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      Captain Isaac Gallant finished reviewing the readiness report in front of him with a sigh. It was the last of the departmental reports for the Confederacy Space Fleet’s warp cruiser Scorpion, and it matched the pattern of the rest of them.

      Isaac studied the terminal screen in his office for several more seconds, then made a decision with a shake of his head.

      “Commander Giannovi, please report to my ready room,” he ordered over the intercom. A moment later, an indicator on the computer screen tattooed into his left arm changed, informing him that Lieutenant Commander Harris now held the conn.

      Giannovi stepped into his ready room—exactly three steps outside the bridge, just far enough that you had to pass through the bridge’s security detail to reach it—seconds later.

      “You asked for me, sir?” she asked crisply. Lauretta Giannovi was a throwback by the standards of twenty-fourth-century humanity, born in Italy of entirely Italian extraction. She was a permanently tanned-looking woman of barely average height with short-cropped black hair.

      “Have a seat, Commander,” Isaac ordered. He shared Giannovi’s unimpressive height, which meant that sitting allowed her to tower over him—and that wasn’t how this meeting needed to go.

      “I presume you reviewed the departmental readiness reports,” he told her. It was part of the executive officer’s job, after all.

      “I did,” she confirmed, still crisp and efficient as ever.

      Isaac concealed a sigh.

      “Are you aware of the Liebermann Readiness Summation Metrics?” he asked bluntly.

      “They’re part of every XO’s training, sir,” Giannovi said carefully. Some of her calm seemed to slip. “They’re…far from perfect.”

      “Like any summation tool,” Isaac agreed. Given that the late Franz Liebermann had been his father, he was perhaps more familiar than most with Liebermann’s own assessment of the tool’s flaws.

      “But it serves a useful purpose for Captains to assess the changes in their command and compare their departments,” he noted. “For example, when I came aboard Scorpion a month ago, the readiness reports from every department but one were in the mid-eighties, more than acceptable. Review of the detailed reports is required, but it told me that I needed to focus on our warp drive department.”

      Giannovi nodded slowly.

      “We got Lieutenant Commander Catalan’s people a refresher course on the warp drive and set up a new cross-training program,” she remembered aloud. “It wasn’t really a surprise—there are only eight ships in the CSF with independent FTL.”

      “Agreed,” Isaac said with a wave of his hand. The Captain was even darker-skinned than his XO. The Captain’s father had spent his adult life aboard ships, but Franz Liebermann had been born on New Soweto. The colony wasn’t much less ethnically mixed than the rest of the Confederacy at this point, but its populace did tend towards the coloration of its original African settlers.

      “So, imagine my concern when I reviewed the second set of semi-monthly departmental readiness reports and the summation matrices put them all, including Catalan’s warp drive people, in the mid-seventies,” he noted dryly.

      “That was two weeks ago, Commander. Since all of those reports had been signed off on by my executive officer before they reached me, I expected the problem to be temporary, the normal problems of assuming a new command and that if anything critical had arisen, my XO would bring it to my attention.”

      Giannovi was silent. Her gaze was fixed on a point behind Isaac, roughly fifty centimeters to the left and above his head.

      “So, then I receive today’s reports,” Isaac said dryly. “Lieutenant Commander Catalan’s department has reached eighty percent. I wouldn’t hesitate for a moment to engage this ship’s space warp drives. The rest of her departments, however…”

      He could tell from her fixed department that Giannovi had performed the same analysis, or something similar.

      “The Liebermann Metric generally regards an eighty percent average as a truly combat-ready vessel,” he noted. “Departments in the seventies general require closer evaluation of their reports and touching base with the officers to see where they need assistance.

      “Departments in the sixties or below are potentially serious problems,” he concluded. “Warp drive remains at eighty-two. Most of our departments, however, are now in the high sixties—except gunnery, which has managed to degrade to fifty-seven.”

      Isaac steepled his hands and looked his XO directly in the eye.

      “Review of the actual reports, however, told me that the reason Lieutenant Commander Harris’s report was so low was because Mr. Harris was actually honest in his report,” he said flatly. “Review of the underlying statistics in the other department reports suggest that everyone except warp drive should actually be five to ten points lower.

      “But none of my officers appear to think that, for example, a full-minute increase in scramble time for the emergency repair droids, was a point of concern. None, Commander Giannovi.

      “Including my executive officer, who signed off on all of these reports before they reached me.”

      He smiled.

      “Would you care to explain your reasoning, Commander?”

      Giannovi swallowed and finally met his gaze.

      “Permission to be frank, sir?”

      “Granted.”

      “Your mother is the First Admiral,” his XO reminded him. “The—if we’re being frank—unquestioned military dictator of the Confederacy.”

      Isaac winced but nodded. Fifteen years ago, then-Seventh Admiral Adrienne Gallant had overthrown a corrupt president and taken “temporary” control of the Confederacy government.

      Roughly half a million dead in two attempted revolutions later, it was very clear that “temporary” was no such thing. Even the woman’s son couldn’t argue with the description.

      “Your career to date has been, in every sense, safe,” Giannovi told him. “I’ll grant that your exemplary Academy scores were when the First Admiral was merely an Admiral, but your every promotion since has been exactly in the middle of the zone. You made Captain at exactly the average age, and the only thing out of the ordinary was that you were immediately given command of a cruiser instead of commanding one of the destroyers first.

      “At no point in your career since First Admiral Gallant took control of the Confederacy has any ship you have served on been placed in significant danger,” she concluded. “While I doubt your mother has given any instructions to that effect at all, the Fleet has generally taken the attitude that letting the dictator’s son get killed qualifies as a really bad idea.”

      That, sadly, had been roughly what Isaac had expected.

      “What you are saying, Commander, is that you and the department heads see no reason to push the crew to one hundred percent of their capacity because you see no chance of this vessel being called into combat?” he asked.

      She shrugged.

      “The likelihood that the Confederacy Space Fleet will risk First Admiral Gallant’s only child in any material action is basically zero,” she admitted. “While I will admit that professional pride will keep this ship in some semblance of fighting form, there is no point to making her the premier ship in Battle Group Dante.”

      Isaac smiled thinly and looked at the display on his wall. Battle Group Dante orbited the planet of Horizon in the Epsilon Eridani System. Dante herself was at the core of the group, the four-hundred-meter-long wedge of the battlecruiser over twice the size of his own Scorpion.

      “That may be true, Commander,” he told her. “But you are also wrong. We will not be keeping this ship in ‘some semblance of fighting form.’ We will bring this ship back up to full combat readiness and keep her prepared to do her duty.”

      “Sir, I⁠—”

      “Commander Lauretta Giannovi,” Isaac snapped. “This is a capital ship of the Confederacy Space Navy. Equally important, may I remind you, is that while Battle Group Dante has fifteen ships, Scorpion is the only vessel in the battlecruiser group with independent FTL.

      “Every other ship in this formation must use the Eridani Wormhole Station to leave this system. The tactical and strategic value of the Space Fleet’s warp cruisers cannot be overstated.”

      From Giannovi’s expression, she wanted to argue that point. Scorpion’s grav-warp ring could propel the cruiser at four times the speed of light. Compared to a wormhole station that could transport an entire battle group up to two hundred light years, it was barely a strategic factor at all.

      “I will not preside over the reduction of one of only eight grav-warp-equipped vessels in the Fleet to a glorified sinecure. Am I clear, Commander?”

      She hesitated.

      “Regardless of what the Fleet may expect me to do, I swore an oath to do my duty,” Isaac reminded her quietly. “I will not be forsworn. That means this ship will be ready for action. Whatever it takes.”

      Slowly, Giannovi nodded.

      “Convincing the departmental heads of your determination will not be easy,” she admitted. “Convincing the crew will be nearly impossible
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