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They’re here and they’ll only stop at our extinction! Can one man save mankind?The Silver Fleet
Super Box Set- over 2,800+ pages of action-packed science fiction.They told him he was
finished!That he’d never again command the deck of a starship.Because, while Captain Robert
Faulkner had been languishing as a POW, things had moved on.Now, the key word was
diplomacy.So, when a new alien threat appears from the depths of space…everything
changes.And suddenly, Faulkner’s unique skills are very much in demand.R.L. Giddings’ Silver
Fleet series is a masterclass of action and suspense, sure to please Military Sci-Fi readers
everywhere. A must read if you love Old Man’s War and Jack Campbell’s Lost Fleet series.

“Make no mistake: The quality of the stories here is unassailable.” –Kirkus Reviews“Valuable ...
educational and enjoyable, a significant retrospective of science fiction’s foremothers.”—
Publishers Weekly (starred review)"An impressive and super fun-to-read collection that’s well
worth picking up, and what it will leave you with (other than the notion that the future ain’t what it
used to be) is the sense that women have always been into sci-fi—and they’ve been good at it."
—Marie Claire “Lisa Yaszek’s fascinating and well-researched anthology presents a trove of
writers who helped define the genre…what all the stories have in common is sheer readability
and a delicious sense of discovery.” —Gary K. Wolfe, The Chicago Tribune About the AuthorLisa
Yaszek, editor, is Professor in the School of Literature, Media, and Communication at Georgia
Tech and past president of the Science Fiction Research Association. She is the author of
Galactic Suburbia: Recovering Women's Science Fiction (2008), and coeditor of Sisters of
Tomorrow: The First Women of Science Fiction (2016); she currently serves as a juror for the
John W. Campbell Memorial Award for Best Science Fiction Novel of the Year and the Eugie
Foster Memorial Award for the Best Speculative Story of the Year. --This text refers to an out of
print or unavailable edition of this title.
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TWOCHAPTER ONEMorton sat back in her seat and tried to relax. The thin suit they had given
her was far too big and kept ballooning around her middle. She gently patted it down, knowing
that it was only a matter of time before it would ride up again. It had been something of a crazed
sprint to get herself to this point and so now it felt just a little unnatural sitting here doing
nothing.Or was there something else that was worrying her?Perhaps it was the presence of
Corporal LaCruz Jackson, the woman in the seat behind her. Jackson would be posing as her
medical orderly for this trip, a small but necessary deception which unsettled Morton to no end.
She’d rather not have had Jackson along if truth be told, there was no room for slip-ups here.
But if she had to take a minder along then Jackson would have to do. The woman was
uncommonly short for a Marine but that didn’t diminish her in any way and, as Morton’s father
had been quick to point out: it was the short ones you had to watch. She wondered how many
people had underestimated this young black woman in the past, only to live to regret it.Sitting at
the rear of the shuttle, Morton had enjoyed a good view of the planet Thalia as they’d started
their approach and had lost herself staring at the swirling colours of the gas giant. Blood reds,
vivid purples and tawny oranges intermingled endlessly. The colours swimming before her eyes,
expanded rapidly until they reached some pre-determined point from which they swiftly started
to dissipate. It was beautiful to watch, so beautiful in fact that she hadn’t thought to look for
Dhanza the prison station they were heading to until they were ready to start the docking
procedure and by that point it was too late. Not to worry. She’d be seeing inside the place soon
enough.The pilot’s voice filled the passenger compartment.“Sorry about this, doctor. They’re
scanning us again. Doesn’t normally take this long.”But then, this was hardly a ‘normal’
situation.Normally, a team of diplomats would be on hand for this kind of procedure but the
Yakutians had been very clear about their access requirements. Only two medical staff would be
permitted on-board the facility, and with good reason. In all the documentation that Morton had
been privy to in the past few weeks this procedure had always been referred to as a Medical
Emergency.A Medical Emergency that had been twenty years in the making.Every few years an
appeal would be lodged with the Yakutian government for the release of Captain Faulkner. And
in all the paperwork Morton had been privy to he had been referred to as a political prisoner.
This particular approach had been exhausted long ago and so the diplomats at USDC



headquarters had decided to adopt a softer approach and try and broker a leniency plea. But, in
this case, they had gone to the very top: they had appealed to the Emperor himself. Only he
had the power to cut through the internecine bureaucracy at the heart of the Yakutian
government. This first approach had been made nine long years ago but, after an initial rush of
excitement, it had all come to nothing and expectations of a satisfactory outcome had been
significantly adjusted downward. Two subsequent attempts at reaching an agreement had
likewise become mired in controversy. A group of diplomats had actually made it as far as the
station on one occasion but, after a search of the prison’s records it was determined that the
prisoner in question was no longer detained at Dhanza and they would have to look
elsewhere.Morton wondered if her own mission might be similarly doomed. It wasn’t every day
that a celebrated war criminal walked free from a Yakutian jail. Morton imagined that, even now,
the Yakutian administrators would be checking and re-checking their paperwork, ever cognizant
that a last-minute glitch might scotch this release before it even started.As the shuttle began its
final approach, Morton checked her medical kit one last time. As well as her usual equipment,
she’d packed a spare thin suit in the unlikely event that their mission might prove
successful.“Everything good with you?” LaCruz looked up from examining a box of medical
equipment.“Everything’s fine,” she lied. “Though I’ll be a lot happier when we’ve got the patient
and are heading back.”“If this guy truly is who they say he is. Twenty years is a long time. I don’t
expect we’ll recognise him from the mug shots.”LaCruz did have a point. It wouldn’t be the first
time the Yakutians had tried to pass someone off as someone else.“Then you’ll be pleased to
know that I’ve done my homework.”She brought up the patients details on her tablet and then
angled the screen so that LaCruz could see the unique double helix pattern.“I’ve spent the last
few weeks trying to track down a viable source of DNA for comparison. We usually rely on a
sample from a relative but we couldn’t track one down in this case.”LaCruz indicated the screen.
“So where did you get that from?”“Our subject was seriously wounded at the Battle of Casimir. I
know the surgeon who operated on him. He was very helpful.”“Like I said: where did you get
that. Cell samples?”Morton wrinkled her nose. She hadn’t expected this level of cross-
examination.“It was from a sample of lung tissue that was removed at the time.”But LaCruz
wasn’t to be discouraged. “But they throw that stuff in the incinerator, don’t they?”“Not in this
case. The surgeon had it frozen.”“Like some kind of keepsake? Cos he was a
hero?”“Something like that.”“That’s got to be twenty years old. Older.”“Yes. It had denatured
slightly but there enough DNA markers in it for my purposes.”LaCruz got out of her seat and
came over to stand behind her while she looked at the screen. Morton slowly scrolled down so
that she could see the whole thing. She couldn’t help feeling uncomfortable at such close
proximity and disliked herself because of it.“What should I call you?” Morton asked. “Under the
circumstances, I can’t keep referring to you corporal.”The woman gave her a hard stare.“Fine.
You can call me LaCruz. But don’t get any ideas. It don’t mean we’re buddies or nothing.”A
minute later, the shuttle shuddered as it docked against the station. There was a squeal of metal
as the two came together as if protesting the idea of two conflicting technologies being forced to



mate.They waited patiently while the air pressure of the shuttle was adjusted to match that of the
station. Only then could the doors be opened. There was no one waiting for them on this side of
the pressure door, just a sealed walkway leading into the prison proper. Technically, if things
went smoothly there was very little for them to do. The Yakutians would no doubt prefer it if they
just signed for the prisoner and left, but she had no intention of signing anything until she was
sure they had the right man.At the pressure door, Morton stopped and turned to LaCruz. “Mind if
I ask you a question?”“Long as it’s nothing personal.”“They’re bound to have security through
here. Weapon scans, that sort of thing.”“You want to know if I’m armed?”“I suppose I do, yes.”“I
take it that’s a scalpel in the bag.”The scalpel was in a sealed container.“That’s right.”“Then, yes.
I’m armed.”They were met on the other side by the warden and three of his staff. The warden
greeted them stiffly in Coptic and then led the way down through the main body of the prison.
Morton felt as though she had to keep readjusting her vision. The lighting frequencies were
markedly different from what she was used to, as if the power sources on-board were struggling
to cope. Colours appeared murky and indistinct. After a few minutes, she could feel herself
starting to develop eye strain. She’d been offered a pair of chromatic lenses back on the ship
and while she had declined, the Marine had accepted. Obviously, LaCruz had known something
she hadn’t.They followed the warden through the narrow, dimly lit corridors. All the while Morton
was aware of them walking downwards on a constant slope, an odd sensation when you were
used to the uniform flatness of most spaceships. They stopped outside a grey, utilitarian security
gate.“You will please to wait here,” the warden said in his peculiarly flattened vowels.He and his
staff went through the door and they were left alone. Every so often, they heard the sound of
doors slamming in the distance.There was a bench set back in the alcove to their right. LaCruz
didn’t even acknowledge its existence, maintaining parade rest throughout. Morton decided to
stay standing. The place smelled of damp and mortality. There were signs of institutionalised
disorder all about them. Boxes filled with discarded equipment were stacked everywhere, the
light directly overhead kept flickering and through the wall there came the sound of voices raised
in anger.“Done this type of thing before?” Morton asked.“I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to say,”
LaCruz said. Then she relaxed, “Once or twice.”“Do you know much about him? About
Faulkner?”“Other than his sequenced DNA?”Morton regarded her. Trying to determine whether
the other woman was being terse or just plain unfriendly. It was difficult to tell.“You must have
heard of him: The Butcher of Tsvengir? He’s been all over the newsfeeds.”“I try and avoid those
if I can.”“No interest in the war then?”“The Long War? I know what happened to the Marines at
Haltavera. Balin. I know all about those.”I bet you do, Morton thought. And yet, you’re still
here.She didn’t know what to make of this woman. LaCruz was meant to be supporting her but
she came across at times as being openly hostile. But if things were to go badly out here, if
everything went to the wall out here, she thought she might be glad to have this woman on her
side. She felt hemmed in and was aware of voices in the background calling out to her. There
was an urgency about them which was only intensified by the fact that she couldn’t understand
what they were saying.It was suddenly as if the whole weight of the prison was pressing down



on her, making it difficult to breathe. In response, she stroked the stud on her bracelet and a
soothing flood of pheromones began flooding her system.It took a moment to take effect and
she stood there, letting the sensation flow through her until she was completely calm again. After
that, the air felt cooler, fresher, the light perhaps a little softer. The voices were still out there but
now they were less distinctive, less troubling.She watched the door, willing it to open. Hoping
that he’d appear so that they could be gone.“Do you think it’s true?” LaCruz said. “What they say
about him?”So, she did know who he was.“He’s never been formally charged by either side,”
Morton pointed out. “So it’s difficult to know what to think.”“No. I meant about how he managed
to survive in this place for so long. While all the others …”“Yes. Remarkable. To have survived
the war and then have to endure all this. Remarkable. But, it’s over now. For him at least.”At
least, she hoped it was.*One of the warden’s auxiliaries appeared a few minutes later and
ushered them into a side office. The room was small and unremarkable. The warden sat behind
an ugly metal desk on which he had taken the trouble to lay out all the necessary
documentation.The warden listened while the staffer read through a long list of legal waivers in
Coptic. The bead in Morton’s ear struggled to make sense of it all and, after a while, Morton just
stopped listening. Then, the man beckoned for her to approach the desk. Pulling out a yellow
document he pointed at the two places where he wanted her to sign.When Morton protested
that she had yet to see her patient, the man ignored her, merely pointing to the document again.
Throughout this exchange, the warden said nothing. He was too busy signing papers of his
own.Morton took the pen and signed, embarrassed by her own clumsy signature. She repeated
the process on the other documents.With that formality out of the way, the warden stood up and
bowed. Any previous animosity seemed to leave him at this point and the mood in the room
changed along with it. Suddenly, the man was almost affable, as though he himself was pleased
to bring this whole interlude to an end –to be finally getting rid of this prisoner.The warden rifled
through his desk draw and when he stood up again he was holding a heavy green bottle. Closer
examination revealed it to be Calzec, a liqueur much favoured by the Yakutians. Her husband
had once brought home a bottle. It was excessively sweet and tasted of plums, if her memory
served her. Morton was momentarily at a loss how to proceed. Was she meant to provide a gift
in return? Why hadn’t anyone warned her about this?In the end, LaCruz stepped forward, gave
a passable bow and took the bottle from him.The warden seemed satisfied with this and strode
out of the room and down the corridor, challenging them to keep up as he wended his way down
a series of gloomy passages. They came at last to a large waiting area with various guard rooms
leading off of it.A number of prison warders had gathered around what transpired to be the door
to the main elevator. They spoke quietly, their rifles aimed at the ground. They used low energy
projectiles, the kind that were designed to be used in pressurised environments. The men were
sporting a number of invasive neural upgrades: an enhanced eye socket here, a completely re-
configured jaw there. One of them even had a robotic arm. Most of them sported some kind of
skull implant, which would no doubt have been state of the art when they’d been fitted but now
looked bulky and crude. This reliance on mechanical enhancements had been at the heart of the



Yakutians conflict with the Confederation going back a long time. The idea of direct connection,
being able to instantly access the thoughts and emotions of others had been anathema to those
who had valued the sanctity of personal thoughts. That, and their growing reliance on
unregulated AI technology had eventually led to the rift between the two sides and from what
she was seeing now, it didn’t look as if much had changed.The prison doctor stood apart from
the warders, only looking up when the warden himself appeared. The doctor said something out
of the side of his mouth prompting the men to shuffle into a line.The warden introduced him as
Doctor Zlatan. The man was very precise in his movements, almost birdlike. When the man
raised a hand in acknowledgement, Morton glimpsed a hint of metal at his wrist.He spoke
directly to Morton, “Will you be looking after him?”His English was very clear. Morton
nodded.“You will take good care of him.” It was a statement, not a request.“That was my
intention.”He regarded her critically. “You’ve had experience, I take it? With his
condition.”“PTSD? Yes. I was a field surgeon before I specialised.” “Then I wish you every
success,” he looked with disdain at the warden, who wasn’t even listening to their conversation.
“He has not been well used here.”The warden was explaining something to the others. There
was some small talk and then a couple of sly looks directed at LaCruz. They appeared to be
debating something. Then one of the men laughed.It was not a nice laugh.Morton was
wondering just how LaCruz might react to this when the elevator doors pinged.As the doors
opened, everyone’s attention shifted.Inside the elevator was stick thin figure, with a shaven head
and a thick grey beard which seemed too big for his body. But it wasn’t his physicality that drew
everyone’s attention, it was his eyes. Morton had never seen such glowering intensity. He looked
like he intended to consume the whole area with flames.When he stepped out of the elevator he
raised his wrist restraints in the direction of the warden. But the warden stayed just where he
was and it was one of the other men who approached the prisoner with the keys.“Captain
Faulkner?”Morton stepped forward but the man with the keys made to block her. Faulkner deftly
side stepped him.“It was very good of you to come,” Faulkner’s voice was paper thin. The guard
carefully removed the restraints and shuffled back, clutching them to his chest. Faulkner rubbed
at his wrists. Straightened.Something had changed in the room and they could all sense
it.Morton indicated for LaCruz to step closer.“Before we proceed, we just need to check a couple
of things.”LaCruz lifted the pack of medical equipment in the warden’s general direction. He
acquiesced to her unspoken request by showing them into a small examination room. There
were various pieces of medical equipment standing around the walls. Most looked to be at least
thirty years old.Morton took a scanner from the pack and indicated for Faulkner to extend his
hands, palms down. She swept the backs of them, the violet lasers highlighting any sun
damage and obvious lesions. Then she got him to turn his hands over while she repeated the
process, letting the machine read everything down to the whorls of his fingertips. LaCruz
consulted her screen. She nodded. They’d found a match.Morton moved across to take a
look.The screen showed an x-ray of his right hand. Faulkner had broken his right thumb as a
student at the Academy and this man had an identical break in the same area. But while there



was evidence of a thumb fracture, it was almost lost amidst the mass of old fractures in the rest
of his hand. His middle finger looked to have been broken numerous times, one of which had
happened quite recently.The doctor’s words came back to her.He has not been well served
here.The two women looked at one another. LaCruz’ expression had hardened – if such a thing
were possible.Taking the tablet, Morton pinged the findings back to the main ship. Then she
activated the microphone facility.“Could you please identify yourself?”She inclined the tablet
towards him.“My name is Captain Robert Faulkner of the USDC ship…”“That’s fine, sir, thank
you.”As well as running the voice recognition software, the tablet had also taken a sample of his
breath. Morton handed it back to LaCruz while it cross-referenced the man’s pheromones.“Now
I just need to shine this into your eyes. You may experience some slight discomfort.”He obliged
her by opening his eyes as wide as he could.Morton held her breath while she scanned his
retina. She’d caught a whiff of the man’s scent and for some reason it upset her more than
anything else she’d experienced so far.When she’d finished, she put the scanner away and
stood awkwardly, trying very hard not to look at anyone.The tablet chirruped twice to let her
know that the results had been confirmed.“Everything checks out,” LaCruz said. “It’s him
alright.”Morton went over to check the screen herself, keen to hide her delight from the
others.Was there something she’d overlooked? Had she forgotten something? “Captain
Faulkner, I’m so sorry. There’s been so much going on, we haven’t introduced ourselves. This is
my, er, orderly LaCruz Jackson.”“An orderly?” Faulkner snorted. “Is that what she is? Pleased to
meet you, Ms Jackson.” “And I am Doctor Elsbeth Morton.”Faulkner gripped her hand with
surprising strength. “A pleasure to meet you, doctor.”CHAPTER TWOIt was only as they
prepared to dock with their mothership, the Syracuse, that Morton had the time to reflect on the
day’s events.She began by reviewing all the checks they’d made to verify Faulkner’s identity.
Had they missed something? Could the Yakutians have tricked them in some way? She
determined that as soon as they were back aboard the Syracuse she’d re-test the samples of
Faulkner’s blood, saliva and semen to ensure their veracity. It seemed unlikely that they’d
missed something major, although the conditions they’d been working in had been far from
ideal.She couldn’t afford to make a mistake on this. She had to be a hundred percent certain
that this really was Robert Faulkner they were dealing with.The USDC had been careful to keep
track of him throughout each stage of his time as a POW so there was no real issue as far as
provenance was concerned. The thing that had set off alarm bells as far as she was concerned
was the speed with which the Yakutians had organised his release. After so many false starts
there had to be a very good reason for their uncommon haste.Morton’s first thought was that
Faulkner must be seriously ill and that the Yakutians had only agreed to release him for fear that
he might die in prison. There’d been cases of this before, with the Yakutians attempting to take
the moral high ground by releasing terminally ill prisoners rather than allowing them to become a
drain on their medical facilities. But Morton had used her time aboard the shuttle to check and
re-check Faulkner’s heart, circulatory system and internal organs. Despite his obvious case of
malnutrition, he appeared to be in reasonably good shape for a man of his age which,



considering the length of his internment, was little short of a miracle. Still, she wouldn’t be
completely happy until she was able to put him through a full set of diagnostic tests.As soon as
they had docked, she thanked LaCruz and then headed off with her patient in tow. There were a
number of protocols set in place for situations such as this, some of which, Morton had compiled
personally. Because of Faulkner’s poor condition, he was prone to infection and so had to be
taken directly to a just-built high dependency unit in the ship’s infirmary.The Syracuse’s captain,
Commander Webster, had arranged to meet her there. Once inside the unit, Morton handed him
over to the nurses who quickly got him showered and changed. He was even more
malnourished than she’d first realised but he looked a little more human once they’d got him out
of his prison uniform. While the nurses got him into bed she set up an I.V. line which she used to
administer a sedative. Faulkner was asleep in seconds and, for the first time since she’d met
him, Morton let out a long sigh.The sedative, a cocktail of dopamine based anti-depressants,
was the first stage in his road to recovery. Morton knew from experience that prisoners,
particularly those who’d suffered long periods behind bars, often found difficulty adjusting to the
real world and invariably suffered from depression and other related mental health issues.
Hopefully, the sedative would deal with those issues in the short term.The second, and most
pressing concern for Morton, was the issue of Faulkner’s weight. He’d lost nearly half his
bodyweight since he’d been in captivity and it was highly unlikely that his body would be able to
process a regular meal. If he tried to consume one, he could end up making himself very sick
indeed. At worst, it might even kill him.Short term, he would have to be fed intravenously.
Hopefully, they would be able to wean him onto high energy gels before he left the ship. They
were renowned for being sickly sweet but she reasoned that if she got enough of them down
Faulkner’s throat, he’d have a decent chance of gaining some weight. “My God, look at the state
of him.”Morton didn’t bother to look around.“Good afternoon, Captain Webster.”“Dr Morton,”
Webster moved around to the other side of the bed, a look of disbelief etched on his face. “What
on earth have they done to him? It is him, isn’t it?”“All the tests seem to say so.”“I can’t believe it!
Look at his legs.”Morton went round to stand next to him. Though Faulkner’s lower body was
covered with a sheet it was all too easy to see how terribly thin and misshapen his legs actually
were.Webster couldn’t stop shaking his head. “Can you fix these?”“We could, but you’re talking
about an awful lot of invasive surgery. It would be a lot to put him through at this stage and
frankly I’m not sure it’d be worth it.”“He might not survive, you mean?”“There’s always a risk with
surgery, but look at these x-rays.”A metal arm extended from the foot of the bed with a tablet
embedded within it. The patient’s records were available at a glance.She said, “Honestly, it’s a
wonder he’s still able to walk: multiple fractures of both the tibia and fibula. Either he’s been
involved in a major accident or …”“They’ve tortured him.”Morton looked him directly in the eye.
She couldn’t work out what to make of Webster. He just seemed far too young to be in charge of
a ship, even one as modest as the Syracuse. With his tight curls and hazel eyes, he reminded
her of one of the doctors on those daytime soap operas. Dreamy yet spurious. Perhaps that was
why she found it so difficult to take him seriously. “That’s not for me to speculate on. Either way,



whoever attempted to fix him up did a godawful job of it. Poor man must have been in
agony.”“It’s odd to see him like this,” Webster said.“What were you expecting? Some kind of
statue?”“I don’t know. I just expected him to be bigger, somehow. Scarier. The man’s renowned
for being utterly fearless. There was even a Robert Faulkner Club when I was at the Academy.
They used to get up to the most insane stunts.”“You sound like you’re disappointed.”“No. Well,
yes. A little. The man’s possibly the most successful starship captain of the last fifty years.
Certainly the most successful one who’s still alive.”“Though the Yakutians still consider him as a
war criminal.”“A war criminal they never chose to put on trial. Why do you think that was?”“No
way of prosecuting him without highlighting a lot of their own failings: poor decision making,
things like that. They couldn’t afford for him to take the stand. I’d imagine that there were a few
high ranking Yakutian officers who’d have their own reasons for ensuring Faulkner’s continued
silence.”They stood and watched while a nurse changed Faulkner’s drip.Webster said, “I’ve been
doing a bit of research. Since we knew he was coming aboard. You know, technically, he never
lost a battle.”Morton laughed, “No? What about his last one?”Webster was not to be deterred
from making his point. “They still teach that battle at the Academy. Under Military Ethics.”When
Morton looked at Faulkner lying there she felt something clawing at her heart.“It’s hard to believe
in concepts like ethics when you think about the way he’s been treated.”At that moment,
Faulkner twitched as though he’d been struck, his hands flying up to cover his face. After several
seconds he quietened, his hands dropped back and his breathing returned to normal.“Bad
dreams?” Webster said.“It’s to be expected after what he’s been through. Come on.”She led
Webster out of the room. They were both a little cowed after seeing Faulkner like that. Webster
had clearly been expecting a great deal from seeing a war hero up close. But he was still quite
young. He probably still thought of the Long War as some great adventure rather than what it
was: a grim chapter in the formation of the Confederation.Webster might have been
disappointed but Morton’s own feelings were just as irrational. She couldn’t quite work out why –
considering the success of their mission - she couldn’t quite shake her sense of unease.To try
and shake herself out of it, she resolved to spend thirty minutes on the treadmill before dinner. It
wouldn’t be the first time she’d waylaid her demons through the simple act of physical exertion.
But, as she headed towards the gym, she couldn’t help wondering if she wasn’t missing
something. Something important.CHAPTER THREEMorton went down early for her meeting
with Faulkner. They were three days out from Dhanza and it would be four more days before
they arrived at their destination: Lincoln Station. She’d checked in with one of his nurses earlier
that morning. It turned out that Faulkner was having one of his ‘difficult’ days. But that was to be
expected. As soon as he became aware that they had him on anti-depressants, Faulkner made
it clear that he would no longer be taking them in any form. Morton had done her best to warn
him about the potential side effects of such a decision but he had been adamant.For while it
might seem admirable for him to press ahead without any medical support, there was an
obvious price to pay in terms of his emotional wellbeing. Depression was the least of Morton’s
worries. A number of POWs in similar situations, unable to deal with the ‘shame’ of their capture



had attempted to take their own lives upon returning home. With this in mind, Morton had taken
the unusual step of putting him on suicide watch.She caught up with him the next day in the
physiotherapy suite. He was lying on a massage table having his legs attended to. He didn’t
appear to be enjoying the procedure. He had his eyes tightly shut and she could clearly see the
sheen of sweat on his face.Faulkner didn’t open his eyes until the session was over and didn’t
acknowledge Morton even then. He just stared up at the ceiling while the physio cleaned herself
up and set about collecting her things. Morton waited until the woman had gone before
speaking.“How are you feeling today?”“Relieved. Relieved to get that over with.”“Sania’s good
but she takes no prisoners.”Morton regretted her poor choice of words even as she said
it.Faulkner pushed his elbows underneath himself and attempted to sit up. The effort proved too
much for him and he flopped back onto the table. Morton went to help him up but he raised a
hand to deter her. He took a moment to catch his breath and then rolled onto his side, sliding his
legs off the side of the bed. With a great effort of will, he managed to lever himself upright. He
was worryingly thin and, dressed as he was in vest and shorts, it was impossible to ignore the
damage that had been inflicted on him. His lower legs were a mottled, dark purple colour
highlighting how poor his actual circulation was. His knees were a mass of scar tissue, his left
kneecap having been permanently displaced to the right, making it almost impossible for him to
straighten his leg. But it was his upper legs which were the most difficult to look at. His thigh
bones were deformed from having been broken so many times.“Not exactly pretty, are they?” he
said.“You do well to get around on those at all.”“Plenty of people in a worse state back on
Dhanza.”“You consider yourself one of the lucky ones?”He looked down and casually pinched
the flesh of his thigh.“Now that’s the odd thing: I do that and I hardly feel anything at all. But
when that nurse…”“Physio.” Morton interrupted. “She’s a physiotherapist.”“Like I said, when that
nurse gets her hands on me: agony.”“Must be doing you some good, though.”Faulkner eased
himself down off the bed. “I’ll have to take your word for that, doctor. Could you pass me that
robe?”Morton handed it across. As he was putting it on, Morton was reminded of one of those
fly-weight boxing champions from one of the early newsreels.She said, “May I ask, what that
is?”She tapped her own forearm.“Oh, this?” Faulkner took a certain pleasure rucking up his
sleeves. “This is my prison tat.”Morton approached, intrigued.“May I see?”The skin on his
forearm was paper thin so that it was possible to see the pulse of his radial artery at his wrist. As
he rolled his sleeve higher, she got a good look at the tattoo. Clearly the work of an amateur, it
was fashioned in such a clumsy manner that Morton grimaced.“You don’t like it?”She shook her
head, anxious not to offend him. “It’s not that. It’s just that I don’t see you as the tattoo type.”“No,
I’ve always liked tattoos,” he rubbed the skin as if trying to clarify the image. “But as a young
officer I had to resist the urge. ‘Never make captain with one of those.’ Anyway, once I was
locked up I saw things a little differently.”Morton examined it in more detail. “What does it
say?”“It’s Latin. Oderint dum metuant.”“I studied Latin at school but I can’t make head nor tail of
that.”“Let them hate so long as they fear.”Not quite what she’d expected.“The Yakutians, I take
it? And you still feel like that now?”He let the sleeve slip down over his wrist then looked



up.“From my point of view, nothing’s changed. We’re still at war.”*Morton walked quickly towards
sick bay. She’d received a message three minutes earlier from the nurse tending to Faulkner.
When the woman had taken him his dinner, he’d knocked it across the room. The nurse had
stepped out for a moment to get some cleaning equipment but, when she’d returned, Faulkner
was nowhere to be seen.Morton could feel her heart tripping in her chest and fought the urge to
pick up the pace. Nothing major could possibly happen in the time it took her to get to sick bay.
Faulkner would be easy to trace in his medical gown and couldn’t have gone far anyway.Even so,
she couldn’t help mentally reviewing a list of all the medical equipment he might have access to
with which he might do himself harm. All medical sharps used in his treatment were scrupulously
accounted for and went straight into the incinerator. Then she started to think about his robe.
Didn’t that come with its own belt? But then, if he really wanted to hang himself, there were a
thousand other things which he could fashion into a noose. She had a brief image of Faulkner
hanging from the ceiling, his face cloaked in darkness, his sleeve rolled up to reveal his
tattoo.Oderim dum metuant.What an idiot she’d been!Let them hate so long as they fear.Well,
she was certainly fearful now.The young nurse was in a state of panic when Morton got there.
After re-assuring her and checking that Faulkner wasn’t hiding in the room, the pair of them set
off in different directions.Morton began checking every room on her side of the floor. A number
of rooms denied her access which she initially found frustrating but then she reasoned that if she
couldn’t gain access then neither could Faulkner.Morton was ten minutes into her search when
she received an inquiry on her ear bud.It was the mess sergeant.“Morton here.”“Is that Doctor
Morton?”“That’s correct.”“Well, in that case, I think we’ve got one of your patients.”“Thanks for
the heads up, sergeant. I trust he’s not causing any problems.”The officers’ mess hall was only a
short distance away.“Not so far. Too busy tucking into his food.”“Oh, right. That’s not so good. Is
there any way you could stop him?”“From eating? Why would I want to do that?”“It’s
complicated. Not to worry, I’ll be with you in just a few moments.”By the time she arrived at the
mess hall they were mid-way through serving lunch and the place was packed. Morton scanned
the tables, desperate to spot Faulkner before things could get any worse. But there was no sign
of him.Then she spotted the mess sergeant. He was pointing over at one of the tables. She
waved her thanks and then went over.“Captain Faulkner. Mind if I join you?”He motioned for her
to sit opposite.Faulkner’s plate was loaded with an enormous order of hamburger and fries. He
was in the process of squeezing tomato ketchup onto one side.“What is that thing?”“They call it
The Holy Cow.”“Sir, you’re not intending on eating that, are you?”Faulkner looked around at the
other diners. “That was sort of my plan.”The urge to snatch the plate away was a strong one, but
she resisted.“Sir, I really think that you ought to reconsider. Think about it: you haven’t eaten
solid food for months, possibly years. Tackling a meal like that, with all those animal fats …” she
threw up her hands in disbelief. “It’s just not a good idea.”Faulkner picked up a French fry and
dipped it in some ketchup. He chewed on it with obvious enjoyment.“You’re worried it’s going to
kill me?”“Either that or send your body into gastrointestinal shock. Your system’s just not ready
to process this type of food right now.”“I hear what you’re saying, Doctor Morton, but you have to



understand something: I had some very difficult times back in Dhanza. There were moments
there where I didn’t think I was going to make it. Two things kept me going. One was the thought
of seeing my wife again.”His wife had died three years earlier. Morton had been keeping the
news from him but it appeared that he already knew.Faulkner avoided eye contact, taking the
opportunity to slice his hamburger in half.Then he continued. “The other was the thought of
what I was going to eat when I got out. I thought about food – fantasised about it, really – almost
every day. And that was important to me because it implied that one day my time in jail would
come to an end. That one day I would be able to eat whatever the hell I wanted to eat.”“And that
one thing was this: hamburger and fries?”“A giant hamburger and fries, complete with a heroic
serving of ketchup. I’ve never possessed what you might call a sophisticated palate so this for
me is heaven on a plate.”He picked up half of the burger and looked at it. It was dripping with
grease.Morton said, “I’d rather you didn’t.”“And I understand that, doctor. But you must also
understand: I have to do this. I promised myself I would the first opportunity I got. So, here
goes.”And with that, he bit into the burger.CHAPTER FOURCommander Webster was not
enjoying himself. Part of their approach vector for Lincoln base took them past the colony on
Jocasta. The computer had come up with multiple routes but the most direct took them past two
of Jocasta’s moons: Prax and Leda. The moons were home to two breakaway religious groups
both of which were followers of Simeon. The fact that they interpreted Simeon’s teachings
differently had led to a messy on-going conflict which had lasted nearly fifty years. The only thing
which had prevented matters from escalating further was that both communities relied heavily
on their trade links with Jocasta. So far, neither side had pushed the conflict to the point where
the Jocastans were forced to choose between them, as neither Prax nor Leda could afford to be
on the losing side.They had a history of being difficult with one another over key issues, the most
obvious being the issue of air space. Which was why ships passing through the area were
advised to give them both a very wide berth. To trade with one of the moons – even to engage in
a simple act like re-fuelling – was guaranteed to invoke the fury of the other. Invariably, ships
only stopped at one of the moons if they had no other choice. Also, there were certain factions
within Prax which actively resented the USDC’s presence in the area and bigger ships than the
Syracuse had found themselves being targeted. A destroyer, the Summerfield, had received a
direct hit a mere three months earlier. No one had been killed but it had been a close-run
thing.A simple solution would be for passing ships to engage shields but, aside from being
extremely costly energy wise, such an action might be misconstrued as an act of aggression.
So, the Syracuse proceeded on without shields, forced to slow down to little more than a crawl in
line with local traffic. This left them feeling particularly vulnerable as there was also a lot of local
traffic about, not all of which appeared to be complying with accepted nautical regulations. For
this reason, Webster was joined on deck by his XO, lieutenant commander Toby Ross, and two
other officers, Bartlett and DeMarco. They were all trying to assess whether there were any
potential threats in the area.Webster consulted the wireframe schematics.“What about this one
here?”They were studying a three-dimensional rendering of Prax’s shipping lanes and Bartlett,



the female lieutenant, stepped up and tapped the ship in question. It instantly ballooned in
size.“That’s the Durant. Commercial tanker 3.6 million tonnes. Her captain was kind enough to
send me over a detailed copy of her manifest. It all checks out.”At the start of their watch,
Webster would have demanded more detail but they’d been at this for six hours now and they’d
identified well over two hundred vessels. Bartlett had impressed him with her attention to detail.
Tankers that size weren’t known for their rates of acceleration. It would probably take them
several hours to bring themselves up to the Syracuse’s speed by which time they could be long
gone.Besides, he was still getting used to his role as commanding officer. He was much more
familiar with the XO’s role where the temptation was to check and re-check everything. He’d
have to resist that as c.o. To be effective he was going to have to learn to trust his crew to get on
with their jobs.“Okay, we seem to have covered Prax fairly comprehensively. Is there anything
else we need to look at before we switch our approach to Leda?”Bartlett and Ross both shook
their heads but DeMarco the young Ensign had his hand raised as though they were still in
school.“Something up?”“I’m not sure, sir, but do you remember that big cruiser we looked at a
couple of hours ago?”“The one with the odd comms set-up?”“That’s the one. The Indra. You
asked me to keep an eye on her and let you know if she got within ten thousand clicks.”“And has
she?”“No, that’s the odd thing: she’s kept her distance while at the same time matching us for
speed and direction.”Webster shot Ross a look. They were the same age but Ross had gone to
the Academy late after first training as a structural engineer. Webster reflected that it was only a
matter of time before his friend eclipsed him. His Math was better and he had an easy practical
manner which endeared him to almost everyone.Ross said, “Could be just a coincidence. I’d
imagine we’ve passed half a dozen ships you could say that about.”DeMarco nodded as if he’d
been expecting this.“But if I could just show you something?”Webster indicated for him to
continue. The rendering of the tanker disappeared to be replaced by the Indra, a Yakutian tanker
which sported a unique communications array more suited to a military vessel than a cruiser. It
was this, more than the fact that this was Yakutian ship, which had sparked their interest in the
first place. DeMarco passed him a tablet. “We picked up some activity just over an hour
ago.”Webster activated the screen but then strained to make sense of what it was he was
seeing.“What was that?” Ross came up alongside. “Looks like they’re dumping a load of
water.”The water crystallised while they watched, forming itself into a shimmering cloud.“Could
be excess oxygen,” Ross ventured. “We store it in liquid form. Takes up a lot less space. But why
dump it like that?”“I know,” DeMarco said. “Doesn’t make sense. But look what happens when
we slow the film down.” The image flickered slightly as the cloud blossomed from the rear and
the Yakutian ship continued on its way. The solid mass continued to disperse until all that
remained was the silhouette of a small craft. After a while, the engines kicked in as it began to
come about.“Shuttle?” Ross ventured.“Too small,” Webster pointed out. “More likely some type
of stealth craft.”They all watched as the craft finished its manoeuvre and then, with a flare of her
engines, accelerated.“Good work, Ensign,” Webster handed the tablet back. “I’m assuming it’s
heading in our direction?”“If it continues on its present course, then yes.”DeMarco crossed to the



main display and punched up the vectors on all three ships. “It’s due to rendezvous with us in
the next twenty-seven minutes.”Webster studied the two converging paths, taking it all in.He
turned back to the others. “Thoughts?”“Could be a suicide mission,” Ross said. “Though that’s
not likely considering what we know about the Yakutians.”“Any chance this could be linked to our
passenger?”Ross frowned. “It’s possible. There are so many rival factions within the Yakutian
state it’s difficult to know what they’re going to get up to next.”While the Yakutians united were an
extremely competent adversary they had been riven by internal conflicts ever since the end of
The Long War.“Any other ideas?”“Boarding party?” DeMarco ventured.The Yakutians had used
that particular tactic to devastating effect during the war and the USDC had been slow to
respond to the threat. Smaller ships, like the Syracuse were particularly prone to such a practice
as they rarely sealed off their cargo bays entirely. To do so would be to effectively rob the ship of
its main escape route.Webster rubbed his chin. “That’s a possibility I suppose but what are they
trying to achieve?” Even if they did get on board, they wouldn’t be able to seize control of the
ship – they’d be completely out-gunned. No, there’s something else here we’re just not
seeing.” *Morton sat and watched while Faulkner worked his way through his meal. Almost as
soon as he had begun eating he started to look uncomfortable. But that was hardly
surprising.His digestive system would have struggled to process even a few spoonfuls of solid
food. Morton figured that if he kept on punishing himself like this then it was only a matter of time
before his body rebelled. While she wasn’t happy watching him attempt culinary suicide there
was very little that she could do to stop him.At least this way, she reasoned, she’d be on hand
when the inevitable happened. She only hoped that the results wouldn’t prove to be too
messy.Faulkner had managed to put away half of his burger when he abruptly stood up. There
was a thin sheen of sweat on his forehead and he’d lost what little colour he’d had.She said, “Are
you finished?”“Not quite. I just need to powder my nose. Won’t be a moment.”Morton nodded.
He probably needed to go and be sick. The only question was whether he’d be pig headed
enough to come back and try and finish the job. And that was more likely to happen if she was
still sitting here when he got back.What to do?When Faulkner eventually reappeared he seemed
slightly fresher. But, as he started walking back over he was intercepted by a noncom. The man
looked completely out of place in the officer’s mess but he seemed to have Faulkner’s attention.
She was too far away to make out what was being said but the other man seemed pretty
insistent about something. They spoke for a while and then the man took Faulkner’s arm.He
started guiding Faulkner towards the far exit. Morton went to get up but something forced her to
stay put. She needed to see what was happening first.The noncom now had a firm grip on
Faulkner’s elbow and had an arm at his waist. While the other officers in the room had noticed
what was going on they were keen to spare their visitor any embarrassment. They all knew who
he was after all.She watched as they started moving through the mess hall, away from the heads
and towards the exit.What was she to do? Was the noncom part of the mess staff or was there
something else going on that she wasn’t aware of? The man’s uniform suggested he wasn’t one
of the waiting staff. It was quite possible that Faulkner had felt faint and was too self-conscious to



ask her for help.But then, wasn’t that all the more reason to get him back to sick bay as soon as
possible?And yet something was telling her to hang back. Just to watch what was happening
before she decided her next move.*DeMarco looked up from his console. “Captain, the Indra is
changing course.”“Let me guess: they’re preparing to ram us?”“Not quite, sir, but they are
closing to within eight thousand kilometres.”Webster turned to Ross.“That’s a big ship.”“And
we’re operating in international space. He’s taking a risk.”The words ‘international space’ gave
Webster an idea.He went over to the comms console and was quickly connected with Master
Sergeant Rawlins; the man in charge of the ship’s Marines. They weren’t a permanent fixture, in
fact they’d only been assigned to the Syracuse this one time. “Sir, what can I do for you?”“Master
Sergeant, we have a small vessel approaching on our port side. We believe it to be some kind of
stealth craft – no sign of a transponder signal. Could you get a squad assembled? I’d like you to
put together a welcoming committee.”Ross was standing behind him. “I’ll contact the cargo bay.
Let them know we’re expecting company.”*Something was wrong.The man was leading Faulkner
out of the far exit. Either Faulkner was confused about where he was headed or something
sinister was going on.Once she had decided to act, Morton couldn’t move fast enough. She had
left it too long, she realised, before trying to catch up with the pair but her mistake was
compounded when a large group of men finished eating at the same time and stood up,
effectively blocking her way. By the time she’d managed to push past them, Faulkner and his
companion were nowhere to be seen.She looked everywhere, imagining that they might have
doubled back into the canteen, only when she turned to look there was no sign of them. She
raced out into the wide corridor. There were various people standing around the vending
machines but no one who looked familiar.She suddenly became aware of a presence behind
her.“Turn around. Slowly.”Morton did as she was told.The noncom had stepped out from a
corner niche. He was much taller than she’d first realised but with a noticeable gut. He gestured
for Faulkner to come and join them then squinted at her name tag.“What’s that say? Oh, Doctor
Morton. Now that might come in handy. Do you know what this is?”He lifted his arm away from
his body and turned his hand to show her what he was holding.“Looks like a nerve blaster to
me.”“Close enough. Now, I see that you’re an intelligent woman. So I know that you don’t need
me to tell you what happens if you don’t do as I say.”“I’ll do whatever you ask,” she made a
dismissive gesture in Faulkner’s direction. “But you don’t need him.”“I’m afraid that’s where
you’re wrong. He’s the reason I’m here.”The shock must have registered on her face because he
gave her a broad smile.“Now, do us all a favour and walk to the end of that corridor.”“Where are
we going?”The man pulled Faulkner towards him, jamming the weapon against his ribs.“I won’t
ask again.”Morton started walking while the noncom followed behind with Faulkner. There were
other crewmen about but none of them paid her any attention. She felt like such an idiot. If she’d
alerted security immediately her suspicions had been aroused this would probably all be over by
now. As it was, this man would most likely shoot her in the back the first chance he got. She
needed a plan. *Ross studied the latest images of the stealth craft on his tablet looking for
something he could use.“They think they have the advantage because they think we haven’t



seen them,” Ross said. “What if we just put a shot across their bows? Let them know we’re onto
them.”Webster considered this. “We could, but that would rob us of the element of surprise and
I’m curious to know what they’ve got planned. We’re vulnerable to attack at this speed and they
know it. Might they simply be trying to plant explosives on our hull?”“Disable us, you mean?”“I
seem to remember the Yakutians trying something like that in the war.”Ross brought up the
wireframe design of the ship and set it to slowly rotate.“But that was when our ships were
stationary – usually in port. Might they be looking to get close enough to open fire on us in some
way? With our shields down, they could do some damage.”“That would require them to have
some kind of weapons launching capability. But,” he held up the tablet, “looking at this, I don’t
think they have. Their ship’s just too small.”Webster said, “Of course. There is another
possibility.”“And that is?”“They know who we’ve got on-board and they’re planning
something.”*Morton risked looking behind her. The noncom was marching Faulkner along.
Faulkner wouldn’t be used to this level of exertion; he’d barely walked a thousand paces since
he’d arrived on the Syracuse.Morton stopped at a T-junction.“Which way now?” she asked.“Turn
left,” the man said. “And keep your hands were I can see them.”They had made two turns so far.
At each junction, Morton had braced herself, ready for a shot that never came. A nerve blaster
probably wouldn’t kill her but it would mess her up in other ways. For one thing, she’d lose all
those fine motor skills essential to be a surgeon. They were heading in the general direction of
the cargo bay, that much was obvious. Did he perhaps have a ship waiting for him down there?
If he was intending on stealing one she didn’t think much of his chances. Unless, of course, he
knew something she didn’t.What if he had an accomplice?“You can’t possibly get away with
this,” Morton said. “Even if you do manage to steal a ship, they’re never going to let you get
away.”“Just let me worry about that. We’re taking the next left.”Morton took the turning. The
corridor was in darkness, the lights blinking on as they approached.“What do you intend doing
with me?”“Haven’t decided yet. You were never part of the plan. I’m really only here for the
captain. He’s quite the valuable commodity, don’t you know.”“You’re going to sell him on?”“That’s
the idea. Already got a buyer sorted out but things might change. There’s been a lot of interest
since his release. Lots of people with old scores to settle.”“I take it they want me alive?”It was
the first thing Faulkner had said since leaving the mess hall and it took both of them by
surprise.“For the moment, at least. Though I’m not sure how long that’ll last.”*LaCruz was on
security duty with Corporal Guterres and they’d just come from a sweep of the rear of the ship.
The Syracuse was not her usual base of operations, she’d been drafted in specifically for this
prisoner release job. No one said it was because she was female but it was obvious to everyone
and she had the feeling that some of them resented her for it. She was due to be re-assigned
once they returned to Lincoln Station and she couldn’t wait. The other Marines seemed to have
a particular hard-on as far as Faulkner was concerned and, whenever they got her on her own
they’d come up with the most ridiculous questions.Did he talk much about what had happened
at Tsvengir?What exactly did they do to him back on Raghul?Someone had said that he was
going to be court martialled when he got back – had he said anything about that?That’s why she



didn’t mind working with Guterres. He had no interest in Faulkner whatsoever, all he wanted to
talk about was his music. LaCruz didn’t mind that, even when he was telling her about his role
as the platoon’s resident DJ.“Look at this,” she said as they stepped through a hatchway. “Who
leaves this shit lying around?”Someone had piled a broken footlocker on top of some discarded
heating cells. And then they had left the hatchway open. It looked as though someone had piled
their stuff there while they went off to dispose of some other junk and then hadn’t bothered to
come back. LaCruz closed and secured the door while Guterres slid the junk into a corner.“We
can’t leave that there,” she said. “We should dispose of it properly.”“Nah,” Guterres pushed the
stuff over into the corner with his boot. “Not our job. Besides, this isn’t the first pile of crap we’ve
come across. Somebody should be getting their asses kicked over this.”“That’s down to the
XO.”“How come?”“It’s his job to make sure everything’s running smoothly. It’s like he never
comes down here.”Guterres suddenly straightened, pressing the bead in his ear. “Okay, we’ll be
right there,” he said, the waste instantly forgotten.“Trouble?”“Sounds like it. We need to get
back. Something’s kicking off down the cargo bay. Some guy with a blaster.”“The cargo bay?
That’s not far from here.”“I know. But we’ve been told to avoid it. Rawlins was very clear on
that.”“Why would we go round it?” she lifted her rifle and sighted along it. “Might only be low-
velocity rounds but they’ll get the job done.”Guterres rolled his eyes. “Why’d you have to be such
a hard-ass?”“I’m not a hard ass. All I’m saying is: why go round the problem when we can go to
the problem?”“I think you’re the problem.”*“Sir, you might want to take a look at this.”Webster and
Ross turned to where the station officer was sitting. Then they went over and joined him. Word
had come through that an armed man was wandering the decks but that was all they knew.The
station officer was rewinding a section of surveillance footage.“What are we looking at?”
Webster said.“That’s Doctor Morton,” Ross said. The frozen image was unmistakable.“And that’s
Captain Faulkner,” Webster was experiencing a sinking feeling. “So who’s this guy?”Webster
tapped the man’s face and the computer’s facial recognition software did the rest.“Petty Officer
Second Class Blumire,” Ross read off the details. “Joined us at Lincoln. Service history is
patchy but now it looks like he’s decided to go into business for himself. Can we get a better
look at what he’s holding?”The station officer obliged, switching to another camera and then
focussing in on the man’s hand. Webster could see that he was holding some kind of weapon
but he couldn’t make out any details. He turned to the officer. “Contact Master Sergeant
Rawlins and tell him to hang back. I don’t want this guy getting rattled. And get that corridor
sealed off.”Ross said, “What about the cargo bay. Shouldn’t we seal that off as well?”“No. If he
thinks he’s trapped he’s liable to panic and we don’t want that. Get the place locked down and
then get everyone out of there. I don’t want to give him any more targets. What about our stealth
friends? Any news?”On the other side of the room, DeMarco looked up from his console.
“They’re still closing at the same velocity. Eight minutes before they come alongside.”“That’s
cutting it fine,” Webster raised his voice and spoke to the rest of the bridge. “Okay everyone,
assume we’re at battle stations but I just don’t want to issue a general alert. There’s no telling
whether this guy is working alone or whether he’s linked to the people outside. Give me passive



targeting ideas for the Indra and lock lasers on that smaller craft. But no one starts firing ‘til I give
the say-so. That understood?”A chorus of voices echoed around the bridge.*“I don’t like this,”
the man with the gun said. “Just stop a minute.”Morton stopped and turned, careful not to say
anything. They’d been walking for a solid five minutes without encountering anyone coming the
other way. On a ship of this size, that was highly unlikely.“I need to think.”The man stepped away
from Faulkner and Morton saw the weapon clearly for the first time. A blaster with various
settings. There was no telling where he’d got it but it was powerful enough to get the job
done.“We really should keep moving,” Faulkner said.“Why’s that?” the man was rubbing his
forehead.“So that we can retain the initiative. If we just sit here they’re going to try and box us in.
Isn’t that right …?”He waved at the man impatiently.“Blumire. The name’s Blumire.”Blumire
looked accusingly at Morton as if she were the one responsible for their present situation.
Faulkner hadn’t said much but what he had said clearly seemed to register with their captor.
She was still coming to terms with the way that Faulkner had referred to himself and the gunman
as ‘we.’ Was he trying to gain the man’s trust? If so, it appeared to be working.“Forward or
back?” she asked.Blumire acquiesced to Faulkner.“Forward,” Faulkner said. “Keep the good
doctor ahead of us, though. Disrupt their line of fire.”Blumire motioned with the blaster and
Morton, reluctantly, started forward.“Do we have a destination or are we just going to keep
walking in circles?” Morton asked.“We’re heading for the cargo bay. Is that good enough for
you?”“That’s all I need to know. Thanks.”That confirmed her suspicions. Blumire was going to
try and get off the ship. Would he try and take her with him or just shoot her once she’d served
her purpose?She had to assume the worst and formulate some kind of plan, but she was going
to have to work fast. They were only a short distance from the cargo bay and if she went in there
without a clear idea of how she was going to escape, the chances of her coming out alive were
very slim indeed. *Webster and Ross went over their plan a second time in an effort to check
that they hadn’t missed anything.Ross pushed himself away from the table.“I’m not so sure.
We’re cutting it very tight, timing wise.”“I disagree,” Webster said. “The stealth ship is the one
setting the agenda. They’re going to want to get in and out as quickly as possible and we’ve got
a fairly accurate time-scale for all that.”“They’re assuming that once they’ve got Faulkner aboard
then they’ll be safe. That we won’t fire on them.”“And they’d be right. We can’t afford to
jeopardise his safety.”“So, what do we do?”Webster worked to keep his voice as calm as
possible.“We’re pretty sure that this Blumire character isn’t in direct contact with the stealth
people. If there had been any communication between them then we’d have been sure to have
picked up on it. This leads me to believe that they’re working to pre-arranged timings. It’s
essential for everyone involved that Blumire is inside that cargo bay when they arrive. There’s no
room for error there: they’ll have already committed themselves. If he’s late then the whole
thing’s off. Not a good outcome for any of them.”“Okay,” Ross was mulling over everything that
Webster had said but there was still something bothering him. “What if they’re not working
together? What if they represent two separate factions, both with an eye to capturing
Faulkner?”Webster pursed his lips. “Well, in that case – things are about to get very messy very



quickly.”“Sir, I’ve getting readings from the stealth ship,” the pitch of Bartlett’s voice had subtly
changed.“Okay,” Webster said. “Let’s have it.”“Some kind of power surge, sir. I think their
weapons are coming online.”*Morton was ten steps away from the cargo bay doors and she still
hadn’t decided how she was going to resolve this.The fact that the corridors ahead were
deserted suggested that their plight had not gone unnoticed up on the bridge. But that didn’t
mean that she could relax. Had Webster and his team had enough time to set out an
appropriate plan of action? She found herself suddenly questioning Webster’s operational
capabilities. He was still very young. Would he even know what to do in these circumstances?
She knew that there were Marines aboard and she just hoped that Webster would have the
forethought to position snipers within the cargo bay itself. That way, they would have a decent
chance of taking out Blumire before matters got completely out of hand. Whatever was going to
happen was going to have to happen in the cargo bay area, she was certain of that now. The
USDC had gone to great lengths to get Faulkner released and it would be an act of supreme
incompetence on Webster’s part to allow him to be snatched away at this point.As she set foot in
the cargo bay it all seemed so familiar: the echoing acoustics, the smell of burnt jet fuel but
something was different. She had to shield her eyes against the yellow shimmer of the pressure
wall’s caution lights but, as far as she could make out, the place appeared to be completely
deserted.She’d never seen it look so neat and uncluttered. There were normally two or three
ships of various sizes standing around being serviced or made ready for flight but now there
were none. Even the little fleet of tool trolleys was nowhere to be seen.Not that Blumire
appeared to notice. He only had eyes for one thing: the sight of the pressure wall. She had to
admit, it took some getting used to. A translucent skin which allowed ships to pass through
without compromising the ship’s environmental integrity. Morton found it easier not to look at it
for too long. It was difficult not to feel as if you were about to be sucked out into the vastness of
space.As he stood there transfixed, she thought that this would be the time to tackle him. While
he was still distracted.But the moment passed and the man hauled Faulkner across in front of
him, to use him as a shield. “What’s happening now?” she said. It was tempting to draw his
attention to the lack of available spacecraft, to the obvious conclusion that this was the end of
the road, but she held back. The moment that he saw that the trap was closing in might well be
the moment he panicked and she wanted to delay that for as long as possible.“Over there,” he
pointed with his blaster. “The evac area.”You couldn’t miss it. A huge rectangle right in the
centre of the bay with EVAC picked out in bright yellow letters.She was halfway there when
something caught her eye. Movement, high up and to her right. The temptation to look up was
enormous but she managed to restrain herself.Could this be one of the snipers she’d been
hoping for: repositioning themselves to get a clearer shot?She very much hoped so. The
temptation to look up was enormous but to do so would be to needlessly give away their
position, and so she kept her eyes locked straight ahead. She was aware of Blumire watching
her. Weighing up his options. It wouldn’t be long before he had to decide what to do with her. If
she was going to do something she’d better do it soon.But, when she glimpsed the movement



again, she couldn’t help glancing upwards.She had been wrong. It wasn’t snipers at all.Some
sort of spacecraft was out there, just beyond the pressure wall. It was impossible to judge the
size of it, particularly as it had an exterior designed to match the darkness of its surroundings but
it was there.It seemed to be coming closer and, as she watched, it slightly adjusted its position,
glittering like a piece of silica.“Here they come,” Blumire looked exultant. As he stared up at the
ship, his body seemed to slacken. His gun arm relaxed and dropped to his side.Morton looked
across at the row of storage bays facing her, each the size of a house. There were three to
choose from.If she was going to make a break for it, now was the time. But they suddenly
seemed an awfully long way away. How far was she going to have to run? Sixty or seventy
metres? It was difficult to say and the difference here could be the difference between life and
death.Or perhaps she should just stay put and hope for the best?In the end, the decision was
taken out of her hands.Just as the gunman was pulling Faulkner round to stand between him
and the doors they’d just come through, a series of enormously bright flashes lit up the whole
interior.Morton covered her eyes and shrank back just as a scuffle broke out between Faulkner
and Blumire. Initially, she thought that Faulkner was going to get hurt – he looked so frail - so it
came as a surprise when Blumire was the one staggering backwards, clutching his throat. He
stumbled over his own feet and fell, his blaster hitting the deck and bouncing.It landed between
the two men and lay there. Faulkner got there first, his fingers clutching the blaster as Blumire
righted himself. He lashed out with his foot, catching Faulkner on the side of the head.The
shock of the blow sent Faulkner reeling, the blaster tumbling to the floor.Blumire move swiftly to
retrieve the weapon. He waved it in Faulkner’s direction.“Stay there! Don’t move.”A woman’s
voice echoed around the cargo bay and Morton spun round. Two Marines had appeared in the
doorway and were spreading out in opposite directions.Both of them had their weapons levelled
at Blumire.Not snipers then, Morton realised. It took her a second to recognise LaCruz
Jackson. As soon as she did, she started to relax.Now there was a woman you didn’t want to
pick a fight with.“I won’t tell you again,” Jackson was tracking sideways to stay out of Blumire’s
line of fire. At the same time, her partner was moving in the opposite direction.Blumire rose to
his feet, still gripping the blaster. He seemed uncertain now how best to continue. Faulkner was
still on the ground. It would be a simple matter just to shoot him there and then. To spoil all their
plans.Blumire turned his head slightly, so that he was looking straight at Jackson.He gave her
the slightest nod of acknowledgement before quickly bringing the blaster around and firing three
times in quick succession.The shots hit the wall just to the left of LaCruz’s head.She fired
once.The shot hit him in the right eye and exited out of the back of his skull in a fine pink
spray.Blumire went straight down, his head hitting the ground with a wet smack. Nobody
moved.It was Morton who went over to examine him. He lay exactly as he had fallen, his body a
slack bundle of limbs.LaCruz approached cautiously, her weapon still raised.“You okay,
doctor?”“I’m fine.”She twitched the muzzle in Blumire’s direction. “What about him? Is he
dead?”“I seriously hope so.”CHAPTER FIVEWebster waited until the next day before going to
visit Faulkner. By that time, they were well away from the strictures of the Prax shipping lanes



and he was more than happy to leave Ross to bring them up to standard operating speed. Word
about the destruction of the Yakutian vessel had spread quickly among the crew, but while
everyone else was celebrating, Webster couldn’t help wondering if he might perhaps have
handled things differently.Faulkner was asleep when he arrived at sick bay but he decided to
wait around on the off chance that he might wake up and, a little over ten minutes later, Faulkner
duly obliged.Faulkner indicated the jug of water on his nightstand and Webster poured him a
glass.“Well, it’s good to see that they’re looking after you down here.”“Oh they’re very good at
that. They think I’m an invalid.”Webster laughed.Faulkner took a sip of his drink, the glass
shaking slightly.Webster said, “I’ve been going over the footage from the cameras in the cargo
bay with Major Rawlins, trying to piece things together and I wondered if you wouldn’t mind
answering a couple of questions.”“Fine, as long as you understand I’ve got one or two questions
of my own.”That gave Webster a moment’s pause but then he pulled up a chair and sat down.“I
must say, you had us worried for a while back there.”Faulkner dismissed his concerns with a
gesture. “This man: Blumire? He was taking an appalling risk.”“Taking you hostage?”“No.
These people he was working with. These pirates or whatever it is they call themselves
nowadays. I’ve had my own dealings with these groups in the past. Totally unscrupulous. He
must have been out of his mind to think he could make a deal with them and walk away with their
money.”Webster adjusted part of the bedding. “Can’t say that I’d thought much about it.”“It’s
always best to know who you’re dealing with. Mr Blumire was not very smart. Desperate
perhaps, but smart? No. What do we know about him?”“Very little other than what it says in his
service record. Lots of minor disciplinary issues all to do with either gambling or gambling
debts. The man had his problems but never stayed in one posting long enough for it to be
properly flagged up.”“Until now.”“Until now. Can I say though, sir, throughout all of this, I thought
you handled yourself admirably.”“For an invalid?”“Not at all. Dr Morton told us how cleverly you
played him. He seriously underestimated you. I think we all did.”Faulkner gave him a thin smile.
“Yes, well, I think I owe her an apology. In trying to win Blumire’s trust, I had to make out that she
was expendable.”“I’m sure she’ll forgive you. My issue is with Corporal Jackson’s conduct.
There’s obviously going to have to be a hearing of some kind.”“Into what?”“Petty Officer Blumire
was a serving member of the Syracuse. There’s a question to be answered about whether he
was unlawfully killed.”Faulkner’s eyes narrowed. “But the man fired first.”“Makes no difference.
Corporal Jackson was out of line. She shouldn’t have even been there. Rawlins was organising
his own team at the time.”“And he would have turned up a day late and a dollar short. No matter
how you look at it, that woman saved my life, not to mention the doctor’s.”“I understand. But, like
I said, Jackson had no reason being there. She’d been ordered to report to the armoury. An
order she chose to ignore. Master Sergeant Rawlins wants to throw the book at her.”“Well, can’t
you do something?”“That’s what I’m trying to do. Did you hear her shout anything before she
fired? A warning perhaps?”Faulkner pushed himself into a sitting position. “A warning? Yes. I’m
sure she must have.”“Good. Only there’s no microphones down in the cargo bay. Too much
background noise. And there’s not much to see of Jackson on the surveillance footage. So, if



you could mention that to Lieutenant-Commander Ross. He’s putting together all the evidence
for the investigation.”“I’ll be sure to do that. If you ask me, Corporal Jackson deserves a
commendation not a dressing down.” An understanding seemed to pass between them. They
both knew how these investigations were supposed to go.Faulkner said, “But what about you?
What’s going to happen about the pirate ship you destroyed?”“I don’t know,” Webster groped for
words. “The Yakutians are saying that they weren’t pirates but were crew members from one of
their ships on a routine mission.”“Crewmembers who were in the act of boarding this
vessel.”“That’s going to be difficult to prove. The Indra’s captain maintains that they were
operating in international space when we opened fire without warning.”Faulkner clicked his teeth
together. “I see. How many ‘crewmen’ were lost?”“Eight.”“Have they released their names and
rank yet?”“No. Why? Is that important?”“My guess is that they weren’t normal crew members.
Not on a mission as sensitive as this.”“What? You’re thinking special forces?”“Something like
that. My release was down to political expediency in the end but I’m sure there are a lot of
groups, particularly in the military, who’d prefer it if I wasn’t around.”“So what do you think will
happen next?”“I’m not sure but you’d best watch out, Commander. You’ve dented their pride.
And that’s not something the Yakutians will forget in a hurry.”*Morton stood on the ship’s
observation deck. Lincoln Station was still sixty thousand kilometres away, a bright bauble
suspended in space. It was possible to make out the various docking facilities which surrounded
the station and she could study these in detail using the ship’s optical ranging system. So it was
that she could watch the activity within the shipyards and then pan across to pick out newly
arrived ships and follow them as they made their way towards their berths. The station was
surrounded by a formidable range of defensive fortifications, from manned battle stations to
remote laser platforms. Milling amongst these was the usual array of mining transports,
industrial freighters and thousands of commercial spacecraft.For a combination of political and
economic reasons, she knew that a good percentage of that traffic would be Yakutian. But while
the war might have been over twenty years ago that didn’t mean that the suspicion and distrust
felt by both sides had disappeared. Morton herself had neither forgotten nor forgiven. She still
harboured a deeply held resentment over the death of her husband and doubted that a day
would come when that would change. During the war, she’d risen to the rank of Surgeon
Captain, but that was all behind her now. Now she focussed on the physical rehabilitation of
wounded servicemen. She was constantly hearing them being counselled to move on with their
lives and to forgive their former enemies as a way of coming to terms with their own situation.
However, while she recognised that this was a useful lesson for some it wasn’t one that she was
prepared to accept for herself. Of course, she never vocalised these opinions. It would have
brought her into conflict with too many of her colleagues, people whose opinions she greatly
respected. But that didn’t mean that she agreed with them on everything. She just knew that
their advice was not for her.It might have been different, she thought, if she’d been an active
combatant during the war and been injured in some way. If the injury had been physical and
directly personal to her she might have been able to re-build her life and move on.But for her, the



loss of her husband, Paul, was different. They had been trying for a family at the time and on his
last visit home she had succeeded in getting pregnant. The war was coming to a close and so
she decided to wait until Paul returned before sharing the news with him. She hated the idea of
telling him over a face-time link. But then, a month before the end of the war, his ship, the
Pegasus, and three others were involved in an engagement with a fleet of seven Yakutian
ships.His ship was tasked with providing protection for a destroyer. Accounts of what happened
were patchy, with even those who had survived failing to agree fully on the details of what had
occurred. But it seemed that the Yakutian admiral leading the flotilla had become enraged by
what he saw as the Pegasus’ spoiling tactics. He wanted the destroyer to turn and engage them
and when that didn’t happen he instructed the other ships in his command to direct their fire
towards the Pegasus. The ship suffered a series of catastrophic hits, effectively crippling her.
With the destroyer long gone and the Pegasus unable to return fire, the Yakutian admiral had
insisted that the barrage continue. Paul had been a gunnery officer and, when the compartment
he was in was breeched by enemy fire, he and the rest of his team were sucked out into
space.Most of the men, Paul included, had been wearing pressure suits and, having survived
the initial depressurisation, would have had a good chance of being rescued. That is, if the fleet
admiral hadn’t given the order to deploy a trail of anti-personnel mines as his ships departed.
Both sides covered up the deployment of such mines but in the last stages of the war they had
been used extensively.None of the men from Paul’s section was recovered alive. Paul’s body
was never found. Space is to that extent an unfillable graveyard. But she didn’t blame the
Yakutians. No, she blamed the man who had given the order to drop those mines: Admiral
Sergai Nurgaliv of the Yakutian Naval League.“Doctor Morton, I hope I’m not intruding?”LaCruz
Jackson was standing behind her, seeming relaxed on the vertiginously transparent floor.
Morton made the mistake of looking down and her head started to swim. Losing a sense of
‘down’ was one of the first things you had to get used to in the navy but Morton had never
mastered it. That was why she kept her exposure to weightless environments to a minimum.
She was fortunate in that, being a doctor, it was rare for her to have to operate in such
conditions. Morton straightened herself up, grasped the observation rail and fixed her gaze on
the constancy of Lincoln Station.“Not long now,” she said, willing her nausea to fade.“Where do
you go next?” LaCruz asked. “I imagine this isn’t a regular posting for you.”“And you’d be right. I’ll
just go back to my regular job in the CC though I’m planning to take a few days leave first.”“Good
idea, you’ll probably need a chance to clear your head after all that’s happened.”Morton said,
“I’m lucky. I’ve got access to a very good counsellor through the CC. Although there is one thing
that I was meaning to ask you. I’ll understand if you don’t want to say anything, but I spent all
last night going over this in my head. This Blumire person, I know he was a threat and
everything but was it really necessary for you to – you know …”“Kill him?” LaCruz suddenly
stiffened. “I’m not sure. Can’t say that I thought too much about it at the time. Not since, if I’m
honest.”Morton considered this. “Look, I’m not trying to be judgmental, I’m just trying to
understand what happened. You’re obviously much better equipped to deal with these situations



than I am. My question is: couldn’t you have shot him in the leg or something? That way, at least
we’d have been able to question him.”LaCruz smiled, though not, Morton thought, because the
question amused her. It was more to do with how naïve it must have sounded.“Listen, doctor,
when I draw down on someone it’s usually because lives are in danger. Could be me, could be
one of my squad mates. Either way, I’m not looking to wing the other guy. I’m looking to put him
down, plain and simple. This guy Blumire wasn’t fooling around. He wouldn’t have thought twice
about shooting you if he thought that would get him what he wanted. I’d like to say I shot him in
the head because I knew that a precise shot would shut down his nervous system real quick and
stop him from firing again. But I’d be lying. I didn’t have time to think about any of that. Once I
was convinced that no one else was in my line of fire, it was all pretty automatic. I just shot
him.” “And you’d do it again?”“In a heartbeat.”“Then, thank you.”LaCruz’ mouth twisted in
embarrassment. “For what?”“Saving my life. Simple as that. Thank you.”“It’s okay.”They stood
uneasily side by side watching Lincoln Station growing steadily larger. Morton was pleased with
how their exchange had gone. She didn’t want to appear ungrateful for what LaCruz had done
but it was important she asked the question: could the outcome have been a different?She’d
seen the man’s blaster afterwards, lying on the floor. She’d had plenty of time to study it while
the Marines had secured the area. How had he managed to get hold of something like that?
Probably had to smuggle it on board, which suggested that a good deal of planning had gone
into this. Whoever it was who wanted to get their hands on Faulkner was willing to go to great
lengths to achieve it.But to what end?Morton said, “I hear that your Master Sergeant Rawlins
has been trying to make things difficult for you. Is there anything I could do to help?”LaCruz
blew out through her lips.“No, that’s fine. The master sergeant’s likely pissed because I ruined
his big plans. The one thing that’s going to make things worse is if some navy staffers start
leaning on him to come up with a different solution. The master sergeant wouldn’t respond well
to that.”“Even if it came from Captain Faulkner?”“Like I said: the less said, the better. The worst
that’s going to happen is he puts me on a charge. And that I can live with.”“That hardly seems
fair after everything you’ve done.”“Welcome to the Marine Corps, ma’am. ‘Fair’ ain’t got nothing
to do with it. Disregard orders and you’d best prepare yourself for the consequences. I’ve had to
put up with much worse than this, so I’d take it as a personal favour to me if you’d agree to stay
out of it.”The two women shook hands on it.After the woman had gone, Morton stood holding the
handrail so that she could gently bang her head against the glass.“Stupid, stupid,
stupid.”CHAPTER SIXThe ship shuddered as it burned off excess velocity on its approach to
Lincoln Station. The process had been repeated several times in the last hour in an effort to
lessen the harsh effects of a more marked deceleration. Even with gravity suppressers in place,
the process proved too much for some of the crew who needed to make an unscheduled visit to
the heads.Webster realised that he wasn’t looking forward to his arrival at the space port and
this surprised him. He usually enjoyed his furloughs away from the ship and Lincoln was a place
he knew well. The officers’ accommodation was one of the nicer ones he’d stayed in, plus the
station had not one but two fencing clubs.It had been his fencing more than anything else, which



had helped him secure his place at the Academy. His grades might have been more than good
enough but the Academy had an arduous selection procedure which he’d already failed twice
before. He had been close to giving up when someone asked him if he’d considered the fencing
route. Having fenced in high school he was aware of the Officer’s Cup which drew entries from
all over the Confederation. What he hadn’t realised was that the navy offered a number of
scholarships to any fencer who medalled in any of the categories. Webster found himself a
coach who thought he might have chance in the epee category.Normally, the fencers practiced
with an inert foil leading up to a championship but Webster’s coach was old school. He insisted
on Webster using a live foil from day one. It had been the toughest thing he’d ever done and,
more than once, he’d contemplated throwing it all in but he’d persevered. The transformation in
the quality of his fencing had been remarkable, so much so that he started to believe that he
might actually have a chance.Unfortunately, after winning every bout, he was beaten in the
quarterfinals after spraining his ankle. He thought he’d blown his chance until someone pulled
out of the navy team and his coach put his name forward. With a heavily strapped ankle,
Webster made it all the way through to the final from where his team, against all expectations,
went on to win. Webster’s scholarship was confirmed.He went on to compete as part of the
Academy fencing team but he never came close to repeating that same level of success. Now,
as a serving officer, his fencing was limited largely to VR opponents so when on the few
occasions that he got to fence with flesh and blood opponents he jumped at the chance.But that
wouldn’t be the case this time. He was too distracted by what was happening with the
investigation to think about much else. If this went badly then there was a very good chance that
he could be stripped of his commission. He hoped - with Toby Ross in charge of gathering
evidence - that that could be avoided, although everything would now depend on how
aggressively the Yakutians pursued his case. As he watched the Syracuse’s pilot bring the ship
into dock, Webster still wasn’t able to shake off the sense of unease he’d experienced ever since
they’d engaged the Yakutian ship.Something sinister was lurking just over the horizon. Of that,
he was in no doubt.“Begging your pardon, sir,” Ross had appeared by his side and was all
smiles. “But your presence is required out on the quarterdeck.”Webster eyed his XO
suspiciously. He usually only indulged his love of hi-jinks on birthdays and special holidays.
There was nothing of note on the calendar and Webster’s birthday was still several months
away.Then he remembered. “The old man.”He felt an inordinate sense of relief wash over him.
He had asked Ross to organise a little ceremony to mark Faulkner’s departure. The old man
might have indulged in some questionable practices during The Long War but his actual service
record was little short of exemplary. And Webster was concerned that once Faulkner left the
ship, he’d become just another veteran, disappearing into obscurity with no one to mark his
passing. He had seen it happen far too many times and so just wanted to show his respects
while he still had the chance.If nothing else, the man had survived twenty years in Dhanza. That
achievement alone should be worth something. Webster stayed in his command chair until the
umbilicals linking them to the station came online. Then it was only a matter of waiting for all the



icons to turn green before they started to disembark. He handed command over to the officer of
the watch and followed Ross over to the elevators. Piled on one side of the door were two sets
of dress uniforms. “You’re not serious?” Webster said.“C’mon. I’ve had them cleaned and
pressed specially. We can change in the elevator.”Webster knew it was pointless to protest and
was still fastening up his trousers when they arrived at their floor. Ross had one of the ship’s
maintenance carts waiting for them and they shot off in it.It was only as they rounded the last
corner that Webster got the full sense of what it was that Ross had planned.“An honor
guard?”“You said to be sure to give him a good send off.”The cart came to a halt and they both
stepped out. The bulk of the crew had formed themselves up on the quarterdeck. The officers
all in white, the Marines in their traditional navy blue and the various NCOs in a variety of
uniforms, all along the dockside. Webster had been in the captain’s chair for two years and had
never seen the full complement of crew gathered in one place before. He had to admit, it was an
impressive sight.He carefully arranged his cap. “How did you manage to get them all here?
Bribery?”“Actually, it was Master Sergeant Rawlins’ idea. Said the Marines wanted to show their
respects. Course, we officers couldn’t let the Marines steal the show and so the whole thing just
sort of snowballed.”A crewman appeared from nowhere.“Sir, he’s here!”The anthem of the
Confederation started up just as two figures approached the gangway. Even at this distance,
Faulkner was easy to spot because of his oddly disjointed way of walking. He was accompanied
by Doctor Morton. As they drew closer Faulkner was wearing his dress blues complete with gold
braiding. Wearing his dress blues, Faulkner looked to be completely transformed, a world away
from the pathetic figure Webster had first seen in the sick bay that day. As the strains of the
music grew more insistent, Faulkner appeared to grow in stature, his steps becoming firmer and
more assured.“Looking good,” Webster said.“Doctor’s been taking good care of him,” Ross
said.Webster looked down at his own service uniform only to find it to be slightly care-worn, not
nearly as smart as he’d first thought. Then he had a sudden panic as he tried to recall what was
required of him as captain on such an occasion. Ross leaned over and handed him a pair of
spectacles. After a moment’s confusion, Webster smiled and took them. Only then could he
afford to relax. The glasses mimicked the HUD he’d find in his helmet and as soon as he had
them on a series of hanging prompts appeared, numbered sequentially. The simple act of
turning his head activated more prompts to appear. When he looked directly at Ross, his name
and rank appeared automatically. “Glad you could join us, sir,” he said as Faulkner
approached.“Fine looking team you have here,” Faulkner surveyed the gathered crew.They
shook hands. Webster was surprised by the firmness of the other man’s grip.“Thank you, sir,” he
said, taking an unexpected pleasure in the compliment.Webster led the way, expecting to usher
them straight out to the Port Authority offices, but he had reckoned without Faulkner who paused
to talk to the first couple of officers he passed. The pair fairly bristled with pride at the level of
attention paid to them and Webster felt himself gently fade into the background.There was no
doubting who the star of the show was and it certainly wasn’t him.After a while, Webster got the
message and hung back with Ross, letting Faulkner set the pace, stopping every few metres to



interact with another member of the crew. At this rate, it was going to take them all morning to
get clear of the docks.“I really need to get a new uniform,” Webster whispered, indicating what
he was wearing.“Don’t worry,” Ross said. “No one’s looking at you.”“That’s obvious.”They
watched as Faulkner shared a joke with a young crew woman.Ross said, “What’s he got that we
haven’t?”“Apart from charisma?” Webster grimaced. “I’d say, an innate sense of command.
Unmistakable.”Unmistakable.Just like the three figures approaching down the main concourse.
Their uniforms such a dark blue that it would have been easy to mistake them for being black.
The group moved with purpose, though some of their apparent arrogance appeared to have
been tempered by their surroundings, a group of predators suddenly mindful that they were
trespassing on a rival’s territory.A murmur of dissent arose from the ranks at this transgression.
A combination of outrage and disbelief.The two men and a woman approached Webster’s group
warily. From the look of them: from their blank expressions to their overly polished boots, it was
clear that they were career navy.Salutes were exchanged.“What can we do for you?” Webster
asked, fighting a growing sense of unease.The lieutenant in the middle didn’t respond, he was
too busy consulting his tablet.The warrant officer to his left said, “May I introduce Lieutenant
Donaldson.”“Am I addressing Commander Alexander Webster?” Donaldson’s eyes left the
screen as he sought verification.Webster bridled at the man’s tone. “That is correct,
lieutenant.” “Commander Webster, I am arresting you on a charge of murder,” he inclined the
screen , “You are to be taken into custody where you will be tried under court martial. Lieutenant-
Commander Ross you are to take charge of the Syracuse with immediate effect.”Donaldson
passed him a set of sealed orders. Ross took them in a daze. Then Donaldson turned to
Webster.“Do you have anything you wish to say at this time?”Webster glanced across at Ross
who twitched his head.“Not at this time.”“Then if you would like to come with me.”As Donaldson
moved off, Webster fell into step behind him.CHAPTER SEVENFaulkner had expected to be
taken to naval headquarters to be de-brief but that never happened. A naval attaché,
accompanied by two marines, appeared a few minutes after Webster’s arrest. He had a
transport waiting but such was the traffic in this vast city-within-a-city that it took them nearly an
hour before they arrived at their destination: the Grand Ludmilla Tower Hotel.It was built around
a vaguely gothic design with two huge staircases leading off the main lobby but Faulkner failed
to register even the most basic details. He was too distracted by what had just happened to
Webster. The events seemed so bizarre that he began to doubt his own recollections. There
were two things a starship captain truly feared: one was the idea of facing a court martial as a
result of a decision you’d made, while the other was the thought of being relieved of your
command. And both things had happened to Robert Webster more or less
simultaneously. Faulkner wracked his brains trying to think of ways that he might be able to help
the younger man out of his present situation but each idea was quickly stifled by Faulkner’s
ignorance of current operational procedure. He might have known what to do twenty years ago
but he was forced to recognise his own ignorance on such matters now. He’d been out of the
loop for so long he had no idea which regulations, if any, were still current. Plus, any naval



connections he might once have enjoyed were now useless. He had no way of contacting his
former colleagues and, even if he did, chances were that they would be either dead or retired.He
had managed to become a complete anachronism without even realising it. Chronologically
misplaced, as he was, he didn’t see how it would ever be possible for him to return to active
service. Some of the technology he had encountered whilst aboard the Syracuse had been
simply baffling. He often didn’t understand what Webster and his crew were talking about let
alone what it was they were actually doing. He had watched the officers manipulating the sea of
data flooding their stations and it just seemed to him like a brash confusion of lights.The two
marine guards had travelled up in the elevator ahead of him but, when the attaché indicated that
it was their turn, Faulkner hesitated. There was no ‘floor’ that he could see and when he looked
down all he could see was a long drop. Eventually, they stepped in together and were
immediately whisked high into the air. Faulkner kept his eyes closed throughout but had to admit
that the experience was not unpleasant.If he was ever going to conquer his fears of this brave
new world then he was just going to have to get on and do it. That said, his heart was still racing
by the time they reached his room.The two marines had positioned themselves outside.The
room was enormous. After the privations he’d suffered in prison he found the size of it quite
intimidating. He was going to have to rig up some kind of a den somewhere if he was ever going
to get to sleep.“This is one hell of a billet.”Though the attaché regarded him calmly, Faulkner was
pretty sure that none of the man’s extensive training had quite prepared him for a scenario such
as this.“This is where you will be staying. The president wants you be comfortable during your
stay.” “The president?” Faulkner hesitated. “As in: the president?”“That’s correct. You’re to be his
guest here for the next few days.”Faulkner picked up a cushion, examined it and then put it down
again. Only then did he realise that he had no idea who the current president was. He
determined to discover the answer just as soon as he was left alone. There was bound to be a
tablet somewhere in the room. A troubling thought nagged at the back of his mind.Wasn’t that
one of the questions you asked someone you suspected of suffering from some kind of mental
impairment?What’s today’s date?Who is the current president of the Confederation?Well he
knew the answer to the first one. He had gone to great lengths to keep track of time during his
long incarceration. Yet, the answer to this second question completely eluded him. “Am I to meet
with the president then?”“That has yet to be decided.”“Okay. So, what if I want to go outside.
Explore the station properly. Take a midnight stroll?”“That wouldn’t be such a good idea, I’m
afraid. The station’s on a high level of alert.”“Is that why I have two guards on the door.”“They’re
there for your own protection. Everything will be explained in due course.”“And what about my
de-brief. I would imagine that it would be best…”“All in due course, sir. The priority now is for
you to relax. Anything you need – anything at all - simply contact reception.” *Next day, the
attaché came to collect him. Neither man spoke as the transport made its way towards naval
headquarters. Faulkner had lain on his bed as soon as he had been left alone. He had only
wanted to rest his eyes; or so he told himself. When he opened them again, it was early morning
and he was still dressed in his dress uniform.He found a tablet on the nightstand but had



difficulty operating it. He said, “Who is the current president?”Instantly, the name ‘Ezra Samuels’
appeared along with the man’s picture.“Never heard of him.”He struggled to activate the tablet’s
virtual keypad facility. He managed to get it working but every time he moved his hands away,
the keypad would disappear and he would have to start over again. He tried searching the
USDC’s website for any details concerning Webster’s arrest but there was nothing. Lincoln
Station might be a civilian facility but the navy would have measures in place to ensure their
security was maintained at all times. Then, when he attempted to send a message to Ross, he
immediately received an electronic reply informing him that Lieutenant-Commander Ross was
no longer on-station.That had been the purpose of the sealed orders: to isolate Webster. If the
powers-that-be were interested in gathering evidence about the incident the first thing they’d do
was interview the crew of the Syracuse while scouring its computers for evidence. Clearly, that
was not their intention. All they were interested in was getting the Syracuse as far away from
Lincoln as possible. They would keep Webster locked away in the hope that the matter would
eventually solve itself as, indeed, it sometimes did.It was how the navy often reacted when
confronted with a particularly disagreeable situation.Delay, delay, delay.Naval headquarters
occupied part of the spaceport’s eastern wing. There were around twenty main buildings but the
rest of the space was taken up with various office shells stacked one on top of the other.
Security was tight and it took them half an hour to process Faulkner’s documentation. While
they were waiting, Faulkner became aware of the fact that a lot of the personnel – in fact, most of
them, if truth be told – kept staring in his direction. It took him a good while to realise that they
were actually looking at him. At one point, a fairly large crowd gathered just in front of the main
gate, all looking his way and it took a group of formidable looking MPs to come and clear the
area.From there they went to the operations centre. Faulkner found himself becoming more and
more anxious. He’d been mentally preparing for this moment for nearly twenty years: this was
his opportunity to set the record straight, to put the events of his capture and imprisonment into
some kind of context. He didn’t particularly care what the consequences of all this might be,
he’d stopped worrying about things like that a long time ago. But he did want to get this right. He
was sure that various versions of what had happened would have been circulating for years.
He’d even heard a few garbled accounts himself while still languishing in prison. None of them
portrayed him in a particularly flattering light.He just wanted to present his version of events. He
didn’t care whether anyone believed him or not. The attaché opened the office door for Faulkner
to enter and then just as quickly closed it behind him.Admiral Paige was seated at his desk in a
short-sleeved shirt. He looked tanned and fit. He pretended to be distracted by something on
his console but he’d clearly been awaiting Faulkner’s arrival for some time.It was an old trick.
Faulkner had used it himself on occasion.Nice to see that some things never change.Paige
indicated for him to take a seat, scrutinising him as he sat down.“If this is what you look like after
you’ve gained weight I dread to think what you looked like before.”“Doctor Morton has me
drinking a lot of milkshakes.”“I used to love milkshakes, back in the day. Nowadays,” he patted
his own stomach, “I’m not allowed. But you’re no doubt thriving on them.”“A little too sweet for my



tastes, if truth be told. I have to force myself to finish them.”“Still. Seems to be doing the trick.”A
stillness descended. Paige filled it with a well-worn smile.“Have you any idea why I asked you
here?”“I thought I was here to be de-briefed,” Faulkner said.“Understandable but no. Things are
rather getting ahead of themselves round here. I thought someone might have let it slip.”“Let slip
what?” Faulkner was suddenly curious.“I’ll get to that. This might be a lot for you to take in right
but I’m gonna jump straight in. First though, a little bit of background. Eighteen months ago we
sent out a small flotilla tasked with patrolling our colonies on the edge of The Rift.”The Rift took
in the section of space beyond the colonised systems. The area was poorly mapped but that
hadn’t stopped colonists trying to establish a range of settlements out there. Although most
failed, a small number had prevailed, though even these groups tended to struggle to eke even
the most rudimentary existence. “This was little more than a meet and greet exercise. We were
trying to get a handle on what was happening out there outside our normal operations while
trying to provide these people with a little reassurance. You can make as many fancy speeches
as you want but there’s nothing quite like having a battle cruiser orbiting overhead. People like to
see the hardware up close, helps them sleep better knowing they haven’t been
abandoned.”“Meet and greet,” Faulkner nodded. “I understand.”“Good. I’m not sure whether
you’re up to speed on this but the Confederation now has nineteen deep space colonies. By
colonies we’re talking about any settlement bigger than five thousand souls. That keeps us
slightly ahead of the Yakutians with fourteen. Then we have the Vardiaans on six and another
eight of - what you might call – independent operators.”“How does that work? What do they do
for things like basic supplies?”“They take most everything with them. Then, after five or ten
years they’re usually in a position to start trading. They figure they’re too small to draw any
negative attention from raiders, though that’s not always the case. Once they’re big enough
they’re sort of obliged to pick a side, if only for the sake of long-term protection.”Faulkner
nodded. “This flotilla you were talking about: I’m assuming something happened to it?”“And
you’d be right. They’d been out there for a six-month stint and were just on their way home via
the Astares system. Everything was fine, normal communications and then it just
vanished.”“Sorry? What size of flotilla are we talking about?”“Five ships in total. A battlecruiser,
the Antilles, two destroyers and two frigates.”Faulkner let the enormity of that sink in.“The
Astares system? That used to be Yakutian territory, right?”“Still is,” Paige said. “They have a
naval base stationed off Piatra.”“Did you ask them about it? What happened? There’s no way
they’d have a potentially hostile mobbing through their system and not know about it.”“When we
asked them they more or less agreed with our findings: the flotilla was there one moment and
gone the next.”“That’s nonsense. A group that size doesn’t just disappear.”Paige bared his teeth
in a joyless smile.“And, normally, I’d agree with you. So we sent out a Search and Rescue
mission. That was three months ago. They covered the whole area where the ships had last
been sighted - nothing. No ships, no escape pods, no debris field: nothing.”“What about the
colonies they visited? Did you contact those as well?”The idea seemed not to have occurred to
Paige. “Why would we do that?”“They’d been out there for six months. Perhaps they’d come



across something. I don’t know – pirate activity, perhaps?”“If that’s the case, there was no
mention of it in their transmissions. Then, last month, we were contacted by one of our colonies,
on this side of the gate. In the Corda System, so effectively next door. They’d picked up
something on their long-range scanners. And when they went to investigate they found a
ship.”“Part of the same flotilla? A frigate, I’m guessing.”“The Valiant,” Paige eyed him
suspiciously. “How did you know?”“Frigates are small. Small and fast. Patrols ahead of the
main convoy. Somehow misses the initial contact, captain sees that the battle is lost and
decides to make a run for it.”Paige’s eyes narrowed, his interest suddenly aroused.“Is that what
you think might have happened?”“They may have been isolated when the main battle was
joined. Say the enemy attacked from the rear. Once the chain of command collapsed and he
saw that he lacked the firepower to make any real impact…”Faulkner threw up his hands.“So he
made for the nearest gate. Is that what you’d have done?’”Faulkner gave him a look of
admonishment but kept his voice level.“That’s not what I said, Admiral. You asked me for
possible scenarios and this is one. Either he joins the fight and gets wiped out or he turns and
makes a run for it. Either way, his career’s over. You said that they were picked up in the Corda
system?”“That’s right, on the very edge of Confederation space. They’d sacrificed everything to
make the jump to N-Space.”“No survivors?”“Not much of anything. The ship’s electrical systems
were fried, their engines all but burnt out. Our estimates suggest that at some point they had
registered a top speed of point six light speed.”Faulkner let out a low whistle.“Okay. So we’re
talking 12 gees. Enough to crush everyone on board. That’s how desperate they were to get
away. How did they manage to access the gate?”“Automated systems, most likely,” Paige sat
back in his chair. “We’re still going over the details.”“No idea who or what they were running
from?”“Not so far, no. Though one or two possibilities do spring to mind.”The Yakutian Naval
League perhaps? Who else could it be? With the bulk of their fleet stationed on Piatra,
destroying a small flotilla would have been relatively straightforward.The Admiral appeared
extremely calm considering what he’d just told him. The USDC seemed poised on the brink of a
major conflict and yet Paige spoke like someone taking a drink at the officers’ club. He appeared
entirely unruffled by the enormity of the events unfolding around him. Almost as though he
hadn’t grasped the reality of the situation. Perhaps, he was just being overly cautious.
Exhausting every possible alternative before making a ruling on where exactly the blame for this
lay. “We’re keeping the loss of the flotilla quiet for now. We’ve had to field some awkward
questions but there is still an outside chance that they might just turn up.”Though they both knew
that was never going to happen. One ship might go AWOL but never four.“The president is
planning to make an announcement about this tomorrow afternoon. He’s very aware of the
sensitivity of the situation but, at the same time, he wants to take a strong stance. We can’t
afford to come out of this looking weak and yet we’re struggling to come with even basic facts. At
the same time, we don’t want to go jumping to conclusions.”“I completely understand,” Faulkner
said. “If there’s anything I can do to help.”Paige gave him a thoughtful stare. “As a matter of fact,
there is.”CHAPTER EIGHTThe Marine corporal scrutinised LaCruz’s ticket. When he ran it



under the scanner it elicited the necessary green light but he still didn’t look convinced. This
was the VIP section. How could a grunt like her have access to a big event like this? It didn’t
make sense. And yet the ticket was clearly valid.A backlog was starting to build behind her.He
fixed LaCruz with a stare before waving her through.The only other Marines who would be
present at the ceremony would be part of the three hundred representatives from the various
armed forces currently stationed on Lincoln. These would be standing directly behind the
president during his speech. A backdrop of service personnel. LaCruz didn’t envy them their
part in the proceedings. They’d have to stand for three hours throughout all the speeches - not
just the president’s - with strict instructions to face forward and not to touch their faces or, in any
way, attempt to draw attention to themselves.She knew some of the Marines who had been
chosen to represent them. Supposedly, they had been picked at random but nobody was buying
that. You only had to look at them to see why they’d been chosen from all the other Marines on-
station. Any one of them could have filled the role of poster boy or girl for the Corps. LaCruz
didn’t envy them though, located as she was to the right of the stage, out of the glare of the
stage lights she had a much better view of proceedings. For one thing, she’d be able to see the
president’s face rather than just the back of his head. She was surrounded by the families of the
various service personnel onstage - many of whom were in uniform themselves. She’d been
gifted the ticket by one of the female marines on the stage. She’d got the ticket for her sister who
was got stuck on Pacific Station after her shuttle malfunctioned. LaCruz had jumped at the
chance of attending. There had been nothing for her to do since she’d left the Syracuse.
Supposedly, Rawlins was trying to bring a charge against her, though she’d received no
notification of it and, when she contact headquarters they were adamant that they had no record
of it. She figured it was the sort of thing that would catch up with her eventually. Rawlins wasn’t
the sort to let something like that drop. In the meantime, she was eager for anything that would
occupy her time and so had jumped at the chance of seeing the president.Every seat in the
huge auditorium was occupied, every vantage point taken.The event was being fed live to every
planet in the system. A sub-light version of events would be broadcast to the various colonies of
the USDC, the United Space Defence Confederation, but that would take weeks, even months to
reach its intended audience. Still, the viewing figures would be phenomenal. The excitement
levels had been slowly building since the president’s arrival on station a few days earlier, and
now things were heading to a fever pitch.Leland Grainger, the Governor of Lincoln, was the last
person to speak before the president. He looked pale and was perspiring freely. LaCruz
imagined that, other than talking to the station newsfeeds, Grainger would have very little
experience of such big events. As a result, he stuck rigidly to his script, his voice becoming
hoarser and hoarser as his nerves got the better of him. He seemed transfixed by the sea of
floating cameras, acutely aware of the billions watching across the galaxy. It came as relief to
everyone when he finally introduced the president.President Ezra Samuels, in direct contrast to
Grainger, was the consummate media professional. He embraced the governor like a dear
friend before manoeuvring Grainger around to provide the cameras with the perfect shot they’d



been angling for.With his shock of white hair, healthy tan and piercing green eyes, the president
made for quite a striking figure. He somehow managed to exude a combination of self-
confidence along with a self-deprecating wit. There was none of the nervousness Grainger had
displayed earlier, the president’s twenty-year career as a public servant ensured that he looked
totally at home on any stage, whatever the size.After thanking the various dignitaries for inviting
him, he set about his speech proper, talking at length about the fine work currently being carried
out aboard the station before moving onto the finer details: declaring major increases in the
budgets for the various armed services before announcing a new contract to build seven navy
ships in the station’s shipyards.LaCruz thought that particularly significant considering that it
would take between five and eight standard years to see the new contracts completed and the
ships built. Anyone with any knowledge of how the military worked could see that you didn’t
spend vast amounts of money building new ships unless you had some intention of using
them.He talked a lot about the USDC living up to its responsibilities to its colonies, no doubt a
sideswipe at the Yakutians who relied almost entirely upon technology, in the form of orbital
defence systems, rather than naval patrols to ensure their ongoing safety. It was a widely known
fact that those self-same orbital defences could also be turned on the planets they were
purportedly defending. This, to deter anyone who might consider rebelling against their Yakutian
masters.The Yakutian Empire preferred to keep the majority of their ships based around the five
‘home’ planets where the bulk of their power lay. Most of their colonies had been settled as a
direct result of aggressive annexation. Indeed, that was partially why the Long War had
started.No one, LaCruz included, was prepared for the next part of his speech: his
announcement of the loss of the five ships in the Astares system. The crowd was hushed as he
highlighted the background to the whole operation, the pictures of each of the ships’ captains
being projected onto the screen behind him. Each face was bright, eager and earnest but that
didn’t stop the crowd’s mood from growing increasingly sombre.And when he announced that
the flotilla had been lost at a cost of over a thousand lives he was greeted with a stunned
silence. How could this be?The president spoke of his efforts to reach out to the Yakutian
Empire, in the hope of receiving certain reassurances regarding their involvement in the
incident. That those reassurances had not been forthcoming didn’t play well with the partisan
crowd. The news that Fleet Admiral Paige would be leading a battleship group inside the Astares
system was greeted with a thunderous roar of approval. Warning bells started ringing for LaCruz
when she heard that the admiral’s first port of call was to be the disputed planet of Piatra, or The
Rock as it was more commonly known. The ownership of the Rock had been contested by the
two sides for over a hundred years. She couldn’t think of a more provocative measure than to
send a USDC fleet there uninvited.LaCruz checked her bracelet to see how this was playing out
in the rest of the federation and was genuinely surprised by the results. The president’s approval
rating had just gone through the roof. War might not have been declared, but the implications of
what was happening was lost on no one. While the details had been presented as a piece of
extremely well-crafted propaganda, you didn’t sail a battle fleet into enemy territory unless you



were looking for a fight. LaCruz suddenly wished she was back at base, listening to this with the
other Marines. It seemed that her time in the Corps might actually amount to something after
all.The president’s words seemed to directly resonate with her.“Anyone who sets out on a
military career does so in the full knowledge that at some point they are likely to be tested. Often
in ways that they couldn’t imagine when they enlisted. As a student of the naval academy, I saw
it in the portraits of those who had gone before me.“It has become a tradition for first year
students at the naval academy to write and present a paper on one of the great heroes whose
portrait adorns its corridors. Sometimes the stories of these great men and women are so
widely known that it requires very little research on behalf of the student. These are people
whose deeds are rightly celebrated across the whole of the Confederation. Schools and
colleges are named in their honor, starships are built in remembrance, military tactics shaped by
victories.“But, with the Long War still fresh in everyone’s minds, I wanted to challenge myself. I
wanted to learn from the experiences of those service personnel just back from the war. Men
and women whose achievements had yet to be fully recognised. Men and women whose
deeds, I hoped, one day to emulate.“But there was one name which fascinated me more than
most. Fascinated me and frustrated me in equal measure because the details surrounding his
final campaign were clouded in controversy. This was a man who had failed to return home
triumphant and yet neither had he fallen in battle. No, here was a figure shrouded in mystery. A
man accused of crossing the line, of using unauthorised force. A man about whom the military
at the time was notoriously tight lipped but who also received glowing endorsements from all
those who’d served under him.“My teachers were not impressed by my choice and initially
discouraged me from choosing such a controversial figure as the subject of my paper. There
was after all no portrait of this man on the walls. He was still, after all, a military prisoner. Did his
capture by the enemy rob him of his agency? My classmates at the time certainly seemed to
think so.“But the more I read about him, the more intrigued I became.“Here was a man who, up
until his surrender, had never engaged the enemy and not come out on top. His final battle saw
him defeat not one, not two but three enemy ships, though in doing so his ship sustained
enormous damage. Its hull was breached, its main weapons systems disabled and its reactors
so badly damaged that three of his engines had to be jettisoned.”LaCruz had heard the story
before -it had been part of her training at Fort Hurt - but she couldn’t deny the thrill of excitement
she had on hearing it now. “At this point, the Mantis, was approached by a Yakutian super-carrier
the Kinabatu. Realising who it was that he was facing, the captain was keen to offer his
opponent terms for surrender.“The USDC captain at first refused. Undeterred, the Yakutian
captain - anticipating the arrival of the Yakutians fleet- decided to make him one final offer. “If the
captain would agree to hand himself over, the Yakutian would guarantee safe passage for his
crew back to Earth Prime. All he had to do was to surrender himself while giving his word that he
would not take his own life whilst still a prisoner.“I often think - when faced with difficult decisions
– what would I have done in such circumstances? Answer the call to glory and go down
fighting? Or, ensure the safety of my crew by giving up that most sacred possession: one’s own



freedom?”Several voices were voices raised behind LaCruz.“Man’s a coward, whichever way
you paint it.” LaCruz turned to meet the eyes of a tall figure in a naval pilot’s uniform.The
president was still speaking.“The captain surrendered. His crew returned home. Normally, that
would be the end of it”.The president paused, staring out over the packed auditorium.“When it
came time for me to present my paper to the other students of the academy it caused quite a stir
because here is a figure who provokes strong emotions. But at the same time his is an example
which we would all do well to emulate. Here is a man who has risked everything and survived, a
man who embodies so much that is best about this Confederation of ours. An extraordinary
figure who has quite literally been to hell and back.“Ladies and gentlemen, it is my singular
honor to welcome to the stage Captain Robert Faulkner.”Despite the view screens mounted at
every corner of the venue, the crowd surged forward to get a better look.Even LaCruz found
herself straining to see. As Faulkner crossed the stage with his oddly rolling walk, there could
have been few watching who didn’t wince and inwardly reflect upon the cruelties that had been
inflicted upon him. After all, weren’t the Yakutians a race who celebrated torture as an art
form? There was a long pause as Faulkner slowly approached the lectern, the whole stadium
seeming to respond to the man’s simple, bruised dignity. There was a flutter of movement behind
the president and, when the cameras zoomed in to pick it up, they saw that one of the young
naval officers in the background had raised his hand in salute.A harmless gesture.And, having
experienced a moment of anticipated violence, everyone relaxed.Until the movement was
repeated all across the back rows as, one by one, the service personnel snapped out their
salutes.The hell with it, LaCruz thought getting quickly to her feet and firing off a salute all of her
own. All around her, others were doing the same.The applause started in the stand over to her
left and continued on for several minutes. Large groups of people were standing now, the sound
of the applause rolling around the stadium, seeming momentarily to reach a peak before
growing ever louder.Faulkner himself seemed not to notice. He was too fixated on reaching his
Commander-in-Chief. It was painful watching him walk that last section but he managed it,
coming smartly to attention before finally breaking into his own salute.The sound of the applause
drowning out everything else.In the end, it was the president himself who signalled for everyone
to re-take their seats.The two men shook hands, the president’s political senses helping him
best handle the moment. He might not be able to compete with Faulkner’s sudden surge of
popularity but he could allow himself to be buoyed up by it, for now at least.Then, one of the
naval Ensigns mounted the stage, carrying what looked like a light blue plaque.“What the hell’s
that?” the man behind her asked but LaCruz already knew.She’d glimpsed the familiar five-
pointed star earlier on one of the monitors.The Legion of Honor medal.The president took it and
nimbly fixed it around Faulkner’s neck.He stood there impassively, making only the briefest nod
of acknowledgement.LaCruz was reminded of a line from the poem her drill sergeant had hung
in their barracks.If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster,And treat those two impostors just
the same.“Captain Faulkner,” the president said. “Please accept this on behalf of the
Confederation in recognition of your great sacrifice.”“I’m deeply honored, sir.”The president



turned to the crowd. “Hopefully, we can learn from your selfless example at a time when we have
to be vigilant in ensuring the safety of our peoples. At times like these, it is appropriate that we
should look to men and women of courage to lead us in our journey.”At this, the orchestra at the
front of the stage struck up, the sound of triumphalist trumpets echoing around the arena.
LaCruz heard the whine of motors just before she noticed the enormous Confederation flag,
previously hidden behind the view screens, slowly starting to rise towards the ceiling.Then it was
the turn of the screens to drop down into the recess behind the ranks of assembled service men
and women. This left a gap through which LaCruz could look directly out into open space. The
station’s architects must have been given an unprecedented budget. They had built a giant
window out into the void, pieced together from barely discernible diamond shapes, a testament
to the skill of the station’s construction crews.It was a spectacular sight but, this close to a hard
vacuum, all LaCruz could do was wonder at the safety implications. Where was the supporting
metalwork, the lattice of safety supports? There were none. And as the flag rose higher, all she
could see was the endless blackness of space. Realisation was slow to come but when it did the
effect was shattering.They were standing under an enormous glass dome. It didn’t seem
conceivable and yet there it was.Her eyes strayed back to the two men centre stage. What was
the president playing at?But the crowd had spotted something else and murmurs of disbelief
went up all around her. Looking up, she initially struggled to make sense of what it was that she
was seeing.The prow of a starship hung above them like the sword of Damocles, ready to come
crashing down on all of them. But this wasn’t a modern warship, it lacked the sharpness of the
current designs. The long line of its hull, sweeping back up into a raised bridge array, making it
look positively old fashioned. More Jules Verne than a modern spaceship.The prow was broad
and distinctive, split into the two bulbous observation chambers. “That’s it!” someone said.
“Faulkner’s ship. I’m sure of it!”“No way,” the man directly behind her said. “She was written off
years ago. Destroyed. Didn’t you hear what he said?”But the man was wrong. Somehow,
LaCruz knew, with complete certainty that she was looking straight up at Faulkner’s old ship.The
Mantis.On the stage, the president was nodding approvingly before slowly turning to face
Faulkner.“She’s a beauty, isn’t she?”Faulkner’s head was craned backwards, his mouth hanging
open.“I never thought…” he managed. “I never thought to see her again.”“A lot of time and effort
has gone into her restoration. Her emergency life support was all but exhausted, her propulsion
system badly compromised and yet, somehow, she managed to bring your crew back
home.”Faulkner’s head suddenly dropped forward and he said something under his breath that
the microphones failed to pick up.Then he said, “What’s going to happen to her? Some kind of
floating exhibit?”The president gave a wry smile. “No. Hard to believe but when I say she’s been
completely restored, I mean it. The Mantis is good as new – almost. Fully functioning. Problem
is, we’ve got no-one to take charge. We’ve looked around but, so far, no one’s quite measured
up.” He turned to face Faulkner. “I don’t suppose you’d know of anyone, would you?”Faulkner
looked at him askance.“But I’m too old, surely?”The president rested a hand lightly on his
shoulder.“Now, that’s what I would have thought. Turns out that there are two admirals currently



serving both of whom are older than you. So, no, Captain Faulkner. You’re not too old.”Faulkner
shook his head. “I never expected this.”“What do you think?” the president said, addressing the
crowd. “Like to give the old girl one more turn around the dancefloor?”“Sir, it would be my
pleasure.”*There were several parties to attend after the formal presentation and Faulkner felt
like a cork carried along on a sudden deluge, propelled from one corner of the room to another.
Everywhere he went he was hemmed in by a crush of people he’d never met and would never
meet again. All of them vying for his attention. They asked him questions and he replied, as
politely as he could, but a day later he wouldn’t be able to tell you a thing they spoken about.He
was too distracted by what he’d just seen.The Mantis.Looking as fresh as the first time he’d seen
her.Fresher even. It was remarkable feat of engineering.A few hours ago, his only aspirations
had been to find a way to visit his wife’s grave while also trying to get back in contact with his old
friends from the service, but now his life had been turned upside down. Of course, Paige had
given him some idea of what the president had been proposing but Faulkner had assumed that
he’d wanted him to serve in some kind of advisory role, perhaps reviewing the Confederation’s
on-going battle readiness plans. The idea of him going back into active service had never
actually occurred to him.All this was running through his mind as he was introduced to yet
another group of the station’s elite. He shook hands, nodded and smiled while they asked their
questions but really they just wanted an excuse to have their picture taken with him. He allowed
himself to be pulled this way and that until they were satisfied and the next group could be
brought over.How had he allowed himself to get caught up in all of this? It just didn’t seem
feasible. And yet the weariness and resignation he’d been experiencing ever since they’d
arrived on Lincoln had somehow vanished. All his anger at being imprisoned scorched away in
an instant as he’d looked up at his old ship and allowed the memories to come flooding back.He
took a glass of champagne from a passing waiter. Sipped at it. Nothing in his life had tasted
quite so sweet. The idea of being back on the bridge of a starship again was intoxicating
enough.But to return to the Mantis, as her new captain? It was something he could never have
imagined even a few days earlier.But, at the same time, it did seem to make some weird kind of
sense. Having been out of the loop for the last twenty years, Faulkner lacked any of the
prejudices which might have coloured the judgement of any officer who had come up the
traditional route while serving in peace time. Advancement for them would have been secured
as a result of various nefarious alliances and allegiances. A serving captain would have to be
circumspect about everything they said for fear of alienating their supporters or giving some
unintended advantage to a rival.And while that might give them an excellent grounding in naval
politics, it counted for nothing in a campaign when you finally found yourself coming face to face
with the enemy.Somewhere, at the back of his mind, Faulkner was aware that he too was being
manipulated both by Paige and President Samuels. In some ways, his appointment smacked of
the sort of patronage and cronyism, which he had long struggled against. And yet, didn’t he
deserve this? Wasn’t he one of the few officers who could be counted on when the time came?
He still wasn’t sure.While Faulkner had spent his whole career questioning himself and every



decision he ever made he had also been conditioned - from a very young age - never to
question the chain of command. Ever since he could remember, he had been taught to value
the principles of obedience and devotion to duty. And, as command decisions went, they didn’t
come any higher than those from the president himself.As he accepted a canapé from a passing
waiter, Faulkner reflected on how cleverly he had been manipulated. It had been Paige’s job
simply to ascertain that he was acquiescent to the president’s wishes, that his mind was still
sharp, that he hadn’t been broken by his imprisonment and that he was still loyal to the
cause.Once that had been ascertained, all they needed to do was to place him in front of an
audience of fellow patriots in order to ensure that he had no choice but to accept the role he was
offered. What sort of leader was he if he could allow himself to be outmanoeuvred in such an
obvious manner? But then he reflected on what one of his old tutors at the Academy had said,
“There is a glut of talented military commanders who simply allow themselves to get side-lined
by politics.” It was something that many officers were simply forced to resign themselves to. But
then again, were they truly serious about throwing him back into combat or was this just another
one of their public relations exercises? Faulkner had always been dismissive of those old
warhorses who’d been trotted out in front of the media as a way of boosting morale. He’d
assumed that these members of the old guard had been complicit in their own queasy
aggrandisement - had so craved that sense of adulation that they’d been prepared to
compromise their own principles for one last chance to sit in the command chair. So now that he
found himself in that self-same position, he was starting to question his own motives.“Excuse
me, Captain Faulkner?”He turned without thinking, hoping his thin smile would serve to hide his
tiredness. He’d expected another rich well-wisher so was surprised to be confronted by an
enormous figure wearing an ill-fitting dress uniform. The man looked out of place in the glittering
surroundings, his salute making him look strangely lop-sided.“Chief Engineer Palmer Davitz at
your service.”Davitz held out a hand the size of a shovel. Faulkner took it. Then Davitz stood
there, clearly expecting Faulkner to say something. An embarrassed grin crossed the man’s
face.Was Faulkner supposed to recognise him? He was too young to have served in the war,
though not by much.Faulkner hoped to cling to the security of saying nothing. He didn’t want to
make himself seem conspicuous by asking a stupid question and hoped that the man would
resolve his tongue-tied state by simply leaving.“What can I do for you?”It was Davitz’s turn to
look confused.“I’m sorry. You obviously haven’t been told: I’m the Mantis’ chief engineer.”“I
didn’t realise that she had one.”“I’ve been supervising his re-fit. Last two years,” he laughed as
though this was genuinely amusing. “Technically, I’m still in charge. That is until tomorrow, when
you come aboard, captain.”“Right.”Davitz had gone about this all wrong and Faulkner had to
make a conscious effort to hide his annoyance. He didn’t appreciate games of one-upmanship
when they came from his superiors, so he certainly wasn’t going to tolerate them from one of his
own officers.“I’ll come aboard tomorrow morning then. Shall we say nine o’clock?”Faulkner’s
tone made it clear that this wasn’t a request.Davitz looked perturbed. “Very well, sir. Give me
time to go around with my oily rag. Give everything a bit of a polish.”Faulkner rubbed his



forehead with a knuckle. He really was tired. The man was just trying to make a connection with
him but his blunt nature was coming across as borderline disrespectful.Time to be the better
man.“Two years, you say?”Davitz nodded enthusiastically. Faulkner extended his hand.“Then I
owe you a debt of thanks. The ship looks spectacular.”“You might want to save your thanks,
captain,” Davitz looked over at a potted palm. “She might look great but it’s a different story
when you get inside. Her internal systems are a complete mishmash. Large parts of her
electronics are completely incompatible with others. We’ve had one hell of a job sourcing parts.
Some components for the proximity alert system we actually found in a museum. The first
artificial gravity generator we installed nearly snapped the ship in half. Four-foot-thick armour
plating comes at a heavy price.”This sudden catalogue of problems took Faulkner by surprise,
“You’re saying that the Mantis isn’t up to the task?”“Depends what the task is: the outer hull
seems stable enough but, like I say, those bulkheads were never built with gravity dampening
technology in mind. It’s all well and good trying to retrofit her but some things just weren’t
intended to work together. We might have been better off completely gutting her so we could
start all over again.”Faulkner didn’t appreciate the man’s disparaging tone but decided not to
respond to it. Perhaps Davitz was just trying to warn him, by telling him that things weren’t
perfect and that he should adjust his expectations accordingly. Or was the man openly taunting
him in order to get a reaction? Faulkner couldn’t be sure.“So why are you still here? I’m not
making any judgements here, Mr Davitz, but why not just request a transfer? That is, if it’s all too
much for you.”This brought the other man up short. He pulled at the shirttails ballooning over his
belt, attempting to cover his midriff.“Too much for me? Captain, I don’t think you’re hearing me
right. This is the Mantis we’re talking about. My father cried when I told him I was being posted
here and he never cries. No, you’ve got me wrong there. I wouldn’t swap the Mantis for any
other ship of the line. I’m just saying that they’re trying to turn her into something she’s not: one
of those hi-tech hunter killers and that’s not what she’s about at all. She’s big, she’s bold and
she’s beautiful. True, it’s going to take a little know-how to get the wind up her skirt again but I
think she’ll be worth the effort. Captain, at the end of the day, she is what she is. No point trying
to change her.”Faulkner was at a loss as to what to make of his new Chief Engineer. The man
kept letting his curt, derisive tongue get the better of him. Whoever had stuck him away on the
Mantis for the last two years had clearly known what they were doing. But this discussion would
have to wait for another time. It had been a highly charged evening. Emotions were running high
and he strongly suspected that Davitz wasn’t at his best in this type of social environment. He’d
spent two years effectively locked away in the bowels of the Mantis but that couldn’t continue
forever and now, things were about to change.Faulkner said, “Clearly we have a lot to discuss,
Chief, but there are other matters I need to attend to this evening. I’ll see you in the
morning.”Davitz started to say something - he clearly had much more he wanted to talk about -
but then he seemed to take in his surroundings as if for the first time and a dawning realisation
came over him. He hooked his thumbs into his belt and hitched up his trousers.“Of course, sir.
I’m looking forward to it.”He saluted and was gone.*Doctor Elsbeth Morton looked striking in her



cocktail dress. Faulkner couldn’t help but smile. It was good to see a familiar face.“I brought you
this,” she held up two glass tumblers. “Give you a bit of a lift. I can see you’re flagging.”“Is it that
obvious?”“Only to the trained eye.”Faulkner took the offered glass and sniffed it.“Navy
rum?”“The very same. Now drink up.”Faulkner tilted the glass, studying the liquid’s rich hue. “I’m
supposed to stay away from alcohol. Doctor’s orders.”“Well, you’ve ignored all her other
recommendations. I don’t think one more will matter.”Faulkner took a mouthful and swallowed. It
took a moment for the full effect to hit him but, when it did, he had to pinch his nose to stop his
eyes from watering.She said, “Congratulations on your new commission.”“You think I’m making a
mistake?”“I think you’ll fail your medical. You’re still seriously under-weight.”“I hadn’t even
thought about that.”Faulkner finished his drink while Morton sipped at hers.She said, “What did
you think of the president?”Faulkner thought about that. “Very shrewd. Also, one hell of a
showman.”“I liked the big reveal of the Mantis. Did you know about that?”“Did I look as though I
did?”“We can go and take a look at her if you like.”“Haven’t you seen enough?”“No, I’m talking
about up close.”*They’d set up a service to fly civilians out to the Mantis and back but there were
only two shuttles operating and a long queue had already formed. Faulkner drew up short as
soon as he realised what the queue was for. Normally, his rank would see him straight to the
front but, as this was a largely civilian affair, he felt disinclined to do so.He was about to turn
around and walk back when a figure in overalls came over to introduce himself. His nametag
identified him as part of the Mantis’ crew. His name was Rodgers and he was currently in the
process of taking out a group of the local politicians in a small schooner. He invited both of them
to join him. Faulkner was impressed that the man had been alert enough to identify him so
quickly and then acted to spare his embarrassment. Perhaps there was some hope for him after
all.The schooner was roughly half the size of a conventional shuttle with its tiny cockpit
squeezed into the nose cone. The passenger compartment was stacked above this with a
blister roof affording an impressive 360-degree view. Although ideal for their purposes, Faulkner
had to wrack his brains to think what the men were doing operating such a craft. Then he had it:
they were checking the hull for IEDs. A ship of the Mantis’s size would be a sitting target out
here, particularly after all the recent publicity.Rodgers assisted the politicians, three men and a
woman, while they pulled on thin suits over their clothes. They were obligatory on all small
vessels. They would help retain body heat and the hoods provided a small supply of breathable
air in case of emergencies. The woman was wearing a cocktail dress and so was trying to get
out of wearing one of the suits but, to his credit, Rodgers insisted.Morton went over and helped
the woman, showing her how to wrap her dress around her waist before stepping into the suit.
With a little coaxing, she had the woman properly attired in a matter of minutes and then turned
to her own suit.Faulkner managed to pull the legs on himself but found that, because of his
injuries, the simple act of getting his arms into the sleeves was an awkward and painful process.
The suits were designed to be snug in places and so Rodgers had to help him get his
on.Faulkner eyed the other man’s badge.“Petty Officer first class,” he said. “And your
specialism? I’m sorry, I’m not quite up to speed with these new ranks.”“Engineering Technician,



sir,” Rodgers said.“Engineering, eh? What are you doing down here?”“We’ve been running a
skeleton crew for quite some time now, sir. Everyone has to pitch in.”It was tempting to ask the
PO1 his opinions concerning the chief engineer, but Faulkner decided against it. Best to make
up his own mind. Once Rodgers was satisfied that all the suits were securely fitted, they all
squeezed inside the craft. Faulkner was introduced to the pilot whose tiny cockpit was built into
the nose cone. Then it was up a short flight of steps before it opened out into the passenger
section. The four politicians sat in the middle, leaving room for Morton and Faulkner at the
rear.The craft was far too small to generate its own gravity so there were restraints fitted into
each of the seats. When they were all secured, Rodgers went around and checked their
harnesses while handing out sick bags.“I’m starting to regret all that champagne I had earlier,”
Morton said.Faulkner had been thinking the same thing. “And to think that our ancestors used to
smash a bottle of that stuff over the prow.”“I know,” Morton was arranging her hood. “Shameful
waste.”Faulkner smiled back at Morton but inside he was a mass of conflicting emotions. He was
excited about seeing his old ship again but was also mindful of some of the feelings a reunion of
this kind might trigger in him. Although he’d commanded the Mantis through a long string of
victories he was acutely aware that the last time he’d seen her had been one of the low points of
his life.His last view of her, after being taken captive, was from inside the Yakutian ship to which
he had surrendered. The Yakutians were an odd race, in some respects they were highly
cultured, capable of producing great music, beautiful architecture and epic poetry but were also
capable of acts of unimaginable cruelty. They made for an extremely resourceful enemy who
might well have bested the Confederation if it were not for the fact that they were a society driven
by internal rivalries which effectively saw them pitched against one another rather than fighting
the common enemy.One thing that did seem to unite the Yakutians was their hatred of him. After
what had happened at Tsvengir, it seemed that they would stop at nothing to track him
down.And they had.Any hopes that his rank might offer some protection were quickly shattered
when the first thing one of his guards did was to drive the point of his staff straight into Faulkner’s
face, breaking his jaw. The injury had taken months to heal and left him even now with a slightly
lop-sided jawline. That was the moment that the full horror of Faulkner’s predicament really hit
home.Lying on the floor, nursing his jaw, he looked up to see a portal just behind his attacker’s
head. And that was the part which nearly broke him, because through the he could clearly see
the Mantis making her final turn before departing.The ship had by this point been reduced to a
shadow of her former self with deep gashes slicing through her fuselage. She appeared
systemically incapable of sustaining the lives of those still left on board and the thought of her
making her way through the vastness of space in that pitiful state filled him with dread. And yet,
somehow, his crew had managed to make it home. The idea that he was going to view the self-
same ship now hardly seemed credible.He was broken out of his reverie by Morton gently
tugging at his sleeve.The man sitting to Faulkner’s left had turned around and had his hand
extended by way of introduction. “Byron Carroll. I work on Lincoln’s transport system. Just like
to congratulate you on your new commission, captain.”Faulkner shook his hand and introduced



him to Morton. She was too far away to shake hands so they just nodded their
acknowledgements.“We’re all very envious,” Carroll said.“I’m looking forward to getting re-
acquainted with her myself after all this time.”“Must be very odd though, after all that’s
happened.”That surprised Faulkner, though it shouldn’t have, he just wasn’t used to complete
strangers knowing his business.He said, “We’ll have to wait and see how it goes.”The Mantis,
which loomed ahead of them now, looked almost too perfect – more like a scale model than the
real thing – and it was that sense of disassociation which helped make the experience that much
easier.Thirty years ago, the Xerxes battle class, of which the Mantis was the only surviving
example, had been the finest of its era. Its emphasis on thicker and more comprehensive
armour had meant that it could absorb a prodigious amount of punishment from Yakutian
battleships but that wasn’t what gave it its unique reputation with spacers from all backgrounds;
it was the diversity of its weapons’ system. Up until that point it had been argued that each class
should specialise in only one type of weaponry whether that be the rail gun mass accelerators,
conventional warheads or short-range offensive lasers. Largely, this made sense, particularly in
a battle fleet where ships worked closely with one another to provide covering fire, allowing the
larger class ships to engage the enemy with their own heavy weapons.However, Xerxes class
ships were poorly served in large fleet engagements tending to get marginalised. They really
only came into their own when allowed to operate freely and had an impressive reputation for
going up against much larger vessels.“She’s quite something,” Carroll said and meant it. “Must
make you very proud.”“Yeah. She does.”Faulkner was having difficulty speaking. Up close, his
over-riding feeling was less to do with pride and more to do with a sense of great sadness. The
war had dragged on for much longer than necessary, driven by internal politics as much as
anything else. By the end, both sides were so desperate for victory that they were willing to do
almost anything to achieve it.Faulkner’s own career path was ample testimony to that.As they
came around the Mantis’ port side, the sun reflected along the whole length of her hull and
Morton caught her breath.Faulkner pressed his forehead against the glass.“Hello old girl.
Remember me?”It was as if the years had bled away and he was that young commander again,
laying eyes on her for the first time.Slowly, he began picking out the areas which had been
replaced or re-modelled. From what he could see, the comms equipment had gone through a
major upgrade but that was the only obvious cosmetic change. And while she had clearly
undergone a major re-fit there were still signs of battle damage if you knew where to look.“The
nose section’s been completely re-modelled,” he observed. “We flew straight into a torpedo
cluster at one point. That should have been the end of us but somehow we came through it.
Lost a lot of good people that day.”He was silent as he studied the fuselage, looking for tell-tale
signs of where the re-built sections butted up against the original plates. There was nothing to
mark where the first torpedo had struck, depressurising the front three compartments, killing
thirteen of his crew in the process. That didn’t seem right – that there was nothing there to mark
their sacrifice. They needed some way of commemorating the crewmen who had died that
day. He’d hardly had time to register the damage at the time, he’d been too busy trying to save



the rest of the crew. They’d been heavily outnumbered and fighting for their lives, but he’d had
plenty of time to reflect upon it since. There was nothing else he could have done at the time but,
for some reason, that first major loss of life had stayed with him all these years, even though
there had been much worse to come. It had been the first time in his career that he had fully
grasped the idea that they were all vulnerable. That they might be taken at any time. The Mantis
was over seven hundred metres in length weighing close to 80,000 tonnes but Faulkner found
that he could still recall the ship’s internal lay-out. It was extraordinary but he could still vividly
remember individual sections of the ship which he hadn’t seen in twenty years. Not that it was
like that now. Probably all changed.At that moment, they passed through shadow of one of the
ship’s four massive fusion engines.“Brian Garside - he was Chief Engineer under me. He ran his
own little on-board choir. No one thought anything about it at the time but it was quite wonderful
really. He was lost trying to save this engine along with three of his men: Summerscale,
Walther and, er … oh, who was that other one. Young lieutenant. Dammit what was his
name?” “It doesn’t matter,” Morton assured him. “You’re doing well to remember anyone’s name
after all you’ve been through. Don’t worry, it’s still in there somewhere. You just need to give
yourself a little time.” Faulkner nodded agreement but his mind was racing. This was his ship
and they had been his crew. They had died doing their jobs and it was contingent upon him to
remember things like that.His vision was narrowing to pin pricks, his breath becoming more
laboured.“But I do know his name. I can even see his face.”“Okay,” Morton said. “You’re getting
yourself excited.”She reached across and stroked his arm. Then she registered his shrunken
pupils.“He had an odd nickname,” Faulkner said. “That was it. Bull something.”He attempted to
stand up but his harness prevented him. He looked down at it as though seeing it for the first
time.“Okay. Look at me,” she squeezed his arm to get his attention. “You need to calm down. I
want you to try and breathe with me for the minute.”He made to protest but something in her
demeanour silenced him. Morton took a series of exaggerated breaths and Faulkner copied
her. Byron Carroll looked over but said nothing.After a couple of minutes had passed, his
breathing – though still shallow – had begun to return to normal.Morton said, “Are you feeling
better?”Faulkner nodded wearily, then banged his fist lightly on the glass.“But, I still can’t
remember that name.”His head dropped dejectedly onto his chest. Morton watched in silence as
they came around the stern and then the pilot brought them slowly around until they were back
on the starboard side. Two of the passengers had their tablets raised, filming all the while. The
fuselage appeared almost perfect here, leaving Faulkner feeling frustrated. It didn’t seem right
that so many of her battle scars should have been eradicated in this way. As if they’d never
happened. It felt vaguely disrespectful and some small part of him couldn’t help but wish that
they’d left the Mantis the way she was. As a reminder to all of them of the harsh realities of
war.“Would you like us to go around again?” Rodgers asked.Everyone looked to Faulkner for a
response. Carroll had witnessed his earlier attack of breathlessness and didn’t attempt to hide
his concern.“No, that’s fine. Best be getting back.”Almost as soon as he’d said it, he felt the small
craft beginning to turn. Looking back towards the station, he could just see one of the other



shuttles arcing up as if to intercept them.“Gondry. That’s it!” Faulkner exclaimed a little too
loudly. “Gondry. The young lieutenant we lost in the engine room. But they called him Bull, as in
Bullfrog. He had this really deep voice, see.”As they turned away from the ship, the two men with
tablets strained to get their final shots. So, when Faulkner saw the strange flash of light he wasn’t
overly concerned.It was only subsequently, as he saw the growing cloud of debris blossoming
from the rear of the on-coming shuttle, that he realised something was terribly wrong.“The
shuttle,” he said and pointed.Morton struggled against her restraints to see what he was talking
about.“That can’t be right.” Down at the front, Rodgers had noticed as well. “Where are their
running lights?” When Faulkner looked again he saw that Rodgers was right. The whole
shuttle had gone dark and was starting to veer off to one side. The passengers could hear
the pilot on the radio. “Lincoln Centre, this is Zero Foxtrot Niner. Are you receiving me, over?”In
response, all they could hear was the low buzz of static.Faulkner considered removing his
harness but then thought better of it. If this was some kind of emergency then he didn’t want to
be getting in anyone’s way. He glanced over at Morton who gave him a weak smile.“Okay,
everyone,” Rodgers was looking back down the cabin. “Can we put our tablets away? Thank
you. And now, if you’d be so kind, could we start securing those hoods?”“Is he being serious?”
one of the other men asked.“Nothing to be worried about but we do need to follow safety
procedures. If you could each seal your hoods and then get your neighbour to check
them.”Morton had already pulled hers on. Faulkner heard the whoosh of air as it inflated. He
quickly followed suit then helped to check Morton’s seals. He did this automatically and then
swivelled in his seat so that she could return the favour, his mind suddenly clear.“What’s going
on?”He was having difficulty seeing as his visor misted up momentarily. By the time it had
cleared, the shuttle was starting to turn, allowing them to see the cloud of debris picked out
against the bright white of the station.“There’s been some sort of collision, that’s all.”But that
wasn’t it.In the distance, he could see a second craft approaching. Yellow and black in colour, it
appeared to be moving at considerable speed, far faster than was the norm in such a built-up
environment.“Incoming!” he shouted.It wasn’t totally accurate but it served to get everyone’s
attention.“Crash positions!” Rodgers shouted. “Everybody down!”The first shot lanced over the
top of them, momentarily illuminating the small craft’s interior. A second shot went wide and
then the whole ship lurched to one side.“Check those hoods!” Rodgers shouted.They’d been hit.
Faulkner looked up just in time to see the other ship fly past.“They’re firing at us!” Morton
sounded more offended than anything.Faulkner watched as the little ship roared past them,
making last minute adjustments in order to avoid impacting the Mantis.“Okay, everyone, keep
those heads down. We’ve got a slight atmosphere leak but other than that we’re fine.”“He’s
coming round for a second approach,” Faulkner said. “Station’s too far and he’s coming up
fast.”“Please, sir, try and relax. Everything is in hand.”Faulkner hit the release button on his
harness and stood up. Morton tried to stop him, assuming he’d done this by accident.“Petty
Officer, I need you to instruct the pilot to change course immediately.”Rodgers squinted back at
him, as though he’d misheard.Faulkner pressed on. “I’m giving you an order, PO. Tell the pilot to



reverse all engines and return to the Mantis. Now!”The other passengers looked at him with
grey faces.“But sir, if you please …”“That’s a direct order, Mr Rodgers.”It took a moment for
Rodgers, but then he was out of his seat and talking to the pilot. Suddenly, the whole ship
shuddered as the reverse thrusters were activated and they began to bleed off speed. Faulkner
chose his handholds carefully as he turned to look back at the oncoming fighter. It was either an
S-5 or an S-10, the craft was too far away for him to be sure. They were small, quick craft most
often used for patrol duties. They hadn’t been designed to carry armaments, that was a later
addition which made them slightly unwieldy. Faulkner hoped that they could somehow use that
knowledge to their advantage.As the Wasp started to complete its turn, it began test firing,
effectively wasting ordnance. It would take the pilot only a matter of seconds to line them up for
his approach run. Faulkner guessed that the other man would target their engine - that was
invariably what had happened with the other shuttle.Take out the engine and you take out the
power. That’d leave them sitting there, unable to manoeuvre as the Wasp pilot set them up for
his final kill shot.Faulkner felt the little schooner lurch, as it effectively went into reverse, causing
him to be thrown forward.I’m falling, he thought as he sailed through the air.Someone caught
hold of the leg of his suit and helped to turn him.It was Carroll. He manhandled him into a more
upright position until Faulkner could secure a handhold.“For God’s sake,” Morton hissed. “Can’t
you just sit down?”He looked along the cabin. Everyone, bar Carroll, was doubled over with their
head between their knees.Faulkner took one last look at the incoming ship. An S-10, he was
sure of it. More powerful then, but less manoeuvrable. That might just work to their
advantage.As he sat back down and began to fasten his harness, he was aware of shots
streaming all around them. The next thing, the Wasp was hurtling overhead.Morton grabbed his
sleeve. “What’s going on?”“He assumed we’d try to outrun him, which was never going to
happen. He’s far too quick for us. By the time he started his attack run he’d already over
committed himself. By throwing ourselves into reverse we somehow managed to slip under his
guns.”Morton looked over at Rodgers who simply threw up his hands.“Okay, what happens
next?”Faulkner hadn’t thought that far ahead.“I don’t know. Use the Mantis as a shield?”Even as
he said it, he realised how desperate that sounded.“But he’s going to come back,” Morton said.
“We won’t be able to avoid him forever.”Faulkner let out a long breath which had the effect of
fogging his visor. By the time it had cleared everyone was looking in his direction.“You’re right.
This thing’s not built for combat manoeuvres and he knows we’re unarmed. Next time he won’t
be so impetuous. He’ll just wait to pick us off.”“Not necessarily, sir,” Rodgers said. “There might
be another way.”*The manoeuvre was taking too long.They were building speed while trying to
execute an arduous course re-alignment which would take them directly under the belly of the
Mantis. As they had begun to come around, they’d lost sight of their pursuer completely. He
could have been anywhere. He could have decided to call it a day and disappear off amongst
the multitude of ships arrayed around the station or he might be bearing down on them even
now, his thumb hovering over the firing mechanism.Petty Officer Rodgers was hanging upside
down in front of Faulkner with all the practised ease of an experienced spacer. He seemed



perfectly relaxed in that position and, although Faulkner found it somewhat discomfiting, he
chose not to say anything. Rodgers was writing something on his knee pad with a pencil.“Are
you sure this is it, sir?” he asked.Faulkner hesitated. He’d only been given the authorisation
codes a few hours earlier and hadn’t expected to be using them quite so soon. The codes were
a key part of his command. You were meant to memorise everything on the slip they gave you
and then destroy it, but because of his health issues, Faulkner had been loath to do so without
first making a copy. The codes provided him with access to all the over-rides on the Mantis. The
problem was that the slip of paper was still in his pocket and he couldn’t get it out without first
taking off his thin suit. He’d just have to hope that he could remember them.He mentally ran-
through the long number again.“Yes. I’m sure, that’s it.”Rodgers gave him an expectant look.“It’s
just that this is a sixteen-digit code, sir.”“And?” Faulkner was becoming agitated.“There’s only
fifteen digits here.”Faulkner could hear the spars inside the ship groan as the ship continued its
complicated turn. The little vessel hadn’t been built with this kind of flying in mind. If they
continued like this, it was more than feasible that they would tear the ship in half.As he was
thinking this, the pilot’s voice crackled over the comms.“I’m making my final approach now.
Rodgers, I’m really going to need that code.”Rodgers and Faulkner just stared at one
another.Morton motioned to get their attention.“Start again. But this time, get him to write it out
himself.”Faulkner didn’t say anything, just took the pencil and began with the first number.He
forced himself to concentrate, blotting out the sound of metal work shearing. Even a wild blast of
enemy fire, which sent shadows flitting across the interior, failed to distract him. He finished
writing out the number and then meticulously counted out the digits.There were sixteen.“Is that
it?”“That’s it.”Rodgers touched the mic to his throat and began reading off the code in a clear,
precise voice.When he’d finished, he kicked off, propelling himself down the cabin with a
practiced ease that Faulkner could only admire. He stopped by bracing himself against a far
stanchion before twisting around and sliding back into his seat.Through the blister, Faulkner
could see the rear of the Mantis rushing towards them. The pilot had been so eager to evade
their pursuer that he had failed to monitor their speed. They were traveling far too fast for what it
was they intended to do.Rodgers shrugged on his harness and then touched the mic at the
throat. “This is the schooner Aurelius on final approach. Please open main cargo doors.”They
all watched him for what seemed like an age before he received a reply.“I’m through to the
automated system,” he told them. “And it’s warning us off. It’s saying there’s nothing on its flight
schedule and we have to break off our approach.”“That’s no use,” Faulkner said. “You’ll have to
try again.”Rodgers repeated the message but almost immediately received a reply.“It’s basically
telling us to change course before it’s forced to defend itself.”“Maybe it’s not registering out
transponder signal.”“Sending it now,” the pilot shouted.Faulkner lifted himself as high as his
restraints would allow in order to see out of the arch of the rear window. The S-10 was just
completing its own wide loop in pursuit of them, the pilot pushing his vessel so hard that
Faulkner could see the ion trail left in its wake.“It’s not recognising us,” Rodgers announced. “It’s
saying we have no authorisation to land.”“I’m seeing all sorts of systems coming on-line,” the pilot



announced. “I think it’s preparing to fire. We have to abort!”The ship twitched as the pilot
engaged manual controls readying himself for an evasive manoeuvre.“Do not abort!” Faulkner
shouted. “Continue along this path. P.O., give them the over-ride codes. Do it now!”Even as he
spoke, he was aware of the Mantis’ point defence system whirring into action. Over to his right,
he glimpsed one of the laser batteries as it swivelled around and began tracking them.The idea
that he was about to be fired on by his own ship might seem absurd but he had to keep
reminding himself that they were dealing with an automated system here. It was waiting for a
response it could recognise and if it didn’t receive one in the next few seconds then the incoming
threat would have to be neutralised.While Rodgers read out the codes, Faulkner’s eyes never
strayed from their pursuer. The S-10’s powerful engines were bringing him around in a wide arc
that was making it impossible for the pilot to get a clear shot at their engine. Once he’d
managed to straighten himself up though, it would all be over.Faulkner turned to look at Rodgers
just as their pilot finally decided to hit the brake. For a moment, gravity re-asserted itself with the
front of the ship suddenly becoming ‘down’. The fuselage groaned under the added stress as
the engine sought to force its way through the rear of the cabin.All the breath was forced from
Faulkner’s body as he was thrown against his restraints. The underside of the Mantis completely
filled his vision now and he was vaguely aware of a series of impacts, bright as lightning, striking
the fuselage.The ship behind them was firing wildly in a last-ditch effort to destroy them. There
was a black blur of movement up ahead and then a glint of light. The cargo bay doors were
starting to open. The emergency codes had been accepted, yet the doors were opening far too
slowly.The pilot must have thought so too because he hit the brakes hard, bringing the nose up
at an angle and threatening to spill them from their seats.Faulkner caught a glimpse of the other
ship’s caution lights as the cargo bay doors inched wider but it still wasn’t going to be enough.
They were coming in way too fast.An explosion rocked their ship. Something must have struck
them from behind because the next moment, they began fishtailing violently, suggesting a
complete lack of control.Faulkner braced himself as the cargo doors loomed large ahead of
them. This was it.They collided with the main doorframe at some considerable speed and
Faulkner must have blacked out for a second because the next thing he knew they were inside
the hold, spinning out of control. An alarm was blaring just behind him while the interior lights
flashed intermittently. They hit the deck hard, slamming Faulkner’s head back against the chair
as metal ground against metal. *A handful of CAG crewmen were
examining the shattered blister trying to work out the quickest way to free the passengers. They
started using hand lasers, working together to cut a hole in the plexiglas. When it was finished, a
crew woman lowered herself through before dropping lightly to the floor. She carried a fire
extinguisher and, once inside, wasted no time heading to the cockpit. There were a couple of
small fires down there and she worked quickly to put them out. Once she’d given the place the
all-clear, a doctor clambered inside, using a torch to assess the condition of the casualties.Two
of the men seemed fine, having sustained no obvious injuries, but it quickly became clear that
Byron Carroll was dead, his head twisted at an unnatural angle. The woman next to him was



conscious but was pinned into her seat where part of the hull had given way. She was going to
have to wait to be cut free. Rodgers was unconscious but appeared otherwise unhurt.There was
talk of the rescue team cutting away the nose section in order to get him clear.Morton was the
next to be checked over and she responded patiently to all the doctor’s requests. Apart from a
badly strained neck, she appeared to have come through it virtually unscathed. Faulkner was a
different case. Still strapped into his seat, he looked to be unconscious and the doctor struggled
to rouse him. Even after he’d been given oxygen he still didn’t seem to be responding and
Morton was growing increasingly worried.By that point, a ladder had been lowered in through
the roof and a fire-fighter helped her and the other two men to clamber up it.Once they were
clear of the battered schooner, the three of them stood and waited for an electric cart to come
and take them to sick bay. It turned out that the doctor who had attended them in the cargo bay
was the only one on-board so when they arrived they were attended to by a team of nurses.
They checked Morton over again and although they could find no apparent injuries they insisted
that she was in shock. It was only when they tried to put her in a bed that Morton decided to pull
rank. She insisted that they take her directly to see Faulkner but it took nearly an hour before
she got her wish. They had him set up in a small side room and she spoke briefly with the doctor
who’d brought him in. He told her that Faulkner had regained consciousness long enough to
inquire about her whereabouts. When he’d been told that she was fine, he’d soon dozed off.She
found that she was oddly delighted to find that he’d asked after her. She told herself that it was
because it showed that he’d recovered his wits, but there was more to it than that and she knew
it.But she didn’t want to think about that now. Instead, she found herself a chair and set herself
down outside his room. She closed her eyes a few times but sleep evaded her.An hour or so
later, Chief Davitz appeared.He put his head through the door but didn’t go in.“How’s he
doing?”“They say he was talking earlier but we’ll have to see how it goes.” Davitz took out his
tablet and started scrolling through the damage reports.“Any news about the pilot?” she
asked.“Which one?”“Our one of course.”Davitz isolated the appropriate page. “He didn’t make it.
Looks like they tried to save him but his injuries were too severe. That’s how it goes with these
things sometimes.”“Well, you might at least show a bit more compassion,” she said bluntly.Davitz
looked at her over the tablet. “You’ll have to forgive me, doctor, that’s not really part of my
skillset.”“That’s not what I meant.”“I know what you meant. I’m just being honest.”Morton wanted
to say more but decided instead to change the subject. “What about the ship that attacked us?
Any news about that?”“If it’s any consolation, they didn’t survive. The station’s defences saw to
that. No information yet about who they might have been working for but I’ll let you know if we
hear anything.”“I’d appreciate that,” she crossed her arms and tried to make herself comfortable.
“Now, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to get some rest. It’s been one of those days.”CHAPTER
NINEWebster was woken by one of the warders. The man didn’t look at him, didn’t smile. He
just stood there holding the door open while Webster got dressed. When Webster asked about
what was going on all the other man would say was that he had a visitor.He followed the man out
of his cell and through a series of doors. There were no keys involved. All the doors were



operated remotely. The rest of the prison was still asleep and they passed only two other
warders.Webster relaxed a little when he realised where they were going. The visiting area.
He’d been there twice before, both times to see his JAG. Both times Webster he’d come away
feeling deeply dissatisfied with the outcome but that didn’t stop him feeling optimistic
now.Eventually, his luck would have to change.But he had yet to be formally charged and that
was still his major concern. The Yakutians were petitioning to have him extradited so that he
could face charges over there. And from what he’d heard, the Yakutian legal system left a lot to
be desired. He’d expected the Navy to consider the petition and then to dismiss it after a few
days but that hadn’t happened. The JAG had told him that the authorities were taking the
situation extremely seriously. Nine people had been killed when he’d given the order to fire on
the shuttle and didn’t look as though his superiors had any intention of brushing this one under
the carpet. Even if he was found to be not guilty, Webster mused, a protracted court case was a
sure way of wrecking someone’s career.Three crewmen from the Syracuse had already been
questioned concerning the incident, although his JAG refused to give him any names. The most
incriminating evidence still appeared to be his own admission that he hadn’t issued a warning
before opening fire. But it would have been pointless for him to say otherwise - the prosecutors
had access to all the ships recordings.“What if I’d given a warning and then opened fire?” he’d
asked.The JAG had barely acknowledged the question. “Well, in that case, we probably
wouldn’t be here now.”Webster was becoming more and more concerned about his cases’
developments. His requests to contact his parents and sister had both been denied. He had no
idea why. The JAG just kept saying that the situation was ‘fluid’ and, after watching the
newsfeeds over the last few weeks, he was inclined to agree. The station was mobilising for
war. Conflict with the Yakutian Empire seemed inevitable. The only question appeared to be:
whether the Vardiaans would get involved. While they were just too small to pose a viable threat
on their own, they were not to be under-estimated. They had sided with the Yakutians for much
of the Long War and many historians believed that if they hadn’t broken ties with them, it would
only have been a matter of time before the Confederation was defeated. Since the end of the
war, the Vardiaans had poured all of their resources into expansionist policies in the hope of
building up their economic infrastructure. If they carried on expanding at the rate they were now,
it was felt that in twenty or thirty years they might well be a force to be reckoned with. The issue
for them, however, was that unchecked expansionist policies too often produced their own
unique set of problems.The reason why the Confederation became vulnerable to attack from the
Yakutians in the first place was because it had spread itself too thinly. Its military had been
starved of finances while everything had been poured into establishing new colonies. Periods of
expansion needed to be followed by similar periods of consolidation. It was a lesson the
Vardiaans still had to learn.Webster had spent the last two days trying to work out all the
ramifications of a war with the Yakutian Empire. Such a conflict, if it were to happen, might
provide a short-term solution to his current problems but would prove catastrophic for just about
everyone else concerned. The warder opened the visiting room door and indicated for him to



enter, the lights blinking on as he did so. There were ten low tables each with their own set of
chairs. All were unoccupied.“Where do you want me?”The warder made a noncommittal
gesture before closing the door on him and locking it. Webster went and sat at one of the tables.
It was cold in the room and the table felt tacky, as though it hadn’t been cleaned in a long
time.He wondered what was so pressing that it would warrant getting his JAG out of bed at such
an early hour. He turned at the sound of a lock being turned on the far side of the room.The door
opened and Faulkner appeared. He seemed to have put on some weight since Webster had last
seen him but his rolling walk hadn’t changed. Webster got to his feet and saluted.Faulkner
returned the salute. “How you feeling?”Webster shrugged. He wanted to be angry with Faulkner
but couldn’t find it in himself. “Bored. Frustrated. Angry. You know how it is.”“Only too well.”The
pair of them sat down, Faulkner doing so with some degree of difficulty. He didn’t seem capable
of bending his right leg and the fact that the chair was fixed to the floor wasn’t helping.“I’m
surprised to see you here,” Webster said. “Shouldn’t you be off playing golf with the president or
something?”“You saw the broadcast then?”“I think everybody did. So, what can I do for you? As
you can see,” his arm took in the other empty tables, “I’m a very busy man.”“Then I’ll get to the
point. I take it that you know about Admiral Paige’s battlefleet? They’re all set to advance on
Piatra, as if that’s going to change anything.” Faulkner leaned forward. “I’m not sure how much
you’ve heard, but things are pretty tense at the moment and it looks like they’re going to get
worse before much longer.”Webster narrowed his eyes.Why is he telling me all this?“And these
missing ships,” he said, “They’re still no clearer who is behind it?”“That’s right. Everyone’s
claiming ignorance. The Vardiaans are suspending all interstellar travel as of tomorrow and the
Yakutians have pulled all their ships back to the four home worlds.”That got Webster’s attention.
“Really. The Yakutians taking up defensive positions? That doesn’t sound like them. Either they
know something we don’t or they’re …”“Running scared? I might not have the greatest affection
for our Yakutians friends but something’s up.”“Does the admiral know what he’s getting himself
into?”Faulkner threw up his hands. “I wouldn’t know. I haven’t spoken with him recently. I speak
to his private secretary every couple of days but that’s about as far as I get.”“He must be getting
organised, working out his plan of attack – if indeed he’s planning to attack. When are they
leaving? Must be pretty soon.”“I wouldn’t know. I get sent updates every now and then but
they’re just the regular ones every fleet officer gets. As far as what the Yakutians are planning – I
have no idea. It’s like they’ve already given up on Piatra.”Piatra, or The Rock as it was more
commonly known, was prized for its strategic positioning more than anything. Situated in the
contested Astares system, Piatra was currently occupied by the Yakutians but had changed
hands countless times over the years.Webster grimaced. “If you don’t mind me saying so, sir – it
sounds like the admiral doesn’t have the same regard for you as the president does.”“I was
starting to think that way myself.”“Is it possible he’s trying to have you side-lined?”“I think there’s
every chance that he is. The question is: why?”Webster hesitated. While he respected
Faulkner’s achievements, they were lodged in the dim and distant past so he’d been as shocked
as everyone when the president had gifted him the Mantis. Though he liked and admired



Faulkner, he had serious misgivings about the man’s competency when it came to managing a
modern-day star ship. “Ok, sir. I’m going to speak frankly: have you taken a look at Admiral
Paige’s service record recently?”“Can’t say I have.”“Well, let me tell you: it makes interesting
reading. You’ve heard, of course, of the Admiral’s widely publicised war time experience?”“As I
understand it, he fought at the Battle of Borodino.”“‘Fought’ might be somewhat over-stating it.
He was in naval intelligence at the time as a communications officer. He was stationed on
Mahan during that conflict, some twelve light minutes distant. If he’d been any further away from
the action he’d have been in another star system. Let’s face it, the admiral isn’t exactly cloaked
in glory, so you don’t have to be a genius to see that he isn’t going to take kindly to having a
decorated war hero serving under him. He’s going to worry that his officers might well look to
you when things start to hot up.”“But Paige was the one who recruited me in the first place.”“If
you’ll pardon me, he’s done that as a way of pleasing the president. And Paige wouldn’t have
liked the fact that you were offered the Mantis without him being consulted first. The admiral isn’t
used to sharing the lime-light and no doubt sees you as some kind of threat.”“You really think he
could be that small minded? At a time like this?”Webster suppressed a laugh. “Sir, you have to
understand: a lot’s changed since your day. Nowadays, advancement is based on an officer’s
ability to build alliances and swap favours. It’s a whole different skill set. Internal politics are a lot
more important during peace time than they were in your day. It’s rare now for officers to be
given any kind of autonomy. It’s as much about who you know as what you know and if Admiral
Paige has, for whatever reason, taken a dislike to you, he’s going to make things very difficult
indeed. I’m sorry, but there it is.”“No,” Faulkner was nodding sagely. “I asked you for an honest
opinion and that’s what you’ve given me. Not particularly what I wanted to hear but I’ve had
worse.”I’m sure you have.“It looks to me as if Paige has no intention of making the Mantis part of
his fleet. He’ll think of some reason for leaving you behind but nobody’s seriously going to
question him.” The something occurred to Webster. “Can I ask: are you having any problems
with getting the Mantis properly resourced? What about officers?”“It’s not just officers, its right
across the board. I’ve been waiting two weeks for my new XO to arrive. Then I discovered -
quite by accident - that Paige has already grabbed him for his flagship. Nobody saw fit to inform
me. Could be months before I get a replacement and I need someone now. Someone who
knows how to get a team together.”Webster could see the older man’s obvious frustration and
wondered what he’d do if faced with the same situation. “What about supplies? Armaments,
that kind of thing? What’s happening there?”“Gravity generators are in a terrible state, we need
a new water filtration unit and the rail guns we were promised seem to have gone AWOL. Since
we’re no use to anyone without a decent weapons system that’s currently taking up a lot of my
time. My chief engineer is still in the process of re-building one of our main engines and there’s
only so much he can do. ”“You need to start working smarter, sir, not harder. Have you
considered promoting someone up from the lower ranks? There must be some half decent
junior officers around who you could recruit.”“I thought about that but anyone worth their salt has
already been poached by the main battlefleet. No, I was thinking about approaching someone



else. Someone from outside.”Webster’s laugh echoed off the walls. “Well, good luck with that,
sir.”Faulkner didn’t respond, he just stared at Webster.Realisation was slow in coming.“You’re not
seriously asking me? Really?”Faulkner indicated the room around them. “It might be a solution
to your current situation.”“I think the Admiralty are pretty set on keeping me here for the long
term. Even if it’s just as a warning to others.”“Perhaps you’re right,” Faulkner seemed to relax.
“These are quite serious charges you’re facing, after all. They could press for a quick court
martial or leave you sitting here while they try and cut through all this Yakutian red tape. It could
take months to resolve. Even years.”“But if there is a war coming up, I could be released
tomorrow.”“And then what? The Syracuse is long gone and with this on your record you’re hardly
likely to be given another command, are you? Chances are that you’ll keep your rank and they’ll
just move you sideways. Put you in charge of a storage facility somewhere? I’ve seen it
happen. It’s the way the navy works. With no chance of advancement you’d have to stand by
and watch while other – less talented officers – took the prime jobs.”Webster stood up. “I think I’d
like to go back to my cell now, if it’s all the same to you.”Faulkner fixed him with a stare.“Look,
Alex, I know how much losing the Syracuse must have meant to you but you can’t let that get in
the way of your returning to active duty. Granted, you won’t have your own ship, but at least this
way you’ll be able to put your skills to some use. Don’t give me your answer now. Take a day or
so to think it over.”Webster eased himself back in his seat. It had only been a few days but
already he was exhausted by the thought of having nothing to do all day. How would it be to
have something he could take pride in again? To have some sense of achievement?“Ok. I’ll
think about it. What will you do in the meantime?”“Like you said: it’s all about politics. Looks like
I’m finally going to have to get my hands dirty.”*The décor on-board the president’s cruiser was
unlike anything Faulkner had seen on any other ship, anywhere. The fixtures and fittings had
more in common with a luxury hotel back on Earth Prime. It didn’t make sense. He had been
raised with the understanding that in space, size and weight were at a premium. Cabin space
was limited and any non-essential equipment would be quickly stripped out but strangely, on the
Fargo, the absolute reverse appeared to be true. The boarding area itself was vast with corridors
leading off in all directions. The way ships were laid out had certainly changed a lot in the past
twenty years, he decided, surveying the wealth of fine furnishings decorating the floor and
walls.After being processed through security, he was taken down a series of corridors until they
arrived at a heavily fortified airlock. After a series of body scans, he was ushered through into a
palatial waiting area which had a marble coffee table as a centrepiece.Marble. On a starship!It
didn’t bear thinking about.As he moved further into the room he saw Admiral Paige sitting on a
sofa over in one corner. He barely raised his head from his tablet as Faulkner saluted.This is
what Webster had meant, he thought. Paige had his own agenda. He was only interested in
those who had the power to advance his career or those rare few who were capable of
damaging it.Faulkner went and sat on one of the chairs over to his right. Faulkner wasn’t
surprised to see him. In fact, he’d expended a great deal of effort planning this ‘coincidental’
meeting. When the Admiral’s personal secretary had let slip that Paige had an appointment with



the president the next day, Faulkner had known immediately what it was he needed to do. It
hadn’t been easy but he’d quickly discovered that his newfound celebrity status was useful when
it came to getting people to take his calls.The only question now was: how long was he going to
have alone with the admiral? That would be determined by how efficient the president’s staff
were about their timekeeping. His guess was they’d be pretty damned efficient. If that were the
case, he reckoned he had a little less than five minutes to put his plan into action.He cleared his
throat, prompting Paige to look up. The admiral put down his tablet and made the effort to sit up
straight.“Captain, I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”“I’m just as surprised as you are, sir. This is
my first visit to the Fargo.”Paige cocked his head. “What is it? Press Secretary organising some
sort of photo-op with the president? That kind of thing?”Faulkner heard the slight tension in the
other man’s voice and decided to press ahead.“Oh no, nothing like that,” he produced his own
tablet. “We spoke briefly after the medal ceremony, the president and I. And, when I mentioned
some of my concerns about the whole mobilisation process, he was kind enough to ask me for
my thoughts on the matter.”Paige threw an arm across the back of the settee, feigning
disinterest. “Really. And why is he suddenly coming to you for new ideas?”“Oh, no reason. I just
happened to mention that Piatra, your first port of call, has vast stretches of unforgiving desert. I
mentioned that on Borodino several ranks of fighters had had to be withdrawn because their
induction systems couldn’t cope with the influx of sand particles. I was worried that this might be
a concern for your fighters if they should be sent down to the surface. This seemed to strike a
chord with the president.”The air in the room seemed to cool appreciably. Any delay in Paige’s
plans might well lose him the initiative.“And you didn’t think to pass these concerns on to me,
your commanding officer?”Faulkner’s fingers skipped lightly over the surface of his tablet. He
had prepared this next part meticulously.“I think you’ll find, sir, that I sent your office a copy of my
report on the twenty fifth along with an amended version two days later. I tried to get an
appointment with you to personally discuss my findings but your private secretary told me you
were far too busy.”“Report? What report?”It was now Paige’s turn to scroll through his
tablet.“And you’re telling me that this report was authorised…”“By the president himself. Yes,”
Faulkner said. “I would never have thought to compile one otherwise.”Apart from a slight
hunching of his shoulders, Paige hid his annoyance admirably. The chain of command was one
thing but no one could refuse a direct request from the Commander-In-Chief. It took Paige a
surprisingly short amount of time to track the report down. When he had done so, he eyed
Faulkner bleakly. The report was seventy pages in length but Faulkner had been sure to bullet-
point the main issues on the front page for just this precise moment. The first point, on its own,
had the potential to delay the battlefleet by several months.“I’m assuming that the president
doesn’t yet have a copy of this. Am I right?”As Faulkner nodded, a flicker of understanding
passed between them.“Quite right, admiral. This afternoon’s meeting is for me to formally
introduce my findings.”“I see.”“The president is mindful of the fact that this may be the beginning
of a major military engagement against the Yakutians. He doesn’t want any slip-ups. And, since
he values my opinion, he’s asked me to put together a number of discussion points.”“Discussion



points?” Paige was struggling to keep his anger in check. He took a long breath to calm himself.
“I take it that you have some specific concerns you want to bring to the president’s
attention?”“That’s right,” Faulkner scrolled through his own copy of the report. “If you’d care to
look at page 53.”The Admiral found the page and started to read. Once he’d finished he looked
up.“I don’t understand. You’re talking about shielding our vessels and yet all our vessels are
shielded. What’s your point?”“You haven’t read all the way to the bottom. Rear Admiral
Havelock’s recommendations.”As he read, Paige’s lips drew tight. When he next looked up, he
turned to fully focus on Faulkner.He said, “Of course, these are only recommendations.”“I don’t
think so. Havelock highlights the cut in funding which meant that the shields on all your vessels
are currently 30% below accepted military guidelines, and that’s just for peace time operations.
For a major offensive he recommends a complete overhaul: he mentions it just below the
section that says, ‘criminally negligent.’”“Something like that would set us back months, maybe
years.”“Yes,” Faulkner agreed. “That was my reading of the situation as well.”“I see,” Paige
blanked his screen. “And what would it take to make this report of yours disappear?”“I’m not
sure. Delays affect us all, Admiral. The re-supply of the Mantis, for example, has fallen behind
quite considerably.”Paige blew air out through his lips. “Alright. What is it that you want?”“I’m
sending my requirements over to you now.”Faulkner had prepared the documents in advance
and it was a moment’s work to transmit them.“I see,” Paige said gruffly. “Anything else?”“The
recruitment of both officers and enlisted men for the Mantis seems to have got bogged down in
red tape. I’d like that red tape to disappear.”At that moment, a partition just to their right suddenly
opened and a slender black woman wearing a grey blouse stepped through.“Admiral Paige. If
you’d like to come this way?”Paige’s fingers drummed against his tablet.He said, “Could you give
us a moment?”The woman seemed bemused by this request but duly disappeared.“This is a
dangerous game you’re playing, captain.”“This is war we’re talking about, Admiral, something I
tend to take very seriously indeed, particularly when the integrity of my command is being
jeopardised.”There. He’d said it. The gauntlet had been thrown. There was no turning back
now.Admiral Paige got slowly to his feet. “You were saying something about staffing levels.”“I
need a level playing field regarding the recruitment of crew members. I want free access to
approach anyone outside of your existing battle fleet. Also, an understanding that members of
my crew are off limits to other fleet commanders.”Paige considered this. “Is that all?”“Almost. I’d
like a pair of rail guns delivered to the Mantis in the next twenty-four hours.”“Rail guns!” Paige
snorted. “I’m not a magician, Faulkner. Where am I supposed to get something like that at such
short notice?”“The rail guns I was promised arrived on station eleven days ago but have since
disappeared. I would like them to be located so that they can be installed as quickly as
possible.”Paige gave a curt nod.“Very well, you’ve made your point. You shall have the things
you ask for. Not that it will do you a damned bit of good.”Admiral Paige walked over to the
partition and had to wait for the door to activate. As he stepped through, he glared at Faulkner
then disappeared.*Morton looked around the officers’ rec room. She was still getting used to the
Mantis’ lay-out. Even with illuminated maps at every major junction, she struggled to find her



way around. When it had been re-modelled, the designers had stuck with the original fixtures
and fittings in the crew’s quarters and so everything had a slightly out-moded feel to it. The
officer’s rec room looked like it belonged in a Victorian gentleman’s club, a style completely at
odds with the utilitarian nature of most starships. There were several young officers sitting
around a table. She didn’t need to approach them to know that they wanted nothing to do with
her. They saw her as part of the old guard whereas they were young and ambitious. Their
current posting was merely a steppingstone on the way to their next promotion.Her eyes shifted
to a corner seat. The young woman sitting there looked as awkward as she felt. Morton decided
to go and sit over there. She’d be fine as long as she didn’t sit too close. If the woman didn’t
want to talk then she would sit and watch the holo-display on her own. There were up-dates on
the battlefleet’s preparations and the station’s state of readiness coming through
regularly.“Anyone sitting here?”“No, help yourself.”“I’m Elsbeth Morton.”The woman reached
across to shake her hand. “Jane Delay. I’m a science bod.”“Any idea what we’re doing here?”“I
got the summons, same as everyone else.”Three senior officers had just entered. One of them
was the chief engineer, Palmer Davitz. “I just do as I’m told,” Deeley said.“Me too. I’m
Medical.”“Doctor Morton?” she registered a flash of understanding. “That’s right. You came on-
board with the captain.”Morton had forgotten how quickly news travelled on these things.Deeley
made to say something else but was distracted as a rowdy group of officers entered. They
made to go and sit at one of the tables in the centre but changed their minds when they saw the
chief engineer sitting there.Deeley continued, “Okay. So how did you end up here? You don’t
have to tell me if you don’t want.”Morton relaxed a little at that. Deeley had avoided the obvious:
‘So, what’s he really like, then?’ question. For that, at least, she deserved some credit.“Do you
want a well-considered answer or do you want the truth?”“The truth works fine for me.”“The
captain took me on a shuttle tour round the ship which I did well to survive.”“That was
you?”“Unfortunately, yes. Anyway, while I was down in sickbay I got talking to one of the doctors
down there and they told me how much difficulty they were having recruiting trained medical
staff. Sort of pricked my conscience a little. You see, I did my first tour during the last war. Then,
when news came that the fleet was mobilising…”“You felt you had something to offer. I get
it.”There had been slightly more to it than that. Faulkner had more or less emotionally
blackmailed her into volunteering for the role by telling that he didn’t feel that as captain, he’d be
able to find the time to keep up his daily health regime. He had been working daily in the gym in
an effort to re-build his fitness, while the physiotherapist alone to took up an hour of his time.
Morton had instantly realised how disastrous that would be for all concerned. At least with her
on board as his personal physician she could keep an eye on him. After the incident on-board
the shuttle, she feared that he might be suffering from the effects of PTSD and that was a real
concern. If she left him to his own devices, she worried that his health would actually begin to
deteriorate. He needed someone who wasn’t afraid to tackle him over his health issues.Plus, if
his health did become an issue she felt that she had the experience and the will to tackle him
over it. And if that meant that she had to declare him unfit for command and have him relieved of



his post, then so be it. While she was thinking this, someone turned up the volume on the holo-
screen and the voices in the rec room were silenced.The camera showed a packed meeting hall
somewhere on Lincoln. A series of close-ups picked out various captains and commanders, all
looking immaculate in their dress whites.“This looks serious,” Deeley said, edging forward.A rear
admiral was making the introductions. That was to be expected but what was unusual though
was the fact that the top table appeared to be made up of the Head of the Army and the Navy. A
shiver went down Morton’s spine. The last time she’d seen those two together in the same room
they’d had been at the signing of the Treaty of Branislaw, bringing the hostilities of The Long War
to a close.Morton tried to gather her thoughts. There was a chance that this was all an elaborate
charade, a sabre-rattling exercise designed to make the Yakutians consider their position. But
then, what if they were serious? What if the entire Confederation was about to be launched into
a major conflict? What then?Looking around the room, she saw a lot of excited faces. This was,
after all, what these people had been training for most of their adult lives. She just wondered
whether they fully appreciated the enormity of what was being contemplated here and what the
effect such a decision would have on the Confederation and its peoples. She’d lived through a
large-scale conflict once in her life and had no desire to do so again.The only positive thing she
could glean from the sea of faces on the screen was that this appeared to be a wholly military
gathering. There were no suggestions that politicians were involved at this early stage, no sign of
the president or those in government who advised him. The hawks and the doves. And as far as
she was concerned, that could only be a good thing.If they were looking at a declaration of war
then the president would be very much front and centre in any, and all, proceedings.Not there
yet. Not quite.It was Admiral Paige who stepped up to the lectern. People said that he
encapsulated everyone’s expectations of what a senior naval officer should be: tall and
reasonably handsome with a commanding demeanour which immediately brought the room to
order. He began by introducing himself and then welcoming the groups from the various armed
forces who were currently watching the broadcast. It was an impressive list.“It’s true that of late
we have had to deal with threats on several fronts but the Confederation has been faced with
greater challenges in the past and we have always triumphed.”At that point the picture shifted to
a close-up of Captain Faulkner causing consternation all around the rec room. Everyone had
assumed that their captain was still on-board the Mantis. Morton stared in disbelief, trying to
work out what he was doing there. For his part, Faulkner stared straight ahead, his thoughts
unreadable. Then the camera cut back to Paige to make an interesting counterpoint: the old lion
against the young pretender.“As many of you already know, I will be the one leading the
battlefleet into the Astares system in a few days’ time. Such a deadline has meant that every
aspect of the service has had to step up their game and I thank everyone involved for their hard
work and dedication to duty in what has been a particularly demanding few weeks. I am sure
that there will be further tests of our resolve in the weeks and months to come and I know that I
can rely on each and every one of you to give of your best.”Morton could feel the atmosphere in
the room beginning to change. Regardless of what she might think of Paige there was no



denying his skills as a public speaker. The applause he received was loud and long enough that
the Admiral was compelled to ask for silence in order that he might continue. “Building on the
infringements we are already aware of, we heard, this week, of another incursion into our
territory. A drone arrived a few days ago from Tigris, a scientific research facility of some two
hundred souls out in the Allegra System. Details are sketchy at present but it seems that they
were victims of an unprovoked aerial bombardment. As I said, this is a scientific settlement with
very little in the way of defensive strategies and it seems from the information that we’ve
received thus far that there was significant loss of life. All we can do is to pray for the families of
those concerned.”Deeley turned to Morton. “Have you heard about this?”There was an
accusatory tone to her voice which Morton didn’t much care for.She shook her head. While she
had been aware that Faulkner had been more than a little preoccupied this week – he’d
cancelled two physiotherapy sessions and a psychological evaluation session she’d had
planned – there’d been no suggestion that anything of this importance had been on the
cards.Morton said, “What I want to know is: who’s really behind all these attacks? Is someone
going to come out and directly accuse the Yakutians or are we just meant to assume it’s them?
Is this a straightforward colonial conflict, or something else entirely?” Deeley pulled a face. “But
it’s got to be the Yakutians, surely. I mean, who else could it be?”“Well, there’s the Vardiaans for
a start.” “They wouldn’t have the capacity for something like this.”“Not for a sustained conflict
perhaps but it’s not beyond them to start something and then let the Yakutians take the blame.
The Vardiaans would like nothing better than to see the pair of us locked in a long and costly
war.”“Perhaps,” Deeley conceded. “But there’s nothing to suggest they are involved.”“But that
goes for the Yakutians as well,” Morton turned back to the screen. “We’re not being told the
whole story here. And what about this new attack? The science station.”“The Tigris?”“If they’ve
been attacked then surely they’ve got some idea of who’s behind it.”Deeley didn’t appear happy
with Morton questioning what was going on.She said, “It’s too early to know what’s happened.
That’s what he said.”“This is all feels as though it’s been carefully stage-managed. It’s as much
about what Paige isn’t telling us as what he is. That’s why the president’s not been involved.
They’re building up to some big revelation. They’re probably planning to let him release the final
details. Just before he makes a formal declaration of war. This is just the warmup act.”Morton
had been at medical school when the Long War had started. She remembered feeling excited at
the start when their troops had begun to engage the enemy. It had felt like a just war and
everyone had assumed that a quick victory was assured. But then the Vardiaans had entered
the fray on the Yakutian side and the balance of power had suddenly slipped away from them.It
had been a bitter blow and one, which the Confederation had done well to recover from.“You
think Paige will stop at Piatra?” Deeley said.What she invariably wanted to know was whether
that would be the end of hostilities. In which case, it would be unlikely that the Mantis would ever
get involved.“Difficult to say. If Paige is serious about attacking the Yakutian homeworlds Icaria
would make an excellent staging post. In which case, he’s going to need reinforcements. And
plenty of ‘em.”One of the group of senior officers sitting in front turned around and scowled at



them. Morton recognised him as Bud Seager, the ship’s CAG. “Would you two mind being
quiet? We’re trying to hear what the man’s saying.”The two women sat back,
chastened.Onscreen, Paige carried on.“While the president is still focussed on our main mission
to the Astares system, he feels that it is imperative that we send aid and support to the scientists
and technicians on Tigris as soon as possible. Obviously, there is still the possibility that
whoever attacked the base may still pose an on-going threat. And, with that in mind, it has been
decided to send one of our warships to the Allegra system in order to ensure that Tigris base is
properly fortified. To that end, it has been decided that the Mantis, captained by Robert Faulkner
will be despatched to Tigris with immediate effect.”The camera cut across to Faulkner,
attempting to gauge his reaction. But there was only a look of grim determination sketched on
his face.CHAPTER TENFaulkner’s legs were screaming at him but the last thing he wanted to do
was to sit down. Instead, he braced his hands against the back of the chair and pushed himself
into an upright position. If the two senior officers across the table considered his actions
strange, they went to great lengths not to show it. His legs had been giving him hell since the
shuttle crash but, with his health in such a fragile condition, he didn’t feel that he could mention it
to anyone – least of all Morton. Really, he needed either a long session with his physiotherapist
or a cortisone injection to kill the pain but, the way things were going, he was unlikely to get
either. He’d been sitting in the drafty security bubble for the last three hours but it had felt like
much, much longer. Pinned in by the officers around him he had struggled to find a comfortable
position in which to sit. His right leg had proved particularly problematic. Despite spending an
inordinate amount of time on those damned stretching exercises, the right leg still had a
tendency to lock itself into position so that he was unable to straighten it. That made sitting
down something of a trial but possible for short periods.After half an hour of sitting, waiting for
Paige to take the stage, his thigh had started to spasm. All his efforts to manage the discomfort
had simply resulted in the pain spreading, first into his buttock and then across his whole lower
back. These cramps had intensified to the point where he was in a state of near constant pain.
This at a time when his image was being beamed to every military base in the seven systems.
When every facial tic and grimace was being analysed for the slightest --- of a reaction. Luckily,
he had brought some pain killers along with him though, without any water to hand, he had
ended up grinding them down between his teeth. Paige’s declaration about the Mantis was
being sent off into the depths of space might have come as a surprise to many but Faulkner had
been expecting it. Ever since their fateful meeting on-board the president’s ship, he’d known that
Paige would find a way of getting back at him. Which was fine. Faulkner may have been
punished but it had been worth it. His stores had been fully replenished, his logistical concerns
had been taken care of and he had sufficient crew for an extended deployment. If that meant
that they were to be excluded from Paige’s initial plans then he could live with that. If war was
coming, then they’d get their taste of the action soon enough.Once the briefing was concluded
and Faulkner was able to get up, he had wasted no time getting clear of the building. He’d been
standing against one of the walls, trying to work some life back into his foot when the adjutant



had approached him. The man handed him the note without a word.Faulkner read it through
once and then thanked him. The man saluted and left.A car stood at the kerb, waiting to
transport him back to the Admiralty but Faulkner waved it away. If he wanted to avoid the
indignity of rolling on the floor, clutching his hamstring while his superiors watched, he was going
to have to get some blood flowing again. It took him nearly an hour to walk there, the pain flaring
with every step, but eventually the feeling began to return to his leg. There was a long snaking
queue outside the Admiralty building and Faulkner had to wait in line before finally being
admitted.An anxious looking lieutenant collected him from the foyer and took him straight to the
third floor.There were two senior officers sitting in the room and Faulkner was grimly aware of
how clumsy he must look as he entered: hobbling about on his bandy legs, his face slick with
sweat. There was Major General Maria Estevez and Rear Admiral Andrew Davies both from the
Joint Chiefs of Staff Office. He’d met Estevez at the medal ceremony. She was a no-nonsense
type, who wore minimal make-up. She had served for many years under Admiral Nichols, which
suggested that she was very likely operating near the top of her game. Nichols had a reputation
for exacting high standards from his staff and for her to have served under him for so long, she
had to be good. Davies was more of an unknown quantity. A navy pilot in his youth, he had a
reputation for making efficiency savings. He was widely reviled as the man who had overseen
the closure of the Birzhi shipyards. Faulkner wondered whether there wasn’t a group of
admirals, off in the halls of power, who might have cause to regret that decision. But none of that
mattered now. All that mattered was what the people in front of him had planned for the
Mantis.Estevez invited him to sit but Faulkner indicated that he would rather stand, resting his
hands on the back of the chair.“I take it that you know why you’re here?” Davies
inquired.Faulkner nodded, deciding not to ask why he was receiving his orders now, after his
mission had already been made public.Instead, he said, “I hear that you want the Mantis to take
part in some kind of Search and Rescue operation?”Davies called up some detail on his tablet.
“That’s the story we’re giving the newsfeeds. Your orders are a little more complex.”“I see.”He
had no idea where this was headed.It was Estevez who spoke next. “Things are moving quickly
here. As you know, we’re mobilising to set up a blockade around the disputed colony of Piatra.
This is an extremely sensitive subject - we have no idea how the Yakutians might react. The
information we’re receiving suggests that they’re pulling out but we very much doubt that. We
think this is a ruse. We’re pretty sure that they intend to leave behind several detachments of
ground forces who’ll be tasked with targeting our troops if we should decide to make landfall.
That way, if we choose to engage with them we can do so without it escalating into a full-blown
conflict.”“That way,” Davies said. “Both sides will be able to deny that any such conflict ever took
place.”“A trap of sorts, then,” Faulkner said. “What about their ships? No doubt they’re in the
process of pulling back from the planet just enough that they don’t pose an immediate threat to
our ships, yet close enough to monitor our operations. Then they can just sit tight, happy to tie
us up there for weeks. Months even.”Estevez turned to Davies. “Perhaps we should have invited
the captain to our earlier meeting.”Davies sat back in his chair and narrowed his eyes.“We’re well



aware of your service history, Captain Faulkner. Your dealings with the Yakutians.”“And yet
you’ve not chosen to include my ship in the deployment sent to Piatra.”“No, that’s right,” Davies
sat up. “At this current time, we’re of the mind that your particular talents will be best served out
at Tigris.” Faulkner looked pointedly from one to the other, looking for further clarification as to
what that meant but nothing was forthcoming.“You want me to take my ship halfway across the
galaxy just to check out some research station? Is that right?”“There’s a space station at
Allegra: Blackthorn. You might want to call in there first, get their take on what’s been going
on.”“If they haven’t become targets themselves.”“I very much doubt that,” Davies said. “They’ve
got their own defensive fortifications. Besides, if they’d have been attacked, we’d have heard
about it by now.”“Seems there’s a lot more to this than you’re letting on.”Neither of the two senior
officers said anything.“Okay, I understand,” Faulkner continued. “I get it. You want me to form my
own conclusions and then report back. But do I at least get to see the footage of the attack? I
assume you’ve got something solid to go on.” An emergency drone would have been launched
automatically as soon as the colony came under attack. It would contain all the data available at
the time.“You’ll get a chance to review what we’ve got once you’re underway,” Davies said. “It’ll
be transmitted direct to your quarters. On a tight beam. We’ll leave it up to your discretion as to
who you share it with.”“Thanks for that at least. Anything else I ought to know? I’d hate to miss
something vital.”That had the desired effect as Estevez shot Davies a questioning look.Davies
let out a long sigh. “This is politically very sensitive.”“I’m sure it is.”Faulkner held back, allowing
the tension in the room to build.Davies said, “There are a number of graduate students working
out on Tigris. PhDs, stuff like that.”“Go on.”“One of them is Emilia Baxter. She’s studying for a
Master’s degree in Geology. Tigris has a lot of interesting rock formations apparently.”“Emilia
Baxter? Should I have heard of her?”“No. That’s sort of the point. She operates under the
name Baxter for security reasons. Baxter is her mother’s maiden name. Her real name is Emilia
Samuels.”“Samuels?” Faulkner reflected on that for a moment. “As in: the president’s
daughter?”They didn’t say anything further. They didn’t have to.“I see,” Faulkner’s head dropped
as a thousand questions came to mind. “What if she’s among the casualties? What
then?”Estevez made a non-committal gesture. “I’m sure it’s not quite as grim as all that,” Davies
said.“That would all depend on whether their habitat’s been compromised. Do we have any idea
of the temperature out there?” he looked pointedly at Davies. “Approximately.”“Minus sixty
degrees C.”“And at nightime?”Estevez cut in, “I think you’ve made your point, captain. But that
still doesn’t change anything. We need you to find the girl and bring her back, whatever state
she’s in. Here are the rest of your orders.”She produced a folder and slid it across the desk.
Faulkner opened it and quickly scanned the contents until he found what he was looking for.The
orders had been signed by Admiral Paige.Faulkner pushed himself back from the desk. The
whole thing was a set-up. Paige wanted him out of the way for the foreseeable future. And what
better way to achieve that than to send him on a wild goose chase on the other side of the
galaxy?“One other thing,” Estevez said. “We’ve been keeping tabs on the Yakutian fleet’s
manoeuvres of late. Very close tabs. Two days ago we picked up readings from one of their



battleships, the Serrayu. It was heading towards the Hermia Gate.”“The Hermia Gate provides
direct access into the Fermata system,” Davies said. “You’ll need to pass through there before
arriving at the Henrietta Gate. It’s a short hop from there to Tigris.”Faulkner’s back pain suddenly
disappeared. “Any idea what they might be looking for?”“There are any number of possibilities.
You’ll find a report on our findings along with the rest of your orders.”“I understand that, sir, but
what happens if we come up against them at close quarters? How are we to proceed?”Davies
stood up and began gathering his things. “You’ve had numerous dealings with the Yakutians in
the past, captain. We’ll leave that up to you for the time being.”CHAPTER ELEVENDavitz
stormed down the corridor, crewmen edging to one side in order to let him pass. He’d served on
the ship longer than anyone else, having spent the last few years over-seeing her re-fit. For a
long time now, he had been the senior officer in charge and had grown used to having his orders
carried out without question. So he didn’t appreciate being called away from his work for
something as trivial as a meeting. He’d been down in the cargo bay supervising the loading of
the fuel cells. Each cell was highly volatile, consisting of a long cartridge which needed to be
handled with extreme care. The heavy lifting equipment that they were using wasn’t known for
its finesse and, since he couldn’t countenance an accident at this late stage, he was forced to
suspend the operation until his return. He was in a lousy mood, having had virtually no sleep
over the past two days. They’d had to work around the clock to remove one of the fusion drives
after it had shut down during one of their power tests. It was the second time this had happened
and what was most worrying was that according to diagnostics there was no clear reason for the
failure. Looking at the readouts, everything was fine. It just wasn’t generating any power. He had
hoped that there might be something they could do to get it up and running but they’d tried
everything and nothing appeared to be working. Added to that, Davitz was acutely aware that
there were other equally pressing issues demanding his attention.Now, not only was he being
dragged away at a vital moment, but he had also had to go and get washed and changed. He
had been summoned to the bridge to meet with the rest of the senior team and he couldn’t afford
to turn up there looking like some glorified grease monkey. He was anxious about meeting with
the other officers at the best of times. Most came from fairly privileged backgrounds whereas he
had faced an uphill struggle just to get a place at the Academy. He’d spent the eight years prior
to his acceptance working on various deep space mining concerns. The money was good and
Davitz didn’t mind the long hours but it was a high-risk occupation and after one particularly
close call where he was trapped for three days underground he decided to look for something
more rewarding.He felt he’d found that in the Navy but despite the fact that he had quickly found
promotion as an engineer, he was acutely aware that some of the characteristics which he’d
developed during his mining days - his bluntness and unfailing confidence in his own ability –
didn’t earn him many friends. And while his superiors might have valued his skills they found
that things ran much more smoothly when Davitz was given his own projects to manage as he
saw fit.That was, indeed, how his posting to the Mantis had come about. As senior officer in
charge, the only people Davitz was likely to offend were his subordinates, and the navy could



handle that.No one was more aware of this than Davitz himself. He might be gruff and
belligerent but that didn’t mean he was stupid. When his IQ had been tested at the Academy he
had been found to be in the top five percent of the population. He reflected now that if the
captain had any sense at all he would have allowed Davitz to ‘attend’ the meeting via comms
link. That way, at least, they’d have been able to keep on with the repairs. Now, he had a team
of engineers sitting around doing nothing.As he stepped out onto the bridge, Davitz re-checked
his hands and fingernails. An engineer’s hands were never completely clean and he felt
suddenly self-conscious, wishing he’d spent more time scrubbing them.He needn’t have
worried. The bridge was in near darkness when he arrived, the sunken lights around the walls
providing the only illumination. He wondered briefly if there’d been some kind of power failure
but relaxed a little as his eyes became accustomed to the gloom. All the other senior officers
were present, seated informally around a group of workstations. “Glad that you could join us,
chief,” Faulkner said, as though he meant it. “I’ve been asking the other officers to give me their
opinion of our tactical readiness.”Lieutenant Shinji Yamada currently had the floor. He waited
until Davitz was seated before continuing.“We’ve been putting in some crazy hours trying to get
our staffing levels filled ever since the news came through of our possible deployment. We’ve
done well by normal standards, despite having to contend with stiff competition from the main
battle fleet. Having said that, we’re still approximately thirty crewmen short. Some of them in
vital roles.”Faulkner’s face clouded over but he kept his tone even. “Alright. Lieutenant Silva,
what about you? Surely, you’ve got some good news for me.”Jessica Silva, currently the senior
navigator on-board, was in her early thirties and of Argentinian extraction. Davitz found her
whole demeanour extremely intimidating. She was confident and out-going and clearly enjoyed
a lot of attention from the other officers. Silva came from a family of high achievers, her mother
was a senator somewhere and he couldn’t help wondering if she viewed her time in the military
as a steppingstone to her own career in politics. But it was her mathematical prowess which
really surprised him. Normally, someone like her would have found a role in something like
Strategic Command but here she was working on the Mantis, albeit as lead navigator. “I’m not
sure about good news, sir,” she said. “But all the co-ordinates for the Florentine Gate have finally
been entered into the main frame. The big question still is: when are we due to leave? Fleet
high command have been block booking all the normal flight routes. They’ve been prioritising
their own pre-flight tests. It’s imperative that we have advance warning about our departure so
that we can put everything into place. The sooner we have a firm date the sooner we can come
up with a definite flight-plan.”Faulkner nodded. “More on that later. How are we doing with
ordnance?”Lieutenant Commander Philippe Bertran consulted his tablet. Although in his forties,
he had the energy and vigour of someone on their first posting. Bertran was the ship’s tactical
officer. “We’ve just finished loading the ordnance and, while we’re a long way from optimum
capacity, we’re in a much better shape than we were a week ago. I wish I could say the same for
the weapons systems. Of thirteen lasers, five are suffering from intermittent faults. We’ve also
been having problems with the power feeds.”He turned slowly in his chair to regard Davitz’s



massive form.“If I might respond to that?” Davitz said. “The problem isn’t with the power feeds,
they’re working just fine. The problem lies with the lasers themselves. They’re just not
compatible with some of the antiquated avionics we have on-board. These lasers can consume
a ridiculous amount of power in a very short space of time and this ship’s not set up for
that.”“Understood,” Faulkner said. He turned to Bertran. “Is there any way that you can stagger
the order by which the lasers power up?”Bertran shook his head. “You mean, make them less
effective?”“In the short term, yes. We can’t afford to go over-loading the systems at this point.
We just need them functional for now.”This delighted Davitz. He’d taken an instant dislike to the
Frenchman as soon as he’d come aboard only a few weeks ago. He got the impression that
Bertran would have been happier loading his weapons onto a brand new battlecruiser. He might
be good at his job but he had yet to learn the realities of working on such an antiquated vessel: if
they wanted to get things done, they were going to have to learn to improvise. As Davitz’
grandmother had been fond of saying: make do and mend.Bertran quickly laid out some of the
other problems he was experiencing.“The new rail guns arrived this morning, sir.”“Both of them?
Good, it’s about time.”“Only they’re still dockside.”“There’s not another problem, is there?”“Yes
and no. They’re still in bits.”“What do you mean?”“Normally, they arrive fully assembled so it’s
fairly straightforward process to check them over. With these two, it looks as though someone’s
taken them apart and then dumped them in different containers.”Faulkner nodded grimly. “I see.
Let me guess: there are parts missing?”Bertran looked suddenly uncomfortable. “I’m afraid so,
sir. A couple of fairly major parts, to be exact.”“I understand. Is there any chance you can
cannibalise enough parts to piece together one working rail gun?”Bertran looked across at
Davitz.“I’ll send someone over to take a look,” Davitz said.“Thank you, chief,” Faulkner said.
“Ladies and gentlemen, I know that preparations for our departure have been less than ideal but
we must press ahead. You have full autonomy as far as operations in your areas are concerned,
and I suggest you use it.”He turned to Davitz. “I appreciate you coming up to see us, chief. How
are things working out with that fusion drive? Any luck?”Davitz was immediately suspicious of
his captain’s level of operational awareness but he didn’t let it stop him.“Unfortunately, no. We’ve
tried everything but it looks as though we’re going to have to strip it all down again. I’ve been
looking for a possible replacement but so far without success.”That clearly wasn’t what his c.o.
wanted to hear.“How long?”Davitz was starting to get frustrated. He didn’t want to set a deadline
for himself on something which might prove impossible to fix.He was just about to tell the captain
this when the door to the bridge opened and a tall figure entered.“Permission to come aboard,
sir?”It wasn’t just Davitz who was taken aback. Everyone was straining forward in their seats
attempting to identify the stranger.Faulkner levered himself out of his chair.“Permission granted,”
he said as the stranger saluted.Faulkner strode over and took the newcomer’s hand. “A pleasure
to have you aboard.”Then he turned to the assembled officers. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’d like to
introduce you to our new XO, Commander Alex Webster.”It was Bertran who spoke
first.“Webster. But weren’t you the c.o. aboard the Syracuse?”Webster gave him a tight smile.
“Former c.o.”Bertran persisted, “But I thought you were …”“Detained,” Faulkner stepped in



between them, clapping Webster on the shoulder. “As part of an unfortunate misunderstanding.
The Yakutians were keen to get their hands on him but I thought we might be able to find a better
use for his skills.”Davitz levelled a finger at Webster. “But you were up on charges though,
weren’t you? There was some talk about charging you with piracy.”“All charges were eventually
dismissed,” Faulkner shot the engineer a warning look but Davitz wasn’t so easily
discouraged.“If all the charges were dismissed, then why not re-join your old ship?”Webster’s
gaze fixed on Davitz and he moved to confront him. Even sitting down, Davitz was almost on
eye level.Faulkner stepped around and laid a hand on his XOs chest but Webster’s eyes glittered
intently.“The Syracuse has been called away on another mission. It could be months before she
passes this way again and, since I was eager to get back to active duty, I was open to offers. I
hope you don’t have a problem.”“Well,” Bertran said. “At least now we might be able to make
some headway with these equipment issues.”He gave Davitz a sharp look but Davitz ignored the
jibe. He had enough to be getting on with without having to do Bertran’s work as well.“I’m not
sure there’s going to be time for all that.”All eyes turned to Faulkner.He quickly told them all
about his visit to the Admiralty the previous. All that is apart from the details regarding Emilia
Baxter.“And this Yakutian ship? It’s already underway?” Davitz asked.Faulkner nodded. “The
Serrayu, yes, that’s right.”“Then they have us at an advantage,” Davitz said looking to Jessica
Silva for support. “Whatever their intentions might be.”“You do have a point,” said Faulkner. “But
we do have our orders and we’re honor bound to carry them out. We have twenty-four hours
until our departure. I’m sure you have a lot to be getting on with.”*LaCruz climbed down from the
cab of the truck, pulling her kit down after her. She waved her thanks to the driver and set off on
foot. The events of the last two days had been hectic and so, rather than wait to be allocated a
spot on a conventional transport, she’d chosen to make her own way to the docks. Ever since
they’d started talking about blockading Piatra, the whole station had gone into over-drive and,
while there were plenty of rumours flying around, there was very little actual news. Everyone
was clear that they were now operating on a war footing with the Yakutians and yet the language
of the politicians – including the president – had been largely conciliatory. There were lots of
references to high power talks and yet no one on the USDC side had sat down with anyone from
the Yakutian side.The blockade seemed like a foregone conclusion and it seemed unlikely that
the Yakutian’s response would be a measured one. They had occupied Piatra on and off for the
last hundred and fifty years. They were hardly likely to surrender it without a fight.LaCruz had
reported to headquarters as soon as she’d disembarked from the Syracuse and they had told
her that she would be contacted within the next few days with her new posting. Since then,
she’d heard nothing. It was hardly surprising considering the influx of ground troops. The
Human Resources personnel were working flat out to place whole battalions with the right ships
so it was perhaps to be expected that a handful of unattached Marines would get lost in the
mix.And that was what worried her. If she didn’t get a posting soon, she feared she would be
trapped into simply providing security on Lincoln Station itself and that wasn’t how she wanted
things to go. So, she’d taken herself down to headquarters and joined the longest queue she’d



ever seen. At the end of the morning, and after a lot of waiting around, she’d found herself in a
chaotic briefing room. On the wall were images of the various ships which made up their
battlefleet, so at least she was in the right place.No one appeared to be in charge so she went
over and spoke to another corporal who explained what was going on. A bored looking sergeant
was sitting at a table with three sacks heaped to one side. A large, laminated chart was fixed to
the wall behind him. The sacks were divided into general ranks and she had to reach into the
one appropriate to her and retrieve a numbered token. Then she had to go over and match her
token against one of the ships on the chart. It was as simple as that.There were countless
reasons why the system shouldn’t work as a way of allocating berths but no one seemed
concerned about that now. A few weeks earlier, something like this would never have been
tolerated. It went to show how much pressure everyone was under as the clock ticked down
towards departure. It took a while for her to match her token as the ships weren’t laid out in strict
numerical order but grouped oddly.She found she’d drawn the Makaroff, a four-year-old heavy
cruiser. She looked down the ships listings to see who the captain was. When she located the
name, it wasn’t one she recognised.The corporal she’d spoken to earlier appeared at her
side.“The Makaroff?” she sounded envious. “Some people get all the luck.”“What did you
get?”The woman shrugged. “Drew the short straw on this one. I got the Mantis. Not even part of
the main battlefleet. Plus, she’s ancient.”“I’ll swap you,” the words were out of her mouth before
LaCruz could stop herself.The woman was instantly suspicious. “Why would you do
that?”LaCruz feigned disdain. “No reason. Just don’t like the sound of the Makaroff. Is that
Russian or something?”But the other woman wasn’t so easily placated. Now that she was close
to getting what she wanted she was starting to doubt herself.She tapped the counter into her
palm. “I’m not even sure we’re allowed to swap.”LaCruz motioned back towards the sergeant.
“As if he cares. Nothing’s been written down yet so nothing’s official. Though of course, once
that happens…”The other woman let out a sigh and then the pair of them exchanged
tokens.*Twenty-one hours after his arrival, Webster was back on the bridge. This time, there
was no sign of Faulkner anywhere.When the captain had told him to ‘take her out once she’s
ready,’ he had expected that Faulkner would, at the very least, have put in an appearance. That
was the main reason he had decided not to sit in the command chair. He didn’t want to have to
relinquish it if Faulkner was suddenly to appear. Instead, he’d remained standing as the
helmsman readied the ship for departure. It solicited a few odd looks from the other officers but
no one drew attention to it.They were probably all wondering where the captain had disappeared
to.Everyone was exhausted from the preparations to get the ship underway, not least Webster
himself who hadn’t slept since his arrival. In fact he couldn’t actually recall where his cabin was
located. In his current state, it was probably wise that he didn’t sit down. He didn’t want to risk
falling asleep at this stage.“The port authority has just cleared us for departure, sir.”Webster
stood a little straighter at that.“Very well. External airlocks secure?”“Checking now, sir. All
airlocks secured, aye.”Webster could see the ship’s schematics projected onto the main screen.
All the airlocks glowed a reassuring green though it was always best to wait for verification.



There were a lot of people counting on him now.Although they weren’t at optimal staffing levels,
they were well within their tolerance. It had been Webster who had been charged with filling the
last few slots as soon as he’d come aboard and he’d not found it easy. He’d managed to arrange
for the arrival of ten new crewmembers but had struggled when it came to filling the more central
roles. He had said as much to Faulkner and it had been Faulkner who had put him in touch with
someone named Davies. Webster had provided him with a list of six essential roles he’d so far
failed to fill and Davies had promised to do what he could.Subsequently, Webster couldn’t
believe it when, over the next couple of hours, four men and two women appeared, each one
fully qualified for their roles and equipped with solid references. There was no telling the true
quality of the newcomers though, Webster reflected. He hadn’t even met half of them, though it
would be his responsibility to see that they were settled in their various departments. Faulkner
had been delighted when he’d heard the good news. Flying without certain crewmembers in
place didn’t bear thinking about. “Release all umbilicals on my mark,” Webster said. “Helmsman,
are you ready to take her out?”“Thrusters are on-line, aye.”He was about to enquire about the
state of the engines when Davitz’s voice cut in.“Main fusion drives operating at recommended
levels. Gravity regulators are operational. We’re good to go.”We’re good to go. No wonder so
many people disliked him, Webster mused. Though he personally found Davitz’s lack of respect
deeply irritating, he refused to let it distract him from the task at hand.“Release umbilicals.”An
imperceptible tremor signalled that the ship had cleared the dockside. The view screen
provided a panoramic view as the huge ship began its slow turn, picking out the array of
moorings, antennae and solar panels crowding in on all sides, each presenting a distinct test of
the helmsman’s skills. But he eased his way through them using a deft combination of thrusters
and the ships own angular momentum, somehow managing to ensure that the ship was at all
times perfectly oriented. Webster was impressed. While he had his fair share of experience at
the helm, it was nothing like this. For him, anything coming within ten kilometres was just too
close. These kinds of pin-point manoeuvres only served to highlight just how skilful these
people really were.It was just a shame that Faulkner wasn’t there to witness it.Webster started to
relax a little as they began to pull clear of the station. He had worried initially that he might have
second thoughts about agreeing to Faulkner’s proposal but all that was washed away by the
simple thrill of being back on the bridge. The Mantis might not be the fastest ship in the fleet but
she was easily the most distinctive. The newer ships were thinner and sleeker, lacking the heft of
the Mantis’ solid armour. The only question now was: how would she fare against those more
modern Yakutian ships?For long periods, it seemed as though, in the vastness of space, they
weren’t moving at all, only the tell-tale vibration of the thrusters giving them any sense of their
progress. Webster eventually stopped looking at the screen and concentrated on the display
readings instead.They’d passed the three-kilometre mark a while back. Another two and they’d
be clear.“Mr Davitz?”“Readying main fusion drive.”The bridge had gone deathly silent in
anticipation of what was to come. Everyone remembered the Bellfield, supposedly one of the
most advanced ships the navy had ever built. One of her fusion drives had gone critical while



they were still within sight of the station. The ship had been lost with all hands. There was a
large element of risk involved in any kind of interstellar travel and, the bigger the ship, the greater
the element of risk. Webster waited for verification from Navigation, the shipboard computer and
the helmsman that they were beyond the five-kilometre marker before giving the
command.“Okay, Mr Davitz. Engage main engines.”The thrum of the ship’s engines deepened
in pitch but there was little else to indicate their sudden increase in speed other than a slight
feeling of displacement as the gravity regulators came online.After several minutes, Davitz’s
voice was heard again.“Engines registering at forty three percent. Coolant systems are well
within acceptable limits.”“Thank you, chief. Lieutenant Silva, set a course for the Florentine
Gate.”Silva had been watching him in anticipation of this order, and gave him an effusive smile in
return.“Aye, sir. Setting course now.”Her console suddenly came alive.“Well, that all went very
smoothly,” a voice came from behind.Webster spun around to see Faulkner standing just inside
the doorway. There was no way of knowing just how long he’d been there.CHAPTER TWELVEIt
took them ten days to reach the Florentine Gate. In that time, Webster had set himself the task of
meeting all two hundred and fifty crew members and attempting to learn their names. He prided
himself on having an excellent memory but he also had a number of mental tricks at his disposal
which he hoped would give him the edge. Even so, he struggled to remember all of them.
Eventually, he worked up a system whereby he would review the photos of the crewmembers in
a particular department just before he visited them, hoping to get a sense of who they were that
way.Sometimes, this approach worked admirably. As he was being introduced, he’d often take
his cue from the person’s rank so that, nine times out of ten, he’d instantly be able to recall their
name. It was surprising how much good grace this, and a firm handshake, could generate. The
only place where this approach failed him was, rather predictably, down in engineering. For
some reason, the engineers all seemed to be in their mid-twenties, with identical buzz-cuts who
seemed to spend a lot of time in the gym. He got so confused in the first few minutes that he
eventually just went back to smiling and nodding. He feared that he’d played into Davitz’s hands,
simply confirming the crew’s beliefs that all staff officers existed purely to prop up the mindless
bureaucracy of which the navy was so inordinately proud. If Webster wanted the engineers’
respect then he was going to have to find some other way of earning it.Still, his visits had helped
him develop a solid understanding of how the ship actually functioned. He thought he had a
solid enough grasp of that during his time on the Syracuse but this was a whole different
proposition entirely. There were also things going on which he just didn’t fully comprehend -
such was the spread of different technologies within the navy. He had approached his visits with
one rule in mind: he wouldn’t refuse any reasonable invitation. And that had provided him some
interesting moments. He knew that some section heads would delight in inviting a senior officer
to explore the dirtiest, most inaccessible spaces in the ship’s hold but Webster had been
determined to meet such challenges head on. His biggest problem came when faced with those
small, confined spaces. He was borderline claustrophobic, so much so that on his first posting
he had experienced a string of dis-orienting ‘coffin dreams.’ It’s a fairly common occurrence for



crewmen, especially when they find themselves on an unfamiliar ship. Personal space is at such
a premium on most vessels that each bunk only has a few inches of clearance and so it’s quite
common for crew members to experience at least one ‘coffin dream’ during a deployment. It’s a
terrible, debilitating experience waking up in a state of sheer terror, firmly believing that you’ve
been buried alive. On his first posting, Webster had experienced it three times in the first week
and there had even been talk of putting him off at the next station.Luckily, the ship’s doctor had
been very supportive, providing him with a sedative he could take prior to going to bed. At the
same time, the doctor had assured him that no mention of the sedative would appear on his
medical notes. No one wanted to blight his career before it had even begun.That was one of the
reasons why Webster took such care over the handling of new recruits. He knew firsthand just
how difficult the whole process could be.His priority now was to check up on the six recruits
Davies had helped him find. He’d gone over all their records as soon as they were underway,
expecting at least one of them to have proved unsuitable but, to his great surprise, he found
them all to be well disciplined and hard working. They appeared to have settled into their
various departments with a minimum of fuss. All had reasonable service records, although one
of them had been demoted previously for his tendency to resolve problems with his fists. But
then, Webster mused, who was he to judge? Just a few days earlier, he’d been the one facing a
court-martial.So far, everything seemed to be going smoothly. The only thing that was causing
him any concern, ironically, was the captain.Webster still hadn’t reconciled himself with
Faulkner’s odd behaviour the night they’d left Lincoln Station. If he was being generous,
Webster liked to think that Faulkner’s actions had shown how much trust he had placed in his
new XO, letting him assume full responsibility for taking the ship out of port. His more pernicious
side, however, suggested that the older man had been testing him, trying to get a true sense of
his capabilities.He still wasn’t sure whether Faulkner had really wanted him as his executive
officer or whether it was a decision borne of necessity. Surely, having a half competent X.O. was
better than having none at all. It wasn’t an ideal situation for either one of them but Webster was
committed to making it work. He might have lost his place on the Syracuse but he was damned
if he was going to make the same mistake here.CHAPTER THIRTEENThe featureless,
suffocating black of N-space gave way to the rich lustre of a regular starscape as the Mantis
emerged into the Fermata system.Faulkner sat in the command chair with Webster on his right.
He took real delight in seeing the warmth of Fermata’s sun. They had only been traveling
through gate space for eight hours but it had seemed like a lot longer. He’d ordered that the
external screens be turned off until just before they re-emerged. It was too easy to lose yourself
in the shapes that seemed to lurk out there. As a race, humankind is designed to search for
patterns in the emptiness, to find the camouflaged threat lurking in the great yawn of N-Space. It
was similar to standing on the edge of a building and looking straight down –there was always
the chance that you might over-balance. Some people were more susceptible to this effect than
others, often suffering from a debilitating sense of dread. Most of those affected were weaned
out at the Academy but not all, and he couldn’t risk his crew being unnerved by some half-



glimpsed nightmare creature. He had enough to worry about. Faulkner, personally, experienced
a strange sense of disassociation whenever he was obliged to look into ‘the kaleidoscope’, as
some called it. It was as if something cold and insidious was looking right back at him. He knew
it was all nonsense, of course, but he couldn’t completely deny the anxiety that was sparked in
his primordial brain. In comparison to the utter vacuity of N-Space, the calm of regular space felt
hugely comforting.While there was little to do in N-space, Faulkner resisted the urge simply to
sleep. He’d done that just once as a young man and, while he couldn’t remember his dreams
afterwards, he had been filled with a looming sense of foreboding which had stayed with him for
weeks after. No, he liked to stay focussed during those times between gates and endeavoured
to give himself lots of fairly simple tasks to complete. Anything, rather than dwell on what it was
that the ship was actually doing.He quickly scanned through the surge of new data which had
assailed the ship’s sensors upon their arrival: the sudden wash of radiation, the background
chatter of the system’s numerous communication channels, the ping of warning beacons
massed around the gate’s approach. There was nothing new there; just the re-assurance that
life was still out there somewhere, quietly going about its business. It calmed him in a way that
he couldn’t quite describe.Pacific Station itself was far enough away that it appeared only as a
pulsing blue and white circle of light.Faulkner spoke directly to Engineering.“Engage fusion
drive.”“Engaging fusion drive, aye,” came the reply. “Fusion drive currently operating at 43
percent.”He caught Webster rolling his eyes. It was a ridiculous situation for them to be in. Here
they were, racing across the galaxy with a set of fusion engines, which barely justified the name.
Normally, it would be up to the captain to dictate their operating speed but, with only two engines
available, it was more a question of what engineering could offer them.Faulkner tried to focus on
the positives: at least they were still moving. The worry was that they might well be heading into
a situation, which, without full operating capacity, they might struggle to extricate themselves
from.Forty three percent was a joke. They should really be heading back to base for repairs, not
sailing into the unknown with an un-tested ship and an inexperienced crew. Not for the first time
did Faulkner question the wisdom of his accepting the president’s offer. Naval history was
riddled with officers of previously exemplary conduct destroying their reputations by embarking
on one last, ill-advised campaign. While he had long since reconciled himself to the likelihood of
his own death, he was yet to accept the possibility of his own failure.But, there it was: as things
stood, the Mantis wasn’t capable of fulfilling even the most rudimentary of her duties and here
he was leading her into a possible armed conflict. It simply didn’t bear thinking about.Faulkner
brought up the magnification on the main screen and Pacific Station jumped right out to meet
him. Calling it a station was something of a misnomer. It lacked a lot of the facilities one would
associate with something like Lincoln and would have been better described as a provisioning
facility charged with the re-supply of the naval craft which regularly passed this way. There
appeared to be a lot of shipping activity around the station itself, far more than he would have
anticipated. The Pacific’s docking facilities were presently nursing a Rameses class destroyer
and two enormous tenders designed for the re-supply of warships. Not bad for what was



considered to be an out of the way station, prized for its military significance more than
anything. This was due to the fact that one of the system’s three gates, the Hermia Gate, led
directly to the disputed Corda System. Both the USDC and the Yakutians had laid claim to it in
the past though neither saw fit to press their claim now. Whatever trade opportunities these
gates might once have provided they had been swiftly curtailed by the outbreak of war and while
there were those who had since sought to re-build those trade routes, the intricacies of Yakutian
licensing agreements had thus far made it impossible.The Hermia Gate – situated out past the
fifth planet - was guarded now by a single warship, The Naked Spur, a battleship which had yet
to fire a shot in anger. It had the task of defending the system from a Yakutian incursion but in
reality was little more than a defensive placeholder. If the Yakutians were truly serious about
mounting an offensive, then there was little that a single ship - regardless of her size - could do
to stop them. If attacked, the Naked Spur’s best hope would be to launch a distress drone and
then try to buy some time before her inevitable destruction.Faulkner called up the data on all the
planets in the system but there was little there to detain him for long. Only the second and third
planets had any kind of heavy industry and thus were able to support viable population centres.
The second planet, Safira, was rich in heavy ores giving it the capacity for steel
manufacturing.“Comms, anything to report?”The lieutenant simply confirmed everything
Faulkner had already deduced but then said, “We are detecting what appears to be a warship at
ten light minutes out, coming at us from the direction of the third gate.”The Henrietta Gate.“I’m
assuming it’s one of ours?” the anxiety of entering a new system had yet to leave him.“Our active
scanners are giving it the once over now, sir. I’ll be able to give you a fuller picture in a couple of
moments.” He and Webster exchanged glances. Working at such huge distances made it
difficult sometimes to know how best to react to perceived threats. The one reassuring thing
was that they had a definite advantage over the other ship, whatever it might be. It would take a
good five minutes before they’d be able to see that the Mantis had entered the system.“It’s one
of ours, sir,” the lieutenant said. “USDC Renheim, according to this. A light cruiser.”As the ship’s
details started to fill the screen, Faulkner felt himself begin to relax. As things stood, the Mantis
was seriously under-performing on a number of levels and Faulkner wouldn’t have been happy
encountering anything that posed a real threat. The Renheim had, up until recently, been based
in the Allegra system under the captaincy of one Claus Meyer. She was supposed to be on duty
around Blackthorn. What she was doing in this system was anyone’s guess.Faulkner didn’t
need to look at Webster to know that he was thinking the exact same thing.Both men watched as
the image of the Renheim began to develop. The computer had started off by showing them
stock footage of the ship but, as real time information began to accumulate, that image began to
update. Second by second more details were added.Faulkner said, “Thoughts?”“Looks like
she’s running from something: look at her speed. I’d say that she’s operating right at the top of
her upper limits.”“Agreed,” Faulkner said. He instantly thought of the story of the Valiant, a ship
which had managed to escape a major engagement, due to a captain pushing everything to the
limit and a crew running on fear and adrenalin. The whole thing spoke of confusion and



indiscipline. Two states which Faulkner was keen to avoid.Webster continued, “I’m surprised we
haven’t heard from her before. Some background chatter, perhaps? A drone? Something.”The
ship would have been on patrol during the attack on Tigris. There was a good chance she had
access to vital information.“Perhaps we’ve been looking in the wrong place,” Faulkner made the
appropriate sub-vocal adjustments allowing himself to address the whole bridge. “Hail the
Renheim. Give Captain Meyer my regards and request that he join me for dinner.”Webster, arms
folded, raised an eyebrow in mock surprise.But Faulkner was in no mood to explain
himself.“Commander Webster, if you would be good enough to make the appropriate
arrangements. We’ll use my state rooms.”Webster winced at that. “Very well, sir. Would you like
any other staff officers to be invited?”“Just a couple, I think. We don’t want to overwhelm Captain
Meyer, do we? Any suggestions?”“Davitz for a start.”Faulkner couldn’t have been more
surprised. “Davitz! Really? For this kind of thing?”“He’s from Valverde; same planet as Meyer.
That might help to put the captain at his ease.” Faulkner considered it. Davitz wasn’t known for
his diplomatic skills.“I’m not sure. I’m just sensitive to how hard Mr Davitz’s been working lately. I
don’t want to over burden him. Sound him out about it. Stress that it’s an invitation, not an order.
And then ask Doctor Morton if she’d care to join us.”“The doctor?”“Don’t seem so surprised. She
specialises in dealing with PTSD victims. She might be able to tell us more about what’s going
on here than all our computers combined.”“Very well, sir.”*“Still no response, sir,” the comms
officer said.Thirty minutes had passed since they’d first hailed the Renheim, far long enough for
them to have received a response and replied under normal conditions. Similarly, the Renheim
showed no signs of decelerating. At her current speed she would sail right past them before
disappearing out through the Henrietta Gate.“Might their comms have been damaged?”
Faulkner asked.“It’s a possibility, sir, though an extremely unlikely one. Shall I try them again?”“I
think so. Only, this time try a range of civilian frequencies as well. Tell them that if we don’t
receive notification of their call-sign package in the next half hour we shall have to assume that
the Renheim has fallen into enemy hands and will respond accordingly.”The officer carefully
checked the transcript before sending it.Seven minutes later, they had their reply.“Captain Meyer
sends his regards but regrets to say that he will be unable to join you for dinner.”“I see,” Faulkner
switched his attention across to the central screen. The Renheim’s speed had barely altered.
She still wasn’t slowing down.“Navigation, plot a course for a weapons intercept with the
Renheim.”He let that sink in for a moment, secretly gratified that no one had sought to question
him. “Tactical, prepare a launch package and then give me a firm lock on the Renheim.”A
moment’s hesitation but nothing more.“Aye, sir.”“Comms, try her again.”“Yes, sir.”*There were six
officers gathered around the dinner table.Faulkner sat at the head with Captain Meyer seated
opposite. Morton, with only the briefest idea of what was going on, had chosen to sit on Meyer’s
left. The captain of the Renheim had brought his XO and, rather peculiarly, one of his
ensigns.Morton was relieved that Webster was the only other officer from the Mantis in
attendance. When she’d first received word, Webster had told her he was also inviting Chief
Davitz, which she’d thought to be a terrible idea. Davitz struggled to be civil in the presence of



his own captain, so she seriously doubted that he possessed the social skills necessary for such
a potentially sensitive gathering.Davitz, it turned out, was indisposed, though she doubted very
much that he was genuinely ill; Davitz had the constitution of a carthorse. More likely, he had
found something more demanding of his time down in the engine room. It was no secret to
anyone that the ship was operating at less than half its standard operating capacity.After the
formal introductions had been gotten out of the way, Morton had the pleasure of being present at
one of the most stilted and uncomfortable dinners she had ever had the misfortune of attending -
and she’d sat through a lot. Meyer appeared to be on the verge of tears at several points and
both he and his two crew members looked to be suffering from nervous exhaustion.Faulkner,
picking up on the strained nature of the conversation, waited until the end of the dinner before
ordering shots of rum to be circulated.“It was very good of you to accept my invitation, captain,”
Faulkner said.Meyer regarded him over his glass. “I didn’t feel we were a position to say no.”“But,
surely, we’re all on the same side?”“You must understand,” Meyer went on, “we are in a
desperate hurry to return to Lincoln Station. We have intelligence in our possession which we
urgently need to pass on to the Admiralty.”“Is this to do with the on-going situation in the Allegra
System?”Meyer drained his glass and placed it on the table. “I’d rather not go into that now,
captain.”The stress on Faulkner’s rank was under-stated but it was definitely there. It was a
simple reminder that Faulkner could not compel him to speak, regardless of the fact that
Faulkner might have the advantage in terms of length of service.Faulkner glanced across at
Morton but she just stared back.“I thought that this might be the case but, as a fellow officer, I
would hope that you would be willing to share with me any information which might appertain to
my current mission of offering support and assistance to the research team on Tigris.”Meyer was
clearly uncomfortable with the request and rocked his glass this way and that as he considered
his options. While he didn’t have to tell Faulkner a damn thing it would reflect badly on Meyer if,
by omission, he allowed Faulkner to endanger himself and his crew.It was a difficult situation,
Morton felt. Normally, she would put Meyer’s pig-headedness down to simple rivalry. Ship’s
captains were a proud bunch. They weren’t used to justifying their actions to anyone other than
their immediate senior officers. But there was something more here, she could see it in the way
that Meyer interacted with his own men. It wasn’t so much that they didn’t respect him, it was
more that they all seemed complicit, as though they all shared some terrible secret.She was
afraid that if Faulkner pushed them too hard they’d shut down altogether and nothing would be
gained from that.After a lengthy silence, it was Webster who spoke.“Captain Meyer, it is clear
from our scans that your ship has recently been involved in some kind of engagement.”Meyer’s
head moved in the smallest of acknowledgements.“So, while we recognise the strain that this
has placed on you and your crew we are concerned that we may be about to face this exact
same threat. We might have studied footage of the attack on Tigris but, as you know, it raises as
many questions as it answers.”Morton had to agree. She was one of the senior officers who’d
viewed the footage. It showed evidence of a sustained aerial bombardment but there was little
sense of who was behind the attack.Faulkner’s tone softened. “Anything you could tell us would



be greatly appreciated.”Meyer looked blank.Faulkner continued, “Was there any reason why you
didn’t initially reply to our comms? We are a USDC ship after all. An old one admittedly, but did
you have any reason to question our allegiances?”Meyer tried to dismiss the idea. “We’ve been
out of system for nearly two years. We hadn’t heard that the Mantis had been re-
commissioned.”Faulkner said nothing. He clearly didn’t enjoy being lied to.Meyer’s first officer,
Farnese, placed his glass lightly on the table. He was an attractive man with tousled blonde
hair. “May I speak freely, sir?”Meyer looked at Faulkner then back to Farnese.“Oh, very well.”“We
were concerned that you weren’t who you appeared to be.”“And what did you think we were,
commander? A Yakutian battlecruiser?”“Hardly. We’ve had regular dealings with the Yakutians
over the last few years. We were worried that you might be something else. Something more
sinister.”“Go on.”“We witnessed the attack on Tigris. The ships that conducted the attack … I’ve
never seen anything like it.”Meyer cleared his throat and adjusted himself in his chair. Farnese
stopped talking.Faulkner leaned forward, willing him to continue. After a long while, Farnese
said, “We’d been patrolling the Allegra system for two years, mostly operating out of Blackthorn.
We were caught off-guard when a group of four ships appeared out of nowhere and immediately
went into orbit around Tigris. We were a good three days out from the planet at the time. We
tried to contact them but they just ignored us and when they started the bombardment, there
was little that we could do.”“Our databases will bear everything out,” Meyer sounded
impatient.“Of course,” Faulkner kept his voice and expression as neutral as possible. “I
understand. Please, go on.”“The attackers seemed to have excellent intelligence,” Farnese said.
“Knew exactly where the camp was situated. I’m just saying that it was a well organised
attack.” “You were still out of range at this point,” Webster said generously.“Our presence would
have made no difference to the outcome. The science station was wiped out in a very short
space of time.”“Seven minutes,” Meyer said. “From first shot to last. Seven minutes.”Faulkner
and Webster looked at one another. That seemed highly improbable, though neither of them
wanted to say as much and risk putting Farnese off his stride.“Our records will verify everything
we’ve just said,” Farnese added.“We don’t expect you to believe us,” Meyer said. “If I were in
your position, I would be thinking the same thing.”No one moved. Morton transferred her gaze to
the young ensign who kept looking down. She looks ashamed of herself, Morton thought. But
what more could they have done, given the circumstances?There were a million and one
questions she wanted to ask but she could see that whatever good-will had existed between the
two crews was in danger of being snuffed out. Meyer’s co-operation would only stretch so
far.Sensing this, Faulkner sat back in his chair.“What happened next?”This was the question that
the young commander had clearly been dreading. Farnese knitted his fingers together, twisting
them back and forth. He appeared unable, or unwilling to provide them with an answer. It was
Meyer who finally answered.“We were out-gunned by a superior force which had already amply
demonstrated its destructive capabilities. There was nothing to be gained by engaging them.”He
glanced at Farnese for some kind of affirmation but received none. Meyer pressed on.“We were
witness to the emergence of a major new force in the galaxy. I felt it imperative that we return to



our home system in order to apprise the Admiralty of everything that we had witnessed.”“You
couldn’t just have sent a drone?” Faulkner asked. This was standard practice in such
circumstances. Meyer placed his hands on the table and pushed himself to his feet.“I was
sensitive to the fact that our recordings of the incident were liable to be misinterpreted. I felt that
it was my duty to bring these findings to the attention of the Admiralty personally.”“And what
about Blackthorn?” Faulkner pressed. “You just abandoned them? Didn’t you have a duty of
care to them also?”Meyer’s mouth worked silently.Finally, he said, “There was no threat made to
the people of Blackthorn at the time of our departure. Besides, Blackthorn has its own defensive
capabilities.”“A handful of civilian defence contractors and a dozen laser platforms? Did it not
cross your mind that by joining forces with Blackthorn you might well have been able to make a
stand against this new threat?”Meyer considered Faulkner with thinly veiled contempt.“I had to
prioritise. I felt – still feel – that it was more important that I return home with my findings.
Besides, Blackthorn is still only a junior member of the Confederation. No final agreement has
yet been signed.”And nor will it be signed, Morton thought, if the Confederation abandons them
at the first sign of trouble. She found it hard to believe that Meyer was defending his actions. As
if what he had done had been in some way honorable. As if the enemy ships, having attacked
Tigris, would simply melt away as a way of consolidating their victory. Though, judging by the
look on Faulkner’s face, it didn’t appear that he shared this view.Faulkner said, “Did you engage
with the enemy in any way? Were you fired upon?”“We were too far away to pose much of a
threat,” Meyer said.“Did your scans turn up anything about them?” Webster inquired. “Anything
at all?”“You’re inquiring as to whether these were Yakutian ships,” Meyer said. “Well, I’m sorry to
disappoint you. Our long-range scanners should have been able to pick up some indication of
where these ships came from but, unfortunately, that turned out not to be the case.”Farnese
said, “Even their heat signatures were…”“Irrelevant,” Meyer cut him off before he could say
anything more.Then he turned to Faulkner. “Well, thank you, captain. We have enjoyed our short
stay, please convey my best wishes to your chef. Ensign, if you will?”The Ensign made to stand
before realising something. She bent to retrieve it from under her chair. It was a simple panelled
box which she handed to Meyer who, in turn, passed it to Faulkner.With all eyes on him,
Faulkner looked in vain for a way of opening it. Then he had it. He slid the front of the box
across, revealing a bottle of red wine.“My family have been wine producers for the last three
hundred years. I trust that you enjoy fine wines, captain.”Faulkner turned the bottle over in his
hands.“Very much so,” he said. “But I was rather hoping for something more substantive. Say, a
full down-load of all your records from the moment you sighted this alien threat.”Meyer’s face lost
what little colour it had.“I’m afraid that is completely out of the question, captain.”Meyer made to
leave but the Marine Sergeant at the door blocked his way. When Meyer turned back into the
room there was panic in his eyes.“What’s going on?”“Captain Meyer,” Faulkner said. “I must
insist that you give us full access to your database.”“And if I refuse?”“I would have to ask the
sergeant here to take you down to the brig.”Meyer snorted. “On what charge?”Faulkner moved to
confront Meyer face-to-face.“Captain, I have been charged with taking my ship and her crew into



the system you have so recently visited. I would be deficient in my role as captain if I did not
endeavour to gather every piece of information necessary to ensure the success of our
mission.”Meyer and Farnese exchanged pointed looks and something shifted between
them.“Very well, then. But you’ll learn very little from it, I can assure you of that.”“Let me be the
judge of that.”CHAPTER FOURTEEN“So, what do you think?” Faulkner asked.Webster released
a long-held sigh and pinched the bridge of his nose. After receiving the download from the
Renheim, Meyer and his party had been allowed to leave. Faulkner and Webster had said their
goodnights to Morton before retiring to one of the smaller state rooms. They had a lot to sift
through but Faulkner was keen for them to discuss their options first.In the end, they had agreed
that they would continue on with their journey but would only transition into the Allegra system if
they were sure it was safe to do so.Webster’s first job was to up-load a copy of the information
they’d received and send it out on a drone. It had been remiss of Meyer not to do that himself
but then he’d obviously been hoping to use the information as a bargaining chip for when he got
back to the Admiralty. Never a good move, Webster mused. Putting your own needs ahead of
the service.The video evidence that they did have – and there was a lot of it – was virtually
worthless. What he was much more interested in was the records on the ship’s computer. The
section that most concerned them lasted approximately four hours – from first sighting of the
alien ships to Meyer giving the order to turn and run. They had already viewed that material
once but now they were going through it again, stopping the river of information whenever they
came across something puzzling, which happened quite a lot.They could view the ship’s actions
in real time on the three-dimensional display which was like an enormous fish tank. Webster
went round the rear in order to study the deployment of the alien ships. These were rendered as
purple icons of varying sizes, one large vessel, a medium sized one and two smaller ships but,
other than that, there was little to discriminate between them. The computer had randomly
labelled them DV-101 through to DV-104 for clarity’s sake.“I don’t understand why we don’t have
more information on these craft,” Faulkner was saying. “It’s damn frustrating.”Webster didn’t
comment. Most of Faulkner’s frustrations lay less with the information on offer and more with his
inability to access the software on anything more than a basic level. An ensign with his
computer skills wouldn’t have lasted five minutes normally. He knew that the old man was
working to address these shortcomings but Faulkner’s lack of progress in this area was starting
to impact his ability to do his job.“The problem is that these vessels don’t appear to be
registering along the normal parameters of our active scans, sir. Technically, they’re only
registering here as a thermal anomaly.”“And what does that tell us?”“Well, everything seems to
suggest that we’re dealing with a fairly primitive technology.”“And yet that’s not borne out by what
happens next,” Faulkner approached the virtual console with some hesitancy.By moving his
hand laterally he was able to advance the action until the ships moved to the offensive, at which
point they took on a life of their own.“The speed of these things doesn’t bear thinking about. I
mean, what kind of Gs are the crews being subjected too?”Webster accessed the console on
his side, isolating the lead craft DV-103. “According to this, the crew would be experiencing



close to 30 Gs.”“Taking into account some kind of acceleration suppressant technology, what
would that be equivalent to?”“Assuming that they have access to similar technology to
ourselves, we’re still talking about 15 Gs.”“Enough to crush everyone on board,” Faulkner said.
He stepped inside the simulation to get a better look at the smaller craft. “Is it possible that these
things might be un-manned?”“Drones, you mean? Operated by the bigger ship? It’s possible,
but then the mother ship looks to be no slouch either.” Webster checked the data. “We’re still
talking about 25 Gs plus.”Faulkner moved the animation backwards and forwards. “No chance
that these could be Yakutian craft?”Webster had been wondering how long it would take him to
get around to that.“I very much doubt it unless they’ve had a huge technological breakthrough in
the last few years. What we’re looking at here is a group of extremely energy efficient ships
capable of huge bursts of acceleration with very little thought to the effects of such an
acceleration on their crews. And we haven’t even looked at their defensive
capabilities.”Faulkner went across and slumped down heavily in a chair. He braced his hands
against his knees and appeared to be having difficulty breathing. Noticing this, Webster broke
off from what he was doing and went to stand over him.“Sir, are you alright?”Faulkner held up a
hand in acknowledgement but didn’t say anything.Webster went and got him a drink of
water. The older man sipped it slowly.“Sorry about that. I’ll be fine in a minute or so. Didn’t mean
to scare you.”He forced out a smile but there was no humour in it. Faulkner suddenly looked
very old.“Should I call the doctor?”Faulkner shook his head. “Pass in a second.”Webster draped
himself over one of the workstations. It was a good five minutes before Faulkner was able to
speak normally again.“Told you. They don’t last very long.”“So, you’ve had these before: these
attacks?”“A couple of times,” Faulkner started to get up but then decided against it. “The
doctor’s aware of it though.”I’m sure she is, Webster thought. I’m sure there’s a whole host of
things she’s keeping from me.“Are these ‘attacks’ a recent development?”Faulkner looked at him
levelly his voice devoid of all emotion. “There is nothing to worry about.”“And that’s where I’d
have to disagree with you, sir. Your health has a direct effect on the operational integrity of this
vessel. What if this were to happen during an actual engagement?”Faulkner’s voice took on a
deeper pitch. “If I had any concerns about my ability to lead this crew then you, as my Executive
Officer, would be the first to know about it. But as we are yet to arrive at that point, I will continue
to execute my duties as I see fit. Now, commander, you are dismissed.”*Morton came out of the
changing rooms to find Webster waiting for her. She’d just finished a game of racquet ball and
her blood sugar level was at rock bottom. She’d had a shower and washed her hair but then
decided to leave without drying it. Now she was regretting that decision as Webster followed her
out towards the turbo-lift.“You’ll just have to trust me on this,” she said, checking that she had
remembered to pack all of her gym kit.“That’s the trouble: I did trust you until I saw what he was
like in that state room. Clearly, there is something you’re not telling me. Something
urgent.”Morton tried to assume her calmest demeanour, which wasn’t easy under the
circumstances. She’d been dreading this confrontation, knowing that – if he wanted to - Webster
could use this knowledge as a means to justify having Faulkner removed from command. To her



mind, Webster was little more than a boy who lacked the skills necessary for a command of this
nature - though she had to give him credit for how quickly he’d seized the advantage here. He’d
waited for her outside the gym with the clear intention of catching her off guard. And he’d
succeeded.“I can’t discuss any of the captain’s health issues with you unless he gives me
express permission to do so,” Webster made to interrupt her but she stopped him. “Until Captain
Faulkner gives me such permission then I’m afraid I’m unable to discuss the matter
further.”“Doctor, I wouldn’t be coming to you unless I was seriously concerned about his health.
You didn’t see him in the state room. He almost passed out. You need to be honest with me
about what’s going on.”Webster had stopped pursuing her now and she could see the door to
the turbo-lift.She stopped walking and turned back. “You have to understand: as his physician,
anything that passes between us is confidential.”“Which – under any other circumstances – I’d
be happy to accept. But we’re heading into a situation where the state of the captain’s health
could jeopardise the safety of the entire crew.” Webster had to lower his voice as two non-
comms exited the lift and walked towards the gym. “Now, are you going to tell me what’s going
on or are you going to force me to make a decision we’re both likely to regret?”Morton felt all the
fight go out of her then. If Webster was serious he might well have Faulkner relieved of duty on
medical grounds. In order to do that he’d need the signature of another doctor but that wouldn’t
be impossible – there were three other doctors on-board. He’d only have to convince one of
them of the of truth of what he was saying.“He suffers from panic attacks,” she said.“And you’re
telling me this now!”“I didn’t think that it was relevant earlier. I think it’s linked to his agoraphobia,”
she lifted a hand to silence Webster’s objections. “It’s hardly surprising considering what he’s
been through. They had him locked in a cell for twenty years.”A crewman walked past. He
paused to salute Webster who waved him off.“You said: ‘panic attacks.’ So, he’s had these
before?”“Twice that I know of. That first night when the shuttle we were in was attacked and on
the first day of this voyage. The day we left Lincoln Station.”She watched Webster struggle to
make the connection.“Okay, that sort of makes sense, now,” he said. Then, another thought
occurred to him. “So what do we do now? How do we proceed?”“Carefully. You and I both
knew the man’s history when we signed up for this. I for one would prefer to be led by someone
with his level of experience –regardless of all these other issues – rather than some halfwit with
all the right family connections.”“Is that your opinion as a naval officer or as ship’s doctor?”“Both.
Commander, we’re lucky to have him on-board. The fact that we both know about his condition
means we can better help him manage it in the future.”Morton stepped back from Webster.
She’d said too much already. It was up to him now, as XO, to make the final decision. They
stood facing one another as more crewmen passed.“Okay,” Webster said after a long pause.
“We monitor him, for now. But if this happens again – particularly if he has a meltdown on the
bridge…”“I won’t hesitate to declare him unfit for duty,” she said with finality. “And I’ll sign
whatever documents you put in front of me just to make it official. You have my word on
that.”Webster braced himself against the back wall. There was obvious relief there. Morton
wondered whether she’d misjudged him. He didn’t look like the sort of man eager to grab



command by any means possible. He looked like someone on death row who’d just received a
stay of execution.CHAPTER FIFTEENAll the senior staff officers were crammed into the briefing
room. A sea of grey faces, they eyed one another suspiciously. Webster was conscious of the
air of resentment in the room: they’d all heard about the meeting with the captain of the Renheim
and were uneasy about the idea that something was being kept from them. But there was also a
number of crewmembers with friends and family on Blackthorn who were anxious to know what
the current state of play was.Faulkner had called the meeting early in the day, Webster
suspected, so that he could assert his dominance while his energy levels were still high.
Webster knew that the captain struggled to maintain focus as the day wore on and had been
organising his meetings accordingly. The one good thing was that there had been no
reoccurrence of his earlier panic attacks. Morton had been giving the captain regular health
checks and Webster was confident that she’d notify him if there was anything he should know
about.It was not as though Webster could keep a constant eye on his commanding officer’s
activities - he had plenty enough to do staying on top of his own duties.Faulkner spent a few
minutes filling the officers in on what they had learned from the meeting. He didn’t go into too
much detail and was careful not to make any remarks about Captain Meyer’s conduct. Nor did
he ask for questions when he was finished. “Well, this is it,” Faulkner said. “We’re due to enter
the Henrietta Gate in eight hours and I want to get the ship as close to battle readiness as
possible. To that end, I ‘d appreciate a full up-date on the state of your various departments by
13.00 today.”No one said anything but Webster could see from their demeanour that the men
and women around the table weren’t happy.“I know you’ve all been busy but I need this done,
nonetheless. I’m aware of the dedication that’s been shown in getting the Mantis up to this point,
but I’m also aware that when we emerge on the other side we are entering into a potential war
zone.” Heads lifted at the mention of war. They’d all been talking about it but it was the first time
they’d heard it mentioned in an official capacity. “The Mantis is not a state-of-the-art vessel.
When you’re having to search for replacement engine parts in a museum, you have to be
realistic about your expectations. I know: there’s plenty of people out there who think that the
Mantis herself belongs in a museum.”There was a grumble of discord at that, Webster noted.
Faulkner could push them as hard as he liked on status reports and no one would complain but
they wouldn’t stand for anyone discrediting their beloved ship.“We may still be some way from
being fully battle ready so I want you to be honest as you can in those reports. Even if there’s
things there I’d rather not know about we owe it to ourselves to be truthful because if I start
putting the old girl through her paces and there’s a chance that something might just fail, I’d
rather know about it in advance. I don’t like surprises.”He let that statement hang in the air for a
moment.“Chief Davitz, for one, has no trouble giving me his honest opinion on any and all topics
and I hope you’ll grant me the same courtesy.”That got a smattering of laughter from the
officers.“Sir,” Lieutenant Silva raised her hand up as though she were still in school. “You keep
referring to these ships as ‘enemy’ ships but I’m sure everyone’s thinking the same thing: is
there a chance that these are a type of Yakutian ship we’ve just not seen before?”Faulkner said,



“There’s nothing to suggest that at the moment but it would make sense for the Yakutians to
target Blackthorn for annexation. As well as the ore being produced on Iscaria, Blackthorn has
not one but two shipbuilding yards, a key asset if you’re looking to start a war. But for such a rich
asset Blackthorn’s never been completely fortified. An oversight perhaps but that’s no doubt
partly due to her isolated location. The Yakutians – if that’s who they are - are doubtless hoping
to catch us off-guard and with the Renheim gone they’re going to be making the most of their
opportunities.”Davitz raised a hand. “What I don’t get is this: if Blackthorn is such a prized asset
why are we the only ones here? What can one ship hope to achieve in the face of – what? – A
mini battlefleet? Surely, we need to meet the Yakutians head on with over-whelming force.
That’s been the navy’s response in the past and it’s worked so far. Shouldn’t we just wait for
reinforcements?”“That’s not an option currently available to us. The concern is that this unknown
force is, even now, attacking Blackthorn’s defences. This ‘mini battlefleet’ you’re talking about is
far too small to launch a full-scale ground invasion but, if they work it right, they are capable of
cutting of the whole Allegra system. All they’d have to do is blockade the gate.” This came as a
shock to Webster and, by the look of their reactions, to the rest of the other officers present. It
was such an elegantly simple idea he wondered why he hadn’t seen it sooner.“Mr Webster,”
Faulkner was saying. “If you were in charge of this ‘battlefleet’ what would your first move
be?”Webster took a deep breath as the attention of the room shifted in his direction and he tried
to recall what he’d learned in his Geopolitics lessons.“Er, well, initially I’d want to cut them off
from outside help so I suppose I’d take out their communication satellites. Then destroy any
emergency drones they tried to get away. Next, I suppose, I’d target their infrastructure with
some kind of aerial bombardment.”“And then?”“Once I’d shown them I meant business, I’d back
off a little. Perhaps send down some troops to overrun key positions but nothing too heavy – just
to get some boots on the ground. Then I’d get them to set up an interim government that would
be friendly to my interests. Yes, I think that would do for starters.”“Excellent,” Faulkner nodded
his agreement. “These hostiles aren’t expecting much in the way of opposition so it’s our job to
make them think again. We can’t hope to provide full defensive coverage for Blackthorn but we
can prevent the enemy from getting a toehold on Iscaria, the planet Blackthorn is in orbit
around. We need to ensure that they don’t set up a forward operating base on the
surface.”Barrios’ eyebrows went up at this. “Are we talking about actively engaging these
‘hostiles’, captain.”“Look, we don’t have enough ships to slug it out with them, if that’s what you
mean. But if they decide to attack Blackthorn or any of its dependents then yes, that’s what we’ll
do.”The officers shifted excitedly in their seats. They’d been preparing for an eventuality like this
for most of their adult lives.“A cruiser of our size should be able to use aggressive tactics to
ensure that they don’t succeed in a targeting the major population areas from orbit. We are to
block any troop carriers that the enemy may attempt to land on the planet, along with any
equipment they’ve brought with them. That’ll probably be our smartest move because it’s
unlikely that they’ll have brought any back-up equipment with them. Major Mackie and his men
will no doubt be able to provide support in that regard.”Mackie, who hadn’t said anything so far,



was reclining in an old leather armchair. It was one of the few items to have survived from the
original ship’s manifest. He raised two fingers in acknowledgement.“It would be our pleasure,
sir.”“In short, it will be up to us to take our opportunities to prevent these hostiles from
establishing themselves in the Allegra system. So, if there are no other questions…”“What
about reinforcements?” Davitz asked.Faulkner considered this. “At this moment I have no clear
idea when we might reasonably expect to be reinforced.”Davitz shook his head disdainfully. “No,
sir. I don’t mean us, I mean them. If they’re intending to settle the planet like you say, that’s
going to take a huge commitment in both ground troops and ships. An overwhelming show of
force, if you will. When would you expect that to arrive?”It was a good question and one which
quickly drained the room of any geniality. Faulkner looked at Webster who just shrugged.“I
haven’t had time to look into that,” he said.Faulkner tried to wave Davitz’ objection away, “We’ll
deal with that when we come to it.”The meeting broke up then with some officers heading off to
their stations while others headed to their bunks.Faulkner approached Webster looking pensive.
“I wonder if you might ask Chief Davitz to stay behind.”Davitz was getting his things together but,
when asked, went straight over to speak with Faulkner. Webster hung back.“Is there a problem,
captain?” Davitz asked.“I’m not sure. That’s what I’m trying to find out. Walk with me for a
moment.”The pair set off in the direction of the bridge with Webster following on behind.Davitz
said. “Are you talking about my question?”“No, I’m talking about your engines.”Davitz thumbed
his nose. “I see. What would you like to know?”“As I said, we’re exiting the Henrietta Gate in a
little over eight hours. We don’t know precisely what situation we’ll be facing but it will invariably
be hostile. I need to know what I can expect from you.”“Have you not had a copy of my
report?”“Indeed I have, although I wouldn’t call it a report, more an endless list of data; all 147
pages of it.”“I pride myself on my attention to detail, captain.”“It’s a shame that you don’t pride
yourself on conciseness. That report is useless to me, as you are well aware. All I know is that
our engines have not operated at anywhere near one hundred percent capacity since we started
this tour and I have only the vaguest of ideas as to why. In short, you have attempted to swamp
me with useless information …”“Sir, that information is not useless …”“It is to me, Mr Davitz. I
am aware that you are very busy man as indeed are most of the officers in my charge but that
does not allow you to flaunt my orders. I need a clear assessment of those engines and their
capabilities and I need it now.”They walked on in silence. Two female crew stopped to salute but
Faulkner barely noticed them.“And if I’m unable to provide that information?”Faulkner glanced
over his shoulder. “Mr Webster, what was your specialism when you were at the
Academy?”Webster could sense a trap but couldn’t think of a way of avoiding it.“Mechanical
engineering, sir.”“I would be happy to send my executive officer down to Engineering to assist
you. He could over-see things while you take the time to finish your report.”“I’m not sure that
would be such a good idea, sir.”“And neither am I, but I’ll do it if I have to. Of course, there is a
simpler solution.”Faulkner turned and indicated for Webster to pass him his tablet and a stylus.
He divided the screen into four rectangles and labelled them Engine 1 through to 4. Then, he
passed the tablet and stylus to Davitz.“If you wouldn’t mind.”The stylus looked ridiculously small



in Davitz’s great fist but he bent quickly to his task and, when he’d finished, he handed the tablet
back to Faulkner.1 – 93%2 – 76%3 – 38%4 - ?Faulkner studied the fourth box.“That bad,
eh?”Davitz rolled his head back and flared his nostrils.“I wish it were better news, sir, but we’ve
tried everything. The fourth engine should work fine but she doesn’t. She’s totally unreliable. It’s
some kind of fault that we just can’t isolate.”Davitz’ voice had lost its belligerent edge and he
looked very, very tired. Suddenly, Webster understood: Davitz wasn’t being difficult just for the
sake of it. He was embarrassed because he had been unable to fix the problem and that clearly
bothered him.“The thing is, sir, without a reliable fourth engine we’re always going to be
compromised in terms of power out-put. My worry is that when you ask for full power the whole
system’s going to shut down and we’ll be left sitting there unable to do anything.”“I see,” Faulkner
said. “And that’s our main problem. Anything you can do to try and fix it?”“We could strip it all
down and start over again, sir.”“And could you do that before we exit the gate in eight hours’
time?”“We can try, sir.”“That’s all I can ask, Chief.”  *Faulkner sat in the command chair watching
the smoky half-light of N-Space drift past one of the side observation blisters. He had ordered
their speed to be reduced to a minimum. They were approaching the gate and, while he had
every confidence in his helmsman’s capabilities, he didn’t want any slip-ups at this point. If they
were even to touch the wall of the tunnel they were passing through, the consequences could
prove disastrous. At the very best, the Mantis would be crippled, at worst, she would be torn
apart atom by atom. Of course, logic told him that the mainframe would never allow such a thing
to happen. The computers would automatically compensate for any errors the helmsman might
make, ensuring that Faulkner and his crew arrived safely at their destination. That was if
everything went to plan. But they wouldn’t be the first crew who had ventured into N-Space
never to return.The Mantis had been built for long-distance patrols at a time before shields were
fitted as standard and armour had been the priority. Her design was big and bold but as a result
she could be notoriously slow to respond. To compensate for this she had a series of jets and
miniature thrusters built into her hull to provide extra manoeuvrability and Faulkner felt them now
as they fired in concert.This triggered a klaxon which sounded somewhere off in the
background, warning them that they were veering offline.“The missile cluster is preparing to
leave N- space,” the Comms officer said. What went unsaid was that this was the last opportunity
they’d have to disarm it.“Carry on,” Faulkner said.Because there was no way of sending or
receiving a signal once you were inside N-space, they would be exiting the gate blind to
whatever might be waiting for them on the other side. There were various ways captains could
give themselves an extra sense of security. Usually, these amounted to sending out a fighter or
two beforehand, a tricky manoeuvre but not impossible. It was a technique Faulkner didn’t
subscribe to however, his thinking being that if the enemy were waiting in their massed ranks
they would make short work of any fighters that might come their way.Another method was to
send out a mine sweeper. It was difficult, though not impossible, to lay loiter mines around the
gate entrance but it was inefficient and expensive. However, if you had a fair idea when your
opponent might be arriving - it could be done. Over time, the mines would invariably drift out of



position, becoming a danger to all shipping.Faulkner’s solution to this problem was to send a
missile package out through the gate first. The cluster would remain inactive unless someone
was foolish enough to fire upon it. At this point, the package would come to life, launching its
ordnance directly at those who had targeted it. The thinking was that this opening salvo would
provide enough of a distraction to cover the transition of the Mantis into real space.Faulkner had
used the technique only once before and with mixed results, but that had been over twenty years
ago and the technology surrounding autonomous weapons systems had come a long way since
then. The one reason that he favoured the idea was its cost effectiveness. If there was nothing
nasty on the other side then the package could be retrieved and all the ordnance put aside for
later use.“Package away, sir,” Tactical informed him.Faulkner looked over at Webster who was
standing in his usual place, off to his right.“Let’s hope we’re just being overly cautious.”“I hope
so, sir.”“Any news from engineering?”“Last thing I heard they had the drive back in one piece and
were attempting to re-install it. That was over an hour ago.”Faulkner nodded. Impressive though
that was, he refused to get excited. If they were too late arriving then all of this would have been
for nothing. The hostile battlefleet would have breached Blackthorn’s defences and it would all
be over, with the government surrendering their authority to the invaders. It was a depressing
thought but sometimes you just had to accept the inevitable.He said, “What do you suppose
Admiral Paige was thinking of? Sending us out here on our own like this. Davitz was right
earlier. The navy always waits until they’ve achieved overwhelming strength before committing
themselves and here we are trying to prove the exact opposite.”“I’m sure the admiral has his
reasons, sir.”“C’mon, we’re not in the Admiralty clubhouse now,” he beckoned Webster over.
“We’re not going to get very far if we can’t speak more openly with one another. Please – I’d like
to hear your thoughts on the matter.”Webster rubbed his chin. He looked perplexed.“When I was
a teenager, my dad was away a lot of the time and my mum had to work. So, after school, I used
to go to my grandfather’s house and he’d sometimes get his chess set out. I was pretty good, or
so I thought. Looking back, he was obviously letting me win a lot of the time. I was pretty
impetuous so it was always: attack, attack, attack. Anyway, my grandfather took to setting me
up in different ‘plays’ - see how I’d react. The most obvious one was where he’d sacrifice a pawn
as his opening move. I couldn’t resist. Took it every time. Problem was that in doing so, I’d be
opening myself up so that he could more easily target my king. And that changed the whole
game. Unless I managed to fend off the attacks on my king, chances are I’d lose. Essentially,
once I’d committed myself to taking that pawn the game was already over.” Faulkner sighed, he’d
never been much of a chess player himself.“And what does that have to do with our current
situation? I don’t see our opponent offering up any easy kills.”The two men regarded one
another. Faulkner hadn’t meant to sound so irritable - he was just impatient to get things
underway. But Webster wasn’t finished.“I’m not talking about them, sir. I’m talking about us. We
are the sacrificial pawn. Paige is a career officer, always has been, and that makes him
dangerous both to the enemy and to ourselves. As long as the Confederation refuses to
sanction moving us to a war footing, his hands are tied. Sending a large fleet to Blackthorn’s aid



wouldn’t suit his goals either. Chances are that would only succeed in making this new opponent
back off. And that’s not what he wants. He needs this conflict to escalate if he’s going to have
any chance of making a name for himself. And, if he has to sacrifice one of his ships to do it
then that’s what he’ll do. He wants to see the Mantis destroyed more as a symbol than anything
else.  Because he knows that’ll tip the Confederation over into a war footing.”
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