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Lieutenant T. M. Harper applied her fingertips to the print-reader at dock area 43, and boarded Scorpio IV. A tone sounded within the craft, signifying entry; there was no other acknowledgement of her presence.

Disappointed, she realized that of course Captain Drake would be off-ship, taking advantage of the remaining hours before departure. Moon Station 13 might not be Earth, but it had Earth comforts and was staffed with bored military personnel who would welcome the august company of a civilian transport captain. And it was incomparably closer to home than either the captain or herself would be during the next four lonely months. Still, she was puzzled. Transport captains were by nature iconoclastic, and Captain Drake had earned a reputation for extreme reclusiveness.

A few of the readout screens lining the brilliantly lighted command cabin radiated data which Harper ignored, knowing it to be standard orbital information for spacecraft scheduled for departure. She glanced at the chronometer to determine what division of night and day would be operative on Scorpio IV, Greenwich mean time. The captain, Harper remembered, was European born. There were four command chairs, regulation for a class one transport, even though only two were needed for the voyages of this particular craft. She had not expected Scorpio IV to be different, and it wasn’t.

Moving through the galley she looked into the computer room at the standard module and backup, then continued on toward the sleeping cubicles, directing her gear bubble in front of her. She shook her head over the unnatural brightness everywhere, knowing she would have to adjust to it. It was understandable that any transport captain spending months away from the sun’s golden warmth would be greedy for bright light . . .

She knew the Captain’s more spacious quarters would be at the end of the corridor; she would choose among the remaining three. But she halted at the first doorspace. Its portal was labeled LIEUTENANT HARPER.

Harper gazed in amusement down the corridor. She had been installed the maximum distance from Captain Drake’s quarters. Considering all the time the captain spent trapped with unchosen company in this tiny craft, an obsession with privacy was also understandable.

Harper had good reason to doubt that she herself would retain her sanity for very long in such circumstances. She had won her officer’s commission on a twelve-person battle cruiser surveillance mission to the Orion sector, had been enthralled by the challenge and adventure of those nine months, had passed the psych probes both during and after the assignment. But back on the solid footing of Earth, for months afterward she had felt disconnected, her mind—or perhaps her soul—somehow still adrift in those spectacular reaches she had floated through like a weightless seed on alien winds. And she knew from the oblique comments of other members of her officer corps that her experience had not been unique.

She steered her gear into the cubicle, then programmed the doorlock to open to four arhythmic taps of her fingernail. She too would have her privacy.

She stretched tiredly, wishing she could relax on the wide, inviting bunk. Sex with Niklaus last night had been exhausting, as if the two of them had been frenziedly trying to build a storehouse against the parched months ahead. She began to stow her gear.

“Lieutenant Harper, welcome aboard.” The low voice resonated like a cello.

Turning, Harper stared, transfixed.

The tall, pale figure in the doorway—dark-haired, clad in black trousers and a high-collared gray shirt—possessed a dramatic beauty so androgynous that Harper could not have guessed her sex unless she had known beforehand.

“Captain Drake,” she managed to say, fascinated by the heavy-lidded dark eyes which seemed weary with their burden of intelligence.

“My apologies,” Drake said. “I did expect you around this time, it’s just that my diurnal rhythms are turned around.” The smile was fleeting, but Harper was astonished by its magnetism. “I was resting in my quarters when you came in.”

The captain crossed her arms and scrutinized Harper with open interest. “I trust you brought more comfortable garb. I accept your necessary military presence, but I detest military trappings.”

Harper glanced down at her Space Service uniform to conceal her ire. The forest green jacket had been hard won and she was proud of it, she was proud of her Lieutenant’s silver bar. But if her training and the mission to Orion had taught her nothing else . . . “I brought a few jumpsuits,” she conceded.

“Good. I’ll look forward to seeing you in them. Departure is confirmed for twenty-one hundred hours. I’ll expect you on the bridge for final check at sixteen hundred.”

Harper caught herself as her hand began its automatic upward flick toward salute. “Yes, Captain.”

Again the brief, magnetic smile. “Call me Drake.” And she vanished, moving soundlessly down the corridor.

Drake. So much warmer than Captain. Sourly, Harper pulled a green standard-issue jumpsuit out of her gear. If she doesn’t have a first name then neither do I.
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As Scorpio IV made its leap into hyperspace, Harper slumped exhaustedly in her command cabin chair.

“Get coffee, whatever you like,” Drake told her in a tone of dismissal, shutting down all but a dozen of the readout screens. “You’ve been well trained, Harper, I’m pleased with your technological grasp of my ship.”

Harper nodded, watching Drake check course trajectory, her strong, long-fingered hands moving surely over the console, entering data, changing the pattern of the templates.

For the past three hours Harper had been fully absorbed in all the readout screens, occasionally verifying and detailing a status problem for the imperious woman in the command chair beside her, observing with increasing awe Drake’s total comprehension and manipulation of swiftly changing computer analyses. Well-versed in the lore of civilian transport captains and their extraordinary hands-on knowledge, she had suspected the stories to be at least somewhat exaggerated—especially the claim that some of these individuals could actually direct a Robomech-four. All military spacecraft were checked and cross-checked by teams of specialists, and specialists had been involved in final systems check of this civilian craft. But Drake had ignored them. She had been as one with her ship, her glance penetrating every analysis on every readout screen simultaneously, and she had directed her own robot repairs and adjustments.

Some military craft had gone out and never returned, their final communications the stuff of legend and nightmare in the Service. Harper knew that if any problem developed on Scorpio IV Drake would know in an instant where it was and how to correct it.

This assignment was a prize. Other officers had been equally qualified to be the military presence on this spacecraft, but hers had been the lucky number to come up. She would be the one to reap all the tangible and intangible benefits when Scorpio IV returned with its priceless cargo from the Antares asteroid belt.

She rubbed her eyes; they ached and burned from staring at the readout screens in this too-bright cabin. She smiled, remembering her psych training, all those exercises in negotiating basic incompatibilities during extended space travel. There would be no negotiating with this autocratic woman. Drake possessed irreplaceable ability and the emotional components necessary for remaining sane while she expended the prime years of her life in space. Scorpio IV was Drake’s home. Harper would be the one to adjust.

But the compensations were handsome. As each day of these next four months passed, credits would be deposited to her account, and when this tour of duty ended she would have three years hazard pay, tax free. When her military obligation was completed she would retire and pursue an Earth-based career, perhaps settle in with the devoted, patiently waiting Niklaus.

She unfastened her restraint and got up. “May I bring you something, Cap—uh, Drake?”

Drake looked at her then, and Harper backed away in recoil from dark eyes that seemed haunted by grief, as empty and blasted as a dead star. The voice was soft, and flat: “Nothing, Harper, thank you.”
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Knowing better than to presume Drake would wish to share a mealtime with her, Harper assembled dinner from the autoserv, paying little attention to her selections. All food onboard a spacecraft, no matter how it tasted—and most of it tasted remarkably good—was a synthetic formulation of the same nutrients. A space crew could dine solely on chocolates and still eat a balanced diet.

Dutifully consuming her poached trout and vegetable salad, Harper concentrated on reassembling her self-assurance. Drake might know every technological configuration of her spacecraft, she reflected spitefully, but that did not mean she was a superior being. Rumor had it that transport captains were psychologically hermitic and sexually dysfunctional—major reasons why they performed so sanely and successfully in space.

And the formidable Drake did not, after all, outrank her; her captaincy was a civilian title, and civilian captains were a dying breed. Transport craft increasingly were unmanned, guided by a network of space stations in the civilized universe. Once another method was found for either harvesting the Antares asteroid crystals or duplicating them, little work would be left for a specialist like Drake; she would be reduced to transporting conventional cargo between the few cultures who stubbornly continued to demand traditionally manned craft for commercial transactions.

Drake might be contracted to the great ExxTel Corporation, but she, Harper, represented the elite Space Service, the military arm of the most dominant coalition of corporate, military, and democratic power in the history of Earth. She had been assigned to Scorpio IV because she was well qualified to be military liaison on this civilian voyage to the asteroid belt girdling Antares; it was her sole responsibility to monitor the collection and transportation of the asteroid crystals to ExxTel warehousing facilities orbiting Mars.

But still . . . Harper suddenly pushed her food away, grimacing. She knew very well that she was a mere passenger. Only one military liaison had been assigned to this spacecraft because one person with nothing to do was sufficient. She would perform the duties for which she had been meticulously trained only if incapacitating illness or death struck the captain of Scorpio IV.

She would then limp this craft into the nearest Space Station—unless the illness or death occurred within the asteroid belt. Rescue within the asteroid belt, if possible at all, would have to be attempted by another transport captain because she, Harper, would be helpless to accomplish it herself. Her prime function on this voyage, she conceded darkly, was the equivalent of a hovering vulture, a cemetery watcher.

Only a transport captain with Drake’s skills would dare venture into the Antares asteroid belt which had been claimed indisputably by Earth, nearby civilizations having believed it to be a mysterious, destructive wasteland of drifting rock. Nearly two centuries earlier, twelve military cruisers—nine of them investigative craft—had vanished near Antares without any visual or vocal transmission to provide the faintest clue. The sector had finally been abandoned, written off as the deep space equivalent of the Bermuda triangle, declared off limits to military patrols and transport vessels.

Then ten years ago one of those lost ships, Pisces II, perhaps propelled by the effects of a solar flare from the violent Antares, had floated free from the negligible gravity of the asteroid belt, had been picked up on the scanners of civilian transport Captain Reba Morton. All controls and communication equipment in Morton’s spacecraft had lost their calibration as she approached the asteroid belt and Pisces II, but still she had managed to dock with the dead cruiser and manually guide her craft to a Space Service monitoring station. Only a civilian transport captain like Morton could have overcome the disabling of her own basic robot repair devices and recalibrated the spacecraft’s instrumentation sufficiently to accomplish such a feat.

Apparently the crew of Pisces II, victims of
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