle and send you to your quarters.”
“You can’t do this to me. I’ve got just as much right to be here as you.”
Ten gator lieutenants came and stood around LT Casimirski.
LT Drew said, “We’re not as impressed by your rank as these ensigns might be. Now, you don’t want to argue with all of us. You probably don’t even want to argue with me.”
Drew picked up LT Casimirski by the arms and frog marched him out of the club. The party resumed. Kelly and Tammy sat back down and finished their beers.
“So, Kelly, what have you planned for tomorrow? You do get tomorrow off, don’t you?”
“I don’t have any plans. Are you going to suggest something?”
“There is a pretty good sized lake to the west of here. I was going to rent a skimmer and go out to one of the islands and bake in the sun, splash around, have a picnic. Are you interested?
“Sure, that sounds like fun. Who else will be going along?”
“Just us.” She said with a beguiling smile on her face.
“With such pleasant company, how can I refuse?”
“We’ll leave from the Q at 0800. Just bring yourself and some sunscreen. If they didn’t explain the orbital dynamics of Armstrong, I should fill you in. Armstrong doesn’t wobble on its axis like Earth. There are no changing seasons here. The angle of the planet to the sun is constant. Here in the northern hemisphere it is always Summer. There is no northern polar icecap. In the south it’s always springlike. The sun can burn you pretty quickly here if you don’t use a strong screen. It's especially bad for folks coming off a long patrol. They go from pasty white to cherry red in a fraction of an afternoon.”
She tipped her bottle back and said, “I think it’s your turn to buy the beer.”
Kelly ordered another round, they spent the rest of the night talking and drinking. Periodically, one of the gators would buy a round for the house. As things wound down in the bar, she suggested they should go back to the Q and turn in. 0800 would come awfully early.
They shared a shuttle back to the Q. Tammy lay back in Kelly’s arms. She looked up at him, gave him a slow lingering kiss, and promptly passed out.
Kelly picked her up once the shuttle arrived at the Q and carried her to her quarters. He loosened her clothes, took off her shoes, put her under the covers, and retired to his own quarters.


Charles Delphant, Chairman and CEO of the Indigo Consortium was alone, working late in his office on the top floor of the Consortium’s main administrative building on Secundus, in the Fomalhaut System. The office’s furnishings reflected the wealth and prestige of its owner. Real oak panels covered the walls. Plush wool carpet covered the floor. The desk was solid walnut, imported to Secundus directly from Earth at no small expense. Earth wood and wool were an almost unheard of luxury in the outer worlds. He had let his secretary go an hour earlier, telling her he had only some minor matters to resolve before calling it a day. He finished those matters, then touched a hidden button under his desk.
That button activated a number of special security measures. The door double locked. The windows went opaque. Infrasonic wave generators activated in the walls, doors, and on the windows, foiling any possible listening devices. He logged his terminal off the company network and reconnected to a special network not associated in any way with the Consortium.
He checked messages on a special public account. Ten messages hit his queue. All were innocuous. Two were advertisements. Three dealt with trading cooking recipes. The remainders were short humorous video files. Anyone intercepting them would have been bored mightily.
Delphant attached a small storage device to his terminal and loaded the messages onto it. Shortly, a green light activated on the side of the device. He opened the storage device’s volume and clicked on a small program icon. A small holographic image of the solicitous K’Rang merchant, T’Polla, appeared on his desktop.
“Mr. Delphant, we are very pleased with the business and financial information you have provided thus far. Your monetary system is, pardon the expression, alien to us. We hope the small tokens of our esteem have pleased you. These are but one type of merchandise that we will be able to make available once we have established trade relations with the Galactic Republic. Of course, when that happy day occurs, your company will be our agent for distribution of K’Rang goods throughout human space.”
“We in the merchant class have been working closely with the political class here on the K’Rang home world to gain dominance over the warrior class and improve relations with the Galactic Republic. We have made great strides, thus far. This constant warfare is useless and accomplishes nothing but keeping our boastful and ineffective military in fancy uniforms. Their xenophobic reaction to all other civilizations is most taxing and must be stopped. We long for peace and the eventual benefit and profit that can accrue to both our civilizations.”
“A four K’Andor shipment of the B’Rella, excuse me, flame stones will be transferred over at our next rendezvous. I have included a list of the information on frontier planetary systems that will be needed for us to plan our trade routes and distribution centers. In addition, I don’t know if you will be interested in trading in K’Rang surplus military equipment once peace arrives and our trade relations are cemented, but if you could provide information on these systems’ military capabilities, it would help us to know what armaments might interest them. Even if we won’t be at war anymore, there are always brigands and pirates to deal with.”
“Please give my regards to Mr. Gundersen. I found him to be a most agreeable human at our last meeting. We look forward to our next meeting with great anticipation.”
The K’Rang bowed and the hologram dissolved. A list of ten star systems and associated planets scrolled across his screen.
Charles Delphant thought about the video. The information the K’Rang requested would be easy to acquire. Most of it was easily available over the open network. His contracted research firm could get him the rest. The military information was a new twist.
He had assumed that such a request would be forthcoming. He knew the K’Rang would eventually want something of real value for their flame stones. He would have to make sure that the information on the frontier system’s military defenses was of a low enough granularity that it would do the K’Rang military little good. He could always beg off that such information was classified and unavailable. Maybe he could squeeze a few more cases of flame stones out of the K’Rang before he was done.
He had little hope for the eventual establishment of peaceful trade relations between humans and the K’Rang, but he couldn’t turn down the opportunity to acquire a steady stream of flame stones. He pulled a large one out of a special carved box in his desk and looked at it. Even for someone that had been in the jewelry business for as long as he had, it was breathtaking. The orange-crimson luminescence made it shine like it was on fire, but it was cold to the touch. He loved to watch the colors shift. It also pleased him that this stone the size of a child’s large marble could match his not inconsiderable salary for ten years.
He had almost 30 liters of them, some even larger, at his mine on the Consortium’s Asteroid 4533 in the Rigel System. It would not be long before flame stones would be “discovered” there and he could bring them onto the market in small enough quantities to supply them to a most discerning and wealthy clientele, but not enough to dissipate the demand. He forecasted a 300 percent overall increase in company profits from this “discovery” next year alone. If the K’Rang only knew the true value of these “shiny rocks,” as they referred to them.
Putting the stone away in its box, he concentrated on formulating two messages: one, heavily encrypted, to T’Polla agreeing to his request and another to Gundersen, informing him of his next trip to inspect the Consortium offices on New Alexandria in the 6664 System.


On Sunday morning a sheepish-looking Tammy showed up at Kelly’s door. He was ready to go. She said, “I hope I didn’t make a fool of myself last night.”
“Not a bit. You were a perfect lady up to and including after you passed out,” Kelly chuckled.
“I don’t normally drink that much. Those gators sure do know how to party. Let’s go.”
They caught a shuttle over to the morale services marina, rented a skimmer, loaded their stuff on board, and headed out. Kelly let Tammy steer and watched her at the wheel. She was wearing a pair of white shorts and a white crop top that accentuated all her good features, and she had a lot of them.
A few minutes out, she turned to him and said, “Kelly, would you get my sunscreen from my bag below and put some on my back.”
Kelly went below, found her bag, fished out the sunscreen, and came back up through the hatch. Kelly came to a screeching halt as he got to the cockpit. Tammy was no longer wearing her shorts and top, or anything for that matter. The girl was gorgeous. While the last century of space exploration and settlement had all but killed the Puritan ethic, a pretty woman was still a pretty woman, and Tammy was a vision. Her blonde hair was blowing in the wind and her skin was a golden bronze. She was concentrating on steering and didn’t notice Kelly’s reaction. Kelly moved around behind her and put a liberal amount of sunscreen in his hands and spread it across her back, her bottom, and thighs.
She said, “Hand me the lotion. I’ll do my front.”
Kelly squeezed some lotion in her hands and she rubbed it into her breasts, stomach, and thighs. Kelly was a little disappointed, but tried not to let it show. Kelly took off his clothes and threw them below.
“Come take the wheel,” she said, “and I’ll get your back.”
Kelly switched places with her and enjoyed her hands smoothing the lotion on him. He took the bottle from her and covered his front, paying special attention to the spots that don’t see that much sun on a regular basis. It wouldn’t do to get sunburned there.
Kelly handed the wheel back to Tammy. He didn’t know where they were going. She turned west in mid-lake and headed for a group of three islands. The southern island had a skimmer run up on shore. The northern island had two. A fire was burning on the beach and tents were set up. Tammy piloted around the center island to a small cove on the western side. She sent Kelly astern to fish a small anchor out of a locker. When they got closer to the shore, Kelly dropped the anchor off the stern and paid out line as they moved forward. Tammy nosed the skimmer up on the beach and told Kelly to make the line fast on the cleat.
“Sometimes the reservoir upstream releases overflow water into this reservoir and the stern anchor keeps your skimmer from getting too far away from shore. More than a few people have found their skimmers gone after a day lying on the beach. Help me get the other anchor and we’ll put it up on shore. I like redundancies to my redundancies.”
Kelly fished out the other anchor. He went over the side and waded it ashore. He went about ten meters up on shore and planted the anchor in the sand. Tammy tied the anchor line off and brought a cooler up from below. She passed it over from the bow to Kelly and went back for more. Kelly carried it up above the anchor and set it down. He went back to get a small cooker and put it next to the cooler. She said she could get the rest.
Kelly looked around at the island. It was about a kilometer square in size. A rock escarpment about 15 meters high dropped down into the water on the southern side of the cove. Some sort of yellow moss clung to the rocks and trailed down into the water. Above that was a small copse of trees that looked like pine trees, or their Antarean cousins. There was a break in the trees about ten meters wide, where the escarpment ended in the middle of the island. Beyond that were some local deciduous trees with trifurcate branches evenly spaced from ground to tip. Tammy came up with the last of the gear and proceeded to set up camp.
“Is there anything I can do?”
She looked up at him and said, “See if you can find some dead fall wood. We can burn that. Don’t break any live branches off the trees. That’s against regulations and the local wood really, really stinks if you burn it when it’s green.”
Kelly went up the slight slope to the trees and started gathering wood. He came back with an armful and went back for more. When he’d amassed a pretty good supply he went into the water to wash off the wood bits and leaves. The water was nice and cool. He swam out a ways and dove down. The water was clear and he could see the bottom a few meters below. He was going to swim down to the bottom when he saw something large move to his right. He didn’t know what it was, but it was big and black. Not knowing the local water creatures, he beat a hasty retreat to the beach.
“Tammy, what are the local fish like?”
“There are trout and bass brought from Earth, but they don’t do too well here. The indigenous fish are the wing fish, the Antarean eel, and the black sleeper. The wing fish looks like an eagle flying under water. It has these huge fins sticking out to each side. The Antarean eel looks like a snake with fins. The black sleeper is the catfish of Armstrong. They lie on the bottom where a current flows and filter nutrients out of the water. They usually don’t move unless you disturb them.”
“I just disturbed one. He disturbed me a bit, too. Thanks.”
Kelly turned to go back into the water. Tammy came over to him, handed him a mask, and put one on her face. Each mask had a small light attached to the head strap. They both went into the water together. Her hand found his and pulled him in after her. She pushed off from him and dove down into deeper water. Kelly followed behind, admiring the view. Tammy was a strong swimmer and Kelly had to work to keep up with her. They both came up for air and she told him to follow her.
She dove down toward some rocks and Kelly stayed close behind. She stopped, turned toward him, and made a dive under sign with her hands. Kelly followed her down. As he got to the bottom of a rock wall, Kelly could see an opening. Tammy went in and motioned for him to follow. He went in behind her. She switched on her light. Kelly fumbled with his light until his came on too. As he looked up he could see the quicksilver appearance of an air pocket far above him. Kelly was already treading water in the air pocket. He came up beside her, stuck his head up into the air pocket, and took a cautious breath. The air was cool and fresh.
“This is kind of neat. How did you find this place?”
“I came out here with breather units once and followed my nose. This chimney comes out on the island somewhere. I’ve looked but never found it. Come over here.”
Tammy swam over to a shelf along the far wall and climbed up. Kelly followed her.
“Kelly, did I kiss you last night?”
“As a matter of fact, you did, right before you passed out.”
“Good, I planned to kiss you. I’m glad I succeeded. I just wish I could remember it. Do you suppose I could kiss you again?”
Kelly took off his mask, leaned over to her, and said, “It would probably be easier if you took off your mask.”
Tammy pulled her mask off, and Kelly leaned into her and kissed her.
Tammy closed her eyes and leaned back, breaking the kiss. “I don’t see how I could have forgotten that. May I have another?”
Kelly pulled her close and kissed her again. She melted into his arms, but gave back as good as she got. Her wet body felt soft and warm against him. She was a good kisser. Kelly’s breath got a little shallow.
She broke the kiss, looked around at the size of the rock shelf, and dropped back off into the water. She said, “This shelf is a little small for the large ideas I’m getting. Let’s go back to the beach. Watch your head when you come out of the cave.”
Kelly followed her down the tunnel and back out into open water. She broke the surface to take a breath and then dove down a meter below the surface, swimming to shore. Kelly did the same. When they reached the shallows, she grabbed his hand and pulled him to the shore. They went over to the blanket and threw themselves down. She passed him a towel so he could dry off.
She dried herself off, made a swipe at drying her hair, and wrapped the towel around her head like a turban. She leaned over and kissed him again and drew back.
“Kelly, I like you. I like you a lot. I would like to have you as a lover, but only on certain terms.”
“Terms? What terms?”
“I plan to make a career in the Fleet. I want to see how high I can go on my abilities. I’d like to be an admiral some day. I know I’m only a planetary shuttle pilot now, but this is only my first assignment and I am a pilot. I’ve got a lot of future in front of me.”
“I’m telling you this because my plans don’t include a husband and children. We can have a lot of fun together, but I’m not looking for a home and family.”
Kelly looked at her for a bit and said, “I understand and support your ambitions, Tammy. I feel the same. I don’t know if I’ll make it to admiral either, but I want the opportunity to try. My own situation as such right now is similar. I’m going to be out on patrol or deployment for weeks to months at a time. I’m not looking for a permanent relationship, either. So, I respect your ambition and support you in your drive. I do have one question.”
“What’s your question?”
“Does this mean we can’t have sex?”
She smiled and said, “Ask me this evening.” She then pushed him down and lay on top of him, giving him a long deep kiss. Things progressed from there.


Later, they lay in each other’s arms, luxuriating in the warmth and feel of their bodies. Tammy looked at Kelly and said, “Kelly, if you don’t want to talk about it, I’ll understand. What did you do that got you on General Bugarov’s bad side? Cas has been telling a tale he heard through scuttlebutt. I’d like to hear your side.”
Kelly rolled his eyes. “Cas, what a wonderful individual. What has he been saying?”
“I don’t believe any of it. He’s been saying that you screwed up on a training exercise and almost got some of your squadron killed. Cas doesn’t like you, so we’re all convinced he’s lying.”
“Well, Cas isn’t even close. Quite the opposite happened. I hope you are in the mood for a long story.”
She looked up into his eyes and nodded her head.
“Tammy, are you familiar with the Wall of Fire tactic?”
“Yes, I read about it at the academy, but that’s ancient. Nobody uses that anymore.”
“General Bugarov liked it. She thought of herself as the reincarnation of Marshall Ney, Napoleon’s cavalry chief. She was always reading about ancient battles and drawing all the wrong conclusions from them. She thought she had rediscovered the Wall of Fire tactic and saw it as her master stroke.”
Kelly rolled away from Tammy, onto his stomach and up on his elbows, “I still feel that General Bugarov’s early experience in the planetary defense forces, where most of her combat training was done in the atmosphere, made her too two-dimensional in her thinking and in the tactics she enforced on her fighter units. I once tried to discuss other tactics with her during a post-drill critique and had my head handed to me.”
“Second Lieutenant Blake, when I want your opinion, I will give it to you. As long as I am the Fleet Fighter Commander, we will use the tactics I prescribe. I have spent more time fastening my flight harness than you have in the service. Sit down!”
“It was bad enough to be dressed down by the general, it was worse that she did it in front of my entire squadron. The only thing that softened the blow were the sympathetic looks from my squadron mates.”
“General Bugarov scheduled a major tactical exercise for the entire 15th Battle Fleet. Our squadron commander briefed us that our wing, and those from the carriers Lincoln and Mandela, were to be the blue force and defend against the red force wings of the Juarez and Gorbachev. The battle damage simulator systems on each fighter would be used to count battle losses. They used setting five, so if you were “killed,” your fighter was automatically disabled, your weapons computer would go offline, and your navigation lights would be turned on. Only limited maneuvering was allowed for safety purposes.”
“General Bugarov wanted us to use full squadron formations against the red force to protect the Bolivar and other carriers. Strict formation was to be maintained. We were to use the Wall of Fire tactic against all bandits.”
“I remember inwardly groaning when I heard that.”
“The combination of full squadron formations and Wall of Fire made the fighter pilots’ primary function that of just keeping formation, while the fighters’ networked computers did all the combat work. In essence, the combined tactics required the squadron to fly in a strict single-layered, square formation, much like a flying wall. The computers on all the fighters linked together and in concert chose which fighter would engage which targets. The theory is that the computers can apply firepower much quicker than humans and any enemy will face an impenetrable wall of firepower. The reality is that it made you a very predictable target.”
“The wall of fire is a stupid waste of manpower. The whole point of having a live pilot in the cockpit is to allow the human mind to be creative. In my eyes, the mind processes information as fast as the shipboard computer can. True, drones can maintain large formations, such as the Wall of Fire, much better than human pilots. Unmanned fighters, however, have been tried before, and although they can turn tighter and accelerate faster than manned fighters, the brain is still smarter than a computer. Computers are only as good as the mind that programmed them. If the computer comes up against a situation it was never programmed for, it doesn’t know what to do. A human can improvise. Computers should only assist the pilot, not replace them.”
“When LTC Matthews, my old squadron commander, finished up his briefing, he specifically told me to keep strict formation. He had been instructed to make that point by the general.”
“As the briefing broke up, Angie, my lead pilot, came over and walked with me to the ward room.”
“She said they don’t even teach Wall of Fire in fighter transition anymore. It was like teaching ground troops to use the phalanx.”
“I agreed with Angie, but still felt the earlier sting of General Bugarov’s tongue. I would not complain openly about her orders. I don’t think it’s professional to question a superior’s orders once they are given. My comments at the morning critique were done openly and professionally. It was the general’s reaction that was unprofessional. I was not going to stoop to her level. Whether I agreed with them or not, I would follow her orders to the letter. My squadron commander’s comment was totally unnecessary.”
“Angie knew that the Wall of Fire leaves you vulnerable to an enemy that is willing to stack forces and overload the linked computers’ ability to prosecute targets. They could punch right through by concentrating on a single squadron.”
“Angie also knew that the way the general had the squadrons arrayed, they couldn’t support each other. She had them orbiting the fleet in equally spaced orbits. If one squadron was attacked suddenly, the momentum of the orbits would cause a significant delay before any other squadron could react and support.”
“I could see Angie’s logic. My mind started to work out solutions to the problem. The obvious solution was to layer the orbits so forces could move to block any penetration, but the general’s battle formation contained no such defense in depth. She bet her entire defense on a supposedly impenetrable shield of fighters around the Fleet. I wondered how much freedom of action she had given the Red force commander.”
“As the exercise began, the 15th Battle Fleet split into two task forces. The Bolivar Battle Group, along with the Mandela and Lincoln carrier battle groups, moved toward the frontier. We were out there to be as visible as possible, so the K’Rang would know we were there. The admiral positioned the task force parallel to the frontier. He wanted to make sure that any missile radar lock-ons were aimed away from the frontier. He expected that the K’Rang would come to observe the exercise from their side of the frontier and he didn’t want any misunderstandings.”
“My squadron launched and we moved out to our position. Our starting position was on the frontier side of the fleet. Even though there was to be no exercise combat on that side, General Bugarov made us practice the all-around defense. As we approached the position to form up into the Wall of Fire formation, my computer malfunctioned. It reacted as if I had been destroyed and shut me down. I was drifting in space with my navigation lights blinking on and off. I tried to recycle the battle damage simulator, but it was locked in position 5. It would not let me do anything but slow speed maneuvering.
"I called out to Angie and my flight commander that I was out of action due to a computer malfunction. My squadron commander said to stay where I was and wait for the carrier to send out a recovery craft. I settled in for a long wait. The carrier wouldn’t send out its recovery craft until the combat phase was over. That would be an hour or so.”
“I sat there in my cockpit watching the stars and trying to use my limited maneuverability to keep my fighter masked behind the Bolivar. I didn’t want to give away the fleet’s position with my blinking navigation lights.”
“It turned out to be a useless gesture. The red force fighter attack pulled all the blue force fighter squadrons in their unwieldy Wall of Fire formations to the front side of the fleet. I was quite alone.”
“I tried every trick I knew to get my fighter working again. Nothing worked. I pulled circuit breakers and replaced them. I tried hot and cold system reboots, to no avail. I even tried reasoning with Wanda, my ship’s artificial intelligence.”
“I asked Wanda why I couldn’t reset the combat damage simulator.”
“She responded that she couldn’t get the simulator to recognize the reset command. It was talking to her, but it wouldn’t reset.”
She said that it wouldn’t reset without the proper authentication code. It was not a very sophisticated computer.”
I asked what its orders were.
She told me the ship is disabled, my weapons computer was offline, and your navigation lights were turned on. Limited maneuvering was allowed for safety purposes only.”
“I looked for ways to get it to return control to me. I had Wanda reason with it. I needed to get into the fight.”
“Wanda was apologetic but not able to help. She said that it would only allow me control over the fighter if there were a safety of fleet issue. It would allow me to maneuver to maintain distance from the Bolivar and any other ships or fighters, but no more than that. And the radio didn’t appear to be transmitting either. She had been periodically transmitting our position to the Bolivar, but she was no longer getting their confirmation signal.”
“I couldn’t figure any way out of that fix. There I was, unable to move, shoot, or communicate. I just sat there looking out into space waiting for the hook to pull me back onto the Bolivar.”
“That’s when I noticed a movement across the border. It was probably just a far star blinking in and out, but I caught it out of the corner of my eye in the darkness. Stars don’t twinkle in space.”
“I asked Wanda if her sensors were working or were they out also.”
“She said they were working.”
“I told her I saw something across the frontier at our level, about 11 o’clock. I asked if she could pick out anything?”
“Wanda responded a few seconds later. She couldn’t resolve anything, but there was something out there. In fact, there was more than one. She suggested that if we moved parallel to the frontier, she might be able to triangulate them and get a location.”
“I moved the ship parallel to the frontier and waited for Wanda to make her calculations.”
“She gave me the news I expected. There appeared to be three of them at 583,000 km. They appeared to be just sitting there, watching.”
“I put them down as K’Rang scouts watching the ongoing exercise, but kept Wanda focused on our friends across the frontier. I was sure the Bolivar had its attention focused on the incoming red force fighters and attack ships and probably hadn’t noticed. The blue force fighter pilots were probably all concentrating too hard on their formation flying to notice. If anything was to happen, it was up to me to deal with it-if I could only figure out something to do.”
“An idea occurred to me. I asked Wanda if the damage simulator was smart enough to recognize a dangerous combat situation. I meant, if you input the sensor feed into it could it recognize that the K’Rang out there were a danger to the fleet.”
“She sounded doubtful. She told me again that it wasn’t a very sophisticated computer, but she’d try.”
“She told me that it said that three undetermined ships 583,000 km away were not much of a threat. It still wouldn’t release my ship.”
“I exploded and told Wanda, bargain with it. How close would they have to get for it to consider them a threat?”
“She replied in her normal calm tone that the sensors had resolved the ships. They were K’Rang missile corvettes. The damage control computer said it would disengage if they came within 40,000 km of the fleet. The corvettes’ missiles have a range of 15,000 km. They would have to cross the frontier to engage the fleet. If they crossed the frontier, the ship would be back under my control.”
“I felt relieved. At least at the time I felt relieved. Now, later, I can’t imagine what I could have been thinking. There were three heavily armed K’Rang missile corvettes out there and I was happy that if they attacked the fleet, I would be able to throw myself at them. All I had were guns and practice missiles, but I considered a suicide charge against three superior ships preferable to sitting there disabled by a stupid training aid.”
“If I was going to do something stupid, I’d better be smart first. I had Wanda, pull up all she had on K’Rang corvettes. I was looking for their weaknesses and capabilities.”
“These K’Rang missile corvettes are 150 meters long and 40 meters wide. The sensor probe out the nose gives it a faint resemblance to a dart. The ships have heavy armor on their nose, light armor from amidships to the stern but no shields. They're designed to run directly at their target, survive any defensive fire, fire their six missiles, and run for it. The Fleet tactical guide recommends getting behind them and shooting them aft of amidships where they are vulnerable.”
“Get in behind them and shoot them in the butt. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was a plan. Now all I had to do was wait for them to get close enough for the damage simulator to give me back control. The navigation light was probably giving my position away to the K’Rang. I tripped the breaker. I then turned my fighter around and moved parallel to the frontier in the direction I came. I wanted to move closer to the frontier. I had the idea to hide myself near one of the GR frontier sensors.”
“I moved as fast as my ‘disabled’ ship would allow me and sidled up next to one of the frontier sensor pods and waited. I waited about an hour. I figured the Bolivar recovery crew might have been wondering where I was by then. If they sent out ships to search for me that might be the best thing. At least they would be looking on the back side of the fleet and somebody might notice the three K’Rang ships out there.”
“Wanda told me that the K’Rang ships were moving toward the fleet. I checked the sensor screen and it showed them heading directly toward the Bolivar. It was obvious that they had my home in their sights.”
“My squadron commander told me when I reported in that we weren’t to engage the K’Rang unless we had superiority of numbers or a significant tactical advantage. I didn’t have superior numbers, but I did have the advantage of surprise. It would have to be enough.”
“The three K’Rang corvettes moved right up to the frontier and stopped. I had Wanda monitor them closely, expecting to see their engines surge for their dash to the Bolivar.”
“If they crossed the border, I was going to fire on them right away. If I got their attention, it might cause them to turn from their attack on the Bolivar to deal with me. If not, I’d at least gotten one of them out of the attack. Either way, it might draw the attention of someone in the combat information center.”
“I didn’t have too much time to wait, the K’Rang sprang across the frontier right in front of me. The battle damage simulator released its hold and the ship was under my control again. I activated my guns and moved in. I was on them before they knew I was there. I came up behind them and took out the center ship’s engine with a gun burst. It was hit with secondary explosions and the two other ships swerved outwards to avoid being caught in the explosion.”
“I turned to follow the ship to port. I fired and took out the port ship’s engines and secondary explosions destroyed it. Missiles from that ship fired off in all directions, none of them threatened the fleet.”
“The third ship turned back on course to attack the Bolivar. I pushed my throttle to the stops in pursuit. The K’Rang ship executed a series of evasive maneuvers to keep me from getting a target lock for my guns. Its turret guns put up an ineffective counter fire, but it was enough to make my aim even less steady. I activated my exercise missiles. They couldn’t do any damage, but the K’Rang wouldn’t know that.”
“I fired off all my exercise missiles in one salvo and watched the K’Rang ship turn hard to starboard and up to throw off their lock. That was all I needed. The K’Rang ship presented perfectly for me to rake it just aft of amidships. My guns cut into their hull. I saw atmosphere escaping into space. The ship’s one gun turret was pointed up and away from me. I sent a stream of gunfire into the missile launch tubes and watched the ship catch fire, burst open, and pinwheel through space.”


“I turned to head back to the landing bay. Fighters from the 34th Fighter Squadron met me halfway there. I waggled my fighter at them to signal I had no comms. Two flights proceeded to the frontier to stand guard. One flight pulled up alongside and escorted me to the Bolivar. At the landing bay, they pulled off and rejoined their squadron.”
“I landed and was escorted to my parking position. A Marine sergeant saluted me and asked me to accompany him as I stepped out of my fighter.”
“I was escorted to flag country and turned over to a stone-faced Fighter Force Lieutenant Colonel, wearing an aide de camp aiguillette on his shoulder. He told me to take a seat and wait. I waited. I waited over an hour before General Bugarov came in. She looked over at me with cold fury on her face. She had some short quiet words with her aide and went into her office. CPT Johnstone, her JAG, followed her minutes later. I waited an hour longer.”
“LTC Matthews and CPT Willis came into the anteroom and came over to me.”
“He asked me what was going on. Like me, they were met when they landed and escorted to flag country.”
“I told him the same had happened to me and that I had been waiting over two hours. I explained what happened with the three K’Rang corvettes and how I was able to get the damage simulator to release control of my ship. LTC Matthews went over to the general’s aide, but was told he was to take a seat and wait.”
“We were ushered into General Bugarov’s office after yet another hour of waiting. CPT Johnstone stood behind her. I was ordered to report in. I moved in front of her desk, saluted and reported.”
“She looked up stone-faced and began, “2LT Kelly Blake, you are charged with three counts of willful disobedience of a direct order. To wit, you did willfully disobey a direct order not to engage K’Rang units without a superior force. You disobeyed a direct order to maintain tight formation during this exercise. You also disobeyed a direct order from your squadron commander to maintain your position until a recovery ship came and got you. You are charged with lying to a superior officer. To wit, LTC Matthews, your squadron commander, when you reported that your ship was disabled. You are also charged with conduct prejudicial to the good order and discipline of the service and with conduct unbecoming an officer. To wit, the above named offenses. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can be taken down and used against you. You have the right to counsel and to have them present at all proceedings. If you understand these charges and your rights under the Galactic Code of Military Justice, indicate your acceptance on the tablet in front of you.’”
“I was just about to protest that I didn’t know what she was talking about when Admiral Haddock-Halloway walked into her office. He looked around at what was going on and told Bugarov to send everyone away. He needed to talk to her now.”
“We were ushered quickly out of her office by her aide and told to stand by.”
“LTC Matthews came over and told me that this was bullshit. He would do everything in my power to get me cleared. He wouldn’t let her do this. There were safeguards in effect that would keep her from running roughshod over my rights.”
“Just at that time Admiral Haddock-Halloway stuck his head out the general’s door and told us we were all excused and there would be no charges pressed here today.”
We went back to the hangar deck and saw evidence tape securing my cockpit and a Marine standing guard. LTC Matthews called all of us into his office.”
“He remarked that the episode we’d just witnessed was interesting and that she was obviously overruled. He told me not to let my guard down and that the little drill in her office was personal. She sealed my ship, so no one could check out my story. She probably had every tech in the fleet pouring over my ship with a fine tooth comb.”
Kelly paused for a moment before continuing on. “Well, I wasn’t charged with anything. The fighter's record of the exercise and combat matched my story exactly. That didn’t stop General Bugarov from drumming me out of Fighter Force and sending me here. Of course, Admiral Haddock-Halloway’s parting shot at her was when he presented me with the Space Medal for my action against the K’Rang ships. After the ceremony, he called me into his office for a talk.”
“He told me that he couldn’t stop her from reassigning me out of the Force. It wasn’t right, but it was within her authority and he couldn’t overrule her on that. He told me he’d take me on his staff, but thought that would cause him more trouble than he needed right then. He did thank me for saving his ship. If those corvettes had gotten through, they could have done serious damage to us. He told me that once General Bugarov leaves and if I wanted it, I could have a place on his staff. I was just to let him know and he’d arrange it. No matter where she sent me, he’d get me out.”
Kelly looked in Tammy’s eyes, “The rest of the story you know.”
Tammy uncoiled out of Kelly’s arms and said, “It’s a wonder that someone like her rose to such a high position. Is she still there?”
“As far as I know. That’s enough about me. Shouldn’t we be heading back now? The sun is getting pretty low in the sky.”
“Yes, help me with the cooler. I’ll carry the cooker. Take the blanket and towels. If you’ll get the anchor from up the beach, I’ll get the skimmer started.”
Kelly stowed everything, pulled up the bow anchor, and coiled the line. He climbed onboard, secured the bow anchor and line, and pulled them away from shore with the stern anchor line. They got dressed as they made the run back to base.



Chapter Six


The post-refit re-launching ceremony was not much of a ceremony. Admiral Craddock made a short speech. The crew, standing out in the hot sun in their dress uniforms, appreciated the brevity. Then the crew boarded, lifted the ship, and moved it from the dry dock a quarter mile to the spaceport. From start to finish, the ceremony lasted 35 minutes.
It took the crew another two weeks to sort out all the things the yard crew had gotten wrong. The crew moved all their gear on board and stocked the ship for a patrol. Kelly spent much of the time crawling through every space onboard the ship, following cable raceways and piping. If there was a problem with the ship he wanted to be able to track down the source.
He also spent time learning the crew. Chief Blankenship, from the simulator, was the head of the sensor section. Chief Miller ran engineering. Chief Pennypacker ran the gunnery section. Chief Billings, the Quartermaster, ran the bridge crew. Chief Mess Management Specialist “Cookie” Austin ran the galley. Corpsman “Doc” Kumar ran sickbay. Yeoman First Class Benitez was the admin specialist. Kelly watched the crew work together and looked for tensions or problems that might come up during the patrol. With the exception of some normal ribbing for the new crewmembers (including Kelly), the crew was harmonious and worked very well together. The chiefs were firm, but fair in the real sense of the term. They looked out for their people and made sure each knew his own job and the job of the person next up in the chain of command. It was a good crew.
The chiefs took great pleasure teaching Kelly their jobs. Gunnery was a cinch after his performance in the simulator. Sensors took a little bit longer. Each sensor package required a different technique. With ten different sensor arrays, it took him a while to gain a sense of how they worked. He’d never be a techie, but he thought he understood what the sensors were doing. Engineering was made easier by how much automation had been worked into the system. Simulator time had taught him all the positions on the bridge.
His attempts in the galley were his only failure. He was just not meant to be a cook. His souffle fell. He burned the roast. His baked potatoes came out crispy. The only thing he prepared properly was coffee. If anything good came from his stint in the galley, it was a healthy respect for the cooks and their work.
During the shakedown flights, things went smoothly. A few glitches came up, but the crew resolved them quickly and efficiently. The captain put them through drills and still the crew came through brilliantly. True to his word, the captain gave him (and all the helmsmen) the controls and let them have their way. To his credit, he didn’t spill a drop of food in the galley, while he got the feel of the ship. The artificial gravity and stabilizers really did their job. He missed the feel of G-forces pushing him down in his seat, but he would get used to this.
At the end of three weeks, the captain got called one morning to meet with the admiral. When he came back, he called Kelly and Chief Watson into his cabin’s conference room.
“We got our orders. We have been ordered to the K’Rang frontier. We are to patrol along the buffer zone adjacent to the Aquila and Sagittarius sectors. The K’Rangs are supposed to have developed a new remote reconnaissance drone and we are to see if we can gain any information on this drone. There are indications that the K’Rang have been running it across the frontier into Galactic Republic space. As you know, that sector of space is almost completely dark space. There are only five or six solar systems in that area. Only one of them, 6664, has a habitable planet. We are to try and find out what the K’Rang are so interested in.”
Chief Watson spoke up. “Captain, maybe that’s just how they conduct operational testing of their systems.”
“No, Chief, if they were going to do operational testing, they have plenty of their own space to do that. Fleet Intel think they are after something in that sector, but they haven’t a clue what that might be. They haven’t gotten a track on one of these, but they did intercept some strange signals in the Scutum sector, right here in the middle of our patrol area. The habitable solar system is in there.”
Kelly asked, “So when do we leave, Captain?”
“We leave in three days and will be gone for a month. I won’t tell the crew what our mission is until we are underway. No talking about this, except among us three. Chief, plot our fastest course to Sagittarius Sector. Exec, study the patrol sector so you know your way around with your eyes closed. Look for any stellar objects that may not be connected with the planetary systems. I want you to know everything we can use to hide near or behind, if we need to. That is all for now. Let’s see what Cookie has cooked up for us.”
Lunch was magnificent. Even though patrol ships of this size didn’t normally run their galleys when in port, Cookie had new galley equipment he was training his team on and had a training exemption. The main new addition to the galley was a synthesizer. It was supposed to be able to take trash and turn it into edible copies of common food items. Cookie wasn’t ready to try to create an entree with it, but he found it made excellent soups, stews, drinks, and snacks. Cookie had made a soup using fresh ingredients and one in the synthesizer. Neither the two officers nor Chief Watson could tell the difference. Coffee made in the pot and made in the synthesizer tasted the same. When Cookie served them beer, the captain pulled the plug until they could figure out how to lock that output and any other alcoholic spirit without using the captain’s password.
“Kelly, do you have our requisitions into base supply yet?
“No, Captain. I was about to send them off when you came back from seeing the admiral.”
“I left a list back in my cabin. When we finish here, see me for the list and add it to our requisitions. They might come in handy on this mission.”
“Aye aye, Captain.”

The third morning arrived. Kelly rolled over and kissed Tammy on her bare back. She squirmed contentedly. By the time he loaded his gear bag, Tammy had made coffee and handed him a cup. She looked beautiful in her blue silk robe, and a little sad.
“You haven’t said how long you’ll be gone.”
“No, Tammy, I haven’t. I’ll get back when I get back. That’s all I can tell you. I don’t even know how long this patrol will be.”
“You take care of yourself out there. There are no strings between us, but I would like to see you when you come back.”
“I’ll be back. Don’t get too lonely while I’m gone.”
“Oh, I won’t, but I’ll always make time for you.”
Kelly kissed her goodbye, picked up his bag, and went out to find a shuttle. He got to the ship before LCDR Timmons and stowed his gear. He walked through the ship, checking that everything was ready for patrol. Cookie handed him a cup of coffee as he passed the galley. Chief Pennypacker verified that the turrets were bore sighted so they would fire forward, aligned with the forward-firing cannons. Kelly had suggested to the captain that as nimble as the Vigilant was, having all nine barrels firing forward could make for a lot of firepower. It could come in handy in the right situation. Kelly had Chief Pennypacker put a computer program in to slew all turrets forward on command from the bridge.
As he proceeded to the stern, he checked sensor diagnostics with Chief Blankenship. They were all operating at full efficiency. He looked into the crews’ quarters. Petty Officer third class Stinson was recovering from a bout of food poisoning, acquired on leave in the southern hemisphere. Corpsman Kumar was tending to him. All the rest of the crew was on watch or at breakfast. As he completed his inspection, he found that engineering was immaculate, as usual. Chief Miller fretted over Kelly’s coffee mug, in fear that he might spill coffee on something. The captain, Kelly, and Chief Watson were the only people allowed to bring coffee into Engineering. Kelly complimented Chief Miller on the state of Engineering and thanked him for keeping watch on the refit crew.
“Thank you, sir, now please get your coffee out of here.”
Kelly left, laughing, and went back to the galley. Cookie had his favorite, biscuits and gravy with two eggs, ready and waiting for him. He sat down with Corpsman Kumar and asked about Stinson.
“He’ll be all right, sir. I warn these guys about the local establishments down south, but they don’t all listen. Stinson might listen to me in the future.”
LCDR Timmons came in, loaded his tray, and sat down with Kelly. “How’s it look, Exec?
“I just did a walk around from bridge to engineering. Looks pretty ship shape to me, Captain. I think we’re ready. The extra equipment you had me order came in last night. It’s stowed in engineering.”
“I haven’t seen Chief Watson yet, have you?”
Kelly looked up. “Here he comes now, Captain.”
Chief Watson went through the chow line and came over and sat down. Corpsman Kumar finished eating and left to give them the table to themselves.
“Chief, are all the crew aboard and ready for patrol?”
“Yes, Captain, all present and either at their duty stations or here in the galley, except Stinson. He’s in his bunk, recovering from a case of stupid. As soon as he gets well, his butt is mine. Kumar told him the places to stay away from down south.”
“Okay, then. We’ll secure the quarterdeck watch at 0900. Request permission from Port to launch and be on our way. Nobody leaves the ship without my permission.”
Kelly excused himself and went to his cabin to check for last minute messages or changes to their orders. He had transferred Wanda’s personality file into his personal terminal. He wasn’t the captain, so couldn’t load his old fighter’s AI on the main computer, but she didn’t seem to mind being in just a terminal. She told him there were no official messages, but he had a few personal messages. One was from his parents, telling him when they would arrive and that they would be staying in VIP quarters on base, rather than having to do the daily shuttle from the civilian sector east of the base. Kelly sent them a message that he would see them when he got back. The second message was from Candy Craddock, wishing him a bon voyage and to be careful. She also said that she hoped he would come see her when he got back from patrol. The next message was a video file from Tammy, obviously created shortly after he left, she started the video wearing a towel, and got dressed for work while telling him to be careful and that she would be here when he got back. The last message was from LT Bell, wishing him good luck and thanking him for the suggestions helping to make their refit go smoother. Kelly looked at the time display, locked the computer and went to his launch position on the bridge.
The captain was already in his seat. Kelly sat down beside him.
LDCR Timmons keyed his mike and said, “Chief Watson, bring up the gangplank and secure the quarterdeck watch.”
Kelly heard the gangplank come up and lock in place. He felt a slight pressure change in his ears, signifying a good seal on the gangplank. Chief Watson joined them and reported the gangplank up, locked, and the quarterdeck watch secured. The ship was ready for space.
The captain keyed his mike again. “Antares Base, this is Vigilant requesting permission to take off.
“Vigilant, this is Antares Base, you are cleared for take off. Good luck and good hunting.”
“Helmsman, take us up. Yeoman, start the log.”
Kelly consciously kept his hand away from the controls. He was the exec, not the pilot. The ship rose smoothly, made a slow turn to port, and moved out to the west. After the ship was over the lake, the helmsman added power and pulled back on the yoke. The ship smoothly rose up, as the blue of the sky turned to the inky black of space.
“Chief, would you enter our course?”
“Aye aye, Captain. Navigator, your course is coming up.”
“Helm, as soon as we clear the minimum safety distance, engage power 3 light speed and let’s get out of here.”
The helmsman replied, “Course is locked in, minimum safety range in five seconds, four, three, two, one, engaging power 3 light speed.”
The change over to FTL was smooth and the only indication of the change in speed was a slight blurring of stars in the view screen. The captain got up from his seat and said, “Exec, you have the conn. Chief Watson, join me in my ready room.”
Kelly answered, “I have the conn.”
The captain and the chief went into the ready room. Chief Billings came up and took Chief Watson’s seat. One of the galley crew brought fresh coffee. Kelly kept up a sharp watch on the sensors until they left the orbital plane of the farthest planet of the Antares system. They were now in clear space. It was never safe for FTL ships inside a system. There was always the chance that an in-system ship without a flight plan would move into their path. Kelly relaxed slightly and increased the sensor range as the helmsman increased speed in accordance with the course specified by Chief Watson. Chief Billings was just about to make a correction when the navigator increased the navigation shield’s strength in sync with the greater speed.
Chief Watson came out of the captain’s cabin and motioned Kelly to the captain’s cabin. The chief took over the conn.
“Captain, you wanted to see me?”
“Yes, Kelly, sit down. We’ve got some time here. Tell me how a 2LT earns the Joint Meritorious Service Medal.”
Kelly paused to gather his thoughts and began. “Well, sir, I was involved in an action to capture a K’Rang Scout ship well on our side of the frontier. My lead pilot and I chased the scout down until they employed their self-destruct mechanism. We at least kept them from transmitting their data on the fleet back to the K’Rang Intel.”
“I bet there was more to it than that, but that’s fine for now. It doesn’t always serve you well to display too much humility. If you don’t toot your own horn, don’t expect anyone else to. That is all. Thank you.”
The ship settled into patrol rhythm quickly. The concept of day and night or a 24-hour day did not apply in space. The three watches rotated through the watch schedule in turn, one six-hour watch in an eighteen-hour day. Each individual was on six hours duty, then 12 hours to sleep, relax, do off-duty maintenance on the ship, and study for rating exams. The captain, Kelly, and Chief Watson weren’t in the watch schedule, but they tended to stick with a different watch team, the captain with the red watch, the chief with the yellow watch, and Kelly with the blue watch.
Kelly wandered the ship during his watch. He would relieve the helmsman occasionally by taking over the helm controls from his position. He sat position in the sensor section to gain a better understanding of the sensor grid. He never tried cooking again, but he would now and then filch a snack as he passed through the galley. Chief Pennypacker ran drills for his gunners and Kelly would periodically sit in to keep his gunnery skills up. Chief Miller, at first, merely tolerated Kelly’s presence, but after Kelly beat him to the solution of electronic problems a few times, a new respect took hold, as long as Kelly didn’t come into engineering with his coffee cup.
After four days of cruising, they arrived in their patrol area. The captain, Kelly, and the chief had worked out a course that would allow them to sprint and coast through their patrol area. The plan was to come up to speed and throttle off the engines. They would cover the greatest distance, have the greatest sensor range and sensitivity, and emit the least signature.
They followed this pattern for thirteen days before they got the slightest indication out of the ordinary on their sensors. It wasn’t much, but anything unusual was subject to investigation. Kelly called the captain to the bridge.
“What do you have, Exec?”
“We’ve got emissions from across the frontier in open space. Something is over there. I recommend that we move to these asteroids to starboard, park next to one of them, and monitor this area for any further activity. Those emissions could be nothing more than our K’Rang counterpart doing what we’re doing, but it's the first activity we’ve seen.”
“Good call, Exec, move us over to the K’Rang side of that big rock and park us above it.”
Kelly ordered, “Helmsman, all stop, move us slowly over to that asteroid to starboard and position us 100 meters above it. Use thrusters only. Keep us parallel to the frontier.”
“Aye aye, sir.”
The ship moved slowly under thruster power to a position 100 meters above the asteroid. Kelly went aft and found the entire sensor section up and monitoring their systems. Kelly had Chief Blankenship send two-thirds of them back to their quarters. This watch would go on for hours, maybe days. It wouldn’t do to have the entire sensor section dead on their feet this close to the K’Rang Frontier.
Kelly moved aft. Chief Blankenship knew her job. She didn’t need him hovering. He went to the galley, refilled his coffee, snagged a handful of cookies and went back to gunnery. Kelly found Chief Pennypacker.
“Chief, keep one gunner on the top turret at all times. Rotate them through to keep them fresh. If something comes through the frontier at us we want to be ready.”
“Aye aye, sir.”
Kelly went back to the bridge. The captain was waiting for him.
“How are things, Exec?”
“We’re good, Captain. I had to send most of the sensor section to bed. They all were back there monitoring their systems. I told Chief Pennypacker to keep a gunner on the top turret and rotate them through to keep them fresh. There are fresh chocolate chip cookies in the galley. Here, have a couple.”
The captain took two cookies. “Thanks. Good work, keep everyone on the watch schedule. This will be a long patrol. We need to keep the crew rested and alert.”
The intercom buzzed. “Bridge, Sensors. We’ve got movement across the K’Rang frontier. It hasn’t reached our side of the frontier yet.”
The captain headed back to Sensors. Kelly keyed the intercom and said, “Sensors, the captain is on his way.” Kelly keyed up Sensors on his monitor and tried to analyze what they were up against. He overlayed the two frontiers and buffer zone on his screen and plotted in the known locations of the target, gaining a rough course plot. The target was moving from several hundred thousand kilometers beyond their frontier. If it kept on current course and speed it would cross the frontier in an hour. It was in no hurry.
“Sensors, Bridge. Is the captain with you?”
“Exec, this is Timmons. What have you got?”
“Sir, this guy is taking his time coming through the frontier. He’s slowed down, probably scanning for someone like us. I recommend we settle down onto the asteroid to make it harder for him.”
“Good call, Exec, take us down. Don’t bend anything in the process. I’ll stay here. If we start to lose too much sensor coverage, I’ll tell you and we can ease back up slightly. Take it smooth.”
Kelly instructed the helmsman, and watched the sensor fields on his monitor. The Vigilant settled onto the top of the asteroid with only a slight bump. This helmsman was smooth. He would remember her if he needed a delicate touch on the controls in the future.
He keyed up his mike and said, “Bridge to Sensors, we are settled on the asteroid.”
“Thanks, Exec. No reaction from our friend out there. I’m headed back forward.”
LCDR Timmons resumed his seat on the bridge. “Exec, why don’t you turn in? This guy is going to be in no hurry to cross our frontier.”
Kelly didn’t want to turn in, but he had been up for about 16 hours and he needed some rest. He turned his position over to Chief Blankenship, who was chief of the watch, and retired to his quarters. If anything happened he was only 20 feet away. He keyed up his terminal and set Wanda to alert him if the target crossed the frontier. He pulled off his coveralls, crawled into his rack, and fell asleep almost instantly. He awoke several hours later, checked the tactical situation on his terminal, saw there was no change, and then made a run through the galley. The lunch meal was being served so he had a sandwich, milk, and potato salad, then returned to the bridge. Chief Watson was the chief of the watch.
“Where’s the captain, Chief?”
“He’s in his ready room. He’s in there with Chief Blankenship. He said for you to go in once you came back on duty, sir.”
Kelly knocked on the ready room door and heard the captain tell him to enter. He did so and saw Chief Blankenship and the captain studying the wall display screen.
“Exec, come on over here. Chief, set up the spectral and visual data for the Exec.”
Chief Blankenship went to the terminal, punched a few buttons and said, “This is the phenomena we’re looking at.”
A blown up shot of the region of space containing their quarry showed up on the screen. Kelly could make out something roughly cylindrical on one end (he assumed it was the bow), with a fat midsection, and three cylinders toward what he assumed was the stern. The rear glowed red, showing heat, and the front was purple.
“Chief, what does the purple around the bow of the ship mean?”
“I don’t know, sir. That’s what the captain and I were trying to figure out. The purple implies extreme cold, but that doesn’t make sense if that is a cockpit.”
“Chief, how big is this thing? I can’t tell scale from this image.”
“It’s about half our size, sir. It’s about 50 meters long and 20 meters wide at the widest part. One of my guys drew up a rendering of what he thinks it looks like. Here, I’ll bring it up on the screen.”
She clicked a few buttons and a picture of a small scout-class looking ship appeared on the screen. It looked slightly conical, with a small cylindrical bow, a fat conical midsection, and three cylinders, presumably engines, at the rear.
Kelly said, “Chief, put the two images side by side.”
He waited while she manipulated the images, putting the rendering in the same orientation.
“Maybe what we are assuming is a cockpit is really an IR sensor array. Remember way back when they would supercool the IR sensor to make the sensor more sensitive? That could be what we are seeing here. The purple could be the result of the supercooling of the sensor here on the nose cone.”
“You may have a point there, Exec. Chief, have we gotten any new emissions since they entered the buffer zone?”
“No sir, they’ve been quiet as a tomb. They haven’t used any active sensors that we've detected.”
“Okay, let’s break this up. I think we’ve got all we can from these images. Thank you, Chief. Keep your eye on this guy.”
Kelly went back out on the bridge and took his position. He called up the tactical display on his monitor. Nothing had changed. Feeling uneasy, he keyed up his intercom and called to Chief Blankenship, “Chief, let’s not get tunnel vision on this. Make sure that some of your people are watching the long-range sensors as well.”
“Aye aye, sir, I’ll keep one of my people on long-range sensors.”
Kelly thought to himself that it wouldn’t do to have somebody sneak through into the sector while they were watching this guy. He keyed his monitor to read the long-range sensor display. He saw a few ships near the Scutum sector. It was mostly in-system ships moving between the habitable planet, New Alexandria, and the nearby asteroid field that they mined for precious metals. He watched one FTL ship come into the system. He watched it closely until he saw something break away from the ship before it entered the 6664 system.
“Bridge, this is Sensors.”
“Sensors, Bridge. What have you got?”
Chief Blankenship came on. “Sir, we just had a small ship separate from an FTL freighter over near the 6664 system in the Scutum sector. It’s heading in our direction.”
Kelly hit a switch on his intercom. “Captain to the bridge.” LCDR Timmons startled him by leaning over his shoulder and looking at his monitor.
“Is that small blip this side of 6664 what they’re talking about?”
“Yes, sir, I watched it pull away from the freighter. Sensors says it’s coming our way.”
“Okay, Exec, plot this guy’s course. How close will he come to us? Recommend if we need to reposition. We should do that before he gets too close. Call up what you can on the freighter.”
Kelly did a quick search and found the freighter registration information. It was the Manchu Warrior, an ore freighter registered out of Fomalhaut. Its record was clean and it carried a small shuttle. The freighter belonged to the Indigo Consortium, a mineral trading company headquartered in the Fomalhaut system. It had just come from the Aldebaran system and was coming into the 6664 system to drop off mining equipment, and pick up a shipment of gold to take back to Fomalhaut. The records showed the consortium had a gold mining operation on a large asteroid on the opposite side of the 6664 system. There was nothing in the files on why a shuttle from that freighter was now heading in their direction, near where a K’Rang ship was waiting. Kelly relayed a synopsis of the data he found on the freighter to the captain.
He plotted the shuttle’s course and determined that it was going to pass far enough away from them that they wouldn’t be detected where they were. If the shuttle was coming to rendezvous with the K’Rang ship, they were in the perfect position.
“Captain, we can stay right where we are and watch the whole show or take any other action that may be required.”
“Good enough, Exec, let’s do just that. Let’s see if we can figure out what business an ore freighter’s shuttle and a K’Rang scout ship have with each other.”
LCDR Timmons retired to his quarters. It would be several hours before the shuttle came even with their position. He had time for some shuteye.
Timmons came back onto the bridge as the shuttle drew near. The shuttle was going to pass a little closer than Kelly had calculated, but they were still in no danger of discovery.
“Sensors, see if you can get a reading on what’s in the shuttle as it passes.”
“Sensors, aye.”
All the passive sensors of the Vigilant scoured the shuttle as it passed a mere 2000 meters away. Kelly looked at the readings that appeared on his monitor. He saw that the shuttle had no discernible modifications. There were five life signs on board. If there was anything in the cargo hold, it didn’t appear on the scan.
The captain said, “I didn’t see anything on the scan. Did you?”
“No, Captain, just the five life signs on board. If there is any cargo there, it doesn’t show up.”
“Let’s just sit here and see what comes up.”
It didn’t take long for something to come up. As the shuttle approached the frontier, the K’Rang ship crossed into Galactic Republic space. The two ships pulled up side-by-side and a docking tunnel extended from the K’Rang ship to the shuttle. The two ships docked and floated free in space. Sensors on the Vigilant picked up the movement of three people from the shuttle to the K’Rang ship. About thirty minutes later three people moved through the tunnel to the shuttle. The tunnel retracted and the two ships parted company. The K’Rang ship turned and re-entered K’Rang space. It continued on a straight path until it moved out of short-range sensor range. Long-range sensors would follow it until it receded out of long-range sensor range. The shuttle moved back to the 6664 system and landed at the New Alexandria spaceport. Two days later, the two ships lifted off together, rejoined once in space, and the freighter cleared the system and went into FTL travel. The Vigilant watched the freighter leave.
“Chief Watson, copy all the sensor readings we’ve acquired and make them ready to transmit back to Antares Base. Recommend to Admiral Craddock that someone follow the Manchu Warrior to its next port call, board the ship, and scan the shuttle computer banks. Stand down the reinforced watches and return to normal watch schedule. Let’s get back to patrolling.”
“Aye aye, Captain.”
The patrol went on for another 22 days, until they reached the farthest limit of their patrol sector, but nothing further out of the ordinary showed up. Kelly spent time researching the Manchu Warrior and the Indigo Consortium. The ship was not the least bit unusual. Its port call records showed a normal schedule for a freighter of its type and class. It visited only planets with mineral deposits and its subsequent port calls were to planets where those minerals were needed. It seemed as if the Manchu Warrior was a fairly profitable venture.
The Indigo Consortium was also plain vanilla. Its financial statements showed it to be a moderately successful mineral trading company. It owned four freighters, the Manchu Warrior, the Old Guard, the Grenadier Guard, and the Gurkha, all identical. Apart from the quaint practice of naming their ships after historical warriors, there was nothing out of the ordinary about the company. If it hadn’t been for the witnessed rendezvous between their shuttle and a K’Rang ship, they would be singularly unremarkable. Kelly closed his terminal down and retired to his cabin for some rest. He’d let the analysts at Scout Force HQ sort this one out.
As he lay in his bunk, he thought back to when he told the captain his abbreviated tale of how he won his Joint Meritorious Service Medal. There was a good deal more to the story than he had told the captain. Kelly remembered it quite well.

Kelly remembered sitting in his cockpit; his instrument lights were dimmed to a minimal glow. He let his eyes adjust to space’s velvet blackness. He stared out his screen and saw millions of stars, a nebula or two, and over a dozen far galaxies. His new fighter’s sensors watched the close space around the ship to warn of any objects near him. He had programmed his computer with a woman’s voice just slightly older than Kelly. Wanda, as he had chosen to call her, spoke to him only when she had information he needed to hear. He instructed her as to just what he did and did not want to hear.
The artificial intelligence program did an uncanny job of making Wanda appear to be a thinking reasoning person, not just a disembodied voice. He thought he even detected a faint petulance when he corrected her for being too talkative.
As his eyes adjusted, he slowly moved the fighter ahead. He was on free flight, 200 kilometers from the Fleet. He had successfully checked out on the F-53 and had been granted an opportunity for free flight in open space. Kelly gradually increased the speed until he was at 50 % power. The distance from the fleet was progressing dramatically. He worked the fighter through a series of two and three G turns, climbs, and dives. The seat automatically gripped and released his legs to keep him from blacking out. It didn’t take Kelly very long to feel the difference between the F-53 and the trainers he had flown before.
After he got the feel for the ship in turns, dives, and climbs, he tried some quick spin rolls without losing any forward momentum. The F-53 spun on its axis very quickly. The computer could spin the ship and then stop with the front pointing precisely along his back track. This was a handy move if you had an enemy on your tail and couldn’t shake them. It was risky and had to be done almost instantaneously or the tailing bad guy would realize what you were doing and put a missile into your cockpit.
Kelly brought the ship to a dead stop and said, “Wanda.”
“Yes, Kelly, what can I do for you?”
“Wanda, take me back over the track I just flew, matching my maneuvers as closely as you can.”
“Kelly, would you like me to do the maneuvers in reverse or forward of what we just completed?”
“Forward back to where I started. Can you do that?”
“Yes, Kelly, I can. Would you put your hands on your knees and away from the control stick? Good, hang on.”
The ship took off and the computer matched the maneuvers Kelly had completed almost exactly as Kelly had done. He noticed that the turns were not as crisply done as he had done, but were well within the range. As the ship reached the starting point, it executed a perfect spin roll and braked to a stop.
“How did I do, Kelly?”
“You did very well, Wanda. I did notice that you did not do the turns as crisply as I had, but your response was acceptable.”
“I did not do the turns as crisply as you, because I knew the exact point in space to make the turn and purposely softened the turns so as not to discomfort you too much.”
“Thank you, Wanda, but in the future if I ask you to do something as I did, you are to do it as close to exactly as I did as possible.”
“As you wish, Kelly, you are the boss. Kelly, there is another F-53 approaching from below and behind. The IFF is turned off, but I can tell from the way it is flown that it is 1LT Shappelle.”
Kelly took over the controls, fired up his firing simulator, and did a snap spin to face directly at Angie’s approaching fighter.
“Hello, Angie, state your intentions or I’ll send a mini-seeker your way.”
“Damn, you’re quick. Thought I was going to sneak up on you.”
“Not a chance. Wanda saw you coming a long way off.”
“Who is Wanda?”
“She’s my ship mate, literally.”
“Oh, I see. Getting acquainted with your ship’s computer, are you?”
“Yes, and she’s doing pretty well. She’ll do better once she stops worrying that she might hurt me.”
“Kelly, come over here and set up in the wingman position. Let’s do some formation flying for a bit, unless you need some more solo flying.”
Kelly fired his thrusters and assumed the echelon right position, behind and to the right of Angie’s fighter.
“Now, try and keep up with me.”
Angie took off and Kelly followed, maintaining a perfect two-ship distance. They would fly closer in combat, but two-ship distance was as close as non-combat regulations allowed. Angie ran through a series of rolls, loops, climbs, and dives. She did some retro fire flips and some corkscrew rolls. She leveled out and executed a max-G burn.
Kelly thumbed off his communicator and said, “Wanda, how did you know it was LT Shappelle sneaking up on me?”
“Kelly, I have access to all the information stored in the Bolivar’s databanks. Even though to you I was only initiated yesterday, I have a memory as long as the Bolivar’s. LT Shappelle has a distinct flying style, as do you, so I recognized it.”
“Thank you, Wanda. That’s good info to have.”
Kelly flipped his communicator back to hot. “Angie, are we going to start flying anytime soon?”
“Okay, smart guy, keep up with this.”
Kelly did an outside roll away from Kelly, which caught him a little off guard, but he snap rolled to keep up with her. She executed a complicated set of rolls, loops, dives, and corkscrews. Kelly stayed right with her. She went into a tight inside loop and Kelly stayed with her. She started tightening the loop and Kelly started to feel the G-forces increase.
“Wanda, if I black out, break away from Angie’s ship for me.”
“Of course, Kelly, I would have done that anyway.”
“Thank you, Wanda.”
The loop got tighter still. Kelly stayed right with her. Angie surprised him by snap rolling away to the left and flying away at a 90-degree angle from the previous loop. Kelly recovered and quickly got back in formation with her.
“That was a good one. I’ll have to remember that one.”
“I thought you might like that one. You know, now I know who you are.”
“Oh? Who am I?”
“You're that snot-nosed junior classmen that shot my ass out of space in fighter school. You know, I took a lot of ribbing for that.”
“What can I say? You flew in front of me and I shot you.”
“How about let’s head back to the Bolivar. I think we’ve had enough of a workout for now. Follow me. Let’s see how well you land.”
Kelly followed her back to the Bolivar landing bay and the two of them executed a perfect two-ship formation landing. They taxied into their parking spots and powered down their ships. The crew chiefs came over and helped them out of their ships.
The Carrier Fighter Wing Commander was waiting for them.
“Lieutenants, that was some pretty good flying out there. How long have you two been flying together?”
Angie looked a little sheepish and said, “Uh, that was the first time we’ve flown together, sir.”
“It was? Then that was pretty amazing that you two flew that well out there. Good job, keep it up.” The commander turned and walked away from two very amazed lieutenants.
As the shock wore off Angie said, “Come on, let’s eat. I’m starved. Snap rolls and tight loops make me hungry.”
Kelly walked with her to the dining facility, where the two filled their trays and wolfed down a major lunch. Other pilots stared and made sure to keep their hands away from the hungry pilots’ mouths. As they finished up, CPT Willis, their flight leader, came over and sat down with them.
“Are you two about through? You’re scaring the other pilots.”
“Almost, ma’am. Don’t worry, we won’t lick the plates.”
CPT Willis laughed at that and said, “I can see you two are going to be a piece of work. Just don’t get too cocky. There are scores of other pilots that would just love to burst your bubbles. It won’t be long before they find out about the CFW commander’s comments and they’ll be gunning for you. Watch out.”
Kelly and Angie looked at each other. Kelly said, “You’ve already heard what the CFW said?”
“Oh, yes, the word got back to us very quickly. The CFW called the Squadron Commander and he called me. I came to find you. I was a little worried when I saw you two eating. I made sure as I came up not to startle you or to get between you and your food. If you’re done, let’s go to the briefing room for your debriefing.”
The two got up, carried their trays to the re-processor, and followed CPT Willis to the briefing room.
LTC Matthews and the squadron exec were waiting.
“Well, here are our star pilots now,” began the CO, “Come in and sit down, please.”
The two cast each other sidelong glances, wondered what they were being set up for, and sat down.
“You two really impressed the CFW. What did you two do out there?”
Angie spoke first. “Sir, we were just practicing formation flying. We were pushing the envelope, but I don’t think we did anything all that spectacular.”
Kelly spoke up. “Sir, we were pushing it pretty hard, but we were well within the safety limits of the ships. You can review the flight tapes if you need confirmation.”
“Relax, you two. This is not a dressing down. You aren’t in trouble. The CFW just wanted us to know that you two flew like you had been flying together for years. When he found out you two had just been paired up he wanted to let me know that, whatever I was doing to train my folks, I should keep it up.”
Broad smiles flashed onto their faces.
“You had us worried, sir,” said Angie. “We thought we were in hack.”
“No, you aren’t in trouble. We want to review your flight logs and the Bolivar sensor logs to see exactly what the CFW saw that was so impressive.”
They called up the flight and Bolivar logs on the holographic briefing table. It showed the flight of the two fighters as Angie attempted to shake Kelly from his wingman position. Kelly was amazed at Angie’s flying ability and she by Kelly’s ability to stay up with her. He never got further than three ship’s width’s away from her the entire flight. LTC Samuels and CPT Willis also appeared to be impressed.
“I can see why the CFW was so excited. That was some pretty fancy flying. Were you two doing that on purpose or were you just screwing around?”
Angie spoke up. “Sir, I challenged Kelly to stay in formation with me. Then I proceeded to try as hard as I could to shake him off. He stayed with me through all the maneuvers.”
“All right, you two are dismissed. Tomorrow, CPT Willis, I want you to concentrate on four ship formation flying.”
Angie and Kelly headed off to change out of their flight suits and get cleaned up.
CPT Willis turned to LTC Matthews and asked, “Do you have any idea why the CFW would be so interested in those two, sir?”
“No, Captain, but I’m sure we will find out soon enough.”

A jet-black hole in space was watching and listening 100,000 kilometers in-spiral from the fleet’s position. The K’Rang scout ship D’Rella was monitoring the Fleet activity, its sensors in full receive mode.
“Shadow Warrior K’Tella, the human fleet is conducting training drills only. I detect no indications of any preparations for movement against the Empire.”
Slightly bristling at his technician’s presumption, the Shadow Warrior shot back, “Shadow Technician M’Drek, our mission is to collect. Let us leave analysis to those better able to make such judgments. Remember, we only see a small piece of the total picture. Concentrate on making sure that we collect all that there is to collect. The Imperial Analysis Cabal will draw its own conclusions from our data.”
Recoiling from the rebuke, his ears flat on his head, the technician responded, “I understand, Shadow Warrior. Forgive my impertinence. I will double my efforts to gather as much data as I can. We are gaining valuable information on their new interceptor ships. They turn tighter and fly faster than our best ships. I will emphasize collection on these ships. I detect no new capabilities in their escort class ships. Their capital ships appear to have some new weaponry, but they have not conducted any gunnery exercises that I have been able to detect.”
“Shadow Technician, we are coming up on our communications window. Prepare all you have collected in this period for transmission.”
The technician spooled up all his data, encrypted it, compressed it and prepared to transmit. At the push of a button, a turret on the top of the ship rose and rotated an antenna to face in-spiral, to an awaiting relay satellite just over the frontier. As the timer counted down, he watched the compression indicator light go from orange to pale red to bright red. As it reached bright red the light blinked.
“Shadow Warrior, the data is ready to transmit on your order.”
“Send it.”
The technician pushed the button next to the compression indicator light. A green light came on. As the data streamed out the light grew dimmer and dimmer until it blinked and went out.
“Shadow Warrior, the data has been sent and acknowledged.”
“Continue our monitoring mission. I will rest now.”
Shadow Technician M’Drek turned back to his scopes and gauges and concentrated on his mission.


CPT Willis pulled Angie and Kelly out of the breakfast line before they’d had a chance to pick up a tray. “Come with me,” was all she said. Kelly wondered what trouble they had gotten into now.
The two followed her down the passageway and to the upper decks near flag country. LTC Matthews met them in the hallway and the four of them proceeded past the Marine guard at the entry to the flag office spaces. LTC Matthews knocked on a door. The door was opened by the CFW.
“Come in, all of you.”
They proceeded into a dimly lit, large room, with a double height ceiling. As Kelly’s eyes adjusted to the light, he saw the CFW, two Fleet Commanders, a Fighter Force captain that Kelly didn’t recognize, General Bugarov, and Admiral Haddock-Halloway. He looked over to Angie and got a “What have we gotten ourselves into now?” look.
Admiral Haddock-Halloway said, “Now that we are all here, please be seated. CFW, would you begin?”
“Thank you, sir. As you all know, the Bolivar has been here close to the frontier for a week now, conducting fighter training and fleet formation drills. About four days ago, the frigate Tenacious picked up an echo on its sensors. At least, that is what they thought at first. After a day monitoring this echo, they noticed some inconsistencies. Echoes normally maintain a constant bearing and distance from the ship that detects them. This echo, however, shifted around. It was subtle and took all day to sort it out, but the Tenacious thinks we have a K’Rang Shadow Scout ship monitoring our fleet operations from our side of the frontier. It’s about 100,000 km away and in-spiral of us. Admiral?”
Admiral Haddock-Halloway stood up and moved over to the tank. The tank was a large holographic projector used for fleet battle management and took up most of the room. The room lights dimmed further and a representation of the space around the fleet appeared in mid-room. The admiral stood within the projection.
“The fleet is arrayed here in the center. The echo is represented by this green dot. The frontier is in-spiral of us and is represented by these two curtain-like bands. The red band is their side of the frontier. The blue one is ours. As you can see, the distance from us to the echo is greater than the distance of the echo to the frontier. We could not turn the fleet or launch fighters and catch them before they could cross the frontier on maximum burn. We are going to need to be pretty slick to catch these guys. We are going to have to find a way to trick them. That will not be easy, because their ship is just one big sensor pod.”


“The CFW and I have wrestled with this problem for a couple of days now. He came to me yesterday and told me the last piece of the puzzle had fallen into place. As you all know, we have very strict orders dealing with any engagements with the K’Rang. We have to have a significant tactical or numerical advantage to take on the K’Rang. We think we have that.”
“We are going to try and draw the Shadow Ship further into our space. To do this, we are going to move the fleet further out-spiral and conduct gunnery exercises. This will undoubtedly cause the scout ship to follow us. We are going to leave two fighters behind for the scout ship to pass by. These two ships will become the hammer. A four-ship flight will drop off behind the fleet, hide and become the anvil. Once we have the Scout between our two fighter groups, we will spring the trap.”
“Lieutenants Shappelle and Blake, you two will be the hammer.”
Angie and Kelly exchanged matching stunned looks.
“When we move the fleet forward, we will parallel this asteroid belt, shown here in brown. The K’Rang will most likely assume we are going to use the asteroids as gunnery targets. We will drop you two off to hide in the asteroid field. We think we can do it in such a way that even the most sensitive sensors on the scout won’t detect. I’m calling a fleet captains' conference. The captains’ skiffs from all the fleets’ ships will converge on the flagship. After a reasonable amount of time all the skiffs will return to their ships. LTs Shappelle and Blake will accompany the Tenacious’ skiff back to the frigate. You will magnetically attach your fighters to the exterior of the Tenacious. The Tenacious will move closer to the asteroid field, allowing its shields to move some of the bigger rocks. You will detach yourself and hide in amongst the rocks. We have analyzed them and found a large amount of iron, nickel, and lodestone in them. Your fighters will blend right in.”
“The fleet will keep moving off. At an appropriate distance, CPT Chang here, from the 34th Fighter Squadron, will move and hide his flight in the asteroid belt. He will employ a similar technique with the Transcendent. Our expectation is that the scout ship will follow behind the fleet at about the same distance it is now. It will move forward cautiously. Our estimate is that it will take about five to ten hours to pass your location, LTs Shappelle and Blake. Once the scout has moved to 200,000 km from the border, we move. Lieutenants, your mission will be to drive the scout toward the fleet and CPT Chang’s waiting flight. While you six are chasing the scout around, we are going to FTL the frigates Tenacious and Transcendent into space between the frontier and him, locking him in.”
“CPT Chang, 1LT Shappelle, and 2LT Blake, your orders are to capture the scout, if possible. We want you to chase these guys around space until they figure out they can’t get away and give up. Just keep them from turning back toward the frontier. We want to study this ship. Of course, there is the strong chance that they won’t surrender. If that is the case, you will request authorization to fire on and destroy the scout.”
“LTs Shappelle and Blake, when you two did your pas de deux yesterday, the CFW found the lead and wing man combination we were looking for. We needed a pair that could keep up with a K’Rang Scout ship and not get separated. If they can split you up, they can take you out one at a time, but if you stick together they have to keep running. That’s what we want. We want them to keep running thinking they can find a way to get away. We will execute this operation in ten hours. Any questions? LTs Shappelle and Blake, you deploy first. Report to your squadron ready room.”
Angie asked, “Sir, is it all right if we go get breakfast first? We were brought here before we made it through the chow line.”
“I think that would be okay, but speak to no one of this. LTC Matthews and CPT Willis, you haven’t had breakfast yet either, I presume. Why don’t you join them?”
“Aye aye, sir,” said the squadron commander. “Come on, you three.”

“Shadow Warrior, there is an increase of activity in the human fleet. The fighters have all landed and small craft from each ship have converged on the carrier. I believe they are preparing for some new activity, possibly departure or gunnery drill. There is an asteroid field along their current trajectory that could be used as targets.”
“Shadow Technician, continue to monitor their activity. Inform me of any further changes in their actions.”
“As you command. Their screening ships have moved closer to the asteroid field. I detect that they are scanning the asteroid field. Indications are strong that they will conduct gunnery training soon. I recommend we move closer to record their weapon emissions and effects.”
“Continue to monitor. Scan the space between us and the human fleet to see if there is a path we can use that will provide us the least likelihood of being detected.”
“Scanning,” said the technician, dropping his head to his scope. “I see a way to cover our approach if we hug close to the asteroid field. It is heavy with high iron content asteroids. It should confuse their sensors and allow us to get within 50,000 km. At that range, we will be able to record the energy levels and effects of their weaponry. It will be a major coup for us, Shadow Warrior.”
Shadow Warrior K’Tella imagined himself promoted and honored for this action. “Plot your course and enter it into the flight computer, Shadow Technician.”
The technician lowered his head to his scope, ran his claws over the keyboard and replied, “It is done, Shadow Warrior. We must proceed cautiously. I will maintain a continuous scan ahead of us to detect any reaction from the human fleet.”
“Let us proceed.”
The K’Rang ship moved forward, slowly, stealthily, cautiously, alert to any reaction from the fleet.

LTs Shappelle and Blake left the dining facility for the squadron briefing room, where they studied the specifications of every known K’Rang scout ship. They studied everything from the 100-meter long bulbous planetary exploration ships with crews of up to 70 to small two-man ships that looked remarkably like mosquitoes. They headed to the hanger deck where their ships were prepared for the mission. As they came onto the hangar deck, they did not see their ships. A Marine guard at the base of the stairs stopped them, inspected their ID, and waved another guard over to escort the LTs. He led them through a personnel hatch in the blast shield at the end of the hangar deck, leading to a small area between the blast door and the outer atmospheric door. Their two ships were waiting for them. At least, they assumed they were their two ships.
The fighters had been fitted with some sort of cover that hid the sleek lines of the fighters and made them look more like rocks. Kelly walked over to the officer in charge and asked, “What the hell is that, sir?” pointing at the covering on his fighter.
“That, Lieutenant, is called camouflage. If the K’Rang ship is to pass you by without noticing and flaming your ass, you will need to look more like a harmless rock and less like a sleek deadly Fighter Force F-53 waiting to snatch them up. The camouflage cover is kinetically identical to your bare fighter. It won’t slow you down. It won’t throw you off balance. Other than a slight decrease in vision to the rear, you won’t even know it’s there. If it does become a problem there are explosive bolts to blow the cover. Now come over here to your cockpit and let me show you something.”
Angie and Kelly walked over with the squadron maintenance officer to the open cockpit of LT Shappelle’s fighter.
“If you look here on the panel you will see a slightly different throttle than you are used to. We replaced the standard throttle with an experimental model that electronically increases thrust to your engines. It will give you an additional 25 percent thrust. There is a stop on the throttle that engages at full military power. Push this button on the throttle to gain the additional thrust. Come back here to the rear.”
They followed him around to the rear of the ship.
“We modified your thrusters to help hide the exhaust. I recommend that once you break the magnetic lock from the Tenacious, you run your engines just to get you pointed toward the asteroid field. Then coast until you get within the field and use your retro thrusters to bring you to a stop and position you in among the rocks. Other than that, we did a major tune up and inspection of both ships. If anything was more than two percent out of spec we replaced it. Your ships are better than when they rolled off the factory floor.”
The squadron commander entered the space and came over to them.
“Are you two ready?”
The two came to attention and saluted. The squadron commander returned their salute and told them to be at ease.
“The fleet commanders are about to break up and get ready to return to their ships. The Tenacious’ skiff and two others will pass by this door. You will move out and fly formation with them. The other two skiffs will break off once you reach the Tenacious. Try and be set up at that point to be able to drift up against the Tenacious using only your retro thrusters. If you have any questions or last comments, now is the time, because we need to get you two strapped in and ready to go.”
He waited a second and neither officer said anything. “Okay then, if you need to hit the head, now would be the time.”
Both junior officers assumed stunned looks as they both realized they had left a significant aspect out of their mission preparations. They excused themselves and scurried quickly to the nearest heads. They came back a few minutes later with slightly sheepish looks on their face. The squadron commander and maintenance officer were both laughing as they returned.
“Its okay, Lieutenants, we all have made that mistake at least once. Usually the worst thing that happens is the crew chief makes you clean and disinfect the cockpit. Let’s get you strapped in.”
The crew chiefs stepped in to help the two pilots into their ships. Once they were strapped in and adjusted to their seats, the squadron commander came to each ship and wished them good luck and good hunting.
At a signal from their crew chiefs, they fired up their engines at the idle setting and sealed their cockpits. Both crew chiefs saluted their officers and moved out of the space through the door in the blast shield. The squadron commander and maintenance officer gave them a thumb’s up and also left through the personnel hatch. As the hatch closed and sealed, the lights went out, leaving them in blackness. The sensors in the ship showed the atmosphere in the bay reducing. After a few minutes, the sensors showed zero atmospheres. The outer door of the hangar deck opened. Angie and Kelly raised their ships up off the deck and applied minimal power to move them out into free space.
The Tenacious’ skiff passed by the two fighters and they moved out to join in formation. Two other skiffs came up and lined up next to each of the fighters. They flew along through open space for a few minutes until they could pick the Tenacious out of the blackness. As they ran the length of the Tenacious, the two other skiffs broke off and continued to other ships further on in the darkness. The Tenacious’ skiff pilot said goodbye to the other two skiffs, which was Angie’s and Kelly’s signal to drift into the side of the frigate. They judiciously applied their retro rockets to gently bring their ships against the hull and energize their electromagnetic pads to hold them to the frigate.
After about twenty minutes, the fleet began to move. The Tenacious moved out ahead of the fleet and then began to coast. As the ship ran along the fringe of the asteroid field it increased the radius of its shields, causing asteroids to be moved and ricochet off of each other. The Tenacious sent a signal to the flagship. The encrypted signal was the sign for the two fighter pilots to release from the frigate and move into the asteroid field. The sensors on the Tenacious could barely pick out the two small fighters from the rubble in the asteroid field. Angie and Kelly moved into a small pocket in the side of one of the larger, undisturbed asteroids and settled in to wait.


“Shadow Warrior, the human fleet is moving. Their small courier vessels returned to their home ships. The two escort ships on the port side of the fleet are bounding past one another, scanning into the asteroid field. They lack discipline, Shadow Warrior. See how their shields extend into the asteroid field and disturb the asteroids. My Pride Mother could track their movements.”
“Move us closer. The clutter from their disturbance of the asteroid field will confuse their sensors and cover our movement. Let us see how close we can get. Monitor them closely. Tell me when you even think they have detected us. Have your recorders operating at maximum efficiency. We must glean as much information as possible during this opportunity. What we are doing will be dangerous, but with danger comes high glory. Long live the Empire!”
“Long live the Empire!”

Angie and Kelly had extended their sensor probes out until they rested against each other’s ship. This gave them a rudimentary and un-interceptable communications means. Their sensors picked up the vibrations of each other’s voices and translated it into speech.
“Have you detected anything, Kelly?”
“No. I have all the ship’s passive sensors scanning as far as possible, but nothing yet. Wanda, do you detect anything?”
“No Kelly, I detect no sign of the K’Rang ship. I will inform you the second I do.”
An hour passed by and then six more. Kelly’s back itched in a spot that he could not reach. The blackness of space hung before him punctuated by only a few far stars. Kelly rubbed his back against the seat trying to scratch his itch.
“Say, Angie, can you come over here and scratch my back? There is a spot right between my shoulder blades that itches like crazy.”
“Yeah, hang on, I’ll be right over.”
Wanda broke in. “Kelly, perhaps I can help.”
“Yeah, right, I wish.”
“No, I can help. Lean forward a little.”
As Kelly leaned forward he could hear the seat adjust behind him.
“Lean back, Kelly, and rub against the seat.”
Kelly leaned back and found a bump in the seat right between his shoulder blades. The relief was instantaneous and felt wonderful.
“Thank you, Wanda, that feels great. You can return the seat to normal now.”
“You are welco… Kelly, we have company. I am detecting something blocking stars directly in front of us. It is moving very slowly. I do not have enough of a sensor lock to be able to tell you anything about it, but it is out there, dead ahead.”
“Angie, did you hear that?”
“I heard it. I don’t see anything yet. Try not to lose contact with it.”
“I see it. At least, I see where it was. I just had a star blink on and one blink off. I’m adding all that I have into the targeting computer. Once we fire up, I'll transmit it to you.”
“I think I see it, too. I can’t get a sensor lock, either. I get the impression it is only a few hundred kilometers out from us, but that is just a guess.”
Angie and Kelly spent another hour waiting. Their sensor picture of the K’Rang ship slowly fleshed out. Each additional detection of its movement added a bit more information. After another hour, they had enough information to determine that it was one of the smaller scout ships and not one of the larger and better-armed ships. After yet another hour, the scout had passed out of sight of their sensor and about 20 thousand kilometers past their current position. To maintain their contact, they would have to move out from the pocket on the asteroid. If they used only their retro thrusters, chances were good that the scout would not detect them.

“Shadow Warrior, we are approaching 175,000 kilometers from the frontier. We are within 80,000 kilometers of the human fleet. I have no indication that we have been detected. The asteroid debris from their gunnery exercise is obscuring my sensors somewhat. I have set maximum sensitivity to our forward sensors. The data I am collecting is of very high quality. I am detecting pulse cannons, energy beams, and particle cannons. We have suspected the humans had developed and fielded particle cannons, but this is the first confirmation of that. We have done well, Shadow Warrior; we should retreat behind the frontier now.”
“Shadow Technician, I wish to record some of their tactics as well. Can you see how their battle cruisers form a shield on the enemy side of the carrier? Do you see the way the large escort ships use their pulse cannon turrets to destroy the bits of asteroid coming at the fleet from the field? Look there. One of the small escorts is using a tractor beam to pick out asteroids and hurl them into the fleet. Even their supply ships have pulse turrets. We must get closer to gain as much of this data as possible.”
“Shadow Warrior, this data will do us no good if the enemy discovers our presence. This type of information is only useful if the enemy does not know we possess it. I urge you to turn back.”
K'Tella's ears pointing straight forward and his pupils wide open, he responded, “No, I am moving us forward. Concentrate on gathering information on their tractor beams. Our designers may be able to use this data to make our ships stronger.”

Kelly did not want to take a chance of alerting the K’Rang ship, but he and Angie couldn’t stay where they were and still monitor the scout ship’s movement. He came up with an idea.
“Angie, I think I know how we can change our view point without tipping our hand to the K’Rang. They put those extensions on our engine exhaust cones. If I push my ship back against the asteroid using my retro jets, I think I can move the rock. It won’t be much, but I should be able to move us a few degrees. I need you to monitor for when we get the K’Rang ship back in our sensor field.”
“Okay, but take it real slow. They may notice something as large as this rock if you move us too fast.”
“I’ll take it real slow. Now watch for when they come back into view.”
Kelly slowly applied his front thrusters until he felt the ship touch the rock. He nudged back further until all three exhaust cones were firmly pressed against the back of the indention. He slowly fired a sequence of short retro thrusts to try and determine the feel of the rock and the minimum thrust necessary to slowly spin the rock. After a few minutes he thought he had a feel for it and applied a long burst and stopped. The rock moved ever so slightly. A few more bursts and he had the rock slowly moving in the direction he needed. He let the rock spin and then told Angie, “I need you to back up and do the same as I just did to stop us when we get lined up.”
“I’ll try. I’m not as comfortable with banging up my ship as you are with yours.”
Angie backed her ship against the rock and emulated Kelly’s retro thrusts. The rock slowed.
“Don’t push too hard. We need another ten degrees to be facing right at them. I just have them at the edge of my sensors.”
“Say when,” she said as she hit the thrusters again.
“When. Don’t over correct.”
Angie gave a couple of thruster bursts and the rock slowed to a stop.
“How’s that?”
“Great view. I think if we give them another hour, we have them.”

“Shadow Warrior, we are at 190,000 km from the frontier. We are 20,000 km from the fleet. I have collected a great deal of data on their tractor beam. Once again, I recommend we retire and deliver our information to our forces.”
Reluctantly, the Shadow Warrior conceded his point. “Agreed, Shadow Technician, I will hold here. Prepare the data for transmission.”

“Kelly,” Wanda announced, “the scout ship has stopped moving. I am detecting some sort of turret rising up from the hull of the scout ship. It appears to be swiveling toward our position.”
“What? Do you get any indication of a weapon charging up?”
“No, Kelly, but it is still swiveling in our direction.”
“Angie, he’s got some sort of turret swiveling in our direction. He may be on to us.”
“Didn’t that mosquito looking thing have some kind of comms turret on the upper hull?”
“Yeah, I think it did. If he’s stopped moving and is getting his comms turret pointing back our way, he must be getting ready to send any data he collected back to his forces. I say we jump him. Maybe we can stop him from getting his data home.”
“I agree, fire up and let’s go get him.”
Angie fired her main engines and blasted out of the hole in the rock. Kelly followed close behind. As they cleared the asteroid field, the magnetic interference on their sensors cleared. The image of the scout ship appeared in high resolution on their screens. They were looking at one of the K’Rang mosquito ships about 40,000 km in front of them. They moved their throttles beyond the detent to give them maximum speed to close the gap quickly. It would only be a few seconds and they would be on them.

“Shadow Warrior, our data will be ready to transmit in 15 seconds. The communications turret is deployed and lined up with our relay satellite near the frontier.”
The Shadow Technician looked down at his control panel and saw the orange light come on and waited for it to progress to red. With the large amount of data they had collected it would take a while. As he waited he returned his sensors from emphasis on front coverage to all around coverage. A bright spot appeared instantly directly behind them. It resolved quickly to indicate two human interceptors closing on them at a high rate of speed.
“Shadow Warrior, two human interceptor ships in-spiral of us at 30,000 km and closing fast! Evasive maneuvers now!”
After a split second’s hesitation to look at the sensor scope, the Shadow Warrior rotated the ship 90 degrees and applied full power. This caused their ship to shoot upward perpendicular to the human ships approach. He looked over his shoulder at the technician and said, “Send our data, now!”
“Shadow Warrior, it will require a few more seconds to compress and be ready to send.” He looked down at his instruments and said, “It will be 20 more seconds before the data can be sent.”
“Shadow Technician, send the data as soon as it is ready. Do not ask for permission. Just send it. We must get that data back to the home world.”


“Kelly, follow me. Let’s cut the corner on this guy and cut him off from getting back in-spiral.”
“Make the turn, I’ll be right here beside you. Just let me know when you are going to turn toward me or slow down quickly.”
The two fighters, wingtip to wingtip, turned up at an angle and headed to where the scout ship would be in a few seconds.
“Kelly, what is that turret doing?”
“Hang on. Wanda, what is the turret doing? Transmit to Angie and I both.”
“LT Shappelle, the turret keeps pointing in-spiral. It does not appear to be a weapon turret. I believe it is a communications turret. I am recording the position of the scout ship and the angle of the turret. We should be able to triangulate the location of wherever it is pointing to.”
“Good work, Wanda. Keep tracking that turret. Fleet will want to know where it is pointing.”
The two fighters were closing the distance on the scout ship. They turned in closer as the distance reduced. The scout ship would not be able to get in-spiral of the two fighters.

“Shadow Warrior, we cannot outrun these two fighters. We should turn out-spiral. If we can get them to close with us, we may be able to cause them to overshoot and pass us by. We should then be able to get turned back in-spiral.”
“Shadow Technician, power up our weapons. I am going to try and split these two ships apart. If we can get between them, you will need to be ready to fire on both of them. This tactic was briefed to me as effective against these pilots. Is the data ready to be transmitted?”
“Not yet, Shadow Warrior. It will be ten seconds more and then will take 32 seconds to transmit. I recommend that you turn toward the fleet once it begins to transmit. This will give us the best chance of getting and maintaining lock on the relay satellite. They won’t fire on us if they think they may be able to capture us. Do you want me to prepare the ship for self — destruct?”
“Yes, Shadow Technician M’Drek. If I determine there is no hope, we will make the ultimate sacrifice for the Empire.”

“They’ve turned out-spiral, Angie. We should see CPT Chang’s four-ship flight appear any moment now.”
“Slow down to military power. Let’s not overshoot this guy. As long as he’s running toward the fleet, let him think he can get away.”
The fleet disposition showed on Kelly’s tactical monitor. The fleet was still arrayed in gunnery formation. The Tenacious and Transcendent were still on the port side of the fleet against the asteroid field. They would not warp to their position in-spiral until CPT Chang’s flight advanced. The scout ship flew straight at the fleet.
“Kelly, do you think this guy is running at full power or is he sandbagging us?”
“I think he is powered back some. I expect him to do something to try and throw us off any second now. I am powering up two mini-seekers in case he should split us up. He may fool us, but he won’t get away.”
“Don’t shoot without asking for permission from fleet. Remember our orders.”
“You should power up two mini-seekers too. If this guy should get one of us, the survivor shouldn’t take a chance on him getting away.”
“Good idea, powering up. Here comes Chang’s flight.”


“Shadow Warrior, there are four more interceptor ships that have just appeared 20,000 km in front of us. We need five more seconds before our data is sent. I will inform you when the transmission is acknowledged.”
“Excellent, Shadow Technician. I will hold course until the data is sent. Then I am going to see how brave these humans are. I am going to fly right at them. If they destroy us, we have still succeeded in our mission. If we get through them, I am going to turn into the asteroid field. Let’s see how good pilots these humans are. If we make it into the asteroid field, I want you to shoot nearby asteroids to throw debris in their path. We may just live through this, M’Drek.”

CPT Chang led his flight forward out of the asteroid field. His flight was positioned to block the scout ship from reaching the fleet. He expected the scout ship to turn away any second. His flight were all seasoned pilots. They had trained together two years, and he knew their every move. As they advanced toward the scout ship, he spread his two-ship teams apart. He intended to chase this scout ship down himself. The lieutenants Shappelle and Blake would get to watch his flight in action. He would thank them afterwards for running the scout into his snare.
He keyed his mike and spoke to his flight. “Careful with this guy, I don’t think he realizes we are here yet. Prepare to shoot his engines once he comes in range. We’ll see if we can stop him without damaging the ship too much. LT O’Brien, you take the port engine, I’ll take the starboard one. LT Connell, you take out that turret on the roof. LT Obagwe, see if you can take out his life support. Aim carefully; we want these guys alive and the ship as intact as possible.”

“Shadow Warrior, the data transmission is complete. The transmission has been acknowledged. You may take any action you wish now. We have successfully completed our mission. Our names will be read in the scrolls of M’Drella.”
“Tighten your seat straps, Shadow Technician. I am about to test these pilots’ skills. Turn your sensor recorders on and prepare a data pod for launch if we do not make it. Maybe we can get some more data back to home world after we are no more. If you wish to send a personal message to your clan, you may do so. I will be adding a message to my Creche Mother.”
“Thank you, Shadow Warrior. They will sing of us during the fire festival. It has been an honor to serve under you.”
“Thank you, M’Drek. Prepare to fire on them if we make it through them. Perhaps we can slow their pursuit if they are not as brave as we are.”

Kelly watched the situation unfold on his tactical display. It looked like it was almost the end for the scout ship. The scout ship closed the distance on the flight of fighters. Suddenly, the K’Rang ship accelerated and aimed itself at the four-ship flight. The distance closed dramatically. The four-ship flight broke into two pairs of fighters and split apart as the scout blew through their formation. CPT Chang and his wingman had to execute a max-G turn to avoid collision. The move was so unexpected that none of the fighters had a chance to get off a shot.
“Kelly, CPT Chang’s fighter and his wingman’s are out of position. We need to go in after the scout or he might get away.”
The scout ship made a radical turn to port and headed for the asteroid field. If it could get deep into the field it would be hard to catch and it might be able to get away. Angie and Kelly followed hot on its tail. CPT Chang and his flight reorganized and followed Angie and Kelly.
“LT Shappelle, this is CPT Chang, turn aside, and make room for us to pass. We will take up the pursuit.”
Angie replied, “Negative sir, you won’t catch up until they are in the asteroid field. We could lose this guy if he gets too far into the field. You hold your position. We’ll turn him and send him back out to you.”
“LT Shappelle, this is Fleet Command, stay on the scout’s tail. CPT Chang, move your flight out-spiral and prepare to move into the asteroid field to block his retreat. We are jumping the Tenacious and Transcendent at this time. You have permission to disable the ship’s weapons and engines, if required.”
Angie and Kelly followed the scout into the asteroid field. They had to weave up and down, left and right to keep up with the scout. As they approached a congested part of the field, the K’Rang ship used its weapons to blast asteroids into big chunks swirling in their path. Angie and Kelly climbed, dove, and jinked to avoid the bigger bits and stay on the scout’s tail. Their ship’s shields repelled the smaller chunks away.
Kelly keyed his mike and asked, “Is it just me or is it getting crowded in here? Following this guy is not going to work. We need to get past him and turn him back out of the field and out-spiral again.”
“Roger, I agree, Kelly. Let’s see if we can get in-spiral of and past him.”
Angie made a hard turn to port around a large asteroid and increased power. A relatively clear path opened up on the far side of the large asteroid and Angie accelerated. Kelly followed her, one ship’s width away from her. Once they cleared the asteroid they were in-spiral and just ahead of the scout ship. The scout ship turned out-spiral again and Angie and Kelly stayed just 1000 meters off the port side and just ahead of the scout. The scout turned to fly out of the asteroid field. Angie keyed her mike, “CPT Chang, they are coming out your way.”
“I see them, we’re waiting for them.”

“Shadow Warrior, the four interceptors we blew through before are waiting for us just past the asteroid field. They have too much power and are too maneuverable for us to escape.”
“Shadow Technician, enter the final codes to arm the self-destruct mechanism. Enter them as Shadow Warrior M’Drek. You have earned the title. I am proud to promote you to Warrior of the Empire.”
“ I am honored, Shadow Warrior.”
“You may address me as K’tella, fellow warrior.”
“I am doubly honored, K’Tella. The preparations are complete. Self-destruct will commence when you push the omega button on your console. How long a time lag do you wish?”
“Make it a five second delay. I may need to maneuver at the last second to assure the most effect. Set the data pod to eject at three seconds.”

Upon exiting the asteroid field, the K’Rang ship turned out-spiral and ran toward the fleet, some 30,000 km away, at maximum speed. CPT Chang’s flight flew in pursuit. Angie and Kelly left the asteroid field, kicked it into full power and came up alongside the scout ship between them and the asteroid field. This blocked their escape into the field again. They both felt it was only a matter of time before CPT Chang’s flight disabled the scout or he surrendered. Knowing the K’Rang’s predilection of dying rather than live in captivity, he didn’t think they would give up.
CPT Chang increased his speed to close the distance to the scout ship. He wanted to get closer so his targeting computer could achieve maximum accuracy. The three other ships maintained formation with him. He was almost to optimum firing range when the K’Rang ship hit reverse thrusters and CPT Chang's flight shot past the scout. As the last fighter of the four-ship formation passed by the scout ship’s pulse guns fired, disabling LT Obagwe’s ship.
“Kelly, follow me in. We’re going to take away this guy's fangs. I’m going under him and take out his guns. You take out his engines.”
Angie made a hard turn to starboard to come back at the scout ship. Kelly followed, toggling his weapons from the mini-seekers to guns. The two fighters dropped down below the scout ship and rose up. Angie’s guns reached out and destroyed the scout’s guns. Kelly fired his guns into the rear of the ship, taking out the port engine. The two fighters shot past the scout, executed a sharp loop with the help of their vectored thrust, and Kelly took out the starboard engine. The two shot back under the scout, executed another loop, and a roll to end up above and to port of the scout ship. The scout coasted in space, venting gases, and sparking where the engines had once been. The scout yawed and tumbled in space.
CPT Chang’s voice came over the communicator, “K’Rang ship, this is CPT Chang of the Galactic Republic Fleet. You are disabled in Galactic Republic space. Prepare to be towed. Disable all your systems but basic life support. Any deviation will result in your ship being destroyed.”
There was no response from the K’Rang ship. CPT Chang flew his fighter over to do a visual check of the scout.
His voice came over the inter-ship frequency, “LT Shappelle, would you and your wing man tow LT Obagwe’s ship back to the carrier. We can take the scout from here.”
Kelly switched to Angie and his private frequency and said, “He can take it from here? He let the K’Rang ship outfly him twice, got one of his ships shot up, and had to have us take it out for him, but he can take it from here. What kind of BS is this?”
Angie replied, “Relax, the data captured by the Bolivar will show what happened here. Let’s let him tow the hulk in.”
Wanda said, “Kelly, I am picking up a strange reading from the K’Rang ship. I sense an energy build up on the scout ship.”
Kelly’s turned his eyes toward the scout ship. CPT Chang and his two remaining fighters were pulling up to the scout ship to affect the tow. The revelation hit him in an instant. He keyed his mike on the fleet frequency and yelled into his mike, “Chang, get away from him. He’s activated his self-destruct. Get out of there now!”
CPT Chang and his two escorts didn’t hesitate. They hit max power and had blasted to several kilometers from the scout when it lit up the black space like a supernova. The blast wave rocked Angie and Kelly, but did no damage to any of the fighters in either group.
Angie said, “Well, that was fun. Let’s go get LT Obagwe and tow him to the carrier.”
Kelly said, “Thank you Wanda, you saved a bunch of us just then. It’s good to fly with you.”
“Thank you, Kelly, it’s good to fly with you, too.”
The two ships moved to LT Obagwe's disabled fighter and engaged their tractor beams to tow his fighter back. A shuttle from the nearest frigate was dispatched to retrieve as much debris from the scout ship as they could find.

As the six fighters proceeded to the Bolivar, a data pod sped in-spiral. Its laser communicator extended and transmitted the last data collected by the late K’Rang Shadow Scout Ship D’Rella. The data stream sped to the waiting relay satellite. The data transmission completed and the personal messages of Shadow Warriors K’Tella and M’Drek were sent out. M’Drek’s message was to inform his father and clan mates that he died willingly in service to the Empire and to remember him at the reading of the M’Drella. K’Tella sent a message to his Creche mother that his sacrifice was in honor of her and she should remember his sacrifice to his creche mates. At the end of the transmission, the pod waited for acknowledgement, received it, and then self-destructed.

In-spiral of the fleet, another larger black spot in space waited. Inside it was the orderly buzz of activity indicative of a military vessel.
A sensor crewman looked up from his screen, “I think that is the last of the data pod transmission, Captain.”
“The captain of the GRS Vehement, latest ship in the Valiant Class of Scout Ships, nodded at his crewman and called across the bridge, “Exec, how long will it take to shut down that K’Rang satellite in our hold?”
A Fleet Lieutenant, Junior Grade walked over from his console and replied, “Captain, it will take about a half hour to spin down and secure the satellite’s electronics. I’m closing the hold doors now. We should have normal atmosphere in there in a few minutes.”
“Okay, Exec, take care of it and then set course for Antares at best possible speed.”
The captain walked over to the sensor crewman and said, “Poor bastards, their sacrifices were for naught. Did we get all the data the K’Rang ship sent since they crossed the frontier?”
The crewman looked up from his screen again and replied, “Yes sir, nothing got through. We got it all, every last photon.”

Kelly discontinued his musing, shut down his terminal, and turned in.



Chapter Seven


The Vigilant’s return flight to Antares was uneventful. The crew spent the time working on the ship. Anything that could be was fine-tuned. Engineering found a way to gain an extra power. 4 light speed. Sensors found ways to increase the sensitivity and resolution. Gunnery ran simulations and qualified 70 percent of the gunners as expert. Some were even better than Kelly.
The galley was where great advances were made. Because they had stayed out longer than the 30 days they had scheduled, the galley was getting a little sparse. Cookie found ways to use the remaining rations and the replicator to come up with culinary delights. What could have been several days of dried rations and sandwiches became a feast as the galley crew used the replicator in ways its designers never envisioned. The good thing about the replicator was that mistakes could be fed back in and tried again. It was also faster than traditional cooking once the programming was complete. LCDR Timmons was their most finicky customer, and even he was pleased with the results. Next patrol would see a lot more replicator use.
The Antares system appeared on the long-range sensors, and the crew went into a hum of activity. Duty uniforms were brought out of the lockers and donned. Chief Watson had each section giving their areas the once over to make sure they were shipshape. Chief Willis actually looked hurt at the suggestion that his engineering space could be improved.
Antares control cleared them into the system and they made a normal approach into Antares Base Space Port. The ship landed at its assigned space and started shutting systems down. The Base ground crew personnel hooked them up to shore comms, power, water, and sewage. Chief Willis initiated shut down procedures on the engines. LCDR Timmons called Kelly into his quarters.
“Exec, I want you to look at these sensor records and log entries again to make sure that we haven’t left anything out.”
Kelly felt that he had already done this, but if the captain wanted it done again, he would. He knew that the record was important. Their monitoring of the Indigo Consortium and K’Rang meeting was significant. The files would be turned over to Fleet Intelligence and they would glean every last bit of information. The computers on the Vigilant were good, but could not match the speed and power of the systems available to a Fleet Base like Antares.
Kelly realized he had been at the task for over an hour when LCDR Timmons asked if he was through and suggested they get some lunch. Kelly closed down the terminal and followed the captain.
The ship was deserted. The crew had already left for chow. The ship’s galley had closed down in accordance with base regulations. Petty Officer Benitez was manning the quarterdeck at the gangplank.
The captain said, “Benitez, you have the conn. The exec and I will be going to lunch. Is there anything we can bring back for you?”
“No sir, Cookie made me a container of coffee before he shut down the galley. I’m good.”
“We’ll be back in about an hour.”
The captain headed down the gangplank and Kelly followed. Kelly came to a screeching halt when he saw the entire crew in formation and waiting. The captain looked back at him and said, “Fall in on my right side, mister.”
Kelly moved to the right side of the captain, even though the junior person generally walked on the left, and marched down the gangplank to the front of the formation where Chief Watson was standing at attention.
Chief Watson saluted the captain and said, “Crew all present or accounted for, sir.”
“Thank you, Chief. Post.”
Chief Watson did a sharp about face and marched to the rear of the formation.
The captain said quietly, so only Kelly could hear, “About Face.”
Kelly turned and saw a crowd of people seated in the shade under the ship. He saw his parents, Mrs. Craddock, Candy, Tammy, and several officers from Scout Force HQ. He also saw Admiral Craddock standing there next to Petty Officer Benitez. He couldn’t imagine how she beat them out of the ship. Admiral Craddock and Benitez marched over to their position and came to a halt in front of LCDR Timmons.
LCDR Timmons saluted and said, “GRS Vigilant present, sir. Officer to be promoted present.”
“Thank you, Captain. Petty Officer Benitez, post the order, please.”
Petty Officer Benitez began speaking. She must have been wearing a wireless microphone, because her voice boomed over the parking apron. “The President has reposed special trust and confidence in the patriotism, valor, fidelity, and abilities of Kelly Pierce Blake. In view of these qualities and his demonstrated potential for increased responsibility, he is therefore promoted to Lieutenant, Junior Grade with date of rank of 2321.07.01, signed George Montgomery, Captain, Fleet Secretary.”
Kelly waited for the rank to be pinned on, replacing his single gold bars with a single silver bar on each collar, but nothing happened.
Admiral Craddock turned to PO1 Benitez and said, “Post the second order.”
PO1 Benitez’s voice boomed out over the parking apron again. “In accordance with Fleet Regulation 1001.2.3, Kelly Pierce Blake is authorized to assume the title and wear the uniform of a Fleet Lieutenant. He is entitled to all the privileges of that grade except those restricted by law. Signed Thomas C. Craddock, Rear Admiral, Scout Force, Commanding.”
Kelly was dumbstruck. He was being promoted from the rank of Ensign to Lieutenant, Junior Grade and then frocked to full Lieutenant. He would still only be paid as a Lieutenant, Junior Grade, but other than that he would be a Lieutenant.
Frocking was an ancient practice, used where an officer was serving in a position above his rank. Promotions were limited by law, but positions were limited only by numbers of ships. The Vigilant's executive officer position was authorized for a lieutenant, but there weren’t always enough qualified lieutenants to go around.
The admiral and LCDR Timmons reached up and removed Kelly’s gold bars from his collar, replacing them with the twin silver bars of a Lieutenant. LCDR Timmons finished first and shook his hand, “Congratulations LT Blake.”
The admiral finished and also shook his hand. “I told you I could promise you promotion in three months. Congratulations, LT Blake. You’ve done a great job as exec of the Vigilant and I expect great things from you in the future.”
“Thank you, sir. This is an unexpected honor.”
Admiral Craddock said, “Ladies and gentlemen, crew mates, I give you Lieutenant Kelly Blake.” The audience and crew broke out in applause.
LCDR Timmons dismissed the crew. Kelly spent the next few minutes shaking hands with dignitaries and the crew, being slapped on the back by fellow junior officers, congratulated, and saluted by Ensign Nielsen. Tammy congratulated him and asked Kelly if he would pin on her rank when she was promoted to LTJG next month. Of course, he agreed. Tammy excused herself, as she had a flight to the southern Hemisphere in a few hours.
Andrew and Moira Blake came up, congratulated him, and simply beamed with pride. Kelly hugged them both. His mom had tears in her eyes. She mentioned rather uncharitably that she wished General Bugarov could have been here to see this ceremony.
Candy and Mrs. Craddock came up and congratulated him. Candy gave him a peck on the cheek. Mrs. Craddock asked him and his parents over for dinner that evening, told them to dress casually, and wouldn’t take no for an answer.
As the crowd dwindled away, LCDR Timmons came over and told him he was released for the day. Kelly changed into casual clothes suitable for dinner that evening, and went with his parents to see their quarters. The Doctors Blake were quartered on Admirals' Row. They had a house slightly larger than Admiral Craddock’s house. His parents were highly respected in Fleet.
The house was two-story and had respectable plantings, but nothing to compare with Mrs. Craddock’s. The house did have a nice outdoor room and a view of the mountains. The Blakes, being engineers and not housekeepers, brought one to keep the place up for them. His name was Arnold and he had been with Kelly’s parents since before Kelly had gone off to college. Kelly liked Arnold and especially his meals, Arnold being a gourmet cook. Kelly wasn’t sure, but he assumed Arnold had been a chef before he came to work for the Blakes. It was good to see him again.
“How are you, Arnold? I haven’t seen you in years.”
“I’m all right, Lieutenant Blake. Congratulations on your promotion. Do you have any preferences for dinner tonight?”
“Sorry, Arnold, but Admiral Craddock’s wife invited us over for dinner tonight. She was very insistent and her husband is my boss. We’ll do this some other night.”
Kelly visited with his parents and, although Arnold was stymied on preparing dinner, he did come up with a marvelous high tea. He laid out a spread of mixed fruit scones, egg salad sandwiches, and stuffed pastries. The rare Russian Caravan tea was a special treat. He luxuriated in his parents’ company for the afternoon.
They wished Arnold a good evening and walked down to the Craddock’s house. Candy met them at the door and ushered them out onto the patio. Moira went into the kitchen to help Mrs. Craddock, while the admiral took Andrew off into his study. This left Candy alone with Kelly. She took his hand and led him into the garden. She was particularly attractive tonight, wearing a kelly green silk blouse and black silk lounging pants. Kelly wondered if the color was chosen to send a subliminal message. She stopped near a tree, leaned back against it, and said, “I missed you while you were gone. You are the only person around here that’s interesting. Most of the junior officers around here are boring and the senior officers are all too fat, too old, or too married. My law firm is full of a bunch of old fuds. I think they hired me for my breasts more than for my abilities. They treat me like a law clerk rather than a lawyer.”
Kelly looked at her. He could understand their interest in her breasts. They were spectacular, bordering on awe inspiring.
Candy continued, “I’m thinking of leaving the firm and taking a job here with the Judge Advocate General’s office. They have an opening for a civil law counsel here. Contract law is contract law. I would be working the other side of the cases that I should be working now. I’d just have a better class of client than I do now.”
Kelly laughed at her comment.
She grabbed his hand and pulled him deeper into the garden. They came to a ring of trees similar to the ones on the island where he and Tammy had spent the day. She walked them into the center of the ring. There was a bench in the center. They sat down and talked until it was time for dinner. When dinner was announced, she turned to him, gave him a kiss, and stood up. She gathered up his hand and walked him back to the house.
“Ah, here you two are,” said Andrew. “We were about to go hunting you. Dinner is almost ready. Admiral Craddock came out with a drink in his hand and said, “If you two would like a cocktail, you’d better go pour yourself something.”
Kelly and Candy went to the bar and poured a couple of glasses of the excellent local vidal blanc, then returned to the patio. Andrew Blake and the admiral were in a spirited conversation about the benefits of phase shifting over plasma coupling in FTL communications systems. Kelly, even with his degree in EE, had great difficulty keeping up with them. Andrew was fighting the good fight for plasma coupling, while Admiral Craddock was the champion of phase shifting. As neither was likely to fall off their position, they called it a draw.
Admiral Craddock spoke to Kelly, “LCDR Timmons gives you very high marks on your first patrol. He told me your management by walking around style was very effective. You always seemed to be where you needed to be at the right time. He also credits you with very good instincts. He said you had a habit of recommending actions to him just before he ordered you to do the same thing. I guess it’s the fighter pilot in you. Whatever…good job for your first patrol.”
“I credit LCDR Timmons with being a good teacher, sir.”
Mrs. Craddock emerged from the kitchen and said. “Come on, you four. Dinner is served. It’s buffet style. Come grab a plate and serve yourself. We’ll eat out here on the patio.”
Kelly followed Candy into the kitchen. They grabbed plates and silverware and loaded their plates with meats and vegetables, and filled a smaller plate with salad. Candy and Kelly went out to the patio by way of the bar, and refilled their wine glasses.
The combination of Craddocks and Blakes made for a broad range of conversation and repartee. Kelly had not had so much fun in a long time.
As it came time for them to leave, Kelly’s parents left to walk back to their quarters. Kelly kissed his mother goodnight and stayed behind, waiting for a shuttle to take him to his ship. Candy walked him out to the shuttle again.
He climbed into the shuttle and Candy stood outside. She said, “Kelly, why don’t you come visit me in the south? You must have some slack time now that your patrol is over. Why don’t you take a long weekend and come see me. I’ve got an enormous place. It would have to be roomier than your quarters on the ship. We could take in some shows, eat in some marvelous restaurants, and have a good time. Please say you will.”
“Well, I haven’t had time to find out what our schedule will be, but I will let you know. I would like to come down and see you.”
With that, she leaned down and gave him another very nice kiss. She closed the door and Kelly went back to his ship.

Imperial Protector M’Talli was lecturing shadow Leader M’Trang. The Protector, a barely mature K’Rang, stood pacing in front of the Shadow Leader carelessly using a claw to stab the air when he thought he was making a key point. He either did not realize or did not care how much of an insult that was. Shadow Warriors were taught never to expose fang or claw unless death would follow. M’Trang had killed other K’Rang for less than that.
The protector wore a heavily brocaded robe of gold and silver threads on a pale blue background, befitting his station. In this case it signified this petty noble’s dream of station. The lining was white, which showed his relationship to the ruling clan, no matter how tenuous. M’Trang imagined the many painful ways he could make this ineffective pussy suffer. It brought a smile to his face.
“Shadow Leader M’Trang, certainly you realize that this endeavor you initiated would have the full attention of the Ruling Family. My father Baron N’Gana has been instructed by the Council of Peers to ensure that a mission of this importance has proper oversight. My father has chosen me to provide this oversight. As such, I have decided to accompany the next courier mission. You will issue orders to your operatives to make proper accommodations for me on the courier ship.”
The Shadow Leader would have gladly strangled this pitiful excuse of K’Rang nobility, but however far down in the ranking of nobility and no matter how much of a fop he might be, he was still a noble. His father, Baron N’Gana, was Chief Secretary to the Council of Peers.
“Of course, Protector M’Talli, I will see to it at once. I must inform you that the ship was chosen for its nondescript appearance. It may not be able to accommodate you in a manner befitting your station. I’m afraid it will be a little spartan by your normal standards.”
“I am prepared to deal with whatever inconvenience is required. Fortunately, the mission duration will not be that long. See to it, Shadow Leader.”
The Protector strode purposefully out the door to whatever his next appointment might be. Shadow Leader M’Trang waited a few moments to let his rage cool, before he called in his three deputies.
As the three moved into his office and stood before his desk, he said, “Our next courier run will be joined by an observer from the ruling family, Warriors. The Council of Peers has decided we need oversight and they have sent a most worthy noble to accompany us.”
Sarcasm fairly dripped from his tongue.
“S’Dulla,” he said, pointing to the tallest of the three, “You will assign two of your senior, most competent Shadow Warriors to accompany Imperial Protector M’Talli on this mission. They are to ensure no harm comes to him, but not make it look like that is what they are doing. Let us give this noble the excitement of being on a mission, with none of the danger, and maybe he will leave us alone. Make sure that the captain does not make him too comfortable. See to it that normal rations are in the ships larders, nothing fancy. He should have the full experience. We don’t want him to be too comfortable. Do we?”
The three deputies all smiled and nodded their understanding and then carefully noted the additional special instructions M’Trang gave them for this mission.

Kelly, upon returning to the ship, made a quick inspection tour, retired to his quarters, and found a message from the captain waiting on his terminal. The message told him to report to debriefing at 0800 at building 603. Kelly set his alarm to be ready in plenty of time to accompany LCDR Timmons.
In the morning he had breakfast with the captain, then headed over to building 603. Building 603 was one of the many nondescript office buildings on Fleet Base 17. They headed up the stairs to the second floor and entered Room 2-34.
LCDR Wilton of Fleet Intelligence met them. He led them into an inner office, offered them coffee, which they declined, and left the room for a few minutes. When he returned he brought two other officers, Commander Johnson and Lieutenant Andrews. They sat down and read from a large document in front of them.
CMDR Johnson led off, “LCDR Timmons, you were patrolling in the Scutum Sector when you detected the presence of a ship on the K’Rang side of the frontier.”
“Yes, sir, we were. The ship was first detected on long-range sensors. It was moving toward the frontier. We were on patrol looking for indications of a K’Rang pilotless scout ship that may have been active in GR space in that area. I parked my ship on an asteroid and watched as the K’Rang ship approached. It then crossed the K’Rang frontier into the neutral zone. The ship parked just outside the GR frontier and waited. We detected the Manchu Warrior come into the Scutum sector. A shuttle craft detached from the Manchu Warrior and rendezvoused with the K’Rang ship. We were approximately 2000 meters from the meeting point. We had a clear view of three people moving from the shuttle craft to the other ship. We also saw three people cross back into the shuttle. The two ships separated and the shuttle proceeded to the spaceport on New Alexandria. Two days later it docked with and left with the Manchu Warrior. The K’Rang ship retired immediately back across the frontier and deep into K’Rang space before we lost it on our long-range sensors.”
“Thank you, LCDR Timmons. LT Blake, do you have anything to add?”
“No, sir, it happened just like LCDR Timmons described it.”
“Thank you both. This data you brought back is very interesting.”
Kelly asked, “Sir, could you tell us how the boarding and inspection of the Manchu Warrior went?”
“Well, we didn’t get anything out of the inspection. Any evidence of the docking was wiped from the shuttle memory before our team got to it.”
“Sir, do we have anything further on the Indigo Consortium?”
“They’ve been flying below the radar screen up until now. We are running the shipping schedule for all their ships through the computers to see if anything pops up. We’re still looking, but nothing out of the ordinary has come up yet. We’re doing the same thing with the consortium directors.”
A Lieutenant came into the room and spoke into the Commander’s ear. The commander got up, left the room for a minute, and came back.
He conferred with the LT, then said, “LCDR Timmons, LT Blake, we have your next mission for you. We want you to follow the Gurkha when it makes its next run. It’s scheduled to head to the 6664 system and pick up a load of gold, too. We want you out there again to monitor the visit. You’ll get your official orders through Scout Force.”
“Commander Johnson, when are they expected to be at the 6664 system?”
“They are scheduled to arrive 2321.07.25. You will need to leave in three days or sooner to get there in time. When you get back to the Vigilant, the orders will be waiting for you. Thank you, Captain, that will be all. LCDR Wilton will see you out.”
LCDR Wilton led them out of the building and thanked them for their help.
They waited until they had walked a distance from building 603 before they spoke. LCDR Timmons spoke, “Get the stores list over to Base Supply when we get back. Are the special items I ordered last patrol still on board?”
“Yes Captain, they are still stowed in Engineering.”
“Let’s keep them. They might come in handy this time.”
Kelly had to send his regrets to Candy. Leave would not be possible until they got back. He promised to call her as soon as he returned.
It took them a day to load supplies on board. The next morning, they lifted ship and headed off to the Scutum sector, arriving four days later. They coasted in at sub-FTL speed to make most effective use of their long-range sensors, scanning to maximum range so that they could slip into the area undetected.
It took another complete day, but they moved to an asteroid some several thousand kilometers from the one on which they had hidden last time. The new asteroid had a peak with a shelf in front of it. It was the perfect observation post. They sat and waited for two days.
On the second day, they got initial indications of a ship approaching from the K’Rang side of the frontier. As it got closer, the sensor system resolved the approaching ship. It looked like their quarry from the previous patrol. They compared sensor readings with those in the records. It was the same ship.
As before, it moved through the K’Rang side of the frontier and waited in the neutral zone. Kelly called up the data on the Gurkha and looked up when it was expected in the system. It was several hours before the freighter was expected.
The captain took his seat and said, “Is our friend up to anything?”
“No, sir, he is just sitting there like before. We are running a number of different scans on him to determine how he might be armed. We can detect the signature of plasma generators and not much else. He’s leaking gamma radiation from his engines like you wouldn’t believe. They must have massive shielding to be able to survive in that thing. It can’t have a very big crew. Chief Miller thinks half the ship must be engines in that thing to have a radiation signature like it has. He also says they can’t be all that efficient, so this guy may not be the latest model.”
“It's a shame we have orders to observe and not be detected. I think we could capture this guy. It wouldn’t take much to disable his engines. We could stand off outside his range and take out any guns. We could board this guy.”
“Sir, remember, I had a little experience with a K’Rang scout ship. The one we went after self-destructed rather than be captured. That was just a small two-man ship. I don’t know how this guy would react, but I’d hate to be leading a boarding party as this guy vaporizes himself.”
“I know we don’t know much about the K’Rang other than their military. Have you given any thought that this guy might just be some K’Rang smuggler? Maybe all we are witnessing is a shady transaction between the Indigo folks and some K’Rang entrepreneur.”
“Could be, Exec, that is one of the possibilities that the intel folks thought of. We also don’t know what the Indigo Consortium may be trading to get what they want from this guy. Intel doesn’t really know how much of a mercantile class the K’Rang have. I’m going back for coffee, I’ll bring you some. Keep your eye on him.”
Three hours and two cups of coffee later, the Gurkha arrived in the Scutum sector. The shuttle craft separated from the freighter. Unlike the previous time, the shuttle did not take a leisurely approach to the K’Rang ship. It made a beeline for the K’Rang ship at almost full speed. The K’Rang ship moved forward through the frontier into GR space. The two ships docked, as before, and three personnel moved across into the K’Rang ship. No cargo could be detected on the shuttle.
Three personnel returned to the shuttle after about 30 minutes on the K’Rang ship. The two ships separated. The shuttle turned away and proceeded at a much slower pace back to the 6664 system.
“Sensors to bridge, the K’Rang are charging plasma weapons.”
The captain hit the battle stations alarm and ordered, “Gunners, target the K’Rang ship’s weapons and engines. Fire when ready.”
Before the crew could react the K’Rang ship turned toward the shuttle and fired its plasma weapons. The shuttle took three hits broadside. The shuttle floated dead in space with atmosphere leaking out into vacuum.
The Vigilant’s top turret opened fire and took out the plasma guns on the nose of the K’Rang ship. The K’Rang ship turned and started to run for the frontier.
The captain said, “Helm, lift us up and get on the K’Rang ship’s tail. Comms, jam any transmissions from the K’Rang ship.”
The helm hit the bottom thrusters and brought the Vigilant up from the asteroid. He pushed the throttle forward to move the ship onto the path of the K’Rang ship. Kelly had to restrain himself to stay off the controls. The helmsman was being a little too cautious for his liking. Kelly brought up the targeting template on his terminal. The crosshairs lined up on the K’Rang ship as the helmsman increased power and turned the Vigilant in pursuit.
The lower turret gunners fired and took out the K’Rang ship’s engines. The K’Rang ship drifted in space just short of the frontier.
Kelly keyed his intercom and said, “Sensors, watch for any indications of a self-destruct mechanism being activated.”
The captain came up on the intercom and asked, “Sensors, what do you see happening on the K’Rang ship?”
“Bridge this is Sensors, we don’t see any activity. We can count 10–15 life signs on board. They seem to be congregated in the bow of the ship.”
“Comms, patch me through to the K’Rang ship.”
“Captain, you are patched through on standard hailing frequencies.”
“K’Rang ship, this is the GRS Vigilant. You are in Galactic Republic space. You have fired on a Galactic Republic vessel without provocation. Prepare to be boarded.”
The comms channels were silent.
The captain keyed his intercom, “Chief Miller, come to the bridge.”
Chief Miller appeared almost instantaneously. He had to have run from the engine room. “What can I do for you Captain?”
“Chief, where would a self-destruct mechanism be on that K’Rang ship?”
“The simplest place would be in the engine room. Frankly, sir, that thing is practically self-destructing now. It's leaking so much radiation that I wonder if the crew isn’t already radiation poisoned.”
“Is there any way to put the self-destruct out of commission from here?”
“We could target the engine room and try to destroy the engines before they can be overloaded, but it might just kill the crew if they don’t have good interior hatches.”
“Bridge, Sensors, we’re picking up a power surge over there.”
“Helm, back us out of here! Full reverse now! Forward shields on full.”
The Vigilant went into reverse. The K’Rang ship shrank in the monitors.
“All stop! Exec, if this guy is going to blow himself up, I’m not so worried about damaging him. Do you think you could cut the engines from the rest of his hull. I don’t care if he has good interior hatches or not.”
Kelly took over helm and aligned the turrets and fixed guns. He moved the ship forward, pointed the Vigilant at the K’Rang ship, and opened fire, attempting to use the plasma and particle cannons like a saw to cut the K’Rang ship in half. The nine cannons made short work of the K’Rang ship’s hull. In seconds the ruined engine compartment was drifting away in space.
“Bridge this is sensors, the power surge has ended. The engine area is without power. There are bodies floating free in space. The forward part of the K’Rang ship has lost all life support. We are detecting atmosphere vented into space. Captain, we read no life signs on the K’Rang ship.”
“Thank you, Sensors. Damn, Exec, I hoped to take some of them alive.”
“Don’t lose any sleep over these guys, Captain. If we hadn’t done anything they‘d all be vapor right now. We should see what we can glean from this ship and the shuttle.”
“ Let’s go for the shuttle first. Chief Miller, break out that gear stowed in Engineering. Exec, you, Chief Miller, and Chief Blankenship get suited up in those EVA suits. See what you can find. Make sure there aren’t any nasty surprises. Once you give me a thumbs up, we’ll bring the shuttle alongside and magnetically lock it to the hull. Then we’ll do the same with the K’Rang ship. We’ll haul them both back to Antares’ orbiting dock. That will give the tech intel boys something to salivate over.”
Kelly went back to Engineering, to be fitted into the EVA suit. After he was suited up, he and the two chiefs went to the airlock. Chief Miller keyed open the airlock and they all stepped in. Chief Miller had a portable work light and Chief Blankenship had a pulsar pistol. The door closed behind them. Kelly looked out the hatch at the shuttle. It had three large holes seared open by a volley of hot plasma. He felt the suit expand slightly as the atmosphere was pumped out of the airlock.
“Ready to open the airlock when you are, LT.”
“Let’s get out there, Chief.”
The airlock opened and the three lunged out into the blackness of space toward the silent shuttle. They reached the shuttle’s hull simultaneously. Once activated, their magnetic gloves attached themselves to the hull. They alternately activated and deactivated their gloves to crawl across the hull to the plasma blast holes.
Kelly came to the smallest hole first. He had Chief Blankenship use her pocket scanner to make a scan of the interior. Nothing hazardous was found. He poked his head in and used his helmet light to illuminate the interior. He couldn’t see much. The plasma had burned through the hull and charred everything in its path. All he could see was burnt wire and blackened panels.
Kelly moved to the next blast hole. This hole was much larger and appeared to hit an open area of the inner cabin. Kelly was able to pull himself in. He was half way into the hole when a burnt, naked corpse floated into his path. Kelly let out a yell.
“LT Blake, are you all right?” said Chief Blankenship with alarm in her voice. Chief Miller grabbed Kelly by the legs and braced himself to pull him out.
“I’m okay. One of the crew just came over to say hello. Scared me a bit, that’s all.”
Kelly pushed the body out of the way and keyed his mike. “Captain, you’d better send about six body bags over here. The whole crew was fried by the plasma.”
“We’ll put them in the airlock. Send one of your team over.”
Chief Blankenship spoke up. “I’ll go get them, Exec. If the crew is all dead, you don’t need me covering you.”
Kelly pulled himself all the way in. Chief Miller followed. Once they were both inside, Chief Miller turned on the portable light. The rear of the compartment where the plasma bursts hit was blackened and melted. The front of the compartment was relatively unharmed. Kelly activated his mag boots and was able to walk around. His first finding was that the ship’s log was intact. Kelly pulled the log file and put it in the pouch on his belt, then continued his search.
“Hey LT, I think I found something here.”
Kelly went over to where Chief Miller was standing. Chief Blankenship pushed a pack of body bags through the blast hole and followed it in.
“Chief B, start packaging the crew. We’ll take them out when we leave. What did you find, Chief M?”
“There’s a case here. It has K’Rang markings on it.”
“Let’s not open it just yet. Chief Blankenship, bring the scanner here.”
Chief Blankenship pulled out her pocket scanner and scanned the box. “I get a mineral reading only. No explosives or hazardous materials that the scanner can pick up. I say open it. Better here than on the Vigilant. This ship is already screwed.”
“Yeah, but we aren’t. Chief Miller, can you rig a line to that thing to open it from across the cabin?”
“Sure LT, just give me a minute.”
Chief Miller played out a length of line, secured the box to the bulkhead, rigged a line to the latch, and backed off.
“You want to do the honors, sir?”
“No, Chief, you rigged it, go ahead.”
Chief Miller gave a tug on the line. He must have been a little nervous, because he forgot to activate his mag boots. He managed to pull himself halfway across the cabin. He sheepishly pulled himself back to where they were behind a console, activated his boots, and gave the line another yank. The lid popped open and nothing happened.
As they walked over to check the contents, Chief Miller mumbled, “Not a word about that last thing, please.” Both Kelly and Chief Blankenship chuckled in their suits, with the mikes turned off.
The reached the box and found the inside suffused with a red glow.
Chief Blankenship spoke first, ”Flame stones! Hundreds of millions credits worth.”
Flame stones were very rare and very valuable. Kelly had never heard of more than a handful in any one place in all of the Galactic Republic. Here were ten liters or more in a box.
“Seal the box, Chief B, but first scan it to make sure there isn’t something more in there.”
Chief Blankenship used her pocket scanner on the case, confirmed it contained only flame stones, and sealed the case shut with suit repair tape.
“I think we have enough for now. We’ll seal up the blast holes so nothing floats out on the trip back. Let’s get the bodies and jewels over to the Vigilant. We have another ship to inspect.”
They took time to have some lunch, before they suited back up and went out to the K’Rang ship. The three made the short leap to the remains of the K’Rang crew compartment, and used their mag boots to walk to where the engines had been cut away. They reached the open end of the crew compartment and flipped around to the interior. Chief B had her pistol ready as she came around.
Chief Blankenship put her pistol away immediately upon seeing the inside of the crew compartment. The explosive decompression literally tore the bodies of the K’Rang apart. It looked like a particularly gruesome way to go.
Chief Miller set the light up, then they split up to search the compartment. Kelly looked at the control panel and tried to make sense of it. The K’Rang were feline bipeds without opposable thumbs, and he couldn’t figure out how the controls worked. There was a trackball in the middle of the control panel. Above that were three buttons, one red, one green, and one blue. Below the trackball was a slot about big enough to fit his hand minus the thumb. He didn’t know what anything did.
Chief Miller called him over to the port side. “What do you think of this, LT?”
He pointed at a large rack mounted device that was affixed to the port bulkhead. It had several dials and what appeared to be a monitor screen. With no power, it wouldn’t be possible to figure out what it was.
Chief Blankenship made the big discovery. She called the two of them over to the starboard side of the cabin. She had searched one of the bodies and found a small data storage device of decidedly human design. Kelly took it and placed it in his belt pouch. They went back to their areas and continued searching. Kelly looked at the control panel some more and discovered a lever under the hand-sized slot he had seen before. He flipped the lever from left to right and a cassette popped out of the slot. Kelly supposed that he was holding the flight log in his hand. He put it in his pouch and also took a picture of the slot, so the engineers would know where it came from.
The bodies of the crew were almost unrecognizable, but they gathered what parts they could find and placed them in body bags. They tied the bags together and prepared to drag them across to the Vigilant. Kelly made one more turn around the cabin and joined the two chiefs at the open end of the cabin. Chief Miller took the light down and made ready to move across to the Vigilant.
Kelly was getting ready to swing around to the outside of the ship when he saw something in a bundle of twisted wiring. He shone his flashlight at the object and saw it was a hand and part of an arm. He reached up to untangle it and to place it in the nearest body bag. He looked closely and saw a ring on one of the fingers. He looked closely at the ring and saw that it had a planet with three moons. Two were on the same orbit and the third was on a separate orbit. He took a picture of the hand with the ring and placed it in a body bag.
He sent Chief B across with the other end of the line. Once she was anchored to the Vigilant, she pulled the body bags across. Kelly and Chief Miller kept the body bags from tangling or tearing on the wreckage. After the bags were stowed in the airlock, Chief Miller and Kelly leapt across.
LCDR Timmons was waiting for them as they came out of the airlock. Kelly pulled off his helmet and heard, “What did you find, Exec?”
Kelly pulled the GR data storage device and the K’Rang cassette out of his belt pouch. He handed over his camera and said, “That data device is human. The other thing is probably the K’Rang ship’s flight log. It came out of a slot in the middle of the control panel. Chief B found the GR data device in the pocket of one of the K’Rang bodies, or what was left of one. I think we should have Chief Miller double check all our seals. Explosive decompression is messy.”
“Get changed. We’ll send Chief Watson and a couple of others to seal the plasma holes in the shuttle and the end of the crew compartment. The bodies go in the cargo compartment. The jewels, the ship’s log, and the data device all go into one of the locking storage bins in Engineering. I need to get us back to Antares. I’ve probably got a lot of explaining to do to the admiral.”
Chief Watson and two engineering crewman made short work of closing off the holes in the shuttle and the gaping hole in the back of the K’Rang ship’s crew compartment. After some discussion, the captain decided not to take the rear half of the K’Rang ship back. The self-destruct sequence had been started and there was no guarantee that stray voltage or radiation might not set it off. The shuttle and the K’Rang ship were mag locked to the hull. The Vigilant moved a safe distance from the K’Rang ship’s engine section, and the gunnery section made short work of it. In seconds there were no pieces larger than a man’s hand.
The shields were extended around all three hulls and the Vigilant started the long trip back to Antares. Kelly and the captain spent much of the return voyage working on the patrol report. The admiral would want a full report with emphasis on the justification for firing on the K’Rang ship. The captain had no qualms. He knew he had done the right thing.
After five days, they arrived at the orbiting dock above Armstrong. They timed their approach so they could make a clean, unobserved approach to and into the dock. Once inside, dock personnel hooked tugs to the wrecks to tow them into the giant hangars along the dock edge. The craft were locked down and the hanger doors closed, making an airtight seal. The Vigilant moved up to a vacant docking tube and docked.
Captain Hasselrode was waiting for them when LCDR Timmons and Kelly exited the ship.
“Come on, you two. The admiral is waiting to see you.”
Timmons and Kelly accompanied Captain Hasselrode as he made his way through the dockyard administrative area. They came to a cypher-secured door. Captain Hasselrode punched in the code and pushed open the door. Kelly and the captain followed him through. They walked down a carpeted and paneled hallway and turned into a conference room on the right side. Admiral Craddock was seated at the conference table, reading from a terminal tablet. Kelly and LCDR Timmons stood at attention, waiting for him to acknowledge their presence.
Admiral Craddock looked up and said, “Sit down, you two. You aren’t in any trouble. How’s about some coffee?”
Both took seats at the table, amazed that they weren’t in hack. Both said they would like some coffee.
The admiral keyed his tablet. “Yeoman Brice, bring in that platter, a pot of coffee, and four mugs, please.”
A moment passed, while the admiral continued to read off his tablet. The Yeoman came in and set the platter of sandwiches and coffee out on the table. Kelly and LCDR Timmons helped themselves to coffee. Kelly put a sandwich and some sweet pickles on a small plate. He had learned at the Academy to always eat the meal in front of him.
Admiral Craddock finished his reading and looked up at both of them. “Good work, you two. Your patrol report looks very thorough. I’ll review your log files later. We’ll get the data you brought back to our tech intel guys to sort out. The most interesting thing is the flame stones. A conservative estimate is that they are worth 200 to 300 million credits. I can find lots of uses for them. Whatever the Indigo folks were selling was that important. That is bad for us. We’ll just have to break into the data devices and see what they were giving away. You’ll be interested to know that the Gurkha never reported its missing shuttle.”
“As far as shooting up the K’Rang ship, that was a good call. We’ll dispose of the K’Rang bodies in accordance with their customs. LT Blake, I see here your reference to a ring with a planet and three moons. Where exactly did you find that?”
“Sir, that was on the finger of a severed hand and arm. I found it tangled in a bundle of wiring at the edge of the crew compartment section. I took a photo of it.”
“We’ll need to find the body that came from. That ring signifies a resident of the K’Rang home world. Only the most trusted and privileged of the K’Rang are allowed to live on the home world. Even people born there have no guarantee that they will be allowed to stay. We’ll need to know more about that individual.”
Kelly ate his sandwich and munched on a pickle while the admiral continued.
“It’s a shame the K’Rang shot up the shuttle. We intended to follow them until they made the transfer of what they were bringing back. I wanted to collect evidence against whoever is running this operation before I brought it down. There’s a traitor out there, and I may not be able to catch him or her now. We’ll have to hope we can find incriminating evidence in the data or on the ships you brought back. Of course, I don’t need unimpeachable evidence to take action.”
“When the tech intel people give me a thumbs up that they have all they need from you, I want you to give me and my staff a ride back down to the planet.”
The captain was beaming. “We’d be honored, sir.”
LCDR Timmons stood up and got himself a sandwich and some chips. Kelly could tell the captain was relieved. He had been worried that he might face a board of inquiry for firing on the K’Rang ship. The two of them ate lunch while the admiral reviewed data coming in on his tablet. When the coffee ran low, Yeoman Brice brought more. LCDR Timmons asked to speak to his ship and gave orders to prepare for transporting the admiral and his staff to the planet’s surface.

The Vigilant left the orbiting dock with the admiral and his staff on board. The trip was uneventful. Each section chief made sure their people carried out their duties in an exemplary manner.
The crew was usually fairly informal on landings, but this time they sat their positions almost at attention. In spite of their obvious discomfort, they made a textbook perfect approach and landing. Chief Watson had six crewmen standing as side boys for the admiral’s exit down the gangway.
Admiral Craddock came over to LCDR Timmons at the top of the gangway. “Commander, my congratulations on a very successful patrol. You and your crew are to be commended for your actions. I’m granting you and your crew a week-long stand down. We’ll use some of that week to conduct debriefings, but there should be time for some leave in there.”
“Thank you, sir, it has been an honor to be your flagship for a short time.”
Admiral Craddock saluted and stepped down off the Vigilant. His staff followed him off and into waiting vehicles to take them to HQ.
LCDR Timmons relayed to the crew the admiral’s largesse of a week off from patrolling. A loud cheer erupted from the crew. Kelly retired to his quarters to work on the maintenance and resupply orders. He also took time to send Candy a short message that he was back and asked if her offer still stood. She replied almost immediately. Her video came up. She was obviously sitting at her desk at work.
“Kelly, of course the invite still holds. When did you get back? When can you come down?”


“We just landed a few minutes ago. I’m going to be tied up for a few days. It will be later this week before I can make it down. I’ll have to let you know once I’m more certain.”
“Let me know when you have more certainty. I’ll take a couple of days off and show you around. I’ve found some great restaurants, some plays, and some nightclubs to go to. I’m really looking forward to your visit.”
“I've got to get back to work, Candy. I’ll let you know when I can come down. Bye now.”
Kelly sent the maintenance, supply, and provisioning lists to the port logistics sections. He took some time to check for other messages. His mother had left a message. His bank statement came in. He checked to see if his LTJG pay had shown up. It had. There was a message from Angie, as well. Kelly opened it up and saw Angie, John Kanakis, and CPT Willis gathered around the video cam.
“Hey, guy, how are you doing out there sneaking and peeking? Or are you snooping and pooping? Send us a message. Let us know what you're up to. The Bolivar will be in the Antares system on 2321.07.22. We want to see your sorry butt when we get there. We all will have something to celebrate. General Bugarov will be departing at Antares Station into retirement. We’re all going to get so drunk. Make sure the club has enough booze laid on. We’ll have a powerful thirst after seven months on deployment. Hey, we got to go now. Take care and try and be there when we get in, you hear?” The video file ended with all three of them laughing.
The next message was from Tammy. She told him that her flight detachment was being upgraded to the S-660 shuttle from their current S-500s. She would be off planet at the Shuttle manufacturer going through transition training for the next month. That simplified things for his spending a few days in the southern hemisphere with Candy. He had wondered how he was going to get south without having a potentially uncomfortable flight on Tammy’s shuttle.
Kelly got back to work. Fleet paperwork multiplied like rabbits. It was several hours before he was done.

After two days of debriefings, Kelly was allowed three days leave. He contacted Candy to ensure that his visit was still okay. She was overjoyed at him visiting.
He booked passage on the planetary shuttle and packed. He arranged with Chief Watson to assume his duties during his absence. He met with the captain to close out some last minute items and went out to have dinner with his parents.
The following morning he caught transport to the shuttle terminal. He signed in and went into the waiting room for the flight to be called. When the flight was called, he lined up in rank order to board. Kelly felt a hand on his shoulder.
“You seem to be out of rank order there, Ensign.”
Kelly turned around and came face-to-face with LT Casimirski. Kelly said, “Oh, it’s you. What are you talking about? You can get your hand off my shoulder now, Cas.”
“You are approaching insubordination, Mister.”
“Look at my shoulder closer, Lieutenant.”
Cas moved his hand off the rank insignia on Kelly’s shirt and his jaw dropped. “What kind of joke is this? I can’t believe you would be so stupid as to wear LT’s rank just to get a better seat.”
Kelly pulled out his ID card and handed it to LT Casimirski. “I’m not the one being stupid. Now get your hand off me.”
LT Casimirski stared at Kelly’s ID card, handed it back, and stomped off mumbling. Kelly moved onboard and took his seat at the front of the shuttle. The passengers settled in and the doors closed. The flight to the southern spaceport was uneventful. Kelly even had time for a short nap.
Kelly collected his bag and headed from the military gate into the main terminal. Candy was waiting for him. She gave him a kiss and took his hand to lead him to her ground car.
“I’m so happy to see you. I thought you kept running away on patrol to get away from me.”
“Not on your life, Candy. It was only my finely honed sense of duty that kept me away. That and the certainty of court-martial.”
Candy laughed, put her arm through his and kept walking. They arrived at her ground car. Kelly put his bag in the back and took a seat. She programmed her address and sat back for the ride to her house.
“So, Kelly, what have you been up to? Is it anything you can tell me about?”
“Nope, not at all. We just went out on a short patrol. Nothing really exciting.”
“Oh, well, I didn’t think you could say anything. I have spent a great deal of time around my dad.”
They chatted on for a bit about matters other than Scout Force, until Candy announced, “Well, here we are, my humble abode.”
Kelly did not think her house was humble at all. It was magnificent. It was a large, two-story house, built out of some local quarried stone that was very similar to limestone. The front elevation was three side-by-side arches. The central arch was the front door surmounted by a window. The two side arches contained large double height windows.
Kelly followed Candy inside. The inside mimicked the outside. Her house was decorated in a style reminiscent of Moorish Spain. Large cushions on Persian carpets took the place of chairs and couches. Curtains instead of doors closed off rooms. The breeze through the open windows rippled the doorway curtains slightly. Beaten brass platters and sconces hung on the walls.
“So, what do you think of my little place?”
“It’s very nice. Did you decorate it yourself or bring in a professional?”
“Actually, it came fully furnished. I loved the look when I first saw it. It's so unusual that I just kept it like it was.”
“I like it, too. It’s exotic.”
“Come with me and let me show you something.”
Kelly followed her to the rear of the house. The rear matched the front with its three arches. The three arches were set out from the living area and enclosed a glassed-in porch, which overlooked a small swimming pool and garden.
“Wow, what a lovely backyard. Has your mother helped you with the garden?”
“No, that was all there when I moved in. Why don’t you follow me upstairs? I’ll show you where to clean up and change. You probably want to get out of your uniform.”
Kelly walked up the stairs with her. She pulled aside a curtain on the right side of the hall.
“This is the guest room. Drop your stuff in here. The guest bath is next on the right. Why don’t you get comfortable? We’ll eat lunch in a bit and then discuss what we’ll do tonight. I’m going to get comfortable myself. I’ll bring you a beer when I’ve changed.”
Kelly grabbed a shirt and shorts and went to take advantage of her guest bath. Kelly hadn’t had a “Hollywood” or unmetered shower since he moved out of the BOQ. A long hot shower would feel great.
Kelly stripped down and climbed into the shower stall. He had soaped up and was preparing to rinse when a hand holding a beer was thrust into the shower. Kelly took the beer and thanked Candy. He took a sip and got back to cleaning himself up. The unlimited hot water felt so good. Kelly luxuriated in the warm water. As he quickly finished the beer he also finished his shower. He reached out of the stall for a towel and it met his hand. He looked out and Candy was standing there with a towel in her hand. He took the towel and dried himself off. Candy called out, “Hand me the towel and I’ll dry your back.”
Kelly stepped out onto a furry rug and handed the towel to Candy. She took it and dried his back. He looked at her in the mirror and she had a large smile on her face. He slipped on a pair of shorts and a shirt, took the towel back from her and hung it on the rack.
He combed his military short hair with his hand and turned to get a good look at her. She was wearing a pearlescent, low cut, white caftan that left nothing to the imagination. The material was practically transparent. The view almost took his breath away. She grabbed his hand and led him back downstairs.
“Let me show you the kitchen, in case you get hungry or thirsty. I expect you to make yourself at home and help yourself to anything you want.”
She showed him hampers full of small loaves of bread, a fridge with cheese, meats, vegetables, and fruit. Beer and wine were kept in a small refrigerator under the counter. It was a well equipped kitchen.
“Kelly, would you grab a bottle of wine and come out on the sun porch?”
Candy pulled a cheese tray out of the fridge, got two wine glasses, and walked out to the sun porch. Kelly got the wine and followed Candy, enjoying the view.
Candy set the cheese tray and glasses on a low table. She took several pillows, threw them up against the wall, and sat down. Kelly sat the wine down, realized he hadn’t gotten a corkscrew and went back to the kitchen. He looked in the drawer nearest the small fridge and got lucky. He took the corkscrew back to the porch, opened the bottle, poured two glasses and handed one to Candy. She clinked glasses with him and said, “To a pleasant visit.”
Kelly asked, “Are you still going to take the job at JAG on base? If you do, aren’t you going to hate to leave this place?”
“I like this place, but I won’t miss it. My law firm still treats me like a law clerk. It’s not going to work out. They are so testosterone poisoned, I think they only hired me as decoration. I’ve got no future there.”
“Well, I hope everything works out for you.”
Candy and Kelly sipped their wine quietly, watching the clouds pass by. Time passed slowly. She leaned forward, placed her glass on the table and took some cheese and crackers. Kelly couldn’t help but notice her right breast fall out of her caftan. She noticed too, smiled, and pulled the neck of her caftan up to cover it. Kelly smiled back.
Candy got up, moved over to Kelly, pulled her caftan up to her thighs and sat down straddling Kelly’s lap. She wrapped her arms around his neck and gave him a long slow kiss. Her warm body pressed against his.
She broke the kiss and said, “I’m having a very tough time figuring out what I’m going to do with you, Kelly Blake. I like you a lot. I am very attracted to you. I just don’t know if I want a Fleet officer as a lover.”
Kelly knitted his brow, “What’s wrong with Fleet officers?”
“Well, they aren’t very reliable. They’re always running off on patrol and deployments and stuff with no advance notice. They have a very limited wardrobe. You can’t sleep over with them if they live on a ship.”
“Oh, that. I thought you were going to mention the girl in every port thing.”
“That, too.”
“Damn, I thought I’d found a loophole there.”
“You can’t use a loophole. I’m a lawyer.”
“I must have forgotten that. It’s probably got something to do with your breasts poking me in the chest.”
“Do they bother you? I could put them somewhere else.”
“No! No! It did for a little while, but I think I’m getting used to it.”
“Well, my legs are falling asleep. Would you like to go for a swim?”
“I’d love to go for a swim. I bet the water is so much cooler here in the south. The water up north is so warm. You get no relief from the heat swimming in it.”
Candy got up and helped Kelly to his feet. “Come on. The landscaping makes the pool very private. She shook the caftan off her shoulders and let it drop to the floor. She stood there for a heartbeat, achingly beautiful, and went out the door to the pool. Kelly took off the shirt and shorts and joined her.
After their swim, they wore towels and lounged about outside while having lunch. A cool breeze raised goose bumps on Kelly’s arms. The sweet fragrance of some local flowering plant wafted through the area.
Candy had prepared a fresh vegetable and fish salad. They ate it with a dressing made from some of the local wine. It made for a great afternoon.
Candy asked Kelly what he had brought to wear. What he brought would decide where they ate. Kelly had a couple of pairs of slacks, one dress pair and one casual pair. He had two shirts, one casual and one dress. He had even brought a tie. He only had a pair of casual shoes, but they were new enough that they would go with either the dress slacks or the casual slacks. Their restaurant choices were wide open.
“Kelly, I’m going to make reservations at the Triple Moon. It features Armstrong native grown vegetables, meats, and wines. I’ve got tickets for a musical. I’ll make our reservation for 1900 and we’ll have time for a leisurely dinner before the show at 2100. How about another bottle of wine?”
It sounded good to Kelly. The wine, the company, the restaurant, and the show were immensely enjoyable. They returned and had a nightcap on the porch watching the three moons of Armstrong transit the sky. Candy fell asleep in Kelly’s arms and they spent the night together on the porch.
In the morning Candy woke first, put coffee on, and put an egg casserole in the oven. She woke Kelly. They went up to her bath and scrubbed each other’s backs. When they were dry and dressed, breakfast was ready.
Kelly and Candy spent the day wandering around town. Candy helped him pick out some clothes. By the time he finished, he needed another suitcase. They got one to match his current bag. He stopped her insistence that he get a hard sided bag instead of a duffle, by pointing out that he had minimal storage in his quarters on the Vigilant. Neither was all that hungry, so they went into a bar for a snack and some drinks.
The bar had a nostalgia theme going on. There were monitors in all the corners of the room. The bar had three monitors above it. Each was on a different channel of the local news, sports, or entertainment feeds. The monitor above their head was on the Galactic News Network. They had a drink and talked for a time.
Kelly looked up at the monitor and stopped in mid-sentence. The monitor was reporting on a fire at the Indigo Consortium jewelry factory on Secundus in the Fomalhaut system. The reporter was standing in front of a burning office-manufacturing building. Kelly reached up and turned up the volume.
“The fire broke out before dawn this morning. At this point, the building is almost totally consumed in the fire. This building behind me, before today, contained the main offices of the Indigo Consortium. We have no reports on casualties. We only know that the security force here at the compound detected the fire at 0623 and called the local emergency forces.”
“Wait! Wait! I see the emergency forces wheeling a gurney out from a waiting ambulance. I’ll see if I can get closer and see what is going on. Jim, keep up with me here!”
The video shook as the cameraman kept up with the running reporter. The camera pointed at a senior emergency officer directing operations. “Sir, sir, could you tell me where that gurney is going? Has there been a casualty amongst the emergency workers?
The emergency officer turned away from the bright light shining in his eyes and said, “No, not any of my people. We found a body in the executive offices up on the top floor.”
The reporter turned back to the camera. “There you have it. At least one casualty on the top floor of the Indigo Consortium headquarters building. Back to you, Ed.”
Kelly wondered if there was any connection between his two patrols and the fire.
They finished their drinks and went back to her house to prepare for the evening.
“Kelly, why don’t you wear those new casual slacks we bought for you today? They look good on you. You don’t have to be too dressy tonight.”

Back at Antares Base, Admiral Craddock sat in his office and reviewed the GNN broadcast. He read the initial reporting from the Secundus authorities. Charles Delphant, Chairman and CEO of the Indigo Consortium, died in the early morning fire, which consumed all of the main headquarters and parts of the fabrication facility. None of the other officials of the consortium that were interviewed could explain why Mr. Delphant was at the building at that time in the morning.
“John, what do you make of this? We should get a Fleet Intel team onto Secundus to go over that fire site with a micrometer, if they aren’t already there. See if you can convince them, would you?”
“Yes sir, I’ll get right on it. My alarms are ringing loud on this one also. Our retrieval of the data from that K’Rang ship and the box of flame jewels from the Gurkha’s shuttle and this fire are too much of a coincidence. And I don’t believe in coincidences.”
“Yeah, neither do I. I think this situation has just moved from a possible smuggling operation to something more serious. Have the computer forensics guys come up with anything off the two data storage devices retrieved by the Vigilant?”
“Not so far, sir. They can’t seem to break the encryption on the data files. It is more sophisticated than anything they have ever seen. They’ve tasked the code breakers at Fleet HQ to try and speed up the process. They’re sure they’ll get through the code, but they can’t say when.”
“Keep on them. This fire and Delphant’s death tells me we’re missing something important here. We were ahead of it, whatever it is. Now we're behind. If it’s important enough to kill over, it’s probably going to cause us trouble. Have the night watch put together some estimates of possibilities. What do our smart guys think this might be? I want those on my desk in the morning. If we aren’t sure what this is, let’s do some worst case, seat of the pants analysis on it and maybe we’ll get lucky.”

Candy and Kelly had a wonderful night out. They spent most of the night at a dinner theater, watching a comedy about an intrepid, but bumbling pair of early space explorers. The production was unusual in that the entire play was done with the cast floating about the stage weightless. Kelly guessed it was done with suspensors, but he couldn’t feel the static charge normally felt in their vicinity. Kelly and Candy laughed at their antics and the racy, not so subtle humor.
After the show, they spent some time at a night club, dancing to some of the latest hits. Candy felt soft and warm against his chest. She was a good dancer and a great conversationalist. The time slipped by quickly. They hardly noticed the club clearing out until the manager came over and asked them, politely, to leave so he could close up.
Kelly felt very comfortable around Candy. The weekend had been sensual, but not sexual. He liked her smile, her easy laugh, and her sense of humor. She was beautiful, smart, and fun to be with. What was he going to do?
He knew he had nothing to offer her. A Fleet Officer’s early career usually entailed deployment after deployment. They spent almost all of the first four to five years in space. Most Fleet officers tended to remain single during their early years and saved marriage for after they made Lieutenant Commander. Too many junior officers’ marriages ended in divorce. Even after LCDR, it was often hard to keep a marriage going.
Kelly and Candy went back to her house. Candy changed out of her evening clothes and into a blue version of the sheer caftan from the day before. Kelly took off his coat and tie, left them upstairs, and joined Candy on the sun porch. She already had a bottle of wine open and a poured glass waiting for him. He lay down on the mass of pillows next to her. She moved over and curled up beside him.
“Kelly, I’ve had a fabulous time with you these few days. I wish you didn’t have to go back tomorrow.”
“I’ve had a great time, too, Candy.”
She leaned over and kissed him. “I’d like you to come back and visit me again when you get more time off. My door will always be open for you. Even if I’m not here, you can come stay here. If you need some time away from the base, come on down. I can give you the door code and you can come right in. Just call or message me to let me know.”
“I’m still considering the job on base at the JAG office. Captain Hawkins, the JAG, is really trying to get me to take the job. I do have one concern about the job.”
“What’s that?”
“I wonder how that would affect us. I like the idea of having you around, but in small doses.”
Kelly got a quizzical look on his face and said, “Small doses? What is that supposed to mean?”
“Kelly, I’ve really enjoyed this time with you and I’d like to do so again, but I’m not looking for a steady boyfriend. We can be friends. We can be lovers. I find you very attractive and fun to be with. A number of years from now I may consider you as husband material, but I’ve been a Fleet brat too long to try and tie you down or be tied down. I sat at home too many nights with my mother while Dad was out on patrol, or away doing things we couldn’t know about. Would you mind terribly much just being my lover or friend, hopefully both?”
Kelly pulled her close, kissed her, and said, “I think I understand. I feel the same way myself. I never know what my patrol schedule is going to be or how long I’ll be out. It seems extremely unfair to expect a woman to wait around for me when and if I show up. I know it doesn’t make me much of a prize. I’m not ready for marriage yet, either, but I would like to see you again.”
“Oh, don’t worry, you will. You just helped me to make up my mind about that JAG job. I just wonder if I could find a house like this in the area outside the base.”
“I’ll help you look.”
Candy kissed him again and it led to an even more enjoyable evening and morning.

Scattered lights shown in the puddles of water on a quiet street in one of the many industrial sectors of Secundus. It was silent, except for the footsteps of two men in soiled work clothes, moving through the shadows. They approached a low industrial building with one weak light illuminating the loading dock. Night insects flew frantic circles around the bare bulb in the fixture above the door. A light shown through a glass panel on the wall. The two men came to the loading dock steps, looked around, and walked up. They opened the warehouse door and entered.
A voice came out of the darkness. “Gentlemen, please come in and sit down. I’ll be right with you.”
Two chairs and a dusty table sat under a single lamp hanging from the ceiling. A small bag, bottle and two glasses sat on the table.
“Please help yourself to a drink, gentlemen. I’ll be right with you as soon as I finish this call.”
The two men moved to the table, examined the bottle, nodded in approval of the brand, poured each a drink, and sat down to wait.
“The bag contains your payment. Please feel free to count it to make sure it’s all there.”
One of the men opened the bag, briefly surveyed its contents, and said, “That’s all right, we’ll trust you that it's all here.”
Two large men in trench coats and hats moved just into the light of the hanging lamp between the men and the door. The two men finished their drinks and looked suspiciously at these two new men.
“Relax, gentlemen. My associates are here only in case the local authorities show an interest in our transaction.”
A third man in a long gray coat and hat entered the circle of light. “Gentlemen, I know I told you to make Mr. Delphant’s passing look like an accident, but did you have to burn the entire complex down?”
“How were we to know there were liter cans of flammable paint stacked in a storage closet next to where we set the firebomb? If not for that, only his office would have been torched.”
“How regrettable. Did you manage to retrieve the device I sent you for?”
“Yes, we did.”
The speaker reached in his pocket and pulled out a small data transfer device.”
“Place it on the table, take your payment, and leave, gentlemen. Our transaction is concluded. It's been a pleasure dealing with you. If we need you again, we know how to get in touch with you. Men, escort our guests to the door.”
The two local men exchanged nervous glances, picked up the small bag, and walked out the door. The two large men showed them out, but did nothing to hamper their exit.
The third man moved to the open door and watched them leave. He pulled a small device out of his pocket and pushed a button.
The two shabbily dressed men were elated. They had just earned a small fortune for arranging the unfortunate passing of Charles Delphant. They couldn’t believe their luck. Almost simultaneously, the two men felt a stabbing pain in their stomachs. Millions of microbe-sized incendiary devices, ingested along with the alcohol, erupted into flame. The two men dropped to the ground, writhing in pain. There was a bright flash and the two men disappeared into twin piles of white ashes scattered on the ground. A gust of wind lifted the ashes and they were borne away.
“Hmmh, it appears as if our associates can’t hold their liquor.”
He closed the door and turned back to the other two men. As he removed his hat he exposed a feline face.
“Shadow Warriors, our mission here is completed. Let us return to the home world. We have one more data installment to retrieve.”
“As you command, Shadow Leader M’Trang.”

An hour later a small insect flying around the single hanging lamp in the warehouse broke away from the light and flew up to a break in an upper clerestory window. It passed through the break and settled on the roof of the warehouse. It stood on its forelegs, the wings transformed into an antenna, and it oriented skyward. In seconds an orbiting ship received the video and audio of the night’s activities. The pilot petted his cat and waited for the data transmission to end. Moments later that ship was in FTL on its way to Fleet Intel for analysis of the data.



Chapter Eight


Kelly was back on board the Vigilant by 1400. He put his new clothing purchases away and found room to store his new duffle. He would have his new clothes laundered once they lifted ship again. As with the galley, the laundry on board worked only off-planet. There was the base laundry, but Kelly didn’t trust them with natural fabrics. He tended to buy the best he could afford and took care of them. The wools, cottons, and silks would last a long time if properly cared for.
He checked messages on his terminal. There was a message from Candy, saying that she had a wonderful time and hoped they could do it again some time. She also let him know he had forgotten his tie. She would get it back to him next time she saw him.
Another message was from LT Bell, inviting Kelly to the Vehement’s relaunching ceremony on Friday. He checked his calendar, saw he had nothing else scheduled, and touched the accept button.
The next message was from Tammy. She was enthused about the S-660. It was an exoatmospheric shuttle, as opposed to the current atmospheric S-500s the flight detachment flew. She was having a blast flying the sub-orbital flight path in transition school. She was finally back in space, even if only for a brief time. Of course, the S-660’s boost phase was enough to get into orbit, so they would be making runs to the space dock as well as the shuttle flights to the south. She was really looking forward to that. The last part of her message was a request for Kelly to pin on one of her LTJG rank insignia at her promotion ceremony when she got back. Kelly replied that he would be honored to be a part of her ceremony.
Kelly called up the ship’s log to see what had happened while he was gone. Nothing out of the ordinary had occurred, that he could tell. He noted Petty Officer Stinson’s name on a lot of the watch log entries. Kelly guessed that multiple watches while the crew had time off was Chief Watson’s way of reminding Stinson to listen to Corpsman Kumar’s advice on what places to stay away from in the south.
Kelly changed into his coveralls, attached his communicator to his belt, and made a tour of the ship. Very few of the crew were on board. Those few were engaged in games, studying for proficiency exams, or just lazing about. Chief Blankenship manned the quarterdeck watch. When he approached she was bent over the watch desk, probably reattaching a terminal cable. Chief B had a nice behind. Kelly scuffed his shoes to let her know he was coming and she straightened up and came to attention.
“At ease, Chief. How are things going?”
“Not bad, sir, it’s been real quiet. Twenty crew are off the ship. Eleven are on leave. Three are hitting the entertainment center on base. The rest are at chow. Captain took off for a couple of days in the south. You are in command. Chief Watson got pulled by Scout Force HQ to sit on a promotion board. He should be back in about three hours.”
“Great, keep up the good work. Would you like me to bring you some coffee from the galley on my way back through?”
Thank you, sir, but I drink tea. If you could bring back a pot of Lapsang Souchong, I’d appreciate it.”
“Lapsang it is. I’ll be right back with it.”
Kelly walked on to the rear of the ship. He stopped off in the galley to start a pot of water to boil. He continued astern, checked crew quarters, sensors, and engineering. When he made it back to the galley, the water was boiling. He poured it into a mid-sized pot, dropped in two tea bags, grabbed a cup and saucer and headed back to the Quarterdeck.
“Here you go, Chief. Enjoy!”
“Thank you, sir. This much should last me until Chief P relieves me for dinner.”
Kelly returned to his quarters. Conditions on board had the lazy feel of a ship in port. Kelly knew this would revert instantly to crisp efficiency upon receipt of a patrol order. He thought about that for a bit. What would he do if he got an immediate sortie order? He checked the roster to see who was present for duty. When he ran the roster he saw that even though less than half the crew were on board, those on board were sufficient to lift ship and conduct a patrol. He just hoped he wouldn’t have to.
Kelly went back to his quarters and checked the news on his terminal. He did a quick search for reports on the Indigo fire. He found several reports and read them in turn. He saw where they had positively identified the body of Charles Delphant. Cause of death was identified as smoke inhalation. There was intense speculation in the press on what Delphant was doing there so early. He had never been known for coming in early, habitually arriving around 0830.
Kelly brought up a window on the classified system and searched for any classified reports on the fire. He pulled up two agent reports from a team sent in to coordinate with the local authorities on Secundus. They didn’t have much more information than the news reports.
Kelly spent the rest of the afternoon researching all he could find on the Indigo Consortium and its board of directors. After several hours, he looked up and saw that it was late and he should probably hit the rack. He checked his schedule for tomorrow. It would be a light day, with only one outside meeting at Scout Force HQ at 1300. He called up the agenda, saw it was a logistics meeting for all ship execs. He checked the Vigilant’s log status, closed down his terminal, and took a walk around the ship. Kelly then turned in for the night.
The next morning, Kelly reviewed the night watch log and saw nothing of interest. He headed over to the dining facility and had breakfast. Kelly was hoping that today would be boring. Boring was good when you were the acting commander.
Kelly spent the morning reviewing the manuals on the sensor systems. He was looking for new tricks to use when out on patrol. He was especially interested in applications he could run on his monitor on the bridge. It was a shame that Chief B had the duty last night and was sleeping. She could have helped him in his research.
Kelly checked messages. He had a reminder message about the 1300 meeting. He had a message from his bank, giving his balance and including his most recent purchases. He had made a small hole in his account. Fortunately, his expenses were minimal. His quarters were free. His meals were free. His uniforms were subsidized. Life in the Fleet wasn’t bad.
Kelly went to the 1300 meeting. It was one of the interminable meetings by the base admin and logistics folks about the latest regulations on requisitions, personnel actions, and yard procedures. Kelly knew it was going to result in more paperwork for him that evening.
Of course, one of the things that was bad about the Fleet was the paperwork. Technically, it wasn’t really paperwork, because all of it was handled electronically. Electronic or paper, it still took a long time to complete. By the time he was finished, it was well past the time the dining facility closed for the evening. He called his parents and invited himself over for dinner. He owed Arnold a chance to cook him a meal.
Kelly cleaned up and changed out of his coveralls and into his duty uniform. Officers living on ship generally wore their duty or work uniform while on base. Kelly caught a shuttle and wound up at his parents door.
Arnold met him at the door, beaming. “LT Blake, welcome. Your parents are in the outdoor room. Your dinner will be ready shortly. Kelly thanked Arnold for cooking up something for him this late, and went out to see his folks.
Kelly’s folks were having a heated argument about digitizing living tissue. Kelly poured a glass of wine from a waiting bottle and sat down. He listened for a few minutes, decided he didn’t have a clue what they were talking about, and tuned them out. When they realized he wasn’t listening, they stopped.
Moira said, “Kelly, are we boring you?”
No, Mom, I just haven’t a clue what you are talking about. You two are using terms I never heard in college.”
“Son, I never knew your education was so deficient. We paid good money for you to be an engineer. Obviously, it didn’t take.”
Kelly’s folks broke out laughing. Moira said, “Of course you didn’t understand any of it. We invented it. We are talking about transporting human beings and cargo through the ether like radio waves. It does what our FTL transport system does, but with no receiver on the other end. We’ve done it with inanimate objects over short distances. We are trying to extend our range to hundreds of kilometers…”
Kelly broke in, “Are you telling me you are working on a transporter beam?”
Andrew said, “Well, son, that’s not what we call it, but that sums it up succinctly. In fact, that is what we’ll call it from now on. We feel we are a couple of years away from perfecting it, but it shows great promise.”
Kelly shook his head and laughed, “Mom, Dad, do you get all your ideas from old science fiction works?”
All three were laughing when Arnold came in and said dinner was ready. Moira and Andrew had eaten earlier, but they went in with Kelly to keep him company.
Kelly sat down and Arnold brought in a local fowl, sort of like a cornish game hen, wild rice, apple relish, and a shredded vegetable salad from local greens. Kelly ate very well.
After dinner, Kelly went back out to the outdoor room with his parents and a bottle of wine. Andrew took a long sip and said, “Son, I understand that Tom has already spoken to you about why we are here. He didn’t tell you everything, though. Our transporter gate will be here in two weeks. It was fabricated at Fleet Base 14 in the Tau Ceti system. When it gets here, it will have taken the space tug two weeks to pull it here at power 2 light speed. Once we have it set up and functioning, that tug will make the trip back in seconds.”
“Dad, how safe will it be?”
“It will be safe enough that your mom and I will make the return trip using it. In fact we are so confident, that we will ask Tom to loan us your ship to take us back.”
Kelly almost dropped his glass of wine when he heard this. He said, “You want to use the Vigilant and my crew as guinea pigs?”
“Exactly, except they won’t be guinea pigs. The only thing they will be testing is the long distance transmission capability. We’ll do a number of tests before we send your ship through. It will be very safe.”
Andrew mentioned that he and Moira had made scores of trips through the gates at their lab at Tau Ceti and the two prototype gates within the Tau Ceti system. “This will be the first operational test over realistic interstellar distances.”
“But why the Vigilant?”
“Well, the Admiralty is not completely sold on the idea. We need a test they can’t ignore. They need to see a Fleet ship come through the gate unscathed to convince them. They also need to know that we have no reservations, no fears that our technology won’t work. The most convincing test we could think of was to use your ship in the first operational test. I hope you understand the importance and significance of this test.”
“Dad, are you absolutely sure this technology is safe?”
Moira spoke up. “Son, if we weren’t sure, we would never risk all of our lives at once. We have months of successful tests over short, intrastellar distances. We wouldn’t ask anyone to chance what we won’t chance ourselves. Trust us, it will be fine.”
“Well, I always have trusted you. Why should I stop now? I have a request, though. When we do the test, only one of you is to be on the ship at a time. If anything should go wrong, it won’t be a good idea to have the only two people in the galaxy that understand it to disappear. We’ll need one of you to help get us back if something goes wrong.”
“You make a good point, son. Your mother and I will consider your concerns.”
Kelly had to get back to the ship. He said goodbye to his folks, thanked Arnold for a wonderful meal, and caught a shuttle.
Upon his return to the ship, he did a quick walk around inspection and retired to his quarters. He turned in, but it was a while before he could get to sleep. Tomorrow, he’d have to tell LCDR Timmons about his parents’ plans. Together, they’d have to tell the crew.
Kelly woke up early the next day. He wanted to give the ship a thorough going over before the captain got back. Chief Watson met him in the galley with a cup of coffee. Together, they divided up the ship and put the crew to work making the Vigilant shipshape. After noon chow, Kelly took the helmsmen and ran them all through simulations on board. He remembered the slow response when they lifted off the asteroid. He ran them through several drills of landing in zero-G and making quick lift offs. He wanted them to bring the ship down quickly and safely and get them up and away in a smooth easy movement. After four or five drills he had all the helmsmen much more confident at the controls. It would still require actual practice to get it fully ingrained in them, but it would do for now.
Chief Watson told him that the captain was due into the spaceport in twenty minutes. He was leaving to go pick him up. Kelly made a final walk around and was pleased with what he saw.
Kelly was waiting with the quarterdeck watch when LCDR Timmons came up the gangway.
“Exec, how has it been?”
“Just fine, sir. All but 10 of the crew are on board. The 10 are on leave and are due back tomorrow. No orders or communications of other than a routine nature have been received. I have something to talk over with you later, but it can wait until you get your gear unloaded.”
“Is it important?”
“I think so, sir.”
‘Then come on and tell me while I unpack. Okay if the chief listens in?”
”Absolutely, sir. Let me help you with your bags.”
Kelly grabbed one of the captain’s bags and followed him to his cabin. Once there, the captain closed the door behind them and moved into his conference room after dropping his bag on his bed.
“What’s up, Exec?”
Kelly told the captain and Chief Watson about the transport gates and his parents’ involvement. Once they had absorbed that concept, he told them about his parent’s plan to use the Vigilant to test the technology.
LCDR Timmons pondered on this for a time and then said, “I’ll wait for the order to come from Scout Force, but if your folks are willing to risk their lives and yours, how can I not trust them? We can do this. Somebody has to go first. If not us, some other ship will have to do it. What do you think, Chief?”
Chief Watson had been silent up to this point. He leaned back and said, “Sir, I was always taught never to turn down a combat mission, because some other poor soul will just have to go out and do what you wouldn’t. If we get this mission, we’ll come through it just fine. We have the best ship and the best crew in Scout Force. Hell, I’d be insulted if they didn’t pick us.”
“That’s the spirit, Chief. Now, Exec, how’s this technology work?”
“I’d love to tell you, sir, but I listened to my folks talking about this last night and I didn’t have a clue what they were saying. They tend to work out on the leading edge of technology. Most of the jargon of high tech came out of their mouths first.”
“I want to speak with your folks about this, but not until we get the mission through channels.”
“Give me the word, sir, and I’ll get them to invite us over for dinner. Arnold, their housekeeper and cook, is a gourmet chef.”
“Great, now let’s talk about a training cruise I want to do this week.”
The captain, Kelly, and the chief spent the next two hours planning a three-day training cruise to work out some deficiencies the captain saw on the last patrol. At the end of the planning session, the captain’s terminal chimed with a priority message.
LCDR Timmons walked over to his terminal, dumped his bag off the chair, and sat down to log in and see the message.
The message was from Captain Hasselrode, instructing Timmons, Kelly and the chief to report to Building 603 at 0800. It had to be more debriefing on the K’Rang ship encounter.
They arrived at building 603 right on time. They were ushered up to a different floor and a different office than before. The room they were led to was a computer lab. A LTJG introduced himself as Bill Taylor and invited them to some seats in front of a large screen wall. He said, “Admiral Craddock wanted you to see what we were able to glean from the two ships and all you brought back. What you are about to hear is not to be discussed outside of this room, except between the three of you, and in a secure space.”
“First we’ll cover the data device you found on the K’Rang body. By the way, the body belonged to the severed hand with the ring you found, LT Blake. The ring belonged to a K’Rang named M’Talli. He belonged to a small sept of the ruling clan. Not quite royalty, but very comfortable.”
“Anyway, the data device contained partial schematics of a number of recent technological advances, including a few your parents developed, LT Blake. None of the schematics were complete, suggesting that the Indigo folks were holding back on what they were trading the K’Rang for the flame stones. You were witness to how successful that technique was. We are working with your folks to see if we can determine how many installments of data there were. We are assuming this transaction was not supposed to be the last.”
“The K’Rang data log was much harder to break into. It was encrypted with a devious code that relied on K’Rang music as the key. I won’t bore you with the details. I’ll just say it was a real challenge for our Crippies. Oh, excuse me, sir, our Cryptologic Technicians.”
“LCDR Timmons, you were correct in your assumption that the device found in the K’Rang instrument panel was the ship’s log. That is exactly what it is. It's the captain's voice log. It’s taking a while to translate the language. What we know so far is that the ship is an eight year old merchant ship. It left the K’Rang home world nine days before it crossed the frontier, transported in the hold of a larger ship that had FTL capability. It was released about a day away from the frontier and proceeded to where you picked it up. The captain says in the log that he was working under the orders of a high K’Rang family patriarch. The fellow with the ring was his son and had absolute authority over the captain. It was the son that gave the order to fire on the shuttle. The captain recorded M’Talli telling him to fire on the shuttle in his log. M’Talli says something about his ring and that the humans were not supposed to know of any involvement by the nobility. He was probably talking about the ring that showed him as a resident of the home world. We guess he forgot to sanitize himself before the meeting. The Indigo folks must have spotted his ring and recognized what it signified.”
“Most of the stuff in the log is routine ship’s business, but we did find a segment where M’Talli burst in on the captain while he was recording and the captain left the log running. M’Talli was a little upset that the captain wasn’t going faster. There was some concern about being late for the meeting. The captain told him that they’d be there in plenty of time to approach slowly and scan the area to make sure they were unobserved. He reminded M’Talli that he’d already done this three times and he knew what he was doing.”
“Three times gives us a pretty good number to work from, as we try to figure out how much the Indigo folks traded for the flame stones. Speaking of which, we have identities on the bodies from the shuttle. Most of them are longtime employees of the Indigo Consortium. All but two were manifested as crew onboard the Gurkha. Those two were out of the Indigo Consortium HQ on Secundus. They were Aubrey Gundersen and Dale Wilkins. Wilkins was a courier. We anticipate that he was to be the guy bringing back the stones. Gundersen was a VP of the Indigo Consortium. We think he was the dealmaker.”
Kelly said, “Yes, we saw how good a deal it was.”
LTJG Taylor continued, “We’ve tracked Gundersen’s travels for the last four years. He was fairly consistent until six months ago. In four separate occasions, he took business trips with Wilkins to planets where one of the Indigo ships was to make a port call. The last two were to meet up with the Manchu Warrior and the Gurkha. He and Wilkins would make the run out to the 6664 system and back. Gundersen always went straight back to Fomalhaut. Wilkins, on the other hand, would take a roundabout path back to Fomalhaut, but each time included a stop in the Rigel system. We have Fleet Intel snooping about to see if we can discern Mr. Wilkins’ activities. Rigel may have been the final destination or a transfer point.”
“We are still analyzing the K’Rang ship, but we have found a few interesting things. On the port bulkhead is the electronic device that you pointed out in your report. We have determined that it is a sensor device. According to the ship’s log, it was installed just before this trip. Fortunately for you it wasn’t installed correctly. The ground cable was installed improperly. They used a rubber washer between the cable and the hull of the ship. The whole apparatus was shock mounted to the bulkhead. Somebody probably got in a hurry and used a shock isolation washer instead of a regular washer.”
“It was probably only working at 50 percent efficiency, if at all. Our techies have tested it and found that if the ground had been properly installed, you would have stood out like a beacon on that asteroid. We’re studying it to adapt it for our own ships. It should give us a 10 percent increase in sensor range and 50 percent increase in resolution.”
“We’ve also found a complete navigation and communication system. The nav system is being tested against known data, but appears to have a complete star chart for all of K’Rang space. Interestingly, there is another space faring race in-spiral of them they call the A’Ngarii. They seem to be having the same problems with the A’Ngarii as they are with us. The communications system had an independent self-destruct device that failed to go off when you cut the ship in half. Seems it wasn’t designed to operate in a vacuum.”
“The comms system was complete and loaded with a week’s worth of codes. The Crippies are ecstatic over that bit of good luck. They have gone back over the tapes of the last three weeks of traffic and are breaking out all manner of information about the K’Rang.”
“We are going to continue exploiting the ship for quite some time. LCDR Timmons, there are a lot of people on this base that want to buy you a beer. Your crew will probably drink free for a month.”
“Do you or any of your people have any questions of me, sir?”
LCDR Timmons looked over at Kelly and the chief, “I don’t have anything. Do either of you want to ask any questions?”
Kelly shook his head. Chief Watson spoke up. “What bar do you guys frequent so I can tell the crew?”
Everyone laughed and Timmons said, “LT, I guess you answered all our questions. Is that all?”
“Yes sir, Admiral Craddock wanted you to know what all we found. Of course, this is just a preliminary assessment. We intend to continue to tear the ship apart until we get all we can from it. Again, I must emphasize the sensitivity of this information. Be very careful discussing it. Let me escort you out then.”
The captain, Kelly, and Chief Watson rode quietly back to the ship. They stopped off for lunch on the way, and discussed the upcoming training cruise and what each of them had done on their days off.

On the K’Rang home world, a very irritated Shadow Leader M’Trang was berating his subordinates. One lay in an enlarging puddle of his own blood on the floor. His throat had been ripped open with an expert flick of one paw, all claws extended. The former deputy never saw it coming. The other two remained at a stiff, but shaky, attention.
“Baron N’Gana is not happy that his son has not returned from his adventure. It is only my reputation for success that kept me from sharing the fate of your associate on the floor. He failed me. He chose the Shadow Warriors that accompanied Baron N’Gana’s son. I suggest you not fail me.”
“The cargo carrier ship T’Onna waited three days and M’Talli’s ship never appeared. Our drones have crossed the frontier and verified that his ship was destroyed as was the human courier shuttle. We only found small debris from the stern and engine section of M’talli’s ship. The lack of debris from the bow of the ship and the trace of metal from the human ship makes me suspect that the humans may have captured M’Talli and the human couriers. If not, they at least have the bridge and crew section of our ship and all the information it contained.”
“This challenge cannot be allowed to go unanswered. Shadow Petty Commander L’Alla, you will organize an expedition to the human world in the system adjacent to where M’Talli’s ship was taken. The human traitors have a facility on the major continent in the southern hemisphere where they have stored a back-up copy of the final data segment. M’Talli was killed attempting to acquire it. Assemble a sufficient force to enter the facility, kill all you encounter, find the data, and return to me with it.”
“Shadow Petty Commander G’Sanu, you will take command of one of our new torpedo ships, precede L’Alla’s attack force, conduct a thorough surveillance of the frontier region near the human world, and destroy any human combatants that may be in the sector. Are there any questions?”
The two assumed an even stiffer position of attention, saluted, and answered in unison, “No, Shadow Leader.”
The Shadow Leader stepped over the body on his way out the door, “Do not fail me, Petty Commanders. Return with the data or not at all. But first, send someone in to clean up this mess.”

The Vigilant’s training cruise went well. The crew picked up on the goals of the cruise and quickly improved their performance at all stations. The helmsmen put the simulator drills into practice by conducting a series of zero-G landings on Armstrong’s smallest moon. They weren’t as smooth as Kelly would have liked, but they were greatly improved over the last patrol.
When they returned to base, they were back on patrol status. The next patrol would be back to the Scutum sector. Signals indicative of flight by the K’Rang drone ships were being picked up in that area and HQ wanted them to go and see what they could find. They would be held at the base only until the new reverse-engineered K’Rang sensor system could be fitted onto the Vigilant.
The yard crew and Chiefs Miller and Blankenship put the system in and tested it in only three days. They would have to calibrate it enroute to their patrol sector, but it was in and operating nominally. It should give them an edge.
Kelly had time to see Candy before they shipped out. He found out that she had accepted the job at the Base JAG office and she would be in it by the time he returned from patrol.
On the morning they were scheduled to lift ship, Kelly had messages from his folks and from LT Bell, wishing him well on his patrol. There was a message from Angie that the Bolivar had been diverted to patrol near the border for a few more weeks. They would not be at Armstrong until much later. Kelly thought this was lucky, because he would have been away on patrol when they arrived. He did not know how long this patrol would be, but most likely they would be back in time for the Bolivar’s port call. He really wanted to see his old squadron mates. There was a message from Tammy, telling more of her experiences transitioning to the new shuttle. The video of her message showed her in her flight suit with the zipper provocatively down to her navel.
Kelly replied to all and told them he expected to be back in about a month, but he probably would not be able to receive or send messages while he was gone.
Kelly made his ship inspection, noticing some minor deficiencies in the galley that were corrected immediately, but the rest of the ship was ready for patrol. He moved back to the bridge to put his own position in order.
Kelly looked around the bridge. The helm and navigator positions were manned. The engineering sensor and weapons positions were manned by senior petty officers. There was a quiet hum of efficiency; the bridge crew was now a coherent team. The captain and Chief Watson were conferring in the conference room. He expected them to finish just before lift off.
True to his prediction, the captain and the chief came out just before lift off. They made a quick inspection, gave the necessary orders and lifted off the planet. The Vigilant quickly sped out of the system and went into FTL mode. In a few short days, they arrived near the Scutum sector. They stopped in the dark space outside the sector and calibrated the new sensor system, then scanned the entire sector as they approached, and found nothing out of the ordinary.
The Fleet intel reports on the strange signals showed them originating across the frontier, moving into the Scutum sector, and returning. The distance to the nearest listening posts was too far for an accurate location. They would have to patrol the region and hope they got lucky.
The first five days were uneventful. They drifted in the sector in close proximity with several large asteroids. The passive sensors were operating at maximum sensitivity. Nothing out of the ordinary appeared.
On the sixth day a K’Rang ship appeared, dropping out of FTL just a few thousand kilometers from the frontier. Chief B focused every sensor on that ship. The new K’Rang-style sensor gave an incredibly high-resolution image of the K’Rang ship. The ship was about twice the length of the Vigilant and half again as wide.
The sensor feed to Kelly’s station showed a smaller ship, about twice the size of a fighter, detach from the larger K’Rang ship and move toward the frontier. It quickly penetrated the frontier and made a run through the center of the Scutum Sector. It was incredibly fast, accelerating quickly to just below FTL speed. Kelly couldn’t figure out how they could get such power out of such a small ship.
“Petty Officer, can you get any kind of a reading on the engine in that thing?”
“The petty officer spoke into his intercom and said, “Sir, Chief Blankenship will be here shortly to answer your question.”
The captain looked over at him and said, “It is fast, isn’t it?”
“Yes, sir. I’m trying to think what they could be using to get speed like that out of such a small vehicle. How restrictive are our orders, sir? Could we capture this thing?”
“I’ll let you read the orders again, but I don’t see that flexibility in them. I read them as we are to observe only, unless GR citizens or property are endangered.”
Kelly rolled his eyes. “Got it, sir, no action unless they shoot first.”
The K’Rang ship continued its high speed run through the Scutum sector. Kelly wondered if it was intentionally showing off, hoping to draw a GR Fleet reaction. Kelly saw the wisdom in following their orders to the letter. It was probably equipped with a self-destruct mechanism and they could gain more information from observing the ship secretly than analyzing a debris cloud.
Chief Blankenship appeared. She said, “Sir, you asked about the engine. As best we can determine it is an extremely efficient reaction engine with an unshielded gravity well FTL drive. It is running at about 98 percent efficiency. They seem to be injecting something into the exhaust stream to give them that much thrust. We’re trying to see what that might be. We are tracking the flight path. If we can run through the flight path later, we might be able to use the sniffers to figure out what it is.”
The captain said, “Good enough, Chief. Once this thing clears out, we’ll do just that.”
Chief B continued, “One other thing, sir, as sharp as that ship is turning, there isn’t a living being on board. Nothing human or K’Rang could survive those G-forces.”
“Thanks, Chief, that's all for now.”
Chief B went back to the sensor section.
The ship turned back toward the Vigilant’s position and slowed down. It began a series of slow, wide right and left turns making a serpentine path across space. As the ship got closer, the turns got tighter and tighter. An itchy feeling came over Kelly.
“Captain, I think it's homing in on us. That thing is going to come right at us if it keeps going as it is.”
“Exec, I think you're right. Helm, prepare to lift us out of here on a course dead away from that ship. If it gets within 10,000 km of us, execute. Gunnery, don’t move the turrets at this time, but prepare to fire on the ship if it gets within 9,000 km.”
Helm and weapons answered aye aye.
Kelly watched the ship continue to close the range and home in on the Vigilant, wondering what signature was giving them away to the drone.
The captain looked up from his terminal and said, “Helm, we’re not waiting. Come to course 175, mark 0 and get us out of here now. Prepare to go to FTL if I call for it. Gunnery, slew your turrets as we move off.”
The helmsman acknowledged the order and pulled the ship quickly out of the asteroid field. The K’Rang ship oriented on the Vigilant and sped up. The distance closed slightly until the Vigilant picked up speed and then the distance remained constant. As the K’Rang ship increased speed, so did the Vigilant. The captain ordered the helmsman to stay outside of 10,000 km distance from the K’Rang ship. It required the helmsman to keep accelerating to stay ahead of the K’Rang ship. Their speed was approaching FTL.
“Helm take us to power 2 and steer us away from the frontier. Exec, let’s see what kind of legs this thing has. If we leave him behind, we’ll slow down some and lead him away from the frontier.”
The helm smoothly accelerated the Vigilant to power 2. The K’Rang ship fell behind. The helmsman slowed the ship down until they were just maintaining the distance from the K’Rang ship. They calculated the top speed of the ship to be power 1.6, or at least that was all it was currently showing.
Kelly said, “Gunnery, keep targeting that ship. It may be faster than it is letting on. Let’s keep our guard up.”
The chase kept up for the better part of that day, with no signs of the K’Rang ship breaking off. The captain called Kelly and the section chiefs into his ready room. “All right, what are we up against? I want to hear your opinions.”
Chief Blankenship spoke first. “When we went into FTL the reaction engine was replaced by a primitive FTL engine. We are seeing a standard FTL signature. Our assessment is that it’s a little faster than it’s showing, but probably less than power 2.”
Chief Miller spoke next. “I agree with Chief Blankenship. The engine signature shows it to be a single coil system. That’s about the only FTL engine that can fit in a ship that size.”
Chief Pennypacker said, “I’ve looked at the sensor readings. The ship is unarmored. It has minor navigational shields. I can cut it up into little ship bits in no time.”
Chief Billings said, “All ship systems are at 100 percent. The bridge crew is ready for any action you choose, Captain.”
Chief Watson was next. “I’ve been looking at the active scans we’ve made on this ship since its been chasing us. I can’t figure out what it is. It doesn’t appear to be a scout drone. If it is, it shouldn’t be chasing us. It should be running the other way. It's not fast enough or armored enough to be a combat drone. I don’t like the way it is chasing us away from the frontier. I recommend we kick this K’Rang piece of crud in the butt and get back to the frontier.”
It was Kelly’s turn. “I agree with Chief Watson on not liking the way it seems to be chasing us away from the frontier. Why don’t we increase speed to high FTL, leave this guy in our dust and use the long-range sensors to see what he does. It might not be a bad idea to move away and circle around behind him. Let’s get behind him, between him and the frontier.”
“I like that idea, Exec. Let’s see what he does when he loses us. Let’s all get back to our stations.”
Orders were given to the helm to increase speed to power 4.
The Vigilant quickly pulled away from the K’Rang ship. As the distance increased to 250,000 km, the K’Rang ship slowed, halted, and turned back toward the frontier. The Vigilant made a wide turn around the K’Rang ship, keeping it at least 300,000 km away.
The captain ordered a max speed run back to the Scutum sector. In two hours they were at the fringes of sensor range of the sector. They slowed to sub-FTL and scanned ahead for any anomalies. The K’Rang ship that had launched the probe had moved away from the frontier, but was still in range of the Vigilant’s sensors. The Vigilant moved in slowly.
A second, larger ship appeared at the edges of the sensor range. It moved closer to the frontier. The captain ordered the Vigilant to dead stop. It floated free in space.
LCDR Timmons said, “Let’s see what’s going on here. We’ll wait until we have a better picture on this second ship before we move closer. Chief B, get me all you can as soon as you can on this second ship.”
Kelly and Timmons watched their monitors as the sensor crew resolved details on the second ship. It appeared to be about three times the size of the earlier K’Rang ship. It looked to be no more than a medium size interstellar freighter. It moved up to the other K’Rang ship. The sensor crew determined that the second ship was a lighter carrier. It was designed for moving cargo from space to a planet’s surface on a primitive planet without an orbital transfer point. They were usually fitted with four to six cargo lighters that would carry the cargo from the ship to the ground. The sensor section estimated that the cargo lighters would be about the same size as the Vigilant, or just a little larger, for a ship the size of the K’Rang lighter carrier.
Both K’Rang ships moved toward and through the frontier and proceeded directly to the 6664 system.
The captain ordered the Vigilant to proceed to the 6664 system and the crew to battle stations. He had a message sent to Fleet requesting reinforcements and containing all the details of the last two days.
The K’Rang ships were closer to the system than the Vigilant and arrived first. The lighter carrier launched four lighters down to the surface. The lighter carrier and the other ship used pulse cannons to soften up the planetary defenses. The New Alexandria authorities issued a general distress call, which was replaced by an invasion emergency call. The Vigilant increased speed.
“The captain keyed up the internal speakers. “This is the captain. We are moving to engage the K’Rang force attacking New Alexandria. I plan to attack the lighter carrier first to give the lighters no escape route. Once we have dispatched the lighter carrier, we will take out the other ship, then go down into the atmosphere to take out the lighters. We will leave any enemy soldiers for the New Alexandria defense forces to deal with.”
“Exec, contact the New Alexandria authorities and inform them we are coming to their assistance. Just in case our K’Rang friends over there are listening in, tell them that we have a reinforcement fleet coming in behind us.”
“Aye aye, Captain.”
Kelly brought up the comms suite on his monitor, contacted the Defense Force HQ of New Alexandria and informed them they were coming to their aid. The general in command gave him a status report on the battle on the surface. The K’Rang had landed about a battalion of troops near a light industrial compound in the southern hemisphere. New Alexandria security forces in the vicinity were completely overwhelmed. Forces were moving into the sector and preparing to counterattack. Kelly told him that the lighters would have no place to return to shortly.
The captain increased speed to just below FTL to close the distance more quickly. He oriented their approach to bring them in on the rear of both ships. His plan was to take out both ship’s engines on the first pass and then come back and take them both out in turn.
As they approached, the turret gunners fired, taking out the K’Rang ships’ engines. Once the engines were disabled, they switched their aim to destroy the pulse cannons. They were less successful on the cannons than they were on the engines. A couple of cannons were still in service and a few pulses impacted on the Vigilant’s armor and shields with no damage.
On the second pass, the Vigilant came in above the lighter carrier, using the forward guns and the turrets to maximum effect. As they blew by the two K’Rang ships, the lighter carrier was displaying secondary explosions and venting atmosphere into space. The second ship launched another drone as they passed. It locked onto the Vigilant and vectored in on a tail-chase collision course and accelerated. Kelly switched his monitor to rear view and watched as the turrets and rear-mounted guns made short work of the drone. The size of the explosion as it disintegrated gave an indication of its true purpose. It was a space torpedo.
The K’Rang lighter carrier exploded into a tremendous fireball, engulfing and consuming both K’Rang ships as the Vigilant turned back for a third run. Sensors informed the bridge that the K’Rang lighter carrier used its self-destruct mechanism. Both K’Rang ships were completely vaporized.
The captain took the Vigilant down into the atmosphere to deal with the lighters on the surface. Kelly called the New Alexandria Defense HQ to get the exact location and status of the invading force. The general came back on personally and said that the K’Rang forces were loading back on the lighters and attempting to escape back into space. New Alexandrian fighters had made short work of two of the lighters, one had been destroyed on the ground, but one was escaping beyond the maximum altitude of their atmospheric fighters. Their exoatmospheric fighters were not in range to close with the lighter. The Vigilant turned to pursue. As the two ships reached space, Chief B informed the bridge that the original K’Rang drone had entered the Scutum sector at power 2.
The drone picked up the Vigilant and turned onto a collision course at just under power 2. The captain turned the Vigilant toward the lighter, with the drone closing fast. At the last minute he increased speed to power 2, closely passed the lighter, and accelerated to power 3 FTL. The drone lost track on the Vigilant and locked onto the lighter. The long-range sensors recorded the destruction of the last K’Rang lighter.
The Vigilant turned back to land on New Alexandria, on the request of the New Alexandria authorities. The ramp dropped, and the captain went out with the Exec, Chief Watson, Chief B, and three gunnery crew members. All went armed. Chief B had a sensor pack and a hand sensor.
A Defense Force first lieutenant came over and saluted. “Sir, General Holcomb sends his complements and asked me to escort you to his headquarters.”
The Vigilant team followed the lieutenant to a collection of large hover vehicles arranged as a mobile command post. They were led into the largest vehicle and General Holcomb came over. He was a short, balding man, but with a weightlifter’s physique. The Vigilant team saluted and had their salute returned.
“Saluting is not necessary indoors, Captain. Stand easy. I know you Fleet guys do that, but it’s not required here. I want to thank you for your timely assistance. We’d have lost a lot more soldiers if you guys hadn’t come along. When you attacked the lighter carrier, the K’Rang lost all interest in what they were doing. They ran for their lighters and lost all discipline. It was a rout at that point. We didn’t take any prisoners. They even shot their own wounded.”
LCDR Timmons made introductions and asked, “General, do you have any idea what they were trying to do?”
“No, Captain, they were attacking this industrial complex. We are checking to see what is in here. None of the companies are defense related. There are a couple of electronics manufacturing firms, but they are mostly consumer electronics producers. I can’t see any reason for a battalion-sized assault.”
On a hunch, Timmons asked, “General, does the Indigo Consortium have a facility here?”
The General looked over at one of his staff officers and asked for a listing. The major passed a data tablet over to him.
“Yes, the Indigo Consortium has a shipping office here. It was right in the area that took the most damage when they came in.”
“Sir, with your permission, I’d like to send a couple of my people to go over and have a look.”
“Sure, Captain, we are under martial law here at the moment and you can go look at whatever you want. If you want I can arrange transport for your folks and a guide. I see you are all armed, but I’ll send a security squad along just in case any stray K’Rang are still around.”
“Thank you, sir. Exec, take Chief B and a couple of the gunners and have a look around. See if you can find out what the K’Rang may have been looking for.”


The first lieutenant that greeted them on landing was their guide. He led them out to a small hover vehicle that already had a security squad onboard. They lifted off and flew over the industrial complex to a row of warehouse-sized buildings, and landed near one building that had taken several pulse cannon hits. The New Alexandrian security squad dismounted first, established a perimeter and the lieutenant led them off. “The Indigo Consortium offices are over here.”
It was obvious as they got closer what part of the building was occupied by the Indigo Consortium. The door had been blasted in and the offices were in a shambles. Kelly had Chief B unship her sensor pack and give him her hand sensor. Kelly checked for life signs in the building while Chief B got the sensor pack on line. The building was devoid of life. Kelly could see several indications of bodies. Chief B gave him a thumbs up signal and they proceeded inside.
One of the security squad led the way. They passed through a lobby and reception area and came to a double security door that had been blown in. A body was just inside the door. The blast had thrown the door at him and crushed him against the wall, almost cutting him in half. His office attire identified him as an employee. They went on.
They came to a vault where the door had been cut through. A crew-served pulse cannon sat abandoned in front of the door. When they walked inside they found three more bodies, a man and two women, that had obviously attempted to take shelter in the vault. The man had died a rather gruesome death. His body was almost skinned. Kelly supposed he had some information the K’Rang needed and they tortured it out of him. The women’s throats had been slashed. They stepped carefully around the blood pools.
Chief B put the sensor pack on full record mode and set it in the middle of the vault space. Kelly went over to the man’s body and located his identity card. He was James Fulks, the Indigo Consortium general manager on New Alexandria.
Kelly looked over at Chief B. “Can you tell if anything is missing, Chief?”
“Nothing so far, sir. I’ll know more once we run the sensor pack recording through the ship’s system. My eyeballs tell me they concentrated on this locker area here.”
Chief B was standing next to a bank of lockers. The K’Rang had been systematically burning into the lockers. They had gotten through half of them before they stopped. That must have been when word of the Vigilant’s attack on the lighter carrier must have reached them.
Kelly spoke in low tones to Chief B. “Chief, I don’t think they found what they were looking for. Could you open these other lockers for me?”
Kelly led the lieutenant and the security squad member out of the vault, telling them that the sensor pack would work best with them out of the room. This would allow Chief B to do her magic. Chief B had lock opening techniques that only Fleet knew, and they wanted to keep them that way. Kelly left a gunner at the vault entrance to see she wouldn’t be disturbed.
A few minutes later, Chief B came out to talk to Kelly in low tones. “Sir, the K’Rang stopped just short of their goal. The last locker they were working on had what they probably were looking for. It’s a data device. It’s in my pocket. Remember what we found on that K’Rang ship we shot up on last patrol? This looks like a copy of that data.”
“Hmmm, keep it in your pocket. What was in the other lockers?”
“They all just contained gold and gems, sir. None of them had flame stones.”
“Okay, let’s keep wandering around for a bit to disguise that we found what we were looking for and then we’ll return.”
Kelly and his team wandered around for a bit, poking here and there. He called the lieutenant over. “I think we’ve seen all we can here. Let’s get back so we can have this data analyzed by our ship’s computers.”
They boarded the hover vehicle and headed back to the command post. When they landed, the General and the captain were waiting for them. “Exec, what did you find?”
“Sir, it appears that the K’Rang raiders were after gold and jewels at the Indigo Consortium. They had burned there way through half the vault’s lockers before we interrupted their party. If you check the wreckage of the lighters, you might find the gold and jewels they took.”
LCDR Timmons turned to the General. “Sir, with your permission, I’d like to get back to my ship so I can make my reports and analyze the data we’ve collected. I’ll forward whatever we discover to you.”
“Thank you, Captain, please accept the thanks of myself, my men, and my government for your assistance today.”
The team exchanged salutes with the General then walked back to the Vigilant. On the way back, Kelly briefed the captain on what they found. LCDR Timmons was not surprised.
Chief B hooked the sensor pack and the handheld into the ships computer. Sensors would spend the next few hours analyzing the data. Kelly and the captain went to the galley for lunch, filled their trays and proceeded to LCDR Timmons’ ready room.
“Kelly, I’m going to recommend that the engineers take another look at the data we got off that K’Rang ship last patrol. The K’Rang want it too much for it to be low-level technology. Either the techies don’t know what they are talking about or don’t want to let us know what it’s about. I’d like your folks to look at the data, too.”
Kelly prepared a full report of their combat with the K’Rang ships to send to the New Alexandrian authorities. With the captain’s okay, he transmitted it.
The New Alexandrian Defense authorities requested the Vigilant return in a week and land at the Jefferson City Spaceport, the New Alexandria capital city. The officials wanted to bestow honors on the ship and its crew. The captain made Scout Force aware of the request and got their approval.
The Vigilant continued its Scutum sector patrol to provide warning of any further K’Rang incursion into GR space. A reinforcement GR cruiser squadron moved into the area to provide a visible deterrent to any K’Rang plans for revenge. A week later, the Vigilant made its way back to the New Alexandrian capital.
The captain gave orders to Chief Watson to give the ship a quick once over in case they had to entertain visitors. Chief Watson set off to get the crew polishing and cleaning the ship. Crew, chief, and officer quarters were inspected and brought to Chief Watson’s high standards. Classified material and components were properly secured. The ship was ready for company.
The Vigilant made a slow, deliberate approach to the Jefferson City Spaceport, making a classic textbook landing. It was obvious where they expected the Vigilant to touch down. There were a reviewing stand and bleachers sitting on the apron. The Vigilant’s best helmsman brought them to a perfect landing within feet of the reviewing stand. The gangway ramp was lowered and the captain, Kelly and Chief Watson, in their dress uniforms, disembarked. A senior New Alexandrian functionary met them.
He walked over to LCDR Timmons and shook his hand. “Captain, I’m James Marcus, Special Assistant to the Governor. Let me first thank you for your help in the Battle of New Alexandria. That’s what we are calling the K’Rang invasion. If you will follow me, I'll take you inside the terminal and brief you on the events we have planned. We want to clear everything with you, of course.”
They were led into a plush VIP room in the terminal, where a host of functionaries were waiting. After brief introductions,
Mr. Marcus started his briefing. “There will be a reception today at noon at the Jefferson Hotel for you and as many of your crew as you can spare from your ship. There will be rooms for all of you. If you will let me know how many and the name and rank of your personnel, I will arrange it. In fact, if you could furnish me with a complete crew roster, it will make preparing the awards easier.”
“There will be a memorial ceremony for those lost in the attack at 1400 hours. As many of your crew as you wish may attend. Just let me know how many and their ranks so that I may set aside seating. There will be an award ceremony and dinner at 2000 at the Governor’s Mansion. The Governor’s Security Office has asked that no more than ten of your crew attend and that you not be armed, not even with ceremonial weapons. Tomorrow, there will be a breakfast with the Planetary Defense Commander for you and your second-in-command. There will be a second award ceremony at Defense Force Headquarters for you and as many of your crew as can attend at 1000. Finally, there will be a victory ball at the Jefferson Hotel at 2000 hours for your entire crew or as many as you can spare.”
“I will arrange for transport for you and your crew to all of the events, if you will give me that list with names and ranks. I have a van and driver that will be parked here at the terminal for your use. Just call the number on this card and it will come to the gangway and pick you up. Here is my card; if you need anything else, call me.”
The next two days were a whirlwind. The Vigilant was given a unit commendation by the Governor of New Alexandria. LCDR Timmons and Kelly were each given the New Alexandrian Order of Valor, a gaudy gold and bejeweled medal on a red and white neck ribbon. The Chiefs were all inducted into the New Alexandrian Legion of Valor, a smaller, but no less gaudy medallion on a blue neck ribbon. The whole crew was awarded the Golden Shield of New Alexandria, a gold medallion in the shape of a lion’s head that went on the left breast pocket. If Kelly was going to fit all these awards on his uniform, he would have to gain some weight.
The officers and crew were feted for two days. No crewman bought a single drink. The single ladies of New Alexandria all wanted to be on the arm of one of their gallant male defenders. Kelly, with his bemedaled mess dress uniform, was in particular demand. He never wanted for a pretty and attentive escort. He had to arrange to be called away on important ship’s business a couple of times to save him from a too-attentive escort.
The men of New Alexandria also strove to have a female crewman on their arm at the festivities. Chief Blankenship as the senior female crewman was in high demand. Kelly had to admit that she was a fine figure of a woman in her mess dress uniform.
The receptions, ceremonies, and dinners were almost too much for the crew. Hungover crew members, chiefs, and officers lifted ship the third day and headed back to Antares.
On the final morning, Kelly worked through his hangover. They had managed to download messages while on New Alexandria. His message queue seemed to be filled with messages from young ladies of New Alexandrian society, asking him to return again some day. Kelly quickly scanned through them, and found messages from Candy, Tammy and Angie.
Candy’s message was news of her new job at the base JAG. She was staying with her folks until he returned. She wanted him to help her hunt for some land around the base. Her hiring bonus would allow her to purchase an air car, so distance was not a concern. She was thinking about a place in the country. There were some mountains to the west that she wanted to explore. He was invited to accompany her. She might even have the air car by the time he returned.
Kelly thought wandering in the mountains with her might be fun and looked forward to it.
Tammy had sent three messages. The first was more on her transition training. She was really enjoying the orbital component of her training. Her instructor pilot had let her have free rein on one orbital flight and she had really put the transport through its paces. She described it as almost as good as sex.
Her second message was to tell him that she had done so well in training that she would be returning to Armstrong early. They were sending her back with the first of the new S-660 transports. It would be transported on a space-going dry dock ship. She would be a week getting back to Antares. She hoped to be back by the time his patrol ended. Her third message was to tell him that she had loaded her transport on the dry dock ship and she was shipping out. She would see him when they both got back to Armstrong.
Angie’s message was short and sweet. She would be on Armstrong for a month as their fighter squadron would disembark from the Bolivar and be stationed at Antares Base for a time. They were supposed to be taking part in some experiment. It was all hush hush and they wouldn’t know what it was until a week after they arrived on Armstrong. She insisted that he be there to greet her and show a lady a good time.
Kelly thought to himself, how was he going to juggle three women at the same time. Oh well, he hoped they would all like each other.
After he got his personal messages out of the way, he set himself to the task of figuring out what signature had given them away to the K’Rang torpedo. The Valiant class scout ships were supposed to be the stealthiest ships in the Fleet. They had special scan-reflective hull coatings, their engine exhaust was shielded, and not even their shields emitted a recognizable signature, at least that was the theory. What could have given them away so readily?
He left his quarters to seek out Chief Blankenship. He found her sitting at one of the sensor positions, with headphones on, and concentrating hard on a sensor display in front of her. Her jump suit was unzipped to the waist and pulled off her shoulders. She was wearing a thin tank top normally part of the physical training uniform. When Kelly tapped her on the shoulder after unsuccessfully attempting to get her attention, she nearly jumped out of her chair.
“Damn, sir! Don’t sneak up on me like that! You just scared the hell out of me.”
“Sorry, Chief. What had your attention so riveted?”
She looked down and took a few calming breaths. Kelly watched her chest move up and down, but broke contact and was looking in her eyes when she sat up straight.
“I’ve been analyzing the data from the original torpedo. That thing picked us out of the whole Scutum sector. I’m trying to figure out how it did it.”
“That’s exactly what I was coming here to talk to you about. It was almost as if they knew we were here.”
“Exactly, sir. The Vigilant should have appeared like any other spot in space. What could they have homed in on? When we get back, we need to have our ship tested against this new K’Rang sensor we have installed. I’m running diagnostic tests on the ships sensor array to make sure we aren’t emitting some unintentional signal and missing it.”
“Chief, I’d like you, Chief Watson, and me to meet with the captain on this. We need to figure out what gave us away so easily.”
Kelly arranged for all four of them to meet in the ready room. The captain also wanted Chiefs Miller and Billings in on the discussion.
“Exec, this meeting was your idea. Why don’t you start us off?”
“All right, sir. I have concerns with how easily the K’Rang torpedo was able to pick us out of the entire Scutum sector. That torpedo was launched from the K’Rang ship and made a high speed run, just below FTL, through the longitudinal axis of the sector. On its return trip it turned toward us and proceeded to make a weaving path toward us, as if it was constantly refining its bearings as it got closer. If we had stayed where we were, the calculations show, it would have hit us dead on. Now Chief B and I have gone over the sensor logs and the ship logs. We found no signal emitted from the ship. We found no movement of the ship or of the turrets that could have given us away. The K’Rang torpedo shouldn’t have been able to home in on us like that. It was not actively scanning.”
Chief B said, “Sir, I have run a full diagnostic on the ship’s sensors. They are operating better than specs. If there is something giving us away, it’s something the sensors can’t pick up.”
Kelly broke in, “Sir, we’d like to modify one of the probes we have on board to apply the K’Rang sensor suite to it. We’ve checked the inventory. We have enough spare parts on board to rig it up. I’d like to launch that probe and use it to analyze the Vigilant’s signature. We’re going to be out here on patrol for another week; we can schedule it so it doesn’t interfere with our normal patrol duties.”
“Good plan, Exec. Do it when we are in dark space between the star systems.”
“Yes, sir. Chief Miller, would you work with Chief Blankenship to modify a probe? How long do you think it will take?”
“I can have it ready in two days, sir.”
“Chief Billings, when will we be in the dark space exactly between Scutum and Aquila sectors?”
“It should take us about three days.”
The captain stood up. “Okay, let’s aim for running out the probe in three days. Are there any questions? None? Good, back to work.”
Chiefs Blankenship and Miller configured and tested the probe in a day and a half. Chief B fine tuned the data link to increase its data flow to be the sensor equivalent of the Vigilant.
On launch day, Chief Billings confirmed the coordinates, Chief Miller loaded the probe in the launcher, and Chief B confirmed the area was clear of ships and stellar objects. Except for space dust, normal background radiation, and normal gravimetric influences there was nothing for a long way. The captain gave the order and the probe was launched.
The probe set into an increasing spiral around the Vigilant’s horizontal axis. When it reached 10,000 kilometers, it shifted to a decreasing spiral around the vertical axis. This was repeated on the two 45 degree axes between the vertical and horizontal axes. Then the spirals were switched to cover the 22.5 degree axes between.
After all spirals were done the probe was retrieved and stored away. The sensor crew correlated all the data and Chief B displayed the results in the small holographic viewer in the ready room.
Chief B turned down the lights to start the briefing. “I’m going to run through the different spectral bands. First is the visible band. As you can see, the Vigilant has excellent stealth qualities in the visible wavelength. We look like any other black spot in space. As the probe gets closer, you can resolve the outline of the ship, but not pick out any details. As we move into the Ultraviolet bands, we are almost invisible. In the near IR bands we are equally nondescript. Once we move into the far IR, we pick up a small IR signature from the engine exhaust, but only at very close range. If we are greater than 8,000 kilometers away, we are virtually invisible. When we move into the radio and radar bands, we emit no signature whatsoever. We are gravimetrically and magnetically neutral.”
Chief B fiddled with the controls. “It is not until we start looking at the exhaust plume that we see any signature at all.”
The exhaust plume shone in the holographic field like the tail of a comet.
“The exhaust plume of our sub-FTL engine contains ionized particles that trail out behind us like the contrail of an atmospheric flyer. This is what I believe the K’Rang torpedo was homing in on. The sweeping, back and forth movement that it was making was the probe turning back and forth through our exhaust plume. If it had kept going, it would have flown right up our engine exhaust cones.”
The captain folded his hands under his chin, pondered for a moment, and said, “Chief Miller, is there anything we can do to alter our exhaust to make it harder for these things to lock onto us?”
“Well, sir, I’ll need a few days to think about how to do it, but if we could inject something into our exhaust to de-ionize the particles it should throw their sniffer off. I don’t know if we would want to do it all the time or only when we are being sneaky.”
“Chief, think about this and give me some recommendations before we turn back to Antares.”
“Aye aye, sir.”
“Chief B, thank you for your analysis. Don’t change the probe back just yet. I’d like to use it to test some of Chief Miller’s ideas. See if you can program it to home in on our exhaust plume. That’s all, everyone. Thank you. Exec, stick around.”
The others filed out, leaving the captain and Kelly alone. “We’ve got about four days left on this patrol. Work with Chief Miller and Chief B to see what we can come up with to scramble this exhaust homing torpedo. I suspect that the torpedo had a bit more speed than it was displaying. When we went under that lighter and went to power 3, it was gaining on us. Fortunately, it locked onto and took the lighter out rather than us. Review the sensor logs for that particular engagement and see if you can determine how fast that torpedo was going when it hit the lighter. It might come in handy to know that.”
“We did very well. The crew did a great job. Our first real combat and not even a scratch. You’ve done well, Kelly. You have done a great job of making the crew into a cohesive unit. I couldn’t have asked for a better exec. I imagine you’ll do very well. I can see you in your own command some day, in the not so distant future.”
“Thank you, sir. I appreciate the compliment, but you’ve got a good crew and great chiefs.”
“Yeah, I know. I’m recommending awards for you, the chiefs, and the crew for our combat action. Of course, they won’t be as impressive as those from New Alexandria.” The captain and Kelly both broke into loud laughter.
“Come on, Exec, let’s get back to patrolling. The K’Rang may come around to see where their friends went now that the cruisers have moved out.”
The rest of the patrol was uneventful. There was no reaction from the K’Rang side of the frontier. A review of the sensor logs from the battle showed that neither K’Rang ship sent a distress call. The K’Rang may not know what happened to their expedition.
On the way back to Antares, the captain called Chiefs Miller and Blankenship into his ready room. Kelly trailed them.
“So, Chiefs, what have you come up with to mask our exhaust?”
Chief Miller spoke first. “Well, sir, Chief B and I have been working on this. We’ve found a number of compounds that will de-ionize the exhaust. The simplest and most effective method would be to increase the size, and therefore, the capacity of the existing electron guns. The electrons will bond with the ions and eliminate their charge with no loss of thrust. That leaves no charged exhaust trail to follow.”
The captain jumped up. “Great, do we have what we need to do that on board?”
Chief Miller had an unhappy look on his face. “No, sir, I’ve searched the whole ship and we don’t have the parts to do that. It will have to be done in a shipyard.”
“Shoot, I’m disappointed in you, Chief. I always thought you could make anything out of almost nothing.” The captain smiled, belying his serious tone.
Chief Miller responded, “There’s no need to be insulting, sir.”
The whole room broke out in laughter and even Chief Miller cracked a smile.



Chapter Nine


The Vigilant was ordered to the Antares space dock. The captain and Kelly were escorted again to Admiral Craddock’s space dock office. Admiral Craddock was behind his desk waiting for them when they were brought in.
“Ed, Kelly, come on in and have a seat. I was just reviewing the New Alexandrian Defense Forces’ report on your action there. The Vigilant acquitted herself quite well. Ed, I’m putting you in for the Space Medal for that action. I have your recommendations for awards for the crew. My staff will be reviewing those, but I don’t see any problem with any of your recommendations.”
“Now, tell me about this data device you found.”
LCDR Timmons pulled the data device, sealed in a plastic pouch, out of his pocket and set it on the admiral’s desk.
“That is an exact copy of the data we found on the K’Rang body on our last patrol. It was obviously what the K’Rang landing party was trying to get. Only our untimely appearance and destruction of their transport and escort caused them to try and depart before they accomplished their mission. I think our techies need to review that data again. If the K’Rang are willing to sacrifice a battalion of warriors and two ships, it must be worth more to them than our analysts have surmised. I recommend, sir, that we let the Blakes look at this data and see what their assessment is.”
“That’s a good recommendation, Ed. I think that’s just what I’ll do. Andrew and Moira may be able to make sense of this.”
“I also appreciate your recommendation for the increased electron flow in the sub-FTL engine exhaust. I’m glad you guys figured that out. That could have been disastrous if we met the K’Rang in battle and they released a number of those into our fleet. I’ll get the yard boys to come up with a fix for that based on your Chief’s recommendation.”
“You can return to your ship and move down to the Base spaceport. We’re going to need the space here shortly. Bolivar and her battle group will be here within the hour.”
Kelly perked up and said, “Admiral, would it be all right to stick around for an hour or so? I’d like to see the Bolivar come into orbit.”
The admiral looked up with a smile on his face. “Yes, I think it would be all right to hang out in orbit for an hour or so. Just move off to make room for them, Ed.”
LCDR Timmons smiled, “Okay, Exec, we can wait a bit for you to see your old ship.”
Kelly and the captain saluted and took their leave. They made their way back to the Vigilant. On their way, they passed a Fighter Force Major General and his aide. The aide was having trouble keeping up with the general and controlling a wayward baggage cart. Several bags were dropped and retrieved as they made their way down the hall. Kelly thought to himself that the general must be Bugarov’s replacement. It brought a smile to his face. As they passed around a corner he heard the general admonishing his aide, “There's docking arm 17, Jim. We’re going to be late if you don’t get a move on.”
Timmons and Kelly boarded the Vigilant. The captain ordered it to depart the dock and move off 50 km to make room for the battle group.
In less than 45 minutes, the frigates Tenacious and Transcendent came into view, dwarfed by the Bolivar immediately behind them. Two flights of F-53 fighters flew to port and starboard of the Bolivar. One flight flew directly ahead of the Bolivar. She moved majestically in the velvety darkness, navigation and marker lights blazing. The destroyers and cruisers, with their gun turrets fore and aft, trailed the Bolivar. Support ships followed behind. The battle group arrayed itself around the space dock, lining up on the external docking arms. Within minutes all the ships had locked and sealed to the space dock. Most ships the size of those in the battle group would fit inside the space dock only one at a time. The Bolivar wouldn’t fit at all. It would require a Fleet space dock on one of the major worlds for overhaul and refit.
Kelly felt nostalgic about the Bolivar, but realized he was happy right where he was.
Timmons came up beside him as he stared out the view screen at the battle group, “Do you wish you were still on her?”
“No, sir, I’m happy here, but she does look impressive, doesn’t she?”
“That she does. It is time to head down to the Spaceport. Didn’t you say your former flight lead was going to be stationed on Antares Base for a while?”
“Yes, sir, Angie Shappelle, she said she’d be around for a while. I think her squadron will be taking part in my folks’ experiments.”
“You’ll have to introduce me to her when she gets in.”
The captain turned back to the bridge crew. “Helm, take us down to the base spaceport, standard approach.”
The helmsman engaged the engines and the Vigilant descended to the surface, where she was directed into the same dry dock she had left a few weeks earlier. A message came through telling the captain that the yard would be replacing the electron guns in the engines with larger ones to reduce the ion discharge. It seemed their idea had borne fruit.
Life in the dry dock, while the engines were being upgraded, settled into a routine. The chiefs ran their sections at fifty percent manning, allowing time off for their personnel. Kelly finally got word that his old squadron would be landing at the spaceport. He got time off to watch them come in.
Kelly walked over to where the squadron would be parked once they came in. He watched as twelve F-53 fighters passed over the field at altitude before peeling off and landing two by two. Kelly stood just off the apron as the dozen sleek fighters were guided into their parking spaces. The fighters shut down, canopies opened and the pilots climbed out. It was 1LT Kanakis that first recognized Kelly standing by the fence.
He pointed and yelled, “Hey everyone, it’s Kelly!”
Several heads turned in his direction and a crowd of pilots ran over to him. Angie was first, giving him a big hug. He was slapped on the back and had his hand shaken by five of the pilots before CPT Willis, his old flight leader, noticed the twin silver bars on the collar of his coveralls.
“What the hell is this? Who did you steal this uniform from?”
Kelly quickly explained his frocking as exec of the Vigilant. Several lieutenants quickly saluted him and followed it with a rude noise. Kelly laughed along with his former squadron mates. He stopped laughing when they told him he was buying the first two rounds at the club that night. LTC Matthews, his first Squadron Commander, came over to him. The others walked back to their fighters.
“Wow! Lieutenant Blake. I heard that Fleet made rank faster, but I thought it was just a myth. How have you been, Kelly?”
“I’ve been just fine, sir. How have you been?”
“You know how it is in the squadron with this bunch. There’s never a dull moment. Things did get a lot better though when your favorite General was ordered to retire. The new General is supposed to be a breath of fresh air. You’ll be happy to know that the Wall of Fire tactic has been officially retired.”
“Great to hear that, sir. I believe I saw your new general up on the station today. I’ve been informed that I’m buying the first two rounds at the club tonight. I’d be glad to buy a drink or two for you, sir.”
“I might be a little late, but I’ll take you up on that. After more than six months on cruise, I’m ready for a few drinks.”
Kelly saluted as LTC Matthews walked away to take care of a matter brought to his attention. Angie came over to him.
“Hey, Wing, I haven’t had a drink in six months. How’s about buying a girl a drink? We can celebrate your jump in rank at the same time.”
“Sounds good to me. I need to change out of my coveralls. They’re not really appreciated out of the spaceport after noon. Come on. I’ll show you my ship.”
Angie and Kelly walked to the Vigilant after she saw to it that her gear would wind up at the BOQ. It was a good distance to his ship and they caught up on what all had happened since last they saw each other. Angie told him of the minimal ceremony held for General Bugarov’s retirement and the expected blowout now that she was gone. Kelly told her of his two patrols and his actions against the K’Rang. He told her of his parents’ invention and what their part in it might be. They arrived at the Vigilant.
“Wow! I’ve seen these out in space, but it looks so much bigger sitting here on the ground. How big is the crew?”
Kelly told her about the crew and how they were organized. Then he brought her onboard the Vigilant.
Angie impressed the crew. At 5’6”, fit, wearing a partially zipped open flight suit, tight turtleneck shirt, and fighter boots, she was impressive. He brought her up the ramp into the crews’ quarters area, past sensor crewmen with gaping mouths, past the galley, chiefs' country and up to the officers' quarters, where the captain was standing, looking over the bridge.
“Captain, you wanted to meet 1LT Shappelle, well, here she is. Angie, this is my boss, LCDR Edgar Timmons. Captain, this is my former lead pilot, 1LT Angie Shappelle.”
LCDR Timmons had a smile from ear to ear. “I’m glad to meet you, Angie. Kelly has told me a lot about you. I have to say that his description of you doesn’t do you justice.”
“Why, thank you, sir. I must say that I’m quite impressed with your ship. I wouldn’t trade my F-53 for it, but I like it.”
“Sir, I didn’t give Angie the full tour. I’ve been informed that I am responsible for some rounds of drinks and I need to change into something more fitting for the club. You’re invited to come and partake, if you wish. Could you give Angie the grand tour while I change?”
“I’d be happy to, on both counts. Come on Angie, let me show you my ship.”
When Kelly came back out, the captain and Angie were waiting for him on the bridge.
“Kelly, let me see your quarters. I want to see how Fleet lives.”
Kelly opened the door to his stateroom and Angie walked in. He left the door open as he followed her.
“This is nice. What’s in here? Oh, you have your own head with shower. Can I move in here with you? This is much nicer than I would have expected on a ship of this size. Are there just you two officers?”
“Just the captain and I and six very good chiefs.”
“That’s amazing. The smallest division on the Bolivar is bigger than your whole crew. I’m envious.”
Angie moved over and sat on the bunk. “Kelly, I’m so glad things worked out for you. I felt just terrible when that horrid woman shipped you out. I miss you. Your replacement as my wing man has been hopeless. I have to constantly remind her to keep her spacing and stay in formation. I think she screwed her way through fighter school. You were fun to fly with. She’s a pain in the butt.”
Kelly laughed. “Come on. Let’s head over to the club before the ship’s rumor mill gets too wound up over us being in here together.”
The two of them departed the ship and headed over to the club. Kelly showed her the base shuttles and how they worked. They got out at the club and Kelly led her into the junior officers’ bar.
Kelly and Angie were loudly greeted as they entered the bar. Kelly was grabbed by both arms and led to the bar to put his credit chit down. Kelly told the barmaid to give two drinks to anyone in a flight suit.
CPT Willis came over. “Kelly, now that you don’t work for me and we’re both the same rank, can I kiss you and give you a hug?”
Kelly, wondering how much she had already had to drink, said, “Sure Janey, why not?”
Janey Willis came at him with a look of mischief. She locked lips with him.
Kelly broke the kiss off and said, “Thanks, Janey. Didn’t you and that major in the 73rd Fighter Squadron have a thing going on?”
“Oh, you mean Fred? That was just a shipboard romance. Once you leave the ship, they’re over. Of course, I do have some time on my hands while we are here on Armstrong.”
Kelly looked her in the eyes, saw the mischievous look replaced by a questioning look, and decided she wasn’t kidding.
“Janey, I’ll have to take a rain check. My dance card is filled for the moment.”
“Oh, too bad. I was looking for someone local to bestow my favors on.”
“If you can wait, my C.O. will be here in a bit and I can introduce you. He’s available.”
“Is he cute?”
“I wouldn’t call him cute, but I think he’s better looking than I am.”
“Ooooh! Where is he? I need to meet this Adonis.”
“When he comes in we’ll come find you.”
Angie walked over. “What was that all about? What did Janey want?”
“Me!”
“Oh, she and Fred did say their goodbyes. I wondered how long it would take for her to get feisty.”
“Obviously, not very long at all.”
Angie broke out laughing. The night went on quite late. Kelly introduced LCDR Timmons to Captain Willis, but not without warning him first. The two of them hit it off right away. They retired to a table in the corner and got to know one another. Kelly didn’t notice when the two of them left the bar together. The barmaid deftly made her way through the boisterous crowd and returned his credit chit to him, which had been used to buy two drinks for each member of the fighting 68th that wanted one, and a few others. Kelly authorized a generous tip for the barmaid for taking care of it all for him.
A group of lieutenants up near the bar were breaking out into some of the raunchier squadron songs. One of the female officers, it was hard to tell her rank as she had stripped out of her flight suit into her skivvies, was dancing on one of the tables. Angie grabbed him by the hand and led him through the throng and out of the bar.
“So, Kelly, would you be so kind as to escort me to the BOQ?”
Kelly told her he’d be honored.
The “Q” was only a short distance from the club. It was a Fleet myth that there was a master base design specification that said the “Q” could be no further than max crawling distance for an ensign away from the club. They didn’t have to crawl, but they did arrive in short order and Kelly walked Angie to her room.
At the door, she turned around to face him. Kelly wondered if he was about to get a handshake instead of a kiss.
“Kelly, when I said I missed you earlier, it’s not just because of having a lousy wing man. You were fun. In a way I’m kind of glad you aren’t my wingman anymore. I could never do this if you were my wingman.” She leaned into him, cradled his head in her arms, and kissed him. It was not a friendly kiss. It was a take your breath away and leave you swaying kiss. Kelly literally rocked back on his heels when she pulled away. He caught his balance on the doorway alcove wall.
“I’ve wanted to do that ever since that first day we met on the Bolivar. I’m glad I finally got the chance.”
“I'm glad you got the chance, too. Now, if my heart will stop palpitating, I’d like to do it again.”
Angie laughed, grabbed him by the collar, and pulled him into her room.
The next morning, Kelly got up early, cleaned up, found his clothes, got dressed, and kissed Angie goodbye. She lifted her head off her pillow for his kiss then dropped back onto it sound asleep.
He took a while longer than usual to find a shuttle. He would find out later that some lieutenants in the 68th had acquired a large number of them and programmed them for racing. The central computer would need a bit more time to reestablish communications with them and reprogram them to their original function.
Kelly got back to the ship before the day deck watch came on. Chief Watson met him on the quarterdeck with a cup of black coffee.
“Must have been quite a party last night, sir.”
“That it was, Chief. I imagine it’s still going on somewhere. You know how folks are after a long deep space patrol.”
“Yes, sir, I’ve been on a few of them myself. Tell me, sir, do you happen to know what happened to the captain?”
“He’s not back?” Kelly started laughing. “You might want to draft up a message to Fleet to requisition a new captain, just in case. I left him in the capable hands of my former flight leader. Chief, he may not survive.”
The chief laughed and walked off, leaving Kelly to retire to his quarters, change into his coveralls, and go get some chow. The captain didn’t make it back to the ship until midmorning. He immediately retired to his cabin and wasn’t seen again until lunchtime. Kelly and the chief kept the crew busy on quiet tasks until he resurfaced.
Kelly and the captain went to the chow hall for lunch. The captain was still a little unsteady on his feet.
“Exec, what was in that horrid concoction they referred to as rocket fuel?”
“Ah yes, rocket fuel, it’s an old squadron tradition. You know that the fighting 68th traces it ancestry to an old earth squadron formed in the mid 20th century. Well, its tradition is to make a punch using alcoholic beverages associated with every major campaign the squadron has been in. There are 79 ingredients as of last count. If we ever find out what the K’Rang drink, there will be 80. Some of the ingredients are damned hard to find. Some of the ingredients are illegal now. I think you get the picture.”
“My God, I drank two full glasses of that stuff. It’s a wonder I’m still alive. Those fighter jocks know how to party. At least I think they do. I don’t remember too much after that.”
“How did you and Janey get along?”
“Well enough that we’ll be seeing each other again while she’s here.”
Kelly didn’t say anything. He just smiled.

On Saturday, Admiral Craddock called a meeting of the officers of the Vigilant and the 68th Fighter Squadron, to discuss the upcoming experiments with the
Blakes’ transport system. The captain and Kelly headed over to the large briefing room in the Scout Force HQ.
Kelly and Timmons were the first to arrive. The conference room was paneled with some exotic deep-grained local wood and had a conference table of the same wood. Plush carpet covered the floor. It was unusual in its opulence.
Captain Hasselrode met them at the door and escorted them to their places at the main table. Kelly saw that there were also places for LTC Matthews and the senior officers of the 68th. The four flight leaders had seats in the front row of the theater seats at the back of the room.
Kelly heard a clatter in the hallways and saw Captain Hasselrode move to meet the 68th as they entered the room. The 68th officers and their support transport pilots noisily filed into the room and into their seats. LTC Matthews and MAJ Brown sat down at their places across from Kelly. MAJ Brown beamed a broad smile at Kelly. Kelly looked over and saw Angie also smiling at him.
The room was called to attention as Admiral Craddock and the Blakes entered the room.
Admiral Craddock stood while the Blakes sat down and said, “Be seated, please. Good morning. I’ve brought you all together to give you some information on the experiment that you will be taking part in. The briefing you will receive is Secret and the information should not be discussed outside of secure areas.”
Admiral Craddock paused a moment to let that sink in and then proceeded. “The great limitation of movement in space has been how much we can push beyond the speed of light. At maximum sustainable speed, a journey from the center of the Galactic Republic to the K’Rang frontier will still take up to two weeks. The experiment you are about to take part in will reduce that travel time to seconds.”
A murmur of incredulity spread through the room.
Admiral Craddock continued, “Let me introduce Doctors Andrew and Moira Blake. They will brief you on their experiment.”
The Doctors Blake stood up and moved to the front of the room. Admiral Craddock sat down. The lights dimmed and a holographic imager rose from the floor in the front of the room. An image of a large ring-like free space object appeared.
Andrew began. “I’m not sure how many of you are aware how FTL communications work. As you may know, we have the capability to send messages from one frontier of the Galactic Republic to the other in seconds. We accomplish this feat by using a fourth dimension. This dimension exists parallel to the three physical dimensions we are used to dealing with. In simple terms, this dimension is the dimension of time. We take messages and send them from a transmitter into the dimension and receive them at a far transmitter. The transmission travel time is practically instantaneous. The speed of transmission is only limited by the time it takes to format the message for transmission and process the message into useable form at the far end.”
“What we have been working on is a means to digitize solid matter and transmit it through this same dimension.”
Moira said, “With electronic data, it’s simple to move it through this fourth dimension. If you garble a message, you just send it again. With solid objects, if it gets garbled in transmission, you’ve lost the entire object. If the object you are trying to move through this dimension is a living being…well, let’s just say there is no margin for error. The living being has to be sent through safely and when it arrives at the far end, it has to be more than a recreation of what went in at the transmission end. It has to be exactly the same living being that comes out at the receiver. With people, what comes out at the far end has to be the same person, with the same memories, the same knowledge, and the same personality. Whoever goes in must come out at the far end unchanged in every aspect.”
“Ladies and gentlemen, we have accomplished just that.”
Kelly looked around the room. All eyes were focused on his mom. She had their complete and undivided attention.
“In our lab at Gagarin in Tau Ceti, we have transported ourselves within the lab. We’ve transported ourselves up to Tau Ceti Station. We’ve even transported ourselves in shuttles within the system. We have transported approximately 35 people with no problems. Andrew and I have personally transported over 160 times apiece.”
Andrew said, “Your part in this experiment will be to transport yourselves and your craft from here to Tau Ceti. You should get to Tau Ceti ahead of the Bolivar Battle Group.”
Kelly looked about the room. He could tell some people were having difficulty accepting what his folks were saying. He saw disbelief in some faces, fear in others, and enthusiasm in yet others.
His father spoke again. “I can see mixed emotions in the crowd. We have a little demonstration to give you some idea of what we are speaking about. Admiral?”
Admiral Craddock motioned to Captain Hasselrode in the back of the room. Hasselrode opened a side door and Kelly recognized two of his parents’ lab assistants wheeling in two seven foot diameter ring-shaped objects. One of the rings went to the right front of the room, the other to the left.
Andrew walked over to one of the rings, Moira to the other. Andrew made some adjustments, flicked some switches and turned to the audience while Moira did similar things to the other ring.
Andrew said, “What we have here are the transporters we built and tested in our lab. We will give you a demonstration of what we are talking about. Switch on the rings.”
Both rings started to hum. The hum increased in frequency, sounding like a turbine engine warming up. A shimmering haze appeared inside the two rings, as if a diaphanous silver veil had been draped over them. Andrew stationed himself in front of one of the rings, Moira in front of the other. Andrew took a small ball out of his pocket, bounced it on the floor, and tossed it in the air.
He said, “Moira, are you ready?”
“Yes.”
He threw the ball into the ring. MAJ Brown, sitting on the other side of the ring threw his hands up to catch the ball, but it didn’t come through. It appeared from the other ring and Kelly’s mom caught it.
“Moira, would you send the ball back to me?”
Moira, instead of throwing the ball, stepped into the ring, and handed it to Andrew as she stepped out the other ring. A gasp exploded from the assembled crowd.
“What you are seeing is actual teleportation. This is not some stage magician’s trick we are doing here. Admiral Craddock, could we borrow you for a minute?”
Admiral Craddock joined them at the ring.
“Tom, we’d like you to walk through the ring right behind Moira. You’ll feel a slight tingle as you go through, but no harm will come to you.”
Moira stepped through the ring, Admiral Craddock followed behind. They both appeared, one behind the other, on the other side of the room. There were no gasps this time.
Andrew asked Kelly to come up and follow him through the rings.
Kelly got up, walked over to his father, and followed him through the ring. He felt a slight electrical tingling, similar to a large static charge and he saw blackness, deeper than he had ever experienced before, and a chilling cold. Then he was standing on the other side of the room, looking at his mom and Admiral Craddock.
Andrew slapped him on the shoulder, and turned back to the room. “Now, if you wish, we offer the opportunity for all of you to experience the future of travel. If you have no objections, would you line up and walk through the far ring single file. If you will just allow a second between people you will be fine.”
To the credit of those in the room, all rose, lined up, and walked through the rings. Looks of amazement were on most of the faces as they emerged at the far end.
Admiral Craddock said, “Thank you, Moira and Andrew. Now if everyone will return to your seats, please.”
The officers all returned to their seats. Admiral Craddock waited for them to get settled and said, “This was just the first demonstration. We will put on a similar demonstration for the chiefs and crew. In two weeks time the ring will reach here from Tau Ceti. A number of probes will be sent through the rings to fine tune the settings and verify their safety. The Vigilant will be the first ship to make the passage to Tau Ceti and return. Then a single F-53 will make the round trip. That one will be followed by a two-ship formation flight through the rings. When they return, an entire flight will make the trip, followed by the entire squadron’s formation flight with and without the Vigilant through the ring. Provided all the tests are successful, we will recommend convening an admiralty board and determine if the system is ready for acquisition and deployment throughout GR space. We figure we can have twelve rings within the first year, twenty-four the next. We have plans for over 100 rings to connect all corners of the Republic within five years' time. Ladies and gentlemen, we thank you for your cooperation.”
LCDR Timmons stayed behind to confer with Admiral Craddock, releasing Kelly for the rest of the day. He wasn’t on duty this weekend, so he had the rest of the day and the next two for himself. Angie had squadron on-call duty all weekend. She was not in a good mood. He arranged to see her next weekend.
Kelly checked to see if there was any word on when Tammy would be coming in. The space-going dry dock was still four days out. It had some sort of engine problem and was coming in slower than expected. Kelly called Candy to see if she had plans for the weekend. Candy was ecstatic when he called. She was taking ownership of her air car that afternoon and invited him for its maiden flight. She told him to pack hiking clothes and walking shoes. Kelly happily accepted and arranged to meet her at her office.
Kelly went back to the ship, packed a bag, made sure his communicator was fully charged, and left for Candy’s office. He found her on the terminal at her desk. She looked up, saw him, and grinned from ear to ear. She logged off her terminal, threw the papers on her desktop into a drawer, grabbed a large duffle from the corner, and ran out the door, yelling, “Come on!”
Kelly quickly followed her out to the shuttle stop outside her office. A shuttle was waiting. They climbed in and Candy programmed it to take them to the air car dealer outside the main gate. Candy regaled him with all the features her air car had. She couldn’t wait to get behind the controls and take off.
The dealership was small. At the prices they charged, they didn’t sell enough to have a large inventory, but what was there was impressive. The dealer had all the agreements ready for her when she arrived. She quickly agreed and sealed the deal with her thumbprint and credit chit. The salesman expertly ran her through the operating procedures and checked her out in how the aircar worked. It was essentially as easy to operate as a base shuttle, albeit a hovering and flying shuttle. The aircar was equipped with full flight controls, but it had a fully automatic mode that most owners used. The computer actually flew the aircar and it wouldn’t allow an operator to do anything dangerous.
Kelly had to admit that the air car was beautiful. It was a deep blue, almost purple. The lines were sleek and it just dripped speed. It had wheels for ground operation like a car, but four thrusters on each corner gave it the ability to fly at an altitude up to 3000 meters. The cabin was large enough for four people and it could carry luggage for all of them for a long weekend. It was roomy and comfortable.
The salesman took Candy out for a quick flight to make sure she understood how to operate the air car. She went in a big circle around the dealership and came back. The salesman leapt out. Candy yelled at Kelly to get her bag and get in. Kelly grabbed her bag and hopped in. The bag was heavier than it looked and threw him off balance slightly.
Candy programmed the ship, activated the flight program and they were off.
Kelly asked, “Where are we going?”
“I’m going to show you my mountain.”
“Your mountain?”
“Remember I was thinking about building a house in the mountains? Well, I found the perfect site. It’s a ledge on the side of a mountain, a small meadow with a spring and a small waterfall. It’s going to cost me some credits to put a house there, because everything will need to be flown in. I’m looking at having a house prefabricated and brought in. That way will be cheaper, because they will have minimal work to do on site. Even with the cost of a hover ship to bring it in, it's cheaper than building it all on site. It will take us a few minutes to get there and the car is on autopilot. What shall we do to pass the time?”
Kelly considered this to be a rhetorical question, because she slid across the bench seat and into his arms before he could respond.
They eventually arrived in the vicinity of Candy’s property and the air car circled the spot, waiting for landing instructions. Kelly and Candy untangled and she told the air car where to land.
The property was everything that Candy had described. Those peculiar almost palm tree-looking trees covered the edges of the clearing. It had a spring with pure, crystal clear water. The waterfall was a mere trickle now, but Kelly could see how rain uphill of it would cause it to become spectacular. The ground was soft and covered with a short, soft grass. The real selling point had to be the view. The slope faced almost due south and had a breathtaking view of a large intermountain valley and a mountain range to the south. The property ended in a heart-stopping drop of about a kilometer to the start of the valley below.
Kelly turned around to see that Candy had pulled her duffle from the air car. She carried it over to near the stream and started pulling things out.
“Kelly, come over here and help me set this stuff up.”
Kelly walked over and she tossed a medium stuff bag his way. He opened it and extracted a tent and two sleeping bags with self-inflating pads. He made short work of the shelter, setting it up, and laying out the sleeping bags. Kelly looked up as Candy walked over with both of their duffles.
“Give me a minute to change out of these work clothes and we can explore a bit.”
Kelly replied, “I need to change, too. Hand me my bag.”
The two changed out of their clothes and into shirts, shorts, and hiking shoes. Kelly got changed first and Candy sent him to continue setting up camp. He looked in her duffle and found assorted camping supplies, dehydrated rations, a couple of bottles of wine, and a small cook stove. He also found a collapsible water container and a water purification device. Kelly went over to the spring and started filling the container. Candy walked over as he finished. She was wearing a mesh knit halter top and mesh shorts. They didn’t leave much to the imagination.
“Isn’t this place beautiful? Short of climbing up from below or down from above, there is no way to get here other than with an air car. I love the isolation.”
She walked Kelly over toward the center of the clearing and said, “This is where I want to site the house.”
She pulled a pocket terminal out, pushed a button and a holographic image of a house appeared.
“This is what I am looking at putting here.”
Kelly saw a roughly square house with wide eaves and open louvers for its external walls. A rectangular extension protruded from the front. The peaked roof had dormers on all four sides. The dormer above the front elevation had glass doors and a balcony over the rectangular extension. There was a cupola on the peak of the roof.
“What does it look like on the inside?”
Candy punched another button sequence and the roof came off the house. The upper story was three rooms. Stairs led up to a second floor gallery, bisecting the upper story. A large open area, probably open to a great room below, was in the rear middle of the house from the gallery.
“The master bedroom is centered on the front of the house. I have a marvelous balcony here above the outdoor room. The room on the right is a dressing room and the master bath. The room on the left is the guest room with its own bath.”
Another button combination and the first floor appeared. Three interior rooms and one outdoor room made up the first floor.
“The kitchen is here in the front left, with a dining area behind it. The rest of the ground floor is one large room. My favorite spot will be the outdoor room or front porch, depending on what you want to call it. I see it as a great place to drink wine, eat cheese and watch Antares cross the southern sky. I figure I’ll be able to watch the sun rise and set from here. I want to have a pool put in just in front of the outdoor room.”
“It looks fabulous, Candy. How long will it take to build? When do you think you’ll be able to move in?”
“If I go with a prefab house brought in in sections, I can have it built in three months. If they build it on site, it will take six months or more. I’m really looking at having it prefabbed and brought in. It’s quicker and cheaper. My only concern is quality of workmanship. I have an appointment with the builder tomorrow afternoon. I want you to come along.”
“Sure. How long to put the pool in and have you settled on a design?”
“I’ve got a lead on a pool company down south. There aren’t any here up north. I’ll go meet with them in a couple of weeks. I’m looking at an organic design. I want it to look like it has always been here. I also have an idea for the spring in back. I want to dig out a small pool to catch more of the water. You felt how cold it was when you filled the water bottle. I’d like to use that water for a misting system for the porch for those really hot dry days that we get here.”
“Sounds wonderful. I hope you invite me over once you get it built.”
“Oh, don’t worry. I want you to be a frequent guest. I’ll make you the same offer here that I did when I was living down south. If you can get here, you are welcome to stay, whether I’m here or not. My door will always be open for you.”
“I thank you for your most generous offer.”
“You’re welcome. Let’s eat.”
Candy moved over to the wine and rations. She expertly put the camp stove into use, put water into a pot, and added one of the dehydrated rations.
“We’ll have beef stroganoff here in a few minutes. Go gather some firewood.”
Kelly went to the edge of the clearing and brought back an armful of deadfall. He had arranged rocks into a fire circle before Candy called out that supper was ready. She asked him to open the wine and join her at the shelter. He popped the cork and went over to where she was by the tent. She had managed to pull two small camping stools and a small table from somewhere. Knives, forks, two plates of beef stroganoff, and two empty glasses were sitting on the table. Kelly poured a nice red wine into the two glasses. Kelly and Candy dove into their food and wine as the sun started to set in the west.
When they finished, Candy told Kelly to get the fire going while she cleaned up.
Kelly stacked wood like a teepee and used a fire starter brick to get the fire going. Candy brought the stools, while Kelly brought the table and wine. While there was still light, he brought back another armful of wood, then sat down next to Candy and sipped his wine.
The fire had a mesmerizing effect on both of them. They sat, not saying a word, and watched the sun set. It was a spectacular sunset, sending crimson rays into the sky off the far clouds.
Candy drained her glass as the sun sank below the horizon. She held her glass out for a refill and said, “I love it here. I am going to really enjoy living here. I expect you to check out a flitter and come visit me whenever you can. Otherwise, it will get pretty lonely here.”
Kelly threw some more wood on the fire and said, “Don’t worry, when I get time off this will definitely be one of my destinations of choice.”
Candy picked up on that and asked, “What do you mean one of your destinations of choice? Oh yeah, you did mention that there were two other girls interested in you. Can you tell me about them or is that none of my business?”
“There are two. One is a pilot on the planetary shuttle. The other is my former lead pilot on the Bolivar. Tammy, the shuttle pilot, is on her way back from transitioning to a new type shuttle. She should be here in a few days. Angie is my former lead pilot. She is here on Armstrong for a new equipment test.”
Candy had a mischievous look on her face and said, “My, it’s a wonder you had time to fit me in your busy schedule.”
“I swear this has never happened to me before. I must be emitting pheromones for all three of you to be interested in me. I had girlfriends in college and interest by classmates in the academy, but I’ve never considered myself a ladies’ man.”
“Relax, tiger, I’m just kidding. I’d love to meet your other girlfriends. I’m not concerned about sharing you with them. I like what we have so far. You are fun to be with and you fit my needs at the moment. I like the fact that you weren’t afraid of my dad. I like it that even though you had all the credentials, you didn’t come on with any typical fighter pilot lines. Your sincere interest in my mom’s landscape really sold me on you. I don’t normally kiss guys on first meeting. Your visit to my house in the south really convinced me that I wanted you around.”
Kelly filled up their glasses. He looked out into the valley. “Do you have any idea how close your nearest neighbor is? I mean, I can see probably 60 or 80 kilometers east and west and I don’t see any lights.”
Candy looked out at the view. “I guess you’re right, I don’t see any lights either. We are only 30 minutes from the base by air car. I thought there might be someone out here. It doesn’t bother me. I can handle solitude very well. Of course, this will make my clothes last forever.”
Kelly arched his eyebrows and asked, “Why?”
“Because I won’t be wearing any here.” Candy dissolved into laughter.
Kelly and Candy continued talking until the fire went out. They stared at the dying embers for a bit longer. Candy got up went into the tent and came out dragging both sleeping bags.
Candy said, “Come over here,” as she spread the two bags on the ground outside the tent.
Kelly went over to where she was kneeling, smoothing out the sleeping bags.
“Sit, Kelly, I want to look at the stars with you.”
Kelly sat down beside her. She snuggled into his arms.
“What stars are those?” she asked, as she pointed off to the south.
Kelly looked where she was pointing and said, “I’m not sure. I’m not completely familiar with the constellations from this part of space. I think that is the back side of Taurus.”
Candy snuggled closer and leaned back to kiss Kelly. The two spent the night outside the tent watching the stars, until they both dropped off to sleep.
Kelly woke up when the sun rose above the ledge and hit him in the eyes. He sat up, looked around, and didn’t see Candy. He got up and saw her shorts and halter top laying on one of the camp stools. He walked around and found her over by the spring washing up. The sun lit up her auburn hair. The water glistened off of her skin. She was a vision of beauty.
She looked up as he walked over and said, “Go back, get a towel, and shuck out of those clothes. I’ll wash your back.”
Kelly, recognizing a good idea when he heard one, did what she said. The water was cold, bordering on icy, but it felt good anyway. After cleaning up, they helped each other to apply sunscreen on areas that are easiest reached by another. It also included some areas that just felt better when reached by another. They put on their hiking shoes and explored more of Candy's 100 hectares.
They found the source of the spring. It came out of the mountainside about 50 meters above the clearing. They walked into the woods until they reached the cliff edge to the east and to the west. They found a pathway up the mountain side and walked up until they came up onto a large granite outcropping. The outcropping formed a shelf about 12 meters by 20 meters on the top of the mountain.
They stood on the crest of the mountain and stared at the panorama before them. They could see 40 to 80 kilometers in all directions. They just stood there for the longest time staring at the beauty of the forests and meadows and lakes all around them. It was an awe inspiring view.
Candy hugged Kelly around the waist, stretched up, and kissed him.
“As much as I’d like to throw you down and have my way with you in my mountain aerie, I have to get back for an appointment with the builder. Come on. Let’s get the area secured. We can leave everything here. I’m coming back after the appointment. I want to fly around the area some and see what might be around.”
Kelly followed Candy back down to the clearing. They secured the camp and then both dressed in casual clothes appropriate for a meeting with the builder. They hopped in the air car and headed back to base. In a short 30 minutes, they were slowing down to transition from flight to road operations. The wheels touched down and Candy directed the vehicle into a parking space outside a large industrial building.
They walked into the building and were met by Klaus M. Krallen, the general manager of Antares PreFab, Inc. He sat down with Candy and Kelly and pulled up a hologram of Candy’s design.
“Ms. Craddock, I’ve taken your ideas and worked them through our designers, and this is what we’ve come up. We have taken your design and broken it into these five transportable segments. We have hover ships that can carry these segments to your property. Our crew assembles the segments and bonds them together. When we're done, you won’t be able to pick out the seams. The house will be guaranteed to withstand winds of 250 kph. The building will be earthquake resistant. It will be heavily insulated and will be equipped with all the latest and most sought after features.”
Kelly and Candy watched as the five segments were moved about in the air above the table, pushed together, and finished inside and out. The hologram continued to show a walkthrough from the outdoor room and front door to the rear, up the stairs to the second floor, and out through the master bedroom onto the balcony. It was very impressive.
“I’d like to take you back into the shop and show you some of the projects we have in process. It will give you some idea of what we can do for you.”
They both followed Mr. Krallen out onto the shop floor. There were about three or four houses in various stages of construction in the shop. Because they were modular, it was hard to pin down exactly how many.
He walked them through one house that was being built in two sections. It was almost completed. The fit and finish was quite good. Kelly could see the workmanship in the joinery. All appliances were installed and the bath fixtures were in place. They walked over to one project that was just getting started. Kelly could see the plasteel framing and extra bracing used to keep the section in one piece for transport. He could see how it would be able to withstand such high force winds.
They walked around for a bit more until Candy announced she had seen enough to decide to have her house prefabbed. Candy and Mr. Krallen went back to his office to discuss details and financing. Kelly tagged along. At the end of an hour, a contract had been drafted, checked, and authenticated and thumbed. In three months time, Candy would be the proud owner of a mountainside home.
Kelly and Candy thanked Mr. Krallen and headed back to the mountains. Thirty minutes later they were back on the hill. Candy stripped out of her clothes and climbed back into her air car, carrying a couple of towels.
Kelly asked, “What are you doing?”


“I’m going to check out those lakes we saw from up top. I might want to go for a swim. Want to join me?”
Never one to turn down a good offer, Kelly stripped and joined her. When he got into the air car, Candy had already lowered the top.
“Hang on lover, here we go.”
They lifted off the mountain and dropped down into the valley. They flew the north side of the valley from east to west and the south side from west to east. They saw no sign of habitation or evidence of human presence. The scenery was breathtaking, both inside and outside the air car.
Candy gained altitude and turned the air car northwest to the larger of the two lakes they had seen. She flew up to the lake and then made a pass down the center of the lake. The trees were so thick that there were no beaches or shoreline wide enough to set the air car down.
She made her way to the other lake to the northwest. This lake had two islands, one with a large central clearing. There were plenty of places along the shoreline big enough to set the air car down. They cruised along at about ten meters elevation above the lake looking down into the crystal clear water.
She looked over at him and said, “I’m going to set down on that island with the big clearing.”
In a moment, they were down on the island and climbing out to explore. Kelly led the way through a break in the trees to the water’s edge. A warm breeze blew across the lake, causing small waves to slap upon the shore. Some sort of bird was singing in the distance across the lake. Candy walked down, shucked her shoes, and waded into the water. Kelly did the same and joined her. They both kicked off and swam a way from shore.
The water was cool. Candy stopped a short distance from shore. Kelly swam over to her. Colder water from deeper in the lake swirled up around their legs. It felt marvelous.
Kelly and Candy swam back into shallower water. When Kelly could touch bottom he stood up. Candy swam into his arms. Her warm body felt good against his in the cool water. Her lips met his. The kiss went on, but before it went any further she broke away and said, “Come on, let’s get back to camp. I’m not ready to be landing this thing in the dark yet. Besides, it will be a lot more comfortable on the sleeping bags than here.”
Kelly and Candy went to the air car, dried off, and then flew back to the camp.
They awoke in each others arms the next morning, tired, but sated. Kelly led her to the spring and they freshened up. They soaped each other up and took turns pouring cold water over each other to rinse off. It was exhilarating. Then they got dressed in anticipation of heading back to civilization.
Candy made breakfast while Kelly tore down the camp and put things away. He was not as good at packing as Candy, so everything didn’t quite fit back into her duffle. Kelly packed everything into the trunk of the air car. Candy called him over for a breakfast of french toast and freeze dried fruit.
They ate while gazing at the scenery. When everything had been cleaned and cooled down, they packed the rest of the gear away. Reluctantly, they climbed into the air car and headed back to base. Candy let him off near the dry dock holding the Vigilant.
She helped him get his duffle out of the trunk and gave him a big hug and a kiss.
“I suppose I’ll have to wait my turn with all your other girlfriends now before I can see you again.”
Kelly chuckled, “I guess so. I have no experience in how this all works. Why don’t we just play it by ear? You aren’t going to get jealous on me, are you?”
“Jealous, no. I don’t think that will happen. Let’s just see how things work out. I’ll still be living with my folks for the next three months until the house is built. As much as my Dad likes you, I don’t think we could be very intimate at his quarters.”
Candy climbed back into the air car. Kelly leaned in and kissed her goodbye.
“Don’t worry Candy. I’ll be able to find time for you.”
She looked up, grinned, and said, “Of course you will,” and drove off.



Chapter Ten


Kelly spent the next week inspecting the ship from bow to stern and running damage control drills. LCDR Timmons trusted the Blakes' invention, but wanted to be sure that the crew could react to any emergency if something went wrong. Kelly traced every fluid pipe, electrical conduit, and data cable on the ship.
Everything was in top shape. The yard crew finished installing and testing the new larger electron guns. Chief Miller gave them his seal of approval and the captain authorized the ship to be moved from dry dock to a regular parking apron. The Vigilant sat down next to where the 68th fighters were parked. Angie came over immediately. The quarterdeck called Kelly and let him know she was waiting for him at the bottom of the ramp.
Kelly went out to meet her. As it was coming on lunchtime, he went to the dining facility with her.
As they walked, Angie said, “Do you have any plans for this weekend?”
“No, I’ve got duty on Sunday, but Saturday evening and Lunaday are free.”
“Great. I feel the need to cook something and you are invited over for dinner Lunaday evening.”
“What are we having?”
“I don’t know yet. I’m going over to the base commissary tonight and pick up some things. Why don’t you come over about 1800 on Saturday and bring some wine?”
“Great, I’ll bring red and white so I’ll be prepared no matter what you fix.”
They entered the dining facility, chose their food, and sat down.
Angie took a few bites and asked, “So, how is life in Scout Force? The scuttlebutt says you have done some pretty amazing stuff. I hear you’ve even done some space walks. What was that like?”
Well I can’t talk specifics, but it was pretty gruesome. The space walk part was fun, but what we were out there for wasn’t.”
I also heard about your combat in the Scutum sector. I understand you’re up for another Space Medal.”
“No, not the Space Medal. Something less I think. The captain is up for the Space Medal, though. Tell me about the 68th’s exploits after I left.”
“We continued to patrol along the frontier. We didn’t have any more action like when you ran afoul of Old Bugger Off. We could tell the K’Rang were shadowing us from across the frontier. The Bolivar’s escort ships’ sensors would sometimes pick up concentrations of capital ships at long range. Their frigate class ships would come in so close at times that even our fighter’s sensors could pick them up. You haven’t lived until you’ve seen a K’Rang frigate show up on your scope. Those things are scary looking.”
“I can imagine. We ran into a torpedo ship in the Scutum engagement and it was bad enough.”
“A torpedo ship, what was that like?”
“It was a bit larger than the Vigilant and had a couple of pulse cannons. The bad thing were the torpedoes. They were a little larger than a fighter and employed active and passive homing. The passive homing system locks on the ion discharge from the engines. We were in dry dock earlier applying a fix to reduce the ion discharge to almost nothing.”
“Exhaust homing torpedoes, that sounds bad. What can be done about the larger ships’ emissions?”
“Admiral Craddock sent a technical report out to Fleet and the techies are looking at how to reduce the exhaust trail for the capital ships. Some will require a stop in a space dock. Some will merely need to tune their electron guns. I personally think the K’Rang screwed up by using the torpedo on us. They gave away a significant tactical advantage they could have used in a major space battle some day.”
“I’m glad you came through it okay.”
They finished lunch and Angie walked him back to the Vigilant. At the ramp she asked, “LTC Matthews asked me to offer you a chance to go up in a fighter. Would you be interested? We have an F-53B, trainer version with us. He can’t let you go up by yourself, but I could fly rear seat for you and let you have the controls.”
Kelly replied, “Tell LTC Matthews that I would like that a lot.”
“Okay, I’ll tell him. We can work out a time for you to go up.”
Kelly said goodbye and went up the ramp into the Vigilant. The thought of flying a fighter again put an extra bounce in his step. Maybe it would help him get through the next few days of running drills.
The captain met him at the top of the ramp. He motioned Kelly over.
“I just got word from Scout Force HQ. Our decorations have come through. The ship is getting a Fleet Meritorious commendation. You got a Silver Galaxy. I got a Gold Galaxy. The chiefs all got Space Medals. The crew will get a mix of Meritorious Service Medals and Galactic Republic Defense Medals. Not too shabby. There will be an awards ceremony on Friday. Chief Watson is already setting it up with HQ.”
“That’s great, sir. That’s a lot more than I expected. Has there been any word on when the test will take place?”
“Not yet. The ring won’t be here for another week and then there is the calibration and testing to be done. It will be a while yet. I want to test the new engine modification while we wait. We’ll go up next Tuesday, measure the engine signature, run some drills for a couple of days and be back in time for the weekend.”
“Sounds good to me, Captain. I’ll get our requisitions ready for the flight. Oh, by the way, sir, LTC Matthews has offered up an opportunity for me to take their trainer up for a flight. If that’s all right with you, of course.”
”Once a fighter pilot, always a fighter pilot. Of course it’s all right. Just work it out with the duty roster.”
“Aye aye, sir.”
The captain returned to his paperwork and Kelly got back to tracing circuits. Damage control drill was set for 1400 and he had a few more circuits to trace before then. He thought about his Silver Galaxy. Between what he already had, the New Amsterdam awards, and this he was up to two full rows of ribbons. His dress uniform would look pretty impressive. His dress mess uniform would look even more so, especially with the gaudy New Amsterdam medals.
The rest of the week passed uneventfully. The awards ceremony on Friday went like clockwork, thanks to Chief Watson’s organizational skills. On Saturday evening, Kelly bought some wine, and went to Angie’s quarters at the BOQ. He arrived exactly at 1800 and she wasn’t in. He waited a bit, was about to leave and check with her unit, when she arrived wearing her flight suit. She was a little flushed as she opened the door and ushered him in. He was met with the smell of something cooking with a bit of garlic and some spices he didn’t recognize.
As she unzipped and shucked out of her flight suit down to her skivvies, she said, “I forgot something and had to run to the commissary to get it. Give me a minute to change and get freshened up. I’m running a bit behind schedule. Sit. Relax.”
Kelly watched her walk into the bedroom and admired the view from the rear. He walked over to the kitchen to see what was cooking.
A voice came from the back, saying not to mess with the food.
Kelly looked over the pots and pans simmering on the stove. One pan had what looked to be steaks simmering in a golden sauce. One pot had fresh green beans in a cream sauce, of some kind. The last pot was potatoes in a butter sauce. Kelly never knew Angie could cook, but everything looked and smelled marvelous. He looked through the window of the oven and saw rolls browning up.
He heard the door open behind him, he turned around, and his jaw dropped. Angie was standing there in a body hugging black minidress. It was cut low in front, showing off wonderful cleavage. Her hair was done up on her head. She wore black stockings and high-heel pumps. She was beautiful. She walked over into his arms and he leaned down to kiss her. She smelled like tropical flowers.
“Why, Miss Shappelle, you are gorgeous.”
“Thank you, sir. I felt like being a woman tonight, not just an officer.”
“Woman is a good look for you. It looks really nice on you, much nicer than it would on me.”
“I should hope so,” she said laughing, twisting out of his arms, “Hand me that apron over there.”
She tied a chef’s apron around her neck and waist and tended to the stove.
‘What type of wine did you bring?”
“I brought three local wines. I brought a Vidal Blanc, a Cabernet Franc, and a Rose.”
“Yummy, open up the Cab Franc and let it breathe. Put the other two in the cooler.”
Kelly popped the cork on the red and put the other two away. He searched the cabinets for wine glasses and found two mismatched cocktail glasses. They would do. Angie handed him plates and silverware and told him to set the table. He cleared off the small table and set it up for dinner.
Angie looked at the table, looked at the stove, and said, “I’ve changed my mind. That table is too small for all the dishes. Bring the plates over here and we’ll eat buffet style.”
Kelly picked up the plates and set one on the countertop and one on the empty burner on the stove. Angie pulled the rolls out of the oven, put one each on the plates, and then handed a plate to Kelly.
She picked up a steak from the pan and put it on Kelly’s plate, put another on her plate, then ladled out sauce onto each steak. Next came a serving of green beans and sauce. Finally, she put half the potatoes on each plate. Kelly put both plates on the table and poured two glasses of wine. Kelly then helped Angie off with her apron and they sat down.
The meal was even better than his earlier recon had suggested. The steak was tender, the herbal mushroom sauce expertly setting off the flavor. The green beans and potatoes were equally delicious.
Kelly smacked his lips and said, “Angie, I never had any idea you were such a good cook. This is magnificent.”
“Thank you. I never had the opportunity to cook on the Bolivar. This is the first time since flight school that I’ve been able to really cook. I love to cook.”
“Good looks, great cook, what more could a person hope for? And a fighter pilot, too.”
Angie gave him a mock irritated look and said, “Kelly, shut up and eat.”
Kelly replied, “Yes, ma'am,” and finished his meal.
After dinner, Kelly helped Angie with the dishes. She washed. He dried. They put the dishes away and retired with the wine to the couch.
Kelly looked in Angie's eyes, smiled, and said, “Angie, that is the best meal I have had in a long time. My folks have a gourmet chef and he doesn’t cook this well.”
“Thank you, sir. I’d love to meet your folks’ chef and trade recipes.”
“I can arrange for you to meet Arnold one of these days. I’ll call my folks and get us invited for dinner.”
“That would be nice. How about some more wine here?”
Kelly looked at the bottle and there wasn’t much left. “How about we switch to the Rose. This one is about done. Give me your glass and I’ll rinse it out while I get the other bottle.”
Angie handed him her glass and Kelly got up to open the Rose. He rinsed the glasses, dried them, and brought them back. He poured her glass and handed it to her. Then he filled his own and set the bottle aside.
He raised his glass and said, “To a wonderful meal and wonderful companionship.” He clinked her glass and took a sip.
Angie smiled, took another sip, set her glass down, and leaned forward to kiss him. Kelly put his glass down and received her into his arms. Kelly had seen Angie working out in the gym on the Bolivar. He knew her body was toned and hard, but she felt mighty soft in his arms. He kissed her again.
The next morning, Kelly woke up on his back with Angie’s right leg over his left leg. Her right hand held his left. When he stirred, she rolled over into him with her left leg over his right. Her head lay on his chest and her arm across his waist. It felt so good, he decided to lay there for a while before getting up. He had nowhere to go today and no schedule to meet. He dropped back off to sleep.
Angie got up first. Kelly woke up a little later, noticed she wasn’t there, and got up. He looked out of the bedroom and saw Angie wearing a short silk robe, gathering items from the refrigerator. He noted, from his angle, how short the robe was. He especially appreciated the view.
“What’s for breakfast?”
Angie looked around at him without straightening up. “How does eggs and sausage sound?”
“It sounds pretty good. Do you mind if I distract the cook first?”
Angie put the food over on the counter and came over into Kelly’s arms, “Oh, I wish you would.”
Kelly and Angie retreated into the bedroom and breakfast was delayed.
Later, Angie accompanied Kelly to the Vigilant for a change of clothes. Then they wandered around base, shopping, and sampling the offerings at the entertainment center. Kelly called his folks and asked Angie and him over for dinner. His parents were very gracious and looked forward to dining with Angie.
Dinner was preceded by several bottles of wine. The Blakes had acquired quite a cellar of local Armstrong wines. Arnold was outdoing himself by preparing vegetable soup, beef bourguignon, fresh asparagus, and a local green called moisache, similar to spinach in consistency, but tasting more like turnip greens. Angie helped him with the meal and the two chatted incessantly about recipes and cooking techniques. Kelly retired to the patio with his parents.
Andrew refilled his glass and said, “She’s nice. Arnold is having the time of his life. Your mother and I are hopeless in the kitchen. When we are working, we hardly ever think of food. Most of the time he has to chase us down to get us to eat something. It’s good for him to have someone to cook with.”
“Angie can hold her own in the kitchen. She had me over for dinner last night and she is a wizard with sauces. She could probably teach Arnold a thing or two.”
His dad took a sip of wine and said, “Tell me, son, how is your crew reacting to the upcoming test?”
“They are taking it well. There are a few that are a little worried. Most are looking forward to it. They see the potential for really expanding travel and commerce in GR space. We’ve got people from all over GR space in the Scout Force and they don’t get to see their families very often, if at all. Travel to even the closest planets can take more than a week. Some people haven’t seen their families since they joined the Fleet.”
Andrew beamed, “Well, that’s what we’ve been working for. We see the trade and travel potential, as well as the defensive advantage.”
“Dad, speaking of defensive potential, have you considered making mobile transporter rings?”
“What do you mean, son?”
“In your demonstration the other day, it dawned on me that if you could construct a ship that was, essentially, a flying transporter ring, we could significantly reduce our fleet patrol requirements. Imagine a patrol craft that could open up to be a full-sized transporter ring. It would give us mobile rings that could serve as the entry point for battle groups into trouble spots. We could use smaller patrol groups to watch the frontier and only bring the capital ships in when really needed.”
“I think I see what you mean. You mean a patrol-size ship that could open up into a full-size transporter ring if it needed reinforcement. Something the size of the Vigilant would be too small. We might could do it with something the size of a frigate. I’ll look into that. How do you think the Fleet will react to the idea?”
Kelly put his wine glass down and said, “It costs a fortune to keep battle groups out on the frontier. Something like this would allow them to maintain a presence for a fraction of the cost. Besides, once the K’Rang catch onto the fact that we can be strong almost anywhere along the frontier, it should calm them down a bit. It will give us an operational and strategic advantage they can’t overcome.”
Moira said, “It would be an odd looking ship, but it could be done. It would need escorts for protection, because the ring mechanism would take up most of the ship. Why don’t we talk to Tom on Monday and see what he thinks?”
A small gong sounded, signifying that dinner was served. The Blakes went into the dining room. Arnold was gushing with excitement over Angie’s assistance in the kitchen. With a special flourish, he held her chair for her as she sat down.
Arnold chastised Kelly, “You didn’t tell me your lady friend was a saucier. A fighter pilot and a gourmet cook-who would have imagined?”
Angie blushed at the attention. She said, “Oh Arnold, I’m not that good.”
“Oh, yes, you are. If you ever get tired of being a fighter pilot, you could have a position at a major restaurant.”
“It’s good to know I have something to fall back on if I ever lose my edge.”
Arnold brought out the soup course. It was marvelous. Angie had contributed the hollandaise sauce for the asparagus and an almond cream sauce for the moisache. They made a great meal even better.
When all had their fill, Arnold shooed them out of the dining room and cleaned up. Kelly escorted Angie out to the patio for after dinner wine.
Angie sipped her wine and said, “It was so good of you to have me over for dinner.”
“Nonsense, it was worth it just to see Arnold enjoy himself as much as he did.”
“He really is a fabulous chef. I helped a bit, but it was a joy just to have a fully-equipped kitchen to putter around in.”
Andrew sidled over and asked, “ Angie, how are the folks in your squadron reacting to the test?”
“There are a few that are cautious, but none that have any real second thoughts about it. We’re all fighter pilots, danger is just part of the job description. If you need ideas for other uses for your invention though, there are a number of folks with some good ones. If they could be fitted inside ships, it would greatly lengthen the time a ship could remain on station. Supplies and replacements would be as close as a supply base on the other side of the ring. The possibilities are almost endless. Troops could visit home in seconds versus the weeks it takes now.”
“Kelly gave us a similar idea for self-propelled ring ships that could reduce the number of ships required to be on station along the frontier. I can see we will be quite busy for years to come.”
The conversation went on quite late, but Kelly had duty early the next morning and they had to say their goodbyes. Angie gave Arnold a kiss on the cheek, which had him blushing crimson. Andrew and Moira each gave Angie a hug and invited her to come back anytime.
The shuttle was waiting for Kelly and Angie and they rode back to the spaceport. Angie lay in Kelly’s arms all the way back to the Vigilant. She kissed him goodbye in the shuttle and took it back to the Q, while Kelly went up the ramp into his ship.
As he dropped off to sleep, he pondered how lucky he was to have three beautiful and charming women interested in him.

The time for the test arrived. Dr. Moira Kelly came on board the Vigilant, along with several Fleet observers, for lift off and travel to the transporter ring. Chief Watson gave up his position for her. The terminal screen contained strange readings, probably from the transporter ring. LCDR Timmons gave the order to lift off. Kelly watched as the Fighting 68th took off behind them.
They reached orbit quickly and proceeded to the ring. Admiral Craddock came on the communicator and gave permission for the Vigilant to proceed upon the Blakes’ okay. A week of tests with drones was about to move to its human stage.
Andrew’s face came on the communicator screen, “Moira, are you ready?”
Moira looked at the captain. “Captain, are you ready? If so, I’m ready.”
The captain replied that the Vigilant was ready.
“Captain, at your discretion, you may proceed into the ring and good luck.”
The captain looked around the bridge and said, “Chief Watson, activate the monitors. Helm, at maximum maneuver speed, take us to Tau Ceti.”
The helmsman repeated the command and applied power. The Vigilant lined up with the ring. Kelly looked around. There was tension on many faces on the bridge. Chief Blankenship moved forward and stood behind Kelly’s position. The leading edge of the Vigilant touched the shimmering plane at the front of the ring. Kelly watched as the shimmer made its way through the bridge and behind him. He felt the gripping cold and then was looking out the bridge at the twin moons of Gagarin. He looked behind him and saw the shimmer progress through the ship. He punched up the rear view and saw Antares space until the shimmer appeared behind them.
The captain keyed his intercom and said, “All sections report status.”
One by one the sections reported everything normal. The captain sent a message to Scout Force HQ that the Vigilant had made it through successfully. He looked over at Moira and asked if she had all the readings she needed.
“Yes, Captain. When you're ready, take us back through the gate, please.”
“Helm, turn us around and take us back through again.”
The helmsman brought the Vigilant around, lined up with the ring, and brought the ship through.
When they appeared back in Antares space a message from Admiral Craddock came through. “Welcome back, Vigilant.”
The Vigilant moved aside for the remainder of the tests. They watched as a single fighter was sent through the ring and returned. It was the squadron commander’s fighter. Then, two fighters in formation went through and came back. These were followed by a flight of four that made the same trip. Finally, the entire 12 fighter complement flew through in formation. When they returned, the Vigilant lined up with the ring and the 68th took up formation around them. They proceeded through the gate as one and reached Tau Ceti Space again. The formation made a wide turn and returned to Antares space.
Admiral Craddock’s voice came over the communicator, “Congratulations all, and thank you. Vigilant dock at space dock to pick up passengers. All others return to base.”
The 68th returned to Antares Base. The Vigilant docked with the space dock, picked up Dr. Andrew Blake and assistants, several additional fleet observers, Admiral Craddock and his staff, and returned to Antares Base.
Upon landing, side boys were positioned on the quarterdeck and Chief Pennypacker piped the admiral and his party off the ship. The Blakes followed close behind. Once the ship was clear of passengers, the captain called all the crew into the Vigilant’s central corridor.
“I want all of you to know how proud I am of you for what we accomplished today. The crew is authorized two days liberty over the next four days on a fifty percent manning basis.”
A cheer erupted from the crew. The crew had worked some long hard days and nights, preparing the Vigilant for the test. The Vigilant was probably closer to specifications than any ship in Scout Force. The crew deserved the time off.
The captain came over to Kelly and said, “Exec, if you want to fly that fighter you’d better get it arranged. The 68th will be leaving for Tau Ceti in a very few days. I appreciate that you have devoted yourself to the test. Now take some time for yourself.”
Kelly thanked the captain and went out to find LTC Matthews. He found his old squadron commander on the flight line.
He saw Kelly coming and broke into a grin. “I wondered when you’d come around for your fighter ride. Hey, Aaron, come over here. There’s someone here that wants to go for a ride with you.”
Major Brown, the 68th’s executive officer, came over. “Come on, Kelly. We’ve probably still got your flight gear around here somewhere.”
Kelly went into the equipment room and was issued a helmet, flightsuit, gloves, and survival vest. It was even Kelly’s old helmet. It hadn’t been refurbished and repainted.
He put his gear on and walked out to the flightline. Several of his old squadron mates were waiting for him, including Angie. He was bombarded with questions, like did he still remember how to wear his helmet and did he need a barf bag. Kelly took the good-natured ribbing in stride. After all, he was about to climb back into the cockpit of a fighter again.
Major Brown’s crew chief helped them both into the cockpit and checked that all was secure and as it should be. Major Brown fired up the F-53B and took a salute from his crew chief. He moved the fighter from its parking space and onto the taxiway. He lined it up on the runway and turned the controls over to Kelly.
“Kelly, I’m signed for this thing. Just don’t break it.”
Kelly did a quick instrument scan, pushed his head back against the headrest and kicked the throttle to the stop. He pulled straight back on the stick and aimed for space. In just a few minutes, he was back in outer space behind the controls of a fighter.
Major Brown came on the intercom, “Man, I didn’t think this heavy lady could do that. Now I know how those early astronauts felt being strapped on top of a rocket and blasted into space. That was some ride. What do you want to do now?”
“Turn your sensors on. I anticipate some company.”
Major Brown turned his sensors from collision avoidance to all around combat sweep. It was only a few minutes before the ship warned of approaching fighters. He checked the monitor and saw three ships in tight formation and one lagging behind. Janey, Angie, John, and Angie’s new wingman were coming up to play.
“You might want to tighten your straps, Major. It’s going to get a little bumpy. Activate the combat sim, if you would, sir.”
Major Brown was laughing when he keyed his intercom, “Okay, Kelly, combat sim is on and I’m strapped in securely. Let’s see if you still remember how to do this.”
Kelly punched the throttle to the stop again. He watched the reaction as Janey’s flight realized he was on to them. They split into two groups of two, accelerated, and attempted to come up on each side of them. That was their fatal mistake. Kelly frantically programmed the ship’s computer.
He waited until they were almost in firing range at max velocity and hit the execute key. The fighter spun on its axis, facing toward the pursuers and fired two notional mini-seekers at John Kanakis and Angie’s wingman. Then the ship’s engines fired, bringing them to a dead stop in space. The G-forces caused both Kelly and the Major to black out temporarily. When they came to, the ship had spun back and the four ships were in front of them. A quick flick on the control stick, a short burst from the guns, and Angie was out of the fight. Kelly turned on Janey’s fighter. She jinked left, right, up, and down, but Kelly stayed right on her tail. He finished her off with another mini-seeker.
His screen showed another healthy fighter coming up under him on an intercept course. Kelly pushed hard on the stick to line up with the fighter coming up from below. When he was lined up on a collision course, he pushed down on the stick again to look like he was chickening out. The other fighter changed angle to shoot him through the cockpit. Kelly let him come on a little bit more then then pulled up hard on the stick and fired the nose rockets to drop the nose down and fired off a burst from his guns as he blew past underneath.
LTC Matthews came up on the communicator laughing, “Okay all, Kelly is too good for us. Let’s head down to the base.”
The flight of four joined up on the squadron commander’s ship and Kelly lined up to the left of them. As they got within the pattern, they peeled off single file and made individual approaches to the spaceport. When the wheels hit the taxiway, Major Brown took over the controls and taxied the fighter into its place on the apron.
The crew chief came over with the personnel ladder and helped Kelly and Major Brown get unhooked from the fighter. They dropped down from the fighter and walked into the squadron equipment room. Janey and her flight were lined up inside the door on their knees and bowing for him, “Oh mighty ex-fighter pilot, we bow and scrape before you.”
Kelly helped them up off the floor and laughed with them, saying, “I guess some folks owe me a beer or four.”
LTC Matthews entered the room and said, “A beer or five, I believe.”
Major Brown piped up, “A beer or six, that was one hell of a ride I went on.”
LTC Matthews said, “Kelly, get your captain and meet us at the Officers Club tonight about 1900. We’ll celebrate the successful test and bid farewell to Antares. We’ll need to leave in two days for Tau Ceti if we are going to beat the Bolivar back. It’ll be good to knock back a few and swap space stories.”
Kelly looked around at the warmth in the faces and said he would ask the captain.
Kelly changed out of his flight gear and headed for the Vigilant. Angie caught up with him. “Hey guy, that was some fantastic flying today. If you could have stayed in the Fighter Force, I think you would have been a major force in fighter tactics. Your off-axis tactics are so hard to defend against. I recorded all your engagements and have been studying them. I’m not as good as you, but I’m practicing.”
“Tonight, don’t drink too much. I’d like you to come to my room again tonight so I can say goodbye properly.”
“Well, I have at least six beers to drink tonight. I’ll make sure to snack all night so I don’t disappoint you.”
Angie looked to make sure no one was around and gave Kelly a quick kiss. She turned and hurried off to the flight line. Kelly went back to the Vigilant and told the captain about the party. Janey had already invited him and he was looking forward to it.
The captain asked how his flight went. Kelly told him, with sweeping hand gestures, about smoking his entire old flight and the squadron commander. LCDR Timmons laughed and mumbled as he walked off, “Once a fighter pilot, always a fighter pilot.”
As 1900 approached, the captain stuck his head in Kelly’s quarters and said it was time to go. Kelly closed down the terminal, where he was double-checking some personnel actions that were to go for the captain’s approval. They could wait until tomorrow.
They found the nearest waiting shuttle and rode over to the Officers Club. When they got there, the party was already going strong. Angie met Kelly at the door, handed him a beer, and gave him a kiss. Janey did the same for LCDR Timmons.
Major Brown came over with the ancient ceremonial red fuzzy high top hat of dubious origin. He indicated that LCDR Timmons should put it on and that he was being made an honorary member of the fighting 68th. Kelly started laughing, because he had been through this particular ceremony himself. Major Brown took LCDR Timmons’ beer, handed it off to someone, and stood on a chair to get everyone’s attention. Kelly and Angie stood back.
“We’d like to bring everyone’s attention to the presence of an outsider in our midst, begging entry into our august body. I present to the Fighting 68th an insecure Fleet officer incapable of going into space by himself, a so-so officer, and a miserable human being wishing to improve his lot in life by sharing the company of the finest, deadliest, craftiest, fighter pilots in the known universe.” A loud cheer erupted.
“I offer up, for your consideration, one LCDR Edgar Timmons. LCDR Timmons comes to us as a fellow warrior against the K’Rang. He is, unfortunately, burdened by having had to accept a former member of this august body into his crew and somehow turn him into a proper Fleet officer. Now we all know how ineffective this former member of the venerable 68th was and still is today, but it is a task that may make LCDR Timmons worthy to grace our presence. Pilots of the Fighting 68th, what say you?”
A resounding nay boomed through the club followed by gales of laughter.
“LCDR Timmons, the Fighting 68th has spoken. Even though we don’t want you, all the other squadrons in Fighter Force voted before us and they don’t want you either. I guess we’re stuck with you. Members of the Fighting 68th, fill your glasses. Thank providence that we are not currently subject to the damn Fleet regulations against alcohol on ships. Fill your glasses and toast our newest honorary squab, Edgar Timmons.”
At that point every glass in the room was raised in the air and the contents thrown at LCDR Timmons. The captain, dripping from all manner of drinks, had just been initiated into the Fighting 68th.
The soaking was followed by every 68th officer in the room passing by, shaking hands, and welcoming him. The executive officer came over last. He walked up to LCDR Timmons, shook his hand and slapped the 68th’s patch into his hand.
“Welcome, Ed. If the reports of your trials and tribulations dealing with Kelly are halfway true, you will make a fine addition to the squadron.”
LTC Matthews came over and took the hat back. He handed it to the petite brunette that was Angie’s wingman. “Ed, I hope you didn’t mind our initiation ceremony, but it’s our little way of saying welcome. You are now one of us. If you're ever in a tight spot and the 68th is around, you’ve got a lot of friends that will come to your aid.”
Kelly found a towel and handed it to LCDR Timmons to dry off. Janey took it and got the spots he couldn’t see. Kelly handed him a new beer to replace his that had been misplaced during the ceremony.
He looked at Kelly and said, “You could have warned me.”
“Sorry, boss, I didn’t know this is what they intended, but I might not have warned you anyway.” Kelly and Timmons both broke out laughing. They grabbed their female companions and worked their way around the room.
Kelly drank all six beers for his exploits earlier in the day. Each smoked pilot brought him a beer in turn. The ladies gave him a kiss and the guys shook his hand. John Kanakis tried to kiss him, but Kelly ducked that one.
It was good to be back with his old squadron mates, but Kelly liked the Scout Force. Even though LTC Matthews offered to intercede with Fighter Force to rescind his dismissal, Kelly politely turned him down. Kelly was where he needed and wanted to be.
The party went on for hours. Angie patiently monitored his alcohol consumption and made sure he had plenty of food to help soak it up. When Kelly finished his sixth beer, she drug him off to her room to give him a proper goodbye.
Kelly woke up alone in her bed the next morning. He had barely roused himself when she crawled back in, “I just got up to get breakfast started. It will be ready in about 30 minutes. Can I just lay here in your arms until them?”
Kelly didn’t say anything, just pulled her up against his side, and hugged her. They lay there, luxuriating in each other’s warmth.
“Kelly, I’m leaving with the squadron tomorrow. We will be on Gagarin until our next deployment. We’ve been told the battle group will be going into the yards to have their engines adjusted to protect against those torpedoes. Of course, we won’t necessarily ship out with the Bolivar next time.”
“You know they are going to leave the gates between the two systems active. I heard they might run a shuttle between the two systems. I understand the local transport unit is getting S-660s and they are space capable. Maybe you could hop the shuttle and come visit or maybe I could come back and see you.”
“Angie, I’d love to have you come visit. I’d like to come visit you on Gagarin. I’ll have to see how my patrol schedule will work out.”
They lay in each other’s arms until breakfast was ready.
The next day, Kelly and Timmons were on hand to bid farewell to the 68th. They managed to get a few moments alone with their ladies amidst the orderly chaos of a squadron lift off.
“Kelly, I was serious about us seeing each other. If you can break free from those other ladies that are after you, come see me. The CO just told us that we will be on Gagarin for at least six months. As long as your folks’ transport gate is there, you might as well take advantage of it.”
“I’ll see what I can do. We’ve been held here on Armstrong for the test. We are past due to go out on patrol. When we do, it will be for at least a month. We’ll work something out.”
Kelly kissed Angie goodbye. He watched her walk over and fall into her Squadron formation. LTC Matthews called them all to formation, gave a safety speech and ordered all personnel to their ships. The crew chief and pilots walked to their fighters, the pilots mounted up, and taxied out. Angie and Janey waved as they moved out. When the fighters all took off in four-ship flight formation, the crew chiefs and the rest of the squadron boarded three transport craft and also took off. In 30 minutes they would be in the Tau Ceti system. Kelly and Timmons walked back to the Vigilant to prepare for their upcoming patrol.
That night, as he was about to turn in, Kelly checked his messages. The first message was from his bank. It showed an increase in his pay from the previous monthly statement. Kelly checked the calendar and realized he must have received a seniority pay increase. His next message, which was from the bureau of personnel, confirmed it. He could always use more credits.
The next message was from Tammy. The space-going dry dock carrying her and the new shuttles would be arriving on Tuesday. She asked if he knew anything about a shuttle service to Tau Ceti. Kelly laughed and replied to her message with information on the new transport gate.
She must have been sitting at a terminal, because her response came back almost instantly. In a few seconds an indicator on his screen told him that he had an incoming video conference request. It was from Tammy and he accepted. He had just come out of the shower and was wearing only a towel, but she would only be seeing him from the waist up anyway.
The video conference program became active and a window showing Tammy’s smiling face appeared on the screen, “Kelly, it’s so good to see you again.”
Kelly could see she was using a terminal in a public area of the ship. He reached behind him and pulled on a shirt.
“Hey, I’ll be back on Tuesday. They are going to use my ship for maintenance training for a few days. I’m being given a few days off. I’d like to go back out to the lake. Would you be able to take some time off?”
Kelly said, “I'm swamped at the moment. We're preparing for patrol and I don’t know if I can take any time off. My evenings will be free by the time you get here, though.”
Tammy’s smile turned into a frown. “I was really hoping you could take some time off with me. I go back on flight status after the mechanics finish looking over my ship.”
“Sorry, but that’s how things are. How about we meet for drinks when you get in and we play it by ear. I might be able to get a day off this weekend. It will all depend on what the captain brings back in the form of orders from HQ today.”
“Okay, but drinks are on you. I’ve been on this slow, dry bucket of bolts for two weeks now. We would have been in days ago, if these idiots only knew how to maintain their engines properly. Can you imagine how excruciatingly slow power 2 is?”
Kelly laughed, “I’ll see you when you get in.”
Tammy put a pouting expression on her face. “See if you can get a couple of days off. It will be fun. I promise.”
“We’ll talk when you get in. I’ll check with the captain and see what I can come up with. No promises, though.”
“Oh, all right. See you when I get there. Bye.”
The window showing her face flicked off. Kelly read through the remainder of his messages and turned in for the night. It would be the last full night of sleep he would get for a while.



Chapter Eleven


Now was the time for the mystery of the trade between the Indigo Consortium and the K’Rang to be solved. Kelly and Timmons were called to building 603 again a week later. They were met at the security desk by LTJG Taylor and escorted to the fourth floor. As they got off the elevator, they turned to the right and went through a set of double doors with a cypher lock.
“Welcome to Fleet Intel,” said a Fleet Commander, “I’m CMDR Will Johnson. Come with me please. LTJG Taylor, we’ll call for you when were done.” LTJG Taylor left and CMDR Johnson took them into a small briefing room.
“Captain Timmons, we want you to trail one of the Indigo Consortium freighters when it makes its next run. The Manchu Warrior will be leaving Secundus on the 15th of this month. That gives you a few days for some modifications and four days to get there. We want you to trail the Manchu Warrior such that they never know you are there. We also want you to trail them so that anyone else trailing them doesn’t know you are there, either.”
Timmons asked, “Is there anything about this situation that you want to tell me, Commander? Following a freighter doesn’t require much from me and my crew. What else is going that on I should know about?”
“Relax, Captain, I didn’t bring you here just to tell you what could have been put in a one page deployment order. We have more information to give you. You are not to share it with your crew. Only the two of you can know of this information until you are on your second day of patrol.”
He fixed them both with a withering stare. “Do you understand?”
They both nodded their understanding.
“Alright, members of the Indigo Consortium board of directors have been conspiring for some time with the K’Rang. As you stumbled onto, the voyages of the consortium’s freighters have been the method they have been using to transfer information in exchange for flame stones.”
“Mr. Delphant‘s death was in retaliation for the loss of the data you intercepted. We have been able finally to break the cypher on the information you brought us. It appears that there is a great deal more information there beyond just the technical information on the Blakes’ inventions.”
“The consortium has been selling inside information on fleet deployments, composition, personalities, weapons developments, and other details. We think we have a solid lead on the source of the leaks. We also know that he needs to deliver one more block of data to a K’Rang courier. The K’Rang used Delphant’s death to convince this individual they were serious. We will close the noose on that individual shortly after you move out on patrol.”
“We expect the Manchu Warrior to make a rendezvous with a K’Rang ship carrying their courier to receive the last data block. They will probably do it like the way you saw and interfered with, or they may not. Either way, we expect an exchange to be made on the next run of the Manchu Warrior. We will have Fleet Intel teams on the ground at all of their port calls. They will take care of the courier if the exchange happens on the ground. You are to take care of it if it happens in space or if the courier slips by our cordon.”
“Your mission is to capture the K’Rang courier alive, with the data. You are not to interfere with the information exchange this time. It is imperative, however, that you take the courier alive and return him here. To that end, we will be sending you out with a special device in your weapons bay. It will be an electromagnetic pulse, or EMP, weapon. It's designed to fire a very precise EMP charge, thereby frying any circuitry in its path. The beam is very focused, so that none of your circuits will be harmed. You will use it to disable the ship carrying the K’Rang courier. It won’t hurt the crystal data storage devices the K’Rang use, so the data will be safe. We will install a retractable assault docking collar in the rear of your weapons bay in the space dock. A boarding party will use it in breaching the courier’s ship’s hull.”
Timmons was just about to speak, when CMDR Johnson continued.
“You will embark a Marine platoon to act as your boarding party. They will be equipped with lethal and non-lethal weaponry to quickly subdue any forces on board the courier’s ship and snatch the courier. The platoon leader has been handpicked for this mission, as have the platoon members. They've been training for over a month.”
“You'll get meet the platoon tomorrow. We'll shuttle you to Gagarin, to the Marine Special Operations Training Center, and introduce you. We have a special demonstration set up for you to show the effectiveness of our techniques. It's important that you have faith in the abilities of your boarding party.”
“Captain, do you have any questions?”
LCDR Timmons said, “Sir, the Vigilant is not that big a ship. We don’t have a brig. How many prisoners do you expect we’ll have to haul back here? How far away do you anticipate we will be when we grab them?”
“Well, Captain, it could be as few as one and as many as five or more. You could be ten or more days away.”
Well, conditions will be pretty austere, but we can handle that. Do I have to wait until I’m in space dock to modify a space as a brig, or can I start now? If I have my crew work on it now, it can be ready before we lift off.”
Commander Johnson mulled that over for a few seconds and said, “You can have your crew start now, but don’t tell them what it is for. Tell them you will be picking up some prisoners and bringing them back for court martial.”
Timmons nodded his assent and asked. “Kelly, how about you? Any questions or concerns?”
“No, sir. I might have some when I see the demonstration tomorrow, but nothing at this time.”
CMDR Johnson said, “Good, then I’ll call LTJG Taylor to escort you out of the building.”
LTJG Taylor met them at the double doors and led them down the elevator and out of the building. They walked in silence to a waiting shuttle and rode back to the Vigilant.
When they reached the Vigilant, LCDR Timmons ordered Chief Watson to start fabricating a brig to hold up to six prisoners in the port stores bay. He told him that they would be picking up the prisoners to bring them back for court martial. He told him to make up a fully enclosed separate space to lock up one of the prisoners that would be testifying against the others. He told the chief that the prisoners were politically sensitive and to limit information to the absolute minimum. When Chief Watson started to ask a question, LCDR Timmons just told him firmly to follow his orders. Chief Watson was an old school chief. He said “Aye aye,” and carried out the order without further question.
Timmons motioned Kelly into his ready room.
“I’ll hold off on telling the Chief that we'll have about thirty guests on board, in addition to the prisoners, until we get up to space dock. We’ll just open up the starboard stores bay and install bunks. You'll have to bunk with the lieutenant. Pull down the overhead bunk in your cabin for him. We’ll put the senior NCOs in with the chiefs. The rest will go into the stores bay. Stack them three high. Better lay on some extra rations.”
“Aye Aye, sir. I think we are okay on rations. We still have about a month and a half’s worth of rations in the stasis lockers from our last patrol.”
“Okay, lay on two weeks’ more rations to give us a full two months worth. Don’t get anything fancy. We’ll feed this to the prisoners. Read up on what the K’Rang eat.”
Kelly excused himself, went back to his quarters, and researched K’Rang dietary needs. He was not surprised to find their preferred diet was proteins, mainly fish and meats, raw or cooked. Vegetables were only a minor part of their diet. He laid on two weeks worth of some of the poorer cuts of meat and fish for the prisoners and arranged to receive them in space dock.
When Kelly finished the requisitions, he looked up at the clock, realized how late it was, and turned in. The trip to Gagarin was the next day.
The next morning, Kelly got up early and went off to breakfast. Kelly joined the captain, and they ate quietly together. LCDR Timmons read the news on his pocket terminal during the meal and didn’t say much. Kelly shared his mood and did the same. Wisely, none of the Vigilant crew that entered the mess hall came over to sit with or near them.
At 0900, Timmons and Kelly rode over to the Shuttle Detachment. When they checked in, they were led out to the ramp and escorted to the new S-660. Tammy met them at the top of the ramp and welcomed them aboard.
“Commander, welcome aboard the maiden flight of the City of San Francisco. Please follow me. You are my senior passengers today, so you can sit anywhere you please. I’m very proud of my new ship. If you would like a tour of the cockpit, we have a few minutes before the rest of the passengers arrive. I expect clearance from the tower shortly.”
LCDR Timmons turned down her invitation, but he waved Kelly forward and took a seat. Kelly followed Tammy into the cockpit and was impressed. The S-660 was fairly robust for a planetary shuttle. In addition to the normal instrumentation for an atmospheric shuttle, he saw exoatmospheric instrumentation. With the transporter rings in the Antares and Tau Ceti systems, this S-660 had an interplanetary, interstellar capability.
“This is nice, Tammy. It’s a lot more complex than I thought it would be. This cockpit looks like a dual position version of the F-53. I’m impressed.”
Tammy practically beamed at Kelly’s compliment. “Of course, it lacks weapons; however, it’s got everything else that a Scout has, but the FTL drive. I hear the new 700 series coming out will have an FTL drive. But with your parent’s invention, we may not need to have FTL in the future.”
“You may be right, but I think the military will still need FTL to cover the areas that won’t be served by rings.”
Tammy’s co-pilot entered the cockpit and told her that all the passengers were onboard.
“Kelly, meet Ensign Jim Stevens, my co-pilot. You’ll have to go back and take a seat now. I’ve got a ship to fly.”
Kelly rolled his eyes, shook Ensign Stevens’ hand, said, “Aye aye, Captain,” and went back to join his captain. He settled into a seat, buckled up, broke out his pocket terminal, and caught up on messages.
He was absorbed with his messages during lift off and climb into space. He completely missed Tammy’s announcement as they came into orbit. It wasn’t until she announced that shortly they would be docking at space dock that he even looked out the window. He noticed a frigate on one of the external docking arms.
“Hey, Captain, did you know there was a frigate up here? It looks like the Tenacious.”
LCDR Timmons leaned over to look out his window. “Yeah, that does look like the Tenacious. I wonder why they're hanging around. When the Bolivar Battle Group came through here last week, they must have broken something. Why don’t you see if there is anything in the reports?”
Kelly keyed up his terminal and saw the yard report of a blown FTL engine. It was waiting for parts that were due in this week. He wondered why they didn’t just head through the ring to the better equipped yard at Gagarin.
Kelly watched as Tammy made a perfect approach to the docking arm. She came to a complete stop next to the arm, applied side thrusters, and made a bumpless connection to the docking flange. Kelly was impressed.
In the cockpit, Ensign Stevens looked over at Tammy and said, “Your friend should have been impressed with that one. I think that was your best docking ever.”
She grinned and said, “I had to. I wasn’t about to give him anything to kid me over. You get to do it on the way back. I hope you’re up to it.”
The transfer of personnel and equipment onto and off of the space dock went smoothly, and in under 30 minutes they were on their way. Kelly watched as the space dock receded and the transporter ring came into sight. He felt Tammy line up with the ring and increase speed. The ship went through the ring and Kelly felt the familiar cold and blackness, but with the increased speed, it went by much faster than during the initial tests, just a few weeks ago.
He looked out as they came into orbit around the planet, Gagarin. Kelly felt the thrusters fire and the shuttle orient into re-entry attitude. Ships no longer burned into the atmosphere as in olden times. Modern engines gave the ships the ability to make a controlled spiral into the atmosphere. Heat shields were no longer a part of modern ship construction.
They landed at the military spaceport and Kelly and Timmons left the ship behind a Fleet Commander that had gotten on at the Antares space dock. A marine captain met them at the bottom of the ramp and escorted them to a hover vehicle.
“Commander, I am Captain Roger Starr. I’m an instructor at the Marine Special Operations Academy. I’ll be your escort. It will take about thirty minutes to get to the academy. Relax, gentlemen, while I get us going.”
The captain, actually equal in rank to Kelly, moved forward to sit next to the pilot and the shuttle lifted off. It quickly achieved altitude and sped off to the west. Kelly sat back and spent the time working though more of his messages. By the time he finished, they were maneuvering into a parking space near a large warehouse-like building. A group of marine officers were standing waiting for them as they debarked. The senior individual was a marine full colonel. Two majors and a Fleet commander accompanied him. Kelly and Timmons walked over to the colonel and saluted. His nameplate said Kumar.
“Sir, I’m LCDR Timmons. This is my exec, LT Blake.”
The salute was returned. The colonel reached over to shake Timmon’s hand and said, “I’m Rashid Kumar. Welcome to the Marine Special Operations Academy. I believe you know a nephew of mine.”
LCDR Timmons smiled. “You must mean Rajna, sir. Doc is my Corpsman and a damn fine one at that.”
“Rajna is my little sister’s boy. She always wanted him to be a doctor. I’m glad to hear he’s doing well. Now let me make some introductions and we’ll go inside. Commander Stew Thompson here is from Fleet Intel. He’s here to handle security for us while we’re training for this mission. These two are Majors Jones and Valicelli. Jones is my operations officer. Valicelli is my senior tactics instructor. You’ve already met Captain Starr. Let’s go inside.”
They walked into the building, up some stairs, down a corridor, and came into a room with a set of stepped theater seats facing a curtain-covered wall.
The Colonel motioned LCDR Timmons and Kelly over to sit next to him. Captain Starr sat on Kelly’s other side. The others took seats in the row behind them.
The Colonel turned in his seat, “Stew, set the stage for us.”
The Intel Commander started. “Ed, the ship you shot up in the Scutum sector is a fairly common, inconspicuous K’Rang interstellar freighter. It’s fast, armed, and innocuous looking. We’ve found similar ships in the vicinity every time an Indigo Consortium freighter made a suspicious visit to planetary systems close to the frontier. We expect this is what you will encounter on your mission.”
Colonel Kumar said, “Ed, we’ve built a scale model of the K’Rang ship and have been training our platoon to assault this ship. We also have several other common ship models we’ve been training on, but we have concentrated on this model.”
Colonel Kumar motioned to a Marine in the back of the room and the lights dimmed. The curtains parted to reveal a long window overlooking a mockup of the K’Rang light freighter in a large room. The model hung suspended in the air above the floor and Kelly suspected that the room was an anti-gravity chamber.
Col Kumar motioned again and the far window panels turned into large monitors. The video appeared to be night vision view from a helmet cam. The view was of a group of people in a small space. Kelly assumed it was the inside of an assault pod. As he looked out into the room, he saw an object move up behind the ship model. It was obviously a mock up of an assault pod and docking collar. The lights went off in the ship. The pod and docking collar came up on the port side.
Colonel Kumar said, “Captain, at this point you have just employed the EMP device and all unshielded components in the K’Rang ship have just been fried. You will move against the K’Rang ship and the assault collar will extend to lock with the hull. Explosive cutting charges will open a gap into the hull and the assault party will move into the ship, disabling all personnel on board. Because we won’t be able to separate out the courier, we have worked out the procedures to capture all occupants. Major Valicelli, would you take it from here?”
“The key to taking the ship will be getting the assault party into the ship as soon as possible after the EMP hits them. We need to hit them while they are confused and spread apart in the ship. If they get organized or band together, it will be more difficult and our chances of capturing them all alive will be reduced.”
The Colonel said, “Ed, you’ll need to have your best helmsman at the controls for this. You’ll need to come in fast, employ the EMP, and come up on the port side, just above the winglets there, to line up with the best spot for breaching the hull. It will be tight, but our simulations show it won’t be that hard. The simulator at Antares Base will be announced as down for maintenance for a few days so your helmsmen can practice.”
Timmons looked at Kelly and said, “Kelly, that will be your task. Pick our best helmsman and train them to the task.”
“Aye aye, Captain. Our best helmsman is Petty Officer Samson. She’s not the flashiest, but she is the most consistent.”
“Excellent, work with her in the simulator. Colonel, I think we’ve got the approach and docking covered.”
“Good, now if you will watch the monitors. We have cameras in the ship and on the platoon leader.”
The monitor on the inside camera showed five persons in various locations in the ship. The lights were out and the camera's night vision features were operating, giving the scene a green tint.
A circle on the port side interior glowed white hot then turned to vapor. The light was so bright it momentarily blanked out the cameras. The Marines rushed into the cabin and all five persons fell to the deck, stunned by disabling energy charges. The Marines expertly secured the five individuals and moved them out of the ship into the assault pod. The assault collar was disconnected and the loose contents of the cabin flew out of the hole into the notional space.
At this point the assault pod moved away, the lights in the chamber came up, and the Marines disembarked from the assault pod.
“The colonel said, “What do you think, Captain?”
“Well, Colonel, it’s quite impressive. I noticed that the occupants of the ship made no attempt to fight back. What happens if they aren’t so cooperative?”
A voice from the back of the room said calmly, “We don’t require their cooperation. They're coming with us, no matter what they do.”
Col Kumar motioned the woman in the assault suit to come over and join them.
“Gentlemen, allow me to introduce 1LT Mary Chen.”
Kelly swallowed hard. 1LT Chen was gorgeous. She stood about 5’7” and filled out her assault coveralls very well. LCDR Timmons looked over at him with a bemused look on his face. Kelly looked back and just shrugged his shoulders.
The Colonel said, “1LT Chen is one of our best special operators. I can’t give you any details, but this won’t be her first boarding party action.”
1LT Chen said, “Gentlemen, I am very good at this type of action. My platoon are all hand-picked and volunteers. I've worked with almost all of them before.”
Timmons said, “1LT Chen, I wasn’t questioning your competence. I only wanted to know what you would do if the K’Rang decided to put up a fight.”
“Sir, I and my platoon have trained against every possibility. It makes no difference if the K’Rang resist or not. In fact, if they do it makes our job that much easier. If they resist, we stun them all and bring them back onto your ship. I assure you that if you employ the EMP weapon and quickly move the assault pod into place, we will snatch the courier onto your ship.”
Timmons and Kelly returned to the spaceport to catch the return flight to Armstrong. 1LT Chen and her platoon would join them at Antares Station in a week’s time. Tammy met them at the top of the ramp and talked to them while the other passengers boarded. Being the senior passengers they boarded last and were off. They both quickly fell asleep and woke up only when wheels touched down on Antares Base. Upon debarking, they realized it was past closing time for the messhall and they hadn’t eaten. They retired to the Officer’s Club and had dinner in the main dining room. They ordered quickly and sipped on their wine while waiting for their meal.
“Kelly, I know you are going to be sharing your cabin with 1LT Chen, but I wouldn’t recommend making a move on this one. She could probably put you in sick bay real easy.”
Kelly shook his head. “I knew that was what you were smiling about after she walked into the conference room.”
The captain was still chuckling when their salads were delivered. They launched into their meals and conversation dried up. They finished up and made their way back to the Vigilant, checked on the ship and crew and turned in for the night.
The next few days went by quickly. Kelly spent most of it in the simulator with Chief Blankenship, running the helmsmen through their paces. Petty Officer Samson was clearly the most consistent, but Kelly trained all of them on the task. By the end of the week, only seconds separated the best from the worst. They were as ready as Kelly and Chief B could make them.
At the end of the week, the ship was loaded and ready for patrol. They lifted off from Antares Base on a dreary, rainy day and quickly punched up through the clouds into the sunlight. They were docking at the station within the hour and were met at the airlock by Captain Hasselrode.
“Ed, Kelly, come on. The admiral wants to see you while the yard is fitting the two modules.”
Kelly and Timmons followed Hasselrode through the ever more familiar inner corridors to the admiral’s office in space.
Captain Hasselrode had them wait while he went in first. In a few seconds, he opened the door and motioned them in. 1LT Chen and her Platoon Sergeant, Gunny Smith, were already there.
The admiral motioned them into chairs. “Glad you're all here now. You’ve all been briefed and trained and ready to go. I just want to impress on you how important your mission is. The K’Rang are up to something. We need to know what it is. The information this courier is supposed to be carrying should let us know what that is. Close the trap quickly. The courier must not be allowed to destroy what he is carrying. Be quick, be accurate, and leave no evidence behind. It is critical that you leave very little trace of the K’Rang ship behind. 1LT Chen, make sure the antimatter explosive charges are set before you break loose.”
“Aye aye, sir. We’ll get it done.”
They left the admiral’s office to return to the Vigilant. On the way they learned that 1LT Chen was in her third year in the Corps and recently returned from a two-year combat tour with the 1st Assault Landing Group. She had been the Midshipman Captain at the Fleet Academy. Her father had been a career Marine NCO and won the Galactic Medal of Honor at the Battle of Taurus, posthumously. Mary Chen was impressive.
They went on board the Vigilant. Gunny Smith and Chief Watson took off to billet the platoon. Kelly took 1LT Chen to show her where she’d bed down.
Kelly grabbed one of her bags and told her to follow him into his cabin. “Come on in. That’s your bunk up there. There is stowage here in this cabinet and in the fold down bunk. If you’re shy, privacy won’t be an issue. I’m supposed to be on watch every other six hours. My watches usually go on for longer than that. You’ll have all the privacy you’ll need whenever I’m on watch.”
“That won’t be a problem for me, sir. In two years in the 1st ALG I got over any notions of modesty.”
“Great, when I’m not on watch, I sleep. Don’t make a lot of noise and we’ll get along fine. I’ll let Wanda know to set you up on the terminal.”
“Who is Wanda?”
Kelly said, “Introduce yourself, Wanda.”
“Hello, 1LT Chen, welcome to the Vigilant.”
1LT Chen’s eyes went wide followed by a big smile. “Great, you have your own AI. How are you, Wanda?”
“I am fine, Lieutenant. I have already set up a partition for your files. Do you have any information you would like me to retrieve for you? You’d best do it now. We don’t have connectivity once we leave port, like the bigger Fleet ships do.”
“No, thank you, Wanda, not at this time. I have a data pod in my bag. I’ll upload it once I unpack.”
Kelly looked at 1LT Chen, “I have things to do before we depart. I’ll leave you to unpack and get settled. The head is in there. If you need a shower, I’ll be busy for the next hour. I’ll want to answer some messages before we leave, so I’ll be back in an hour to do that. Until then, the cabin’s all yours. No one will disturb you.”
“I’ll go check how my platoon is settling in first.”
Kelly left to get coffee in the galley before walking around for his pre-departure checks. He started in the bridge and worked his way astern. The bridge crew was going over navigation data with Chief Watson and conducting diagnostics on the main systems. The captain was in his cabin. Some of the senior NCOs from the assault platoon were getting settled in with the chiefs. The galley was working up the evening meal. They would eat before departure. Half the crew and half the platoon would eat in the first sitting, the other two halves in the second.
Kelly checked the two storage bays. The port storage bay had a large cell constructed of metal bars and a small cell. The large cell could hold up to ten, the smaller was enclosed and soundproofed, just large enough for a good-sized man or a medium-sized K’Rang. They would do.
The Starboard bay was packed with 23 marines and two corpsmen. Petty Officer Kumar was in the middle of them, swapping war stories. 1LT Chen was inspecting to make sure her people had gotten settled in. Kelly motioned Kumar to come on out to let them get sorted out. There would be time enough for acquaintances later. 1LT Chen looked up, saw Kelly motion Kumar out, and gave Kelly a look like “corpsmen will be corpsmen.”
Kelly continued his inspection. Sensors were squared away as usual. He checked to see that the new EMP control panel was installed properly and functioning. Chief B was there to inform him that she had checked it out personally and it was operating nominally. It couldn’t be tested in space dock, but all indicators were green. They’d never know it would work until they fired it for real. Kelly tried to imagine how they would accomplish this mission if it was a dud.
The departure was routine and uneventful. The Marines settled in quickly and got into the rhythm of a ship on patrol. They had all spent time on Fleet ships and they knew enough to stay out from under foot. The captain gave them the port storage bay, not devoted to cells, as workout space.
Kelly stopped in during one of his walks around on watch. LT Chen was engaging in what looked like Tai Chi on steroids. Many of her movements were a blur followed by absolute stillness. It was beautiful to watch. She was wearing a thin black tank top and some very short, form-fitting black shorts. It was definitely not regulation. Her outfit left little to the imagination. He could only imagine its effect on her platoon, both the male and female members. Mary Chen was quite a woman. She was definitely testing his professionalism.
“How’s it going, LT Chen?”
She stopped her routine and picked up a towel to wipe her face.
“My people are ready, sir, almost too ready. How long do you think it will be before we meet up with the courier’s ship?”
Kelly walked over to the cell and tested the bars. It gave him something to look at other than Mary Chen.
“We will be near Secundus in another two days. Then it’s up to the Manchu Warrior and the K’Rang courier. If he shows up in the area we’ll know it.”
“Good. I hate waiting.”
Two days later, they entered the Fomalhaut system. They parked the Vigilant in the system’s asteroid belt and monitored for the Manchu Warrior’s movement out of Secundus. They waited two days, watching traffic into and out of the system. They checked the registry and background of every ship moving in the system. No ship appeared in any way to be other than what they were supposed to be. None were engaging in any unusual behavior. If there was K’Rang surveillance in anticipation of the Manchu Warrior’s departure, it was very low key.
The next day, during the second day watch, the Manchu Warrior left Secundus. A large slow ore carrier was no match for the Vigilant. The Vigilant stayed among the asteroids for an hour after it left, scanning. When they found nothing out of the ordinary, the captain put the Vigilant on a parallel course to place them ahead and 300,000 km to starboard of the Manchu Warrior’s path. It wasn’t hard to follow someone when you were faster and knew where they were going. The captain’s plan was to stay well within the Vigilant’s sensor range of the Manchu Warrior, but outside of any one else’s.
They shadowed the Manchu Warrior, uneventfully, for three days, until it made its first port call at Donaldson in the Altair system. It transferred a load of magnesium to the Crabtree Smelter. It picked up a load of silver ore and moved on to the next stop, Tarsus, in the 6822 system. This time, the Vigilant moved out ahead of the Manchu Warrior and maintained a 300,000 km spacing below it all the way into the 6822 system.
The Manchu Warrior dropped its load of silver ore at the smelter on the Indigo Consortium’s asteroid in the system’s asteroid belt. It picked up a load of processed silver and moved on.
This time the Vigilant followed 300,000 km behind the Manchu Warrior. Once again, nothing out of the ordinary happened. The ship stopped in at York Station above the ice planet York. It dropped off a pod of water to replenish the station’s supply, stayed for two days shore leave, then left without taking on any cargo.
The next port of call was Refugio in the 6633 star cluster in the Serpens Cauda Constellation. It had large platinum deposits and a smelter, so the cargo was predictable. It was also the Manchu Warrior’s closest approach to the frontier. The Vigilant took a position 300,000 km ahead of the path of its quarry and preceded it into the Refugio system.
The star charts of the constellation and cluster showed the area between Refugio and the frontier to be barren space. If this was where the meet was to take place, there would be no convenient asteroids to hide behind. The Vigilant would have to hide in the star cluster and find something there to use as a vantage point. Kelly put Wanda to work searching the charts.
The captain called Kelly, Chief Watson, and LT Chen into his ready room.
“Okay, I think it’s almost show time. LT Chen, if you have any last minute preparations, you should take care of that in the next two days. Chief, get the crew ready for combat. We may not have as easy a time as last time. Kelly, check out the EMP device. If we get jumped out there I want to be able to employ it if necessary. Get with Chief B. Make sure her people are on their toes. We don’t want any surprises. If anyone can find us something to hide near, behind, or under, between this planet and the frontier, I would be most grateful.”
“I’ve got Wanda working on it, sir. Nothing shows up in the star charts. Maybe we’ll get lucky with some transient cosmic body moving through the area. I don’t know if this system has a Kuiper Belt like Earth’s solar system.”
“Yes, that would be helpful. A bunch of Pluto-sized ice planets or comets would be useful. That’s all.”
Chief Watson stayed behind. Kelly and LT Chen left. Kelly returned to the bridge, saw Chief Billings sitting in the starboard bridge command seat. He looked at his watch, realized he had been off watch for two hours and was very tired. He went back to see if Chief B was up. She was.
“Chief B, start running a diagnostic on the EMP device every watch. I’m going to get some sleep. When I wake up again, I’m going to check all the wiring from the device to the control box and everywhere else it is connected. The captain wants to be damn sure it will work when we need it. We may need to fire it more than once if we get into a scrap.”
“Aye aye, sir. I’ll put it in the watch log. If you don’t mind the company, I’ll run the wiring with you.”
“Sure Chief, see you in about six hours.”
Kelly went back to his quarters. He had lost track of when LT Chen was on and off watch, so he went in as quietly as he could. They had managed to miss each other so far in the patrol.
She was in. She was asleep and snoring slightly. She was also naked, at least from the waist up. The blanket covered the rest of her. He stripped down to his skivvies and crawled into his bunk. He’d shower when he got up. In a few minutes he was asleep and dreaming about LT Chen.
Six hours later he awoke, rested and ready for a shower. LT Chen was gone and her bunk was folded up into the bulkhead. He stripped down, took a quick shower and checked with Wanda to see how her search was coming.
“Kelly, I’ve found no asteroids or other debris out in the area between the cluster and the frontier, but I may have found something that will be useful. There are the remnants of an old supernova in the area. One or more of the gas tendrils may serve your need. I’ll put them on the screen for you.”
“One of them is across the frontier, it’s the largest. The second largest is almost perfectly positioned for your need. The third is here about to enter the cluster. A fourth is approximately 100,000 km off toward the Hercules Constellation, to port of our current course. It is near the frontier.”
“Thank you Wanda, make this information available on all the command group terminals and message it to the captain.”
Kelly left his cabin and went onto the bridge for the start of his watch. He relieved Chief Watson after hearing that there were no indications of anything unusual along their path or near the Manchu Warrior behind them. He checked the sensor feed on the path ahead and astern of them, 300,000 km to where the Manchu Warrior was poking along. Nothing, good, now to trace the wiring.
He turned the conn over to the senior petty Officer in the bridge watch and proceeded astern. He met Chief B in Sensors and they ran a diagnostic on the EMP device. All indicators came up green. Kelly crawled under the instrument console with a flashlight and started to trace every circuit into and out of the controller. Chief B joined him with the schematic on her pocket terminal. When Kelly had to pull himself into a cramped space to follow the wiring, Chief B took the flashlight and crawled up on Kelly to position it on where the wiring went through a grommet in the bulkhead. Having an attractive well-built woman lying on top of him would have been pleasant under other circumstances, but here it was just awkward.
Chief B looked down at him and said, “Promise me you’ll respect me in the morning, sir,” and burst out laughing.
Kelly just shook his head as they disentangled and crawled out of the console.
If there was any tension in the situation, it was gone now. Kelly moved around the bulkhead and followed the fire control wiring as it snaked down the side of the ship. They traced it until it moved upward into a wide cable conduit leading into the dorsal weapons bay. Kelly stuck his head up into the conduit, but his shoulders were too broad to fit. He could see about a foot of the wiring to where the conduit made a turn and he lost it.
“Chief, can you fit in here to see where the wiring goes?”
Chief Blankenship lifted herself up into the raceway and could see about three feet further. She dropped down out of the conduit and said, “I hope you aren’t too easily shocked, sir.”
At that, she unzipped her coveralls and stripped them off. She stood there for a heartbeat wearing only her boots, socks, panties, and a sheer tank top. In his peripheral vision he could see she was spectacular. Kelly had the good sense to look her straight in the eyes.
“Sir, if you boost me up there, I’ll follow the wiring up and meet you in the weapons bay. Take my coveralls with you, please. I’m not bashful, as you can see, but it wouldn’t be good for me to walk back here in my skivvies. It would make a bad impression on the younger members of the crew, much less the Marines.”
Kelly boosted her up into the conduit and watched as her very nice derriere and legs slid up and around the turn. He went back to the ladder leading to the weapons bay with her coveralls over his shoulder. He climbed up, opened the hatch and lifted himself into the bay. He found the light switch and went over to open the hatch on the conduit.
He saw a light shining in the conduit and called out, “Chief, are you okay in there?”
She chuckled slightly, “I’m fine sir, I just got snagged on a wire bundle tie. I’ll be there in a second. So far so good. No splices, nicks, or strains on the wiring.”
Kelly backed up as she got closer.
When she was almost to the hatch she called out, “Sir, you might want to set my coveralls down and turn around.”
“Why? What happened?”
“Well sir, I snagged my skivvies on the way here and I’m sort of out of uniform, if you get my drift.”
“Oh,” Kelly said, “Your coveralls are by the hatch. I’ll be following the wiring to the EMP device.”
Kelly set her coveralls next to the hatch and followed the wiring to where it went into the rear of the device.
A few seconds later Chief B came up behind him with a twinkle in her eyes. “Sorry about that, sir. Now aren’t you glad you brought my coveralls with you? Damn wire bundle tie reached out and almost ripped my shorts in half before I even knew what happened. I got a hell of a scrape on my right hip. I’ll let Doc look at it when we are done here. He’ll get a thrill out of that. Some of those new plastic compounds can cause a nasty allergic reaction if they break the skin.”
“Thanks, Chief. I ran a self diagnostic on the device from here and got the same reading as from the console. Let’s go run the power wiring from the console into engineering and you can get your hip tended to.”
Kelly sealed the conduit hatch, let Chief B go down the personnel hatch into the ship first, turned out the lights, and followed, sealing the hatch behind.
The power wiring into engineering also was run properly with no nicks, wears, splices, or strains. The space dock yard crew had done a very good job.
Kelly thanked Chief B, saw her off to see Doc, and went back to the bridge. Cookie had just finished baking, so he grabbed some cookies to take to the bridge crew.
He took the report from the senior petty officer as he reassumed the conn. Nothing out of the ordinary on sensors and the ship was performing normally.
The captain stuck his head out of his cabin and motioned for Kelly to come in.
“Kelly, I like this largest tendril as a hiding place and I think we need to get there sooner than our current pace will allow. This smaller one between the system and the frontier is too exposed and too obvious. I’m concerned that a K’Rang scout or a sensor pod may be out there watching the meeting point and see us when we move in to monitor the rendezvous.”
“I’m not worried about violating K’Rang space. My orders allow me to go anywhere I need to successfully intercept this courier.”
“I’m, therefore, going to take us to max speed, make a wide loop around the star cluster, cross the frontier here where this other tendril is up against it, and slip into the gas cloud around this largest tendril from the K’Rang side. With our sensitive sensors, we should be able to spot any K’Rang ships or scouts before they can spot us. Here’s the new course. Execute.”
Kelly went back out onto the bridge, forwarded the new course and speed to the helm and navigator. While they entered the new instructions, he told Sensors to go into a maximum 360 degree scan and report all contacts.
As the Vigilant sped off on its new course, Sensors started calling out all targets within a half million kilometer bubble around the ship. All were initially shown as yellow on the screens until they were determined to be friendly, blue, a threat, red, or not a threat, green. There were no red symbols. The Manchu Warrior, now falling quickly behind, was alone in the depth of the dark space between systems. No ships were near them or on a path to intercept.
Kelly focused on the edge of the bubble between the system and the frontier. He saw no ships or objects between the frontier or within 100,000 km. He switched to star charts and scanned for the nearest K’Rang habitable planets. None of the other stars in the cluster on the K’Rang or GR side had habitable planets. Most of the stars were proplyds, a sun with a protoplanetary disk, billions of years away from having life-supporting planets. He searched as far into K’Rang territory as his incomplete chart went, and the nearest habitable planet was more than a week away at max speed.
They approached the tendril near the frontier and slowed slightly. Kelly felt someone looking over his shoulder, turned, and saw the captain looking at his display.
“Damn, it’s quiet out here, Kelly. Let’s put a move on and get settled into the dust cloud Wanda found for us. Call us to battle stations and bring the ship through the frontier.”
The klaxon sounded and the crew smoothly moved into their battle stations. Marine squads positioned themselves equidistant along the center corridor. LT Chen and Gunny Smith stood at parade rest behind the bridge command positions, fully armed.
Kelly brought them as far into the supernova’s tendril as he dared. They were quickly through the frontier and without any reaction from the K’Rang sensor buoys or mines. Kelly increased speed to max as they cleared and then cut power to the engines, allowing them to coast and get maximum sensor sensitivity. Sensors still reported no contacts in K’Rang space.
Kelly brought the ship back up to full speed and completed the fishhook movement to bring them into the back side of the large tendril. They moved into the dust cloud this time and picked their way through the tumbling rubble and gases to the top, to drop off a remote sensor pod. They then moved down to settle underneath the gas cloud. They moved to just far enough out for their ship’s sensors to have a full view behind into K’Rang space, below, around, and ahead. With the remote sensor pod above them, they had full coverage.
They waited. When two hours had passed and there was nothing on the sensors around or approaching them, the captain released battle stations. Kelly recommended, and LCDR Timmons agreed, to keeping the two lower turrets manned at all times.
They settled in and waited. Kelly realized he hadn’t eaten. He made a run back to the galley for a couple of sandwiches, a glass of milk, and some cookies. He sat down and was joined a moment later by LT Chen.
“So, sir, when do you think we’ll know anything?”
“I don’t know. The Manchu Warrior is a day and a half away. They’ll be in port for two or more days to offload their cargo of platinum ore and pick up a load of ingots. The Refugio cargo station is pretty primitive. It could take a while. Meanwhile, we wait and we watch. It’s up to the K’Rang now.”
They didn’t watch for too long. Eight hours later Sensors spotted a large K’Rang ship coming in at power three. They assessed this might be the FTL-capable ship bringing in the courier’s ship. It moved to within 200,000 km of the Vigilant’s position and stopped. Two K’Rang Scout ships and a heavy attack fighter launched from the ship and fanned out, moving toward the gas cloud hiding the Vigilant. The captain ordered the ship closer to the charged cloud. They settled into a pea soup thick area, several times larger than the Vigilant, with vapors gassing around its edges. Vigilant vanished in this fog.
The three ships passed the cloud and the Vigilant by. The attack fighter set up forward of the cloud's leading edge, facing the frontier, and the other two fanned out to the sides. The captain let them get out of range and dropped the Vigilant back down to give the sensors full field of view. The K’Rang ship ahead could not scan through the charged gas field, so they were safe from him. The larger K’Rang ship behind them just sat and waited. The two outlying scout ships moved out to 100,000 km on either side and waited.
Twenty-two hours later, Sensors picked up the Manchu Warrior coming into the 6633 system. They slowed to below FTL and moved through the outer planets toward Refugio. No shuttle craft left the Manchu Warrior as before. The ship docked in the cargo station and offloaded its cargo.


The Vigilant waited and watched for two days. No shuttle left the Manchu Warrior. The K’Rang ships stayed in their positions. No courier ship left the large FTL-capable ship behind them. The captain was starting to get antsy.
“Kelly, I’m beginning to feel we are on a wild goose chase. I’m just a little concerned that we are out here now, in K’Rang space, with a K’Rang heavy fighter within spitting distance, two scouts flanking us, and that big guy behind us, with Lord knows what in his cargo bays yet to fly out. I’m not feeling real comfortable at the moment. I wonder if the exchange is taking place down on Refugio. I hope those Fleet Intel operatives know what they are doing.”

The exchange had indeed taken place, not on Refugio’s surface, but in the cargo station. Two burly longshoremen in full exposure suits and thruster packs had left the cargo handling level for the aft cargo bay of the Manchu Warrior. They expertly floated up to airlock, locked themselves in and operated the mechanism. In two minutes they were at full atmosphere. The airlock’s inner door opened and two recently employed crew members of the Manchu Warrior helped the longshoremen off with their suits. As the helmets came off the feline faces of two shadow warriors came into view, the two crewmen stepped back for a second, looked at each other, shrugged and got back to helping them out of their suits. The crewmen were being handsomely paid for this task.
The K’Rang disassembled their life support packs and pulled out two large packs from inside.
The two crewmen led the warriors down deserted passages to the owner’s large cabin. The man inside waiting for the two K’Rang warriors was not the owner, but he had the owners’ every confidence. Alan Shepler, an Indigo Consortium negotiator, was also a little nervous. He had never met a K’Rang before and was not sure what to expect. He had made many other transactions of all types, legal and otherwise, for the consortium. He would manage to make this one work too. This one, though, would garner him a vice presidency.
“Come in, gentlemen. Please take seats. Make yourselves comfortable. Frank, Clyde, you can leave, but don’t go too far away. See that we are not disturbed.”
The two crewmen left the room to stand guard outside the door.
The man turned back toward his guests and saw they were still standing.
“Please be seated, gentlemen. I assure you we are quite safe and secure here. You may verify that if you brought the appropriate sensors. Would you care to join me in a drink or do you prefer nepetalactone? If so, I have the finest blend from Earth for you.”
The larger and Tabby-colored warrior threw down his pack and spoke, “We do not care to drink and no, we do not care for catnip. We are Shadow Warriors, not kittens. Let us get down to business. These pleasantries irritate me.”
The other Shadow Warrior took a step forward. The man took a slight step back, looking at the two of them, recovered, and moved over to a wooden box on the desk in the corner of the room. He opened it, took out a small cloth pouch, and carried it over to the warrior.
“I believe this is what you are here for.” He handed it to the K’Rang courier.
The K’Rang took the data storage device from the man. He inserted it into an obvious pocket terminal he pulled from a pouch on his coveralls. He checked the data on his terminal, verified it was as promised, removed the data device and inserted another small device where the data storage device had been. After a few seconds he put the pocket terminal away and the smaller device into his breast pocket. He handed the data storage device back to the human.
The Shadow Warrior spoke. “The data is as promised. Our payment is here also as promised. Make wise use of them-they are rare and increasingly hard to find. Many K’Rang died gathering this amount for you.”
As the second K’Rang laid his pack on top of the first, it was opened for inspection by the human. The senior Warrior thought how stupid these humans were to place such value on something so worthless that K’Rang children used them to skip across the water on home world. It did not matter. They now had the information they needed to push the Humans back and keep them back from the three K’Rang main worlds in what the Humans called the Scutum sector. Once the one Human world was destroyed, they would fortify the area and take back their territory. With fewer habitable worlds in the K’Rang Imperial space than in the Galactic Republic space, their few main worlds needed a buffer zone to protect them.
The larger K’Rang turned to the man, with a semblance of a smile on his face, “Please forgive my earlier rude outburst. It has been a long journey and a tense wait for us. Now that our initial business is complete, perhaps we can have that drink you promised us. And while we choose not to partake of the nepetalactone, perhaps we could have some to take back as a gift from you to our superiors.”
The Human positively beamed. “Why, of course, take as much as you want. Take all of it. Here, let me get you something to drink. Is Scotch all right? This is Real Scottish whiskey from Earth, aged 50 years. It’s the best single malt Scotch there is.”
The Human babbled on about the Scotch for hours as the two K’Rang Shadow Warriors sipped theirs and made pleasantries. If it wasn’t that they still needed him to get them on their way across the frontier, they would rip his throat out with only a flick of their claws.

Kelly had done some research on the K’Rang ships around them. The heavy attack ship was a third the size of the Vigilant. It carried guns and 12 medium anti-ship missiles. It was the greatest threat. The scouts were the medium class scout ships, not the small mosquito-looking one he’d dealt with before. They had a small caliber particle beam turret, but it was mainly for self defense, not for attack, so were no threat. The big unknown was what was still on the FTL ship behind them. If it had more fighters, things could get real dicey here on this side of the frontier.
Their best course of action would be to take out the attack ship first. It had no idea the Vigilant was there, so surprise and superior firepower was on Vigilant’s side. After taking out the apparent threat, Vigilant could deal with the scouts if they made any move. Finally, if the larger FTL ship launched something unpleasant, Vigilant would have 5-10 minutes to employ the EMP device against the courier’s ship once it showed up, board it, grab the courier, and scoot back across the frontier, blowing a hole through the mines with Vigilant’s guns.
In a few minutes, Timmons briefed him on the same plan. He did come up with a twist though; he was going to use the EMP device on the attack ship and take it out. All Vigilant had to do now was wait for the courier ship to come along.

“Shadow Warrior,” began Alan Shepler, “We will be leaving the system soon. Come with me and I will introduce you to our shuttle’s controls.”
“That is not necessary Mr. Shepler. We are both proficient in piloting this type of ship.
Shepler continued, “Well then, relax here until we are out of the system. We will parallel the frontier for a time before turning toward our next destination. You will drop off before we turn. You may take the shuttle with our compliments. Would you care for some more Scotch?”

Sensors called to the bridge that the Manchu Warrior was departing the 6633 system. Kelly brought the sensor plot of the Manchu Warrior up on his monitor. It was leaving Refugio and heading toward the frontier. It made a turn to starboard. Kelly expanded the field of view to encompass the FTL ship behind them. He expected to see the courier’s ship belch forth for the meeting. Nothing appeared.
The captain took his seat on the bridge.
“Kelly, I think we’ve been suckered. The courier’s ship should have appeared by now. We’d better get ready for our run to the border. We’ll take out this guy above us with the EMP and go out the way we came in. We’ll wait ‘til the Manchu Warrior is out of range before we scoot. That EMP burst will show up a long way on sensors.”
“Bridge, Sensors. We have a shuttle leaving the Manchu Warrior. It's heading for the frontier and directly at us.”
The captain looked up in surprise. “What the hell? What can it be meeting up with? Oh hell, it’s meeting the fighter.”
Kelly called up the schematic on the fighter. “It can’t, sir. The fighter has no docking collar or hatch. Same thing for the scouts. It must be going for the FTL ship behind us.”
The shuttle punched through the frontier without a stir from the K’Rang sensors or mines. The two scouts out on the flanks turned and headed back toward the FTL ship. The fighter above them started to pull out of the tendrils’s mists to join up with the shuttle.
The captain keyed the intercom and said, “All sections to battle stations. Prepare to employ the EMP. Marines, to your boarding stations.”
There was only a small amount of movement as most of the crew had been at or near their battle stations for two hours. Everyone was anticipating this action.
Chief Watson reported, “Sir, the Marines and all sections report ready.”
The captain said, “Helm, take us out and in pursuit of the fighter. Weapons, prepare to fire the EMP on my order, and heat up the guns. We’re about to need them. Don’t fire on the shuttle, but everything else is fair game.”
“Kelly, if the EMP doesn’t work, lock on, and kill this guy.”
Kelly switched his monitor to weapons control and sat ready.
The Vigilant jumped out of the cloud, directly under the emerging fighter. The Vigilant turned upwards and aimed squarely at the center of the fighter’s belly.
The captain keyed the intercom, “EMP device, stand by.”
The Vigilant quickly closed the distance.
“Weapons, fire the EMP.”
There was no light or sound, but the fighter above them lost engine power and stability. It started to tumble. The turret gunners targeted the missile bays and guns. The Vigilant shot through the exploding ball of fire and debris that previously had been the fighter.
The shuttle reacted to the fighter’s demise by kicking into high speed and making a beeline toward the FTL ship. It would not get there in time. With the fighter gone, there was nothing in range that could come to their aid in time. The captain ordered the helm to pursue, and the distance closed in seconds.
The EMP pulsed again and the shuttle lost propulsion and stability. The helm closed in on the shuttle, locked it in place with the tractor beam, and turned to align the assault pod with the port side of the shuttle. The dorsal weapons pod hatch opened and the pod’s docking collar extended, preparing to attach to the side of the shuttle.
A slight shock was felt as the docking collar contacted the shuttle. The captain had the tractor beam hold the shuttle in place to keep it from tumbling away. Kelly switched his monitor to LT Chen’s helmet cam feed.
As in the training simulation, the white circle flared and a section of bulkhead fell into the shuttle. Two marines with stun guns rushed into the cabin, followed by LT Chen and the rest of the assault squad. The two K’Rang occupants hit the deck immediately and were quickly bound, gagged and transported out the hole into the docking collar.
The two scout ships had turned to try and come to the aid of the shuttle, but they would be too late. At max burn they would find only empty space when they got here. The captain keyed his intercom and said, “LT Chen, place your charges, but don’t set the timers yet.”
“Kelly, how long for the scouts to get here, exact as you can get, please?”
Kelly punched a few keys on his console and answered, “Sir, they will be here in two minutes and 28 seconds.”
The captain keyed his mike again, “LT Chen, set your timers for two minutes 30 seconds from now. Let’s get moving. We’ve got company coming. Sensors, is there any movement from the FTL ship back there?”
“Not a bit, Captain. They are just sitting there. Their comms are active though.”
LT Chen came up on the intercom, “Captain, all charges set. We’re all back in the collar. We’re closed up and ready to separate on your command, sir. All personnel accounted for with no casualties.”
“LT Chen, separate now. Get your Marines and our guests back inside.”
“Helm, get us back across the frontier, full speed ahead. Close up the weapons bay hatch. Let’s go home. Kelly, go check on our guests.”
Kelly went aft to the makeshift brig in the port stores locker. Three Marines each carried the two unconscious and bound K’Rang into the cells. They didn’t know which was the courier, so they put one in the big cell and one in the smaller cell, for sorting out later. They stripped the two down to their fur and scanned them for any hidden or internal devices.
Each K’Rang had a small blade in a surgically emplaced pouch on their hips. The corpsmen removed these with ease. One K’Rang had a small electronic device in his ear. This was also removed and sent to Sensors for analysis. Small pins were found bound into their fur. A small pair of scissors removed these. Their clothes were searched and two weapons were found, along with a small data crystal and a small electronic device. All the devices were scanned for explosives, found to be clear, and sent to Sensors. When the search was completed, the K’Rang were dressed in extra large hospital pajamas, untied, and left guarded in their cells.

The two K’Rang scout ships arrived simultaneously at the site of the tumbling, lifeless shuttle craft. Five seconds later it exploded in a large fireball, consuming all three ships. The courier ship’s debris intermingled with that of the scouts ships.

Kelly rejoined the bridge crew and reported that their guests were in their quarters and resting. Chief B came up behind him with a small electronic device in her hand.
“Captain, this should make it easier for us to cross the frontier.”
“What is it, Chief B?”
“Captain, this is what the K’Rang used to cross through the frontier unmolested. I think it turns off the mines. Want to try it?”
“Well, we’re almost there and going through anyway. It can’t hurt. Sound collision. Here we go. Punch it, Chief.”
“Chief B punched the white button on the device as the Vigilant passed through the frontier. One mine that had activated and oriented on the Vigilant returned to its normal position. They were through.
The captain said, “That wasn’t so bad. Put us on course for Antares. Maintain full speed. Chief B, would you link into comms through Refugio and send the success code?”
“Aye aye, sir.”
The Manchu Warrior continued on, showing no reaction to the activity across the frontier.

Ten days later they were back at Antares Station. Surprisingly, their passengers had survived the journey. It required restraints and occasional intervention by the three corpsmen, but they made it.
The Vigilant was directed to a remote docking station in the back corner of the station. The Marines, heavily armed and in full body armor, escorted the K’Rang Shadow Warriors to the station’s special holding facility. Their interrogations would begin shortly.
1LT Chen was packing when Kelly came into his quarters.
She looked up at Kelly as he came in, smiled and said, “Sir, I know this may be out of line, but I really enjoyed working with you and sharing your cabin. You were always a complete gentleman. I only hope that there may come a time when we could meet under less formal circumstances. Perhaps I could buy you a drink someday.”
Kelly smiled, “I’d like that too, Mary. You know we are actually the same rank. Why don’t you call me Kelly from now on.”
“All right, Kelly, I’ll do that in private for now, but wait until I’m no longer attached to the Vigilant before I do that in public. We must observe the protocols. Here is something else I’ll do in private.”
She moved up against him and gave him a slow, soft kiss.
“Sorry, Kelly, but I’ve wanted to do that since I first saw you at the Marine Special Ops Academy.
Kelly straightened his uniform, although it wasn’t wrinkled, and said, “Thank you, Mary, it was my pleasure. If you're all packed, let me help you with your gear.”

Captain Hasselrode came onboard to escort Kelly and Timmons to the admiral in his station office. They were told to bring all the items taken from the K’Rang. They made their way to the familiar cypher door, went through Admiral Craddock’s outer office, knocked, and were told to enter. The admiral was at his terminal sending a message.
When he sent the message, he looked up and a broad smile came on his face. “Ed, Kelly, I’m glad you made it back safely. I just sent the identifying data on our guests to Fleet Intel. We might know who they are by morning.”
“Sit down, sit down. Make yourselves comfortable. I'm so proud of you two. You're making quite a name for yourselves and the Vigilant. Ed, I’ll need any recommendations for awards from you by the morning.”
“I’ll send them as soon as I get back, sir. 1LT Chen did a great job. She and her platoon deserve all the praise. The boarding was done superbly, under great time pressure, and was 100 % successful. She accomplished her mission in the finest tradition of the Corps.”
“Well, get me your recommendation and I’ll see what I can do. Now why don’t you get back to your ship and down to Antares Base? We’ll talk again tomorrow. Captain Hasselrode will contact you when we have the debriefings set up. 1LT Chen is released back to her command when you reach planet-side and the debriefings are done. The orders will be on your terminal when you get back to the Vigilant. Have a good trip. Oh yes, I’ll probably be sending you back out shortly. So you’d better undo all the modifications to your ship.”
Kelly and Timmons stood up, saluted, and left to return to the Vigilant and planet-side.



Chapter Twelve


Shadow Leader M’Trang was back before the Elders again.
“Esteemed Elders, although we are missing one information installment, we have all the information that we need to take out the Human settlement on G’Dranu, what they call New Alexandria. The final installment of information that was lost to Human treachery was only additional updated information that is superfluous to our requirements to wipe out the Humans.”
The senior elder with gray whiskers protruding from his face replied, “But Shadow Leader, would it not be prudent to wait until we have the latest information before launching our strike?”
“Excellence, we have a window here. The Human’s 15th Fleet has returned to Tau Ceti and disbanded. Many of the ships are due to enter the shipyard for repair and refitting. There is no force that can be brought to reinforce the Humans at New Alexandria before we have wiped them out and put our own defenses in place. When a Human force arrives in three to four weeks time, it will be too late to do anything but realize it is a situation that they cannot change. We might lose some forces to their attempts at revenge, but they will be unable to change the situation. We will have extended the frontier and provided a defensive buffer for our major systems G’Sren and K’Nol. It will remove that vulnerability. We also gain a listening post into Human space.”
Another Elder said, “Understand our concerns, Shadow Leader. The 27th Battle Group you propose to employ is our only main force in that region. Reinforcements are enroute from other regions, but will not be available to go in with them at the time you propose. They won’t arrive until several hours or days after the initial assault takes place. The assault force will be on its own. There is always a danger of our forces being destroyed in detail if we have miscalculated and the Humans are stronger than we have assumed.”
“Elders, it is crucial to strike when I have recommended. If we hit them at that precise time, we will catch them during one of their major planet-wide feasts. It is their Founders’ Day, when they celebrate the first Human colony ship’s arrival. Their military will be on maximum leave. Their defensive fighters will be participating in exhibitions, demonstrations, and flyovers. They will be unarmed, unprepared, and easy to destroy. If we wait, even a day, they will be back to full readiness and we could suffer significant losses. The 27th Battle Group is the only force available to strike during this period of Human vulnerability. We must take advantage of this opportunity. It will be another year before this will come again.”
The third Elder chimed in, “Very well, Shadow Leader, where do you plan to be during the battle?”
“Elder, I will join the 5th Battle Group. It will arrive within 12 hours of the start of the battle and will be the defensive force to hold off any Human counterattack while the 27th mops up the last of the Human resistance. I will be on the Shadow Scout Destroyer, J’Fawd. Shadow Force has put it at my disposal for this operation. I will join the 5th Battle Group as they pass here in two hours.”
“Go then, Shadow Leader. May the killing spirit of the K’Rang lead you to victory. Prepare to assume governorship of the Human world with our blessing. You have earned this honor. Try not to destroy too much of the essential infrastructure. We will need it. It is less expensive to modify the Human facilities to our needs than to build them from the ground up.”
The Shadow Leader swelled with pride at the honor, bowed, and left the audience chamber. A governorship was much more than he had ever hoped for. It put him in the line for promotion to the nobility. Now all he had to do was sweep aside the Humans on G’Dranu.

Preparations for the upcoming patrol had consumed most of Kelly’s very long day. The captain was spending more and more time at Scout Force HQ with the admiral lately, and that left the burden on Kelly. The chiefs were a great help, but there were many decisions that required Timmon’s okay, but couldn’t wait, so Kelly practiced the age old technique of “You bet your bars.”
It required deciding things for the captain and hoping you got it right. The captain kept telling him that he had complete faith in Kelly and just to use his own judgment. He told Kelly to make decisions on his own, without thinking what would the captain do. LCDR Timmons kept certain matters of command authority under his exclusive purview, but those had mainly to do with disciplinary matters that only the captain of the ship could exercise.
Kelly found the initial decisions to be nerve racking, but he was becoming accustomed to it. He no longer provided detailed briefings of what he had decided during the day to Timmons when he returned in the evenings. The captain trusted him.
The next day, the captain went off to Scout Force HQ as usual. Kelly was beginning to worry. He could tell that something big was up. He had noticed tension building in LCDR Timmons’ face for several days. Kelly searched the intel reports and found nothing there that would cause such worry. Of course he didn’t have access to all the information. Strict need to know was observed in the Fleet. He had gotten access to close hold information enough in his service time to know there was a lot more out there.
After Kelly returned from lunch, Chief Pennypacker caught him at the bottom of the ramp, “Sir, Captain said for you to report to HQ as soon as you got back. He said not to bother to change.”
Kelly looked down at his coveralls, decided they were clean enough and headed to HQ. LTJG Taylor him met at the door. “Good to see you again, Kelly. Follow me, will you? The briefings have already started.”
Kelly entered the command conference room to find the captains and execs of all the in-port Scout Ships. The captains were at the main table and the execs in the theater seats in the back. Kelly took a seat at the end of an open row.
Admiral Craddock was at the front speaking, “Fleet intel says that the K’Rang are massing their forces near three of their main worlds. Fleet thinks they are going to try an assault into the Scutum Sector in 30 to 60 days. A data device recovered by the Vigilant on a K’Rang merchant ship, a copy of that data found on New Amsterdam, and another K’Rang data device also brought to us by the Vigilant, finally have been decoded. It was a particularly crafty code hidden in some partial schematics. The data in the code gives all Galactic Republic defenses from the Scutum Sector to here and beyond.”
“Some of our agents in the K’Rang Empire have gotten word out that the K’Rang have been building large numbers of the torpedo ships that the Vigilant came up against. In addition, they have created a small fighter drone that is controlled remotely from a mothership held to the rear of their battle formations. Each of these motherships carries 100 of these drones and pilots capable of operating up to 30 drones at a time. Our agents tell us they are probably on a par with our F-48s. Unlike our fighters, though, they carry a large antimatter charge warhead in their nose that can cut through our capital ships’ shields and armor plating. They are both fighter and anti-ship missile.”
“Now for our plan. Fleet is reconstituting the 15th Battle Fleet. It will consist of seven Carrier Battle Groups. The 19th Battle Fleet will be brought forward, with an equal consist. They will become the 1st Combined Fleet under Admiral Chang. It will be the first major test of the transporter ring that’s orbiting over our heads. The technicians are working feverishly at this time to increase the diameter of the ring so that it can transport a carrier. We should know in a day or two if this will work. If so, we will have a nasty surprise for the K’Rang. In addition to the two Battle Fleets, we will also have three Battle Cruiser Groups and three Assault Landing Groups in sector. That will give us over 170 ships and almost 1000 fighters, attack ships, landing ships, and support ships. The 21st Battle Fleet will be brought here to the Antares system and held in reserve.”
Kelly was impressed. If the Fleet could bring all those ships into the sector, the K’Rang would be immensely outmatched and outnumbered. He waited to hear what their mission in this endeavor would be.
“Scout Force will deploy ten ships deep into K’Rang space. We’ll have a slightly unusual mission from what we are used to. We’ll have a direct combat mission, instead of just sneaking and peeking. We are to provide early warning to the Fleet of any K’Rang reinforcements. We are also to take out as much K’Rang commerce to the three main staging worlds as practical. Create as much havoc as you can. Our goal will be to interdict commerce to and from these three worlds in order to accomplish two goals. The first goal will be to reduce K’Rang ability to support the assault into the Scutum sector. The second goal will be to tie down as many K’Rang ships as we can, to keep them from reinforcing the invasion fleet. The K’Rang are going to advance directly into a buzz saw. They are going to send out a general alarm and call for reinforcements. Our mission is to make that a difficult proposition for them.”
“If we’re to accomplish these goals, it will be imperative to maintain our force as long as possible. This means you are going to have to be kind enough not to get yourself destroyed, at least not for a while. You will need to be bold and cautious at the same time. I ask you not to take undue risks unless the benefits are so great as to make it desirable. Stay safe, gentlemen. This is not the last battle we will fight with the K’Rang. We’re going to need you back. Look for easy targets or ones you can get away from quickly, if things don’t go your way. Remember that we want to put a large hole in the K’Rang Fleet roster, not ours.”
“Are there any questions? If not, I’ll turn you over to Captain Hasselrode to give you your individual patrol zones. Good luck and good hunting.”
The entire room came to attention as Admiral Craddock left the room. Captain Hasselrode activated a holographic display of the space in which the battle would take place. He highlighted the patrol zones of the ten scout ships that would be taking part in the operation. The Vigilant wound up with a patrol zone astride a major space route between two of the home worlds. Kelly brought this area up on his pocket terminal and started looking for places to ambush the K’Rang. He found a planetary nebula with an extended streamer of charged gases that would work for their purposes. This charged gas cloud from a long-dead star would hide them nicely. The only drawback was that the tendril was intermittent and extended deep into K’Rang space. It would be a long way back to GR space if they had to run for it. Escape might be difficult, if they should come to the attention of a large K’Rang force.
The three local planetary systems offered some hiding places from which to spring an ambush, but it would be tough to get in past any defenses. If they could, they would do some real damage. Getting out again would be the problem.
Captain Hasselrode informed them that the missile launcher would be mounted in their cargo hold and each ship would carry 20 anti-ship missiles, in addition to their turrets and guns. This would give them a significant standoff range, and make their task a little more survivable. Now all they had to do was figure out how to sneak through the K’Rang frontier defenses.
After the briefing, Kelly and LCDR Timmons walked back to the Vigilant in silence. This mission was not the thing to talk about in the open. Their success or failure would be decided by how much secrecy they could maintain.
When they got back to the ship, they went directly to the captain’s cabin. Chief Watson was waved in. The holographic projector on the conference table was activated. The captain quickly briefed Chief Watson on their mission. Kelly brought the patrol zone up on the star chart. He highlighted all the possible ambush locations and known defenses. The largest defensive obstacle was the frontier itself. There was an extensive web of sensors and space mines stretching for hundreds of parsecs. It couldn’t reasonably be gone around. It had to be gone through. How to do it?
The captain turned to the hologram and said, “The frontier will be the key to this mission. The device we got from the K’Rang couriers no longer works. The K’Rang probably changed the codes. We are going to have to find a way through the frontier that won’t get us killed or tell the K’Rang where we are going. Are there any suggestions?”
Chief Watson walked up to the display. “You know sir, there is a way we could blank out large sections of the K’Rang frontier. It would require some coordination and our timing would have to be precise, but it could be done.”
“What do you have in mind, Chief?”
“Well, I don’t know if there are any around because we have much more effective weapons now, but an old thermonuclear device could do it. When they go off they radiate an electromagnetic pulse that fries electronic circuitry. Most of our stuff, and I imagine the K’Rangs too, has circuit protection that shields the circuitry, but it shuts the system down and has to restart. This gives about 30 seconds to a minute to do what we need to do. If we could fire a nuclear warhead at the frontier and set it off in the midst of their sensors and mines, it would blind them for about a minute. We could be through and gone by the time they came back on line.”
The captain rubbed his chin and said, “Good thinking, Chief, but we need to get through in a less spectacular way. We need to use finesse, not brute force for this one. We want to be as unobtrusive as we can.”
Kelly looked at the display. He thought he saw a way to get through.
“Captain, remember our hiding spots when we were patrolling in the Scutum sector? These asteroids here. They were mostly nickel and iron and about the size of a scout ship. Why don’t we go in there and throw a few of them at the frontier until the K’Rang stop reacting? The best way around an alarm is to convince the guy watching it that it’s malfunctioning. It probably wouldn’t take but about three of them before they get tired of flying out and investigating. In addition, if we concentrate in one area we could probably take out enough mines to pass through them.”
“How do you propose we ‘throw’ these huge rocks at the fence?’
“We latch onto one of these big rocks some distance from the frontier with our tractor beam. We don’t have to get them going all that fast. We accelerate them slowly toward the frontier. Once we get them up to speed, we cut them loose and turn away. We then find a hiding spot to watch the reaction. If we do this in four or five places along the frontier, we could pick our spot after the K’Rang get tired and go home. Besides, they can’t have an unlimited supply of mines and sensors to replenish the frontier with.”
“I like it. Now as long as we don’t wind up with some overconscientious K’Rang sector commander, it should work. Let’s do it.”
The Vigilant went back into dry dock to have the missile launcher and guidance electronics installed. The upcoming mission energized the yard crew. Their past sleepy performance was replaced by a crisp efficiency. The Vigilant was in and out in two days.
Kelly went to his quarters and reviewed ship’s status. All sections were reporting ready for combat status but weapons. The missiles would not be loaded until the last minute and that would happen in space dock-the further from prying eyes, the better. The galley was fully stocked with provisions. All the freezers had been replaced with the new stasis lockers while last in dry dock. They gave the ship a full two months of fresh provisions on top of the dry storage. Kelly and Cookie had searched the ship for additional space to store dry rations. Every nook and cranny was crammed with cans and food packs. Kelly estimated they could stay out for three months with all they had aboard, plus the replicator. He hoped they wouldn’t need them, but it never hurt to be prepared.
The sensor section had fine-tuned their scanners and receivers. In addition, they had received their wartime viruses, trojan horses, and other malicious code to use against K’Rang computers. Fleet was going all out. As Chief Blankenship liked to say, “No more Ms. Nice Guy.”
Kelly made a note to check the cargo bay to inspect the mountings, electrical, and data connections for where the missile pod would be installed. He then got his dress uniform ready for tomorrow and turned in.
Tammy’s ceremony wasn’t until 1400. He got up, had a quick breakfast, and inspected the hold with Chiefs Miller and Blankenship. It took several hours and Kelly noticed toward the end that he had but a short time to change and get to Tammy’s promotion ceremony.
Kelly arrived in time to sit down next to Tammy before the Shuttle Detachment Commander entered and the room was called to attention. Commander Ellington told them to take their seats. He seemed to take great pleasure in introducing Tammy. He talked on at great length about her piloting ability, her stellar performance at transition training, and how she brightened up the detachment with her smile. Finally, he called her up and instructed the yeoman to post the order. Kelly joined her on the stage. While her promotion order was read, Kelly and CDR Ellington removed her ensign rank insignia from her collar and replaced them with LTJG insignia. CDR Ellington shook her hand. She turned toward Kelly. Kelly made to shake her hand. She pulled him close and gave him a big kiss. The room broke out in applause.
Tammy kept Kelly by her side throughout the reception and asked him to escort her to her quarters when it was over. Kelly found a waiting shuttle and the two went to the Q.
Tammy pulled Kelly along. “You’ve got to see my new quarters. They are so spacious compared to my old one.”
Kelly was impressed. Tammy had done well. She had upgraded from a room and bath to a full suite, consisting of a kitchenette near the entry, a large sitting room, a full bath, and a bedroom. Tammy invited him into her bedroom, but he had to disappoint her. He had duty tonight and could not stay.
Kelly rode back to the Vigilant. Once there, he changed back into his coveralls and supervised the quarterdeck watch. As it was a quiet night, he spent it studying the firing circuits for the missile system. The system was tied directly into the ship’s sensors. The 20 missiles were constantly updated on targets around the ship and all that was required was to designate which target and launch. The missiles would fire clear of the launcher, move toward the last known target location, acquire the target, close within 3000 km and then, terminally active, home into the target. If it lost track, it would search for the target until it found it or timed out and self-destructed. It was a very effective system. The missiles were resistant to decoys and jamming. They could reach speeds up to power 7 FTL during the terminal homing phase. They had a range of up to 100,000 km. The warhead was an antimatter/matter explosive that could take out any ship up to and including a fleet carrier.
Kelly looked at the schematics and saw where the data circuits ran alongside other ship circuits and, more importantly, where they ran singly. He also looked for where redundant circuits existed, making sure that none passed through the same cable raceway. Kelly made notes to trace the circuit paths throughout the ship. He wanted to make sure that not any single bit of damage to the ship could disable the system.
The engineers had done their job. Kelly eventually assured himself that the system had been intelligently integrated into the ship. He went off duty with a good feeling about the missile system.
The Vigilant would be a very formidable warship in the enemy’s rear areas. She would be hard to detect and would carry very lethal armament.
Kelly turned in for a few hours sleep.

Kelly allowed himself to sleep in the next morning. When he awoke, the captain had been summoned to a commanders’ call. Kelly spent the rest of the morning physically tracing the missile system wiring throughout the ship. By noon, he had put his hand on every critical missile firing node in the ship.
Timmons came back just after noon and called Kelly and Chiefs Watson and Miller into his cabin. He had Cookie make a sandwich run to the base dining facility, so they could get right to work on what the captain had picked up at the commander’s call.
“Guys, there’s been a slight change of plans. Kelly, the admiral liked your idea of using asteroids to lull the K’Rang into a sense of complacency so much that he is integrating it into the operation. He is changing how we will infiltrate into K’Rang space. We were going to infiltrate singly, but now the admiral wants to divide the ten ships into two groups of five and penetrate en masse along two avenues of approach. I will command one flotilla, Task Force 121, and Ron Davis of the Vehement will command the other, Task Force 122. You may now refer to me as Commodore.”
“Admiral Craddock has improved slightly upon your idea, Kelly. The old cruiser Agamemnon will be moved into an area near the Scutum sector asteroid field. It will be allowed to go into reactor overload and explode. The explosion will provide cover for all the asteroids crashing through the frontier. The K’Rang will pick up on the explosion and the news reporting. Each flotilla will send several asteroids through the frontier. We will each concentrate enough of the asteroids to force two holes big enough for five scout ships in tight formation to run through. We go through in two bunches, through two large rips in the frontier and peel off to our individual patrol sectors once we get inside.”
Kelly sat up, “I like it, sir. It’s simple and explains where the asteroids came from. I hadn’t thought about that part of it.”
“That’s why the admiral gets paid the big credits.”
“We will be positioned here close to Scutum and Vehement’s flotilla will be over here, closer to Sagittarius. All we have to do is chunk some rocks through the frontier in several places before we push the big bunch through and follow them in. We should be in and through before the K’Rang realize what is happening.”
“TF 121 will consist of us, the Valiant, Voracious, Victorious, and Virulent. Ron will have the Vicious, Vindicator, Vanguard, and Vengeful with his Vehement. The flotillas disband once we breach the frontier and move to our assigned sectors.”
“Chief M, I want you to check out the tractor gear. I want it to be in top shape when we leave. Kelly, coordinate with the other four TF 121 COs to set up practice for the helmsmen in formation flying. It’s not something we teach in piloting school. You have more experience than any of us in this. We’ll be leaving in three days. So get moving.”
“How tight do you want the formation, Cap..errr…Commodore?”
“I want less than a ship's width between ships.”
“That’s doable. It will be easier if you let me adjust the ships’ navigation computers. I can program them to maintain a set distance from each other. The captains may need some convincing, though.”
“You’re my expert at this. If the COs give you any trouble, tell them to see me.”
“Aye aye, Commodore.”
Two days later the helmsmen were practiced and competent in close formation flying in the simulator. Kelly had programmed the ships’ computers to maintain the set distance, but the helmsmen were good enough that it probably wouldn’t be needed.
On midnight of the second day, the two flotillas lifted off, well in advance of their scheduled 0600 liftoff. Admiral Craddock felt it gave them a security advantage to leave earlier than officially scheduled. Once in dark space, Commodore Timmons gave the order for the five ships to close up for close formation flying. Practice in the simulator was good. Practice in real flight was better. They flew an hour with the computers helping and an hour with just the helmsman in control. Then they switched helmsmen and did it again and again, until all three helmsmen on each ship had a turn.
The commodore chose an “X” formation with the Vigilant in the center. It would be the tightest formation. They would be crossing through the frontier without their navigation shields on, so the K’Rang wouldn’t be alerted to their presence. They would need to stay in a tight formation to be able to squeeze through the hole they were going to punch in the frontier.
On the third day, the two flotillas split up and moved to their assembly areas to await the Agamemnon's demise. Each ship had picked several large asteroids and moved them into position in preparation. As a safeguard, the commodore had each ship move into position on the back side of their asteroids from the direction of the impending explosion.
Two of the five ships were positioned at a distance from the other three, with their sensors at full sensitivity. They scanned deep into K’Rang space for the presence of any K’Rang patrol ships. Nothing was found. As intel had suspected, the K’Rang were leaving their attack route into the Scutum sector empty so as not to telegraph their invasion plans. This would make infiltration that much easier.
The time for the Agamemnon's reactor overload had arrived. There was no blinding flash, only a brief electromagnetic pulse that passed over the flotilla to signal the end of a proud old ship. The flagship of Admiral Okasan at the Battle of Taurus in the first K’Rang War was now a diversionary tactic and the first action in the latest K’Rang War.
The flotilla sprang into action immediately, sending the first small asteroids into the frontier. They accomplished the intended effect. Several small holes were punched through the sensor and mine fields. Kelly watched the sensor readout on his monitor and watched several self-propelled mines activate and impact on the asteroids. The resulting shattered pieces took out even more mines.
After the second group of small asteroids was sent through the frontier, shredding it even more, the final large group was put in motion and the flotilla moved into formation behind them.
The large asteroids plowed into the weakened frontier, forcing a large hole. The flotilla passed through effortlessly into K’Rang space. As they passed through, Chief B unleashed her electronic attack, seeding the sensors and mines with malicious code that would make its behavior hazardous for the approaching K’Rang fleet. It would not react as they expected. Their IFF devices would not deactivate the frontier mines. The K’Rang would have to fight their way through their own mines.
At 200,000,000 km inside the frontier, the flotilla disbanded and each ship moved to its sector. LCDR Timmons watched the task force ships disperse and said, “Damn, busted back to Captain. I was beginning to like the sound of Commodore.”
The Vigilant moved to the previously selected planetary nebula and settled in. They now all waited for the K’Rang invasion fleet to pass.

Admiral Chang called a commanders’ conference onboard his flagship, the command ship Montpelier. He stood before the holographic tank and surveyed his subordinates: Admiral Haddock-Halloway from the 15th Battle Fleet; Admiral DuPont from the 19th Battle Fleet; each of their seven Carrier Battle Group Commanders; Admirals Dickinson, O’Malley and Minh, the Battle Cruiser Group commanders; and Admirals Dubrovsky, Chen, and Mayer, the Assault Landing Group Commanders.
“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen, Let’s get started.”
The room lights dimmed and the holographic projector displayed the Scutum sector, 6664 system, and the K’Rang frontier.
“This is our battlespace. To orient you, this is the Scutum Sector here in the center. This is Aquila here and this is Sagittarius. The frontier is here in blue and orange. This highlighted system is the 6664 system. As I zoom in, you can see these red lights that equate to the defensive satellites currently being emplaced around the system. We don’t expect them to do any real damage. We won’t turn it down if it happens, but we are mainly using them to canalize the K’Rang into these kill zones, here in yellow, where New Alexandrian Planetary Defense Forces will try to knock out some of the K’Rang escort ships. Their main effort will be to slow down the K’Rang invasion fleet so we have time to spring our trap.”
“My intent is to stand the 1st Combined Fleet outside of max sensor range until the K’Rang are just about to attack New Alexandria. Once the K’Rang are through the defensive satellite field and past the New Alexandrian ships, new defensive satellites will be sown along the way they came to block off any direct route to the frontier. That is when we will strike.”
“Admiral DuPont, you will be reinforced with the three Battle Cruiser Groups and the three Assault Landing Groups. You will set up here on the edge of the Scutum Sector farthest from the frontier and well out of K’Rang sensor range. You will be the main counterattack force.”
“Admiral Haddock-Halloway, you will position your battle group near Aquila, also outside of K’Rang sensor range. Your mission will be to seal the frontier against any K’Rang reinforcements that may try to support the K’Rang invasion fleet. You will be prepared to reinforce the 19th Battle Feet, as required. You will also block any of the invasion fleet from retreating across the frontier.”
“On my order, ladies and gentlemen, we will all close in on the 6664 System at maximum speed. Admiral DuPont, the three battle cruiser groups and your carrier battle groups’ escorts will fire all of your long-range missiles in one massive salvo at max range. That should saturate the K’Rang fleet’s defenses and, depending on how big an invasion fleet they bring, will destroy or damage the majority of their major combatants. Your fighters and attack craft, outfitted with medium-seekers and mini-seekers should take care of any survivors. The three Assault Landing Groups will be prepared to land on New Alexandria and come under the command of the New Alexandria Defense Forces and assist them in dealing with any K’Rang forces that may make it to the surface. Your landing force will come under the command of General Holcomb.”
“Admiral Haddock-Halloway, you will close in on this area between the 6664 System and the Frontier. Don’t let anyone get by you. Have two of your Carrier Fighter Wings outfitted with Mini-Seekers and two outfitted with Medium-Seekers in case Admiral DuPont needs help against the K’Rang Fleet. Admiral DuPont, you will request reinforcements through me.”
“Once the K’Rang Fleet is destroyed, as I am confident it will be, the battle cruisers will completely reload missiles and chop to the 15th Fleet to support their frontier defense mission. 19th Fleet will then be prepared to reinforce the 15th.
“Are there any questions? No? Ladies and gentlemen, I want your implementing plans to my staff by 0600 tomorrow morning. Good hunting.”

It was two days before the first indications showed up on the Vigilant’s long range sensors. A cloud of K’Rang mosquito scout ships moved through the sector and proceeded to the frontier. Kelly could almost feel their sensors scans passing through the Vigilant. The Vigilant withdrew into the nebula to await their passage. When the scouts passed, the Vigilant moved out to the nebula’s edge to pick up the approach of the K’Rang invasion fleet. In six hours, the K’Rang fleet appeared on the edge of the long-range sensors.
They were coming at in at power 4, but dropped to sub-light to approach and negotiate the frontier. Kelly counted out the K’Rang fleet order of battle. There were five battlecruisers in the lead, escorted by eight missile cruisers, five bombardment cruisers, a dozen destroyers, six of the new torpedo ships, and four frigates. Two fleet carriers followed the cruiser screen, and they were followed by the landing group. There were twenty large lighter carriers, four frigates, and two landing support carriers in the landing group. Bringing up the rear were the logistics support ships, four of them, escorted by two more frigates. None of the expected drone motherships were in the formation.
Kelly knew that in six hours, at their current speed, the K’Rang fleet would run into the frontier mines and the reinforced defenses of the New Alexandria Defense Forces. There were hundreds of defensive satellites interspersed throughout the Scutum Sector and 6664 system. There were also ten additional squadrons of planetary missile ships on New Alexandria. Even without the approaching GR Combined Battle Fleet, the K’Rang would not take the 6664 system easily.
Kelly was somewhat baffled by the size of the K’Rang invasion fleet. He expected a much larger force. He questioned whether the K’Rang would have enough of a landing force to conquer New Alexandria. As he thought on this a feeling of dread came over him. The K’Rang were not going to conquer the 6664 system, they were going to annihilate it.
After the K’Rang Fleet passed, the Vigilant pulled out of the nebula just far enough to send a tight beam transmission on the approaching fleet’s order of battle. It would give the 6664 system defenders a chance to adjust their forces before the enemy closed contact. Once their report was received and acknowledged, the Vigilant proceeded to carry out its combat mission.

The senior intelligence officer in the New Alexandrian Defense Forces reviewed the Vigilant’s report. The K’Rang force was smaller than they anticipated, but more than they could manage on their own. He hoped that the Fleet’s plan to trap the K’Rang force worked before the K’Rang could do too much damage to his home world.
He reviewed the placement of defensive satellites and the path of the approaching enemy. He could see several adjustments of position and programming that could result in higher K’Rang losses. He surmised they could do the most damage by concentrating on taking out the fleet carriers and lighter carriers. He put his recommendation in a message to the Planetary Defense Commander, General Holcomb, and hit send.

Onboard the Planetary Corvette, NAS Rutherford, the captain concentrated on getting his cargo of defensive satellites properly placed in accordance with the master defensive plan. On his tactical display, he could see the kill zones his cargo would create. The small planetary missile ships would hide on the flanks of these kill zones and wait inside the asteroid field. Once the K’Rang fleet got tangled with the defensive satellites, they would be easy pickings for concentrated salvoes as the missile squadrons pounced.
The large K’Rang ships would stand out as massive targets in the asteroid field, while the small missile ships and their missiles would be almost impossible to track and fire on. The Rutherford’s captain estimated that the satellites and missile ships in this sector alone would take out or cripple three to four major combatants or escorts. His task, and that of the rest of his squadron, would be to move in and plant more defensive satellites after the K’Rang moved on and finish off any stragglers. He imagined painting the silhouette of a cruiser or destroyer on the side of his ship.

The Vigilant moved a distance from the nebula to gain full effect of their sensors. They scanned the space around them and picked up the K’Rang fleet behind them, the two closest K’Rang worlds and a small gathering of ships deeper in K’Rang space. The Vigilant closed in to investigate. Moving slowly to make maximum effect of their stealth abilities, they closed with the group of ships. On long-range sensors, it appeared to be a battlecruiser and two frigates.
As they got closer, they realized that the battlecruiser was actually one of the new K’Rang command ships and two escorts. The captain gave the order to close with and engage this group of ships.
“Exec, find me a way we can sneak up on these guys.”
Kelly checked the star charts recently loaded from the K’Rang merchant ship the Vigilant had engaged on their second patrol. “There is a gas giant planet in an uninhabited system at 192 degrees, mark 47 from our position. It’s on the outer orbit of the system and about twice the size of Sol’s Jupiter. If we can back off, circle around the planetary system, and line up behind the planet, we can get within easy missile range. We might even be able to hide in the upper reaches of the planet’s atmosphere and pop out to fire.”
The captain called, “Helm, come to course 180, mark 40, then take us wide around this planetary system and line us up with the gas giant.”
“Aye aye, sir.”
Kelly came up on the intercom, “Chief B, watch the planetary system to make sure there aren’t any bad guy ships hiding in there. We don’t need some K’Rang prospector or planetary surveyor stumbling onto us.”
Chief B keyed the intercom and said, “Aye aye, sir. We’re scanning it.”
LCDR Timmons was in no hurry. He directed a wide course around the planetary system, just in case Kelly’s hunch was correct. As they moved off to starboard, Chief B’s sensor crew detected laser comms between the invasion fleet and the command ship.
Timmons called Kelly over to his position. “Exec, I want to time our attack so that we hit them as the 1st Combined Fleet falls in on the K’Rang invasion fleet. If we can hit them at the moment our guys pounce, we can probably delay any reinforcements being called in.”
“Got it, Captain,” Kelly replied, “I’ll have one of Chief B’s folks monitor the battle in the 6664 system to let us know when the Fleet jumps in on them.”
Kelly passed his instructions to Chief Blankenship. The first report came in shortly.
“Sir, the K’Rang are all tangled in the space mines and defensive satellites. They are backing out and trying to find a clear path into the system. They’ve lost two frigates and a lighter carrier to the mines. Two destroyers and a frigate were taken out by coordinated attacks from planetary missile ships and corvettes.”
Timmons smiled. “Good,” he thought, “we’re whittling them down.”
The Vigilant completed the wide sweep around the planetary system. Chief B’s people completed a sensor sweep of the system and declared it clear of ships and life signs. The ship lined up on the planet and made a sub-light dash into its orbit.
“Sir, we probably shouldn’t just barge in there. We aren’t the only folks that can hide in a gas giant.”
“Another hunch, Exec? I take your point. Helm, hold us 100,000 km out from the planet until Chief B gives us the all clear.”
The Vigilant approached and slowed to a halt. The sensor section scanned deep into the planet’s atmosphere and gave the all clear. The Vigilant moved into the charged gas cloud and waited.
They waited for less than half a day. Chief B came up on the intercom and informed them that the K’Rang fleet had worked through the mines and satellites. It had cost them eight major combatants, but now they were directly engaging the New Alexandrian defense forces.
Timmons looked up from the display of the K’Rang command ship. “Exec, I’m firing six missiles at the command ship and three each at the two frigates. That will leave us eight for anything that may come up later. We’ll fire nine missiles in one salvo, three at each ship, and save the second salvo of three to make sure we take out the command ship.”
“Good plan, sir, nine missiles should overload their defenses. All it takes is one to do the deed per ship. Don’t forget that command ships have a squadron of fighters on board for dealing with folks just like us.”
“I don’t want these guys to get word out of our little surprise. We go in ten minutes. Program the missiles.”
Kelly gave targeting instructions to Chief Pennypacker. He watched on his display as each missile acknowledged its instructions. They were ready.
The Vigilant assumed battle stations and slowly moved out of the forward edge of the planet’s atmosphere. The three K’Rang ships resolved sharply on the sensor displays.
On order, nine missiles streaked forward, like death‘s fingers reaching for the K’Rang ships. The K’Rang were slow to react. The missiles had closed to half the distance before defensive fire started from the two frigates. The fire was ineffective. What was more effective was the two frigates moving into the path of the missiles. Both smaller ships moved to protect the command ship.
The two frigates absorbed the impact of seven of the nine missiles. The effect was spectacular. The matter/antimatter explosions looked as if holes had been ripped in the universe. The two ships just ceased to exist. The sacrifice of the two ships was mostly for naught. The two remaining missiles continued homing in on the command ship.
The command ship’s defensive fire took out one of the missiles, but the last missile found its mark. The missile hit just aft of the bridge and took out the defensive fire capability of the command ship, but the ship was still under power and was preparing to move away. Sensors called up to say that the ship was powering up its FTL engines.
Timmons ordered the second volley of missiles. The second set of missiles made their way to finish off the command ship. All three missiles homed in and took out the K’Rang ship, unfortunately not before the command ship had launched six of its twelve fighters. They were forming up and accelerating rapidly toward the Vigilant.
“Exec, we’d better warm up the turrets and get ready for some company. Helm, turn us around and take us 1000 km back into the atmosphere, then make a 90 degree turn straight up for 1000 km and another 90 degree turn out of the atmosphere. Let’s see if we can come back out and hit these guys when they least expect us.”
“Exec, I want you to control the forward guns. Take the helm. If we can catch these guys off guard and knock a few of them off, it will even out the odds in our favor quickly. Let’s make one run at these guys, then make a beeline for the nebula we were in earlier.”
Kelly replied, “Aye aye, Captain,” then turned the ship to punch out of the planet’s face. If the enemy wasn’t fully up to their game, he was about to ruin their day.
The Vigilant came out into open space at speed. The six fighter were 1000 km directly below them. They had evidently stopped just short of the planet, uncertain about following the Vigilant into an area where their sensors would be blind. It was only the Vigilant’s highly sensitive sensors that gave them the ability to wander through gas clouds with relative ease.
Kelly turned the Vigilant to come down on the top of the K’Rang fighters. He lined up the cross hairs on the center fighter and passed the three around it to the turret gunners. He goosed the throttle to close the distance quicker. His first shots caught the fighters completely unaware. He took out one fighter, then a second. The turret gunners took out two. He passed behind the two remaining fighters and turned back into the planet’s atmosphere.
The two remaining fighters reacted quickly and followed the Vigilant into the gas giant. They were trying to stay in close behind where they could visually acquire the Vigilant. Kelly turned on the rear sensor view and caught one of the fighters in the nose with a burst from the rear guns. The blast threw the other fighter into a spin and away from the Vigilant's track. Kelly took advantage of this to loop the Vigilant to come up behind the fighter as he regained control. A quick burst of the forward plasma guns and number six dissolved into a cloud of fragments.
Kelly turned to the captain and asked, “Sir, do you still want to head over to the nebula?”
“You know, Exec, one more fighter kill and you’ll be an ace?”
“You forget, sir, I was an ace with the second fighter.”
“Oh, yeah, I forgot. You came to us as almost an ace. Nevertheless, I’m impressed. Yes, let’s head to the nebula. Keep the sensors busy. We still have eight missiles left. I’m thinking that we should place ourselves where we can catch any stragglers coming back from the K’Rang fleet.”
The captain ordered the crew off battle stations. Kelly turned helm control back over to the helmsman and walked back with the captain to the galley for some coffee. Chief Watson had the conn. Kelly got a cup of coffee and a sandwich from Cookie, then went into the sensor section to confer with Chief B.
“Chief, we need you and your folks to keep a sharp eye out. Could you tell if the K’Rang command ship got out a distress call or not?”
“We’ll keep both a sharp eye and ear out. As far as the command ship, it didn’t have time for a distress call. If one went out, we didn’t have any indication of it.”


“Chief, we may see ships coming from any direction. Keep a watch on where the K’Rang invasion fleet is, on the two K’Rang worlds, and from further into K’Rang space. The captain thinks we may be able to pick off any stragglers that retreat across the frontier away from the 1st Combined Fleet. The 1st Fleet won’t pursue across the frontier, but since we are already here, there’s no harm in taking them out. Try and find good targets for our remaining missiles.”
Chief B responded, “Will do, sir.”

The K’Rang Fleet commander was ecstatic. Fighting his way through the frontier defenses, minefields and outer defenses had cost him more than anticipated, but at last he had a relatively clear path before him into the 6664 system and the human planet, New Alexandria. His claws involuntarily extended and retracted as he could see an easy victory before him. He ordered his fighters to sweep the path into the system. The remaining defensive satellites along his path would be easy targets for his fighters.
He signaled his battlecruisers and bombardment cruisers to prepare for the destruction of the planet's surface defenses. Their targeting sensors and firing computers listed and prioritized the defensive installations for total devastation. The lighter carriers followed behind the battlecruisers, ready to land ground forces for the easy elimination of any remaining resistance. The landing support carriers moved their attack fighters to launch positions. His missile cruisers deployed outward to seal the 6664 system from outside reinforcement.
The commander’s reverie was interrupted by the harsh klaxon sound of multiple alarms going off. He shouted to his battle captain, “What is happening?”
The battle captain sat speechless, staring at his indicator screen. The commander walked over to see what his battle captain was seeing. He rudely slapped the battle captain out of the way and couldn’t believe his eyes. The screen was covered with hundreds of hostile ship symbols at maximum sensor range coming in at high speed from every direction. There were so many the symbols overlapped. Thousands of inbound missiles were shown vectoring in on his fleet.
“Battle Captain! Recycle your system!” he shouted. “It is obviously malfunctioning.”
The battle captain turned to face his admiral, his eyes huge. “I already have, Admiral, it’s not a malfunction.”
The admiral stared for just a heartbeat more before recovering his senses. “This is Admiral K’Tang to all ships. I order the fleet to form for defense. Escorts form a bubble. Main combatants to withdraw immediately across the frontier at flank speed. Battlecruisers and missile cruisers prepare to fire your long-range missiles against the incoming ships once they come into range. Execute!”
The K’Rang moved into their defensive battle formation in an orderly and expeditious manner. There appeared to be no panic. All ships assumed their formation positions as they had practiced it scores of times. It did them no good.
The first inbound salvoes of Fleet missiles expended the K’Rang ships’ magazines of defensive missiles. Their defensive missiles took out hundreds of incoming missiles, but the remainder flew on. The escorts’ guns were unable to save them either. There were simply too many missiles coming in too fast for the defensive guns to track and destroy. The defensive bubble of escorts dissolved in brilliant flashes of matter/antimatter explosions. One second the escort ships were there. The next they were expanding clouds of flame and debris.
The major combatants fared only slightly better. They never had time to fire their own long-range missiles. Incoming missiles passing through the debris of the escorts flew inexorably into the massed formation of capital and support ships. The missiles chewed away at the fleet. The support ships were easily destroyed by one missile each, but the larger ships took two or more before they were totally destroyed. In minutes, the K’Rang Fleet was no longer a cohesive threat.
Several ships carried on singly, bravely, attempting to take out any Human ships in range. The carriers launched most of their fighters and attack ships. One lone, damaged missile frigate made a dash for the frontier, but it was quickly dispatched by the Rutherford’s squadron of planetary corvettes. The squadron and other escort ships moved to the frontier to provide early warning of any K’Rang reinforcements. Fleet and New Amsterdam fighters made short work of the K’Rang fighters and attack ships still remaining. No K’Rang forces made it to the planet’s surface. In less than a day, the 6664 system would be clear of any K’Rang forces.

Kelly moved through the galley, picked up another sandwich, refreshed his coffee, and resumed his position on the bridge. The captain was in his cabin. Chief Watson still had the conn.
LCDR Timmons stuck his head out of his cabin and said, “Exec, get some rest. We could be out here on patrol for weeks. Chief, get everybody back on normal watch schedule.”
Kelly closed down his station and retired to his quarters. The war would wait for him to get some rest.
He awoke in three hours, cleaned up and took his position on the bridge. The crew settled back into normal watch schedule.
Kelly reviewed the log from the previous watch. With the exception of some explosions in the Voracious’ patrol area, there was no activity, short of some uninteresting interplanetary traffic in the nearest K’Rang planetary system. The K’Rang invasion fleet had taken a bad beating from the 1st Combined Fleet.
Kelly stood his watch and had very little to show for it. The sensor section provided periodic reports on the action in the 6664 system. The K’Rang continued to take a beating. Kelly finished out his watch and turned the watch over to Chief Billings.
Awakened by Chief Watson, Kelly was asked to report to the bridge. It took only a moment for Kelly to throw some water in his face and step back onto the bridge. The tension on the bridge was thick as a fog. The captain was conferring with Chief Watson about something on his display. Kelly moved over and listened in.
“Chief, there are too many of them for us to take on by ourselves. Oh, Exec, there you are, come here and look at this.”
Kelly looked at the display and saw a formation of twenty-two warships and support ships moving in their direction. He saw four battle cruisers, four missile cruisers, four destroyers (one of them a new Shadow Scout Destroyer), eight frigates, and two support ships.
“We only have eight missiles, we can’t take them all on. Even if we get unbelievably lucky and knock out all the cruisers, the destroyers and frigates would chew us up. Even the nebula won’t protect us from a deliberate cordon and search by twelve determined ships. We’re too far away from the frontier to make a run for it. I am open to suggestions.”
Kelly was about to admit he had no clue how to take this fleet on, when he remembered something he read when researching Admiral Craddock.
“Sir, do you remember how Admiral Craddock took on the Algolians?”
A blank look came over LCDR Timmon’s face followed by realization. “I’ll be damned. I see what you mean. The Algolian Gambit! Perfect, but the K’Rang are not the Algolians. How do you propose to make this work?”
Kelly studied the display for a moment before replying, “We go after the formation from the rear to the front. We take out the support ships first with our guns. We can jump out from this nebula already at max FTL speed, drop in behind the support ships and take out their engines, then jump out to the gas giant we used earlier. We jump from there, take out the other support ship, and jump back into this nebula. We watch them react to our attack and wait. That should take them a while to sort out. If we do it right, they won’t have a clue where we came from and where we went. We should be safely inside the gas giant or nebula before their sensors are able to resolve our signature. It will require precision and our stabilizers must be working at full efficiency for us to go from power 6 to a dead stop in the space inside the safe zone of the planet’s atmosphere. We have to stop before the atmospheric pressure crushes us. If we can manage this, we should be able to knock off maybe a dozen ships. The admiral engaged 20 ships. We should be able to handle a dozen. That will leave 10 for us to take on with our missiles.”
“It’s a gutsy plan, but it gives us the best chance of success. Plot our jumps so that we come in between two ships. We can double the number of ships we can disable that way. Chief Watson, get as much stuff locked down as possible. This plan will really put a strain on the stabilizers. We don’t want things flying around if they start to go on us. We’ll secure the crew as best we can. All right, get started on locking things down. They’ll be on us soon and I want us ready as soon as they go past.”
Chief Watson called all the other chiefs together. The meeting was followed by a flurry of activity, as everything that could be stowed, tied down, or locked away was made so. In an hour the ship was secure and ready for battle.

Shadow Leader M’Trang reviewed the reports coming in from the 27th Battle Fleet. The Humans had somehow managed to move a large force into the Scutum sector and they were engaging the 27th Fleet to devastating result. He keyed his communicator and attempted to contact the Sector Command Ship that should be in the vicinity. There was no response.
He realized that if the Command Ship was not responding, it was probably destroyed. The Command Ships had communications redundancies. He considered his options and formulated a plan.
There were three reinforcing battle fleets converging on New Alexandria. He contacted all three fleet commanders and coordinated their arrival at New Alexandria. His appointment as provisional governor of New Alexandria made him the senior commander. They would converge simultaneously and hit the Humans from three sides with a withering fire. They could bring over 3000 long-range missiles to bear on the Human fleet. It would be simple to continue in with their long-range heavy guns and take out any survivors.
He ordered the fleet to slow to give time for the other battle fleets to move into their positions for the coordinated attack.

LCDR Timmons and Kelly had used the time to calculate jump points in preparation for the attack. Sensors had picked these ships up at maximum range and there were over two hours of tracking data to work from. The K’Rang fleet formation had not changed for the entire time they approached. The escorts were arrayed around the four battlecruisers. An outer ring of frigates surrounded the fleet. Next inside this ring, at the front of the formation were the four destroyers. They were the short range defensive ships for the battlecruisers.
In the center of the formation were the four battlecruisers, followed by the missile cruisers. The battlecruisers were the heavy punch of the formation. They were equipped with guns and missiles, heavy armor and shielding. The missile cruisers were the fast, long-range punch of the formation and only lightly armored. They each carried hundreds of extended-range missiles designed to take out large capital ships. If this fleet crossed the frontier, it could do serious damage to the 1st Combined Fleet. Trailing the missile cruisers were the two logistics ships, inside the frigate screen.
Their plan was to take out the two support ships in the first jump. Hopefully, one or two of the frigates would stay with them as the fleet moved off. Chief B’s viruses and trojan horses would be deployed into the formation’s C3I system, if possible. Next they would take out two of the missile cruisers. The next pass would go after the other two missile cruisers. Their goal would be to disable the engines and leave them drifting or moving at such slow speed that they couldn’t engage in combat.
Follow-on jumps would attempt to take out some of the frigates. If they could knock off half of the frigates, they’d be in good shape for the next jump, in which they would unleash half the missiles, one per battlecruiser. If they were that successful, maybe the K’Rang would retreat to lick their wounds.
Chief Watson told the captain that the ship was secure and ready for combat. He thanked him and ordered the crew to battle stations. He looked at the bridge crew and said, “Exec, you back up the helmsman and the gunner. Chief Watson, you back up navigation and the engineering position. I’ll watch Sensors. Navigation, plot and lock in our jump points. Helm, prepare to execute. We will not stop longer than three seconds inside the K’Rang formation. Helm, count out loud when we jump in and then jump us out. Do not hesitate. Do not wait for an order from me.”
“Aye aye, sir. Three seconds and then jump us out.”
“Helm, execute.”
The Vigilant leapt out of the nebula at full power 6 speed. The K’Rang sensors, probably set for max range, wouldn’t even resolve the Vigilant this close. If they detected anything, it was only a blur. The Vigilant came in immediately behind the two support ships. The gunner used the forward plasma cannons on the far support ship, shredding the hull. Two of the turret gunners took out the engines of the near support ship. The third turret gunner, unable to bear on the support ships, took out the nearest frigate’s engines. At the count of three, the helmsman jumped the ship into the gas giant.
The captain had the sensor plot on his monitor and it showed the K’Rang fleet in disarray. The attack was so swift they didn’t even know from where it came or where the attacker went. The frigates, destroyers and cruisers were wildly firing in all directions and lighting up every active sensor, trying to find the phantom ship that just hit them. The captain watched as they slowly came back under control and moved out again. The disabled frigate and the support ship remained behind.

The realization that they were under attack came slow to the Shadow Leader. The possibility that the Humans could have penetrated this far into K’Rang space was inconceivable, even though he had presumed the sector command ship destroyed. When the Fleet activated all its active sensors and could find no attacker, it caused him to wonder if the ships hadn’t merely gotten too close in formation and collided. It was not unheard of for ships to run into each other, especially when only operating on passive sensors.
He called for detailed reports. The response was that a small ship had appeared in their formation, fired on several ships, and disappeared.
Shadow leader M’Trang knew the Humans did not have invisibility capability. He set his staff to looking for places the Humans could use to hide. Their next attack would be their last.

Chief Watson made some quick calculations and passed them to the navigator to plot and lock in the jump points. When the navigator and the helmsman reported they were ready, the captain gave the order to jump.
Once again, the Vigilant leapt into the K’Rang formation and fired. Two of the lightly armored missile cruisers were wracked with secondary explosions. The Vigilant jumped out of the formation, as missiles and plasma fire zeroed in on their former location.
They jumped into the nebula, and the sensor display showed the explosions from the two missile cruisers damaging one of the other missile cruisers and one of the battle cruisers. Missiles from the two burning missile cruisers fired off and flew through the formation, hitting other ships. One of the frigates took a direct hit amidships and exploded into a fireball. The formation broke up and ships moved in all directions, fleeing the conflagration. All ships in the formation were indiscriminately firing guns and defensive missiles to intercept the missile cruisers missiles. This caused even more random damage to the formation.
The captain ordered the Vigilant to jump within close range of the broken formation. Four missiles were targeted against the four battlecruisers. The Vigilant jumped within 100,000 km of the fleet, fired its missiles, and jumped for the gas giant. The Vigilant actually outpaced its own missiles as it passed over the formation.
Once they had settled into the planet’s atmosphere, the sensors showed all four battlecruisers received direct hits. The missile cruisers’ errant missiles had flooded the defensive systems of the formation and the four missiles ran unimpeded into the four capital ships. The matter/antimatter warheads and resulting explosions consumed all four. Two frigates and the damaged missile cruiser were close enough that the shock waves from the explosions took them out as well. The Shadow Destroyer stopped dead in space, its engines off line.


Shadow Leader M’Trang picked himself up from the deck. A dead sensor operator lay over his legs. He kicked the corpse away and screamed, “Captain, get a damage report. Sensors, get new operators in here to work the systems. Communications, get me the status of all Fleet ships. Put me in contact with Admiral S’Gor.”
A radio operator was first to report, “Sir, Admiral S’Gor’s flagship was totally destroyed. As senior Shadow Leader, do you assume command or would you pass that to one of the other ship’s captains?”
“No, I will assume command. Have some undamaged frigates close with us. I will decide on whether to move to another ship once we determine our status. Where are the damage reports, captain?”
Damage reports came in. The engines were down and would need to be restarted. Engineering expected it would take ten minutes to have maneuver control and twenty for full power.
“Inform the Fleet that I have assumed command. Have the Frigates lay alongside. The remainder of the ships should form a defensive bubble.”

Vigilant held position in the gas giant to give the K’Rang a chance to settle down. Two frigates moved to the disabled destroyer’s aid, probably to pull off survivors, arrange a tow, or assist in damage control. The remaining ships formed a defensive bubble. The three remaining destroyers and two frigates formed a perimeter around the remaining missile cruiser in the center of the formation. All ships pointed outward, away from the cruiser.
The captain gave orders to jump out to fire the last four missiles at the cruiser and active destroyers. Once the calculations had been completed, the helm jumped the ship to within 100,000 km of the formation. As the missiles left the launcher, the Vigilant made the jump to the larger nebula. The missiles did their work, taking out the four larger ships, but two frigates were hot on the Vigilant’s tail. They had figured it out. They were on a direct path to where the Vigilant had entered the nebula, and they looked angry.

The Shadow Leader chastised the frigate commanders for their reluctance to chase the Human ship into the nebula.
“It is only one ship. It should be easy prey. Go in and flush it out.”
As you command, Shadow Warrior, but for one ship, it has wreaked a significant amount of devastation.”
The Shadow Leader personally worked a sensor console to attempt to resolve the location of the Human ship in the nebula. The earlier blast had destroyed many of the specialized sensors that made a Shadow Scout Destroyer so formidable. The Shadow Warrior was unable to coax the remaining sensors to give up the Human’s hiding place.
As the frigates entered the nebula, their communications were lost.

Vigilant moved deep into the nebula and ordered a turn 30 degrees to port and 30 degrees up. No use being where the enemy expected you to be.
“Bridge, Sensors, the destroyer is moving again. It and the two other frigates are moving in this direction.”
That complicated matters.
The frigates reached the point where the Vigilant made its turn and continued straight ahead. The captain gave orders to go wide around them to come up on their rear. If the Vigilant could take them out while they were blinded by the charged gases in the nebula, it could even the odds some.
As the Vigilant moved above and to port of the frigates, they showed no reaction. The Vigilant came around to abeam of them and was preparing to turn to attack their engines when both ships erupted in gunfire. Every gun on the two ships was firing blindly into the space around them. Fortunately, none of the fire came close to the Vigilant.
The captain lined up with the sterns of the two ships and waited. They wouldn’t be able to keep the firing going for long. As soon as the firing let up he would order the ship in to take the two frigates out of action. Chief B called forward to report the destroyer and its two escorts were holding just outside of the nebula.
The firing ceased and the Vigilant shot forward. As it closed the distance on the two ships, and before the Vigilant could open fire, the ships began firing again. Their firing appeared to be more directed toward the Vigilant’s path and less random. It was obvious they had some sensor indication of the Vigilant’s position. The gunner shifted from visual to sensor view, locked onto the exhaust of the closest frigate and opened fire. The plasma bursts tore into the frigate's engine spaces and sent it drifting. The helm turned to line up on the second frigate, as the turret gunners concentrated on the gunnery control and sensors of the disabled ship. A few pulses from the frigate's short-range guns hit the Vigilant’s shields, but were harmlessly absorbed. Kelly felt a slight jolt, but none of the frigate's big-bore guns had their range.
The second frigate came into range and the gunner made equally short work of him. A strong jolt was felt. One of the long-range guns from the first frigate had scored a hit. One of the turret gunners gave that frigate's turret a burst, and put it out of commission. Kelly asked for a damage report from all sections.
The second frigate’s engines were knocked off line and it also drifted in space. The turret gunners destroyed both its rear turrets and the communications module as the Vigilant moved on. The Vigilant turned parallel with the two ships and stopped just beyond the K’Rang’s apparent sensor range, and waited.
The damage reports came in. No major damage was reported. Engineering reported a moderate loss in shield strength. Chief Miller was affecting repairs, but he didn’t have an estimated time of completion. The captain asked for a status report every 15 minutes.
The captain studied his sensor display for a few minutes and said, “Helm, move us away 50,000 km and park us until we get shields back to full strength. Neither of these guys are going anywhere. We’ll come back later and finish them off if we can.”
“Bridge, Sensors, the support ship and frigate from our first attack are moving again. They're coming to join up with the destroyer and the two frigates sitting outside the nebula.”
Kelly looked at the sensor display and said, “Captain, the K’Rang ships are awfully close to the nebula. Do you suppose we could sit in here and throw some carefully aimed potshots out at them? If nothing else, it may back them up and give us some more maneuvering room. We just need to make sure we don’t sit in one spot so they can fire back down the path of our pulses and hit us. There is a technique we use in fighters called off-axis shooting. It may work here. This is where you turn your ship away from the direction you are flying to fire off your axis of movement. If we do it right, we can get several shots in on all the K’Rang ships and they won’t know where the fire is actually coming from.”
‘I like it. Their frontal armor is pretty tough, but we may get in some lucky shots. Make it happen, Exec.”
Kelly made some quick calculations, took over the helm, and flew the ship to where he wanted to start his gun run, some 10,000 km inside the nebula. He locked the turrets to fire forward and took over gunnery control.
The ship moved out smoothly at his command. Once at speed he fired the maneuvering thrusters to turn the ship to face out toward the K’Rang ships. The captain grinned, looked over to him, and said, “Fire as your guns bear. I always wanted to say that.”
Kelly ignored his captain’s humor. He watched the first frigate start to line up in his cross hairs. He adjusted the angle of the ship and opened fire. Nine cannons opened up at once, piercing the veil of the nebula and striking the frigate’s forward armor. One missile launcher was put out of commission. The forward turret stabbed out at where they thought the Vigilant was, but she had already moved on.
The destroyer was next. Kelly tried to concentrate his fire on the forward missile bays. His efforts were rewarded with secondary explosions as his fire took off one of the armored hatches and set off the missiles’ warheads inside. Other explosions followed. There were now two damaged and one to go.
The second frigate had been tracking the fire on the other two ships and its turrets were swiveling to where they expected the Vigilant to be. Kelly increased forward momentum and held his fire until directly in front of the frigate. This threw their targeting solution off. The frigate opened fire on empty space. Kelly returned fire, taking out one of its forward turrets and doing major damage to its bridge. He turned the ship back on axis and moved them deeper into the nebula.
Shadow Leader M’trang picked himself up from the deck again. The captain lay dead. He punched up the communications console. “All ships move back 10,000 km and hold positions. All ships with working forward guns fire straight ahead on a random basis. Keep them from doing that again.”
The Shadow Leader pondered his situation. He was down to three ships, four if the engineers on one of the support ships could get power back up. He had too little combat power to influence the battle at New Alexandria. The other two fleets would have to deal with that situation. His long-range communications were off line, so he couldn’t even find out what was going on outside this small battle.
He chose to fight the battle he could. He called the two frigate captains and informed them of his plan to take out this lone Human ship. They could not leave this ship behind them and would need to destroy it before proceeding to New Alexandria and his triumph.

“Good work, Kelly. That should back them up a bit as they lick their wounds. Engineering, how are the repairs coming?”
“We’re almost there, Captain. We need a few minutes to calibrate the shields, but we should be back at full power in ten minutes.”
“Good work, Chief. Kelly, let’s go see what our two blind mice are up to.”
Kelly turned helm and gunnery back over to the bridge crew and ordered them to move closer to the two frigates they had dealt with earlier. Sensors showed both ships still dead in space. One had the engines completely off line and its comms suite was gone. One of its rear turrets was smoking and venting atmosphere into space.
The second frigate was in worse shape. A secondary explosion must have blown a large hole in the side of the ship. Kelly suspected the missile magazine may have been touched off by the engine fire. The Vigilant’s guns couldn’t have done that much damage on their own.
The captain studied the sensor displays for a bit and called out, “Gunner, bring all guns to bear on that hole in the K’Rang ship.”
The gunner aligned the turrets to fire forward, fired thrusters to line his cross hairs on the hole, and opened fire. The effect was incredible. The frigate blew apart. The shock wave rocked the Vigilant. A large chunk of the stern flew into the side of the other frigate and took out all the short range defensive guns along the port side and slammed into the bridge. The captain ordered the gunner to fire into the bridge spaces of the second frigate. The bridge was easily punctured and the Vigilant’s bridge crew watched as debris, parts of bodies, and atmosphere poured out into space.
“Good work, gunner,” the captain said. “Now, helm, move us out of here. These two aren’t going anywhere. Wait! Are there any big chunks of the first frigate floating free?”
Timmons studied his sensor display and found the large piece of the stern that had hit the other frigate.
‘Helm, take us into tractor beam range of that piece of junk. I want to go bowling.”
Kelly stared quizzically at LCDR Timmons, then the realization dawned on him.
“You thinking of throwing that bit of junk at the guys waiting outside?”
“Exactly! They didn’t take the hint and back off like I wanted them to. I want to give them two things to think about. One, we got their buddies and two, we can still hurt them.”
“Helm, pull in that bit of junk and lay in a collision course for the destroyer at just below FTL.”
The helm and navigator worked quickly to plot the course, while the gunner locked the tractor beam on the wreckage. The Vigilant moved forward, slowly accelerating their increased mass to just below FTL. When Timmons was satisfied they were aimed correctly, he ordered the tractor beam turned off and the helm to execute a loop and keep the Vigilant in the nebula.
The K’Rang ships opened fire on the debris as if it were the Vigilant coming in on an attack vector. They realized too late what had been done. The gunfire and missile fire shredding the wreckage merely increased the damage as the mass of the stern section plowed headlong into the destroyer. The smaller pieces fanned out and hit the two assembled frigates, causing more damage. The destroyer was a total loss as multiple explosions wracked the ship.
The captain ordered the Vigilant deep into the nebula to give the crew a break and a hot meal. It was obvious the K’Rang weren’t coming in and with three frigates sitting outside, they weren’t coming out.

The Shadow Leader made his way to an escape pod while the ship was wracked with explosions. He launched himself free of the destroyer just as a final explosion consumed the ship. He made his way to the nearest frigate and once onboard, ordered all ships to move themselves out 100,000 km from the nebula. It was plain that the two earlier frigates had been destroyed and this Human ship was still dangerous. He placed the three ships (the support ship had joined them) so they could cover the Humans’ escape paths.

The captain ordered Cookie to prepare a hot meal for the crew while he studied their options. There were three frigates and a support ship patrolling out there and waiting. The K’Rang were wounded, but still had teeth. In addition, the frigates had long-range missiles that were almost two times faster than the Vigilant. Running for it, therefore, was not an option.
The captain had Chief Watson change out the watch as the crew was fed, so fresh eyes and minds would be on the controls, sensors, and gun sights.
Cookie did wonders with the meal. He produced steaks, potatoes with gravy, corn on the cob, fresh green beans, and caesar salad. The crew was fed first and then Chief Watson, Kelly and Timmons ate, while discussing their situation.
“Well,” Timmons said, “we can’t run and we can’t stay here and hide. We are too far into K’Rang space. At some point, reinforcements will show up to conduct a concerted cordon and search of this piece of the nebula. The K’Rang ships out there have positioned themselves well. They can watch every escape route. They are far enough out that our weapons can’t affect them if we stay here inside the nebula. If we come out to try and pick one of them off, the others can come to its aid. If we try to run back up the nebula it takes us further into K’Rang space, which isn’t good now that we’re out of missiles. I don’t think we will be able to use the Algolian Gambit again. They seem to have figured that one out. Do you two have any ideas?”
Chief Watson just scratched his head. “Sir, if we have no real alternatives, why don’t we just take out as many as we can and go down swinging?”
“Chief, we may get to that, but I want to expend all other options first.”
Kelly finished chewing a bite of his steak and said, “I wonder if there are any missiles we could borrow from the two frigates in here? If we could pull some out and rig them for firing, even if they don’t hit anything, they may distract the K’Rang enough for us to get a head start to the frontier.”
“Nice idea, Exec, but I don’t think we have the time or expertise to make that happen.”
“Captain, I’m kind of out of ideas, then.”
“I know, so am I. I want us all to get some rest. Nothing is going to happen for a while. If we get some shut eye and approach this with clear heads, we might come up with some options. Go to your quarters. Chief Billings will take the conn. Chief, have the other chiefs get some rest.”
The three of them finished their steaks and retired to their quarters for some rest. When there are no better options, sleep is a good course of action.
In three hours, Kelly hadn’t slept or come up with a viable course of action. He saw no other option than to try and battle it out. No tricky moves came to mind. It would be a slug fest. He couldn’t see how the Vigilant could survive battle with three frigates, even with as much damage as they had already inflicted. They still had more firepower, shielding, and as much speed as the Vigilant.
Kelly gave up on sleep. If he couldn’t get rest, he would at least be clean, so he stripped down and took a shower. He didn’t come out better rested, but at least the grit was out of his eyes. Dressed, he sat down at his terminal to review the tactical situation. It was no better than three hours ago.
The three frigates were patrolling the perimeter of the nebula. The support ship was part of the screen and all avenues of escape were being watched. Sneaking out was not an option. No matter what he considered, it kept coming back to a brawl. Well, if that were the only option, he would need to look at the best way to do it. He studied the tactical situation again, and was sorting through the options when LCDR Timmons called him over to his ready room. Chief Watson was already there.
“Kelly, have you come up with any ideas?”
“I can’t find any better option than a slugfest with our buddies out there. I have been looking at the tactical situation.”
Kelly pointed at the tactical situation on the captain’s large monitor. “The first guy we should take out is this frigate up on top. He's weakest in the stern. If we can jump in behind him, we can tear him up. We’ve taken out both his gun turrets and his rear missile launcher. The next guy to take out is the support ship. He only has short range defensive guns and missiles good for fighters, but ineffective against us.”
“This guy here on the frontier side of the nebula is next. He's weakest to the front. My gun run took out his missile launcher and damaged the bridge. We’d need to come in on his forward port quarter. The shrapnel from our flinging the debris at them knocked out most of his port side defensive guns.”
“The last guy is here on the K’Rang side of the nebula. He is slow, because we damaged his engines earlier, but he is the best armed. He still has all his weaponry. We may be able to avoid combat with him. If we knock out the first two frigates, we could make a run for it. This guy is on the wrong side of the nebula and his engines may not be up to snuff. The support ship probably won’t try to run us down. Its engines are in bad shape also, and it’s not armed to really do us any damage.”
“Good assessment, Exec. If we have to go out after them, that’s probably the best plan. Chief, what do you think?”
“I agree with the Exec. I’ve looked at the situation and came to the same conclusion.”
The captain looked down at the floor and said, “So did I.”
“Chief, is there anything we need to do before we go out there and try to take on these guys?”
“Well, Captain, I can’t think of anything. We are about as prepared as we are ever going to get.”
“Okay, I want to speak to the crew first. They deserve to know what we are going up against. Take your posts.”
Chief Watson and Kelly exited the ready room and took their places on the bridge. The captain followed a few seconds behind. He took his seat and keyed the ship-wide intercom. “This is the captain. We have fought a good fight. We have accomplished our mission far beyond expectations. In this patrol we have destroyed a K’Rang command ship, four battlecruisers, four missile cruisers, four destroyers, seven frigates, and a support ship.”
“Now we have to face our strongest challenge. There are three K’Rang frigates and an armed support ship outside the nebula waiting for us. They won’t come in to try and get us. They won’t get close enough where our weapons can hit them from in here. We are going to have to go out and engage them. We can’t stay here, because eventually K’Rang reinforcements will arrive, and they will flush us out and destroy us.”
“We are going to go out and take as many of them out as we can. I won’t kid you. We have been incredibly lucky up to this point. The odds of us carrying this off are not spectacular. We will make our first attack in fifteen minutes. I know we will all do our duty. All hands to your battle stations.”
“Chief Watson, plot a jump course to place us immediately behind the first frigate. Gunner, when we jump in, line us up and take your shots quickly. Do as much damage as you can. Overheat the guns if you have to. They can always be cooled down when we jump back in here. Make sure you take out his engines.”
The gunner looked back, gulped, and responded, “Aye aye, Captain.” A drip of sweat fell off his nose onto the console. He nervously wiped it off with his sleeve.
Chief Watson finished his calculations and sent them to the helmsman and navigator.
“Chief, Kelly, we back up the bridge crew like before. Kelly, if anything happens get us out of there quickly and back into the nebula. That is your first priority.”
“Helm, take us to the first jump off point.”
The Vigilant moved to a position that would put it at a 45 degree angle to the K’Rang frigate. When they were in position, the helm signaled readiness to jump.
The captain keyed up the intercom and said, “Engine room, are you ready?”
“Engine room, aye.”
“Sensors, are you ready?”
“Sensors, aye. Captain, we just received a recall notice from the 1st Combined Fleet. If we could go home, we could now.”
“Thanks, Chief, log it. Prepare a message pod with all our logs. We’ll launch it if things get too ugly out there. Weapons, are you ready?”
“Weapons, aye.”
Helm, jump when you are ready. Gunner, get ready.”
The helmsman punched a few buttons and the ship started moving.
Chief Blankenship practically screamed over the intercom, “Bridge, Sensors! Hold your position!”
“Helm, all stop!”
The captain stabbed at the intercom button and shouted, “Chief B, what is it?”
“Captain, I have comms with the Voracious. They want to know if we need any assistance.”
A look of relief washed across LCDR Timmons’ face. “Chief, put him through.”
“Ed, this is Clint. I'm coming your way. You look like you could use some help.”
“I sure could, Clint. If you have any missiles left, would you brush these guys off for me? I’ll have my Sensor Chief send you the plot.”
“Sure, Ed, send me the plot. I’ll need about five minutes to get in range.”

Through the frigate’s long-range communications, the Shadow Leader learned of the destruction of the entire 27th Combat Fleet. They were destroyed by a massive and totally unexpected Human presence. How could they have brought such a force to bear? They outnumbered the 27th Fleet by close to 100 to 1.
Shadow Leader M’Trang prepared himself to face the Elders. He would, undoubtedly, be drummed out of the Shadow Force. If he were fortunate, he would be sentenced to a quick and merciful execution. If not, he would have to live in shame and take his own life. His honor was past.
If he were to be disgraced, he would at least take this Human ship with him. A small reinforcement force was headed his way. They would be sufficient to conduct a proper cordon and search to flush out this troublesome Human ship. He knew it was the last act he would ever command.
Alarms sounded on the K’Rang ship. M’Trang scanned his sensors and saw a second Human ship appear at the far edge of his sensor field, closing in fast. He ordered his small fleet to move to intercept this new threat. They were all too slow and too damaged to respond effectively. When four missiles appeared on the screen, M’Trang knew they were doomed.
He watched helplessly as ineffective defensive fire failed to stop the inbound missiles. To their credit, M’Trang and the bridge crew stayed at their posts and continued fighting their ship. The missiles flew unimpeded into the four ships and obliterated them in massive matter/antimatter explosions. M’Trang’s last thought was that at least he would die a hero, not live as a disgraced commander.

“Clint, I owe you a beer or fifty for that. You pulled our fat out of the fire with that. Thank you,” responded an obviously elated Edgar Timmons.
“You’re welcome, Ed. I had all these extra missiles left over and just didn’t know what else to do with them. Come on, I’ll race you back to the frontier.”
“Helm, bring us alongside the Voracious and take us to the frontier. I think we have worn out our welcome here.”
As the Vigilant broke out of the nebula they got a full view of the carnage they had wreaked. Broken and burnt out hulls of K’Rang warships were everywhere. They joined up with the Voracious, and the two ships sped out of the area and off to the frontier. Sensors activated a secure laser link between the two ships so that they could exchange data with a low probability of detection. It was a common procedure when two ships were returning from hostile territory. If one ship didn’t make it the data still could get out.
“Ed, I see you were busy here. I count a command ship, 12 capital ships, seven frigates, and an armed support ship. That’s not too shabby. I got a planetary defense ship, three merchant ships and your four playmates.”
“Good for you, Clint. What caused you to come over our way?”
“We ran out of targets in our patrol sector. Everyone went to ground. We watched a battle fleet coming our way but it turned around and went back the way it came. We heard all the excitement over this way and came to investigate when it got quiet over here. We figured we’d either come give you a hand or take out whoever got you. We got the recall notice and were just about to head back when our sensor chief picked you out of the nebula.”
“Well, I’m damned glad you did. We were about to have to do something desperate. We were completely out of missiles, out of tricks, and out of ideas.”
“Glad we could be of assistance, Ed. I’m signing off now. I’m hungry and the cook has made Italian.”
The captain looked over at Chief Watson and said, “Chief, keep us on patrol rations until we cross the frontier. Bring everyone down from battle stations and get us back on normal watch rotations.”
Chief Watson announced to the crew to stand down from battle stations and ordered the starboard watch to their stations.
The captain looked over at Kelly, “Exec, take the conn. I’ll be in my cabin until supper. Wake me when it's ready.”
In two hours, it was time for supper. Kelly knocked on LCDR Timmons’ door. “Captain, supper is ready. The crew is already eating.”
The captain’s groggy voice came through the door. “I’ll be right out.”
Timmons came out for supper in a few minutes, somewhat rested and freshly showered, “Have you eaten yet, Exec?”
“No, sir, I was waiting for Chief Billings to finish and relieve me. Oh, here he comes now.”
“What’s for supper, Chief?”
“Cookie made fried chicken, greens, mashed potatoes and cream gravy, Captain.”
“Sounds good, Chief, take the conn. The Exec and I shall be dining.”
“Aye aye, sir. I have the conn.”
Kelly and Timmons went through the chow line. Cookie had outdone himself. Even though he was limited to patrol rations, he was a miracle worker with basic foodstuffs. The fried chicken was crispy, hot, and tasty. The greens were spiced up with some sort of sauce made from vinegar and mustard. The mashed potatoes were fluffy and accompanied by a smooth peppered gravy. It was a wonderful meal. At the end, Cookie brought over two servings of peach cobbler with vanilla ice cream.
The captain looked up and said, “Cookie, I did give the order for patrol rations until we crossed the frontier. Did you not get the word?”
Cookie’s face took on a look of astonishment. “Sir? Yes, sir, I did get the word. Everything you’ve eaten was patrol rations. The chicken was from cans. The crust was crushed crackers. The greens were also canned. The potatoes were from flakes. The gravy was from the chicken fat salvaged from the cans and ultra pasteurized milk. The cobbler was from canned peaches and crackers. Even the ice cream was from ultra pasteurized milk. There’s nothing in the regs that says I can’t embellish the ingredients a bit. The crew does seem to appreciate it.”
A smile came over LCDR Timmons’ face and he said, “So do I, Cookie, so do I.”



Chapter Thirteen


In five more days, the two ships approached Antares. Both ships were ordered to the Space Dock for debriefings and inspection. The captain allowed the Voracious to go first in appreciation for their rescue. The Vigilant followed and the two ships wound up docked side by side.
Timmons and Kelly made their way through the space dock to Admiral Craddock’s office. When they reached the cypher door, Captain Hasselrode was waiting for them. He grabbed LCDR Timmons’ hand and pumped it up and down.
“Damn good job, Ed. Damn good job.”
He reached over and shook Kelly’s hand.
“Come on, you two. The admiral wanted me to bring you two in directly.”
Captain Hasselrode practically pushed the two of them ahead of him. They came into Admiral Craddock’s office and he rose from his desk to meet them at the door. He shook their hands and motioned them to chairs.
“Come on in. Sit down, you two. Sit down.”
The admiral moved around behind his desk.
“Damn, Ed, I didn’t send you out there to take on the whole K’Rang Fleet. A K’Rang command ship, four battle cruisers, four missile cruisers, four destroyers, seven frigates, and an armed support ship. We didn’t need to send in the 1st Combined Fleet. We could have just sent you. Admiral Chang has been burning up my communicator. He wants to personally award the Vigilant with a blue E, a red V and a campaign star. Yours is the first ship in Scout Force to ever get a Fleet designation for excellence and valor. You kept that reinforcement fleet from coming forward. If it had come through unimpeded, it could have done some real damage to the fleet. Those missile cruisers could have stood off and pounded the fleet with a swarm of hundreds of ship killers.”
“In toto, the Scout Force did well. We took out 75 ships of various types-everything from the command ship to some planetary defense ships that got a little too curious. All that and not a ship lost. Our sources are telling us that there are some major shake ups going on in the K’Rang military.”
“John, send them on down to debriefing. I’m sure they’d like to get back planet-side.”
The captain and Kelly went through an abbreviated debriefing. The debriefers went through their logs and merely asked clarifying or amplifying questions. The more detailed debriefing would happen once the debriefers had more time to study the logs. That would happen planet-side in a day or two. The crew would get some time off first.
The Vigilant was released to the space dock crew. While Kelly and Timmons were being debriefed, the space dock workers gave the ship a thorough inspection inside and out. With the exception of some paint smudges, the Vigilant was in perfect condition. The empty missile launch module was removed and stowed away for future use.
The captain gave the order to leave space dock and move the ship to Antares Base. In an hour, the Vigilant was coming in for a landing. The crew went through the shut down sequence and made the ship secure from war status, while the base personnel hooked up power, water, comms, and sewage.

The next few months were good for the Vigilant. The K’Rang had been stung by the 1st Combined Fleet, both outside and inside their territory. They settled down and stayed real quiet.
It hit them pretty hard that they were met by a force 100 times their size and they never knew it was coming. It also didn’t help that the ten Scout Force ships destroyed more ships in K’Rang Space than were in the invasion fleet. Three separate K’Rang reinforcement fleets were chewed up or stalled by Scout Force ships.
As the Vigilant was returning to port from a training cruise, a message came in that was captain’s eyes only. The captain retired to his quarters to take the message. After 30 minutes he called Kelly and Chief Watson into his conference room.
“Sit down you two, I have some interesting news. I just had a video conference with Admiral Craddock. It seems that Fleet hasn’t had enough of me. I have been selected for promotion to full Commander.”
Kelly and the Chief both smiled broadly and congratulated the captain for a well-deserved promotion.
Chief Watson spoke first, “Damn glad that Fleet showed the good sense to promote you, Captain.”
It was Kelly’s turn. “I’m very glad for you, sir. You deserve it. I didn’t think you were up for promotion at this time.”
“I wasn’t. I shouldn’t have been picked up for promotion by this board. I was promoted below the zone of consideration. I suspect our last three combat patrols helped me along. I have you two to thank for that. I couldn’t have asked for better leadership than you two have provided.”
Both thanked him for the sentiment, but insisted that they owed him more, much more.
He picked up a dispatch and said, “I am to be the Commander of the new 22nd Scout Squadron. It will consist of the Valiant, Vindicator, Vehement and the Vigilant. It’s a nice honor, but it will mainly be a desk command for me. There are no Commodore’s quarters on these ships.”
He continued, “But I’m not done with the good news yet. Allow me to congratulate you, Kelly. The Lieutenants board also met and you are now officially a Fleet Lieutenant. We must have been doing something right. You were also selected below the zone.”
Kelly’s mouth dropped open.
Chief Watson slapped Kelly on the back. “Good for you, sir. It is very well deserved.”
“Kelly, the admiral asked me for a recommendation for who should replace me. I told him that I had an exec that would make a great captain. He thought as a frocked Lieutenant he would take a lot of heat for making you captain, but as a frocked Lieutenant Commander, he thought he could handle that. Kelly, barring any unforeseen circumstances, you will take over command from me.”
Kelly was stunned. Chief Watson reached over and slapped him on the back again. A Fleet command for a Lieutenant wasn’t unheard of, but it was rare.
“I’m speechless, sir. I really don’t know what to say. This is something I wouldn’t have even considered. Thank you for your recommendation.”
“No need to thank me, Kelly. You’ve earned it. I am doing one other thing to you, Kelly. I’m taking Chief Watson with me to the 22nd Scout Squadron. You’re stuck with me, Ken, or should I say Master Chief Petty Officer Watson. The chiefs board also met while we were out in K’Rang space.”
Kelly slapped Chief Watson on the back, shook his hand, and said, “Now there is a promotion that is well deserved. Wait, this means I lose my Senior Chief. Will they bring someone in or do I get to pick somebody?”
The captain said, “Scout Force will send you a list to consider from, but you get to choose your Senior Chief.”
Chief Watson broke in, “If you won’t mind my advice, LT Blake, you could do a lot worse than Chief Blankenship. She’s got her stuff together. She’s technically competent. She’s also senior to all the other Chiefs on board and a lot better than what Scout Force will be able to offer. That’s just my opinion though, sir. You can pick whoever you want, of course.”
Kelly replied, “Thanks, Chief, I’ll give that a lot of consideration. It would probably be prudent to wait until I assume command to make any personnel decisions. I’ve seen too many slips between the cup and lip to be presumptuous.”

Two weeks later, Kelly’s promotion ceremony and frocking to Lieutenant Commander immediately preceded the Vigilant’s change of command ceremony. Kelly became the youngest ship commander in the Fleet. Commander Timmons became his Squadron Commander.
His parents, Candy, Tammy, and Angie were all present at the ceremony. He looked at the three young women sitting together and wondered if they were comparing notes on him or sizing each other up.
After the speeches and the mandatory mass handshaking, the three women came over to him. Kelly was unsure whether to run or stand fast. He stood fast and waited to see what was coming.
Candy led off. “Kelly, you should have introduced us sooner. We like each other. We like each other so much that I’m having a party this weekend at my new house and you are all invited, especially you.”
Kelly considered the possibilities and was about to reply that he would enjoy that very much, when Yeoman Benitez came up behind him and cleared her throat. He turned toward her.
She said, “Captain, you and Commander Timmons are requested to meet with Admiral Craddock in his office as soon as possible.”
Kelly paused for a second to let the fact that he had just been addressed as Captain for the first time to settle in. He decided he liked the sound of that.
“Yeoman Benitez, thank you. I’ll be right there.”
He turned back to the three waiting women, all wearing mischievous looks on their faces, and said, “Ladies, I’d be delighted to join you, if my duties allow, but now I have to go meet with your dad, Candy.”

Hours later, LT Casimirski approached a shuttle outside Scout Force HQ and was about to climb in when a voice shouted out, “What do you think you're doing, Lieutenant?”
He turned and saw Kelly walking his way. LT Casimirski saw Kelly’s rank insignia, blinked in surprise, dropped his jaw, saluted and said, “I was going to take this shuttle to my quarters, sir.”
“No, you aren’t, Lieutenant. I’m using that shuttle. I’ll be taking that shuttle back to my ship in a minute or two.”
Caz gritted his teeth and replied, “Sir, if there is no shuttle here the central motor pool will send another. It should be here before you need it.”
“Maybe you didn’t understand me, Lieutenant. I said I’m taking that shuttle. If you need one you can wait for it. I don’t intend to. Now run along.”
As LT Casimirski stalked away, Kelly entered the shuttle, programmed his destination, and chuckled all the way back to the Vigilant.
Revenge was sweet.



Спасибо, что скачали книгу в бесплатной электронной библиотеке BooksCafe.Net
Оставить отзыв о книге
Все книги автора

OPS/images/force.jpg
-Scout Force

Rodney L..TSmith :





