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Supertech evolved while I was writing The Iron Admiral. I'd been at it for a while and reached that point where I threw the virtual manuscript at a virtual wall and snarled, "Nobody's going to want to read this rubbish!" The problem was that I felt my heroine in that story was drifting perilously close to fantasy. How did she acquire her abilities? This was supposed to be Sci-fi, not magic.

But writing doesn't like to let go of its victims and soon I was starting to imagine a somewhat different heroine who was born with special, unusual talents which qualified her to be nurtured as a Supertech. This was in the days when cyborgs weren't common, as they are today. I imagined Morgan as a feisty lady who hadn't asked to be a Supertech and refused to fit the mould. 

She had been modified at birth to incorporate a super computer into her brain. Her eyes were replaced with sophisticated technology that enabled her to connect her massive computer capability wirelessly with any computer. She was a product of an age after the devastating Cyber Wars when Humanity was brought to the brink of extinction after a battle with the machines which had taken over the running of society. Humanity was thrown into a Dark Age. 

When it recovered, it vowed to keep the workings of machine technology out of the hands of ordinary people. Supertechs built and modified all machines, and Supertechs were controlled. 

But some Supertechs are more easily controlled than others.

So, this little story is an introduction to Morgan Selwood who is strong enough to thwart her programming. And that's how the Morgan Selwood series started. It has been published separately

By the way, I sorted out my Iron Admiral script. It's the first of six books in the Ptorix Empire series.



She’s a Supertech, bioengineered from birth, fresh out of the Academy and tasked with designing a control system for an experimental fighter. Morgan’s up for the challenge but there’s more to the job than meets the eye. The Fleet invested in her education but did they train her for ... this?

Ensign Morgan Selwood was almost too good at her job and far too casual about Fleet rules and regulations. Tasked with designing a control system for an untested attack fighter seemed like a dream come true and a real career booster. But the specs and modules tell only part of the story—what Morgan discovers can put not just her career, but lives at risk.

MORGAN SLAPPED HER HAND ON THE PANEL that opened the door to the broom cupboard also known as her office. Lights flickered on as she entered. She really must bring in a broom and a bucket to finish the look. Another day in paradise. She flung her bag into its usual corner and sagged onto the chair. What riveting task would Cam have found for her today? 

Concentrating on the dataport, she flicked the mental switch in her implant to meld with the base’s computer system. The impersonal lens became a colored highway, transporting packets of data back and forth. Morgan sent her ID, on which she’d long since changed her security clearance to system administrator, and looked around for changes.

Ah. A new frigate up on Gens Brasna Two, the larger of the maintenance base’s two orbital space stations. She sighed. Dead boring. Routine annual checkout and recalibration. They wouldn’t even ask her to move her backside out of her chair for that. Nothing in her in-tray. She’d finished this week’s work yesterday morning. Oh, well. Might as well play with the simulators.

She browsed the list of simulator scenarios for a star destroyer, meant for Fleet engineers, navigators or officers on advanced training. This one sounded good; Star destroyer in orbit around a planet, main drives failed, orbit decaying. 

She’d barely started diagnosis when Commander Campbell’s voice jolted her out of the system. 

"Morgan. ENSIGN SELWOOD."

Damn. She hated being forced out of a meld. She sat back in her chair, eyes closed, waiting for the wooziness to pass as her brain reset itself for the physical world.

"Hi, Cam, what’s up?" she said through her implant.

"Got something for you, Morgan. Stop playing simulators and get yourself into my office."

Heat rose to Morgan’s face. She hadn’t realized he knew. But then again, she’d never felt the need to hide the fact she played on the simulators. Besides, she could always call her activity research. Anything a Supertech wanted to know and then some. If they ever posted her somewhere worthwhile, the knowledge would be useful.

"On my way."

She stood, a glow of hope flooding through her, and hurried down the corridor to Campbell’s office. 

He sat behind his cluttered desk, top button of his rumpled uniform undone as usual. A sharp mind hid behind that scruffy exterior. He had little regard for regulation creases and mirror shine on shoes and that suited her fine. He pointed a finger at his visitor’s chair. "Sit."

She sat. "What have you got? Another intermittent fault on that frigate upstairs?" 

He grinned. "You enjoyed that, didn’t you?"

"Yep. Took me all of six hours."

The smile faded from Campbell’s face. "I wonder when they’re going to see sense? You must have really, really upset Captain Jorvik, you know. Wasting a Supertech on a maintenance depot..." he shook his head. "I would have thought you’d been punished enough after six weeks."

Six weeks. Was that all? It felt like six months.

She shrugged. "I guess they sent me here because they couldn’t send me to a prison planet with the rest of the no-hopers."

She stared at the window simulation in Campbell’s office. Five levels above them drizzle fell from an overcast sky. Fat droplets collected on the virtual glass and ran down like tears. Jorvik’s face rose in her mind, a malicious glint in his eyes as he presented her with her ensign’s stripe and her first posting. Gens Brasna. High on minerals, low on weather and living conditions. 

"I didn’t think even a martinet like Jorvik would have been quite so stupid. You’re too rare and valuable for that." Campbell ran a hand though thinning hair, making it stick out even more around his head. "Never mind that. Here’s something that’s certainly worthy of you."

He slid a datacube into the reader on his desk. A holovid display of a fighter rotated in the air between them. Streamlined and sleek, canards, and forward-sweeping wings.

"That’s an SU-43," he said. "A brand new, versatile attack fighter, space and atmosphere capable, to be carried on star destroyers and deployed at ground bases. It’s the replacement for the K-11. This is a prototype. They want you to build the fighter’s control system."

Woohoo. A real job at last. She could have jumped up and kissed him. "Okaaaay. Thank you thank you thank you."

He laughed. "Happy now? Come on, Supertech. Let’s see what you’ve got."



The day flew past as she collected background information and read up on fighter control systems. 

After work she bounced into the apartment she shared with Brad.

"Hey. Had a great day, lover, how was yours?" She threw off her coat and flung it onto the nearest chair.

Brad grinned up at her from the couch and turned off the holovid. "That’s a change. Tell me about it."

She pirouetted, landed on his lap and engulfed him in a kiss. 

"I have to create a control system for a new fighter called the SU-43," she said when she came up for air.

The arm around her waist loosened. "Oh yes? What’s an SU-43?"

"Don’t tell me you’re interested? You’re never interested in what I do."

"In fighters, sure. That’s what I do."

"It’s a replacement for the K-11."

"I’ve flown K-11s. Quite a few times. How’s it different?"

"Totally reconfigurable wings. Forward slanting with canards when you want maneuverability, backswept when you need stability, wing length can be changed, wings and canards can be joined together to create one smooth delta-wing surface. Wings and canards are retractable, so the craft can be stored in a smaller space. That’s an improvement for a star destroyer."

"I guess. Weapons?"

"Laser cannons forward and aft and missile tubes under the fuselage."

"Are the missile launchers Techwares?"

"I don’t know. Does the manufacturer matter?"

His hand stroked her back, up and down, but absently. "Guess not. But Techwares are solid, problem-free and accurate."

"I can find out for you."

He grinned and hugged her shoulder. "I know you can, babe. But let’s not bother right now. A celebration is in order. Let’s go out for dinner and then on to the dance club. We can show each other some moves."

She sat up. "Sounds good. And then we can come home and practise some more horizontal moves."

He laughed. "That sounds even better. Go get changed, then."

She skipped off to the bedroom and pulled out her red dress while Brad changed into grey pants and a dark blue jacket. She liked his body, fit and strong. The scar still showed on his left leg, a long white line but he hardly limped at all and the injury certainly hadn’t stopped his ability to dance. Vertically or horizontally.

Gens Brasna may be the armpit of the Fleet, but at least she’d met Brad here. Nothing was irrevocably bad. And Captain Jorvik could put that small fact wherever he’d like it, with her compliments.

She slipped on dancing shoes, the heels high enough for elegance without causing nose-bleed. "What did the doctor say?"

His fingers stopped in the act of buttoning his coat. "Another month and they’ll consider sending me back to my squadron."

A month. Her heart almost stopped. But he was a fighter pilot, only here on Gens Brasna to recuperate, regain his skills flying refurbished ships as a final check before they went back to active duty. She knew that. Now the knowledge transformed into a hand around her heart, squeezing.

"Hey." He crossed the few steps between them and took her face in his hands. "This new assignment is a good sign. Do a good job and you’ll be out of here, too. Love you." 

He kissed her lightly then pulled her into his arms and clamped his mouth over hers. She molded against him, eyes closed. 

He pushed away at last. "Come on, we need to eat first."

She managed a laugh. "Guess so."

"And who knows? Maybe they’ll post you to Leviathan."

Yes, maybe they would. She’d been a good girl so far, hadn’t put a foot wrong since she landed here. The last thing she wanted was to lose her commission. If Gens Brasna was bad, the prospect of going home to Sal Moneo with her tail between her legs... No. She’d never do that. 



Morgan almost skipped into work the following day, bubbling with barely suppressed joy. A job, a real job. She connected with the computer, called up the schematics for the SU-43 and began to design the control system. She’d spent some time yesterday checking the controllers for the K-11s and a number of other fighters and reading up on the literature. The system would be a closed-loop neural network, collecting input data from sensors within the machine and modifying the flight characteristics accordingly. 

So many variables to consider; drag, flex, angles, external wind speed and temperature in atmosphere and the absence of those elements in space and a heap of others. The existing tech was a good jumping-off point. She could innovate a little more after she’d seen what the SU-43 would do with something similar to what was already out there. 

First things first; a whole slew of parameters to set up, all depending on what the aircraft was supposed to be able to do. She went back to the contract documents, entering minima and maxima which would define the best the aircraft could be expected to deliver.

A few days’ work and she had a prototype ready to test in simulations.

Now to match the pie-in-the-sky with the real world. She went back to the contract to check the capabilities of the components.

Extron Avionics had won the tender to build the entire aircraft. Out of curiosity she looked the firm up. Five years old, never built a fighter before. Odd. Why would they give a contract to a new firm? She went back to the tender process itself. Four companies had responded, one of them Techware, the firm Brad had mentioned. Techware had built the K-11 and that company’s design for the new fighter was very similar to the older ship. Extron’s bid was certainly far and away the cheapest, by a good twenty-five percent. The company trumpeted a new material, lightweight, strong and cheap, and a radical design. But the main reason for the reduced quote was that Fleet was going to supply the control system.

Alarms bells tinkled in her head. A control system supplied by her. And a brand-new product called ‘durafibe’ for the fuselage, a composite from a recently discovered plant fiber reinforced with carbon. It hadn’t been used anywhere else before. Uh-oh. Durafibe was still experimental. Her feeling of unease growing, she followed the data trail to the test results. Oh shit. The material tested to well below the maxima Fleet required. But the company set out assurances that the new substance was undergoing further development to improve its behavioral characteristics which would be finished in time for a production run in the following year.

Morgan leaned back in her chair and broke the meld with the computer system.

They couldn’t be serious. They couldn’t possibly be planning to build a brand-new aircraft with experimental materials. Surely.

She’d have to talk to Campbell.

She found the Commander in his office. He swiveled around from his monitor when she knocked on the doorframe. "You look worried. What’s up?"

She perched on the edge of his visitor’s chair.

"Aircraft design isn’t my specialty, Cam, but this SU-43 business bothers me."

"In what respect?"

"The design will work. I’m just worried about this Extron crowd who won the tender."

The two lines between Campbell’s brows deepened. "So? I expect they tendered a lower price."

"Yes, they did. Cam, this crowd has never built anything for a space-faring aircraft before. They’re contracted to build the whole damn ship and this durafibe stuff they’re going to use for the hull is still experimental."

"Morgan, it’s not your problem. You’re a Supertech. You build information systems, not aircraft. And you don’t write contracts."

"Sure, Cam. But my partner is a fighter pilot. He flies those aircraft and yes, I’m very interested. I took a look at the tender. I’m no lawyer, sure, but it seems to me we’ve got plenty of obligations to them and they have sod all to us, except to deliver a product that works. Eventually."

"So what’s the problem?"

She stared at him. The lines in his face seemed deeper, his eyes sunken and the normal glint of humor had gone.

"They’re giving us lots of assurances that this new material they’re developing will be ready in time. But if it isn’t, we just wait. No penalties, no compensation. And the control system I build will revert to them. They’ll own it." She shoved a hand through her hair. "They owe us nothing. We fit in with them. So I looked at the Techware tender to see what they offered. It'll work."

Campbell shrugged. "I've seen Techware’s design. It's just an upgrade of the K-11. Safe but unimaginative."

"That's right. Safe. Not quite as fast, not quite as maneuverable, but —"

"You're saying you can't make this prototype safe?"

Morgan looked away. "Yes, I can make it safe. Provided nobody pushes it too hard."

"Well then. Just do your job, Morgan. Build what's asked of you." Campbell’s hands had clenched into fists, the knuckles white.

A tingle of alarm wriggled down her spine. "What don’t I know, Cam?"

"Admiral Makasa is pushing this thing. It’s his baby."

"Who’s he?" 

"Morgan, he’s the boss of the whole munitions section." Campbell glanced around nervously as though his every word was being recorded for playback to the admiral.

"Well, does he know about the tenders? Maybe we should tell him."

Campbell slammed his hand flat down on the desk. "No. Do your job. Design a control system. You have the model, you have the simulation test bed. You said you wanted a challenge. Get on with it."

Morgan sat back in her chair, her eyes closed. Do your job... do as you’re told. You’re a Supertech. Do as you’re told. She heard the words. Saw them seared across her senses. Supertechs did as they were told, in spite of anything. It was part of her programming even if she tried to override it. Her body tried to make her stand and leave, go back to her office.

She rose to her feet.

No. She forced the impulse away and took a deep breath, steadying the pounding of her heart. Do as she was told, yes, but raise issues, surely. The compulsion faded to a dull ache.

"Look, I can program the control system. But if the wings fall off, what do you want me to do about it?" She leant over the desk at him, letting her anger rise to push the compulsion back even further. "You know what they’re gonna say? Oh, sorry about the pilot. Here’s a new ship. And there’s nothing we can do about it.

Campbell tried to meet her eyes and looked away. "Don’t blast me with your mercury glare, Ensign. This is bigger than both of us. Get on and do your job. What you were built for."

Built for. The words seared her soul. Modified at birth, she carried more computing power in her implants than all the processors on a battle cruiser. But nobody could see that. She was just another woman, except for her eyes. They were artificial, able to connect to dataports and yet still see what a human brain saw. To people like Campbell they looked like they were made of mercury; silvery, fluid; a nice, obvious reminder to all that she was different, strange. He couldn’t match her gaze; not many people could. 

Morgan pushed herself upright and slouched back to her broom cupboard. Cam hadn’t called her Ensign since a day after she’d arrived on Gens Brasna. This Makasa fellow had to be pushing him hard. 

Do your job. Design a control system. Obey. The urge to obey pushed at her. 

Well, maybe Makasa didn’t know about the faults in the contract. Sometimes senior officers were told what they wanted to hear, not what they should hear. Besides, compliance was part of the design job, surely?

She checked all the tenders, listed the problems as she saw them, asked questions about the quality of the components and returned to Commander Campbell with a report.

"It is my problem, Cam. I can design a control system constrained by the limitations of the materials but if they don’t come up to specification—"

"Then you’ve done what was asked of you. We’ll go back to the manufacturers and hold them to account." Campbell played with a laserpen, turning it over in his fingers.

Morgan folded her arms. "I told you I’d tell it like it is. Isn’t that part of my job?"

He shook his head. "No, it’s not. You build information systems. That is your job. You’ll have to learn to work with the system, Morgan."

Obey orders. The compulsion had always been there, as long as Morgan could remember but it was stronger now than it had ever been before. At the Academy she’d sometimes had to shrug it off but now it felt like a physical pressure. With an effort, she said, "I never have before, which is why I’m here. Why start now?" 

"Well, you might want to be somewhere else, for a start. Maybe this is a test." Campbell looked at a point just above the bridge of her nose, still absently twirling the laserpen. "You could get yourself taken off the project. Do you think that would help? Either the project or you?"

"Me? Why?"

"Put up too much argument and they’ll get someone else to build the control system. You’ll be stuck here, recalibrating information systems on ships brought in for routine maintenance. The thing will be built, with you or without you. Might as well go with the flow, get yourself out of here."

It was true. She could see that. If not her, then somebody else. Yes, another Supertech. And she wouldn’t want that, would she? It would be easy. Go back to your office and build the system.

"Cam, there’s something wrong here." She forced the words out. "They’re throwing something together on the cheap, putting pilot’s lives on the line by cutting corners. It’s the same with the control system. I checked that, too. Firms like Techware have their own Supertech employed to build control systems. But the contract with Extron specifically excludes the control system. It will be supplied by Fleet. Me. Straight out of the Academy. Ensign Selwood."

Campbell shrugged. "Why not? You have the skill. You topped your course—in fact, the Academy’s historical records—for all the technical subjects. You’re sitting here twiddling your neurons. Why not use them?"

"And save the cost of that module. Why not indeed?" It was true. He was right. She shook her head. "You have more confidence in me than I have. They just should... not... be... doing... this." She glared at him, punctuating each word with a jabbing finger. "At least not until that material is delivered on spec."

"Makasa needs funding to build the ship. Funding hat must be agreed now," Campbell countered. "Morgan, you just have to make the best of these things."

"Will you at least send Makasa my report?"

His face hardened. "No." 

Wimp. Useless, spineless wimp. "Why not?" 

His lips tightened. "Because it’s not part of your brief. I, for one, am not going to offend Makasa." 

"Why? What’s Makasa got to do with it? Surely he’d want the best machine he can get?"

Campbell closed his eyes and shook his head slowly from side to side. "Leave me alone, Ensign, please."

He looked old and tired. Dispirited. Harassed. She didn’t care.

"Oh, and when did pulling rank last work with me? If you don’t tell me I’ll find out."

Campbell rubbed his hands over his face. "Dammit, Morgan, he’s a three-star admiral. Makasa can ruin your career. He can ruin Brad’s. He can ruin mine. Brad wants to go back to an active squadron; I’m expecting to retire next year on a good pension. Three-star admirals can influence those decisions. And just remember," he added, raising his voice slightly and pointing a finger at her, "you want out of here. Let it go. Do the best you can. It’s your job to obey orders." 

He turned back to his console, indicating the discussion was over.

With that last sentence repeating softly in her mind, Morgan spun around and marched off, wishing she could slam the door.



Back in her office she slumped into her chair, still fuming. The anger helped, suppressing the siren song telling her to get on and do her job. Campbell might think the discussion was over. She didn’t. And it was part of the job, whatever he might say. It was.

First thing to do was to make sure she could prove her allegations with facts and dates. Why hadn’t she made meticulous copies all along? Too trusting. She never expected to have to explain herself to her own. That was something she’d learnt.

Morgan slid her mind into the system, accessed her work space and looked for the report. Odd. It was gone. She opened the backups. Not there, either. A tingle of alarm spread through her nerves. Deleted? Yes, completely, utterly and irretrievably, even for her. Nothing in the archives and no audit trail. 

When she told Brad that evening he frowned. "That’s strange, Morgan. Who could have done that?"

"Easy enough for a Supertech."

"You’re the only Supertech here."

"Don’t be naïve, Brad. People like Campbell and no doubt others would have the authority to run a function built by a Supertech at HQ to delete stuff."

"Yes, silly of me." He paused in thought for a moment. "Didn’t you have a copy of the document at home?" 

She brightened. "I did. I’ll take a look."

Nothing. A whole squadron of butterflies took wing in her stomach. She met Brad’s gaze.

"Look, be careful, babe. You don’t want to piss off Fleet. It’s bigger than both of us."

"I’m starting to feel like I’m being shuffled into a cage, Brad. It’s clear Campbell will go along with whatever Makasa tells him, so I’m in a corner on that one. And even if I had an old copy of the report, it would be my word against an admiral’s." 

Brad put his arms around her, settling her comfortably into the curve of his shoulder. "Look on the bright side. The ship’s not a complete eggshell. The simulations were good most of the time, weren’t they?"

"Yes, but... The control system is all about parameters set within the structural constraints of the material. This durafibe is flexible and strong, but it’s very thin to make it even lighter and the wings will tear under too much pressure. So I’ve limited the amount of force the aircraft can pull, which affects performance. That in itself is dangerous." She put her arms around his waist.

Brad stroked her hair. "If the ship can’t exceed limits, it’s safe enough, isn’t it?"

"I guess. Provided I’ve factored in all the variables correctly. What if I haven’t?"

"Look, you said yourself that Extron is producing an improved product. Fleet isn’t in the business of sending pilots out in sub-standard craft. It costs too much."

"Maybe. But pilots shouldn’t have to worry about the possibility of bits falling apart in the sky. There’s got to be something I can do." 

"I can think of something you can do," said Brad, turning her face up to his. "It’s nothing to do with a fighter, though." He drew her closer towards him and kissed her.



"Publicity," she said over breakfast the next morning as she poured cereal into a bowl.

"What do you mean?" Brad asked, his spoon held stationary halfway to his mouth.

"I’ll just do a letter to the editor, asking a few questions about the equipment tender. I can disguise it so it won’t involve me."

Brad shook his head. "You don’t imagine it’ll occur to them that you might have written it?" He went back to eating, crunching on his grain flakes.

"I can cover my trail."

He swallowed, shaking his head. "Let it go, babe. You can’t win, but you can certainly lose. Big time. Remember what I said. It’s not in Fleet’s interest to buy sub-standard craft and they won't."

Morgan kissed him and headed off for work. Not even Brad was on her side. 

The compulsion to obey hovered over her shoulder but Morgan found she could muffle it with unrelated work. An hour of research revealed that prominent civilian weapons expert Professor Wenisant regularly sent letters to the editor and to some of the senior supply officers in Fleet, criticizing tender documents. She grinned over some of his letters. Sarcastic as sin and he certainly didn’t miss anybody. Perfect.

The morning Professor Wenisant’s scathing letter about the SU-43 appeared in the Galaxy News a grim-faced Campbell stopped Morgan before she even reached her door. "My office."

She followed meekly, ensuring her face was a picture of innocence. That was one thing she’d learnt at the Academy. She’d out-fenced masters at face-reading. Silver eyes had one advantage; nobody could read what was going on behind them.

"Have you seen this letter?" He tossed a sheet displaying the letters to the editor section of the Galaxy News in front of her before he’d even sat down behind his desk. 

"Any one in particular?"

"The one entitled ‘What happens if the wings fall off?’ The headline letter. Professor Wenisant."

"Good questions," she said when she’d read the letter through. Much better than she could have done and pretty funny, too. "This Professor Wenisant knows his stuff." She smiled and returned the sheet to a scowling Campbell.

"Where did he get the detailed information about the project, do you think?"

She shrugged. "Who knows? He has a reputation, doesn’t he? I guess he has his sources."

"Not you?"

"Me? No. Why would I? It’s been made very clear to me that I’m just building a control system. Although he mentions that, too. Did you notice?" 

Campbell positively bared his teeth. It was all she could do not to laugh. "Yes. I noticed. Makasa will not be happy." He leaned at her, over the desk. "If you’ve had anything to do with this, Ensign, you will be in serious trouble. Serious trouble. Clear?"

"Never clearer. Sir." She stood. "If that’ll be all? I have test results to check."

"Dismissed."



Brad and Morgan sat together on their couch and watched the Galaxy News interview with Admiral Makasa as he answered every question in Professor Wenisant’s letter. He lounged on a sofa, a mountain of a man, the gold-encrusted collar of his admiral’s uniform seemingly embedded in the rolls of fat around his neck.

"The dangers are grossly exaggerated," he said, his voice deep and rich. "My administrative people have checked Extron’s credentials. It’s true they don’t have a track record with delivery of aircraft but they have an enviable reputation with mag lev trains and various types of industrial equipment. I spoke to the CEO just yesterday and he explained they’d hired experienced people who had worked in the space avionics industry to augment their pool of engineers." 

"The Professor mentions stress issues with the materials. What if the wings fall off was his question. What if they do, Admiral?"

Makasa waved a fat hand in dismissal. "It is a new substance. Rest assured thorough tests will be carried out before the aircraft is released. Yes, we can expect some tweaking. That is normal."

"What about the control system. It’s vital, isn’t it?"

"Of course. But we have our own Supertechs. Why pay the astronomical rates the designers charge if we can do the work internally? I must say, I’m a little surprised that on the one hand you criticize us for misuse of funds and now, when we try to reduce costs, you criticize us for that." He chuckled, sending his stomach bouncing. "It’s hard to win that sort of game."

"But the person building the control system is apparently inexperienced."

"The Supertech building the system has the skills. Our Supertech program ensures that only the very best make it through the system. Nothing more needs to be said. It is not my intention to discuss staff selection with Professor Wenisant or, indeed, the general public."

"He’s smooth," Morgan said. 

Damn and blast. Smooth enough to convince the reporter. She hoped the prof would stay on the case.

"Seems he’s a prince, third son of the king on the planet he comes from," Brad said. "He probably learned how to do this sort of thing before he learnt how to walk."

"Huh."

"You leaked, didn’t you?" Brad scowled at her, brows knitted. "Morgan, please. Let it go. This is Fleet. And look, I’ll be honest with you, Makasa’s answers sounded pretty reasonable to me. He’s got it under control." His expression softened and he put his arm around her, pulling her against him. "You and me, that’s all that’s important."

She wished she could agree with him.



Three days later, immediately she arrived at work, Commander Campbell summoned Morgan to his office. He was standing when she arrived, looking abnormally formal despite his characteristically rumpled uniform, his hands clasped behind his back.

"You’re to report to Captain Liemen’s office, Ensign," he said. "Immediately."

The base commanding officer. A squadron of butterflies performed barrel rolls in her stomach. But then, what had she expected? They had no proof. All she had to do was keep calm.

"Liemen wants to talk to me about the SU-43?"

"No. Admiral Makasa does."

The butterflies in her stomach carried out a starburst. He must have taken a flight to Gens Brasna as soon as the interview with Galaxy News was over. This could prove interesting. Keep cool, Morgan. You can do this. Just like another round in the ring with Warrant Officer Dubik. 

She made her way through the corridors and up the lifts to the reception area of the Captain’s office on the first floor.

"Ensign Selwood." The captain’s adjutant glowered at her. "I believe you’ve been making a fuss."

"Not that I know of, sir." Morgan said.

The adjutant announced her arrival and sent her in with a gesture.

Morgan marched into the office, came to attention and saluted. She’d known he was a big man from the broadcast but seeing Makasa in the flesh simply enhanced his bulk. He overflowed the seat behind the desk, a vast black man with a mass of tightly curled black hair. Dark eyes under thick brows assessed her. Three gold stars gleamed on his shoulder boards. Several gold rings glinted on both of the hands clasped together on the desk in front of him. His gaze passed over her like a searchlight. The silence grew. A barely audible knock in the climate conditioning became an insistent percussion section.

She stared back at him, keeping her face impassive. If he thought she’d break down and blab to fill the vacuum, he could think again.

"We don’t often have the benefit of a Supertech on Gens Brasna, Ensign." 

His voice was even more beautiful than on the newscast, deep and musical and rich. He tried to meet her gaze, but looked down in seconds. Morgan grinned inwardly. At least she still had that weapon at her disposal.

"I’ve been looking at your record. It’s an interesting mix. You topped your course in all technical subjects. Remarkable, outstanding results. But you were quite deplorable at a good many other subjects. Fails in military law, drill, military history, administration. Bare passes in man-management and instruction."

"Yes, sir." 

"Your instructors’ comments are interesting, too. ‘Recalcitrant’ appears more than once. So does ‘difficult’ and ‘uncooperative’. Even the instructors of subjects where you achieved spectacular results have not always been flattering. I see Captain Jorvik tried on more than one occasion to set you straight."

"Yes, sir." 

What did he want her to say? She couldn’t be bothered with the boring stuff. It wouldn’t be part of her career. Who wanted to waste time marching or polishing buttons or making a bed you could bounce coins on? She’d done well at the subjects that mattered, sometimes despite the instructor.

"So... here you are at Gens Brasna." He paused to make the point. "Commander Campbell is happy enough with your application since you’ve been here, I’m pleased to say. And indeed, may I congratulate you on your work on the SU-43? You did a wonderful job. The tests so far are impressive, to say the least."

A warning tingle slid down her spine. "Thank you, sir. But they’re still only computer simulations." Keep calm. He has no proof.

"You are probably aware that questions were asked in the news about the aircraft?" He wasn’t really expecting an answer. "Of course you are. Given the knowledge of the project displayed in the letter, someone from your section must have leaked information."

Gosh, what a surprise. Breathe in... breathe out.

"I’ve been able to dispel any fears, Ensign," Makasa continued, "but I’m afraid that Commander Campbell, as commanding officer, will have to take responsibility for his lax discipline." 

Campbell? Campbell would take the rap? She hadn’t expected that. Heart thudding, she forced herself to remain expressionless. 

Makasa stretched fat lips in a mockery of a smile. "He’s due for retirement next year. Subject to approval, of course."

Bastard. Devious bastard. He probably thought she’d admit her guilt. Well, he could think again.

Makasa levered himself out of the chair and walked around the desk to stand in front of her. His two-meter frame loomed over her like a wall. He wore some sort of cologne, sweet, cloying and incongruous.

"Ensign, this project is important to us. The K-11 has been a wonderful servant for a long time; too long, really. The fleet has aged and is well overdue for retirement. We wish to roll out its replacement as soon as possible. Give me a positive result as I know you can, and I shall be willing to forgive and forget. In fact, I’m told your partner is due to be transferred back to his unit on the Leviathan. I’ve arranged for him to remain here for a little longer so that he can act as test pilot for the SU-43. You’d like that, I expect?"

"Yes, sir." Brad as test pilot on the SU-43? She didn’t like the sound of that at all but at least she’d be here to protect him. "To have Brad around longer, yes."

"Good. When this project is finished, I expect there will be a clamor to claim your services on something a little more fitting for someone with your skills. Maybe Supertech on the Leviathan?" 

Anger bubbled in her gut. She kept her eyes fixed on the buttons of his uniform. He was dangling a bribe but the bribe had barbs in the form of Brad and of Campbell. Make this work and you’ll be rewarded. If it doesn’t work... it won’t be just you that suffers. Bastard. He’d backed her into a corner. She let the anger rise to drown out the compulsion to obey.

"Commander Campbell?" she said.

"What about him?" Makasa had clasped his hands behind his back and rocked from heel to toe.

"I’m sure he would have had no control over the information leak, sir."

His slab of a stomach shifted as he sucked in a satisfied breath. "Perhaps, Ensign. I could be magnanimous and overlook the matter. But I can’t give a guarantee. Leaks are regarded very seriously within the Fleet’s development structure. Court martial with loss of all entitlements is the usual thing." 

He waddled back around to Captain Liemen’s chair and sat. The chair creaked as it took his weight.

She’d virtually admitted her guilt even if she hadn’t said ‘I did it’. Oh, well. In for a brick, in for a boulder. She couldn’t compromise Campbell’s retirement. He might be a spineless wimp but he’d been good to her. 

"But this is a maintenance unit, not a development center, sir. Commander Campbell is a good officer. I would be grateful if you would grant him the benefit of the doubt and exempt him from prosecution." She made sure she looked at his forehead.

"A demand, Ensign?" he said softly, his eyes narrowed. They were almost porcine in his fat face.

"A request, sir. It would clear my mind, make me better able to perform my duties."

He chuckled. The poisonous, smart bastard chuckled.

"A small price to pay to focus your mind completely on the task required of you. Agreed." 

His tone was light but Morgan didn’t miss the menace behind the words. 

"But." He raised the index finger of his left hand in an unmistakable warning gesture. "Judgement is suspended, not revoked. It is revoked if... no, when... you deliver."

"Thank you, sir." She kept her voice deadpan, while her mind shouted obscenities.

The admiral considered the desktop for a moment, then said in conversational tones, "By the way, Ensign, I know Professor Wenisant quite well. He told me he received his SU-43 information from an anonymous source. It seems he tried to trace the origin, but he couldn’t. Neither could our intelligence people. Isn’t that interesting?" 
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