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1


“Okay, Kris. I’ve got it.” Paul Sinclair, his left hand locked firmly onto the nearest tie-down, saluted Lieutenant Junior Grade Denaldo with his right.


Kris Denaldo saluted him back, her happiness at coming off watch duty clear. “I stand relieved.” Raising her voice so it carried through the bridge, Kris called out, “This is Lieutenant Junior Grade Denaldo. Mr. Sinclair has the conn.”


“This is Ensign—” Paul bit off the next sentence required by the ritual of relieving the watch as the enlisted watchstanders grinned at his mistake. “Correction. This is Lieutenant Junior Grade Sinclair. I have the conn.”


Kris, laughing, tapped one of the silver bars now adorning Paul’s uniform in place of the gold ensign insignia he’d worn until a short time ago. “When I got promoted, I didn’t forget it so quickly.”


“We can’t all be as good as you, Kris.”


Denaldo laughed again at Paul’s sarcasm as she unstrapped herself from the chair at the junior officer of the deck’s duty station. “That doesn’t mean you can’t try.” Grinning, she pulled herself to the hatch and off of the bridge.


Paul strapped himself in, checking once again the status displays whose light provided much of the illumination on the darkened bridge. Scores of status lights shone a soft, comforting green from their positions on the several other watch stations that helped crowd the bridge of the USS Michaelson. Pipes, cables and ducts ran across the overhead in a controlled riot of vital wiring and ventilation. Despite the responsibilities he’d just assumed, Paul still felt comforted by surroundings which had become familiar in the months since he’d reported aboard the ship.


The straps holding him into the seat, on the other hand, weren’t so comfortable. Paul jerked at one tight band, trying to ease a tensioner locked into a setting which had been comfortable for Kris Denaldo’s smaller frame. His pull brought forth a loop of slack, which snapped quickly back into a slightly less oppressive state. “Are they ever going to fix these?”


Lieutenant Carl Meadows, seated not far from Paul at the officer of the deck watch station, shrugged as he fiddled with one of his own straps. “I doubt it. In any case, it beats floating around in zero gravity.”


“Floating I don’t mind. It’s those sudden accelerations that I worry about.” Paul focused on the large maneuvering display with its view of the outside. Beginning just off the Michaelson’s port bow, the Milky Way formed a brilliant banner against the blackness of space. Innumerable other unblinking points of light hung everywhere, marking countless stars, distant galaxies, and all the other luminous objects the universe held. Somewhere off the ship’s starboard quarter, Paul knew, a bright blue and white disc marked the planet Earth, which the USS Michaelson was currently headed away from at a velocity measured in kilometers per second. Despite that speed, her crew would experience weightlessness until the Michaelson’s main drive or thrusters were lit off again. In an emergency, those might be fired without warning, and since the force of those drives would send unsecured objects and sailors flying painfully into the nearest bulkheads, experienced space travelers followed the ancient seafaring rule of “one hand for the sailor and one hand for the ship.” Or, in this case, “keep your straps tight.”


“It’s not the acceleration that hurts,” Carl reminded Paul. “It’s the sudden stops when you hit something. So, now you’ve attained the exalted rank of lieutenant JG, are you drunk with power, yet?”


“Give me a break. I just got the JG bars pinned on half an hour ago.”


“So? You’re not an ensign, anymore. You’re no longer at the bottom of the officer totem pole.”


“That does feel good.”


Carl leaned back, scanning the maneuvering screen. “Looks like smooth sailing this watch. Except for that skunk passing near our operating sector.”


Paul nodded. “Yeah. Kris told me he’d been hanging around.” For reasons lost in the mists of the past, unknown ship contacts were referred to by the Navy as “skunks,” a terminology carried into the Space Navy. “All we’re getting from him is a generic scientific mission identifier. What do you suppose he’s up to?”


“Hopefully, nothing. He’s the only spacecraft anywhere close to us, except the range safety ship.” Another Navy ship, its blue symbol shining clearly on the maneuvering display, had entered the area ahead of the Michaelson to ensure no one had wandered into restricted space. “That skunk could mess up this weapons test if he doesn’t stay clear.” Carl checked another screen, scrolling through information, then tapped an internal communications key. “Hey, Combat.”


“Combat, aye,” the Combat Information Center watch officer answered immediately.


“How are you reading the telemetry from the target?”


“Five by five, good buddy.”


Carl chuckled. “Good to hear. Thanks.” He leaned back and highlighted a symbol on the display that represented their target. “It’s a fine day for blowing holes in things. Okay, everything’s ready for the test firing. We’ve got forty-five minutes to go. I figure that means the captain and XO will show up in about half an hour.”


“I bow to your wisdom. I’ll try to look professional about that time.”


“You do that. Me, I’m almost gone.”


“Don’t rub it in. Did you hear who your relief is, yet?”


“Yeah.” Carl rubbed his chin with one hand. “Lieutenant Scott Silver.”


“Silver? Why do I know that name?”


“Maybe because he’s Naval Academy, like you. Or maybe because his daddy is Vice Admiral Silver.”


“Oh.” Paul scratched his head, frowning in thought. “Yeah, I remember now. There was a guy named Silver a couple of classes ahead of me at the Academy. That must have been him.”


“You only had one guy named Silver at the Academy?”


“Naw.” Paul glanced back at the enlisted watchstanders to ensure they weren’t listening, then lowered his voice a little more. “He took five years to graduate. Academic problems.”


“A hold back? They allow those at the Academy? I thought they just kicked out people who couldn’t hack it.”


“Most, they do. They grant a few waivers. Word was Silver got taken care of because he was an admiral’s boy.”


“Nice.” Carl’s tone gave the word full sarcastic force. “For him, anyway. Was he a jerk?”


“No, I never heard that. He got an extra-good deal, but he seemed fairly popular. Maybe he was just too laid-back for the Academy.”


“Huh. Well, maybe he turned out okay. It wouldn’t be the first time someone grew into responsibility, and Admiral Silver’s supposed to have all his ducks in a row, so maybe his son’s okay. I’m not going to judge the guy before he gets here.”


Paul laughed. “What do you care? You’re leaving, heading for the paradise of shore duty, where they actually let you go home at night instead of making you work some more.”


“Hey, I earned it. Three years on the Merry Mike is about two years, eleven months too long.”


“Tell me about it.”


“Buck up. You’ve got less than two years left, now.”


“The first year was bad enough.” The first captain of the Michaelson whom Paul had encountered was Peter Wakeman, a frustrated and impulsive officer who had caused innumerable headaches for his crew and ultimately ordered the mistaken destruction of another ship. The resulting court-martial had turned on Paul’s testimony about the ambiguous orders the Michaelson had been operating under, testimony Paul had reluctantly concluded he had a moral and professional duty to volunteer.


“That was your fault,” Carl observed. “Okay, not entirely. But any baggage you picked up from Wakeman’s court-martial came from your own freely reached decisions.”


Paul smiled. “Part of that baggage is Jen.”


“Well, if you complain about that, you’d really be a cretin.”


“Jealous?”


“Not at all. Jen Shen would have me for breakfast. I prefer my girlfriends a little less, um...”


“Careful.”


“Dynamic?”


Paul laughed. “Jen’s dynamic all right. Also dynamite. I hope her ship’s in when we get back.”


“If you want to date another space warfare officer you have to be used to a lot of goodbyes.”


“We know that. So far the hellos have more than made up for the goodbyes.”


“Please. We’re under zero gravity right now and my stomach’s already a little queasy. Speaking of which, do you think our new captain has his space legs, yet?”


Paul changed his smile to a look of mock disapproval. “My own struggles to get my stomach to accept zero g and occasional acceleration are recent enough that I don’t make fun of anyone else going through that.”


“You’ve got a point there. It’s hard to believe Captain Gonzalez is leaving us already. We always knew she’d have a short tour as commanding officer since she was a fill-in for the job after Wakeman got relieved for cause, but I’d miss her if I wasn’t leaving, too.”


Paul snorted. “After Wakeman, anybody could look good. But Gonzalez has been okay. And there’ll be some continuity in command since we’ll still have Kwan as executive officer.”


Carl rolled his eyes. “You lucky dogs. But he’s not all that bad. Depending on which Kwan you happen to get.”


“Even Good Kwan is no Herdez.”


“Ha! You’re the only one on this ship who’d say that as if you missed Herdez.”


“She was a good XO!”


“No question. Also so tough she could’ve been tossed out an airlock naked and climbed back in an hour later no worse for wear. They only made one Herdez, Paul, and then they broke the mold before any more could be generated by accident. Of course Kwan’s not Herdez. I give thanks for that every day. You should, too.”


Paul smiled to avoid answering. Commander Gwen Herdez had been incredibly demanding and a perfectionist as the ship’s executive officer, but she’d also been so thoroughly professional and fair that Paul had ended up admiring her. It’s like that old saying about what doesn’t kill me makes me strong. I learned a lot from Herdez. “Do you know anything about the new captain?”


“Hayes?” Carl shrugged. “Nope. He’s been real quiet.” Hayes had been on the ship for the last week, turning over responsibilities with Captain Gonzalez and observing the crew’s performance underway. “But I don’t think he misses much.”


“I’ve noticed that. You think he’s just kind of hanging around, then you notice his eyes are following everything real close.”


“Speaking of following stuff.” Carl pulled up the checklist for the firing test. “What exactly is a pulse-phased laser, anyway?”


“I heard the contractors who installed it talking. Apparently it shifts color randomly to counteract protective filters.”


Carl looked unhappy. “It’s a blinding weapon?”


“Just against ship sensors.”


“That’s the only way it can be used or that’s the only way it’s supposed to be used?”


“I don’t know.” Paul looked at the checklist. “This doesn’t say.”


“Of course it doesn’t. Well, there’s lot of stuff onboard that could be misused. I guess this is one more.”


“Yeah. At least it’s not a weapon of mass destruction.”


“Did you ever think you’d be grateful for that?” Carl indicated the checklist. “Let’s get going on this.”


A few minutes later, Commander Kwan, the ship’s executive officer, entered the bridge, pulling himself over to the seats occupied by Carl and Paul. “How’s it going, guys?”


Paul caught Carl’s surreptitious wink. I guess this time we got Good Kwan. I won’t complain. “Doing fine, XO. Just running down the final checklist for the test firing.”


“No problems, I take it?”


“No, sir. There’s one unidentified spacecraft in the vicinity, but he’s outside our operating area.”


“Okay! Keep up the good work.” Kwan scanned the panels where data on the Michaelson’s systems overlay displays showing space around them. Smooth arcs traced the paths of every spacecraft being tracked by the Michaelson, while a series of lines outlined the sector of space where the weapons test would take place. “Paul, what’s the maximum effective range on this new phased laser?”


“One moment, XO.” Paul called up the test firing plan and looked for the weapon’s data section.


Kwan frowned, his good nature vanished in an instant. “Mr. Sinclair, you mean you don’t have that information memorized?”


Paul felt a chill that had nothing to do with the temperature on the bridge. Uh oh. I’m “Mr. Sinclair” now instead of “Paul”. “It’s right here, sir. The maximum range is—”


“Mr. Sinclair, if the captain asks you that question, or anything else pertaining to this test or the weapon, she isn’t going to want to wait while you look things up. Is that clear?”


Paul didn’t bother looking to Carl for help. He’d screwed this up all by himself and nothing Carl could do would divert attention from that. You’d think I’d know better by now. If Herdez had still been here I’m sure I’d have memorized that stuff already. But she’s not, and I knew I was making JG and I just got a little sloppy. Stupid, stupid, stupid. At least I know enough not to try any lame excuses. There’s only one thing I can say that won’t make things worse. “Yes, sir.”


Kwan pointed to the data Paul had called up. “The captain will be up here soon. I’d recommend you start memorizing that real fast.”


“Yes, sir.”


“I’m going down to check with Weapons Division and the contractor personnel. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”


“Yes, sir.” Paul watched the XO leave the bridge, then rapped his forehead with one fist. “Maybe I ought to be busted back to ensign.”


“That’d be one for the record books,” Carl noted. “Ensign to JG to ensign within a few hours.”


“I can’t believe I slacked off like that. Just because Herdez isn’t still here doesn’t mean I still don’t have the same responsibilities. Getting careless could literally cost somebody’s life.”


Carl pretended astonishment. “I never thought of that.”


“Oh, go to hell. Can you keep an eye on things while I speed-memorize this stuff?”


“First you insult me and then you ask for favors. You’re a born space warfare officer, Paul. Go to it. I’ll scream if something’s about to blow up. And don’t be too hard on yourself. I’ve still got a lot to learn, and I’ve been doing this longer than you.”


Paul ran through the test firing plan quickly, using his Academy-honed last-minute cramming skills to commit as much of it as possible to memory in the shortest possible time. He glanced up occasionally, feeling guilty at being absorbed in the task while he should be attending to his duties as junior officer of the deck, but the bridge remained quiet, nothing breaking the routine of a normal watch.


The bosun mate of the watch brought himself to attention as Captain Gonzalez entered the bridge followed closely by Captain Hayes. “Captain’s on the bridge!”


Paul thumbed off the test firing plan, converting his screen to a maneuvering display, while breathing a silent prayer that everything he’d packed in would remain in his memory until the test was over.


Carl pivoted to face the captain. “Ma’am, all preparations for the test firing are proceeding on schedule. The range safety ship has reported all clear within our operating area.”


“Very well.” Captain Gonzalez pulled herself into her chair on the starboard side of the bridge, buckled her harness with the automatic habit of any spacefarer, then leaned back in her chair, putting her feet up on the display panel before her. “Nothing of concern, then, Mr. Meadows?”


“Only one thing to watch, ma’am. We still have that skunk hanging around the edge of the operating area.”


Gonzalez eyed her own display, then shook her head. “Yes, we do. He’s outside the area, but I don’t like having him that close.”


“He’s about sixty degrees to starboard of our firing vector, ma’am. Well clear.”


“Is he within range of the test weapon?”


Carl didn’t have to check. “He will be when we’re at the designated firing point, yes, ma’am.”


“Then let’s move his butt. Tell comms to send him a ‘get out of here, restricted area’ message. Medium heat version, for now.”


“Yes, ma’am.” A few minutes passed while Carl passed on the order to the communications personnel and the standard scripted message went out directed to the skunk. “He should be getting it about now.”


Paul nodded with satisfaction. “We’re seeing an aspect change. He’s maneuvering to head away.”


“Yeah.” Carl’s expression went from casual to concerned as he scanned the readout. “Something doesn’t look right.”


Captain Gonzalez raised an eyebrow and checked her own screen. “What’s wrong, Carl?”


“I don’t know, yet, captain. Something about the way that guy’s moving makes me wonder which way he’s pointing.”


Commander Kwan had returned to the bridge, unnoticed by Paul, and now pulled himself close to Carl, squinting at the display. “You don’t think he’s going to leave the area?”


“Sir, he just looks funny to me.”


Gonzalez glanced over to where Captain Hayes had hooked himself to a tie-down near her chair. “Lieutenant Meadows is one of our most experienced watch officers. Sometimes an experienced sailor can spot things your instruments can’t.”


Hayes nodded. “Just like back on Earth.”


“Yup. Mr. Meadows, is there—”


Carl interrupted as his display flashed. “He’s lighting off his main drive, captain.”


Paul slapped his console. “Look at that vector! He’s headed in, not out. You were right, Carl. What’s he up to?”


“Beats me. Captain, request permission to order the range safety ship to intercept that guy.”


“Granted. We can’t do the test shot with him there. Have comms send a high-heat version of the get-out-of-here message to that idiot.”


The range safety ship, positioned closer to the intruder than the Michaelson, boosted onto an intercept course with the unknown spacecraft. A moment later, a green spacecraft identification symbol blossomed on the Michaelson’s display where the skunk had previously been represented by a yellow “unknown” symbol. “He’s finally broadcasting a specific ship code. Ah, hell. He’s Greenspace.”


“Greenspace.” Gonzalez shook her head in disgust. “That figures. No wonder they’re messing with our test firing.”


Captain Hayes indicated the glowing symbol. “Do they interfere with a lot of test firings?”


“They interfere with anything they can. Anything they think is about the ‘militarization’ or ‘economic exploitation’ of space. Hell, humans came up here to exploit space economically, and once we started doing that some people wanted to fight over who got to exploit what, which is why the Navy’s here.”


Hayes smiled humorlessly. “So, basically they interfere with everything.”


“If they can. But spacecraft are expensive and we’re watching for them, so they don’t get too many places. Unfortunately, they got to this one.”


“I see. If they enter an operating area like this, do they fall under our jurisdiction, or do we need to call in civil authorities to arrest them?”


Gonzalez waved toward Paul. “Ensign... pardon me, Lieutenant Junior Grade Sinclair there is your collateral duty ship’s legal officer. He will provide you with all appropriate guidance in such situations. Correct, Mr. Sinclair?”


Paul nodded, acutely aware he was the object of two captains’ attention. “Yes, ma’am.”


“And such guidance in this case would be...?”


It’s a good thing I checked the rules on that subject before we got underway for this test shot. At least I’ve learned something since I was a new ensign. “We’re authorized to make arrests and seize property if the protesters enter a posted restricted area and disregard instructions to leave.” And... “We’re to notify civil authorities and turn over the protestors and property as soon as, uh, reasonably feasible.”


“Very well. If we end up needing to know just what ‘reasonably feasible’ means we’ll get back to you, Mr. Sinclair.” Captain Gonzalez motioned to Carl. “Lieutenant Meadows, did the Greenspacers acknowledge our latest warning to leave?”


Carl double-checked his panel, then shook his head. “No, ma’am. No reply.”


“Then have comms tell that ship to get out of here now, or we will intercept and seize it. Make sure they know there’ll be no more warnings.”


“Aye, aye, ma’am.” Carl bent to the task, but halted as an alarm sounded. “What the hell? That Greenspace ship is launching something.”


“A lot of somethings,” Paul added. “What are those?”


Gonzalez was chewing on a thumbnail. “Since that’s a Greenspace ship, at least we can be reasonably sure they’re not weapons. I want a quick ID on those things.”


Paul and Carl exchanged a quick glance. When ships’ captains said “I want”, their crews knew they’d better satisfy the request. Commander Kwan wedged between them, his expression and voice harsh. “Let’s get that ID for the captain. Now.”


As if we needed the XO telling us that, and as if leaning on us will get the captain a faster answer. Bad Kwan strikes again, but then he might still be ticked off at me for screwing up earlier. Biting his lip to help hide his reaction, Paul tapped in commands which upped the priority on a target ID. The Michaelson’s targeting system beeped a moment later, calling attention to its identification of the objects. Paul stared at it. “They’re short-range emergency escape pods.”


“Escape pods?” Gonzalez checked the ID herself, as did Commander Kwan.


“There’s nothing wrong with that ship,” Paul insisted.


“I’m sure there isn’t.” Gonzalez looked seriously out of sorts now. “But they’ve just sown a dozen of those pods through our firing area. It’ll take us and the range safety ship so long to round them up that we’ll have to postpone the test firing.”


“Sweet,” Commander Kwan muttered. “Maybe we should just leave them.”


“Wish we could, George, but those short-range pods have real limited life-support capability. If we don’t pick them up within a few hours, those protesters will be dead meat, and letting them die because of their own stupidity will make us look real bad. Go figure. I’ve got to give them credit for thinking of this.” Gonzalez unbuckled her harness and swung out of her chair. “I’ll go get on a private line to the commodore and let her know what happened. Lieutenant Meadows, plot intercepts to those pods. Tell the range safety ship I’d appreciate it if she seized that mothership.”


“Aye, aye, ma’am. Best-speed intercepts on the pods?”


“Naw. We’ve got to postpone the firing, anyway. Make sure we take a while to get to those pods. Not too long, but long enough to make ’em sweat on whether their life support’ll hold out.”


Carl grinned. “Aye, aye, ma’am.”


The bosun mate of the watch stiffened to attention again as Gonzalez and Hayes exited through the hatch. “Captain’s left the bridge!”


Commander Kwan pointed at Carl. “Keep me informed.”


“Yes, sir.”


Paul glanced at Carl after Kwan left. “Not exactly the nice, routine evolution you were looking forward to.”


Carl shrugged in an exaggerated fashion as he worked on the intercept plan. “No. But that’s okay. This is kinda fun. Maybe I can meet our ‘visitors’ when we haul them aboard. ‘Welcome to the USS Michaelson. We hope you have a pleasant stay in the two-meter-square compartment we’re going to cram you all into.’”


Paul chuckled despite the stress of recent events. “Thanks for mentioning that. I’d better give the Sheriff a heads-up.” He quickly paged the ship’s master-at-arms. “Hey, Sheriff. We’re going to have some hippie peacemongers coming aboard.” Paul vaguely knew “hippies” had been a group of some sort back in the twentieth century, but the term had long ago entered the permanent vocabulary of the military to describe any particularly unmilitary appearance or anti-military civilians.


“Once again you have made my day, sir.” Master-at-Arms First Class Ivan Sharpe, the Michaelson’s onboard law enforcement professional, didn’t sound thrilled.


“Happy to oblige. You’ve got...” Paul checked the maneuvering plan Carl was finalizing. “About two hours before we haul in the first one. The rest will dribble in over the next couple hours after that.”


“They’ll be prisoners?”


“Until we turn them over to the civilian cops on Franklin Station, yeah.”


“Fine. I’ll set them up in our finest minimal living standards compartments.”


“By the book, Sheriff. These Greenspace guys love publicity. We don’t want to give them any bones to gnaw on.”


“Ah, shucks, there goes my idea for feeding ’em.”


“Once you’ve worked it up, give me a rundown on your plans for confining them until we reach Franklin. I’ll brief the XO after that.”


“How many hippie peaceniks are we talking, sir?”


Paul checked the number of escape pods, each of which was automatically broadcasting the number of people on board. “Looks like twenty.”


“Twenty? What am I gonna do with that many hippies?”


“I’m sure an experienced cop and highly qualified petty officer such as yourself will find a solution.”


“Gee, thanks, Mr. Sinclair. Maybe I can stuff ’em into some of the officer staterooms.”


“Can’t use mine, Sheriff. The starboard ensign locker is already stuffed full.”


“What a shame. Speaking of ensigns, are the rumors I hear correct, that you are now a lieutenant junior grade in the United States Navy?”


“That’s so, Sheriff. I’ve been promoted. Any word on whether you’re going to make chief petty officer this year?”


“No, sir. But if I do, I’ll know it was all due to your inspired leadership, sir.”


“I’m glad you appreciate that, Sheriff. See you later.”


“Aye, aye, sir.”


Carl grunted with satisfaction. “My, that looks purty.” On his navigational display, a smooth curve arced from the Michaelson’s current path, aimed at intercepting the nearest of the Greenspace pods. From there, shorter curves leapt from point to point, painting intercept courses to where the other pods would be when the Michaelson reached them. “We should be able to nab those pods on the fly, if their grapple sites are up to specifications.”


Paul studied Carl’s work. “That’s nice. Hey, maybe we ought to make sure the ship’s gig is ready to launch, just in case we miss a pick-up on one of the pods.”


“An excellent idea. I’m glad I thought of it.”


“That’s funny, you don’t look like Sam Yarrow.”


Carl grinned. Lieutenant Junior Grade “Smilin’ Sam” Yarrow had a well-earned reputation among the other officers. “Okay, I’ll admit you thought of it. Just don’t compare me to Sam.” He tapped a communications circuit. “Captain, this is the officer of the deck. I have a plan worked out for picking up the pods for your approval. I’d also recommend having the gig ready to launch in case we have a problem with any pick-ups.”


Gonzalez’ voice came back over the circuit. “Shoot me a copy of your plan, Carl. Okay, got it. Wait.” A couple of minutes passed while Carl and Paul waited silently. One of the lessons Paul hadn’t needed reinforcing was the foolishness of bantering on the bridge when the captain might be listening in. “Very well, Mr. Meadows. Execute your plan as you prepared it, and notify the first lieutenant to get the gig ready.”


“Aye, aye, ma’am. Execute the plan as prepared and ready the gig.” Carl switched circuits. “Hey, Ensign Diego. Are you home?”


“Uh, yeah.”


“This is Carl Meadows on the bridge. Have I got a deal for you.”


“Carl, I’m working on updating my division’s training records—”


“Not anymore. The captain wants the gig crewed up and ready to go while we’re hauling in those Greenspace escape pods.”


“What Greenspace escape pods?”


“Oh, Randy. Being that out of touch with recent events is no way to make lieutenant junior grade. Let me know when the gig’s ready.” Carl swung and pointed to the bosun mate of the watch. “Broadcast a maneuvering warning when we hit the ten-minute mark. Which is about forty seconds from now. Also order the gig crew to stations.”


The bosun stiffened into a semblance of attention. “Aye, aye, sir. Maneuvering warning at the ten-minute mark, and crew the gig.” Carl spent the next few seconds sending a copy of the maneuvering plan to the XO, then the bosun opened the all-hands broadcast circuit and shrilled his bosun’s pipe in the age-old naval call to attention. “All hands prepare for maneuvering in ten minutes. Secure all objects and materials. Undertake no task which cannot be completed prior to maneuvering. Gig crew to duty stations. I say again, gig crew to duty stations.”


Paul admired the arcs of the maneuvering plan again. “Are we going to do this manually?”


Carl’s eyebrows shot up. “Manually? Hell, no. We’ll let the ship handle it. There’s too much mass and momentum involved to risk a screw-up on these maneuvers.”


Paul hid his disappointment, nodding in response to Carl’s order. He’d seen Lieutenant Tweed, the officer of the deck he’d first trained under, use manual control to make the Michaelson dance like a horse under a skilled rider. Someday, I want to learn to do that half as well as she could. But Carl’s probably right. Right now, we’ve got the lives of those Greenspacers riding on whether we execute these maneuvers correctly.


The bosun mate repeated his warning at the five-minute point. A moment later, Ensign Diego called in. “The ship’s gig is crewed and ready.”


“How’s its fuel state?”


“Uh...” Carl winked at Paul as the pause lengthened. After a few more seconds, Diego came on again. “Three-quarters of maximum.”


“That might be enough, but it’d be a good idea to get the gig’s fuel topped off as soon as you can.”


“Yeah. Okay. How long will we be standing by?”


Carl checked his plan before replying. “About four hours, assuming nothing unexpected happens.”


“Four hours? Man, I’ve got to get those training plans reviewed—”


“Randy, Randy, Randy. First off, complaining on this circuit is a bad idea because either the CO or XO might well be listening in to see how our preparations for the pod pick-ups are going, and neither of them is going to be sympathetic to your problem. Secondly, you can link your data pad to your divisional training records via the status panel in the gig’s dock. Just make sure you’re paying enough attention to what’s going on with the pick-ups that you’ll be able to jump into action if we need to order the gig launched.”


“Oh, uh, okay.”


Carl shook his head, then looked at Paul. “Now you see where ensigns get their reputations.”


Paul snorted. “I’ve had plenty of painful personal experience on that score. Give Randy Diego a break. He’s only been aboard about a month.”


“True. Let’s hoped he’s learned enough by now to pay attention to good advice.” The bosun’s three-minute warning interrupted whatever else Carl might have said.


Paul once again checked the straps securing him to his watch chair, then glanced back to ensure the enlisted watchstanders were properly strapped in as well. “Looks like we’re ready to go.”


“Yup. Since you’ve got the conn, go ahead and authorize the maneuver for the ship.”


“Authorizing the maneuver, aye.” Paul carefully depressed two buttons in sequence, telling the Michaelson’s computers to carry out the preplanned maneuver when the countdown hit zero. “Maneuver authorized.” It had taken a while for Paul to get used to the standard Navy practices of repeating back orders and stating information which everyone should already know, but he’d soon learned how important both routines were to ensuring orders had been properly understood and that everyone actually knew everything they needed to know.


The two-minute and one-minute warnings passed, then Paul watched the final seconds count down. After long periods spent without maneuvering, any change of course and speed brought some excitement, as well as extra stresses on the bodies of the Michaelson’s crew.


“Executing ordered maneuver,” the Michaelson’s voice announced. A moment later, Paul felt his body strain against his straps as the maneuvering thrusters pushed the Michaelson’s megatons of mass down and over to a new heading. With the ship swinging toward the proper heading, Paul’s back slammed into his chair as the ship’s main drive cut in, pushing the ship onto the proper vector to intercept the first escape pod. Paul watched the gravity meter climb swiftly to more than twice Earth’s normal gravity under the force of the main drives, then switched his gaze to the main display, where the arc of the Michaelson’s actual course smoothly dropped toward the new course laid out by Carl. The main drive cut off, causing Paul’s stomach to lurch as zero gravity abruptly returned, then his body hit his straps again as more thrusters fired to halt the ship’s bow on the proper heading.


“Sweet,” Carl muttered, eyeing the perfect joining of actual track with the planned course. “How’re you doing?”


“Nauseated and bruised.”


“Welcome to the glamorous Space Navy. It’s not just a job, it’s physical and mental abuse.” Carl checked the display again. “One hour, fifty minutes to intercept of the first pod. Hey, did we notify the bosun mates we’d be needing the grapnels?”


The bosun mate of the watch cleared his throat. “Beggin’ your pardon, sir, I took the liberty of passin’ that word.”


“Thanks, bosun.” Carl shook his head and smiled ruefully. “Imagine if we’d been bearing down on that pod and suddenly realized the grapnels weren’t ready. So many ways to mess up, Paul. I can’t say I’ll miss it all that much.”


The hour and fifty minutes dragged slowly onward as the Michaelson steadily headed toward the point where she’d intercept the track of the first Greenspace pod. About fifteen minutes prior to the intercept, the XO came onto the bridge, scanned the displays silently, then pulled himself into his chair and strapped in. Five minutes after that, the bosun once again called out “Captain’s on the bridge!” as Gonzalez and Hayes entered as well.


Carl tapped his panel to bring up direct communications with the bosun mates operating the grapnels. “We’ve got a fast passing speed on this intercept. Are you tracking the pod?”


“Yes, sir.” The voice was recognizable as that of the leading chief bosun mate, personally supervising her sailors during this evolution. “Those pods have reinforced grapnel points. We should bring off the snatch fine, unless he tries moving at the last minute. It’ll bruise him up a little, of course.”


“That’s a real shame, Boats.” Carl turned toward Gonzalez. “Captain, the grapnels are ready.”


Gonzalez nodded almost absently, her eyes on the display where the pod symbol and that of the Michaelson steadily closed on each other. “Very well.”


Hayes leaned forward as well. “Officer of the deck, is the first lieutenant supervising the grapnels?”


“No, sir. He’s in charge of the gig, so he’s standing by there. The leading bosun chief is at the grapnel station.”


“I see. Thank you.”


Carl raised an eyebrow toward Paul, who made a noncommittal expression back. It was impossible to tell whether Captain Hayes approved of the situation or not. Which was how it should be, since Gonzalez remained the captain of the Michaelson, but it left Paul and Carl wondering what Hayes might do, what things he might change, when he assumed command in the near future.


The Michaelson’s maneuvering system spoke to the bridge. “Closest Point of Approach to Contact Alpha Charlie One is 100.2 meters in four minutes, thirty seconds. Recommend maneuvering to open CPA.”


CPA stood for Closest Point of Approach, and one hundred meters at the speed the Michaelson was traveling meant they’d pass very close indeed. But that was their intention. Paul tapped a switch to acknowledge the information and recommendation, then hit another command to keep the Michaelson from automatically continuing to recommend opening the distance to the pod.


“CPA to Contact Alpha Charlie One is 99.6 meters in two minutes, two seconds.”


Carl faced the captain again. “Request permission to launch grapnel when ready.”


“Permission granted.”


“Boats, launch grapnel when ready.”


“Launch when ready, aye, sir. Standing by.”


They could have turned off the Michaelson’s announcements completely, but most officers preferred letting them be spoken to reduce possible misreading of displays. “CPA to Contact Alpha Charlie One is 99.1 meters in fifty-three seconds.”


Moments later, an alert signified the launching of a grapnel to intercept the pod. Technically, the launch was simply a matter of letting the Michaelson’s fire control system calculate the launch time and direction. In practice, experienced bosuns always let their instincts time the launch. On the bridge close-in displays, a representation of the grapnel snaked out toward the oncoming pod. The end of the grapnel merged with the pod symbol, then the Michaelson lurched slightly as the ship absorbed the pod’s momentum and mass, seizing the pod like a catcher snagging a ball in mid-flight. Carl tapped his communications panel. “How’s the strain, Boats?”


“A little heavy, but she’s okay, sir. A few more seconds and I’ll start reeling in our catch.”


“Our first catch, Boats.”


Paul tapped his own control. “Boats, is Petty Officer Sharpe down there?”


“Yes, sir. Along with all his deputies. We got a nice little reception waiting for our guests.”


Paul grinned. “Be nice, Boats. Use minimal force necessary to maintain control.”


“Heck, sir, I never use excessive force.” The bosun mate at the back of the bridge coughed suddenly, his face reflecting disbelief at the statement.


“Never?” Carl asked.


“Well, hardly ever, sir. We got a firm grip on the pod, sir. Starting retraction sequence. What’ll I do with the pod once I get the dirtbags out?”


Carl frowned, then glanced at Captain Gonzalez, who frowned and looked at Paul. “Mr. Sinclair, is there any fleet legal guidance on that?”


Paul swallowed. “Ma’am, I’ll have to check.”


“Do that. It’s not like any of the rest of us thought of it before now.”


Paul called up his legal references, hastily conducting a series of searches while trying not to notice how the pod was being reeled in closer every second. “Captain, the general rule is that an escape pod belongs to the originating ship or ship owner and should be either held for their retrieval or left with a beacon for eventual pick-up.”


Gonzalez rubbed her chin. “That’s the general rule, huh? But we just seized that ship.”


“Yes, ma’am. The guidance on seizure of ships violating restricting areas says we should hold them for whatever disposition is decided upon by fleet command.”


“It sounds like you’re telling me we have to drag those things along with us, Paul.”


“Yes, ma’am, I think so.”


“We can’t just leave them with a beacon?”


“No, ma’am. I’m reading between the lines here, but I guess there’s concern that if they’re left, the Greenspacers might be able to swoop in with another ship and recover them before another of our ships can do the job.”


“Well, hell.” Gonzalez threw up her hands. “Thank you, Mr. Sinclair. Mr. Meadows, inform the chief bosun that we’ll need to bring all the pods along. I’d appreciate any recommendations she might have for doing that.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


A few minutes later, the chief bosun called the bridge. “Mr. Meadows, Petty Officer Sharpe’s got our, uh, guests in hand. I’ve got just enough room in this here airlock to cram in two pods. The aft lock can hold two more, then the starboard locks can hold another four. That’ll leave four, which I think I can shove in with the ship’s gig.”


Captain Gonzalez rubbed her forehead this time. “Boats, are those pods going to damage the locks or the gig?”


“I can’t swear they won’t, ma’am. But I’ll tie them down good, and pack stuff around them. That’s the best I can come up with.”


“Very well. Let me know when the ship can maneuver again.”


“You can do that, now, cap’n. We’ve got this pod snugged in.”


“Thank you, Boats. Mr. Meadows, let’s go.”


“Aye, aye, ma’am.” Carl motioned to Paul, who activated the next maneuver.


Once again thrusters fired, then main drive, then thrusters. Paul took a deep breath and tensed his abdominal muscles, trying to stretch his body where it had been jerked around. The next pod loomed only fifteen minutes away on their current intercept course and speed. “Boats, the next pick-up’s coming up fast.”


“Understood, sir. I’m tracking it.”


The second catch went smoothly as well, followed by another maneuver to head for an intercept with the third pod. Despite having his body jerked around by the firing of the thrusters and drive, Paul couldn’t help admiring the way the Michaelson moved smoothly along each trajectory before altering course to the next. I wonder why making the Michaelson dance feels so good? And these clean pick-ups feel good, too. At least these Greenspacers gave us an excuse for some fun.
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On the third pick-up, as the Michaelson swung in less than two minutes from intercept, the escape pod suddenly fired its own thrusters, jinking off at an angle. “What the hell is that moron doing?” Carl seethed.


Captain Gonzalez made an angry face as well. “Being a pain in the butt. I guess they’re trying to complicate our pick-ups just to screw up things a little longer.”


Carl tapped his panel. “Boats, can you still get that pod?”


“Negative, sir. It’s heading off too fast, now. Even if I managed to get latched on, the line’d part for sure under the strain.”


“Understood. Captain, recommend launching the gig to recover this pod and continuing on ourselves to the fourth.”


Gonzalez nodded. “Very well. Get the gig going. And work up a message to broadcast to the pods that if they keep playing games, we might not be able to get them all recovered before their life support gives out.”


“Aye, aye, sir. Ensign Diego, launch the gig and recover the pod designated Contact Alpha Charlie Three.”


Ensign Diego sounded startled when he replied. “Yes, sir.”


Paul breathed a silent prayer that Diego had been smart enough to follow Carl’s advice and remain aware of what was happening. If he’s been buried in his training records, Diego might be dangerously disoriented until he gets himself up to speed. I hope there’s a good helm driving that gig. “Do you want me to draft the warning to the pods, Carl?”


“No, I’ll do that. Tell the ship to head to intercept the fourth pod.”


“Head for the fourth pod, aye.” Paul ordered the maneuver, wincing as the latest thruster firing pushed his straps against a bruise caused by an earlier firing. Okay, that particular part of sailing around nabbing these guys isn’t fun.


The thrusters fired again briefly to counteract the launch of the ship’s gig. A moment later, Carl pointed to his display. “What d’you think, Paul? Give me a sanity check on this statement before I run it by the captain.”


“Sure.” Paul read quickly. To all escape pods. Be advised that you have limited life support. We are attempting to recover your pods, but if you maneuver away from us when we attempt recovery we may not be able to bring in all the pods before some suffer from life-support failure. I repeat, any measures you take to avoid or complicate recovery may result in the deaths of some individuals on some of the pods. “Can I suggest adding something?”


“That’s why I asked you to read it.”


“Sorry. Okay, I’d add something along the lines of ‘Anyone who complicates and delays the recovery of their and other pods will be held criminally liable for any deaths which occur as a result.’”


Carl looked surprised. “We can do that?”


“We won’t. Civilian law enforcement types can, though. And I’m betting the captain will want to threaten these people with more than guilty consciences.”


“Okay. Thanks.” Carl rapidly added the sentence, then transmitted the message to the captain’s display. “Captain, I’ve got a draft warning for your approval.”


“Thank you.” Gonzalez read intently, then nodded. “Looks good. Go with it.”


“Yes, ma’am. Sending message to the pods now.” Carl keyed an emergency broadcast circuit reserved for search-and-rescue functions, one which he knew the escape pods would automatically monitor, and repeated the statement slowly, then set the communications system to retransmit the warning at ten minute intervals.


The fourth and fifth pods were nabbed and reeled in by the time the Michaelson’s gig had caught up with and snagged the third pod. The Michaelson’s thrusters and drive rolled and shoved the ship onto her intercept course with the sixth pod while the bridge watch began concentrating on keeping their breakfasts down. The fairly rapid series of accelerations, vector changes and abrupt returns to zero gravity had even the most veteran crew members feeling increasingly queasy. Paul made another unsuccessful attempt to adjust his harness straps so they’d hold him firmly and not aggravate any existing bruises, wondering once again why the Navy couldn’t seem to design comfortable harness systems. Rumor had it that if aircraft aviators back on Earth rejected a harness as substandard it got sent to a spaceship.


“Michaelson, this is the gig. We have secured the pod. Request scheduled course and speed activity so we can plan an intercept.”


Carl made a slapping forehead gesture, then quickly sent the requested data. “This is the Michaelson. Our current course and speed projections are attached to this transmission.”


“Roger. We copy full transmission. Preparing intercept plan. Request advise disposition of pod.”


Carl glanced at Captain Gonzalez. “Ma’am?”


Gonzalez gave him an arch look in reply. “When’s the gig going to get back to us?”


“Uh, I’ll find out, captain.” Carl checked with the gig, waiting with visible impatience until the reply came. “They project intercept in forty-five minutes, halfway between our pickup of pods eight and nine.”


“Good. Ask the bosun where he’ll want that pod at that time.”


“Yes, ma’am.” Carl looked cross as he called the bosun and got the reply, then sent the instructions on to the gig.


Paul leaned close to him and spoke in a whisper. “What’s the matter?”


“What’s the matter?” Carl muttered back. “I should’ve realized the bosun needed that information before the captain asked me for it. At least Gonzalez was nice about it, but she could’ve burned me and I wouldn’t have had any grounds to complain.”


Paul nodded. There’s so many details to handle in such a short time. It’s a good thing we’ve got multiple people watching everything. “Coming up on the sixth pod.” The first couple of pod intercepts had been exciting, but by now the process was beginning to feel tedious. Paul’s mind drifted a bit, as he imagined his upcoming reunion with Jen, but he jerked himself back to full attention. This is still dangerous. I’ve got to stay sharp.


Six, then seven, then eight. As the Michaelson was pushing over to her intercept with escape pod number nine, the ship’s gig called in. “We are closing on you at this time. Request further instructions.”


Paul glanced at Carl. “They had quite a stern chase to catch up with us.”


“Yeah. I’m sure they burned a hunk of fuel doing it.”


“Did Randy top off the gig before they launched?”


Carl indicated his read-outs with one extended finger. “Nope.”


“Oh, man.”


As the acceleration eased again, Carl pivoted his chair to face the captain. “Ma’am, the gig has the pod and requests further instructions.”


“So I understand, Mr. Meadows.” Captain Gonzalez pondered the question for a moment. “What’s the gig’s fuel state?”


Carl rechecked his remote read-outs on the gig. “I read fifty-one percent fuel remaining, ma’am.”


“Fifty-one percent? How can it be that low already?” Gonzalez thumbed a communications switch. “Gig, this is Captain Gonzalez. Confirm your current fuel state.”


Ensign Diego’s voice held a hint of worry when he replied. “The gig is at fifty-one percent fuel, ma’am.”


“How’d you get down to fifty-one percent this quickly? Is there a problem with a fuel tank?”


“Uh, no, ma’am. We, uh, launched at seventy-five percent—.”


“You didn’t launch with one hundred percent fuel?”


“N-no, ma’am.”


Gonzalez glowered at her display, her face reddening, the fingers of one hand drumming on her chair arm. “Mr. Meadows, order the gig to come back aboard. Have the chief bosun mate personally supervise getting the gig and the escape pod secured inside the dock. Mr. Diego, in the future you are to ensure the gig’s fuel is topped off prior to launch so that I have the option to use it as needed instead of bringing it back almost immediately. Is that clearly understood, Mr. Diego?”


“Y-yes, ma’am.”


“It had better be.”


Carl turned toward Paul and let a flash of exasperation show on his face.


Paul nodded briefly back. Carl told Randy to fuel up the gig. Randy didn’t listen, probably because he’d stayed focused on getting his training records reviewed. Now Randy’s in the captain’s dog house and the captain is probably looking for someone else to screw up so she can rip their head off. I hope Carl and I don’t run into any more problems until Gonzalez calms down again.


Fortunately for Paul, Carl, the rest of the bridge watch and any other sailor within Captain Gonzalez’ sight and hearing, no further problems hampered the recovery of the remaining pods. Whether cowed by the warning the Michaelson had sent out, or simply exercising an uncommon degree of common sense, the demonstrators avoided any other maneuvering, so their pods could be snapped up in tense but problem-free intercepts.


“Knock it off!” Carl gave the enlisted watchstanders a hard look to accompany his order, and both ceased their conversation instantly.


Paul raised an eyebrow at Carl. “They weren’t that loud,” he noted in a whisper.


Carl frowned, then nodded. “No, they weren’t. I’m a little on edge.”


“Me, too. We sit here for half an hour, then for a few minutes everything’s tense as we grab a pod, then we get beat up by the ship maneuvering and get to wait a while again. I’ll be real happy when we either get that last pod or our watch reliefs get here.”


“They’re here, Paul.” Carl hooked a thumb toward one corner of the bridge.


Paul glanced that way, surprised to see Lieutenant Diem and Ensign Gabriel attached to tie-downs there. He checked the time, shocked to discover he was already past due for relief. Heck, I’ve been so wrapped up in each stage of this I lost track of how long we’ve been chasing these damn pods. “Why haven’t they relieved us?”


“In the middle of this goat rope? I wouldn’t want to take over under those conditions, and neither would you. We’ll finish this out, then they’ll relieve us.”


Paul nodded reluctantly. “I guess that’s true. What if we’d only been halfway through snagging the pods when our relief time rolled around?”


“We weren’t. Different situation. Don’t get locked into fixed procedures, Paul. If everything could be handled by formulas they’d have a couple of robots doing our job.” Carl paused, his expression thoughtful. “Of course, my robot would be a lot better than your robot.”


“And prone to delusional thinking. Okay, we’re about to snag the last pod.”


Carl tapped his communications panel. “Boats, any problems with stowing this last pod?”


“No, sir. It’ll fit. The gig’s not going anywhere else ’til we off-load these pods, though.”


“Understand the gig’s penned in by the pods in the dock. Thanks, Boats. Here comes number twelve.”


Another pass, another lurch, and Michaelson had the last pod in tow. Carl gazed upward thankfully. “Mission accomplished. Captain, we have the last pod in tow.”


Captain Gonzalez nodded shortly. “So I see. Notify me when the pod is secured.”


“Aye, aye, ma’am.”


Lieutenant Diem stole a glance at Captain Gonzalez, still stewing in her chair, then unlatched himself, quickly swung over to Carl and spoke in a low voice. “What’s with the CO? She looks ready to chew some serious butt.”
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