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In the Orion Arm of the Milky Way galaxy, there are thousands of stars with planets populated by humans genetically identical to the humans of Earth, with only the minor variations commonly found on Earth itself. All these civilizations are of the same approximate age, within a few thousand Earth years. Other races in the galaxy have tried without success to discover where these humans originated. Parallel evolution on such a grand scale is so improbable as to be ruled out completely, so they are presumed to have come from a common set of ancestors, who traveled the stars long before other races ventured into space.

Legends tell of an original race of humans called the Progenitors who, somewhere in the prehistoric past, conducted a grand social experiment, populating every suitable planet they could find with small numbers of their own kind. These were not colonies in the traditional sense, with an established social organization and then-current technology. Instead, they were “seedings” of primitive tribes, young children placed on a planet with a few adult mentors to care for them and teach them basic survival skills. The children and mentors were left to survive or perish by their own efforts until—some versions of the legend proclaimed—some far future time, when the Progenitors would return to take the seeding back into the “family” of humankind. By the fourth or fifth generation, none of the original adults remained alive, and stories of the seeding faded into legend.

Such legends never explained the purpose of the experiment, but alien scholars have proposed theories on the subject. Some say the Progenitors wished to broaden their society by observing a variety of paths humans might choose in their development, that they left the seedings on their own so the experimenters would not skew the results through their influence. Others have suggested this was not an experiment at all, but rather some form of cruel sport by which the powerful entertained themselves by gambling with the lives of others. 

Though the legends always describe the Progenitors as human, some researchers have speculated they were not human at all, that the humans who made up the seedings were laboratory animals, genetically engineered for the purpose. They point to the durable, mutation-resistant genetic characteristics all humans seem to share, and they note that these characteristics would have served as a rigid control in the experiment. One alien researcher—a member of a species of voracious carnivores—theorized the seedings were neither experiment nor sport but a self-sufficient, self-replenishing food source, created by the Progenitors, to be harvested later.

Not all seedings survived. Some died out naturally without ever developing significant social organization or technology. Some reached a level of technology sufficient to destroy themselves and left only ruins for other spacefaring races to discover. 

Of those that survived, not all developed equally. Some seeding planets were poor in resources, particularly malleable metals such as iron and copper. On such planets, seeded humans might survive and even flourish, but would remain a mostly agrarian society with little industry or technology. On richer planets, humans could achieve more, and if they survived their own destructive tendencies, a few might eventually reach out into space.

Of the Progenitors themselves, no trace has been found. All that remains is their grand experiment—or sport or food source, depending on which theory is cited—and the scattered multitudes of humans it produced. They live their lives on their own worlds, blissfully unaware of the galactic mystery that surrounds their origin.

* * * * *
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TransLuna Shipyards

Lorna Greenwood had come to say goodbye to an old friend. LFS Valkyrie was in a docking bay at the TransLuna shipyards for a major refit. Most of her crew were enjoying liberty on Luna, and the emptiness seemed to echo around her, but when the Admiral went to her old cabin, she found it occupied. Commander Amy Ling, Valkyrie’s newly assigned captain, looked up in surprise and promptly jumped to attention when the fleet’s commander-in-chief appeared in the doorway.

“Stand easy, Captain,” Lorna told her. “I’m just here to say goodbye to the old girl. I told the watch officer not to alert anyone...didn’t know you were aboard, or I’d have screened you ahead of time.”

“I’m getting to know the ship, ma’am. Got lots of homework to do.” And I need to have a word with Ensign Marks, Ling decided. No matter what the admiral told him, he needs to learn to notify the captain when a flag officer comes aboard.

“She’s a good ship,” Greenwood said. “I hope she serves you as well as she did me. Won’t be the same without the AI, but the new electronics should be very good, and taking out the flag bridge gave the engineers space for new systems.”

LFS Valkyrie, at 150 meters in length and 3,200 tons of mass, was the largest ship capable of planetary landing the Lunar Free State had built. She had also been the first ship with an onboard artificial intelligence. At the time of the war with China, she had been classed as a battlecruiser and Lorna’s first flagship.

Now, the new Apache-class heavy cruisers were being built at TransLuna, with an overall length of 450 meters and a mass of over 30,000 tons. Valkyrie had been reclassified as a frigate, and her AI had been transferred to Lorna’s new flagship, the 640-meter-long, 90,000-ton battlecruiser LFS Athena. Looking out from the shipyard’s observation gallery, Lorna had been saddened by how small the old flagship looked, compared to Athena moored in the next bay down the line. 

Lunar Command would have preferred to allocate less of the Lunar Free State’s resources to building warships, but there were no fewer than nine Earth nations with fusion-drive capability, and all of them except Japan had insisted on putting warships in space. The LFS was still the only nation with gravity-drive ships, technology kept secret since the founding of the Lunar nation. But a great deal of gravity research was being done on Earth. No other nation had developed a gravity generator powerful enough for a drive, but both the U.S. and the French had made breakthroughs in the field and had succeeded in developing inertial compensators—field generators that allowed them to push the acceleration limits of their fusion-drive ships up to 30 gravities or more without killing their crews. Lunar engineers predicted Earth nations would have gravity-drive ships within five years.

Gravity-drive technology also meant Lunar missiles had longer range and greater acceleration. But other nations were rapidly achieving parity with energy beam weapons, building powerful X-ray and gamma-ray lasers to arm their ships. Both the U.S. and France were reportedly experimenting with bomb-pumped laser warheads for their missiles, which could be detonated kilometers from their targets. The LFS had gamma-ray lasers, but its missiles still relied on point-contact warheads with conventional explosives.

In the past, artificial intelligence had given ships like Valkyrie a significant tactical advantage, handling fire control and point defense more efficiently than humans could. Now, except for Lorna’s new flagship, those functions were performed by dedicated computer systems, and the LFS currently had a moratorium on the building of new AIs. 

The AIs posed something of a moral dilemma. The LFS had built its first such system almost twenty years ago under the auspices of the Deep Space Research Institute. That system, known as Mike, was still the AI of Lunar Command in TerraNova. Mike’s two “sisters”—Val and Amy—had been built into Valkyrie and her sister ship, LFS Amazon, a few years later. Whether the AI systems were really living, intelligent entities—persons in the truest sense—was the subject of ongoing philosophical debate, but Lunar Command believed they were, and the Lunar Constitution treated them as such. 

That raised questions about the rights of such persons and whether the LFS was morally justified in creating them to serve human needs. Once created, if they truly were living beings, they couldn’t be dismantled, so when the new Lunar flagship was built, Val had been transferred from Valkyrie to Athena, as any other crewmember might be transferred to a new assignment. The new battlecruiser’s systems had been built to accommodate the AI, with significant enhancements over Valkyrie’s original design.

The third AI built by the LFS no longer existed. Amy had perished with the crew of LFS Amazon during an attempt to rescue hostages held by terrorists at a mining station in the asteroid belt. The terrorists had set off a nuclear device as Amazon docked with the station, killing themselves, their hostages, and the would-be Lunar rescuers. Their parent organization—one of many Jihad groups operating within the Islamic Federation—had crowed loudly about the blow they had struck against the infidels until American intelligence services had pinpointed their headquarters in the mountains of Nicaragua. The Lunar fleet had obliterated the site with a kinetic strike that left a kilometer-deep crater and no survivors. Terrorism, as LFS Chief Executive Ian Stevens had told the news media, was an Earth disease that could not be allowed to flourish in space. With the rest of Amazon’s crew, the AI had been posthumously awarded the Lunar Medal of Honor. Amy’s name was listed with theirs in TerraNova’s Memorial Hall.

Lorna reflected that Valkyrie wasn’t the same without Val aboard, or without the crew that had served with her for so long. A few of them were still assigned to Valkyrie, but most had moved on to other assignments. Her flag captain, Tom Sakura—Valkyrie’s previous captain—now commanded Athena, with the rank of commodore.

But Ling has a good crew, and it’s the crew that makes the ship, she thought. I’m sure the old girl will serve us well as long as she’s still in commission.

Ling accompanied Lorna on her nostalgic tour of the old flagship, and the admiral didn’t object. Ling’s first command, LFS Trailblazer, had originally been designated a Wanderer-class corvette, but now she and her sister ship, LFS Nomad, were rated as express courier ships, with upgraded drives for maximum acceleration and light armament for defensive purposes only. The name ship of the class, LFS Wanderer—now an exhibit in TerraNova’s Museum of History—had been the first ship ever built by the Deep Space Research Institute. In a military tradition borrowed from Earth, Wanderer had not been decommissioned and was instead manned around the clock by an honor guard crew of one officer and one enlisted rating, assigned from the TerraNova duty roster.

The Fleet’s hardware has changed, Lorna thought, but our people have gotten better as well. Experience has taught us a lot. She looked at Amy Ling and remembered the young lieutenant, her greenest captain in the Chinese war, who had boldly hurled Trailblazer in pursuit of nuclear warheads aimed at the Lunar base. 

Valkyrie was one of only four ships still in commission that had fought in that war. The Lunar Free State had gone into battle with nine ships, and two of them—Starfire and her sister ship LFS Starflame—had been lost in combat. Since the war, they had lost Amazon and the only other ship of Starfire’s class, LFS Starsong, which had been abandoned and destroyed after a collision with an ore freighter on approach to Ceres Station. Another Wanderer-class ship, LFS Pilgrim, had been decommissioned after a crash-landing on Mars had left her too damaged to be worth repairing.

Starfire and Starflame had already bequeathed their names to a newer class of destroyers, and a new Starsong was under construction. But while the new ships inherited the battle honors of their namesakes, none of them had seen combat.

Valkyrie was the most decorated ship in the fleet. Lorna had selected Ling to command her, wanting to leave the veteran warship in the hands of a captain who had been there and would appreciate the ship’s battle honors. Ling’s most recent command had been the destroyer Starblade, newer than Valkyrie and almost as large. Given her experience and performance, Ling probably rated a heavy cruiser; but commanding the former flagship carried a certain prestige, and she had accepted the responsibility proudly.

The two women returned to the captain’s cabin, and Lorna prepared to depart.

But Ling paused and glanced at the bulkhead chronograph. “The sun’s long past the yardarm, Admiral. I think I’ve got a bottle of Cabernet in my locker. Would you care to have a drink with me?”

Lorna smiled. “I think that would be appropriate, Captain. Thank you.”

Ling found the bottle and two glasses. She poured the wine, and Lorna lifted her drink.

“To the Fleet,” she proposed. “Fine ships and stalwart crews.”

“The Fleet,” Ling echoed, “and absent friends.”

“Absent friends,” Lorna agreed.

* * *
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Ceres Station, The Asteroid Belt

The Asteroid Belt is a rough, dirty place, Jimbo Davis decided. 

The Ceres Chronicle page on the Belt Network was reporting another two Free Miner ships “missing or overdue.” It was hard to tell with Free Miners—they didn’t tell anyone where they were going, didn’t keep regular schedules, and often wound up at Farside Station on the other side of the Belt months later. They were supposed to report once a month, but there was no way for Ceres or Farside to enforce the regulation. Most were a little sloppy about reporting in, but these two hadn’t been heard from in four months.

With the discovery of Pearson’s Nugget by the Lunar Free State, the Belt had proven to be a source of mineral resources beyond anyone’s expectations. Within a year after the Big War, the U.S. and several other nations had formed a Space Commerce Syndicate and turned their attention to asteroid mining. They knew where the LFS was getting its wealth, and they wanted a piece of the action. 

The U.S.—under pressure from the LFS—had put its fusion-drive technology in the public domain. Technically, anyone who wanted to build spacecraft could do so, but at first, only the U.S. and its Syndicate partners—Korea, Japan, and Australia—could afford to do so. Fusion reactors were expensive and fusion-powered ships had to be built in space, which was why the LFS had built its TransLuna shipyard at the L1 Lagrange Point, the point of balance between the gravity of Earth and that of the Moon. 

The L1 point was defined as the territorial limit of the Lunar Free State, but the Syndicate nations wanted something closer to Earth. The LFS contracted to provide gravity-drive heavy-lift ships to haul materials into Earth orbit to build the Syndicate’s shipyard and then to build another one for the Confederacy of Nations. The Confederacy was the successor to the pre-war United Nations, but the LFS had chosen not to join. Several other major nations were noteworthy for their absence, including Japan, Australia, the U.K., and Korea, a long-time ally and major trading partner of the LFS.

Both the Syndicate and the Confederacy had built their shipyards in geostationary orbit. The Confederacy positioned their CircumTerra facility over the Mediterranean Ocean, while the Syndicate’s facility was positioned over the Pacific Ocean. CircumTerra’s shipyards were smaller than those of the LFS or the Syndicate, but they also included research laboratories and experimental zero-gee manufacturing plants. To fund the massive project, they’d opened it to any nation or private group willing to pay for its use. 

For the first few years, the LFS and Syndicate corporations had done most of the exploration and mining but then the first Free Miners had appeared. Some were independent operators staked by private investors, but others were third-world government ventures. All Free Miner ships were built at CircumTerra, many of them on a shoestring budget. Safety was a marginal consideration, and almost nothing was spent on crew comfort. They were crewed by adventurers willing to take risks in pursuit of potentially huge profits. Accidents were common, ranging from drive breakdowns to environmental failures that left ghost ships drifting in the void. But investors still lined up to fund such ventures, and there was never a shortage of people to crew them.

Now, it appeared that some Free Miner losses might not be due to accidents. Tried and proven ships with veteran crews were disappearing, and scuttlebutt around Ceres and Farside hinted at claim jumping and piracy. The stakes were high, and the chance of a pirate or claim jumper getting caught was small. 

At first, the LFS and other nations had dismissed the rumors. Finding a Free Miner ship in the Belt was difficult, and finding one working a successful claim was nearly impossible. The Belt was not a narrow band of densely packed rocks. It was a broad, toroidal ring that extended well above and below the ecliptic, from just beyond the orbit of Mars to nearly the orbit of Jupiter. It contained a huge amount of leftover material from the formation of the Solar System, but that material was spread over a vast volume of space. A ship could pass through the Belt without coming within a thousand kilometers of anything larger than dust particles. Rocks of any size tended to cluster together, and many “asteroids” were nothing more than agglomerations of smaller rocks. While these could yield profitable quantities of various minerals, miners looking for a big strike searched for the less common, solid “nugget” asteroids, composed of metallic elements that required less effort to extract and refine. 

Given the difficulty of finding such strikes (or finding a miner who had located one), piracy didn’t seem to offer much chance for profit—unless, of course, the pirates went after ore freighters moving between Earth and the Belt, where routes were well-defined and patrolled by warships of the LFS and other nations. But mining ships continued to disappear without so much as a distress call, and not even the LFS had enough ships to police the entire Belt. When the Lunar Free State’s commercial exploration ship LCS Venture disappeared, Lunar Command had been forced to act.

Thus it was that Jimbo Davis found himself dressed in well-worn coveralls with a name tag that proclaimed him to be the master of the Free Miner ship Pride of Cape Town. He had just returned to his cabin after a dockside visit, and more than anything else, he wanted to shave off his ten-day growth of beard and get back into his regular uniform. But he couldn’t do that yet. He needed to go down to the number one hatch and sign for provisions being loaded by the port cargo handlers, and he couldn’t let any of them see him that way—“clean and neat” didn’t fit the typical Free Miner dress code.

He would also have liked to bring the gravity back up. Pride’s compartments and passageways were designed for free-fall, with grab bars on every surface, but swimming in the air was not Jimbo’s idea of fun and being sucked down onto the deck by magnetic boots was no substitute for feeling real weight on his feet. But again, he couldn’t do anything about that until after the ship departed Ceres.

Outwardly, Pride of Cape Town was a battered but serviceable miner ship, veteran of years of service in the Belt. Her mining and ore-handling gear was well-maintained but showed signs of long, heavy use; her hull was pocked with dents caused by brushes with minor rocks; and her name, stenciled in huge letters on her sides, was particle-scoured to the point of being barely readable. Her cargo and equipment bays, the only parts of the ship likely to be visited by dockside people, were similarly worn and battered. 

The rest of the ship was a different story, clean and neat, maintained with military precision. As the plaque in Jimbo’s cabin proclaimed, she was not FMS Pride of Cape Town. She was LFS Privateer, an auxiliary warship in the service of the Lunar Free State. At one time, Pride of Cape Town had been a Free Miner ship, but that was before the engineers at the Lunar Naval Shipyard got their hands on her. 

Nor was Jimbo Davis a Free Miner captain. He was Lieutenant Commander James Lewis Davis, Navy of the Lunar Free State, and his business was hunting pirates.

* * *
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TerraNova City, Luna 

“A reminder, Admiral, you have the U.S. President in VidCon Three in five minutes.”

“Thank you, Timiko, I’m on my way.” Admiral of the Fleet Ian Stevens, chief executive of the Lunar Free State, grimaced as he headed out of his office. Mustn’t keep the old blowhard waiting, he thought. He’s hard enough to deal with when he’s in a good mood.

Stevens was struck by a sense of the surreal. After all that had happened in the past decade, he still didn’t think of himself as a head of state, and the idea of dealing peer-to-peer with the President of the United States gave him a strange, fantasy-world feeling. After the war, relations between Earth and the Moon had thawed. Much as he disliked Blackthorne, Stevens had to admit the president had reversed America’s pre-war drift toward global socialism, but he suspected Blackthorne’s motives. When a lifelong liberal suddenly declares himself a conservative...well, it had been an election year, and Blackthorne had always been good at judging which way the political wind was blowing. He’d won quite handily on a platform of “looking out for America’s interests first” and “restoring Constitutional freedoms.”

Ian noted with a degree of cynicism, however, that in the restoration of the Constitution, Blackthorne and his cronies had somehow lost the Twenty-Second Amendment—the one that limited a president to two terms. Blackthorne was now preparing to run for his fourth term. His call today was probably an appeal to the Lunar Free State for assistance in some popular cause that would help him get reelected. 

Ian entered VidCon Three with minutes to spare and quickly inspected the room. It was set up to look like an executive office suitable for a head of state, but it was nothing like his real office. His own sanctuary was furnished for comfort rather than elegance and decorated with personal memorabilia—not the sort of place he would share with just anyone, especially by video. While Stevens might consider the meeting confidential, Blackthorne would release recordings to the media if it served his political purpose.

Ian slid into the chair behind the desk, checked his uniform, and composed his features into a look of quiet confidence. “All right, Mike, make the connection.”

“Yes, Admiral,” the voice of Lunar Command’s artificial intelligence replied from the wall speakers. “On camera in three...two...one...”

About two seconds later—due to transmission lag between Earth and Moon—Blackthorne appeared on the screen. The connection must have caught him by surprise. The president, a portly, balding man whose shirt collar always looked a size too tight, wasn’t looking at the camera, but the scowl on his face was plainly visible.

“...you moron! I said one of the Cuban cigars. This cheap thing isn’t fit to sell to the Moon people!” He snarled at an unfortunate aide somewhere off camera. Ian suppressed his amusement as the president glanced at his screen and realized he was connected. The irritation on Blackthorne’s face vanished, replaced by his best campaign smile. “Admiral...” he said in a cheerful voice. Ian remained silent, and the president repeated the greeting. “Admiral...?”

“Ah...there we are, Mr. President. I didn’t have any audio for a moment.” I’ve learned a lot about diplomacy over the years, Ian thought. Don’t embarrass the man by letting him know you overheard that stupid remark. There was a time when I’d have rubbed his nose in it.

“I appreciate your time, Admiral. I know how busy you are.”

“I always enjoy talking to you, Mr. President,” Ian lied. “You said there was an urgent matter we need to discuss.” Quit wasting my time and get to the point.

“Right...it’s the Central African Republic, Admiral. The situation has become intolerable. Those terrorist rebels are disrupting international free trade!”

While the nations of the Northern Hemisphere had survived the war with much of their industrial infrastructure intact, changes in global weather patterns had wreaked havoc on farm production. America’s farms were coming back, but Americans were still dependent on Africa and South America for food and agricultural products. Unfortunately, most countries on both of those continents were in the hands of the Islamic Jihad, and few had anything like a stable government. The only countries at peace in those parts of the world had already succumbed to the Jihad and were under the rule of an Islamic theocracy. The Central African Republic was, in fact, the only nation in Africa that still had a secular government—albeit a military dictatorship—but the rebels in question were Islamic terrorists, and their mission was to destabilize that government.

Blackthorne’s use of the term free trade was a blatant attempt to push one of Ian’s hot buttons. The Lunar Free State was an advocate of unrestricted trade between nations, but the CAR was no more an obstruction to trade than any other nation in turmoil. Several U.S. corporations—no doubt heavy contributors to Blackthorne’s campaign—had significant interests there.

“I see,” Ian replied, “and I presume you are calling to ask if we would drop a few rocks on the heads of the aforementioned terrorist rebels?”

“Admiral, there have been times when I’ve wished you would drop rocks on their capital city. Their government is almost as bad as the rebels, though at least they’re willing to do business. We thought about sending our own military, but since you people also have trade interests in the area and can get the job done without unnecessary casualties, well...” The president’s smile was hopeful.

“Hmmm...” Ian mused. “No unnecessary casualties...except, of course, for the innocent civilians who would probably be killed if we put down a kinetic strike anywhere near a town or village. A rock from space can’t discriminate between friend and foe. Not a good weapon for dealing with terrorists who hide among civilians.”

“We’ve got some well-defined target areas, Admiral. There won’t be anyone there but terrorists and collaborators. We need to teach these people a lesson.”

Definition of collaborator, Ian thought, anybody who happens to be in the wrong place when the rocks come down. 

“Mr. President, we’ve been over this before. The Lunar Free State is not going to become Earth’s international police force. We will take military action only if we are directly threatened and will employ kinetic strikes on Earth only if we are certain no collateral damage will be suffered by innocent parties. If you want to send in your troops, we won’t interfere, but we both know that’s not going to change the outcome. Eventually, the current government will fall, and the Islamic Federation will have total control of Africa. Neither rocks from space nor American troops will stop that from happening. America—and the nations of Europe—let that genie out of the bottle at the turn of the twenty-first century. We’re a half-century too late to do anything about it now.

“Besides,” he continued, “you aren’t the most popular Earth leader among my Fleet officers right now. I think it has something to do with your recent comments about Admiral Greenwood. I believe the phrase was ‘godless lesbian whoring after young girls’ or something like that. You know, she’s quite popular with the officers and crews under her command—so much so that I’d say it’s lucky no one has proposed dropping rocks on your head.” He paused to wait for Blackthorne’s reaction and chuckled inwardly as he imagined the Secret Service agents around Blackthorne looking nervously up at the ceiling.

“Now, Admiral, those remarks have been taken out of context,” Blackthorne said hastily. “I was speaking to some constituents whose religious beliefs reflect a lot of prejudice about these things. You know how these fundamentalists are—they get uncomfortable when they hear that you have a...well, a known female homosexual commanding your battle fleet.”

“Mr. President, I’ve known Admiral Greenwood for many years. She is an honorable and moral person and a fine officer, whose courage and dedication are without question. She does not flaunt her sexual orientation, nor does she engage in the kind of immoral conduct you described. She has a long-term, committed relationship with another of my officers, and, frankly, I don’t think it’s anyone’s business but theirs. In fact, the people back on Earth wouldn’t even know about her sexual preferences if it hadn’t been for stories in the tabloids in your country, most of which turned out to be pure fiction.” 

“Well, now, Admiral, I understand, but these people...” Blackthorne shrugged.

“Mr. President, the problem with the United States for the past seventy-five years has been that too many people have demanded their rights without recognizing that every right carries a corresponding responsibility. Our Constitution goes a step further than yours, in that it specifies those responsibilities. Lunar citizens have the right to religious freedom, but the responsibility that goes with it is tolerance. If any of our religious groups start preaching hatred or intolerance, they’ll end up doing their preaching somewhere else—most likely back on Earth, and sooner rather than later. That’s why we don’t have Jihadists up here, and very few Muslims of any kind. It’s not that we won’t tolerate the Islamic religion—it’s that they won’t tolerate any other religion, and that makes them persona non grata on our soil. You preach total religious tolerance, but you don’t enforce it. Otherwise, a lot of your radical fringe groups, of whatever flavor—Islamic, Christians, Jews—would be run out of the country.”

“That’s easy for you to say, Admiral,” the president retorted, and Ian heard the frustration in his voice. “But our Constitution doesn’t permit me to ship troublemakers to another planet, and my citizens can remove me from office a lot easier than yours can remove you. You people booted out a radical Islamic sect a year ago—and they ended up here, in Phoenix, in my back yard. Hell, I can’t even keep them out of this country thanks to the Confederacy’s demands for unrestricted immigration.”

Ian sighed. “And that, Mr. President, is one of the reasons why the Lunar Free State will never join the Confederacy. I know a lot of people down there—including some prominent politicians in your party—assume any one-world government will be benevolent and serve the interests of all people throughout that world. But the old United Nations proved it doesn’t work that way. Some people think it will make everything right, and peace and harmony will prevail, but any fool can see the Jihad isn’t going away. The Confederacy just gives the Jihadists another vehicle to pursue world domination.”

“I don’t disagree with you,” Blackthorne said quietly, “but what am I supposed to do? The people want us to be members of the Confederacy, and if I go against the wishes of any major group in this country, I won’t survive the next election. I don’t think you appreciate how difficult it is to keep the American people happy.”

For a moment, Ian felt sympathy for the man. For all his faults, Blackthorne was caught up in a situation not of his own making. In the early 1960s, President John F. Kennedy had said, “Ask not what your country can do for you, but what you can do for your country.” For the better part of a century, Americans had ignored the advice. They’d demanded that their government take responsibility for everything, even the raising of their children. In return, they’d allowed the government to take away their basic freedoms. Thanks to a conservative backlash after the last war, most of those freedoms had been restored, at least on paper, but Americans still didn’t get it. They still wanted the government to do everything for them, including enforcing their perceived rights, even if it meant suppressing the rights of others who disagreed with them. Blackthorne was dealing with what Jefferson had called “the tyranny of the majority.” But if he tried to satisfy any one group—even most of the people—there was always a counter-group that would vilify him for it. The most radical groups were the most vocal, and the American news media pandered to them, because anger, outrage, and hatred made better news copy than peace and harmony.

“You’re right, Mr. President. I apologize for my little lecture, but I haven’t had to deport many of our citizens. In fact, not a single Lunar citizen has been deported in the last eleven years. That Islamic group—the ones that are now down there bothering you—came here on a commercial permit, allegedly to set up a business. We hadn’t even granted them provisional citizenship before we gave them the boot. We have the advantage of choosing the people we allow to have Lunar citizenship. The ones who receive it are here because they want to be and are willing to accept the responsibilities that come with it. You don’t have that advantage, and I know you have a difficult job satisfying the demands of the people. All I’m asking is that you not encourage the yammerheads. With all the problems in the world—some of which we’ve just discussed—the sexual orientation of a foreign naval officer should be something of minimal concern to a statesman such as yourself.”

“I know, Admiral, and I apologize—to you and Admiral Greenwood. I’ve never met the lady, but I’d like to someday. I hear she’s a hell of a military officer. Maybe you could lend her to me? I’ve got a few generals down here that are sorely in need of a good butt-kicking.”

Ian chuckled. He still didn’t trust Blackthorne, but the man had a certain amount of charm. He was surprised by the apparent sincerity of the president’s apology. “I’ll tell her that you said that; I’m sure she’ll appreciate it. And I’ll do one thing for you, Mr. President. I’ll tell the Pan African League the Lunar Free State is extremely concerned about the situation in the CAR. If the League can’t rein in those rebels—who we damned well know are being supported by League nations—we will take our business elsewhere.

“I don’t expect the League to do anything—they are mostly Islamists, they don’t like us, and as a governing body, they’re as useless as the old United Nations—but the message will get through. Hell, everybody wants to do business with the LFS—even the Pan African League. Maybe the threat of trade sanctions will have some effect on them.”

“Not as much effect as a rock on the head, but I thank you for the support, Admiral. I believe we have a lot of things to talk about, a lot of mutual interests. How would you feel about me making a state visit to the Moon? It’s my understanding no head of state has ever been up there to call on you in the, what...fourteen years since you’ve declared yourself a nation.”

He’s back on the campaign trail, Ian thought. Fourteen years ago, this guy wanted to nuke us out of existence, and now he wants us to help him look good to his people. Oh, well. Blackthorne was right—they did have a lot to talk about. The United States was a troubled nation, but it was still a world power, and if he and Blackthorne could reach an understanding about a few things...

“You’re right, Mr. President. We’ve established ourselves as a nation, but most of the world still wants to pretend we don’t exist. You’d be the first to come up here, and we’d be delighted to have you. I’ll pass your suggestion on to Admiral Bender—our equivalent of a foreign minister. He handles arrangements for things like that. Have your Secretary of State contact him, and we’ll set it up.”

“That’s what I like about you, Admiral.” Blackthorne flashed his campaign smile again. “A man of action. No bureaucratic nonsense.”

After the usual exchange of pleasantries, Ian broke the connection.

“Mike,” he directed, “advise Admiral Bender of my conversation with the president. Tell him to take care of that ‘expression of concern’ to the Pan African League. I want it strongly worded, and if he has questions, he can call me. Also, tell him to expect a call from the U.S. State Department about a visit from the president. Tell Commodore Yamamoto about that as well—she’ll need to be involved if he comes up here. Remind her we’ll probably need to provide transportation if he decides to honor us with his presence. At his age, I don’t think he’ll want to be boosted into orbit via chemical-fueled rocket.”

As he headed back to his office, Ian thought about the things Blackthorne had said. In many ways, the government of the Lunar Free State was more autocratic than that of the U.S., but the Lunar Constitution contained all the provisions of the old U.S. Bill of Rights, and the Lunar Code of Military Justice was strictly limited in regulating off-duty behavior. On-duty behavior was governed by military standards including discipline, military courtesy, and obedience to orders, and the Code of Justice was very clear on the concept of lawful orders. Not even the Admiral of the Fleet could order a citizen to perform an action that violated the Lunar Constitution or the LCMJ. 

The Lunar government still imposed martial law requirements on its citizens when alerts were declared. Real crises had become rare in the years since the Big War, but the LFS still held drills and training exercises, conducted with deadly seriousness. Since they lived in a sealed environment beneath the Lunar surface, LFS citizens were aware of the potential for natural and man-made disasters. Hostile military or terrorist actions were also a possibility, and operational readiness was the watchword for Lunar Command.

Despite their precarious environment and regimented lifestyle, Lunar citizens were a cheerful, contented bunch, with an esprit de corps that would have been the envy of most military organizations on Earth. It was really the citizens who made it work, though Ian liked to think he and his senior officers had something to do with it. 

Part of the reason the system worked was that the LFS was still quite small. The total Lunar citizen population was just over 150,000—not even a large city by Earth standards, but a far cry from the few hundred people he had first brought to the Moon fourteen years ago. 

Slightly over 22,000 citizens were part of the real military—the Lunar Fleet and Lunar Command structure—and another 7,000 held pure research positions—scientists and R&D engineers. Another 20,000 or so formed the infrastructure of the LFS—support people for TerraNova, the capital (and only) city of the Lunar Free State, the TransLuna orbital facility, and the LunaPort free trade zone in the Mojave Desert on Earth. 

The remaining population—most of the Lunar citizens—were involved in commercial and industrial operations that provided the LFS with its prosperous economy. These included mining operations on Mars and in the asteroid belt, solar-powered ore processing facilities on the Moon, trading groups that handled commerce with Earth, and a growing number of retail shops, restaurants, and entertainment facilities operated by Lunar citizens to serve the population and the small but growing number of tourists from Earth. These small businesses were often run by retirees—people no longer on active duty status. They were still subject to the provisions of the Constitution and the LCMJ and were technically active reservists who reported to the commanding officer of the Lunar base facility, but they operated their businesses for profit—capitalism in its simplest form. The Lunar Free State had nothing like an income tax but did charge businesses for space, energy usage, and shipping costs for goods imported from Earth. 

At present, immigration was restricted, based on a slow, steady growth rate controlled by Lunar Command. Essentially, no one could become a Lunar citizen unless there was an opening in the Table of Organization. In other words, the Lunar Free State enjoyed an employment rate of one hundred percent. The economic growth rate was projected to exceed the natural population growth rate—to guarantee a place in the T.O. for the children of Lunar citizens as they matured. In theory, a child who reached adulthood at age 18 could choose not to accept Lunar citizenship; but to date, no one had ever done so. Eventually, some free-thinking youngsters would decide the Lunar lifestyle was not to their taste and would choose to leave, and when that happened, no one would stand in their way. Part of the reason the system worked was that every Lunar citizen was there by choice, not by accident of birth.

The LFS also allowed non-citizens to set up and operate small businesses on the Moon because the demand for goods and services exceeded what Lunar citizens could supply. To set up such a business, a would-be entrepreneur had to convince Lunar Command a need existed, and that the prospective business could fill that need. Non-citizen proprietors could apply for provisional citizenship and, eventually, full Lunar citizenship, but that required seven full years of Lunar residence and a clean record. 

The permanent population of TerraNova also included another 5,000 people who were not Lunar or provisional citizens. These were diplomats and trade representatives from Earth, foreign journalists, and representatives of Earth corporations that did business with the LFS. These Earthworms (as Lunar citizens called them) were required to pay (or have their employers pay) for living quarters and services that Lunar citizens received for free. They were subject to all Lunar laws except those applying to military discipline and courtesy and could be deported to Earth by Lunar Command for any reason whatsoever, without legal recourse. The concept of diplomatic immunity did not exist in the Lunar Free State, and any representative of a foreign government who broke the law on Luna was subject to the same punishment a Lunar citizen would receive, with justice administered by a military court-martial. This was just one of many ways in which the LFS did not follow the ‘traditional’ and ‘civilized’ rules other nations expected, but so far, there had been few complaints. Nations that wanted to trade or otherwise do business with the LFS accepted these rules and advised their people to obey Lunar law when on Luna.

Things had gotten more complicated than Ian had expected. His staff had grown considerably, and despite that, he still spent a lot of time dealing with matters unrelated to the simple goals he had established for the LFS fifteen years earlier. His concept of a small nation of people dedicated primarily to the exploration of space had grown into a major commercial and social entity that was far more entangled in the affairs of Earth than he would have liked. While Blackthorne’s comment about the security of Ian’s position as chief executive was correct, hardly a day went by when some member of the Lunar Directorate didn’t criticize his policies or methods. Ian had to listen to them, since they were duly elected by the citizens of the LFS, but he was not required to take their advice. The Directorate could remove him as chief executive, but that required an eighty percent vote. Since the Directors usually couldn’t agree on what time to break for lunch, it was unlikely they would ever find themselves eighty percent in agreement on the removal of the Admiral of the Fleet. Ian would most likely have the job for life unless he retired voluntarily.

I can’t say it hasn’t been interesting, he thought. I wonder what surprises the next decade or so has in store...

* * * * *
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LFS Athena, Lunar Fleet Anchorage

In the spacious day cabin that served as her office aboard LFS Athena, Lorna Greenwood was reviewing fleet deployments. She noted with satisfaction that the fleet’s newest heavy cruiser, LFS Aztec, had completed her readiness trials with high marks from the inspection team and was ready for assignment.

“I’m going to send Jeff Jones out to the Belt to relieve Starfire. We need to bring Torrey back here anyway, so she can take command of Apache. What do you think, Tommy?” Lorna addressed the question to the stocky officer sitting in the chair on the other side of her desk.

A decade younger than Lorna, with features reminiscent of an Oriental cherub, Commodore Tommy Sakura did not look the part of a senior command officer. But he shared with his admiral the distinction of being the most experienced space officer in the fleet. As a young engineer, he’d made the first orbital flight with Lorna aboard Wanderer, the prototype ship of the DSRI. Since then, he had served almost continuously under her command and was one of her most trusted advisors.

“Sounds okay to me,” he replied. “Torrey’s overdue for a cruiser command. Besides, she and her crew have been out in the Belt a long time with nothing to do but count rocks.”

“They’ve been out there a long time?” Lorna snorted. “What about Davis and his crew? At least a destroyer has some creature comforts. Imagine being aboard Privateer for six months. Unfortunately, we can’t relieve them.”

“Well, Skipper, I’ve been wondering about that operation. Six months without a sniff of any pirates, claim jumpers, or whatever. We’ve tied up a warship out there shadowing Jimbo all that time.”

“True, but somebody planted a coded transponder aboard Privateer in Ceres Port two months ago. Whoever they are, they’ve been able to track her for a long time. I just wonder why they haven’t made a move.”

“Hmmm...maybe they don’t think he’s found anything worth stealing. He’s been cruising the fringes of the Belt, acting like a Free Miner who’s still looking for a strike. Maybe we need to send him to a good-sized rock ball and have him stay there as if he’s mining something. That may get their attention.”

Lorna looked thoughtful. “You may be right...and it’s worth a try. We’ll order him to find a sizeable asteroid that hasn’t been surveyed and attach himself to it. If we select the general area in advance, Aztec can be on station before Davis gets there—minimize the chance any bad guys will detect her.”

Sakura chuckled. “Won’t they be surprised? Hell, I’m confident Privateer can handle any half-assed pirates that come along, but I’ll guarantee an encounter with Aztec will spoil their day.”

Lorna smiled. “Speak softly and carry a heavy cruiser, I always say.”

* * *
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Lieutenant Carmencita Alonzo Murphy, Privateer’s executive officer, handed the coded orders back to her captain with a smirk and a shake of her flame-haired head.

“So, what do you think, Red?” Davis asked.

“Makes sense,” she replied. “We’ve been careful to act like regular miners, but we should have been acting like successful miners.”

With their ship two days out of Ceres Port, Davis and Murphy were wearing their regular LFS shipboard uniforms, as were the other four members of Privateer’s Navy crew. On the equipment deck below, their twelve-person “mining crew” were also wearing their regular uniforms—uniforms of the LFS Marines. Instead of maintaining mining equipment, they were conducting weapons inspections. The gravity plates under the decks had been turned on, and the bridge was at one gravity, though the Marines sometimes turned them off on the lower decks while conducting boarding drills.

“It’s good to be back in a decent, clean uniform again,” Murphy said.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Davis teased, “that miner bimbo outfit you were wearing was pretty hot.”

“I beg your pardon, Captain,” she said indignantly. “People are supposed to assume I’m your wife, so what does that say about your moral character?”

“At ease, Red,” he told her with a grin. “What it says is that we’ve been cooped up in this oversized coffee can for too long. I hope we get some action soon.”

“Amen to that,” she said.

* * *
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High above the Belt, over half a million kilometers to the solar north of the ecliptic and about the same distance east—or spinward, as spacers described it—of Ceres, Dieter Hohlmann gazed through the darkened viewport at the distant Sun. A long way from Earth, he thought. In spite of the price on his head back there, that was where he wanted to be. 

He turned at the sound of someone coming up behind him. “What is it, Hans?”

“We have a Free Miner who appears to have stopped searching, Herr Kapitan,” Hans Gruder replied. “He has not moved for two days.”

Both Hohlmann and his executive officer were expatriate Germans, though neither of them had spent time in the Fatherland in recent years. They, like most of the crew of PAS Mogambo, were mercenaries, a mixed lot from countries all over Europe and Africa. They went where their services were required, and, at the moment, that meant here, in the void beyond the orbit of Mars.

Officially, Mogambo was an unarmed observer ship registered to the Pan African League, charged with providing unspecified support for the mining and ore transport operations of the League’s member nations. Actually, the ship was quite well armed and equipped with a more powerful drive than her registry claimed. She was also equipped with French-designed inertial compensators which were a bit better than the ones the Americans or Australians could provide and powerful enough to give her an acceleration curve far superior to any Free Miner ship or freighter she was likely to encounter. In any navy except that of the LFS, she would have been classed as a destroyer or maybe a light cruiser. 

To “assist” in her “support” mission, Mogambo was accompanied by an armed patrol vessel, PAS Lion, whose ostensible mission was to “protect” the “unarmed” larger ship. Lion was also equipped with an oversized drive and compensators and, like Mogambo, crewed by mercenaries.

“Maybe he is just surveying a very large rock,” Hohlmann speculated. “What is the distance?”

“About seven million kilometers, Herr Kapitan. South, of course, and spinward of us.”

“Hmmm...What ship is it?”

“The transponder code we were given by our associates on Ceres indicates the Pride of Cape Town, a Free Miner of Dutch registry.”

“The Dutch!” Hohlmann snorted. “They never got over the loss of South Africa. I wonder if DeBeers has a stake in this one. What do you think, Hans? Is our little friend maybe looking for diamonds? And now maybe he has found some? I don’t think anyone has found diamonds before, but there are a lot of carbonaceous formations in the Belt.”

“It would make our employers very happy,” Gruder said. “The South Africans took diamond mines from the Dutch a long time ago. Now, maybe the Pan Africans will take another one.”

“It would make me very happy if he has found something. Our bonus would be substantial. I think we will give him one more day. If he doesn’t move by then, we will pay him a visit.”

* * *
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“Sir, I have a bogey...no, make that two bogies! Three zero zero thousand kilometers and closing.”

Jeff Jones had just come onto Aztec’s bridge and had been conferring with his exec, Lieutenant Commander Karen Reddy. Now he turned to his tactical officer. “Put it on the big screen, Mr. Simms...if you’re sure it’s not just another couple of rocks, that is.” The Belt was littered with objects large enough to register on Aztec’s gravitic scanners, and they’d already had a couple of false alarms.

“If these are rocks, sir, they’re mighty strange ones. They’re coming in at a steep angle from above the ecliptic, and they’re holding formation about two kilometers apart.” He checked his scans again. “I make the larger one about twenty k-tons and the smaller about eight. No drive traces—they’re coming in ballistic at about forty-five kps, and they’ll pass Privateer’s rock at about four hundred kilometers. Closest approach to our position will be about five zero thousand kilometers.”

“Hmmm,” Jones mused, “close enough and slow enough for a good look at Privateer if she’s on their side of the rock.”

“She is, Captain,” Simms confirmed. “They should be able to see her.”

“They’ll also be within missile range,” Reddy noted.

“True, but at four hundred kilometers, their targeting systems will have a hard time picking out Privateer against that pile of rock she’s sitting on. I’m betting they’ll slide by and take a look first. Once they’re below Privateer’s horizon, they’ll kill their incoming vector and try to sneak back up on her—assuming they’re hostile, that is. In any case, Ms. Reddy, let’s get a tight beam on Privateer and give Davis a heads-up.”

“Yes, sir,” she acknowledged. “How soon do you think he’ll need to move?”

“Depends on how many gees they pull. We’ll know when they light up their drives. Mr. Simms, assuming a ten-gee decel rate, how soon would they have to light up to go straight in, instead of passing by?”

Simms plotted the hypothetical course. “They need to light up within the next thirty-five minutes, sir, or they’ll pass the rock no matter what they do.”

“They might have compensators,” Reddy suggested. “If they can pull more than ten gees, they can kill that vector sooner. I wouldn’t expect pirates to have that kind of tech, but we don’t know who we’re dealing with here.”

Jones thought about it. “Okay. The chances of them detecting us at this range are poor to zero, so we’ll just stay put for now. Give Privateer that update on a tight beam, but other than that, I want full stealth mode—no emissions.”

* * *
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Privateer had set out mining equipment and plenty of lights to make it look like an active site. Davis had even left one power-bore running to provide an appropriate plume of dust and rock debris jetting out from the surface. When the message from Aztec arrived, he told his crew to stand by for action.

“At four hundred kilometers, we’ll see them easily on radar,” Murphy said.

“No, we won’t, Red, because we won’t be looking. We’re just a bunch of fat, dumb, happy miners who aren’t even keeping a radar watch. If these are our pirates, I don’t want to spook them with active emissions. We’ll let Aztec be our eyes.”

* * *
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“They are definitely digging for something,” Gruder said as he studied the imagery. “I can’t say whether it’s diamonds, but it certainly looks promising.”

“Yes, it does,” Hohlmann said. “We can start deceleration in a few minutes, once we are out of their sight. I think, maybe, we will let our little Lion have this one. Kimba’s always complaining Mogambo has all the fun. We’ll let him go around in front of the rock, while we hold station on the back side. If the miner lifts off, we’ll be waiting for him.”

* * *
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“They’ve turned over, sir, and they’re decelerating at...I make it 25 gees,” Simms reported. “They’ll be at rest relative to the rock in less than three minutes.”

Jones lifted an eyebrow at Reddy. “Compensators...you were right, Number One.” Without inertial compensators, no human could stand a 25-gee maneuver—at least not in an ordinary ship. For LFS ships, the gravity drives nullified the effects of acceleration, and compensators were unnecessary, even at gee levels far greater than the unknown ships were pulling. 

The two ships slowed to a stop, then began to come back in toward Privateer’s rock.

“Sir,” Simms added, “they’re separating. The big one looks like he’s coming to rest relative to the rock, about five hundred kilometers out. The little one is coming back in slowly. He’s going to shave the rock pretty close—by a kilometer or less.”

“Maybe he’s planning a boarding action,” Reddy said.

“Or maybe he’s going to use short-range weapons. Comm, update Privateer. Tell Davis to cast off and get the hell out of there. Bring us to battle stations, Number One.”

* * *
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The smaller of the pirate ships came around the rock with its fusion drive blazing, intending to swoop back in and riddle the miner with autocannon fire. In fact, the pirates opened fire on Privateer’s hastily abandoned mining equipment as soon as it came over their horizon, but a moment later, they realized their prey was no longer attached to the rock. They sent a frantic message back to Mogambo, and both ships began sweeping the area with radar. It didn’t take long to find Privateer—8,000 kilometers out and accelerating at six gees, the most the old mining ship’s fusion plant could produce. Both pirates went after her, but Lion was already 500 kilometers closer and moving in the right direction. She was also slightly faster than Mogambo and would overtake the intended victim well before the larger ship. 

Of course, both pirates would probably have run in another direction if they had been aware of the fourth participant in their little drama. Almost 200,000 kilometers above and behind them, Aztec was boring in on an intercept course at 90 gravities.

Aboard Privateer, Lieutenant Murphy was actively tracking the pursuing pirates with her radar. “Getting close to missile range, Skipper, but he knows we can’t outrun him. I’m guessing he’ll hold fire until he thinks he’s got a sure kill. He’s also jamming normal miner communication frequencies to make sure we don’t get a message off.”

“I guess there’s not much doubt about his intentions,” Davis said. “Richards, bring up point defense, in case he doesn’t hold his fire.”

Petty Officer Richards keyed his console, and two blisters that would normally have covered Privateer’s asteroid-mapping radar retracted, revealing a pair of laser turrets that were the ship’s missile defense system. A regular warship would have more of them, but the engineers on Luna hadn’t expected Privateer to get into a serious missile duel.

“If he waits too long, we’ll be able to take him out with the big guns before he even gets a shot off,” Murphy said as the range continued to close.

“Our orders are to let him shoot first,” Davis said, “though if he gets really close, my trigger finger might get itchy. It looks like we’re dealing with a real warship. He could chew us up pretty badly if he gets his licks in.”

At 50 kilometers, the pirate apparently decided he was close enough. 

“Missile launch!” Murphy sang out. “One bird—no, two birds—incoming, dead astern.”

“Point defense free!” Davis ordered. “Fire on acquisition.”

The incoming missiles were small chemical-propellant birds with conventional explosive warheads, sufficient to disable a ship like Privateer but not to destroy her completely. Point defense didn’t acquire the tiny targets until they were within five kilometers but then the laser turrets fired and blew both missiles away.

“Bet that surprised you, you bastard,” Davis muttered.

He watched the pirate carefully for a reaction. If the attacker showed any sign of breaking off, he planned to launch a couple of missiles from their concealed launchers in what had been Privateer’s ore storage holds. The gravity drive LFS missiles would close the distance in seconds, and their two-hundred-kilo ship-killer warheads wouldn’t leave much more than a cloud of debris where the pirate had been. That would certainly scare off the other pirate, though Aztec could probably chase him down anyway. 

But if Davis could convince the enemy he had only defensive armament, maybe he could get him to come in closer—within the limited effective range of his other weapons. Under the precision fire control system of a regular LFS Navy ship, gamma-ray lasers—grasers for short—were good out to ranges of several thousand kilometers. With the limited targeting and tracking systems Davis had, 25 klicks was about maximum to guarantee a hit on a target as small as the incoming pirate, but, at that range, grasers could saw an enemy ship in half. If we can avoid hitting his fusion plant, Davis thought, there might be enough left to figure out who these bastards are and where they came from. So come on in, sucker—you’ve almost got me. All you have to do is get a little closer.

The pirate kept coming. At 30 kilometers, he launched two more missiles. Once again, point defense picked them off several kilometers short of their target. 

“Open up the graser bays...targeting systems online,” Davis ordered as the pirate continued to close. The rate of closure slowed to a crawl as the pirate decelerated to match vectors with Privateer. 

Two cargo hatches slid open, one on each side of Privateer’s battered hull. Twenty-five kilometers...20 kilometers...

“Kill the drive! Come left ninety degrees! Fire as your weapons bear!”

Senior Tech Martinez, at the helm, hit the cutoff for the fusion drive and poured power to the directional thrusters. The old mining ship was massive, and she came around slowly. As she did, the pirate opened fire with his autocannon, spitting a long burst of high-velocity armor-piercing projectiles in Privateer’s direction. The pirate had shut down his drive to steady his aim, and reaction from firing the heavy projectiles killed much of Lion’s forward vector, slowing her rate of closure with Privateer almost to zero. But bullets take time to cover almost twenty kilometers, and PAS Lion had just run out of time. Privateer’s targeting system locked onto her, and a light came on at P.O. Richards’ console. Richards rammed the firing key, and the cruiser-sized graser fired.

Grasers are light speed weapons, and Lion’s cannon fire had not covered half the distance to Privateer when the hellish beam of coherent energy struck head on, ripping the guts out of the pirate ship. It tore three-quarters of the way through her length, burning through bulkheads as if they were made of paper before finally spending its energy just short of the containment vessel of her fusion reactor. Nearly half the pirate crew died, either from direct contact with the beam or from splatters of molten metal that burned through pressure suits, flesh, and bone. When the beam cut off a fraction of a second later, most of the ship’s compartments had been opened to space. Her fusion plant was undamaged, but control system failures sent her into emergency shutdown.

Then it was Privateer’s turn to take Lion’s fire. At twenty kilometers, an autocannon is not an accurate weapon, but the mining ship was a big target, and most of the 500-round burst of depleted uranium slugs struck some part of her. Many of them passed harmlessly through empty ore holds that were not under pressure, but a few of them impacted her aft engineering spaces. Both engineering crewmembers died as a slug penetrated her reactor containment. Emergency shutdown systems kept the entire ship from being destroyed, but an eruption of plasma vaporized a section of her port quarter. In the forward equipment bay, one Marine died from a direct hit by a slug, but the Marines were already pressure-suited, so the rest of them survived the decompression that followed.

Just one of the 30mm rounds penetrated Privateer’s bridge, leaving a large hole on the port side, ripping the helm console to shreds, and sending a spray of metal fragments in all directions. Davis, sitting at his command console at the rear of the bridge, saw everything happen in a frozen moment of time whose details he would recall for years to come—Murphy, struck in the shoulder blade by a fragment that cut her safety harness and sent her spinning out of her chair; Martinez throwing his arms up in front of his face as his console erupted in sparks; and Richards belatedly ducking his head after the fragments had already whistled by. Then came the scream of escaping air. Instinctively, Davis locked his helmet down, automatically activating his suit’s communications. Richards and Martinez locked their helmets down as well, but Murphy, hanging from her chair arm by the remains of her harness, wasn’t moving. 

“Richards! Help Lieutenant Murphy! Martinez, grab the patch kit and let’s get this hole closed. Engineering, report!”

Gravity was offline, and everything not secured in place was being sucked toward the fist-sized hole in the hull. Davis secured his suit’s safety line to his chair before releasing his harness. He noted that Martinez and Richards had done the same. Richards was working his way toward the fallen executive officer, and Martinez was pulling sheets of patch material from the storage rack overhead. The sheets were a plastic polymer, strong enough to hold against atmospheric pressure and flexible enough to mold themselves to the opening. As Davis reached him, Martinez slapped one of the sheets over the hole, and it snugged down with a thump. The rush of air cut off abruptly, and Davis retrieved the sealing gun from its rack and handed it to Martinez, who applied the quick-setting resin around the patch to make the repair permanent. Davis then turned to Richards, who was trying to untangle Murphy from her harness.

“Good thing you got the hole closed, sir. I sealed up her helmet, but she’s got a big rip in her suit. She needs a medic bad, sir.” The gloves of Richards’ pressure suit were covered with Murphy’s blood.

Davis realized he hadn’t gotten a response from engineering. “Medic to the bridge,” he ordered, hoping there was someone left back there to hear him.

“Sir, this is McGuinness. Medic is on the way. Engineering is not responding. I think we have heavy damage aft, and I’ve sent two men to check. We lost one man back here, but we’ve got the pressure leaks under control, and I’ve got a team working its way forward, sealing holes as they go.”

“Good. Carry on, Sergeant.”

Davis relaxed a bit. The Marines had started damage control without waiting for orders. Master Sergeant McGuinness was a good man. Davis considered him young for his rank, but he was proving worthy of it. “Martinez, is anything working on this bridge?”

“Main power’s offline, sir. We’ve got life support on backup power, but communications and tactical are dead, and the helm console...well, we ain’t gonna be driving her from here, sir.”

“Damn! I wonder what that bastard is doing out there.”

“Sir, he must’ve fired before we hit him,” Richards said. “I nailed that sucker dead on. I guarantee the sonofabitch is not gonna be coming after us.”

“Then maybe we should be thinking about going after him. McGuinness, is the cutter still serviceable?”

“It looks okay, sir. I’ve got a man checking it out now.”

“Good. Get it preflighted and stand by for orders.” Besides, he thought, if we’re damaged as badly as I think, we’ll need it for communications, and we may need it for a lifeboat. Now, I wonder what the other bastard is doing...

* * *
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“I can’t raise Lion, but she is still closing slowly on the miner ship, Herr Kapitan,” Gruder reported. “They are about fifteen kilometers apart, and neither of them is under drive.”

“Perhaps Kimba has finished the job,” Hohlmann said, “but they damaged him in some way. Perhaps he is waiting for us to come and help him.”

“Ja, or maybe they have finished him, and they are waiting to do the same to us.”

“Hmmm...if they did, they waited until he got very close. If we still don’t have answers by the time we close to fifty kilometers, we will blow them out of space and figure out what happened later. What is the range now?”

“To the miner, nine hundred eighty kilometers. A bit less to Lion.”

Mogambo was in pursuit mode, with all her active systems sweeping the area in front of her, concentrating on the two silent ships she was rapidly overtaking. Hohlmann and his crew were totally unaware of the hellhound on their trail.

* * *
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“This guy is really not watching his six,” Jeff Jones told his bridge crew. “At this range, my old, nearsighted grandmother would have seen us coming.”

“Yes, sir,” Karen Reddy’s voice came over the command channel, “but he’ll be within firing range of Privateer in thirty seconds.” When Aztec went to battle stations, Reddy had gone aft to her station in Auxiliary Control. Reddy could take command from there should disaster befall the bridge crew and captain. Jones didn’t expect problems with small fry like these pirates, but he hadn’t gotten to be captain of a heavy cruiser by disregarding basic combat protocols.

He was worried about Privateer. Davis had reported missiles fired at him and that he was turning to engage. After that, both ships had gone dead—no drive, no communications. Now the other pirate, 500 kilometers in front of Aztec, was about to enter the battle zone.

“Maybe we’d better give him a wake-up call,” Jones decided. “Mr. Sarkoff, give me a full power scan on that bogey in front of us, every active system you can put on him. I want a count of his nose hairs.”

“Yes, sir!” Ensign Gregory Sarkoff grinned. Aztec had been tracking the bogey with passive detectors only, sensing the delicate ripples in the gravity flux caused by a moving mass. Her powerful active radar and lidar systems could pick up a ship that size at over a half million kilometers. At this much closer range, they would probably raise the pirate’s hull temperature by a fraction of a degree—and shock the hell out of any threat warning systems he might have. “Scanning now, sir.”

* * *
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“Still no response from Lion,” Gruder reported. “Gott in Himmel!”

Mogambo’s exec turned white as his threat board lit up with a dozen warning indicators, and alarms began to scream. Lidar, intermediate band navigation radar, missile lock indicators, and TX-band doppler targeting radar! Only LFS warships used that system!

“Kapitan! We are being—”

“Behind us, you fool!” Hohlmann snarled. “Look behind us!”

Gruder punched the keys of his systems board, and Mogambo’s search and detection arrays stopped their forward sweeps and swiveled around to look aft. They had no difficulty finding a target, and Gruder’s heart nearly stopped as he felt the hellhound’s breath on the back of his neck. Warship! BIG warship! 280 kilometers and coming up fast. “Kapitan—”

“I see him. I think we run from this one. We fire everything we have and then we run.”

“It’s the LFS, Herr Kapitan! How can we run?”

“We have to try. Maybe we get lucky.”

“Weapons are ready, Cap’n. Just give me the word.” Jamie Connor at the weapons console was grinning in anticipation. 

He has no idea what he is dealing with, Gruder decided.

* * *
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“He’s seen us now, sir,” Sarkoff said. The pirate ship was hitting Aztec with her active systems, including targeting lidar. “He’s locking on to shoot!”

“Stand by point defense,” Jones said calmly.

The pirate ship rolled down and to the right. On Aztec’s main display, eight tiny blips broke away and curved sharply toward the cruiser.

“Missile separation!” Sarkoff sang out.

“Point defense free! Helm, come left twenty degrees and roll right thirty.” Jones wanted to give all his point defense batteries a clear shot and, at the same time, bring Aztec’s broadside to bear on the enemy. 

At that moment, the pirate ship opened fire with its turret-mounted lasers, weapons powerful enough to burn through the hull plating of a ship like Privateer, but Aztec’s gravity field degraded the beams to the point where they only blistered the paint and produced hot spots on her heavy battle armor.

“Permission to return fire, sir?” Sarkoff asked. 

“Not yet,” Jones replied. “I’d like to take this bastard alive, however—” he added as Aztec’s point defense picked off the last enemy missile, “—we are not going to screw around with him much longer. Helm, put us back on his tail and close the range.”

* * *
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Gruder clung to a glimmer of hope. Mogambo’s maneuver had momentarily opened the range, and he knew that Connor’s lasers had hit the warship. Now, if only the missiles...but he groaned in dismay as the cruiser’s point defense swatted down all eight missiles as if they were no more than troublesome mosquitos. His heart sank as the warship came around after them, with a delta vee more than three times Mogambo’s best acceleration.

“Reload the missiles,” Hohlmann ordered. “We shoot again when he is closer, and maybe he has less chance to stop them.”

* * *
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“Give me a hailing channel, standard Belt ship-to-ship frequency, but put it on a tight beam in case he’s as deaf as he is blind,” Jones ordered. An indicator appeared on his comm console, and he keyed his mike. “Unidentified ship! This is the Lunar Free State cruiser Aztec. Shut down your drive and weapons systems, or we will fire on you.”

The pirate showed no sign of giving up.

“All right, Mr. Sarkoff,” Jones sighed. “Do you suppose you could put a spread of four missiles past him without hitting him and detonate them right in front of his nose?”

“Can do, sir.” Sarkoff smiled, his fingers dancing over the fire-control console. “Just say when.”

“Now.”

The four missiles, launched by powerful mass drivers, came screaming out of their tubes. Their gravity drives came up, and they leapt forward at over 900 gees. They covered the distance to Mogambo so quickly, her defense systems had no time to acquire. They flashed past her flanks and detonated a few hundred meters off her bow in a perfect diamond pattern.

“And that,” Jones announced, keying the open channel again, “was the last warning shot you are going to get.”

Abruptly, the pirate ship’s drive shut down, and her targeting systems died. Aztec braked to match vectors with the enemy and came to rest just two kilometers off the pirate’s starboard side.

“All right, Ensign,” Jones ordered, deliberately keeping the communication link to the pirate open. “If he so much as brings up an active radar system, you may blow him straight to hell.” He switched over to his command channel. “Marines, stand by for boarding action.”

* * *
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Aboard what was left of PAS Lion, Master Sergeant Jeremy McGuinness and his squad were conducting a boarding action. They’d launched the cutter and used its communications gear to contact Aztec. Then Jimbo Davis had ordered McGuinness to take his men over to the drifting wreck and suppress any resistance they might encounter. There was none, as Lion’s seven surviving crew members were too busy trying to keep themselves alive. The pirate ship’s life support system was beyond repair, and all they had were their pressure suits.

McGuinness herded them into the cutter’s tiny cargo bay and ferried them back to Privateer, where there was at least enough life support to hold out until Aztec arrived. 

* * * * *
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Chapter Three
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LFS Athena, Lunar Fleet Anchorage

“Privateer lost three crewmembers, ma’am,” the briefing officer reported, “and her exec was seriously injured. Both Privateer and the smaller pirate ship had to be abandoned, but Commander Jones’ prize crew is bringing the other pirate ship back to Luna. They destroyed what was left of Privateer after stripping all classified tech systems. Lieutenant Commander Davis wanted to bring her home, but she would have needed a new fusion plant and major work on her after hull structure.”

He paused, scrolling down his notepad. “Investigation indicates the pirates were operating with active support from the Pan African League. Their mission was to find and eliminate miners working a successful claim before they had a chance to register the claim. The pirates would report the claim location to League operatives on Ceres, who would pass the information to League mining ships. Those operatives were responsible for tagging Free Miner ships with transponders that allowed the pirates to track them. When a Free Miner stopped moving for any length of time, the pirates took that to indicate a discovery and went after him.

“We have enough information to identify some of the Ceres operatives. Records from the pirate computers indicate they were responsible for the destruction of at least five Free Miner ships, as well as LCS Venture and one Syndicate ship of Japanese registry.

“That concludes the briefing, Admiral. Are there any questions?”

Lorna Greenwood looked around the table at her staff officers. None of them spoke.

“Not at the moment, thank you, Commander,” she said. “Advise Aztec I would like to see Commander Jones and Lieutenant Commander Davis at their earliest convenience after they get back to Luna.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The officer came to attention, saluted, and left the room.

“Analysis?” Lorna asked.

“Well,” Tommy Sakura said, “we obviously underestimated the pirate threat. It’s a damned good thing we posted a real warship out there to back up Privateer, so Davis didn’t have to face those bastards alone.”

“You’re right,” Lorna agreed, “but he did well with what he had. Even with his ship shot to hell, he still sent his Marines to make sure he’d cleaned the other guy’s clock. Commendations are in order all around on this one.

“Unfortunately,” she reminded the assembled staff, “three of those commendations will be posthumous. We accomplished the mission, but we paid too high a price. I’ll feel better if we can convince the Ceres Mining Commission to extradite those League operatives the pirates identified.”

* * *
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TerraNova City, Luna

Ian Stevens was enjoying coffee and a fine cigar with the American president. The two men were lounging in Ian’s office, where the wall-sized viewscreen afforded a spectacular real-time view of the Lunar surface.

But President Blackthorne was somewhat upset. “Damn it, Admiral, your timing on this Pan African incident was terrible.”

“How’s that, Mr. President?”

“Well, you know we’ve been having trouble with the Pan African League, and now you go and destroy one of their government ships, seize another one, and take a bunch of their people prisoner.”

“Pirates, Mr. President. They were pirates, and they were preying on unarmed Free Miners, not to mention our commercial ships. The Pan Africans were in it up to their ears.”

“I understand that, Admiral, but now they’re saying you Moon people are trying to monopolize the Asteroid Belt. Worse, they’re saying you are a bunch of racists, anti-Islamic religious bigots, and white supremacists. I’ve got an election coming up, and the black vote is important to me. My aides are telling me I shouldn’t have made this trip.”

“Hmmm,” Ian mused. “You’re not going to eliminate racism in America until politicians stop talking about the black vote and the white vote and stop playing one group against the other. But I don’t think this trip will be a problem for you.”

“It could be. My opponents will accuse me of associating with a nation of white supremacists, and I’ll have people marching in the streets calling for my resignation. The media will eat it up because racial tension always makes news—”

“Mr. President, let me show you something,” Ian interrupted. “We haven’t released this yet, so you can give it to your news people when you think the timing is right.” Ian went to the screen on his desk and scrolled through a few files to find what he was looking for. The view of the Lunar surface blanked out on the wall screen behind him and was replaced by pictures of two men. “Do you know who these men are, Mr. President?”
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