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      Maddox leaned against the tall table and enjoyed his beer. Mostly, because he had Squire Perry standing across from him, trying to pretend to be casual, while Serge Broom and Sankar Bachchan were dressed as miners, over in a corner.

      Bar. Dive, really. World was Jaffra’s Corner, which was a strange name for a planet, but nobody had asked him. Seen on a map, it had once—a very long time ago—been the anchor point off one of the major trade hubs, a side road turning off into the darkness of the Unaffiliated worlds generally coreward from A’Zedi, though they weren’t all that far from any recognized Wronlori borders.

      Still, far enough away from anyone that none of the usual governments had ever claimed the place. And the locals preferred it that way. Stubborn, opinionated, and fiercely independent. Like a lot of Unaffiliated worlds.

      Stellar traffic was decent, but only one real city on the surface, and that was more of a town than anything. Felt rustic. Maybe fifteen thousand people within walking distance of this bar. Call it twenty kilometers.

      Bar was a rough place, but that was as much reputation as anything. The day was only late morning, where the folks who had passed out and been stashed in a back room to sleep it off mostly had, while their replacements hadn’t decided to come in and get serious about their drinking yet.

      Wood bar, topped with stained and damaged copper sheet that hadn’t been more than wiped in years, from the colors. No stools, so you stood to drink.

      Maddox hadn’t asked if there had been stools at one point, and they had all been broken in bar fights, or if the original owners had already known what kind of town this was and saved their money.

      Lots of miners in a five-light-year sphere. A few farmers and ranchers here on the surface, mostly because they could work in peace and do their own thing.

      And all the various and sundry folks that eventually collect to service and prey on miners if they sat still long enough. Bars. Restaurants with no aspirations to greatness. Dance halls. Saloons. Tap houses. Whore houses. Breweries.

      And jails.

      The A’Zedi Patrol Corvette Kalyn Blackford—aka “Doctor Kay”—was on a patrol run a little deeper towards the Core than usual this time. Survey Corps had gone ahead and forward-ported them out of Astarte III, but then had them clear the vicinity because Line Command was about to drop a small assault squadron on a pirate base Maddox and his crew had recently located, and Intelligence—who was his other boss—didn’t want anyone connecting Doctor Kay with pirate busting.

      At least not yet.

      So he drank, in a dive bar with scarred walls, on a peaceful enough weekday morning, mostly sipping at a beer nasty enough to be used to clean industrial parts, but he supposed that miners and their ilk preferred it that way.

      At least it was calm in here.

      Until it wasn’t.

      Sudden noise had Maddox turning to look. Voices raised. Ugly voices. Ugly people giving vent to ugly emotions.

      Perry, standing across the bolted-down table from him, ratcheted himself up a notch. Maddox didn’t have to look to know that Broom and Bachchan would do the same.

      He and Perry had worn their A’Zedi uniforms. Black pants. Mauve pullover. Mulberry jacket.

      Doctor Kay had landed yesterday, so folks would be expecting to see him. Hopefully, Broom and Bachchan were mistaken for miners that had wandered in. Lots of small ships coming and going pretty regularly at the starport.

      Flight Control Operations was about the only thing on this planet that folks appeared to take serious and professional.

      “We don’t like your kind around here,” a man was snarling.

      Him and several of his friends had someone backed into a corner. Smaller fellow. Fox, surrounded by wolves.

      Odds didn’t look good. Five against one.

      Rest of the bar wasn’t all that friendly, either. Most folks seemed willing to hunch down and pretend nothing was happening. Bartender had a hand out of sight, probably holding a weapon of some sort.

      Maddox hoped that he wasn’t about to be consumed in a brawl. He’d just gotten this uniform cleaned.

      Fellow in the corner shifted his feet as Maddox watched. Maddox wasn’t a close-quarters fighter like Perry and his two troopers, but he recognized someone preparing for violence.

      A walking stick suddenly got reversed in the slender fellow’s hands, and held like a sword in one hand.

      Maddox had left the ship without any weapons beyond his three security troopers. He could see where that might have been an overambitious mistake on his part, assuming that Jaffa’s World wouldn’t be that dangerous.

      In his defense, he had brought three killers with him.

      “You need to go back where you belong,” another rumbler announced in the mob.

      They had their backs to him, so Maddox wasn’t sure which one had spoken, but the others growled like pack hunters. Perry’s hand vanished under the table. Broom and Bachchan tensed.

      Maddox considered his options, but not for long, because one of the gang stepped in and threw a punch.

      Might have been a pretty good brawler, at least in his own mind. Feet shuffled forward. Fist came up and lashed out like a snake’s tongue.

      Target wasn’t there. Then the attacker went down with a hard crack. The other four rushed in.

      Maddox turned to Perry, noting the anger in the man’s eyes.

      “You know, I’m not sure I like those odds, myself,” Maddox said. “Feels unbalanced.”

      Perry rose to his full height. One hundred and ninety centimeters, though lean. Whipcord. Barbed wire. Ugly smile on the man’s face.

      “I got your flank,” Maddox said.

      He supposed that a Knight in Command of a Survey Corvette shouldn’t get into brawls, but five on one—four on one now—didn’t sound right.

      And then it was nine on three, because several punks at the next table over decided to jump in as Perry went by.

      Seven on three after Squire Perry did something with a fist as the first punk got close. Too fast to follow, but the guy staggered backwards into a fellow, then both went down.

      Maddox stepped into one of the others and punched him in the stomach as hard as he could, then sidestepped when the man doubled forward and started throwing up whatever was in his stomach besides beer.

      Then Broom and Bachchan hit this group from the rear and it was suddenly over.

      Maddox heard a gunshot fill the bar like a peal of thunder—who uses gunpowder in the modern age?—and the fox went down.

      Maddox saw red. Simply charged the three still standing over there. Drove one of them into a second, then grabbed a hunk of iron that burned his hands as he twisted it out of the third man’s control and head butted him in the nose because they were that close and he had his hands full.

      Someone grabbed his arm, then changed their minds when Perry landed on their back. Broom and Bachchan landed a moment later, and Maddox realized that he and the bartender were the only two people still standing in here, a small group hunched down under table tops and his people thumping the ones that had started this mess.

      Bartender started to snarl something and changed his mind when Maddox pointed the pistol at the man. Ingenious design. Intuitive, even, as his right hand wrapped around a grip and a finger found a hook he assumed was a trigger.

      “No,” Maddox snarled simply.

      Man nodded and set a big stick carefully on the bar top before letting go and stepping back, probably pretty certain that any other response might get him shot, too.

      A quick look around, but nobody else wanted to cause trouble at this moment, either.

      “Perry, what’s his status?” Maddox asked, not looking down.

      Fists had stopped hitting flesh.

      “He has a penetrating wound,” Perry replied. “Bad but not necessarily lethal if treated quickly. I do not have the tools at hand.”

      Maddox found his comm with his other hand.

      “Bridge, Deck Officer.”

      Armiger Narayana Yadav. Deck Officer of Doctor Kay. A man almost two decades Maddox’s senior, but one who would never be promoted again, and it had apparently taken a lot of favors owed and a little blackmail by one of Yadav’s former subordinates to get the man this far.

      “Emergency protocol,” Maddox said, invoking the highest alert. “Launch Boyce in Packrat soonest. Vector down on my radio signal and have her land in the street to pick up a wounded civilian for transport to the ship. Have Doc prepared for surgery.”

      If nothing else, Narayana was a stone professional. That had been one of the things that had saved him originally. He didn’t ask. Didn’t argue. Didn’t anything.

      Merely acted.

      “Launching recovery soonest,” he said, then cut the line.

      Maddox nodded, noting the look of surprise on Perry’s face.

      Maddox handed him the pistol and squatted down next to the fox, where he got his second surprise today.

      He was a she. Attractive woman, if not beautiful.

      Bleeding, though.

      “Bachchan, keep pressure on the wound,” Maddox said, getting hands under the woman and lifting, still mostly powered by rage at this point, but it was a useful tool on days like this. “Broom, grab her gear. Perry, I want a perimeter enforced with lethal weapons if necessary.”

      Nothing Maddox had read about this world, or seen in the time he’d been here, suggested good Samaritans suddenly stepping up to help, and Maddox was pretty sure that the only medical training around here was probably a large animal vet, and he had one of those on the ship already. One he trusted.

      Plus, most of the men on the ground at his feet had had some problem with the woman, so Maddox had to assume that she wouldn’t be safe if left where the locals could get to her.

      Woman was a lot more solid than she looked. Maddox staggered getting her upright, then followed Broom to the door and out into the street.

      She wasn’t going to die on his watch.
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      Narayana lifted the cover and rockered the alert switch, letting the siren wind up to wake the dead for several seconds before shutting it back down and opening the shipwide intercom.

      “Boyce, launch Packrat immediately and located Knight Nevin in town by his comm signal,” Narayana ordered. “Medical, stand by to treat a civilian casualty returning to the ship with the commander. Repeat, civilian casualty.”

      That last bit was probably necessary. Most of the crew still remembered Kumar Das, who had bent every rule and called in every favor he had in order to get Narayana back into space. Those same spacers had made life hell for the two commanders who had tried to replace Das, before Corps had given them Maddox.

      And they’d since taken a cotton to the man, but Narayana had also reminded them how close they’d gotten to being broken up as a crew and blackballed on future assignments to the point that most of them would have had to leave service.

      Even in the middle of a war.

      Still, he found both his hands shaking and needed a moment to understand why.

      Maddox Nevin reminded him too much of Kumar Das, and Kumar had gotten himself killed on a dumbass backworld like this, leaving Narayana with PTSD that had suddenly chosen to rise up and bite him.

      He’d ask Doc Nordin for something later so he could sleep.

      After the emergency settled.

      Whatever the hell had happened today.

      Squire Rolland Waters appeared at a dead run, buttoning his tunic as he slid to a halt, eyes wild. With the ship in harbor, even on dry land, and standing down for R&R and maintenance, Narayana had taken the full anchor watch himself.

      Folks needed downtime. He’d carve out time for his own later.

      After he knew Maddox was safe. Narayana could get this ship and crew home by himself if something happened to the man, but he also understood that he would never walk the decks of a warship in service again if that happened.

      And might just go ahead and retire at that point anyway, a jinx on all commanding officers.

      “Status?” Waters asked.

      “Wounded civilian, per Nevin,” Narayana replied. “He invoked an Emergency Protocol, so serious enough to matter. Past that, I don’t know, save that he had Perry and two of his people with him.”

      Roland slipped into the little radio room forward without another word. Narayana didn’t mind. And extra set of hands right now might matter.

      He’d been counting in his head. Boyce got her little truck launched a little faster than he’d expected, at a moment when it might matter, so he simply nodded to himself.

      Expert Sailor Porter Zavaleta appeared.

      “Sir?” he asked.

      “Ask Veillon to unlock the armory,” Narayana replied to the man’s unasked question. “You and Diseth set a watch on the tower just in case.”

      The sailing notes for Jaffa’s Corner had mentioned it being a rough place. Not exactly civilized, but not beholden to anyone else, either.

      Outside of A’Zedi space, which meant that he wasn’t supposed to enforce any laws unless asked by planetary authorities.

      Narayana could, however, defend the ship. Using ship’s particle cannon in an atmosphere was bad, but he still had a railgun pulsar he could use, small supersonic metal spheres that converted kinetic energy to destruction when dealing with incoming missiles.

      Or low-flying troublemakers.

      Whatever Maddox had gotten himself into, Narayana would find out soon enough. And figure out how to protect the man.

      A’Zedi Survey Corps was First In The Field. That often meant alone and a long ways from help, far more often than any other Commands ever faced.

      It made one self-contained.

      He was going to need that today.
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      Maddox had the woman in his arms as he got through the front door, across the short porch, and two steps down to a road that had never been more than graveled occasionally. Asphalt cost tax money. And required regular touch up by dedicated gear.

      Sixteen millimeter gravel could be dumped from a moving vehicle, scraped more or less flat, and mashed down by traffic.

      Easy, and didn’t require much in the way of working local government.

      Kinda like most of Jaffa’s Corner appeared to operate.

      He wasn’t surprised when Broom and Bachchan both drew Adjustable Disruptors. Miniature, handheld particle cannons.

      Maddox didn’t ask if they were twisted to stun or kill. He’d let his three experts handle that decision. That was their profession. He was merely their commander.

      Broom walked close, eyes forward and a hand on the woman’s stomach holding a compress. Maddox could feel her blood dripping down his hip, warm and sluggish. Her eyes were open and tracking him, but not entirely focused.

      “We’ll get you to safety,” he told her again as she seemed to recognize him.

      Or at least recognize him as someone who hadn’t just been trying to kill her.

      She nodded, eyes filled with stoic sternness floating on top of a stomach wound that had to hurt.

      In the distance, a flash of light from the direction of the port, up and over like a mortar round. Packrat. The sound arrived a moment later.

      “That’s my gun,” a man yelled.

      Maddox turned back to look.

      “And you can have it back one bullet at a time,” Perry snarled back evenly, bringing it up and aiming. “One. Two.”

      He didn’t get to three, because the man threw himself back through the door into the bar, slamming the front door emphatically.

      Others on the street suddenly decided to be elsewhere, turning and madly bolting for whatever shop or alley was closest when Bachchan and Broom pointed weapons up and down the long street.

      Hopefully, he wasn’t about to get a bad rep around here, but honestly, being too nice might be worse than stomping a few punks into the gravelly mud at his feet.

      Place had that kind of feel.

      And he hadn’t seen a single gendarme of any kind since he landed.

      Boyce knew her shit. Packrat dropped, loud and low on thrusters at the intersection, then came towards him at a fast walk before settling and cutting power. Maddox was already in motion, understanding that he would walk the slowest with this load.

      The triangle around him kept pace. He got to the bed of Packrat, planted a foot on a bumper, and thrust himself and his cargo up and over the sides before he put her carefully down. Broom stayed right with him. Bachchan and Perry were back to back, supervising the street in case someone around here thought that their opinions mattered.

      “Go!” he yelled, but Boyce already had her engines rumbling, then cut power in and lifted off smoothly.

      Didn’t get high. Probably wouldn’t scorch any roofs because she was moving at a high lateral speed back to the starport. Bachchan had bumped Maddox out of the way and was helping Broom tape the woman’s wounds, front and back when they rolled her up on her side.

      Lots of blood, but those two weren’t frantic. Maddox took his cues from that and relaxed a little.

      “What is that?” he asked Perry, pointed at the gun.

      “Semi-automatic of some sort,” the Squire replied. “Self-contained cartridges in the handle. Gunpowder ignites and sends a small ball of spinning metal downrange at supersonic speed. Think they are loaded with simple ball ammunition, because it went right though him without bouncing or ripping everything out on the way.”

      “Her,” Maddox corrected him. “This is a woman.”

      Perry looked closer, then shrugged. A lot of folks joined the military because they didn’t like bullies like Wronlori. Saw themselves as protectors. Didn’t matter who.

      Perry was another one. He handed Maddox back the weapon, after flipping the safety on with his thumb. Maddox let the weight settle himself.

      Then they were to the ship. Boyce would have gotten yelled at by some commanders for the speed with which she approached and dropped into Packrat’s tiny flight bay, but he appreciated it today.

      Doc Nordin was there with a medical bag as soon as the engines cut and the exhaust smoke got sucked out of the small bay by fans.

      Perry grabbed Bachchan and vanished. Broom moved to help Nordin. A quick dermal injection he presumed for pain, then Nordin brought out her Quasiprobe.

      Emergency Medical Intensive Care Technician, because a ship as small as Doctor Kay didn’t rate a formal doctor. Or even a nurse. Still, good enough to run the machines that handled a lot of the formal diagnostics, plus maintain and distribute the usual medicines for hangovers and pulled muscles. Broken bones were rare, but could be splinted or cast as needed in the field, depending. Bullet wounds were unique, in his experience or even his knowledge.

      She stopped and looked up at him.

      “Bullets?” she asked.

      Maddox didn’t have a holster, so he held up the weapon for her to see, then tucked it into a pocket as she spoke.

      “Okay, surgery machine,” she said. “Serge, lift her up.”

      “I’ve got it,” Maddox said, squatting. “Already covered in blood here.”

      And he got the stranger lifted.

      Less pain in the woman’s eyes as the painkiller took effect. Maddox stepped over and down while the other two watched.

      “Broom, clear the corridors,” Nordin ordered.

      She could do that in a medical emergency, but Broom wouldn’t have argued with the woman.

      Down one deck to main level, then down another and through enlisted crew spaces, everyone standing politely with space down the middle as he carried the stranger forward and rested her in medbay. Nordin started deploying her robots and Maddox stepped back.

      “You need me for anything, Doc?” he asked.

      “Negative, sir,” she said without looking up from a screen.

      “Then I’m going to get clean,” he announced. “Update me later when you know more.”

      And he left.

      Maddox was pretty certain that Coxswain Laux could get all the blood out of this uniform and his boots. If not, he’d recycle this set and call it good.

      Narayana Yadav would need an update, but it could wait for now.
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      Narayana had watched on screens, rather than get in the way. Deck Officer was supposed to be in charge of the boat anyway, with the Knight Commanding merely making executive decisions and exercising oversight.

      Everyone here answered to Narayana first.

      Thus, he had remotely watched Boyce’s pickup and return. Witnessed Maddox carry a wounded civilian to medical. Noted that the man went and showered before anything else.

      Narayana had fresh coffee from the map room, but was staying on the bridge, mostly to stay in sight of everyone suddenly on duty and prepared for whatever emergency was coming next.

      Survey Corps. If you wanted a boring life, you should have gone into Construction Command.

      Maddox showed up just about exactly when Narayana had expected. Damp hair. Fresh uniform. Smelled the coffee and nodded, stepping into the map room and having the machine brew him a batch.

      Narayana waited, focused on his breathing. And making sure his hands didn’t shake.

      Much.

      Maddox returned with a mug in one hand. Looked at Narayana. Paused, lips pressed together.

      “Hadn’t realized how all that might hit you,” he said. “Sorry about that.”

      And that, right there, was why the whole crew liked Maddox Nevin. He stopped, watched, and learned. Understood that his deck officer might have a little PTSD over the whole situation.

      Narayana shrugged and grabbed the mug tighter.

      “What happened?” he asked in a voice trying to be casual.

      “Woman in the bar was suddenly mobbed by a handful of locals,” Maddox replied. “We started to intervene and it turned into a full brawl. Somebody shot her with a gunpowder firearm, so we proceeded to beat the unholy crap out of all of them, then got the woman to safety. Not like the locals could be trusted.”

      “Outsider, yes,” Narayana replied. “What are we doing with her?”

      “Saving her life,” the Knight replied evenly.

      Not that Narayana was surprised. Maddox was like that. Most of them were, but the Knight embodied it in ways that the rest of the crew only aspired to, most days.

      “How long do the computers say something like this takes to heal?” Maddox asked, still standing in the doorway to the map room.

      Narayana typed a few commands and reviewed the results.

      “Where was she hit?” he asked.

      “Stomach area,” Maddox replied. “Didn’t hit bone. Went all the way through cleanly, near as I could tell.”

      “As fast as you got her to the medical robots, maybe as little as two weeks,” Narayana said. “Maybe twice that, if organ damage is severe. Interestingly, time to care appears to be the most critical factor, and she was in surgery in eight minutes.”

      He caught Maddox’s nod. Saved her life, indeed. Sounded like she might have been left to bleed out and die on the street if he hadn’t gotten involved.

      “What?” Maddox asked, catching Narayana’s sour thought obviously.

      “How long were we supposed to be on Jaffa’s World?” Narayana asked.

      “Crap,” Maddox muttered. “Less than that. Same time, she won’t be up to protecting herself from those men for a month. If then. I think they might get ugly next time.”

      “Shooting her wasn’t ugly?”

      “Okay, point,” Maddox acceded. “We might have a stray on our hands for a bit. You stay on top of things here. I need to look up all the relevant rules and regulations for a situation like this.”

      “Probably comes down to you making a decision and hoping command backs you up,” Narayana pointed out.

      “Hopefully, they will,” he said, stepping back into the map room.

      Narayana contained his sigh and went back to his watch for now.

      What was coming next?
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      Maddox was reading the Code on a tablet when a shadow appeared at the door to the map room.

      “Sir?” Squire Perry asked.

      Maddox put his reader down and rubbed his eyes. Not a lot to go on. Mostly commander’s decision. And responsibility.

      “What do you have, Squire?” he asked the tall man.

      Perry took a step into the room and put the tip of the woman’s walking stick on the table. A little under a meter and a half in length. Wood, polished and smooth. Stained almost as dark as cherry.

      Looking closer, it was flat on the sides. Perry grabbed about a third of the way down and pulled the end, separating it into two pieces, one of which was a metal blade, sharpened on one side and the back thirty or so centimeters from the tip. Wasn’t steel. Color was wrong. Too dark gray, in spite of being polished. Contained and hidden inside a scabbard made to look like a walking stick.

      “Oh?” Maddox asked as Perry held the two pieces up.

      “She could have drawn and done some serious damage with this thing,” the man replied.

      “What’s the metal?”

      “Haven’t asked Engineering to get involved yet, sir,” Perry said. “Wasn’t sure it was my place. Mostly wanted you aware. Presuming I should store it in the armory when we come back down from alert?”

      “Down?” Maddox perked up.

      What had he missed?

      “The Armiger decided to maintain the armed watch topside,” Perry nodded. “Just in case someone decided to get rambunctious.”

      Maddox could see that. Not that an armed mob was likely, but folks might get a little pissy after they’d beaten up a bar and threatened the bartender. He had, anyway. Probably shouldn't go into town for a few days, letting folks recover. Maybe send someone to scout the place, except that his two best urban scouts, Broom and Bachchan, had already blown their covers.

      “Go ahead and put that in the armory, yes,” Maddox decided. “I’ll check with your boss about the alert schedule.”

      “Very good, sir.” And Perry was gone.

      He still had the pistol in his cabin, stored in his personal safe for now. It probably needed to go to the armory as well, but it could wait.

      Maddox considered the sword instead. Sharp. Lethal. And he’d seen her take one person down without killing them in the process. Maybe she hadn’t needed his help?

      Water under the bridge. She needed it now. And the regulations were pretty vague.

      He rose and stepped out to the bridge again. Narayana nodded as he went by and Maddox stuck his head into the Radio room. Waters was on duty, instead of one of his enlisted people.

      “Sir?”

      “Keep an ear out on any local communications frequencies,” Maddox ordered, sorry that he didn’t have Nyssa Taggart with him, and her ability to hack civilian codes pretty easily.

      Of course, they’d given her some
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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