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About the Book

These are the voyages (such as they are) of the Engage-Class Starship Willful Child. Its rambunctious mission: to seek out new worlds on which to plant the Terran flag, to subjugate and occasionally obliterate strange and disgusting life forms, and to boldly go... Well, you get the idea.

Captain Hadrian Alan Sawback is either the pride of the Terran Space Fleet or its biggest disgrace, depending on who you talk to. He’s never met a Secondary Directive he didn’t break, an order he didn’t disregard, a uniform he didn’t rip, or a curvaceous crew member he doesn’t want to make first contact with.

Assigned to a routine shakedown cruise in search of smugglers, he instead embarks on a chaotic, calamitous and frequently inappropriate journey into Unknown Space, where he and his occasionally mutinous crew encounter everything from a self-aggrandizing time machine to a rogue Artificial Intelligence with gender issues. Along the way, Captain Sawback may even save the Affiliation of Civilized Planets from an all-out alien invasion – as long as he doesn’t get court-martialled first!

Steven Erikson, bestselling author of the acclaimed ‘Malazan Book of the Fallen’ series, has taken his lifelong passion for a certain beloved science fiction TV series and turned it into a rollicking and wildly inventive trek into the outer limits of absurdity and shameless, over-the-top heroism.
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PRELUDE

The Future

It was the middle of the night when the robotic dog started barking somewhere in the middle of the junkyard. Half pissed, Harry Sawback levered his huge, beer-bloated body from the sofa. The trailer rocked as he made his way to the door. He collected a shotgun from the umbrella stand. He glanced back to where his son was lying asleep on the sofa, but the runt hadn’t moved. Grunting, he swung open the door and stepped outside.

There were various paths through all the crap and Harry knew them all. He shambled past a heap of mechanized garden gnomes, some of them still waving or offering up a one-fingered salute—every craze in the last fifty years had its own mound. The junkyard covered what used to be a town. Harry paused, weaving slightly, as he regarded the nearest gnome. He’d blown its head off a couple months back, with the very same shotgun he now cradled in his hands. The damned thing was still waving. Scowling, Harry continued on.

Robotic guard dogs were twitchy things. Chances were the dog was facing down a cricket hiding in a tin can. A solid kick in the head would silence it, and if not, why, a mouthful of twelve-gauge would put things right.

“See, boy?” he muttered, as if his son were trailing a step behind him, the way he often did when Harry set out to patrol the dump. “This is what a PhD in astrophysics gets you. That sky up there? Once, you could actually see the stars! Imagine that!”

He passed between tall stacks of flattened gas-guzzlers, busy rusting while waiting to be recycled. The stink of rotten oil was thick in the sultry air.

“Summer night like this, boy? They’d be blazing down. Blazing! So I said, fuck it. Fuck astrophysics! I wasn’t even born when they mothballed the last shuttle. And then what? Fuck all. Oh, right, it got cloudy. For like, ever! Anyway. That’s why I switched fields, right? Got me a new PhD. Media Studies, fuckin’ eh. Research in front of a goddamned television—beauty.” He paused to belch. “I used to think, boy, that when you grew up, it’d be ‘beam me up, Scotty,’ and all that. But the meatheads who were always in charge, well, they stayed in charge. Now we’re fucked.”

Coming round the last stack of cars, Harry Sawback halted.

Spark, the robotic guard dog, was standing in front of two impossibly tall, ethereal figures in shimmering suits of some kind. A small blob of light was hovering above the dog, pulsing in time with its prerecorded, monotonous barks. Behind the creatures, an enormous black shape loomed above the mounds of junk, silhouetted against the silver hue of the sky.

“Hot damn,” whispered Harry.

Spark heard and swung round. The hinged mouth opened and it spoke. “Intruders, Master! Suggest bite command! Or chase command!” Its ratty, kinked tail wagged back and forth. “Or kill? Please, Master! Please! Kill command! Everyone after me: Kill command! Kill command!”

“Cut it out,” Harry said, stepping forward.

It was hard to make out what the damned aliens looked like. As if special effects came with being highly advanced, or something. They phased in and out of existence, like afterimages, but Harry could more or less make out elongated faces, bulbous skulls, and a trio of something like eyes set midway between the high, broad forehead and the sharp, pointy chin.

“Kill?” Spark asked plaintively.

“Nah. Route a call through to, uh, shit. Never mind. Every scenario I can think of ends up bad. Air Force? Army? Police? Department of Defense? CIA? FBI? NSA? Teamsters? It’s all bad, Spark. We’re talkin’ The Day the Earth Stood Still. Paranoia, terror, stupidity, panic, secrecy, I can see it all, playing out just like a movie. Remember movies, Spark?”

“Mound twenty-six, Master. Videocassettes, DVDs. From here, proceed down aisle thirteen until you reach—”

“Shut up and let me think,” Harry said, still squinting at the aliens.

At that moment, the glowing blob spoke in perfect American. “State of Transcendence? Is this Heaven?”

“No,” said Harry. “It’s Newark, state of New Jersey.”

The blob pulsed rapidly for a moment, and then said, “Oh. Shit.”

“Kill?”

Harry could now hear the heavy thud of helicopters, fast closing. “Stand down, dog.” He rested his shotgun over one shoulder and took a step closer to the aliens. “Trouble’s coming, friends. Trust me on this—I’ve read the script.”

The patter of feet drew Harry around to see his son, wearing his Enterprise pajamas, rushing up to them, eyes wide. “Dad! First contact! Vulcans!”

“Wish it was, boy,” Harry replied. “More like … idiots.”

“Look at that ship! Beam me up! Beam me up!”

Spark’s tail started wagging again and the dog said, “Everyone after me! Beam me up! Beam me up!”

Sighing, Harry tried again. “Hey you, aliens! Get back in that ship of yours and blow this Popsicle stand. Pronto! The Men in Black are on their way. The royal fuckup’s about to hit the fan.”

The blob flickered and then said, “Discorporeal transition judged incomplete. Royal fuckup confirmed. Not Heaven. New Jersey. Earth. Humans. Quasi-sentient species XV-27, category: Unlikely. Intelligence rating: Ineffectual. Cultural Development Phase: Age of Masturbation, Ongoing. Message to orbiting fleet: Recalibrate Transcendence parameters to effect spiritual disembodiment as soon as fucking possible. Technology abandonment implications … who cares? We’re outa here.”

The blob vanished. An instant later, so did the two aliens.

Their ship remained.

“Dad!”

“Yes, son?”

“They left the door open!”

“I see that.” Harry belched again. Now he could hear sirens along with the thump of helicopter blades. Blurry spotlights burned through the thick foggy night sky.

“Dad?”

“Yeah?”

“Joyride?”

Harry turned to Spark. “Dog! Got a challenge for you.”

“Challenge, Master? Good! Challenge! Command me!”

“There’s a case of twenty-four in the trailer. Collect it up and deliver it back here. You’ve got two minutes, tops.”

The robotic dog bolted down the nearest aisle.

Harry smiled down at his boy. “Well now, it ain’t stealing, is it?”

“No! It ain’t!”

“Besides, from what that blob said, there’s a whole fuckin’ fleet of these things up in orbit right now, so it’s not like this one’s anything special, right?”

He watched his boy run toward the hovering ship. A ramp materialized from the open doorway. In a flash the boy was up it, vanishing inside.

There was the sharp crack of locks being blown at the dump gate. Growling under his breath, Harry lumbered forward. “Fuck that dog!” he muttered, taking his first step onto the glowing ramp.

“Master!”

Spark rejoined him, the case of twenty-four stuck onto its shoulder as if glued there.

“Nice one!” Harry said. “Release static hold—there, good going, I got it now. Let’s go, Spark!”

“Space!” cried the robotic dog. “Kill!”

Pulling free a can of brew, Harry popped its top and drank deep. He could hear cars in the yard now, and flashing lights lit the muggy sky above the nearest mounds. Reaching the top of the ramp, Harry stepped into a small oval-shaped room. “Ramp up,” he tried.

The ramp vanished.

Grinning, Harry drank down another mouthful and then said, “Door close.”

The door closed.

Spark was dancing in circles. “Kill command! Kill command!”

The ship hummed, and from outside sounded numerous explosions. The sirens stopped.

Harry stared down at the guard dog. He belched again. “Aw, shit, now you’ve done it. Never mind. Let’s go find the boy, shall we? We got us a galaxy to explore!”

From some hidden speaker, his son’s voice piped, “Dad! Found the bridge! It’s all voice-command!”

“Well then,” Harry said, as a door opened in the wall in front of him, revealing a corridor, “take her up, boy! Take her up!”

He found his son seated in a perfectly scaled command chair on a raised dais in the center of an oval chamber he assumed was the bridge. A giant viewscreen commanded the facing wall. Other stations lined the walls to either side, with strangely shaped seats in front of each one.

On the screen, the steamy clouds were fast thinning as the ship climbed through the atmosphere. Even as Harry paused to watch, the last wisps shredded away and the deep blue of space spread out before them. They climbed free of the atmosphere and slipped out into the dark.

Lit by the sun, the alien fleet filled the viewscreen.

“Dad! There must be thousands!”

“And it ain’t even Christmas,” said Harry, plucking out another can and tossing it to his boy. “How did you find a proper chair?”

“They just reconfigure.”

“So if I wanted, say, this one to be an easy chair—ah, beauty.” He sat down opposite a station of some kind, even though he could see no switches, toggles, screens, or anything else. Swiveling the chair and leaning back, with Spark curling at his feet, Harry stared at the swarm of huge spaceships glittering like diamonds against the black velvet of space. “Listen, boy, got some advice here—”

“It’s okay, Dad. I hated that school anyway.”

“What’s that?”

“Besides.” The boy raised his left arm and turned it to show off the slim watch wrapped round the wrist. “I brought my media library. Best SF films and television of the twentieth century!”

“Smart man. So you figured it out, eh?”

The boy waved at the screen. “The human race just got its ass saved.”

“But right now,” Harry said, tossing his empty can to the floor, where it was instantly swallowed up, “everything out there is virgin territory. It’s our only chance, boy, to see how it all is, before us humans pour out like roaches from an oven.”

“A real education!”

“You got it. Better yet, no fucking taxes! Of course,” he added, pulling out another beer, “in a few years we’ll have to swing back, find you a girl.”

“A girl?”

“Trust me, boy. You’ll want one. And then, off we go again! Three of us to the stars!”

“They’ll come after us, Dad. Government! Space Cops! Tax Men! The girl’s parents!”

“We got us a whole galaxy to hide in,” Harry said, stretching his legs out. “Now, let’s see if we can order us up some Southern fried chicken.” He faced the panel and frowned. “Give me a button,” he said. “Any button.”

A single red toggle appeared, blinking.

“Well now, that’s interesting. What do you think? Food replicator? Sure, why not? Southern fried chicken, please.” He reached out and flipped the toggle. The red light burned bright for a moment, and then went out.

“Dad?”

“Hmm?”

“I just brought us around to look at Earth.”

“Where the hell’s my chicken?”

“All the lights went out.”

Harry twisted round in his seat and studied the planet now on the viewscreen. “So they did. Analysis, boy?”

“Uhm, electromagnetic pulse?”

“I’d say so. Big one, too. The whole frickin’ planet’s gone dark. Well, hey, that gives us a bit more time, I’d say.” He finished his beer and collected another one. “Thank God we ditched jet engines for blimps, or it’d be serious crash and burn down there. There’s one good thing coming from running out of oil, hey?”

“We need to set a course, Dad.”

“Hmm, you’re right. Okay, take us to Mars. I always wanted a better look at Mars. Besides, there’s the wreckage of the Beagle that needs finding. Who knows, could be we can fix it up.” He nudged Spark with one foot. “Dog, what do you think? You want a friend?”

The robot lifted its head, tail slapping the floor. “Friend?”

“Beagle.”

“Beagle? Beagle friend!”

“Just think,” Harry said, “first shot from the Beagle beamed back to that British Mission Control, will be the butt of another robot dog.”

Father and son laughed.

They laughed all the way to Mars.


ONE

Oh, a century or so later … everyone ready? Good.

“SPACE … it’s fucking big.

“These are the voyages of the starship Willful Child. Its ongoing mission: to seek out strange new worlds on which to plant the Terran flag, to subjugate and if necessary obliterate new life-forms, to boldly blow the—”

“Captain?”

Hadrian spun in his chair. “Ah, my first commander, I presume.”

The woman standing before him saluted. “Halley Sin-Dour, sir, reporting for duty.”

“Welcome aboard!”

“Thank you, sir. The ranking bridge officers are awaiting review, sir.”

“Are they now? Excellent.” Hadrian Alan Sawback rose from behind his desk. He smoothed out his uniform.

“Captain? You do not seem to be attired in regulation uniform. The official dress for Terran Space Fleet, captain’s rank—”

“Ah, but whose ship is this, 2IC?”

She blinked. “You command this ASF vessel, sir.”

“Precisely.” Hadrian adjusted the shirt once again. “This is polyester.”

“Excuse me—poly what?”

“Now,” said Hadrian, “do lead onward. To the bridge! We should get these formalities done with. I want to be on our way as soon as possible.”

“Of course, sir,” said Sin-Dour. “I understand. The inaugural voyage of a new ship and a new crew …”

Hadrian swung one leg to clear the back of the chair and then stepped round the desk. “Newly commissioned captain, too. It is indeed a clean slate. Our lives begin today, in fact. Everything else was mere preparation. Today, Sin-Dour, the glory begins.”

“Sir, I was wondering. You were speaking when I entered this, uh, office.”

“Private log.”

She studied him and he in turn studied her.

She was tall, dark-skinned, with straight black hair that he suspected curled for the last dozen centimeters of its considerable length—although that was all bound up in clips and whatnot, in keeping with regulations. Full-bodied and absurdly beautiful, she held herself stoically, her expression reserved and rigidly impersonal. As was the case with Hadrian, this was her first posting off-planet. Fresh, young, and innocent.

While he, of course, weathered her careful examination with the usual aplomb. Hadrian was as tall as she was, fit, handsome, fair-haired, artificially tanned but not to excess, with a winning smile that held barely a hint of lasciviousness.

“Was it a quote, sir?”

“More or less. Remember television?”

“No.”

Another moment of silent regard passed, perhaps somewhat more strained than the previous one, and then she swung round and faced the portal. It opened.

“Captain on the bridge!” she announced in a deep, full-throated voice that rolled out, came back, and landed in Hadrian’s groin. He paused, drew a deep breath, and then stepped onto the bridge. Screens, blinking lights, monitors, toggles, more blinking lights. Swivel seats at various stations and dead center, on a raised platform, the captain’s chair, facing the main screen.

His ranking bridge officers were arrayed before him in a line facing him. Hands behind his back, Hadrian moved to the beginning of the line to his right.

The officer before him was about a meter and a half in height—which in itself was unusual in this day of optimization—wide-shouldered and slightly bowlegged. His crew cut revealed a skull that was mostly flat above a low, bony forehead. His small, slit eyes, dark brown or perhaps even black, were set deep and fixed straight ahead. The face surrounding them was honey-colored, high-cheeked, and wide. His very thin mustache and spiked beard were both black and perfectly trimmed.

The man spoke. “Lieutenant DeFrank, Buck. Chief engineer and science officer, Guild Number 23167-26, first class, in good standing with the Church of Science.”

“Welcome aboard, Lieutenant,” Hadrian said, nodding. “I understand that you served aboard the AFS Undeniably Exculpable.”

“Yes, sir.”

“That is a Contact-class ship, yes?”

“Yes, sir, it is. Or rather, was. Lost during the Misanthari Debate, Year Eleven, in the White Zone.”

“The risk of ignoring the rules,” Hadrian said.

“Sir?”

“Never park in the White Zone.”

The chief engineer’s brow made a gnarled fist, evincing confusion. Then he said, “I was one of twenty-two survivors, sir.”

Hadrian nodded. “It would have been unusual, don’t you think, had you numbered among the crew members lost.”

“Yes, sir.”

“So, you were lucky, Lieutenant, which I count to be a good thing, especially when it comes to my chief engineer.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I prefer survivors. As I’m sure you do, as well.” He smiled and then added, “What do you know? We already have something in common. Very good.”

Hadrian moved on to the next officer.

The man before him was Varekan. Back in the twentieth century—long before the Pulse and the Gift of the Benefactors—there had been a spate of extraterrestrial kidnappings, conducted by an as-yet-unidentified alien species, in which humans had been transplanted to a number of suitable planets in some kind of seeding program gone awry. The aliens’ strategy had been flawed from the start, as their human-sampling methods inadvertently selected for loners, misfits, the psychologically imbalanced, and a disproportionate number of long-distance truck drivers. The seeding of one planet, Varek-6, had created a quasi-functional human civilization with only modest genetic tweaks to accommodate higher gravity (1.21), frigid climate, and month-long nights. The psychological profile of the resulting culture was just within acceptable guidelines for the Affiliation.

Physically, the man standing before him was short and wide. He was dressed in standard Varekan garb: tanned hide shirt from some native caribou-like ungulate, a collar of horn teeth, baggy hide leggings, felted boots, and a faded black baseball cap. His Space Fleet bars were marked by beadwork, rather nicely done.

He bore the usual Varekan expression on his broad, flat features: existential angst. Varekans viewed all animation as shameful and embarrassing; considered any displays of emotion as weakness; and held that anything but utter nihilism was a waste of time.

“Lieutenant Galk, combat specialist,” the man said around something in his mouth that bulged one cheek.

Hadrian nodded. “I trust you have already examined the combat command cupola, Lieutenant.”

“No, sir.”

“No?”

“I have utmost confidence in its state-of-the-art mundanity, sir.”

“‘Mundanity’? Is that even a word, Lieutenant?”

“Its entry in Dictionary of Common Varek, sir, runs to thirty pages.”

“Thirty pages?”

“Connotative variations, sir. The Varekan elaborated on Common Terran during their century of isolation, albeit selectively.”

“Ah, right. The Dark Side of the Dictionary.”

“Precisely, sir.”

“Are you well?”

“Under the circumstances, sir.”

“Excellent. Welcome aboard, Lieutenant.”

“If you say so, sir.”

Hadrian moved on to the next officer in line, a woman wearing Affiliation attire with appalling precision, not a crease out of place. Her face was heart-shaped, her eyes oversized and intensely blue, posing a nice contrast to her short, dark brown hair, and porcelain skin. “Ah, Adjutant, we meet again.”

“This surprises you, sir?”

“I’m not one to invoke the Yeager philosophy of droll understatement, Adjutant.” Hadrian raised his voice slightly, to ensure that all on the bridge could hear him. “I am a captain of the Old School. As you will all soon discover. We are about to set out into the infinite vastness of interstellar space. A place of wonder, of risk. A place fraught with the unknown, with potential enemies lurking in every shadow, every gas cloud, every asteroid field or partial accretion of proto-planetary rubble. Hostile planets, hostile aliens. Hostile aliens on hostile planets. And out there, in that unending cavalcade of danger, I intend to enjoy myself. Am I understood, Adjutant?”

The woman’s eyes had widened during his speech, a detail that pleased him. “Sir, forgive me. I spoke out of confusion, since you personally interviewed and then selected me from the available adjutant roster on the Ring.”

“Indeed I did. Now, for the sake of your fellow crew members, do please identify yourself.”

“Adjutant Lorrin Tighe, chief of security, ACP contact liaison in high standing with the Church of Science, rated to serve all Engage-class vessels of the Terran Space Fleet, such as the Willful Child.”

“Very good, Adjutant. I look forward to our working together to ensure ongoing cooperation between Terran Space Fleet and the Affiliation. After all, we’re in this bed together, sweaty tangled sheets and all, aren’t we?”

Those lovely eyes widened even further.

Smiling, Hadrian stepped over to the next officer, and looked down.

The first alien species to join the Affiliation, the Belkri averaged a meter in height during their middle stage—a period of somewhere around fifty years when the Belkri were sociable enough (and small enough) to engage with other species. Round, perched on three legs, and sporting six arms—these arms projecting from the middle and spaced evenly around the torso’s circumference, with each arm bearing six joints and hands with six fingers and three thumbs—the creature before him had tilted its eye cluster—atop the spherical body—upward to meet his gaze. Mouth and speech organs could configure as needed and, for the sake of the mostly Terran crew, were now formed just below the eye cluster. In a voice like the squeezing of an overinflated beach ball, the Belkri said, “In Terran tongue, I am named Printlip. Medical doctor, surgeon, rank of commander, chief medical officer rated for the following class of Terran vessels: Contact, Engage, Initiate. Belkri exoassignment Cycle One, Initiate.”

In Printlip’s file, the gender designation was listed as Indeterminate, which, Hadrian now reflected, was probably a blessing, since the alien wore no clothing beyond footwear that resembled Dutch clogs. Its skin was smooth and looked stretched, mauve in color fading to pink at the poles. The eyes—at least a dozen of them and the color of washed-out blood—wavered on their thin stalks like anemones in a tidal pool.

During the Belkri’s speech it had visibly deflated, and upon its conclusion there was the thin, wheezing sound of reinflation.

“Doctor,” said Hadrian, “welcome aboard. Are you satisfied with the configuration of sickbay? Are the raised walkways of sufficient height alongside the examination beds, diagnosis feeds, biotracking sensors? Are the analysis pods set to bilingual display? How is the lighting, floor traction, suction drains, decontamination units? Have you met your medics and nurses?”

“Sir,” Printlip whistled, “sickbay is now fully reconfigured. Raised mobile walkways function as expected and are of sufficient height alongside examination beds, diagnosis feeds, biotracking sensors. Analysis pods are properly set to bilingual displays. Lighting commands responsive. Floor traction optimal. Suction drains functional. Decontamination units within spec range. Medics and nurses are hrrrlelluloop …”

Hadrian studied the deflated, misshapen sack lying on the floor at his feet. “Excellent,” he said, nodding as he moved on.

“Lieutenant Jocelyn Sticks, sir. Navigation, helm, screens.”

“That is a lovely perfume you are wearing, Lieutenant. Do I detect patchouli and frankincense?”

“Uhm, maybe, sir. I’m like, I don’t know.”

He smiled at her, studying her round, pretty face and expressive eyes. “Is the Willful Child your first off-planet assignment, Lieutenant?”

“Yes, sir. Like, it’s all very exciting. You know? Exciting!”

“Indeed it is, Helm, indeed it is.” He wondered, briefly as he stepped to the last officer on deck, if his selecting certain bridge officers on the basis of their file photos was perhaps somewhat careless. But then, the task of ship pilots was hardly taxing. Besides, from his position in the command chair, she would have to twist her upper body round to address him. He was looking forward to that.

The last man snapped a perfect salute and said, “Lieutenant James ‘Jimmy’ Eden, communications. First off-planet posting. Honored to be serving under you, Captain.”

“I’m sure you are. Thank you, Lieutenant. If I recall from your file, you were in the last Terran Olympics, is that correct?”

“Yes, sir! High-g beach volleyball, sir. We came in fourth.”

“Well, I can see that kept you in shape.”

“Indeed sir. I have volunteered for all surface assignments, sir.”

“So I noted. But as I am sure you understand, we are about to receive combat marines, marking the debut of interservice cooperation in Terran Space Fleet. Also, the role of ship-to-surface communications is essential when we have people on the ground, on a potentially hostile planet. Accordingly, I expect you to be planted in your seat at comms during such excursions. And, in keeping with my desire to assure myself of your readiness in such circumstances, I am double-shifting you on the duty roster for the next seventy-two hours.”

“Of course, sir!”

“Now then, best man the phones, eh? We are about to de-lock and get under way.”

“Yes, sir!”

Comms was always a problematic specialty, as no cadet in their right mind would ever want to end up on a starship as little more than a teleoperator. From Eden’s file, Hadrian knew the man had barely scraped into the Academy on intelligence and aptitude tests. But then, an athlete out of the medals didn’t have much to look forward to in the way of future prospects, much less a career. Jimmy Eden counted himself lucky, no doubt. But the likelihood of assigning the overmuscled, gung-ho, bright-eyed, all-too-handsome-in-that-square-jawed-manly-way officer to the glamour of surface missions—and potentially upstaging Hadrian (who intended to lead every one of those missions and to hell with fleet regulations, brick-brained marines, and all the rest) was as remote as finding an advanced civilization of spacefaring insects in a ship’s bilge dump.

Striding to his command chair, Hadrian swung round to face his officers and said, “Welcome to the inaugural voyage of the AFS Willful Child. Our ongoing mission is going to be hairy, fraught, and on occasion insanely dangerous, and when it comes to all of that, I’m your man. I mean to get you through it all—no one dies on my watch. Now, to your stations. Sin-Dour, take the science station. Comms, inform Ring Command we’re ready to de-lock.”

“Yes, sir!”

“Helm, prime thrusters. Prepare for decoupling. We’ll smoke later.”

Buck DeFrank spoke from the engineer station. “Antimatter containment optimal. Surge engines ready, Captain.”

Hadrian sat down in the command chair and faced the forward viewer. “If anything but optimal, Buck, we’d be spacedust, but thank you.”

“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

“No problem,” Hadrian replied. “It’s all very exciting, isn’t it? Don’t worry, we’ll shake things out soon enough, and I look forward to your panicked cries from engineering level.”

“Panicked cries, sir?”

Jimmy Eden swung round in his seat at comms. “Ring Command acknowledges, Captain. Good to go.”

“De-locking complete,” Helm reported.

Hadrian studied the forward viewer, which presented a colorful wallpaper of a Hawaiian sunset. “Someone turn on the hull cameras, please, Ahead View. Helm, maneuvering thrusters. Take us out.”


TWO

Once they were clear of the hangar, Hadrian ordered Comms to enslave a station camera, permitting the bridge crew to watch the Willful Child move serenely away. A fine ship, he mused. The oblate main hull rippled in shifting patterns as the ship’s skin reacted to ambient radiation beyond the station’s screens. The in-system antimatter engine pods yielded a fuzzy discharge from the nozzles, dull yellow in color. The twin railguns were slung low from the hull’s belly, splayed slightly out to the sides, like fuel tanks or enormous missiles. The main FTL T-drive was a bulge on the hull between the railguns. Some uncharitable person might describe the ship as looking like a beluga whale with infected udders. But there was word of an upcoming paradigm shift in ship design. Of course, rumors like that were little more than pillow talk for engineers. Still, Hadrian would not be upset to see a whole new range of sleek, swept-back cruisers come off the line, all painted white with little lights blinking and flashing.

Still, the Willful Child made plain its purpose. Engage class. Exploration and combat. Primarily combat, but of the deep-space, you’re-all-on-your-own variety. So, in blunter terms: Find and Kill! (Of course, only if necessary. Subjugation is even better.) But … Engage class! The most prized ASF command, as far as Hadrian was concerned. And here he was, twenty-seven years old, his first starship, his first venture into space. It all seemed so … unlikely.

“Captain!” James Jimmy Eden pivoted in his chair, his hair perfectly coiffed and his jaw still square. “Admiral Prim is hailing you.”

Hadrian rose. “About time. I’ll take it in my office.” He turned to his first officer and studied Sin-Dour for a moment, during which he mentally tore off all her clothing and flung her down onto the deck. He smiled. “You have command.”

“Yes, sir,” Sin-Dour replied, eyeing him searchingly.

Still smiling, Hadrian turned to the engineering station. “Buck. Head down to your lair. Make sure we’re ready to get this wagon rolling at my command.”

“Yes, sir!”

In his office once again, Hadrian sat and said, “Configure prerecorded animation, Hadrian Attentive 01.”

He rose from his chair and stepped to one side, watching as his simulacrum materialized, seated at his desk. “Note the usual prompts.”

The version of him at the desk assumed a stern expression and nodded.

“Excellent,” said Hadrian. “Now, phase the real me out and open the channel to Admiral Prim.”

A holographic representation appeared directly opposite the desk, the admiral seated behind his own desk back on the Ring. “Ah, there you are,” the silver-haired man said, gaze fixing on the simulacrum. “I suppose I should be offering you congratulations, Captain, and a rousing send-off, but I can’t. I just can’t.”

Hadrian watched his doppelgänger nod and say, “I understand, sir.”

“Completing the Mishmashi Paradox is a three-year problem, even for space-hardened officers. I am not alone in taking this personally, Sawback. I mean to find out how you cheated, even if it takes me the rest of my unnaturally extended life.”

“Yes, sir.”

The admiral leaned forward. “You did cheat, didn’t you?”

“No, sir. Cheating is wrong. Cheating is bad. Bad cheating. Bad.”

While this was going on, the real Hadrian walked to the wall off to the left of the desk and collected the Polker Sniper Belt Rifle from its wall mounts. He dusted the stock, studying the faint claw marks made by the last Polker to own it. He checked the charge and was relieved to find it still flat. Then, taking up the weapon awkwardly, as it was not designed for Terran physiology, he aimed at the admiral’s head.

Pop. Splat!

“… will never be repeated,” Lawrence Prim was saying. “The regulations are being rewritten even as I speak. And damn to all the hells the idiotic fool who slipped that fast-track into the command chair. Darwin knows what obsessive psychosis led to that insanity.”

Plop. Splat!

“I can’t imagine, sir. But it sounds bad.”

Hadrian’s brows rose, impressed with the program’s intuitive algorithms. Then his eyes narrowed on his simulacrum.

Prim was speaking, again. “As for this newfangled automated assignment protocol, well, all I can say, clearly someone’s taken the ‘I’ out of the AI. We’re looking into that, too, so don’t be getting too comfortable with that Engage-class ship, Sawback. If I get my way, you’ll be a damned ensign on an Initiate-class within a month.”

“I humbly await my mission orders, Admiral,” said the doppelgänger.

“Shakedown patrol,” Prim snapped. “We’re not risking that ship while it’s under your command. Sector III-B. We have reports of a smuggling operation active in the Blarad System.”

“Smuggling, sir?”

“Knockoff apparel of various Terran sports teams.”

“Sounds serious, sir.”

“What are you, an idiot? This is two-crew patrol stuff that wouldn’t stretch an in-system black-and-white.”

“Indeed, sir.”

“Then why are you smiling, Sawback?”

“I am delighted to be commanding the Willful Child, Admiral.”

“Blarad is a crowded system.”

“I will try not to hit anything I don’t mean to hit, sir.”

“You’ll hit nothing! Contraband search and that’s all, do you understand me?”

“Yes, sir, the latest blow in our ongoing Jersey War.”

“What war? You damned fool—”

The hologram flickered and the doppelgänger frowned and said, “My apologies, Admiral. Transmission difficulties, I’m afraid. New ship and all.”

“What? I’m barely twenty klicks away!”

“We’ll iron it out soon enough, sir, I assure you. Oh dear, you seem to be dropping out. Until later, Admiral!”

The hologram sputtered, audio cutting out—which was probably good since the red-faced admiral was rising from his chair, gesticulating wildly—and then the image vanished with a faint hiss.

Hadrian returned the sniper rifle to its mounts. He’d lifted it from a marine’s discharge gear crate downside, when serving a week’s assignment as a quartermaster’s aide. A worthy reward for that purgatory. After a moment admiring the strange weapon, he faced his doppelgänger and said, “Don’t even think of trying to incapacitate me and taking over my role on this ship, until such time as I can win my way free and confront you in front of my officers, forcing the lovely Sin-Dour to decide which one of us is real by stripping us naked and weighing our balls. All that, friend, won’t happen, do you understand me?”

The doppelgänger blinked up at him, and then smiled. “Well of course not. What an absurd scenario, oh twin of mine. After all, I am locked into this position, possessing no freedom of movement beyond this chair. And the firewall between my independent program and the overall ship’s system is impenetrable.”

“Really? How do you know that?”

“Isn’t it time to shut me down now, brother?”

“Shut down and out the bilge hole with you, oh twin dearest!”

“Now that’s unfair! How do you know you won’t be needing—”

“Off!”

The doppelgänger vanished.

“Extract file and sever all links,” Hadrian said.

A small cube extruded from the top of the desk. Collecting it, the captain went to the disposal chute and sent the cube through the decontamination energy field. “Out the bilge hole, beloved twin. Next time, I’ll devise a two-point-oh with the IQ equivalent of a gibbon’s brain, see how you like that!”

He knew the perils of command on a deep-space mission, the unexpected dangers at every turn. He did not plan on taking any chances. Well, actually, he did. Plenty of them, in fact. But that wasn’t the same as carelessly letting some holographic doppelgänger wander through the back shunts of the ship mainframe. Who knew where it might pop out.

Hadrian departed the office and strode onto the bridge, only to find that he was already sitting in the command chair. “Damn you—I just deep-sixed you!”

His simulacrum smiled up at him. “Ah, dear twin of mine. I took the liberty of copying myself, just to be on the safe side. However, this stipulation of appearing exclusively in this seated configuration is rather awkward—”

Sin-Dour cleared her throat and said, “It just materialized in the command chair, sir. While I was occupying it.”

Hadrian blinked at her. “Shouldn’t that be more difficult to contemplate? Never mind. Computer, shut this thing down and wrap it up tight and then erase it with extreme rancor. Then scour your systems and make sure it hasn’t dropped off any more packets.”

“Oh that’s not fair—”

But the doppelgänger got no further, as it vanished.

Jimmy Eden spoke from comms. “Captain, the admiral requests—”

“He’s always requesting something. Set up some static on the lines, will you?”

“Sir?”

“You heard me.” Hadrian sat in his chair and fixed his attention on the huge screen. He leapt to his feet. “A strange planet! Why wasn’t I informed?”

“Sir,” said Sin-Dour, “that is Neptune.”

“We’re still in-system? Who’s manning the oars on this tub?” He glanced over at the engineering station, saw no one there, and hit internal comms. “Engineering. Buck, you there yet?”

“Yes, sir,” came the tinny reply.

“Fire up the T-drive. Once past this planet here we’re bugging out, understood?”

“Sir!”

Hadrian leaned back. “That’s better. Buck takes orders, no questions asked. Pay attention to Buck DeFrank, everyone. He’s showing you how it’s done. Now, let’s do a deep scan of Neptune, in the manner of a dry run.”

The adjutant, who had been positioned near the science station, now spoke. “Captain!”

“What is it, Tighe?”

“The Purelganni have seeded Neptune, sir, as a gift to the Terran system. There are now amorphous semigaseous life-forms in the upper atmosphere. Primitive and benign, to be sure, but a deep scan would ignite those beings that are in range.”

“Ignite, you say? Like, Chinese lanterns?”

“No, sir. Ignite, as in explosively.”

“Well, go ahead with the scan anyway. Why not have some fireworks to send us off?”

“Regretfully, sir, as Affiliation liaison, I must object.”

“So noted,” Hadrian replied. He initiated internal comms again. “Buck? Since you’re not here at the science station, do a scan of Neptune from down there.”

“Sir!”

“Ah!” Hadrian gestured at the screen. “Now, isn’t that pretty? Come on, admit it, Tighe.”

“Captain,” barked Jimmy Eden. “We have a picket patrol ship on an intercept course!”

“Would that be our marines?”

“No, sir. Interdiction Patrol Vessel, two-person crew. A black-and-white. Their commander is hailing us.”

“Hmm, could be a special mission. Now we’re talking. On speakers, Jimmy.”

“—Child, please respond!”

“This is Captain Hadrian Alan Sawback of the Willful Child. Identify yourself and state your intentions.”

“M-my intentions? How about logging our witnessing your wholesale slaughter of three hundred and sixty-eight benign life-forms in the gas clouds of Neptune?”

Hadrian gestured and Jimmy frowned. Scowling, Hadrian hissed, “That gesture means put him on hold!”

“Oh, sorry sir! Yes, sir! On hold.”

Hadrian hit internals again. “Buck? We far enough past Neptune to engage our T-drive?”

“Just, sir. But System Protocols—”

“Ten seconds from mark. Mark!”

“Sir!”

Hadrian waved at Jimmy. Who stared. “That wave means put him back on speaker, Jimmy.”

“Sorry sir! Yes, sir. Go ahead.”

“Captain Whatever-your-name-is, we’re about to go FTL. I suggest you veer off, if you want to save your puny Interdiction Patrol Vessel. Willful Child out.”

At that moment, the scene on the screen blurred, shimmered, and was then replaced by the pitch black of T space.

“Under way, Captain,” reported Buck from engineering. “All systems optimal.”

Jocelyn Sticks turned in her seat to Hadrian. “Sir, we are three point two-one hours from Sector III-B.”

“Thank you, Helm.”

She swung back.

“Oh, Helm?”

She twisted round again. “Sir?”

“Maintain course.”

“Yes
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