

  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      COSMIC COMPUTER LEGACY: THE TIDES OF CHAOS

    

    
      First edition. May 22, 2022.

      Copyright © 2022 Dietmar Arthur Wehr.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-0991897827

    

    
    
      Written by Dietmar Arthur Wehr.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Dietmar Arthur Wehr

	    

      
	    
          
	      Battle For Mars

          
        
          
	          The Daedalus Mission

          
        
          
	          The X-ray Mission

          
        
          
	          The Omega-Tango Missions

          
        
          
	          The Complete Battle For Mars Series

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Phoenix Empire

          
        
          
	          Phoenix Dawn

          
        
          
	          Phoenix Rebirth

          
        
          
	          Phoenix Imperiled

          
        
          
	          Phoenix on Fire

          
        
          
	          Phoenix Interregnum

          
        
          
	          The Phoenix Empire Series Vol. 1-4

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Road To Empire

          
        
          
	          Empire Dawn

          
        
          
	          Empire Ascendant

          
        
          
	          The Complete Road To Empire Series

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Swordships Odyssey

          
        
          
	          Scimitar's Glory

          
        
          
	          Excalibur's Quest

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Tales of the High Avenging Angel

          
        
          
	          Tales of the High Avenging Angel #1-3

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Glory Game

          
        
          
	          Steele's Hammer

          
        
          
	          The Complete Glory Game Series

          
        
          
	          Steele's Demon Star

          
        
          
	          Steele's War

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Long Road Back

          
        
          
	          Return of the Star Raiders

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Synchronicity Gambit

          
        
          
	          Valkyrie's War

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Synchronicity War

          
        
          
	          The Synchronicity War Part 1

          
        
          
	          The Synchronicity War Part 2

          
        
          
	          The Synchronicity War Part 3

          
        
          
	          The Synchronicity War Part 4

          
        
          
	          Synchronicity War Redemption Vol.1

          
        
          
	          Synchronicity War Redemption Vol. 2

          
        
          
	          The Complete Synchronicity War Series

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The System States Rebellion

          
        
          
	          Rumors of Glory

          
        
          
	          Rumors of Honor

          
        
          
	          Rumors of Salvation

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Thunder In The Heavens

          
        
          
	          The Thunder of War

          
        
          
	          The Complete Thunder Series

          
        
          
	          The Thunder of Vengeance

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          The Retro War

          
        
          
	          Empire in Crisis

          
        
          
	          The Last Valkyrie

          
        
          
	          The Hunt for Seawolf 4

          
        
          
	          The System States Rebellion

          
        
          
	          Evolution Wars

          
        
          
	          Whiskey Kilo One Is Down

          
        
          
	          Megabook of Military SF And Technothrillers

          
        
          
	          Cosmic Computer Legacy: The Tides of Chaos

          
        
          
	          The Star Pilot Blues

          
        
          
	          Jumping The Abyss

          
        
          
	          The Pulsar Paradox

          
        
          
	          The Way of the Warrior Vol. 1

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Dietmar Arthur Wehr’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


The Cosmic Computer Legacy: The Tides of Chaos

By Dietmar Arthur Wehr

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright 2013 Non-Linear Visions Inc.

––––––––
[image: ]


This is a sequel to H. Beam Piper’s Cosmic Computer. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Dedication: This book is dedicated to Jill Linkert, without whose encouragement, and support, this book would never have been finished. 

––––––––
[image: ]


If you’d like to check out all my other (25+) books (some of which are FREE), go to my website.

www.dwehrsfwriter.com

––––––––
[image: ]


I wish to gratefully acknowledge the following Patreon supporters, who have made pledges at the Vice-Admiral Level.

	Jeremy Vollmer


	Todd Paxson


	Robert McDonald


	Spencer Parrish


	Michael C Balog


	Kirby Fisher


	J D McNaul


	James Schreffler


	Emilio Franchy


	Jeffrey Price


	Mark McKenzie

David L. Kinney



Contents

Introduction:

Synopsis of Cosmic Computer by H. Beam Piper:


Chapter I

Chapter II

Chapter III

Chapter IV

Chapter V

Chapter VI

Chapter VII

Chapter VIII

Chapter IX

Chapter X

Chapter XI

Chapter XII

Chapter XIII

Chapter XIV

Chapter XV

Chapter XVI

Chapter XVII

Chapter XVIII

Chapter XIX

Chapter XX

Chapter XXI

Chapter XXII

Chapter XXIII

Chapter XXIV


THE COSMIC COMPUTER


I

II

III

IV

V

VI

VII

VIII

IX

X

XI

XII

XIII

XIV

XV

XVI

XVII

XVIII

XIX

XX

XXI

XXII



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction:


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


TIDES OF CHAOS IS THE kind of sequel that I wish H. Beam Piper would have written had he not committed suicide just when his writing career was about to take off. His works are now in the public domain, and most of them are available online for free. I’ve included Piper’s original novel, Cosmic Computer, at the end of my sequel as well as a detailed synopsis of Cosmic Computer for those of you who are eager to get to this new story. I copied Cosmic Computer exactly as it was published, warts and all. Any typos, punctuation or grammatical errors are the responsibility of its original publisher. One other thing. Piper had a unique style of writing, and because censors back in those days did not allow swear words or even words like ‘hell’ in books that would appeal to young adults, Piper created new swear words like ‘Great Ghu’, and Niflheim (in place of hell) that got past the censors. This resulted in a novel that, by today’s standards, could be considered childish. My original version of my sequel was written in that same kind of style, but I have now re-written this novel in my own style in order to appeal to a wider audience. D.A.W.
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Synopsis of Cosmic Computer by H. Beam Piper:
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It is the tenth century after the development of atomic power. Mankind has spread to over 500 planets under the enforced peace of the Federation. After almost 800 years of peace, the Federation is rocked by the attempted breakaway of 130 planets, which have formed the System States Alliance. The resulting war has devastated dozens of planets, and depopulated three, but the SSA was eventually defeated, and re-integrated into the Federation. Rumor had it that the Federation’s brilliant military strategist, General Foxx Travis, used a supercomputer, code-named Merlin, to keep track of, and plan the huge logistical, and strategic effort of the Federation Navy, and Army from their main staging ground on the planet Poictesme in the Gartner Trisystem. 

With the war over, the nearly bankrupt Federation makes the decision to bring only the soldiers home, and abandon everything that a soldier can’t carry, behind on Poictesme. Several decades later, with the economy of the whole Federation still suffering from the aftermath of the war, a small group of locals on the planet Poictesme, decide to try to save their own planet from the decivilizing effects of the post-war economic slump by searching for the mythical Merlin computer. The search for the legendary computer involves a battle with pirates, a race to another planet, and a mysterious underground complex. When Merlin is finally found, it is nearly destroyed by an act of sabotage that reveals a terrible secret. The Federation abandoned Merlin and attempted to erase any evidence of its existence in order to prevent the public from learning its prediction of a long-term decline spanning centuries. Knowledge of the prediction would actually make the decline worse. The group that found Merlin agrees to keep that secret among themselves while they use Merlin to boost their own planet’s economy, and safety.
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TEN YEARS AFTER THE events In Cosmic Computer:

Conn Maxwell nodded to the guard at the cave-like entrance to Duplicate Force Command Headquarters. He had spent the last 4 hours inside reviewing Merlin’s latest projections with increasing anxiety. He quickly walked over to the salvaged Third Fleet-Army Force reconnaissance vehicle, and climbed in. With the flight to the planet, Poictesme’s Capital of Storisende programmed into the autopilot; Conn waited until the sleek little vehicle had gone supersonic before calling his father. It took a few seconds for his father’s image to appear on the console viewscreen. 

“Ah, Conn. You’re on your way?” Conn nodded. “Good. If you push it to the max, you should get here just in time for the M12 meeting.” 

“Yes, I know I’m cutting it close, but I wanted to finish reviewing the latest projections.” He paused for a few seconds. “The news isn’t good.” 

Rod Maxwell raised his eyebrow. “How so?” 

Conn sighed. “Well...apparently, the loss of our hypership Pathfinder to piracy is a major new development. Merlin’s baseline projection of a slow, gradual collapse of the Federation didn’t project any piracy for another 50 years or so. The fact that it’s happened this quickly is interpreted by Merlin to indicate that we’re veering towards the worst-case scenario of a much quicker, and violent collapse. The Civilization Index has dropped another 1% from our last projection of just a month ago!” 

“My God! 1% in just one month? That is terrible news. Our Planetary President isn’t going to like that.” In spite of the serious nature of the conversation, Conn couldn’t help but chuckle. President Kurt Fawzi was Merlin’s biggest fan. His belief that the supercomputer, used by the great general Foxx Travis to win the war against the Systems States Alliance half a century ago, would reveal the path to glorious prosperity for all the citizens of Poictesmem was unshakable. Therefore bad news from Merlin caused the President no end of conflicting emotions. It was like God telling its most faithful followers that HE wasn’t going to help them. 

“Our Beloved Leader will just have to deal with it. The trouble is that I’m having trouble dealing with it too. Lately, I’ve been having serious doubts that the Maxwell/Merlin Plan is the right thing to be doing.” 

Conn’s father now looked really shocked. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing, son. You’re the one who proposed the Maxwell Plan in the first place. Yes, the rest of the Federation seems to be going to Hell in a handbasket faster than we expected, but things on Poictesme are improving, and that can’t be a bad thing, right?” 

“You’re right, and that’s the problem. Are we making things worse for everyone else in the Federation in order to make things better for a few million Poictesme citizens? Remember what the cause of the worst-case scenario was?” 

Rod nodded. “Yes. If news of Merlin’s projection of a long-term decline, and collapse of the Federation became common knowledge, then people, and planets all over the Federation would scramble to protect themselves economically, and militarily as much as possible at the expense of other planets, resulting in trade dislocations, and eventually wars.” 

“That’s right. And do you remember what question we asked Merlin ten years ago about Poictesme?” 

“We asked Merlin what the best course of action was for the planet of Poictesme. What was wrong with that?” 

“Don’t you see? That approach is exactly what Merlin predicted other planets would do. We’ve been assuming that what’s good for Poictesme is also good or at least neutral for the Federation but what if it isn’t? What if we ourselves are the catalyst that’s causing the worst-case scenario to happen?” 

Rod looked puzzled. “I don’t see how. The only property we’ve taken control of is Federation facilities here in the Gartner Tri-system that they abandoned decades ago. We’re paying fair prices for goods that our ships import from other systems. No other planetary government is angry with us as far as I know.” 

Conn interjected. “TBMS isn’t happy with us.” 

“Okay, so they’re not making as much money from having their large hyperfreighters stop here on their way to Marduk as they used to. They’re a privately-owned company, not a planetary government. What could they possibly do that would speed up the collapse of the Federation?” 

Conn sighed. “I don’t know exactly. I just have this nagging suspicion that we’ve put things in motion that we aren’t even aware of, which will have unintended consequences.” 

His father looked thoughtful for a minute or so then said. “Let’s hope that’s not the case. Is that something that we could ask Merlin?” 

Now it was Conn’s turn to be surprised. “You mean ask Merlin if the Maxwell Plan is causing the Civ Index to plunge faster than expected?” 

Rod nodded. 

Conn had to think about that before answering. His father waited patiently. “That’s something that I’ve never considered before. We would have to ask the question in a way that Merlin can understand, and even then, it may not be able to make the necessary computations. It’s too bad General Shanlee died last year. He might have been able to shed some light on this question.” Conn remembered how the General had almost succeeded in destroying Merlin before Conn, and the other members of the Old Fawzi Gang had realized that the supercomputer was within their grasp. It was General Shanlee who first revealed the awful news that the Federation was doomed. But when Merlin had justified its own continued existence, the General became a willing supporter of the Maxwell/Merlin Plan. 

“Yes, his input would have been useful to have. Well, you don’t have time now to formulate the question for Merlin, so don’t say anything to the others at this meeting. Let’s wait until we have an answer to that question if it’s even possible to get an answer, before we raise the issue at M12, okay?” 

“Okay. Has Trailblazer arrived yet?” Trailblazer was another medium-sized hypership freighter like Pathfinder that was used exclusively on runs to nearby inhabited planets that TBMS (Terra-Baldur-Markuk Spacelines) didn’t bother about. 

Rod Maxwell’s expression became somber. “No, and they’re now six days overdue. Do you think that they’re another victim of pirates?”

“I can’t help wondering if it is.” 

Rod Maxwell sighed. “It’s certainly starting to look that way.” He paused again. Conn waited, certain that his father had something else on his mind. He was right. 

“Trisystems Investment stock traded again yesterday at 144 sols per share, up 21 sols from the previous trade a week ago. The bid price has gone up too to 175 sols per share. Considering that company profits have been trending lower for the last two years, this persistent rise in price to another new all-time high has to mean only one thing.” 

“Someone is trying to buy control of our company?” asked Conn. 

“Yes.” 

“Any idea who’s buying?” 

Rod shook his head. 

“That’s the scary part to this. All of the share purchases over the last six months have been by different buyers—individuals, for the most part, but also companies that suddenly popped into existence with cash in their pockets. I haven’t been able to find out who’s bankrolling any of them. None of the individuals are known within the Storisende or Litchfield business community, and no one seems to know where they got the money from to buy the shares. We’re talking over 10 million sols worth over six months. It’s obvious to me that someone with very deep pockets, maybe even someone off-planet, has gone to a lot of trouble to buy a major stake in TI without revealing themselves. If this were just an ordinary investment, why all the secrecy?” 

“Well, maybe it’s the same people who wanted to buy Merlin from us a few years ago. Weren’t they a large corporation from Terra that had set up a local company to hold their commercial interests on Poictesme? They were pretty upfront about who they were, and what they wanted, weren’t they?” 

“Yes, but if it is the same bunch, why be secretive about it now. There’s no law or company prohibition against selling shares of TI to off-planet investors. We decided not to try that because having company bylaws restricting who can own shares would have opened the door to lawsuits that might have resulted in Merlin’s gloomy predictions becoming public knowledge in courtroom testimony.” Rod paused then said. “No, this secret takeover smells like someone is doing something they know we wouldn’t like or is downright illegal, and they don’t want to get caught at it. As long as the M12 group keeps their combined controlling interest in T. I. intact, we’re okay, but I’m worried that these sky-high prices will entice someone to cash in their shares in spite of our oaths to each other not to do that.” 

Conn pondered that for a while before responding. 

“You know, back in the beginning, when there were five operating companies, it made sense to put them all under one corporate holding company for administrative purposes, and so that cash resources could be moved around to where it was needed the most. But think about the situation now. Both Mainland Medical Materials, and Litchfield Exploration, and Salvage have squeezed as much revenue from the sale of salvaged materials as possible. There’s nothing left to salvage anymore. L.E.&S. is now really just a holding company for the Merlin site, and the spaceport over on the Barathrum continent. Koshchei Exploration, and Development is still making money as long as we need more ships, but there’s a limit to how many interplanetary, and interstellar ships we’ll be able to use. That just leaves the two main sources of income right now, which are Alpha-Interplanetary, and Trisystem & Interstellar Spacelines. Maybe the time has come when the whole is worth less than the sum of its parts. What if Trisystems Investments just spun off all of its holdings in the other companies? That would make it harder for someone to buy control of everything, and if that someone then concentrates on one particular company, we’ll know exactly what they’re after. Maybe whoever is buying TI stock isn’t interested in Merlin but rather K.E.&D. or T.&I.S. instead.” 

“I’ve been wondering the same thing. I was planning on sounding out the other members of M12 about it privately. Let’s you, and I talk about it some more after I’ve done that.” Another pause. “Was there anything else you’re going to report to the M12 group?” 

“Well, yes. I’ve been working on how Merlin could figure out what strategies could be implemented that would speed up the recovery of Civilization after the Collapse has hit rock bottom. That was something that the group decided should be looked into two meetings ago.” 

Rod nodded. “Yes, I remember. What’s the latest on that?”

“The basic problem was that further computations were impossible after the Collapse reached a certain point because there was no way to estimate how bad things would get, and how people on different planets coped with the complete breakdown of both order, and technology. So, I had to approach the question to be put to Merlin from a completely different angle. Rather than try to figure out what will happen, I set up a hypothetical simulation of the Federation after a general collapse and made some assumptions. Based on those assumptions, which is a big caveat, Merlin was able to identify three strategies, which, if implemented before the Collapse, would contribute to a faster recovery after the Collapse. Here’s what it came up with.”

“The first strategy is to establish a brain trust on certain key planets. This brain trust would be a collaboration between universities, and industrial companies that would set up a remote site, away from cities that could be targeted for attack, which would store technical data, and key technological components in a way that would stand the test of time, so that hundreds of years from now, the survivors would be able to access the site, and bootstrap their way back up to an interstellar civilization. The next strategy is to establish a secret society, with a religious front, that would engage in interstellar trade, and therefore not be tied down to any one particular planet. This society would have as its goal the preservation of interstellar communication, and trade to enable technology transfer even during the lowest point of the Collapse. Merlin has already identified a religious group on a planet called Gilgamesh that could be infiltrated. The last strategy is the most difficult to execute but has the best chance of success. That would involve exploration beyond current Federation borders for a habitable planet that would be colonized in secret and kept isolated from the rest of the Federation during the Collapse. By being self-reliant, it would not be subject to the forces that are causing the Collapse, and at the right time, it would send ships back into the Federation to begin reconstruction.” 

“Hmm. It seems to me that setting up brain trusts, and exploring for, and then setting up a new colony would both be pretty expensive. Not sure how difficult the second idea would be.” He paused long enough to light up a cigar, take a few puffs from it before continuing. “I wonder if it would really be necessary to find a new habitable planet outside of Federation territory. There are literally thousands of planets in star systems that are in between Federation planet systems, which have never been colonized or exploited.” 

“You mean planets that would require domed cities?” 

Rod nodded. “Yes, but if I remember correctly, and Merlin would have this in its databanks, there are also a few planets that have breathable atmospheres but have something else that makes them less than ideal such as too hot, too cold, no water, etc. If we could identify one that wasn’t too bad but hadn’t yet been colonized, it would be a lot less costly to set up a colony there because we wouldn’t have to send ships out for months or years on exploration trips that would prevent those ships from carrying cargo and earning revenues. Did Merlin estimate the cost of these strategies?” 

“Yes. The cheapest one is the secret society, and even that one would cost almost 500 million sols to do properly.” 

Rod snorted. “If all of Trisystem Investments’ subsidiary companies sold every asset they have, we might be able to raise that kind of capital.” 

“Yes. It’s frustrating. The replacement cost of those industrial facilities on Koshchei alone are in the billions of Sols, but no one would pay even a fraction of that for them because of the depressed local markets, and the cost of shipping goods by hypership.” 

“Right. Well, we can discuss this some more at the meeting. I’ll see you in about...an hour, and a half.” 

“Yes, that ETA is about right. See you then.” They both signed off, and Conn switched the viewscreen to the external view in order to contemplate the scenery while he organized his thoughts for the upcoming meeting of the Merlin 12. M12 was the unofficial designation of the 12 key insiders who knew about Merlin’s gloomy projections, and who collectively held a majority of the shares in Trisystem Investments, which owned among other interests, all the shares of L.E.&S. which owned among other assets, the Duplicate Force Command Headquarters site where the supercomputer Merlin was located. Within M12, he, and his father led a core group that could outvote the rest, and M12 was able to exercise control of the holding co. Both Conn, and his father understood how fragile the whole structure was, and how easily the Maxwell/Merlin Plan could be derailed by losing control of Trisystem Investments. By the time Conn arrived at Storisende Spaceport, he knew what he wanted to say to the group. His father met him when he landed, and a civilian aircar took them to the office building where the TI stable of companies had their offices. 

All twelve members of the group were there; Conn, his father, brother-in-law Wade Lucas, Melon farmer Klem Zareff, Tom Brangwyn, Kurt Fawzi, Judge Ledue, Franz Veltrin, Prof. Dolf Kellton, Melon brandy distiller Lorenzo Menardes, lawyer Morgan Gatworth, and banker Lester Dawes. As usual, Judge Ledue chaired the meeting. Conn wondered how much longer the Judge would be around. He was already past the usual retirement age back when Conn had left for his computer education at the University of Montevideo 18 years ago. Naturally, there was an agenda, and that meant reviewing the minutes of the last meeting, etc. With the formalities out of the way, they got down to business. Rod Maxwell briefed the group on the latest month’s operating results of the various companies in the holding company portfolio. Business was down again. No surprise there. Literally. But when Rod talked about the disappearance of the Pathfinder, and how Trailblazer was also now overdue, that got everyone’s attention. Tom Brangwyn asked how certain was the verdict that Pathfinder was the victim of pirates. Rod looked grim as he answered. 

“Well, a tramp freighter came in from Olympus, where Pathfinder had picked up cargo, and was then headed back here. The tramp brought an audiotape of the last transmission that Olympus space traffic control received from Pathfinder, which says that our ship was being intercepted by an unknown ship that did not have an operating transponder, and which had ordered Pathfinder to cut their acceleration, and prepare to be boarded. That sounds like pirates to me.” 

Zareff nodded, and said. “I agree. When the System States Alliance sent some commerce raiders into the Federation during the war, they were told to operate exactly like that.” 

“So how did the Federation stop the commerce raiders?” asked Lucas.

“They operated warships as though they were freighters, and when the raiders attacked them, they attacked back,” replied Klem. 

“Well, we don’t have any warships. Can we build some?” asked Dawes.

Conn was the one who answered. “We could, but I’m not sure that’s a good idea. The Federation has pretty strict rules about jump-capable armed ships. Allowing that to happen before is what eventually turned into the System States Alliance War. Ships can be armed if they’re not jump-capable, and they can be jump-capable if they’re not armed. Only the Federation Navy has ships that are both. But we don’t really need to use a ship that’s both, if the hyperships we have, can carry smaller armed but not jump-capable vessels like the gunboats that we found inside Duplicate Force Command. Those gunboats were built for use on planets and aren’t really designed to operate in deep space. But we should be able to design and build a gunboat variant that can operate independently.”  

“Conn, can Merlin design something like that for us quickly?” asked Rod. 

Conn nodded. 

“Good. Then I propose that Merlin do exactly that, and we’ll build some of these gunboats, and deploy them on our trade ships. That will take time to do. In the meantime, if anyone has other ideas that can be implemented sooner, let me know. I’m now going to ask Conn to brief us on a previously assigned task.” 

Conn got up and briefed the group on the three possible ways to speed up recovery after the worst of the collapse. When he described the alternative of exploring for a new colonizable world outside the Federation, he noticed Klem sitting up straighter. His father noticed it too. 

When Conn finished talking, Rod said. “Klem, is there something about this alternative that you want to comment on?” 

Klem didn’t answer right away, then shrugged. “Well, I don’t suppose it will make any difference if I tell you this now. I’m sure the Federation military already knows about it anyway. In 855 AE, there was a mass exodus from Abigor of somewhere around 10,000 people, who took what was left of the System States Alliance Navy and went off in search of a new world to colonize, that was as far away from the Federation as they could go.” 

“My God! You mean they might come back someday and try to rebuild the System States Alliance all over again?” asked Tom Brangwyn.

Klem shrugged. “Who knows. It’ll probably take them a couple of centuries at least to build up a planetary civilization to the point where they would bother to come back. I can’t imagine that the enthusiasm for the SSA would last that long. By then, they might have a completely different form of government like a monarchy. But at least there’s a chance that they will come back with a space-facing technology base when the planets of the collapsed Federation will need someone to show them how to build civilization back up again. As for the other two options, considering how much Merlin is estimating that they would cost, I don’t see how we could seriously consider starting anything like that now. Does anyone disagree?” No one did. After discussing some other minor issues, the meeting ended. 
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TWO DAYS LATER, CONN stopped by his father’s office for a visit. After exchanging a few pleasantries, Rod asked.

“What progress have you made figuring out if the Maxwell/Merlin Plan is the cause of the steeper decline?” 

Conn shook his head. “Not much. It’s the piracy that’s the key trigger. As far as Merlin can figure it, once piracy starts anywhere in the Federation, the concept will spread like wildfire as planets, and shipping companies see it as a way of preventing economic ruin. By the way, not only was Merlin way off on how quickly piracy would rear its ugly head, but it was also way off on where it would show up first. The original prediction was that the outer planets would suffer from it first because that’s where there would be minimal Navy protection due to budget cutbacks.” Conn paused, then said. “I wonder if we should be rethinking our whole strategy.” 

His father looked thoughtful. “If you can pin down the actual trigger that points to something we’ve done, then I’ll agree that our strategy will have to change.” He stopped for a couple of seconds before continuing. “Speaking of rethinking strategy, you know that plan to build missile gunboats that our medium-sized freighters could carry for defensive purposes?” Conn nodded. “Well, the bean counters at Company Head Office have been doing the number crunching, and they tell me that unless we’re going to build hundreds of those gunboats, the cost to set up the tooling plus a limited production run of a couple of dozen would be prohibitive, so we have to figure out something else for a long term anti-pirate solution.” 

Conn sighed. “It’s too bad we can’t make use of those hundreds of interplanetary ships that were abandoned on Koshchei. I’ll bet we could modify some of them pretty quickly with ship-to-ship weapons, but they’re too big for our local freighters to carry, right?” 

Rod nodded. “Yes, our half dozen big hyperships can carry some of the smaller interplanetary ones that are 200-300 feet diameter, and the last two big hyperships we built can carry the larger sized ones, but the ships we’re using for local hub, and spoke shipping weren’t built to carry anything larger than 100 feet high.” Conn’s eyes widened as he snapped his fingers.

“That’s it! We’re thinking too conventionally. Our freighters don’t have to carry their defense with them all the time because it's only when they’re leaving the other star system to go back here that they’re vulnerable because of the no-jump zone. The pirates won’t be able to intercept them when they arrive because they won’t know in advance when they’re arriving, and what part of the system they’re jumping into. So they have to wait until our ships leave the other planet, and then catch them on their way out, right?” Rod nodded. “Okay. So, if we had armed interplanetary craft of our own, stationed on each of the planets we trade with, they could escort our ships to beyond the no-jump zone, and then our ships would be safe from interception.” His father looked puzzled. 

“But we don’t have any armed interplanetary craft of our own, and it's too expensive to build any from scratch.” 

“Ah, but we can get some. Remember those old ammunition resupply ships that Third Fleet-Army Force abandoned here after the War? We used one of them to help us pacify the area around Merlin’s Duplicate Force Command. There are still more than a dozen of those supply ships still sitting on Mothball Row, and they even still have their weapons. What if we claim them, upgrade them with more missile launchers, and missile storage capacity, then use our large hyperships to carry a couple to each of the planets we trade with in this area of the Federation? We drop them off, and they remain there until our ships show up, and then they do their escort mission.” 

Rod had to think that over carefully. “Well, I suppose it’s no different in principle than paying crews to man gunboats that would have been carried back, and forth all the time. But do you think our trade planets will be happy about us stationing a couple of armed ships on their planets?” 

“Why not? Piracy, if left unchecked, would damage their economies too, and we could maybe even make this profitable by offering our escort services to other outgoing ships when they’re not busy escorting our ships!” 

“I think you’ve come up with another great idea! We’ll have to charter a new company for that of course. What do you think of the name Interstellar ...” 

Conn chuckled as his father talked excitedly about creating another company. He was happiest when he was wheeling, and dealing. The next day, Rod Maxwell canvassed the rest of the M12 group, who endorsed the idea wholeheartedly, and began the process of creating a new company. Interstellar Security was granted a charter, and immediately applied to the Planetary Government for all of the still unclaimed Army combat freighters under the Commercial Enterprise Encouragement Act of 858 A.E. With the Planetary President sending the word down that this request was to be expedited forthwith, it was approved in record time. IS began hiring staff, and crew to move the combat freighters one at a time over to the Barathrum spaceport inside the extinct volcano, where they could be refurbished, and their weapons upgraded. 
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TORC HUNTER STEPPED off the company shuttle and got his first look at the inside of the Barathrum volcano spaceport. Unlike spaceports out in the open, buildings, and ships were much closer together, and yet it still managed to look huge when compared to the dozens of people who were moving around in it. He heard someone shout his name and looked around. It was Tom Brangwyn waving him over. When Torc got to him, Tom said.

“Glad you were able to get here so quickly, Torc. Come with me, and I’ll show you what you left your nice, cushy, boring job as interplanetary freighter skipper for. Don’t worry about your gear. It’s being looked after.” The two of them walked about 400 feet to a globular craft that was split open. He could see that workers were welding something in its cargo hold. “Well, there she is. One of Tenth Army’s combat freighters. She’s in pretty good shape considering that she’s been sitting at the Storisende spaceport for half a century.”

“She’s small compared to the Spirit of Litchfield.” 

“Yes, Torc. Your freighter measured 300 feet in diameter. This one’s slightly over half that, but unlike the Spirit of Litchfield, this ship was built for combat. Higher acceleration even with the collapsium armor, short-range cannon, two long-range missile launchers, and lots of room for troops, and ammunition, which is what she was built for, but we are going to make some improvements. See that over there?” Tom pointed to the left at a large piece of equipment being moved by a crane. Torc nodded. “That’s a ground-based, anti-ship missile launcher designed to defend important ground facilities like this spaceport, and Duplicate Force Command from space attack. We’ve removed it from the contragravity vehicle that carried it, and we’re installing it in the cargo hold of that ammo freighter along with three more just like it. Each missile launcher will have two different missile pods. One pod contains nine anti-ship missiles, and the other 16 anti-missile missiles for a total of 36 offensive, and 64 defensive missiles PLUS the 24 internal anti-ship missiles that feed the two built-in missile launchers. I pity the pirate ship that tries to take on two of these ships at one time.” 

“Two ships?” Tom looked surprised at Torc’s question. 

“Yes. I guess no one’s told you yet. We’re trading with the eight inhabited planets that are within 100 light-years of here with the smaller star freighters, which can make up for their lower cargo capacity by making more round trips. We’ve taken possession now of a total of 20 combat freighters like this one. The plan is to keep four here on Poictesme for our own security and assign two each to all eight trading planets. You’ll be happy to know that Interstellar Security, the new company that’s been set up for this operation, has created a rank structure such that each one of these ships will be skippered by a Commander, and two ships will be under the authority of a Senior Commander, and you will be in charge of the first two Corvettes. That’s what we’re going to call these ships that we deploy near Valhalla when Vanguard makes her next trip there. So congratulations, Senior Commander!” Tom offered his hand.

Torc shook it, and said. “Thank you. I’ll try hard to justify your confidence in me. When will my two corvettes be ready, and what kinds of crews will you let me have?” 

Tom laughed. “You don’t waste time, Torc. I like that. This one here is the Lester Dawes. She’s the one that we picked up eleven years ago when everyone was still looking for Merlin. Klem Zareff, who retired from the same position that I have now, has convinced the Powers-That-Be that this corvette should be kept for local anti-pirate defense for sentimental reasons, but that’s not a bad thing. She’ll be the prototype for all the rest, and there are bound to be bugs that have to be worked out with all this modification that we’re going to be doing to these ships. So by the time the next two are ready, which we estimate will be in two weeks, we should have all the bugs worked out. As for your crews, well, you’re going to be lucky there too. Our recruiting call, which you answered, has gotten lots of responses, and you get to pick the cream of the crop, so to speak. You’ll be able to train them here at this spaceport in a section that we’ve never needed to use before, which is the tactical simulation center two levels down. Wait till you see it.” Torc, and Tom walked up to take a closer look at the work being done on the Lester Dawes. While Tom kept on talking, Torc wondered if he was going to regret leaving that cushy, boring job as Captain of an interplanetary freighter. 

As the days passed, Torc gradually picked out his crew, and the crew of the other corvette from the dozens of candidates. If they couldn’t come to the spaceport in person, he interviewed them by video screen. Each corvette would have a crew of only twelve. When both crews were chosen, and had arrived, they started training in the simulation center. Torc created every scenario that he could possibly think of. The upgraded corvettes fared favorably against any kind of armed freighter but not nearly as well against hypothetical warships of the types that the Terran Space Navy had. Thank God the pirates didn’t have any of those, Torc thought to himself. When he ran out of realistic scenarios, Torc programmed some far-out scenarios just for the hell of it. The most far-out was a fleet to fleet action where both sides had dozens of corvette-type craft deployed from multiple large hypership transports. It lasted almost 4 hours, and by the time he, and his team were finished, their two corvettes were ready for their shakedown cruise. 

The shakedown cruise went well, and they even engaged in mock combat with the Lester Dawes playing the role of the pirate. By the time both corvettes settled back down at the Barathrum spaceport, Torc was pleased with his crews, especially his second in command, Commander Rachel Montoya. One last problem remained to be solved before they could become operational. The two corvettes hadn’t been given names yet. Brangwyn had left that up to each corvette’s CO. Torc finally decided to call his ship, Dragonhunter. Commander Montoya named her ship Amazon Warrior. After one more briefing by Tom, both crews manned their vessels, and carefully docked them in the large cargo hold of the City of Storisende, which hovered over the spaceport. It then rendezvoused with the smaller hypership Vanguard, and the two of them set course for Valhalla. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter IV
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It was two weeks after the Vanguard had left for Valhalla when the TBMS freighter City of Asgard came out of hyperspace in the Gartner Trisystem with bad news. Terra-Baldur-Marduk Spacelines had lodged a complaint with the Federation Office of Interstellar Trade of unfair trade practices by Trisystem & Interstellar Spacelines. The basis for their complaint was that since T.&I.S.’s ships, which were carrying cargo between Terra, and Poictesme, had been built using facilities, and equipment on the planet Koshchei that the Federation had abandoned. Those facilities, and equipment had been for all intents, and purposes free, and the only real cost to build those ships had been the labor cost of the personnel required to construct them. Therefore, T.&I.S. had been able to purchase those ships from Koshchei Exploration, and Development at much lower prices than TBMS had paid for its ships, and therefore could offer lower shipping rates that TBMS couldn’t match. They had asked, and the FOIT had agreed, that a three hundred percent tariff be imposed on ALL goods carried by ships belonging to Trisystem & Interstellar Spacelines. The TBMS freighter carried the official notification. Not only would Poictesme’s ships not be able to sell their cargo on Terra at anything other than a huge loss, but the same tariff also applied to anything that those ships would normally bring back to Poictesme. The tariff effectively put the shipping company out of business. And because they still had to pay the salaries of the crews who were in transit, there was a good chance that T.&I.S. would go bankrupt within 6-9 months. 

The news sent shock waves throughout the Poictesme business community. The ripple effects of diminished exports would end up affecting the entire planetary economy. Planetary President Fawzi called an emergency meeting of M12. Conn was called upon to ask Merlin what the long term impact of the tariff would be. The answer shocked even the most pessimistic member of the group. Within two years, the Poictesme economy would be in worse shape than it was before Merlin was discovered. Everyone tried to talk at once. Zareff was yelling that Poictesme should secede from the Federation, and build a Navy. Fawzi finally managed to regain order, and recognized Rod, who stood up, and looked around the conference table. 

“Let’s not lose our heads. The worst thing we can do is go off half-cocked. This news is six months old, and our ships in transit to Terra will be affected by it no matter what we decide, so if we take a few days, hell even a couple of weeks to decide how to respond, it won’t really matter. However, there is one action that must be taken immediately.” He looked at Fawzi. “It's just luck that the City of Asgard arrived on a weekend. When stock trading resumes on Monday morning, the shares of Trisystem Investments will likely crash, and could very well take the rest of the market with it. Kurt, you need to order the Stock Exchange to remain closed for at least a couple of days, maybe longer.” Everyone agreed to that. 

Lester Dawes the banker, said. “I’ll bet whoever was buying our shares at those inflated prices will be sorry they did now.” Rod was about to agree, then changed his mind. 

“I disagree, Lester. I’m beginning to suspect that pushing our share price to new, all-time highs is part of the same effort as this trade complaint.” 

“I don’t understand your reasoning, Rod. Please explain.” 

“Be happy to. Suppose that TBMS or perhaps its parent company, Panstellar Industries, wanted to not only put us out of commission permanently as a competitor but also end up taking control of the Koshchei facilities, all the interplanetary ships operated by Alpha Interplanetary, and even L.E.&S. assets like Barathrum spaceport, and Merlin. How would they go about doing that? I think they would use the carrot, and stick approach. They buy as many shares in Trisystem Investments as they can at almost literally any price, and then they engineer a financial panic that they hope will stampede enough shareholders to sell to enable them to exercise control of the holding company, and through that, all of the assets. I said a minute ago that TI shares would probably crash. Now I think it more likely that there will be a standing buy order at or near the recent high prices for all shares being offered for sale. The rest of the market could still crash, but TI shares will remain enticingly high, and it will be very difficult for those of us in this room to resist that temptation, and stick with our agreements not to sell any TI shares to outsiders.“ 

Morgan Gatworth took advantage of the pause to jump in. “That’s diabolical. But surely, they know that none of us in this room would betray the group’s trust, not to mention the larger stakes involved with the collapse of the Federation?” 

Rod looked grim as he responded. “Well, they probably don’t know about Merlin’s long-term predictions, but as far as this group sticking together to maintain control, they might just pull it off.” Some of the people around the table started to express their indignation at the implied suggestion that their word was no good, but Rod cut them off. “Think about it! Every one of us here either has a business or a job that would be negatively impacted by the tariff, and a stock market crash. Klem, if your Melon growing business went under, and the only asset you owned that was still worth anything was TI stock, are you positive that you wouldn’t sell, especially if you knew that the stock wasn’t worth the price they were willing to pay for it?” 

Zareff looked angry. He stood up, pointed the finger at Rod, and said. “You picked the wrong person to use as an example, Rodney. I would rather live on the street and eat garbage than sell out to a bunch of Terran corporate carpetbaggers. But that’s just me, and my System States Alliance prejudices. I don’t have a family to worry about, but most of us around this table do, and you have a valid point about what some of us might feel forced to do if push came to shove. A man has to provide for his family. The question is, what can we do about it?” Everyone looked to Rod as the acknowledged expert in corporate wheeling and dealing. 

He looked around the table and said in a hesitant voice. “Well, if we try to resist the takeover, we’ll probably lose. So, maybe what we should do is let them think they’ve won.” He held his hands up to forestall any protest. “I’m still pondering this, but here’s what I’m thinking. What if those of us in this room, as well as a couple of other TI stockholders that are sympathetic to our cause, were to swap our shares of TI back to the Company for controlling interests in L.E.&S., and K.E.&D.? That would effectively keep control of the key assets of Koshchei, and Merlin in our hands, and Trisystem Investments would still have control of the interplanetary, and interstellar shipping companies, which will very rapidly be turning into financial black holes. By handing our TI shares back to the company, TBMS or whoever is buying those shares will suddenly find that they already own enough to control the company, and therefore there’s no point in them buying any more.” 

Dawes spoke up. “But Rod, you’ve been telling us for years that we need those interplanetary ships owned by Alpha Interplanetary, and the hyperspace ships owned by Trisystem & Interstellar Spacelines. If we let those ships slip under TBMS’s control, then we’re back to square one, aren’t we?” 

“No. Not at all. First of all, we found hundreds of abandoned but still usable interplanetary ships on Koshchei, remember? Some of those ships were sold to Alpha Interplanetary, but most weren’t. If TBMS decides to shut down Alpha Interplanetary operations, we’ll just set up a new company, and use ships that are still sitting on Koshchei. Second of all, TBMS isn’t after our ships. They already have enough of their own. They just don’t want us to have any ships. But if we have Koshchei intact, we can build more ships for our own use.” 

“But won’t the Federation just slap another tariff on those ships as well?” asked Dawes.

“I grant you that we’ll have to be smart how we use them to prevent that from happening again, but that’s a relatively minor detail. What I don’t know right now is whether we can make this proposed transaction a done deal before the markets open again in a few days. Morgan, you’re our expert on corporate law; what do you think? Can it be done that quickly?” 

Gatworth took his time answering. “We’d have to call an emergency shareholders meeting to ratify the transaction. Company bylaws require at least 72 hours' notice of a shareholder’s meeting. That means that the soonest we could have one is four days from now. Because it involves a significant financial event, we would be justified in asking the Stock Exchange to halt trading in TI shares until after the shareholders meeting regardless of whether the rest of the market is open or not. So yes, it can be done, but we’d have to be very careful about how we value our TI shares. Their intrinsic value has just been cut in half, if not more. Even if we assign a conservative value to them, there are bound to be disgruntled TI shareholders who will claim that we insiders are cheating the rest. And if there’s a clandestine operation against us, which I think we have to assume, then whoever’s behind it will jump at the chance to tie up our companies in court for months or maybe even years. There’s a better way.” 

“TI announces that it’s paying a stock dividend in the form of shares of L.E.& S., and K.E. & D. to all TI shareholders on a proportional basis. That means that we in M12 will end up with controlling interests in L.E.&S., and K.E.&D. We’ll still own our TI shares, and can safely sell them for whatever we can get for them without jeopardizing our control of the really important assets.”

Rod nodded. “Good. Here’s what we’ll do then. We announce a shareholders meeting for four days from now. Tomorrow, we’ll have a meeting of the Board of Directors, and vote on the proposed dividend of L.E.&S., and K.E.&D. shares. Then the shareholders meeting will ratify the deal since we in this room control a majority of the shares. With T.I. shares halted, no one will be able to sell on the exchange. I’m asking all of you here, and now to pledge that you will not sell any of your TI shares to anyone that approaches you with a direct, private offer prior to the record date for the stock dividend. Once the record date has passed, you can sell all you want.” Everyone around the table made the pledge. Rod turned to Fawzi.“Kurt, you’ll order the Exchange closed for as long as you can?” Fawzi nodded. Turning to Dawes, Rod said.

“Lester, our shipping companies will be running out of cash within a few months. As soon as they’re in violation of their bank loan covenants, you should have the bank seize whatever ships you can lay your hands on, and then the new shipping company that we’ll set up will buy them from the bank for the amount of the unpaid loans plus 1 Sol. That will legitimize the purchase price, and no Federation Office of Interstellar Trade will be able to declare that unfair.” He paused. “Besides which, I’m beginning to think that we should stop trading with Terra anyway. Baldur, Odin, Aton, Marduk. They all have enough population, and wealth to provide the markets for our brandy, tobacco, and a lot of our manufactured goods, and they’re a lot closer too. Hell, by the time we get the new company up, and running smoothly, we’ll be making more money than we were before. However, that won’t happen overnight. Things will be difficult for about a year, so be prepared.” With the main issue settled, everyone relaxed, and the meeting soon adjourned.

The next four days were hectic, and tense. Fawzi managed to keep the Stock Exchange closed for four days. After Trisystem Investments Directors met, and voted to approve the stock dividend, a public announcement was made along with notice of the shareholders’ meeting. That meeting was televised live with company police guarding the building, and only allowing news people, and registered shareholders inside. Only one shareholder, who had proxies from dozens of shareholders, and apparently represented several of the mysterious new investment companies that had bought TI shares at record prices, was against the deal, but he was outvoted. Immediately after the meeting, Rod Maxwell was interviewed by the TV reporters, and announced that a new shipping company would soon be chartered, which would acquire both interplanetary, and interstellar ships that would resume exporting Poictesme goods in a way that would not incur the punitive tariff imposed by the Federation Office of Interstellar Trade. The day after the shareholder’s meeting, both the market, and TI shares were open for trading. The record high bid for TI had been withdrawn. There was some selling early in the morning, but then the market as a whole recovered to close higher on the day. Trisystem Investments did not trade at all.

Conn was worried that a possible change in control of TI would allow the new majority owner(TBMS?) to interfere with the anti-piracy operations involving Torc Hunter’s Team, and Vanguard. His father reassured him.

“Conn, don’t worry about that. Vanguard is owned by T.&I.S. A majority of its shares are held by the two companies that the M12 group now has solid control of. It will eventually run out of cash when the ships that are in transit on their way back from Terra arrive with their last tariff-free cargoes, and sell them here. That will take about six months, by which time; I hope the pirate situation will have been solved. Don’t forget that I’m the senior executive of all of the companies we set up. That means that I’ll still be able to manage the day-to-day operational affairs of the shipping companies until such time as the new owner of the holding company can vote in a new slate of Directors, which they won’t have the opportunity to do for some time. But when they do, they’ll be able to kick me out of the top spot for both the holding company, and the interplanetary shipping company that we don’t care about anymore. If things go according to plan, the banks will have repossessed most of the ships due to loan covenant defaults, and that’s when the new company will buy them from the banks, and start exporting again.” Conn still looked worried.

“Will the new company have enough cash to buy those ships by then?” 

His father thought about that for a few seconds. “Now that the Maxwell/Merlin Plan has established its credibility, I think we could probably raise some seed capital by selling shares to the public, then leverage that with new bank loans, so I don’t see a problem.”

It was about one week after the corporate reshuffle that the Ouroboros II, the first hypership built in the Gartner Trisystem since the War, arrived back from its trade trip to Terra. As soon as it landed at Storisende Spaceport, Rod Maxwell went on board, and asked the Captain to call the crew to a special meeting in the mess hall. 

“First of all, welcome back. I know that it’s been almost a year since you were here last, and that you’re anxious to go home, and see your families, but I have some important news that I think you deserve to hear from me rather than some inflated rumors. I’ll try to be as brief as I can. I have the proverbial good news, and bad news. First, the bad news. Our competition, Terra-Baldur-Marduk Spacelines, has managed to convince the Federation Office of Interstellar Trade to impose a 300% tariff on all goods carried by our ships. Never mind how they managed that. It’s not important. What is important is that the tariff now makes exporting our usual cargoes to Terra completely uneconomical, which is exactly what TBMS intended. So for the foreseeable future, we will not be sending any more cargo to Terra. The good news is that we have other things to transport aboard Ouroboros II, and her sister ships over the next few months, and it will be company policy to continue to pay your salaries regardless of whether these hyperships are actually doing anything or not, for as long as the company has the cash to keep doing so. Now there’s obviously a limit as to how long the company can keep doing that, but there are plans being implemented that we hope will allow us to rehire all of you at some point in the not too distant future. So don’t pay any attention to any rumors that claim otherwise. The next year, maybe two, may get a little rough but believe me when I tell you that beyond that, the future looks good. I’ll stop here, and let you get back to your unloading so that you can finish that, and get home.”
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During the fourteen-day trip to the Valhalla system, Torc, and his people kept to themselves, and rested up for the ordeal ahead. When both ships arrived at their destination, City of Storisende launched the two corvettes, which then accompanied Vanguard down to the planet. The freighter landed at the main spaceport while the two corvettes found a suitable hiding place about 500 kilometers away in a canyon. As they found out later, no one at the spaceport queried Vanguard’s Captain about them, so they had apparently avoided detection by spaceport radar. City of Storisende stayed a considerable distance beyond the no-jump zone to see what, if anything, happened. 

After the usual turnaround time to unload incoming cargo, and load outgoing cargo, Vanguard requested, and received permission to lift off for the voyage home. As it gained altitude, it sent a pre-arranged signal in the general direction of the canyon, which Dragonhunter’s communications technician detected, and passed on to his CO. Both corvettes left the canyon minutes later, and quickly took up position behind Vanguard. The freighter, as per standard commercial procedure, had an active transponder, but the corvettes kept theirs turned off. When Vanguard had reached a distance of 55,000 miles from Valhalla, all three ships received a signal from a ship that declared itself to be the Terran Space Navy Cruiser Valley Forge with instructions for Vanguard to cut acceleration, and wait to be boarded for inspection. Vanguard’s Captain, and Torc discussed the demand over short-range radio.

“Should I follow instructions, and stop accelerating?” Anson asked. 

“No! If that was really a Navy ship, why wouldn’t you have heard that she was in the system inspecting cargoes when you were on Valhalla? Why doesn’t she have an active transponder? Why all the secrecy? If a pirate ship pretended to be a Navy ship, that would explain how Pathfinder, and Trailblazer were both captured before they could run away. They fell for the deception, and didn’t find out their mistake until they’d been boarded. We stick to the plan, and you continue to accelerate until you can jump away. Commander Montoya, and I will take care of this, and I’ll take personal responsibility if I’m wrong.” 

When it became obvious that Vanguard wasn’t going to obey orders to stop accelerating, another message arrived. This one much more belligerent. Stop accelerating, and prepare to be boarded, or Valley Forge would fire on Vanguard. That made Torc grin. Now he knew he was right. No Navy ship would fire on an unarmed freighter unless there was a clear violation of Federation law, and refusing to be boarded didn’t count as such. Besides, the best, and most efficient way to prevent the transportation of prohibited material was at the receiving end. That’s why all spaceports had Federation Inspectors checking all incoming cargo. Torc ordered both corvettes to drop back in the general direction of the incoming messages so that they would be between Vanguard, and the Valley Forge. More minutes passed. Vanguard kept accelerating, and the corvettes continued to drop further behind her. 

Torc’s sensor tech suddenly yelled out. “That ship is going active on her radar!” That meant that Dragonhunter, and Amazon Warrior would now be showing up on the pirate’s radar.

“Okay. Let’s do the same, and pass the word to Warrior. Guns? Stand by to fire four kinetics!” ordered Torc.

“Standing by, Skipper.” said the weapons officer. He had anticipated that order, and had already selected missiles armed with collapsium matter kinetic energy penetrator rods, which would use the speed of collision to punch their way into the ship converting ordinary metal into superhot plasma. Deadly to any crew in a room affected by the incoming round, it was meant to disable a ship rather than destroy it. Torc’s orders were to try to capture the pirate if at all possible to find out who was behind the operation, and where the other two freighter ships, and crews were. With active radar now turned on, the Tactical Display screen showed a new blip, a red triangle representing a ship deemed to be hostile. 

Torc was expecting the pirate to fire at any second, and was therefore surprised when the Communication Tech signaled another incoming message, and switched it to the overhead speakers. 

“—to unidentified vessels. Repeat. Valley Forge to unidentified vessels. Identify yourselves. Be advised that you’re interfering with a Terran Navy vessel engaged in anti-smuggling inspections.” The message repeated one more time then stopped. 

“Put me through to that ship, Johnson,” Torc ordered. In about 3 seconds, the video screen at Torc’s Command Station lit up with a white-haired man in TSN uniform looking at Torc. 

“This is Senior Commander Torc Hunter, in command of Dragonhunter, and Amazon Warrior. We are privately-owned interplanetary craft owned by Interstellar Security Inc., and are escorting the freighter Vanguard out past the no-jump threshold. Who are you?” 

“I’m Captain Thoroldson. My orders are to inspect all outbound vessels for narcotics. Your ships are in the way, and I demand that you leave the vicinity at once.” 

“Not so fast, Captain. First, I want some questions answered. Like why you’re running without an active transponder contrary to standard civilian, and Navy procedures? Like why you haven’t informed the authorities on Valhalla that you’re in their system also contrary to established Navy procedures, and why you threatened to fire on Vanguard when she has done nothing to warrant such extreme measures?” 

“I’m prepared to answer all those questions but not to you, Commander Hunter. I’ll only give those answers to that freighter’s Captain. Now, unless you want me to recommend charges of obstruction of justice against you personally, and your company in my after-action report, I suggest you move away from this area now!” Torc considered that for a few seconds, and then said. 

“Okay, look. I’m not an unreasonable person. Perhaps you have legitimate reasons for your outrageous actions. Here’s what I’m prepared to do. My two ships will move up beside Vanguard, keeping far enough away that you can safely rendezvous with her, and carry out your inspection. I’m sure you won’t find any contraband, and then we can all be on our way. Surely you—” Thoroldson interrupted. 

“No! That is completely unacceptable! I will not accept anything less than both of your ships leaving the vicinity immediately!” He started to say more, but this time Torc cut him off by cutting the connection altogether. Instead, he contacted Montoya.

“Did you hear that exchange, Rachel?” 

She nodded. “Not very co-operative, is he?” 

“No, he’s not. This is what we’re going to do. We catch up to Vanguard and stand off at a reasonable distance just like I offered. We will not respond to any further communication from that ship, but if she takes any hostile action against either Vanguard or us, we fire back. Got that?” 

“I got that, and for what it’s worth, I agree.” 

“Okay. Then let’s do that. Helm. Go to maximum acceleration, and adjust as necessary to match Vanguard’s movements so that we’re no more than 500 yards away from her.” The Helmsmen acknowledged the order, and both corvettes started gaining on Vanguard. Torc switched channels to Vanguard’s Captain. 

“Did you hear all that, Captain Anson?” 

“I did. Do you want me to cut our acceleration?” 

“Yes. Let’s play along and see what that ship does. If you stop accelerating, it's going to be mighty hard for that Captain to argue that hostile force was necessary, right?” Anson nodded. Torc continued. “If you’re boarded, keep a channel open to us at all times so that we can hear what’s happening on your ship. If they really are pirates, they’ll tip their hand soon enough, and then we’ll take action. I actually don’t think it will get that far. If I was a pirate, I wouldn’t try to board your ship unless I scared our corvettes away, and if I couldn’t do that, I’d abort the interception, and try to sneak away.” 

“I agree. Okay. I’m giving the order to cut acceleration now.” The green symbol representing Vanguard on the Tactical Display, which up until that moment had shown a blue tail denoting acceleration, now showed no tail at all. The Comm tech said. 

“That Navy ship is trying to contact us again.” 

“Ignore them.” 

“Understood.” 

Torc watched the display carefully. The two corvettes were rapidly catching up to the now coasting Vanguard. Suddenly the now yellow triangle representing Valley Forge stopped accelerating too. Torc held its breath. If that ship was planning on decelerating, it would need to rotate 180 degrees, and in order to do that, it had to shut down its maneuvering engines until the turn was complete. For a ship the size of a
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