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	Introduction

	By: Roy M. Griffis

	 

	With the limits of written or oral communications, human beings struggle to capture the depth and complexity of fundamental truths and concepts. There is an entire New Testament trying to make the teachings of a wandering carpenter understandable. But the carpenter Himself broke it down pretty simply. “The most important thing is to love God. The next most important thing is to love your neighbor as yourself.”

	Pithy, right? No useless digressions about how many angels could dance on the head of pin. Gets to the core of The Man’s teachings.

	But simple isn’t always clear, either. “I love you” can have a multitude of meanings based on context. It could be conveying, “I love your large yabbos,” as perhaps happened when I was a bit younger. Or it could be a sacred vow, a declaration from deep in your soul, “This is a blood oath to protect you, to stand and die if necessary to defend you.”

	In boot camp, we were told that Coast Guard’s official mission is something like “To Protect Lives and Property at Sea.” More recently (post War on Terror/Drugs, etc.), it’s described as “the principal Federal agency responsible for maritime safety, security, and environmental stewardship in U.S. ports and inland waterways, along more than 95,000 miles of U.S. coastline, throughout the 4.5 million square miles of U.S. Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), and on the high seas.”

	That’s a bunch of words that say a lot about responsibilities. Those same words don’t have much to say on consequences, though. Not much on what it means to be one of the men or women who took the King’s coin (and small coin at that) to man the ships and small boats and airplanes and helicopters. Not a lot of detail or even guidance on what it really means to be a “Coastie” (or “knee-deep sailor” or “puddle-pirate” as the Squids often call us). 

	Funny thing. The US Coast Guard is one of the oldest organizations of the federal government, and it served as the nation’s only armed force afloat until the Navy showed up in 1798. Along with the expected mainland search and rescue and law-enforcement, Coasties have died in both World Wars, driven landing craft at Omaha Beach and Iwo Jima, did river patrols in Vietnam and for the War on Terror. In many cases, they are Heroes without Headlines.

	That’s a lot, right?

	So, here is what one might call the simple gospel for any member of the Coast Guard. The kernel of the faith by which our actions as sailors and airmen are guided.

	“You have to go out. You don’t have to come back.” 

	That is the Coast Guard. 

	 

	 

	About Roy M. Griffis

	 

	Author Roy M. Griffis served 8 years in the US Coast Guard. He was the 62nd Aviation Rescue Swimmer in the Coast Guard, serving at Air Station San Francisco, where he notes the water was pretty damn cold. Buy him a cup of coffee and he will tell you about the time he was on a sinking fishing boat fifty miles offshore and the helicopter that delivered him developed engine trouble. The helicopter and crew departed to make an emergency landing, leaving Griff, four fishermen, and one nervous dog alone on the dead-in-the-water and still-sinking craft. But that’s another story.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Introduction

	By: Commander Kim Nettles, USCG (Ret)

	Third-generation Coast Guard

	 

	 

	What’s a Coastie doing in space? Currently, Commander Andre Douglas, with expertise in naval architecture and robotics, is working on NASA’s next generation space station called Gateway, which will be the base for future lunar missions. He is on the backup crew for the Artemis II mission to the moon.. Prior to that, Commander Bruce Melnick served as a mission specialist aboard STS-41 (1990), which deployed Ulysses to observe the Sun’s activity. He flew again on STS-49 (1992) to capture and repair the Intelsat VI satellite. This mission included an unplanned three-person spacewalk that set a record for the longest-duration space walk at the time. After that, Captain Daniel Burbank was a member of the Space Shuttle Cockpit Avionics Upgrade design team and flew as mission specialist in 2000 on the STS-106 to prepare the ISS for the first permanent crew, and 2006’s STS-115 to restart assembly of the ISS. He returned to ISS in 2011 for Expedition 29, and took command of Expedition 30, returning to Earth in 2012 after 224 days in space.

	“What’s a Coastie doing here?” is a question we get used to hearing. The Coast Guard cryptologic team broke the codes of the rum runners during Prohibition and then broke the codes of Nazi spy rings in South America. Coast Guard coxswains drove landing craft in Europe and the Pacific. One of these men was Douglas Munro, awarded a posthumous Medal of Honor for his actions in recovering Chesty Puller and his marines from Point Cruz, Guadalcanal. Coast Guard aircraft and cutters on convoy escort duty sank 12 U-boats. During Vietnam, cutters patrolled the rivers and coastal areas, and Port Security details assisted the Vietnamese government in explosive ordinance handling, fire fighting, security, and small boat operations. The service also marked aids to navigation and built and manned Long Range Aides to Navigation (LORAN) electronic navigation stations essential to combat operations. Coast Guard pilots on detached duty to the Air Force flew search and rescue missions.

	On 9/11, the largest maritime mass evacuation since Dunkirk was coordinated by the Coast Guard. Within hours, the Atlantic Strike Team was at the World Trade Center to assist with hazmat aspects of the response. Weeks later, a Strike Team Coastie was assigned as deputy for the response to the anthrax attack on Congress. When Katrina flooded thousands of homes, a fleet of Coast Guard helicopters headed inland, lowering rescue swimmers with axes in hand to break into attics. When the Deepwater Horizon oil rig exploded, spreading oil across 70K square miles of ocean and 1100 miles of shoreline, the Coast Guard directed the response across four states, federal lands, and the Gulf of Mexico.

	The daily routine comprises search and rescue, ship inspections, mariner licensing, aids to navigation, oil and chemical spill response, fisheries enforcement, drug interdiction, illegal migration interdiction, Arctic and Antarctic icebreaking, and intelligence gathering. Coasties are also serving as attaches, liaisons, and advisors worldwide. Cutters deploy with Navy fleets. Patrol Forces Southwest Asia (PATFORSWA) supports CENTCOM through dedicated patrol boats, international training to build host nation capabilities, and RAID teams to assure safety and security of homebound marine shipping containers. In countries where a visible DOD presence is unwelcome, Coasties often bridge the gap through shared interests in the marine environment, safety, and commerce. The Coast Guard also actively surveils mass migration indicators – a sterile term for the recurring tragedy of desperate people taking to the sea on rickety floats to escape Cuba and Haiti. We do all of this on a shoestring budget, with a workforce about the same size as the New York City police department, with ships and aircraft that are pushed well past what DOD would consider end of service life.

	We are the OG flash mob. Our daily encounter with the abnormal hones our capability for the Black Swan events. Although individuals nominally specialize in some facet of the mission set, our small size dictates that we become conversant in many. The people that work a search and rescue mission is largely the same group that will manage the subsequent
pollution management, alien interdiction, drug enforcement, and/or
investigation. A buoy tender intended to service aids to navigation will be redirected to set boom to contain an oil spill. A patrol boat conducting a recreational boating safety boarding may end up in a hostile drug interdiction. This interdisciplinary expertise, coupled with a very broad set of regulatory and enforcement powers (and an inability to just throw money at a problem), makes us creative problem solvers who can fit into odd or ill-defined roles. We’re comfortable being uncomfortable.

	Personal initiative, high competence, and a bias for action are our cultural norms. Small crews make tight teams, and the divide between ranks is less formal than in other services. When we report in to a new unit, it’s typical to know several people from previous assignments. You won’t find many straphangers – there’s simply no place to hide in an organization this small and this busy. We are a humanitarian service, and the job quickly becomes a lifetime vocation. Nothing beats the feeling of pulling babies out of the surf, sending drug smugglers and traffickers in human beings to prison, and putting together the case that disrupts our enemies. We are content in our knowledge of the people alive, and their descendants to come, because of the work that we do.

	We will always answer the call. Even in space.

	 

	 


Now to Praise Humble Men

	By Joseph Isenberg

	 

	 

	For Tony Dumas, an aristocratic and jaded Passed Space Cadet just graduated from the Imperial Space Academy, involuntary transfer from the elite dreadnoughts of the Pan-Galactic Space Fleet to the Space Guards is an unwelcome step down. Dumas quickly finds, however, that service aboard the Imperial Revenue Cutter Wolcott Lane, patrolling an endless beat of tiny red dwarf stars with sparsely populated mining asteroids, requires much more than a superficial knowledge of space faring and the ability to repair malfunctioning navigation markers. As he deals with the dangers of a rough and lawless frontier, Dumas must confront not only the threat posed by ruthless pirates, but also his own understanding of the true meaning of the service and sacrifice demanded from the officers and men of the Space Guards.
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	Place: The Office of the General Board of the Pan-Galactic Fleet, Fleet House, Planet Home.

	Year: AD 8077

	 

	Several taps sounded on the door in rapid succession. Whoever it was, it wasn’t a Fleet person; a gray jacket would only knock twice. Admiral Jack Kollowrat adjusted his demeanor accordingly and was a bit milder and more gentle than he might otherwise have been with one of his own.

	“C’mon in. It isn’t locked.”

	The door slid open, and a middle-aged woman, carefully groomed and attired, stepped through.

	“Admiral Kollowrat? My name is Elizabeth Beveridge, from the Imperial University Faculty of History. I made an appointment with your secretary a few days ago.”

	“Please, sit down, Dr. Beveridge. We call them clerks or stewards in the Imperial Pan-Galactic Fleet, not secretaries, by the by. I know about the appointment; it’s on my schedule, but I’m afraid the subject escapes me.”

	Professor Beveridge sat down in front of the massive gray desk. “I probably didn’t explain very well when I made the appointment,” she began. “I’m part of the team that has a contract to prepare a biographical directory of all the graduates of the Imperial Space Academy.”

	Kollowrat smiled, still a bit puzzled. “That’s a very worthy project, Professor. Long overdue, but it’s a very complex one as well. I’d gladly help any way I could with it, of course. But I’m not certain I see any way I can help.”

	“Well, actually, Admiral, for one of the entries, besides your own, you may be able to help quite a lot. I’m in charge of preparing the entries for Space Cadets from your graduating class as well as for those years before and afterward. We’re having trouble running down material about a particular cadet. Do you recall a fellow named Antoine Dumas?”

	Beveridge paused and consulted her notes. “He entered the same year you did, attended classes, and had his diploma from the Academy. But after that, he simply just disappeared. Nothing in the Fleet records about him at all. Did you know him? Can you tell us anything at all or give us some idea where to look?”

	Kollowrat leaned back in his chair. “Tony Dumas. Now, that’s a name I haven’t heard mentioned in many decades. I remember him quite well. I certainly do. I think I understand your confusion. Dumas graduated, but he never served with a ship in the Fleet. His career was quite short and went by unnoticed as well.

	“It was something classified, perhaps?” Professor Beveridge said.

	“Classified? No, not at all. I see why my remark might cause you to think that, but no. Few people think in these terms, but the Pan-Galactic Empire maintains two entirely separate, independent fleets of spaceships, all fitted out as war vessels.

	“Two? Whatever for?”

	“Two different functions, which overlap in places well enough that the whole combines into one force during wars. The Imperial Fleet provides the heavy warships and the supporting ships to go with them. We defend the Empire. We project power should the Empire need to look askance at something beyond the borders. We explore the frontiers beyond our borders as well. We map all known space generally. The second fleet is formally known as the Revenue, Rescue, and Navigational Patrol Service. That’s a mouthful, so everyone informally calls them the Space Guards.”

	“I’ve never heard of them,” Professor Beveridge replied.

	“Perhaps not. They certainly don’t get videocast shows on the networks like we do. No ‘Captain Charlie of the Patrol Cruiser Coronado’ or ‘Agent Wise: The Man From IFFI’ for them. And yet, Professor, you have probably been affected by them more directly in your personal life than you ever have been by the Imperial Fleet. Have you ever dealt with the Imperial Fleet, Dr. Beveridge? I mean, before you had your research contract.”

	“No. I have to say I haven’t. I pass by this building every day on my way to campus and also by that big palace, the Fleet Club, along the Processional Way. But I really have no idea what goes on in either one, to be honest.”

	“This building is ‘Fleet House.’ Seven admirals, of whom I am one, for my sins, run the Fleet with the help of a horde of military and civilian bureaucrats of all sorts. We can, with a word, send out a ship or a fleet or park the same in a hangar on a spaceport landing pad. We can do the same to any individual in the Fleet. The saying around here is, ‘If we say Go, that gray-jacket goeth, and dam-quick, and if we say Hold, that same lad abideth, unto the very heat death of the universe.’

	“As for the Fleet Club,” Kollowrat went on, “‘palace’ isn’t far wrong. It is probably the most overbuilt bar and grill in the history of the galaxy. It’s an officers’ club. Officers and their families can dine and let their hair down a bit. Officers from elsewhere in the Empire with business on Planet Home can also find lodging. Our first Emperor, Maximus I Apollinox Pan-Galactus, came out of the Fleet and built to ensure his followers could rest in comfort.”

	“I’ve never been in either place before today,” Professor Beveridge conceded.

	“Now, consider the Space Guard. Tell me, Professor, have you ever taken an interstellar trip to another place in the Empire? For that matter, even a local trip to the orbital spaceport would serve as well.”

	“An interstellar trip, not recently, but yes, I have been on some. A trip upstairs to the terminal, of course; I do that all the time.”

	“The Space Guard will have tested and approved the officers and crew on the haulers and shuttles. They will have inspected and approved the lifesaving equipment, like the escape pods and the emergency suits. They put out and maintain the marker buoys and pingers those ships use to navigate. In any crisis or disaster, of course, either service would come to the rescue of a wrecked or distressed spaceship. But the Space Guard specializes in those rescues. So also with pirates, smugglers, and slavers. Either service will happily pound them into their component ions, but again, the Space Guard makes it a point of pride to deal with such criminals.”

	“Remarkable. Do officers switch back and forth? I’ve not seen any Imperial Fleet Academy graduates transfer.”

	“Some of the officers who come up through a Fleet Reserve training program might. But any right-thinking Space Cadet out of the Academy, especially one with an aristocratic background, wouldn’t dream of such a thing. Anyone of that nature expects to serve in the Fleet, become an Admiral, and sit in this building at a desk like this by the end of a career. Sitting here is vastly overrated, by the by. On the other hand, the Space Guards have their own traditions, their own training programs tailored to their duties, and their own officers’ academy.”

	“When you mention a Space Cadet with an aristocratic background, I assume you refer to Antoine Dumas.”

	“I refer to a Space Cadet exactly named Antoine Dumas,” Kollowrat agreed.

	“Did you know him well? Would you tell me his story?” Beveridge asked.

	“Certainly, Professor. I knew him as well as anyone else in my class at the Imperial Space Academy knew him. His story wasn’t told at the time, and he deserves that much. I shall tell you all I know, and all I remember, and how much you decide to include in your entry is your own affair, to be sure.”

	“Absolutely. Still, I want to hear anything you care to tell me, Admiral.”

	“Very well. Dumas was in my class, which means he was my age, plus or minus a few months. So, Dumas was born sometime between 8004 and 8006; you can find the exact date in the files, and it needn’t detain us. His family were old aristocrats. They owned a planet, had the noble title to go with it, and both were named after the family. But our Dumas, Antoine, was a younger son. He wouldn’t inherit the title if all went well. There must have been a respectable amount of cash, I assume. Certainly, Antoine was always in funds when he was at the Academy and never borrowed from anyone, so far as I remember. But while he would inherit some of the family wealth, he wouldn’t get a large proportion of it. He had to make his way into the galaxy. The Fleet must have seemed as good a way as any.”

	“You make it sound like Dumas was reluctantly at the Academy.”

	“Oh, no, nothing like that. He was capable enough and active enough. He was reasonably good at coursework and reasonably fit when it came to physical qualifications. But the Fleet wasn’t his calling. He would have done just as well at the Imperial Army Academy or in the courses to go into business, or law, or theology, or history. For that matter he could have studied to dig up fossils. I don’t recall how his life sciences grades were, but assuming they were good, he could just as easily have gone into medicine. But somehow, he wound up at the Imperial Space Academy instead. He did what he was supposed to do, and he did what he was supposed to do very well, no question, but also no more.”

	“So he probably wouldn’t have stuck with it, I suppose,” Beveridge said.

	Kollowrat nodded. “If he didn’t move along on his own to other interests, his career probably would have stalled out after a few years, whatever happened. But he had a few personality flaws that didn’t help him.”

	“Such as?”

	“Dumas was a bit stand-offish. Many aristocrats are in the Fleet, I suppose. But this was different. He liked to be alone, with his thoughts, whatever they were. When I say I knew him as well as anyone at the Academy, I mean just that. He was always polite; his manners were impeccable. Most Space Cadets form little groups of friends that help each other along and socialize as well. Dumas pitched in when he had to, but he never formed that camaraderie that went further. Every Space Cadet in my class knew who he was. None of us disliked him, not really. But not one of us knew a thing about him, either. Not even after four years at the Academy.”

	“Would that have caused him trouble later on aboard a ship?”

	“Possibly. Grey jackets don’t like officers who come across as glad-handing politicians, but they do like to think an officer cares about them and is interested in their well-being. Dumas could never have managed that in a million years. His crew would have obeyed him, no doubt. But they wouldn’t go to any lengths for him.”

	Kollowrat paused for a sip of water from a cup on his desk. He went on. “He had two other problems. One was real, and one was imaginary, perhaps imaginary, in the minds of his classmates.”

	“His real problem was that, while Dumas was unquestionably brave, and while you would want no better fellow by your side when a fight broke out, getting him to that point could be a problem. He tended to question things and to question orders. While it’s fine to wonder how the galaxy works, in the Fleet, you have to obey. He wasn’t a team player at all. For his athletic requirement, he went out for track and field. There the athlete mainly tests his own performance, on his own. There are some group events, but not many.”

	“The one thing the Space Cadets all did conclude about Dumas, on what was probably very slender evidence, was that he was something of a ladies’ man. I have no idea how we drew that conclusion. Looking back, it couldn’t possibly have been anything he said. Perhaps someone saw something, or there was a stray remark. But that was the whisper going around about him. It was probably unfair, looking back. We never had the name of a woman to go with the suspicion. That was the way things stood when we all graduated from the Imperial Space Academy.”

	“So what happened to Lieutenant Dumas?” Professor Beveridge asked. “You said his career wasn’t very long or distinguished.”

	“Not long, sure, you’re at the right of that, but distinguished enough while it lasted. Certainly, Antoine Dumas deserved better and didn’t get it. A couple of folks deserved a damned sight worse, and they didn’t get that either. For that remark to make sense, Professor, you have to know a little bit about how the Imperial Fleet trains its Space Cadets. They go to the Academy for four years. There are exams every term, just like you have at your university. At the end of four years, a class of Space Cadets graduate. They go on a year-long ‘training cruise,’ usually on a ship but sometimes in an installation. A few get picked for medical training, fighter craft training, or legal training, and they go off to that instead.”

	“I think I understand,” Beveridge agreed. “It sounds kind of like an apprenticeship.”

	“A good analogy. The Cadets pick their first, second, and third choices of posting, and they are assigned based in part on their class rank. Everyone picks the dreadnoughts of the Home Squadron for their first choice. A fair number get that, then everyone else gets put here and there. But it takes a few days for the bureaucrats at Fleet House to grind through all that, calculating class ranks that depend on that final examination period and making assignments. They also have to assign the Reserve Space Cadets from the other universities as well, and very occasionally, a bureaucrat here wants to have a say about some promising young talent or other. While all that happens, the senior class that just graduated sits quietly at the Academy for about a week, waiting for orders to come through. No one goes anyplace until everyone goes to some place.”

	“That should be significant,” Beveridge said, “but I don’t see why.”

	“During that week, Dumas simply disappeared. He was there one evening and gone the next day. He said nothing to anyone.”

	“Which was a surprise.”

	“Which was a shock and which got everyone talking. The professors knew no more than we did and were just as curious. Nothing leaked out.”

	“What happened?”

	“Orders came through from Fleet House, and we all went to our first assignments.”

	“Did you ever find out what happened to Dumas?”

	“Oh yes. I ran into him twice in the year that followed. We had a nice long chat each time.”

	“The first time I ran into Dumas after he simply vanished from the Space Academy was a couple of months into our training cruise. I was posted to the dreadnought Conqueror. There were a number of other Passed Space Cadets from the Academy and a couple of other graduates from Reserve Space Cadet programs at other universities. One of these was a large lad off of Planet Stratford, Tim Perkins; he came up through the ranks and was already married when he went to university there. Because he already had that enlisted experience, he didn’t go on the training cruise as a Passed Space Cadet but as a Junior Lieutenant, ranking over all of us. I realized I could learn a fair bit from Perkins and stuck close to him during the cruise. For their part, Tim and Clarissa Perkins more or less adopted me as a kind of younger relative. One night, after the Conqueror docked at the depot for a weekend, we all went downstairs to the planet’s surface, to the Fleet Club for dinner.”

	“I remember that was the first time Clarissa visited the place. You’ve really never seen it?”

	Professor Beveridge shook her head. “No, but I’ve heard it’s extravagant, from folks who have.”

	“That’s one way to put it. Clarissa stopped to gawk at everything in the entryway, statues, and paintings and, tapestries, and the rest. Tim was probably only slightly more familiar, if at all, but he took it all in stride. He stayed close to his wife, though. So I was out ahead and moving fast to the dining room.”

	“As I came up to the head waiter’s station and ready to ask for a table, I looked around at the other folks waiting. Big as life, there was Dumas, ‘seal-sleek and pearly proud,’ as the saying goes. He was glossy and self-satisfied as ever he was, as though he had not a care in the world. Before I could go over to him, Tim and Clarissa had caught up.”
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	Place: The Fleet Club, Planet Home

	Year: AD 8027

	 

	“Tim, do you mind if we include that fellow there? He’s an old friend from the Academy, and I think I want to have the news of him.”

	Tim Perkins, ever a kind soul, said simply, “Sure, why not.”

	A moment’s word with Dumas and it was all arranged.

	“Clarissa, Tim, may I present? This is the Most Honorable Antoine Dumas, younger son of Count Dumas of That Planet. Antoine? Tim Perkins serves with me as a Junior Lieutenant on Conqueror. Clarissa is his wife. We’ve come to town for an evening out.”

	Dumas smiled and nodded at Tim and stared a little bit longer at Clarissa than he probably should have. That, at least, confirmed one rumor. Tim noticed and scowled, but he let the matter slide.

	Dumas showed some manners, though. He could be really fine when he took the trouble. “A pleasure. Of course, I shall be delighted to help you celebrate.”

	The waiter fetched my party, and the four of us went into the main hall, all gilt and paneled, with those six giant caryatids of the space heroes looking down over the whole affair.

	As soon as we sat, I got right down to business with Dumas. None of the graduating Space Cadets in the Academy had any word of him for two months, remember. I expected to dine out, for free, at the Fleet Club for a month if I brought news of his fate to the rest of the class. For that matter, Dumas was still ogling Clarissa Perkins. If Tim Perkins smacked him in the jaw, which seemed likely, given the way things were going, I’d probably eat free at the Fleet Club for the rest of the training cruise, assuming I didn’t get thrown out with Dumas and Perkins for brawling.

	I said, “Spill it, Dumas. Where did you end up?”

	“I ended up doing my training cruise in the Revenue, Rescue and Navigation Patrol,” he said.

	I was flabbergasted. “You picked that? The Space Guard? Why?”

	“I didn’t pick it. I received ‘mandatory transfer.’”

	The eggplant and asparagus salads arrived. Tim Perkins, I noticed, suddenly seemed to be enjoying himself immensely. He and Clarissa focused on the food and left most of the telling to Dumas and me. But they listened closely.

	“I thought you had to volunteer for that,” I went on. “I didn’t believe you could just be sent off from the Fleet to the Space Guard.”

	“I didn’t believe it, either. Apparently, clearly, you can,” Dumas said.

	“What happened?” I asked.

	“You know perfectly well what happened. Penelope Bowhill happened,” Dumas said.

	I knew nothing of the sort, only suspected.

	Tim Perkins paused in his attack on the salad plate. “The only Bowhill I’ve heard of,” he said, “is Admiral Bowhill, heading the Bureau of Personnel. Is ‘Old Bowguns’ any relation to this Penelope?”

	“Oh yes. Penelope is Old Bowguns’ daughter. How should I put this?” I said. “‘Everyone loves the Fleet,’ or says they do. Penelope just shows it with a bit more enthusiasm than most of the general public.”

	It was Dumas’ turn to scowl. “It wasn’t like that.”

	I guessed it was. He had too much of a reputation for it to be otherwise. But I let him go on.

	“I proposed to her. She accepted. I went along to see Old Bowguns to ask properly. I didn’t get to see him. I got to see Penelope’s mother, Muriel, instead. That went badly.”

	“She probably thought you were a fortune hunter looking for a short pipe to her husband and the General Board,” Clarissa said. She was rather put out with Dumas’ attention.

	“You make it sound very mercenary. I love Penelope,” Dumas said. “She loves me.”

	I personally thought Penelope Bowhill was a fickle, foolish woman from what little I had seen of her at Academy events. Dumas would have been well-advised to steer clear. But I didn’t say anything.

	“If anyone was mercenary, it was that grim-faced old harridan, Muriel Bowhill. She said flatly that the family already had a noble title, thank you very much, stood fair to gain a second when her idiot brother finally fell off his perch, and that I, Antoine Dumas, brought exactly nothing to the match, even assuming I was otherwise a decent person. She wasn’t willing to concede the point, by the way.”

	I noticed Clarissa nodded when Dumas said that. Tim tried not to snicker, failed, then tried not to choke on his food, and failed again. He coughed a bit. Clarissa fed him a sip of water.

	Dumas pretended not to notice and not to be offended. “Lady Bowhill said her fondest wish was to marry her darling chick off to the great-grandson of the banker Antoninius, Andrew Haverford-Gotbox. No title there, at least at the moment.”

	“Plenty of cash, though,” Tim finally recovered enough to gasp. “Who needs a title when you own the Golden Pegasus bank?”

	Dumas nodded glumly. “Next thing I knew, I was back out on the street and on my way back to the Space Academy.”

	“Did you ever find out what Old Bowguns thought?”

	“That happened the next day. I was told to report to the Superintendent. He said my training assignment came through early, and specially. I had one hour to pack my things. I was to report immediately to the revenue cutter Albert Wolcott Lane, which I would find docked in the orbital Fleet depot. It was hanging on the boarding arm with orders to depart on my arrival,” Dumas said.

	“The Superintendent added if I didn’t like it, I could ask for an inquiry if I thought I was wronged, somehow, but that he didn’t think that was a good idea. I was so sore, I just went off.”

	“Who or what is an Albert Wolcott Lane?” I wondered aloud.

	Dumas shrugged. He didn’t know or care.

	Tim took another sip of his water. He had been enjoying the show. I suspected he didn’t believe Dumas’ professions of undying love for Penelope Bowhill. If anything, he probably expected Dumas to invite Clarissa off for a bit of the same. But it was Tim who answered my question.

	“Albert Wolcott Lane was the High Sacellarion of the Empire a quarter of a millennium ago. So he handled the budget as what we now call Lord Treasurer, and that explains the name of the revenue cutter. But he was somewhat of a rebel and, a free-thinker and relatively honest, which was a dangerous combination back then. Emperor Waldemar II personally had him whacked at the start of the War of the Dissidents. I’m mildly surprised his name is actually used for a vessel.”

	“How do you know history like that, Perkins,” I asked. “We barely talked about the War of the Dissidents in school, much less who was Treasurer of the Empire at the time.”

	“I come from Stratford. We were the ‘Dissidents’ in question, don’t forget. We regard Wolcott Lane as a Martyr of the Faith in our chapels there. He was nothing of the kind, not really. But he was a victim of the injustices of the time and died for it, so he counts.”

	Tim decided to offer an olive branch of sorts to Dumas by changing the subject. “Tell me, Antoine. How do the Space Guards deal with training cruises? On Conqueror, I’m trusted enough not to screw up. I stand watches in the engine room. The Passed Space Cadets like Jack don’t do anything or touch anything. I think the senior officers would wilt if they saw one try to do something.”

	Dumas smiled and showed willingness. “I will say this. I was put to work the minute I came on board. It was different. If I’m honest, it was terrifying, even. I was nearly the one who melted. But I’m getting good experience. We’re always patrolling. We’re here only because we need to replenish spare parts for marker buoys. The captain’s letting everyone have a run on shore by halves while we wait.
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	Place: His Ancient and Sacred Pan-Galactic Majesty’s Revenue Cutter, Albert Wolcott Lane

	Time: AD 8027, two months previously

	 

	Dumas stood at attention in the Commander’s day cabin aboard the Wolcott Lane. He cautiously placed his orders, finance markers, and file on the commander’s desk. 

	“Dumas, Antoine, Passed Space Cadet, reporting as ordered for service aboard, Sir.”

	Commander Endicott did not seem pleased. “News to me, Mr. Dumas. Tell me, are you bringing anyone with you?”

	“With respect, sir, I’m not certain I understand your question.”

	“Wolcott Lane is short-handed. I requested crew be transferred from the Fleet. I desperately need a second assistant gun master, a sensors officer, and some technicians who can repair electronics. I’m pretty well fixed for a navigation officer, but I wouldn’t mind another assistant engine master. I only have half the ships’ troops I ought to have. That’s not so important as we’re tasked to repair navigational beacons in the mining systems past New Cornwall, which is a quiet area. Nothing personal, but please notice a Passed Space Cadet is not on my list. So, by any miracle are you leading any other space bums answering any of those descriptions? Even a spaceman’s apprentice could be useful. Hell, at this point, I’d settle for a cranky Imperial Youth Scout who can tie knots.”

	“No, Sir. I regret to say it’s just me. I didn’t see any loiterers by the boarding ramp, either.”

	Captain Endicott was definitely not pleased now. He was even less pleased a moment later when his steward brought a message.

	“From the Commandant’s office, Sir, via the Port Commodore. ‘Fleet BuPers advises manning needs of the battle line now take priority. No more enlisted transfers from Fleet Depot Home until further notice. Wolcott Lane to resume patrol via Fleet Depot New Cornwall. Make best time possible once current transfer received aboard. ComRevRes&NavPatSvc.’”

	“Well, Dumas,” Endicott said, “it looks like you’re nominated to be a host of tens, if not of thousands. Are you squared away Fleet-fashion?”

	“I will be, if I could just have my wardroom steward bring my trunk aboard.”

	Endicott smirked a bit. 

	“Very funny, Dumas. This isn’t the Home Squadron. We don’t swank it in the Fleet Club from fifteen hundred hours on Friday to dawn on Divine Services, and most of all, we sure as bedamned don’t have wardroom stewards plural. I have a ship’s clerk. You carry your own trunk to your quarters, and then you self-cater. Any questions about any of that?”

	“No, Sir.”

	“Good. Get your things stowed and get up to the bridge, quick as you can.”

	Dumas traveled fairly light, and only a few minutes passed before he appeared on the bridge.

	Commander Endicott said only, “Right. Now that we’re all here, Dumas, take this headset, go to the helm station, hail Space Port Control, get clearance, and drop the tethers and boarding arms.”

	“Who, Sir? Me? I’ve never...”

	“I can assure you, you’re the only Dumas we have. As for the rest of it, no rush, so take your time.”

	Dumas took a deep breath. 

	“Grand Home Terminal Space Port Control,” he began. “This is the Wolcott Lane. We are requesting clearance to depart and wish to drop our tethers.”

	“This is Space Port Control, acknowledging Wolcott Lane. Your departure is expected and cleared. We are standing by for you to drop tethers.”

	Dumas hesitated. There were three links to drop. Which should go first, though. He had no idea. Fuel was most dangerous, so best to let it go first, he decided.

	“Engine room there? Bridge here,” Dumas said. Seal the hydrogen intake tank, and stand by to drop the fuel line.”

	“Hydrogen tanks sealed, bridge. Standing by.”

	“Space Port Control, This is Wolcott Lane. Disengage the hydrogen supply line and retract the fuel tether.”

	“Disengaged, Wolcott Lane. Fuel tether retracting.”

	Dumas repeated the process with the water and life support tether. That left only the boarding ramps. He somehow remembered that he had to order the ramps to be physically cleared by Space Port staff before he could order the Wolcott Lane to seal its airlock. Only then could the Space Port boarding ramp be retracted.

	“Ramp fully retracted, Wolcott Lane. Awaiting your departure,” Space Port Control finally said.

	“That was good, Dumas,” Endicott said. “Now get the fine gravitic plates in trim to balance us, get the landing legs up, and get us away from the station...”
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	Place: Fleet House

	Time: AD 8077

	 

	“At that first dinner, Dumas told the Perkins and me that before his initial watch on the bridge was over, he had, without any interference from his senior officers, backed the Wolcott Lane away from its landing pad, set a course out of orbit, and towards the transit point for New Cornwall, and roughed out the speed and direction settings necessary for the hyperspace transit. He also told us that he was so nervous that his uniform was completely drenched with sweat from the experience. His guts must have been churning something fierce, but he didn’t say that.”

	“This is not done in the Imperial Fleet, I take it,” Beveridge said.

	“Absolutely not. Most of our officers take the view that the best way to have an enormous problem on a ship is to start with a small problem, and let a Passed Space Cadet work on devising a solution. I had Tim Perkins to give me a steer; otherwise, I would have been as confused when I came out as when I went into the training cruise,” Kollowrat replied.

	“I suppose the Space Guards gave Dumas more responsibility early on.”

	“He said that after he finished that first watch, and cleaned himself up a bit, Endicott sent for him. He half expected to be told that he was going to be transferred away just as soon as Wolcott Lane reached New Cornwall. Instead, Endicott handed him a data slug with a big set of manuals and told him to get to work studying navigation buoys and their inner workings. The Fleet has nothing to do with those, and so Dumas had no coursework that might have made him fit for purpose. Hell, even now, if I saw a navigation buoy I wouldn’t know right from left nor up from down about it. I can think of four different ways to destroy one with a patrol cruiser, though.”

	“But Dumas came through,” Beveridge said.

	“As he put it, like a factory-authorized dealership.”

	“It sounded like Dumas was warming up to the work.”

	“At that first time I saw him, I wouldn’t have cared to bet either way. But I saw him a second time, probably about nine months after that. It was at the Fleet Club again. We had one month left on the training cruise of the Conqueror, perhaps a little more. Conqueror was legs down for a weekend, again, this time to inspect a main gravitic drive plate. By this time, Tim and Clarissa Perkins were expecting their first child, and her folks were visiting from Planet Halcon V. Tim invited me to a dinner at their place, but I didn’t think it quite right to intrude, so I declined.”
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	Place: Fleet Club, Planet Home

	Time: AD 8028

	 

	“Tony Dumas! Good to see you again! Join me at the table!”

	“Of course, Kollowrat, happy to run into you.”

	“How are they feeding you in the Space Guards? About to come down with gout, or is it all Tofu Surprise, all the time.”

	The Fleet Club was overrun with officers, families, and guests. The Imperial Ballet was one street over. It was about to premiere a new piece by Sonovavich, and everyone with tickets wanted a quick meal before the curtain went up. The pair finally managed to find seats at the bar in the club lounge. They could eat just as well there as in the main dining room.

	“So, Tony, how are things looking for you? Do you think you can jump back into the Imperial Fleet? Bowhill can’t have very long left before he retires. You can wait him out if you’re patient. Listening to the buzz on the Conqueror, very few of the senior officers seem to have any great love for him. Even Tim Perkins tells me that Bowhill sat Admiral Watson-ffyre’s daughter planet-side, which is how he came to have her as his instructor at a Reserve Space Cadet training program. I’m sure you can find someone to help you if you look.”

	“That’s all good, Jack, and thank you for telling me that. But I think I’m going to stay with the Space Guards.”

	“What? Why?”

	“We’re actually doing real work. For the first time in my life, I feel valuable. I’m actually interested in something for once. It’s variable, too. Working with the navigation markers can be a bit of a chore and dreary sometimes. But out in the mining asteroids, in those star systems past New Cornwall, we’re the only law there is. Even we aren’t much, but all sorts of people rely on us. They can’t get along without us. I haven’t been in a boarding action with a pirate yet. But there was this one time, a little tiny mining camp on a mostly played-out planetoid.”
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	Place: Revenue Cutter Wolcott Lane

	Time: AD 8028, Two Weeks Previously

	 

	“Away party, report please. How are you coming, Mr. Dumas? Any sign of survivors?” Commander Endicott suspected he knew what the answer would be. They were too late. The pirate, or claim enforcer, or whoever had launched this assault on a little group of hard-scrabble miners, were long gone even before the Wolcott Lane jumped into the system.

	“Not yet, Sir. It’s horrible. An absolute massacre. The ore bins are empty, and the place is pretty fully looted. We have the medical room left to inspect. After that, we can come back and make a full report.”

	“Be thorough and document everything, Mr. Dumas. Get pictures. When we catch someone, the prosecutor will want lots and lots of pictures.”

	“Yes, Sir. There’s one cryogenic tube in use here. Someone in it.”

	“Can you wheel it back?”

	“No, Sir, it’s fixed down. We have to revive here. The medic is opening it now to start the process... Oh Merciful Great Author...”

	“What is it, Mr. Dumas? Report?”
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	Place: Fleet Club, 

	Time: Jack and Tony’s Second Meeting, continued.

	 

	We were still sitting in the Fleet Club, at the bar.

	“It was a little baby girl, Jack. The only way her parents could think to keep her safe was to put her in a cryogenic tube and hope the scum who were wiping out that mining colony didn’t notice. Well, they didn’t.

	“I didn’t think you could put infants in a cooler like that.”

	“You shouldn’t, but if that’s the only choice of life or death, that’s the only choice. She survived. The medic revived her, barely. She was on life-support in Wolcott Lane’s medical bay.”

	“What did you do?”

	“What do you think? We beat it out of there at speed, making for New Cornwall.”

	“They at least have that orphanage, the Sisters of Wretched Penury. They’re supposed to have a good pediatric hospital.”

	“Oh yes. I learned all about them. Not much good, though. Commander Endicott contacted them the minute we hit the New Cornwall system. We busted all speed records to get dockside. The head of the hospital and some doctors eventually came aboard. Much examination by the doctors and much tut-tutting about liability, of all things, by the director. As if there was anyone who could sue if something went wrong. Endicott was damned near ready to eat plutonium and spit atom bombs by the time the discussion was done. I was about ready to help him cook it and make the sauce to go along.”
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