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	Introduction

	By: John Hemry

	 

	 

	M


	ention "boarding actions" to the average person, and they'd think you were talking about something from far in the past, recalling movies with eighteenth-century sailing ships coming alongside each other and crews swinging across on ropes. Those movies were based at least a bit on reality. One of the most famous actions of the early U. S. Navy was the 1804 boarding and burning of the captured frigate Philadelphia by a force led by Lieutenant Stephen Decatur (an attack which none other than Lord Nelson declared to be "the most daring act of the age").

	But boarding actions aren't ancient history. If you happen to be in Chicago, you can stop by the Museum of Science & Industry and tour the U-505. How did a World War Two German submarine end up in Chicago? Because in June, 1944, when a small anti-submarine task force led by Captain Daniel V. Gallery used depth charges to damage and force to the surface the enemy sub, they were ready. Gallery had told his escort ships to train boarding parties in case this ever happened, so a boat from the destroyer escort USS PILLSBURY (DE-133) raced to the sub, where the boarding party went aboard, closed the scuttling valves, and captured the U-505.

	Since then, boarding parties have remained an essential part of naval activity in peace and war. In the official language of the U. S. Navy's Bluejackets' Manual, "the boarding and salvage party is dispatched, when necessary, by the commanding officer to board and take command of the ship, restrain the crew, and conduct necessary salvage operations." At the current time, warships usually board civilian ships searching for drugs, weapons, and other contraband. But even those "peaceful" boarding parties come aboard armed and ready for trouble. Cutlasses may have been consigned to ceremonial roles, but warships still carry small arms in their armories. As a gunnery officer on a destroyer around 1980, in addition to the 5"54 (127mm) main battery, I also presided over a minor arsenal of two M-60 machine guns and a number of M-14 rifles and 1911 Colt .45 pistols. (Hey, it was 1980, and the M-14 and the 1911 Colt are still fine weapons.) Besides equipping boarding parties if necessary, we also had a security force that practiced defending vital areas of the ship if someone boarded us. I later deployed with an amphibious squadron hauling around a few thousand Marines eager to carry out missions including "Vessel Boarding Search and Seizure Operations."

	In part, that was because pirates didn't go away. In certain areas of the world, merchant ships have to be on the lookout for pirates in small, fast boats armed with automatic weapons and rocket-propelled grenades.  

	All of which is to say, if you're a ship driver in the U. S. Navy (technically a Surface Warfare Officer or SWO), or a Coast Guard officer, or part of the crew of a warship or cutter, you think of boarding operations not as old stuff but as real stuff.

	And if you want to know what people will do in the future, look at what they've done in the past and are doing now.

	Space has been hard to get to and hard to travel in, but sooner or later, it will get easy enough for more and more people to make the trip. And when they do, they'll bring all of humanity's favorite pastimes with them, including crime and conflict. The craft they will use to travel through space are properly called spaceships because (like ships on the sea) they will be designed to operate for long periods far from home, completely surrounded by a hostile medium, dependent on their crews for repairs and operations.

	It's safe to say boarding attacks and defenses against boarding will resemble those on seagoing ships but with additional complications. Ships (and especially warships) tend to be mazes of narrow passageways and often small compartments. The big interior spaces often seen in SF movies and series look cool but, in practice, are wastes of space and major vulnerabilities if the spaceship starts losing pressure. If power is out, only emergency lighting will be available.

	Imagine building clearing operations in "buildings" where every door/hatch, wall/bulkhead, floor/deck, and ceiling/overhead is made of steel or other strong material, frequent obstacles in the form of strong pressure doors, and vital infrastructure running everywhere. And all of this in an environment of probably zero gravity, maybe varying gravity, and if propulsion or thrusters light off sudden shifts in gravity. Every time you fire a weapon or swing a punch, Newton's Laws send you flying unless you're well-braced against something, and debris doesn't settle; it just hangs there, blocking your sight and communications and sensors. What happens if you accidentally put a hole in a water pipe in such a situation? How do you maintain communications and control remotely operated equipment? The defenders know their own ship and probably still have internal communications and command centers to coordinate their efforts. The attackers will be trying to hack into the ship's control systems and worrying about weapons such as EMP bursts that will fry all of their own electronics.

	On top of all that, warships are crammed with dangerous things. Stored power supplies, fuel for the engines, local power sources, ammunition, corrosive liquids, you name it. None of those like being hit by stray shots.

	Oh, and if the ship has lost pressure, a hole or rip in your suit will kill you just as surely as a bullet or a knife will.

	Imagining how men and women will triumph in such engagements isn't easy, but there will be ways to do it, and people willing to pay the price to do it.

	But it's going to be one hell of an opportunity to excel.

	 

	 


 

	Can I Tell You a Lie

	By: William Joseph Roberts

	 

	 

	T


	here’s something special about Military fiction of any kind, and if it’s written well, it takes us veterans back to the days with our brothers and sisters in arms; on deployments or back at our home bases, learning to be the best grunts we could be. 

	I enlisted in the United States Air Force, earned the callsign Hillbilly on day three of basic training, and became an F-15 CREW DAWG! (Crew Chief, Maintainer, or Tactical Aircraft Maintainer are also acceptable terms.) We worked our asses off keeping those twenty plus year old F-15’s airworthy. We were some of the grunts of the Air Force. Yeah, yeah… I can hear you knuckle dragging crayon eating types cracking Chair Force jokes already.

	And…that’s alright. Because to a point, that was true. To get the differences across to people, I’d usually explain to them that I was actually part of what equated to the modern version of the Army Air Corps. The Chair Force existed on the other side of the base where all of the corporate style offices and hospital were, because that’s what it felt like. We truly did work our asses off, in every possibly shitty kind of weather you can imagine, and anything before the twelve hour mark on a shift was considered a cutback; all to keep those birds airworthy and ready to fly at a moments notice. 

	We worked hard and we played hard. 

	 

	Now by this point, you’re probably thinking, what the hell is Hillbilly going on about? 

	 

	It’s all a matter of the experience. 

	 

	Think of it like this, and your chosen career path in service really doesn’t matter. You are what is considered a ‘content expert in your particular field, or even if you barely made it through the ranks to join the E-4 mafia, you know specifics to your part of the military. 

	Now how many times have you been watching a show on TV, or chilling with a great military flick or reading a book and you immediately picked out bullshit handwavium that someone tried to slip into the story like a snake oil salesman.

	 

	We all know that if you aren’t writing modern military fiction, there will be some level of handwavium. It’s just how it works. Plasma cannons and blaster pistols replace trusty, field proven equipment. 

	It really doesn’t matter if it’s guns, tanks, aircraft, or even that special red stapler that laser etches your name on everything it staples. The point is, great handwavium in military fiction should feel natural, it should feel correct for the particular branch of service. That laser carbine you just bullshitted your way into the universe should feel so real to any ground pounding grunt that they’re ready to pick it up and go. 

	Now, for those of you who aren’t veterans, or were stuck as a cook instead of doing tour after tour on fire teams in some of the worst places around the world. You won’t have that experience. You won’t know what kind of flavor to lace into your works. 

	So, what do you do? 

	 

	You, research. 

	Now granted, the internet is a great and powerful tool, but to really get down to the nitty gritty, you reach out to those ‘content experts’ to gain the knowledge you need. Never fired a gun in your life? It might be a good idea to hit up a local range to understand the feel of a weapon in your hand, the smell of the burnt gunpowder, or the sudden cacophony that the weapon produces when fired. You try to get as close of an actual analog to what you are writing into your stories to get the realism correct. Talk to vets, buy them a drink, and listen to their stories. It is amazing what you can learn.

	Visit museums. See the weapons of war up close and personal to get a true perspective of scale. 

	And then, you’ll have gained the tools to step up your game and tell everyone those little lies, that sound like whole cloth truths. 

	 

	Perspective and content matter a great deal in my opinion. And can easily solidify the plausible likelihood of your work, keeping the reader engaged instead of dropped out of the story contemplating the validity of that thing you created. 

	 

	So go ahead. Work on your pitch, and tell me a lie.

	William Joseph Roberts (aka Hillbilly)

	 

	 


Like the Tide into a Breach

	By Lee Allred

	 

	 

	“T


	ides” was brainstormed on the drive back from a writer’s conference in Vegas. I wanted to come up with a setting a bit off the beaten path from the usual military SF story and took reverse-inspiration from the bleak, arid Nevada desert . I had a lot of fun coming up with an aquatic setting in space.

	 

	 

	Forward Supply Base Orange One-Niner

	 

	The only thing forward about One-Niner was the direction its autonomous lawnmowers crawled across manicured lawns. There was a war on, but you’d never know from the nine-to-five attitude of the glorified clerks in uniform here.

	Red brick buildings all laid out neatly in parade ground fashion. Floral beds arranged to spell out the base commander’s name. Lead elements of the Guppies were a single Transit away, and One-Niner’s chief concern was painting fire hydrants the correct shade of brown. 

	Nobody at One-Niner was in any kind of hurry, not even the one-man skimmers—little more than a metal footplate with handrails wielded to it—that slid down the maglev track circuiting the base. Major Bjorn Nilsson, commander of the 130th Heavy Mobility Squadron could almost walk faster than this.

	Maybe it was his weight. Neo-Swedes like Nilsson had been bred like Clydesdales by Terran Hegemonic geneticists for size and strength, the better to colonize their harsh homeworld. A runt by Neo-Swede standards, Nilsson stood just short of six-ten and tipped the scale at over three hundred pounds of muscle, bone, and collagen scar tissue. But, no, the same maglev track was lifting maintenance vehicles, so that wasn’t it. One-Niner personnel just like to dawdle.

	And lord it over transients like him and his heavy mob. Billeting and providing rations for six-two-man teams shouldn’t be that hard. It wouldn’t be that hard if One-Niner would authorize Nilsson access into their base comm network through his Fleet comm unit looped behind his right ear. Instead, Nilsson had been forced to schlep all over the base, turning in hard copy requisition forms by hand.

	Take the siting of Base Transient Quarters—Nilsson’s destination—for example. Sure, it made sense to site it on the edge of the orbital landing pad, putting transients near the shuttles they’d board to depart, but One-Niner had placed it on the far side of the landing pad, requiring looping all the way around the tarmac, ten extra minutes to reach by skimmer.

	BTQ’s distance also sent a message to transients like his 130th boys billeted there: you’re not welcome, you’re not wanted. Well, it wasn’t like we wanted to be here anyway. The 130th was only here because their drop transport had been hulled during Operation Hightower. The old Blackburn had barely managed to limp back to Orange. Crews from the orbital yards were aboard her,+ now assessing if she could be salvaged at all. 

	Operation Hightower had been a complete shambles. A blind man could have seen it coming. Unfortunately, the Terran Hegemony wasn’t being run by blind men. It was being run by supermen—hereditary Hegemons coupled to symbiotic Ais and networked to each other. And those vaunted supermen never admitted to mistakes. So, while the Terran task force barely managed to limp back to Orange with what ground troops it could pull from the surface, the brass hats had busied themselves pinning medals on each other for their “heroic evacuation.”

	Meanwhile, Nilsson’s hopped-up men sat half-naked in BTQ, trying to sleep on folding camp cots when they should have been in shipboard sleep capsules getting combat drugs safely leeched out of their systems.

	His comm chirped. He may not be able to talk to the base, but at least he could talk to his 130th. “Status,” he said.

	The colorless voice at the other end was that of his aide, a Warrant 3 named Frost. Artificial Intelligence knew enough to at least try to inject a little human warmth into their synthetic voice. Frost didn’t see the need. Her biological voice was as flat and dead as the EKG of a corpse.

	“A sergeant from Base Services accompanied by an escort of two Security Police is demanding entry into the BTQ compound.”

	Nilsson sighed. “Let them. It’s their base. Not like we can stop them. How are they armed?”

	“The SPs have shock rods. The Services sergeant has a shiny little whistle.” Frost’s deadpan delivery added to her tart observation.

	“So long as it’s not sidearms, the First Shirt can keep a lid on it.”

	“Yes,” Frost noted, “but who will keep a lid on the First Sergeant?”

	There’s that, all right. Under the right provocation—and Micky Mouse regulations and rear echelon bumf were almost always the right provocation—the Shirt’s temper was one notch short of volcanic. 

	Nilsson looked around for any sort of speed control on the skimmer. All he saw was a metal tag with the skimmer’s serial number. 

	“I’m currently aboard skimmer number 1482 on the base maglev circuit. Any way of speeding this contraption up?”

	A two-second pause. Frost wasn’t just an aide or a Warrant Three. She was also his comm specialist, and she took a rather unorthodox approach to her job. 

	“Overriding its controls,” she announced. “Increasing speed to twenty mph.” The footplate lurched, nearly topping Nilsson as the skimmer accelerated.

	If Nilsson had been thinking, he could have just routed his requisition forms electronically through Frost. She was undoubtedly hooked into every electronic system on the base by now.

	“Better check to see if there’s any skimmers ahead of me,” he told Frost.

	“Affirmative. Have already shunted other skimmers to emergency pull-off tracks. The system has you tagged as emergency medical responders en route to BTQ.”

	If Nilsson didn’t get there before Shirt blew his top, medical responders would be right. “Good work, Frost.” He eyed the remaining distance. “I should be there in—”

	“Two minutes forty point two six seconds.”

	“—two minutes. Tell Shirt to keep his shirt on.”

	 

	[image: Atom outline]

	 

	The skimmer approached Base Transient Quarters. All the comforts of home, BTQ. Sheet metal prefab walls set into a concrete pad, its interior kitted out with folding camp cots, blue plastic outhouses, and a field shower trailer parked inside. And just to make a point about where uncouth transients stood in the base pecking order, a razor-wire fence ringed the structure.

	The skimmer slowed to a crawl. Nilsson stepped off onto the tarmac, loose gravel crunching under his boots. 

	Frost waited for him at the entrance gate. The base bozos must have already pushed their way inside. She fell in behind him as he strode towards the BTQ.

	The two could hardly be more different. The slender, doll-like Frost barely came up to Nilsson’s waist and weighed maybe a third of his rugged bulk. The Hegemons were just as cavalier, just as cruel in genetically redesigning their own like Frost as they were mere ordinaire humans like Nilsson—for the crystalline sigil gem embedded in the center of Frost’s marked her a Hegemon as surely as her ethereal beauty.

	Just as the dull, dead grey of her sigil gem marked her as a Disgrace, a former Hegemon cast down from the lofty heights of Olympus.

	Nilsson didn’t know what she’d done to warrant her punishment. Frost never spoke of it, but for Hegemons, it was a fate worse than death.

	Death would have been easy. Tearing the sigil gem out of her forehead and ripping out the AI symbiote entwined around her nervous system would have resulted in instant death from the shock. Instead, a Disgrace was forced to keep these reminders of her previous station in life. Rather, Disconnection was the ultimate price. Her dead, unlit sigil gem could see the Network her once-fellow Hegemons plugged into, but she couldn’t link to it herself. 

	The Hegemons were as vindictive as Greek gods and just as petty.

	Frost made do. The almighty Hegemon Network may have been barred to her and her AI symbiote; ordinary military networks, however…

	“The sergeant—E-4 named Moran—has just called for SP backup,” Frost said. “I have blocked his transmissions and falsified an acknowledgement.” Frost’s voice on was just as colorless in person as it was in the broadcast, as colorless and pale as her long, straight hair and epicanthic eyes.

	“Look on the bright side,” Nilsson said. “That means Shirt hasn’t killed him yet.” He yanked open the door and stepped inside.

	BTQ had started out as a prefab warehouse, and save the painted side on the exterior a warehouse it remained. A trussed ceiling loomed above its hollow, cavernous interior. Industrial florescent lights hung from the rafters, illuminating an angry standoff between Nilsson’s men and base personnel.

	The gangly base buck sergeant, Sgt Moran, according to his name tape, stood toe-to-toe with the 130th’s First Sergeant, SMSgt Mikhail Kowalis. Moran was flanked by his two Security Police goons. The base MPs, arrogant in their starched, creased uniform and brassard authority, slapped shock batons against their palms. 

	 Nilsson’s heavy mob—all sixty-two of them in various states of undress had gathered around in a loose horseshoe. The hard florescent lighting overhead flicked silver highlights from their stainless steel evacuation sump socket rings—their poo ports—embedded in their abdomens. Not a lot of potty breaks in combat, not with a Heavy Mob suit strapped around you. A suit’s survival pack included survival power knives. Several of Nilsson’s boys had dug theirs out and held them in loose, practiced grips.

	Not that the First Shirt, all five-feet-two of him, needed a vibe shiv to take on one buck sergeant and two SPs.

	“Shirt,” Nilsson growled, “why aren’t the men in their bunks asleep like I ordered?”

	Kowalis flicked his eyes Nilsson’s way without moving a muscle. “This jackwall thinks he can order our boys out on base weeds-and-seeds.”

	Pretty much what Nilsson expected. “Stand down, Shirt. I’ll handle this.”

	“Sir—”

	“I said stand down,” he snapped. “I said I’ll handle this.”

	Kowalis reluctantly stepped back two paces.

	Moran, a skinny Ichabod Crane of a man with a thin, pinched face, smirked. He misunderstood Nilsson’s intervention for victory.

	Nilsson disabused him of that notion. “Sergeant Moran, there appears to be a gross misunderstanding here. The 130th Heavy Mobile Squadron is on mandatory post-combat standdown. I’m afraid you’ll have to look elsewhere for your work party.”

	“I don’t have to do nuthin’,” Sgt. Moran sneered in a thin, reedy voice with all the pompous surety of a rear echelon admin troop. Moran fingered the silver whistle hanging from a lanyard around his neck, which apparently marked a higher authority than the buck sergeant stripes on his sleeves conveyed. “The moment you lot touched dirt, you became the property of Orange One-Niner, and the One-Niner doesn’t pay layabouts to doss in their bunks when there’s work to do. Real work, not your cushy ‘ooh, I shoot a gun’ sort.” He snapped a finger, and one of the SPs handed him a sheet of hard copy. “Per standing base orders, all transients will be placed immediately in the casual duty pool and will be assigned such duties as the base commander or her subordinates see fit. That’s me and I’ve got a long, long list of chores for you lot.”

	The twin SPs grinned and slapped their batons.

	A red-faced Kowalis took a half-step forward. “Lissen up, you! The only reason we’re even on this mudball—”

	“Shirt!” Nilsson bellowed. “Shut it.” To Moran: “Son, 130th Squadron is a theatre asset. We don’t belong to you, we don’t fall under any base regs. I suggest you and your commander check with Base Legal first before—”

	“We don’t have to check nothing,” Moran said. “And don’t think those officer tabs are gonna keep you from bein’ handed a shovel and told ta shovel dirt alongside your half-dressed monkeys, neither.”

	That tore it. Things were about to get very, very ugly. As if on cue, a couple of vibe shivs in the back of the gathered horseshoe spun up to power.

	Suddenly, every comm unit in the crowd squawked to life even as the dull thrum of a descending orbital shuttle flaring its contragrav drives shook back molars.

	“Attention all One-Thirtieth personnel. Immediate War Movement Orders in effect. Proceed at all possible speed and board waiting shuttle. Repeat War Movement Orders in effect—”

	It took mere seconds for Nilsson’s men to dress and grab their kit. They streamed out of the BTQ, pushing and shoving their way past Moran and his SPs in the process.

	“Get back here!” a red-faced Moran sputtered. “I haven’t released you! You get back here!” He reached for his whistle.

	Nilsson tapped him on the shoulder. “A word to the wise, Sergeant. I wouldn’t. Check the regs. Attempting to interfere or delay an Immediate War Movement Order will land you in a Wartime Treason Court.”

	Moran went white.

	“Too late,” Frost said. “I’ve already electronically forwarded a complaint against him, his direct superior, and the base commander to Theatre HQ. Hopefully, the next base commander and resultant staff will be more accommodating to warfighter personnel staging through One-Niner.” There was almost a smile on her bland, pale face.

	Yes, vindictive as Greek gods.
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	Orange Orbital Repair Yards

	 

	The planet Orange and its red Mars-like sands slowly spun on its pole-capped axis. The iron-nickel latticeworks of the yards glittered in the glare of Orange’s distant sun. The shuttle carrying Nilsson and his men suddenly veered in its course. 

	Nilsson’s comm chimed. He and Frost were to report aboard the yard flagship, the decommissioned hulk THS Greenwell.

	Where his men were headed was a mystery to Nilsson. With the Blackburn gone, they hadn’t a ship to report to. Maybe Moran had a counterpart aboard the yards, and his men had just been tasked with deck swabbing.

	But the original order dirtside had said movement orders.

	The shuttle maneuvered fussily against the pitted hull of the Greenwell. Clamps locked. Then the shuttle’s airlock soughed then opened. Nilsson, with Frost a pace behind him, stepped out into the boarding hold. He saluted the officer of the deck and the Terran Hegemonic flag painted on the bulkhead and all the other silly sailor games the Fleet liked to play. A second shuttle’s airlock wheezed open, and its passengers began to spill out into the hold.

	Blackshirts.

	The new arrivals were Protective Service agents, civilian Hegemon bodyguards who carried military-grade weapons and liked to think they were tougher than military special forces. Maybe they were; Nilsson didn’t want to stick around to argue the point. Already, they were starting to fan out across the boarding bay, corralling up gawking sailors and shoving them away from the airlock to clear a path.

	One or more Forehead Gems must be aboard that second shuttle.

	“Let’s get out of here,” Nilsson whispered to Frost who dipped her chin a semblance of a nod. A strong reaction for her. The last thing she undoubtedly wanted was contact with one of her former fellow Hegemons.

	“This way,” she said, pointing to a side hatch. Her comm unit projected a faint holo map of the Greenwell, with a path marked to Compartment A27, where they were to report to.

	Compartment A27 turned out to be the flag officer’s cabin suite. Brigadier Mansfield, who’d led the 151st Drop Wing during the Operation Hightower debacle and probably the only reason any of them had made it out alive. He still had his brigadier star, so he hadn’t been sacked yet, which meant somebody upstairs had a modicum of brains for once. Mansfield was one of the very few good ones. 

	The brigadier’s complexion was as dark as Nilsson’s was fair. He spoke in a clipped accent that marked his ancestry as surely as the tea service on his desk or the cricket bat that decorated the otherwise plain grey bulkhead behind him.

	Mansfield waved off Nilsson’s reporting salute and ordered Nilsson to sit down. Mangerfield poured himself a cup. He didn’t offer Nilsson tea; he knew the major hated the stuff.

	Frost, as befitted a mere aide, remained standing behind Nilsson’s chair. She was acting oddly stiff, even for her. The presence of a Hegemon aboard, undoubtedly.

	The spoon clattered against china as the general stirred in a lump of sugar. “We’re sending your 130th out on a little job, Bjorn. Immediately.”

	Nilsson blinked. Immediately?

	 “Yes, yes. You haven’t halfway finished your standdown, I know,” Mansfield added, “but there it is. Rush job, and you’re what’s available.”

	That was a concern but not Nilsson’s first. “We haven’t transport, sir. The Blackburn…” he trailed off. Nilsson wouldn’t trust the Blackburn to hold together, breaking orbit.

	 “The Blackburn’s headed for the breakers,” Mansfield said after a long sip of tea. “The Fleet may hem and haw about it for a month, but Drop Command won’t certify her for repairs.” 

	Mansfield set his cup down. “It’ll have to be an external rack job, I’m afraid.”

	Not good. That meant strapping his heavies to the exterior of a warship rather than carrying them in an internal bay. Rack jobs were dangerous, cumbersome, and, most of all, unpleasant. The heavy operator would need to travel inside the vessel for the entire voyage. It could be done, but so could sleeping on a bed of spikes.

	“Which ship, sir?”

	“Hobson’s choice, really. I have three effectives, and I’m sending the lot out on this one. You’ll be aboard the Ankeny Hill.” A destroyer escort. “The Scio and Philomath will escort.” A jeep carrier and a single destroyer. “I know, not much throw weight, but it should be enough. You won’t be going up against naval units. The job’s a stutter rescue.”

	Transit between stars wasn’t entirely failproof. Military ships with their no-expense-spared mil-spec drives rarely experienced any problems, but civilian freighters with more economical civilian drives were susceptible to “stuttering.”

	Occasionally, a Transit drive would stutter and cause a ship to drop out of Transit space into what was known as a “stutter pocket.” Harmless in itself, but it took several hours for a stuttered drive to build up enough coil charge to reenter Transit Space.

	Not so harmless if a Guppy harvester ship was lying in wait there in the pocket. They’d wear down the freighter’s shield, then board, plundering the cargo and slaughtering the crew. 

	A civilian freighter caught by a Guppy harvester ship rarely lasted more than 72 hours, which was why time was of the essence in a stutter rescue. Ninety percent of the time, a relief force arrived too late.

	“What’s the time constraint?” Nilsson asked.

	Mangerfield picked up his cup again. “Caught a real break, this time. Stutter happened only eight hours ago. One of our regular supply ships, the Phedre, had just entered Transit en route to Orange here when they saw another freighter—the Ares Daybreak, a tramp freighter—stutter out.”

	“Lucky break.”

	The general drained his cup and set it aside. “Luckier than you know. No way the tramp saw the Phedre enter Transit space, so they don’t know their stutter was spotted. No way for them to know a rescue’s on the way.” And what they didn’t know, they couldn’t tell to any Guppies happening to be waiting for them.

	Any putative Guppies in the pocket wouldn’t be expecting a rescue force so soon. They might just catch the Guppies napping if there were any. Nilsson rather hoped there would be. He wouldn’t mind getting in a little payback for Hightower.

	Mangerfield tapped a button on his console. “We’ve already loaded your gear aboard the Ankeny. I’m sending operational details to your aide now.” He paused. “Jump-off time is one hour from now.”

	Nilsson almost rose out of his chair. “An hour—?”

	“I did say immediately, did I not?”

	“B-but, sir! My boys haven’t gone through detox yet.” They hadn’t had a chance to flush their systems yet. It meant going into combat with a second dose of the drugs needed to operate their suits. At best, they’d be punch-drunk from fatigue. At worst, two doses could prove fatal or crippling. “Even an eight-hour delay would give me time to cycle them through capsules and still give us a sizable margin of surprise—”

	All pleasantness vanished from the general’s face. “Jump-off is not subject to debate.”

	“But why?” Nilsson found himself blurting. “Why’s one tramp freighter important enough to risk my men?”

	The door to the corridor cycled open. 

	“I’ll answer that if you don’t mind,” said a gemmed Hegemon as he entered the dayroom.
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	The Hegemon’s frame and features boasted that perfection that classical sculptors had sought in their art but never captured. His skin gleamed a coppery bronze, and the little ringlets of his short-cropped hair looked like something Michaelangelo might have carved. A faceted sigil gem glowed cherry red on his forehead, the node live and living and seeking other Hegemon within the planetary range of its pulse. 

	He wore a perfectly tailored uniform of a Fleet admiral, not that he was one, of course, or that he would ever stoop to place himself under the command structure of mere ordinaire humans. As a Hegemon, of course, he outranked any human officer if he wished, but like members of the old royal families of ancient pre-space Earth, Hegemons liked playing dress-up as admirals and generals. In cold hard practice, however, they acted more like the uniformed political commissars of ancient terror regimes, overriding military commanders at their whim. Like this Hegemon apparently was doing now.

	His head toward the door as it was, Nilsson could see Frost out of the corner of his eye. He saw her stiffen, as if not merely because a Hegemon had entered the room but because this particular Hegemon had. Who was he, and what was going on? Why was a Hegemon involved in a simple stutter rescue?

	The Hegemon flicked a manicured nail in the direction of Mangerfield, and the general scrambled out of his chair. The Hegemon deigned to lower himself into it, primly smoothing his uniform like some spinster as he did so.

	“It amuses me to call myself Lindon,” he said, in a bored, affected tone as if it were ever so much effort to address the earthworms at his feet. “I give you leave to address me as such—”

	He froze. His face purpled in sudden rage. He jabbed a finger at Frost as if noticing her in the room at last. 

	“W-what is that thing doing here!” he shouted. “Get it out of here. Get it away, get it away!”

	Mangerfield cleared his throat. “It’s within my discretion to allow a squadron commander his aide at an ops briefing—”

	Lindon turned on the general. “The only discretion that counts here is mine! The only individuals I want present are you and this oafish lout of a major. Get that other out of here.”

	Nilsson got to his feet. Slowly, deliberately, knowing he was probably throwing his career away, but the 130th took care of its own. The Heavy Mob always took care of their own. “There seems to be a misunderstanding, Lord Lindon,” he said. “There are only two individuals in this room besides yourself.” He hooked his thumb in Frost’s direction. “That thing standing behind me—and you’re correct, that’s just what it is. A broken, discarded thing. A piece of equipment my unit didn’t want but was issued anyway. We use it to clean latrines.”

	Jovian rage flashed across Lindon’s countenance as a mere ordinaire called a Hegemon a thing! Then, a look of shock as if Lindon realized his anger implied Frost was still a Hegemon.

	Nilsson continued. “Regs require me to have a classified data storage device rated for any ops briefing. My usual crypto device was destroyed in the Blackburn. The object behind me is rated for Violet level and above, so I’m substituting it instead. You surely aren’t suggesting I violate regulations, I trust.”

	Mirth washed across the Hegemon’s face as quickly as rage had. He burst out laughing. “Yes. Use that object like a machine. A beast of burden for mere ordinaires.” He flicked all four fingers as if to shoo Frost away. “But stand it in the corner, facing the wall. I can’t bear to look at it.”

	Nilsson nodded to a blank-faced Frost, who complied. He lowered himself in his chair. Mangerfield sat in the one next to him.

	His pique vented, Lindon smoothed the front of his uniform. “Now, then. To business. The information I am about to divulge is of utmost secrecy. The Ares Daybreak wasn’t just carrying any cargo. She was carrying a consignment of military Doering clamps.”

	Nilsson sucked in air through his teeth in surprise. Not good.

	Doering clamps were the key component in Wolverton generators. Nilsson couldn’t pretend to understand any of the science, but Terran shields and force beams were an order of magnitude better than the Guppies’ because Terra had Doering clamps, and the Guppies didn’t. Half the reason the Guppies swallowed up stuttered freighters was because even the low-grade civilian Doerings that freighters used for their shields were better than anything the Guppies had. If they got a hold of an entire cargo of military ones—

	“How many clamps are we talking about?” he blurted.

	The Hegemon looked at him like Nilsson was some sort of imbecilic. “Work it out for yourself. A freighter’s cylindric volume—pi times r2 time h—divided by that taken up by a clamp. Really,” he sniffed.

	“Enough to equip a significant portion of their fleet,” Mangerfield said.

	“Quite,” the Hegemon said. “That’s why we push off at once. And why I’m accompanying your little ragtag flotilla.”

	Joy.
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	There were a few more questions to ask and a few more details to work out, but the briefing broke up soon after that.

	Nilsson started walking to the boarding hold, where a shuttle waited to take him and Frost to the Ankeny. Frost walked alongside. Her emotionless face seemed even blanker than usual. I don’t blame her.

	“Uh, listen,” he said, stopping. “I’m sorry for what I said back there. But it was the only way to—”

	Instead of reacting in anger, instead of reacting with her usual non-reaction, Frost hesitantly reached out a hand and grasped hold of his sleeve, then let go—almost the fleeting gesture of a shy little girl. “Thank you,” she said, the barest hint of emotion in her voice. “It was the most human thing anyone’s done for me since—since…” Since they’d discarded her.

	“I called you an object.”

	Frost looked up at him. “You made him eat his own words. You made him contradict himself. For thirty-eight point seven milliseconds in his rage at your insult, he pinged my gem. Tried to network. You made him acknowledge me, regardless of my Disgrace. Your lies made him acknowledge the truth about me.”

	Nilsson resumed walking, stepping through the next hatch. “Well, he did seem rather twitchy at that.”

	“Poor Lindon,” Frost said with almost a hint of color in her voice. “They shouldn’t have sent him out here alone. There isn’t anyone out here to Network with. He’s essentially as Disconnected as I am. It’s overwhelming if you’re not used to it.”

	And Frost was. As she’d been forced to, albeit at the price of all human emotion.

	She titled her head a fraction of a degree. “You left several questions unasked back there.”

	“You bet there were. There wasn’t time for word to get back to Terra about the Daybreak. Or to send out replacement Doerings, or to send a Hegemon, either. Somebody’s playing games, and I’m guessing Lindon is one of the players.”

	“More like one of the pawns,” she said softly. “Just like us.”

	She said no more until they were sealed up in their Heavy and cut off from the rest of the universe.
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	Transit Space en route to Stutter Point 342.1A.

	 

	To an outside observer, the THS Ankeny Hill must look quite a sight. Her trim lines were all but obscured by a squadron of Heavies strapped to her exterior, like giant mushrooms sprouting from a log.

	Heavy mechs were fifty-foot-long globes—”eggs with legs,” the wags called them—with walker’s legs gimbaled at the hips and three-inch force beam cannons embedded in their two gigantic, gimballed arms. Ball turrets of secondary armaments studded the egg globe like porcupine needles. The egg was sheathed in a thick collapsium plate, but a heavy’s main defense was its force shield. Heavies were big enough to equip a Wolverton generator.

	The 130th’s I Flight and D Flight fielded three heavy mechs a piece. A seventh heavy, C Flight’s specialized heavy, was strapped down at the ship’s rear, next to the assault barge hanging on the rear of the AnkenyC Flight would board the freighter in powered suits while I Flight kept the Guppies busy.

	The Ankeny and her two escorts crawled towards the stutter point. Naval drives were robust enough that they could trigger a stutter on purpose.

	Fifteen minutes until stutter.

	Nilsson’s heavy was a command-model tandem rig. Frost sat behind him in the communications seat.

	Neither one of them was doing much communication. They’d kept mostly silent since being sealed up in the heavy back at Orange.

	Not from nerves. Nilsson wasn’t nervous, merely irritable—the jag from the drop drugs still in his system from Hightower. That and worry about his unanswered, unasked questions.

	One of those was the way Frost had reacted when Lindon showed up. It wasn’t just because he was any old Hegemon. 

	“You knew Lindon, didn’t you?” he asked Frost, not really expecting an answer. Frost never talked about her previous life, what she called Before.

	But answer, she did in her small, gray voice. 

	It was lonely, sealed up in a heavy. The faint glow of panel lights in the dark gave the tight, confined space a melancholy air. Ventilation fans hissed in constant susurration. The need to break that droning hiss could become almost unbearable, even for one such as Frost, he supposed.

	“Every linked Hegemon knows one another,” she said, edged in what was for her a pedantic tone. “But if you meant did I know him face-to-face socially, not just through the Network, then yes I did.” A pause. “Lindon had been my betrothed. Before, that is.”

	No wonder her reaction. But Lindon’s shock had been just as mutual. He hadn’t expected her, either. He’d come to Orange on other business. “You said Lindon was a pawn. Of whom?”

	“Errand boy might be a better term,” she said. “Lindon was ever too obsequious to be anything but a toady.”

	Silence again. The hum of the circulation fans. The faint thrum of machinery. The confines of the linkage body straps. 

	In a flat voice barely louder than a whisper, she said, “There are two Hegemon factions in play here. One faction thinks the war with the Guppies is merely a silly distraction from the business of lording it over ordinaires. The other sees this war as a good thing, as a means of increasing power, both over humans and their rivals.”

	“Lindon’s the latter; then, I take it?” He seemed the type.

	“No, Lindon’s part of the status quo faction.”

	Something in the way she said that. “So, you were in the other?” The war-for-war’s-sake faction. He found that impossible to believe.

	“I was neither. I saw a third path.” A pause. “I made the mistake of confiding my intent to follow that path to Lindon.”

	“And he shopped you to his friends.” And they Disgraced her. Sweet guy.

	Before she could speak further, warning chimes sounded. The Ankeny was beginning its stutter out of Transit.
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	Target Battlefield, Sidereal Space

	 

	The three-ship flotilla lurched into the so-called stutter pocket, a point in sidereal space somewhere light years from any star.

	Surprise was key to victory in any stutter rescue. Stealth or speed, and stealth was out. They’d transitioned almost on top of a Guppy harvester. 

	All three ships lit their active sensors even as they firewalled their maneuvering drives. Nilsson tapped those sensor feeds from the jury-rigged umbilical connecting his racked Heavy to the Ankeny’s bridge.

	What he saw was the biggest Guppy harvester he’d ever seen, a gigantic monster that dwarfed anything in Hegemonic record files.

	Humans manufactured vessels out of metals and composites, lifeless machines full of electronics and gears and hydraulics. The aquatic Guppies swam a different path. They bioengineered living vessels to carry them through space to fight their battles. The harvesters were, in essence, giant space whales whose giant maws opened to swallow up like the Biblical Jonah stranded, stuttered freighters. The beasts’ thick hides were almost as tough as the Ankeny’s armor plating, and they boasted a bio-generated force screen, not up to Terran Fleet standards, but at least as strong as a Terran civilian freighter’s.

	The field could be broached, the hide pierced. The trick was using just enough force to do both without destroying any captured vessel inside its closed maw.

	Moby, Jonah, Geppetto—the harvesters went by many nicknames, but the official Hegemonic Fleet designator for their biotype was Johnnyfish. As General Mangerfield had hoped, they’d caught the Guppies by surprise. A living thing, a Johnnyfish, required periodic rest cycles, and this one was powered down in a sleep cycle with only minimum shields active. They’d caught themselves a sleeping Johnnyfish. Now, if only they could land it.

	The flotilla began the intricate choreography needed to prise open a space whale.

	The jeep carrier Scio launched its four fighters, each of which sped towards a different quadrant of the harvester’s shields. Wolverton-generated force beams lanced from the nose of each fighter, flaring against the harvester’s bio-shields. Weak as they were, the fighters were little more than gadflies to a hulk like the Johnnyfish, but their dancing beams forced the awakening vessel to keep the shields for all four quadrants active. 

	The destroyer Philomath stood off and raked the harvester with its primary weaponry. Five-inch beams weren’t so easily dismissed. The desperate Johnnyfish brought its shields to full power, preventing it from firing any of its own weapons. If it dropped its shields to fire, the Philomath would rend it to bloody chunks. The Guppy crew inside might have been willing to risk it, the living biovessel had a will, too, and it instinctively kept its shields up. They held against the coordinated attack, but only just.

	Time, thought Nilsson.

	Strapped inside his heavy, he uncaged a toggle and flipped it. Hypodermic needles jabbed every member of I, D, and C flight, injecting a witches’ brew of neocaffeines and other chemicals into their bloodstreams. The combat drugs increased the efficacy of the neural headbands used to control their heavy mechs and powered suits. Their minds suddenly no longer operated their equipment like machines but rather wore them like new bodies. Sensor input became like living senses, servo motors became as living limbs.

	The Ankeny Hill slowly edged toward the harvester. Its weapon turrets were masked by the heavy mechs strapped on top of them, but that didn’t matter. All that mattered was that the bow torpedo tube was clear. It spat out a strange cylindrical object that drifted towards the harvester’s bow shield only slightly faster than the Ankeny itself. The slow speed was critical to the device’s operation but also served to deceive the living Johnnyfish.

	Undoubtedly, the Guppy crew inside saw the biofeedback jammer for what it was, but their frantic stabs of override buttons to lower shields and fire on the jammer were ignored by the harvester’s frenzied, panicked back-brain. Its instincts played it false, sensing no danger in the tiny, slow-moving cylinder, while its Guppy crew knew the cylinder for the ultimate danger it posed.

	The slow-moving jammer grazed against the harvester’s shield, triggering it. The jammer erupted in a powerful series of precisely patterned electromagnetic waves, causing bioelectric feedback in the harvester’s brain, frying the portion that generated its force shields. The shields dropped instantly, with no hope of restoring them.

	The desperate Johnnyfish lashed out with all the weaponry, dimpling its hide to no avail. They scored a few minor hits, but the darting Terran fighters and the pounding beams of the destroyer quickly silenced the harvester’s guns. 

	Now, it was up to Nilsson and his heavy mob.

	The exterior racks holding his heavy mechs clanked as they fell away, and powerful
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