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chief Petty Officer Lawton Francis Edgecombe surveyed the officers' mess, and declared himself a happy man. So far. He still had the officers' pantry to double-check. And his phantom right leg was aching as though it were being stabbed with red-hot icepicks, but he was, in spite of these things, a happy man.

He was happy in his ship, too. His Majesty's Space Ship Reticent, SF 716, 38, a Chamberlain class star frigate, might not be the pride of the fleet, but she was a grand old lady, nevertheless.

And she had her share of teeth.

Her portrait hung on the bulkhead next to the door, directly across from the official portraits of the king and queen. They were a few years on the young side, and they were as sour a looking pair as anyone could ever hope to find. But, then again, like everyone else these days, they had a lot to look sour about.

Like the ship herself, the ship's portrait was an old-fashioned affair, oil paint on linen canvas with an ornate gold-leaf frame a hand's breadth wide, all swirls and filigree. Edgecombe didn't care for the frame—it was a bother to dust—but the portrait itself was worth the space to hang it. Yes, indeed, very fine.

Reticent was forty years and more out of the builder's yard now, a scant ten years Edgecombe's junior; but the artist had captured her in her prime, before her years and her battle scars had begun to add up.

She did not have the sweeping lines of the newer ships. Rather, she looked as though she'd been cobbled together by welding dozens of cylindrical and spherical tanks to a central girder-work, and then tacking on a half dozen communications and navigations antennas.

Her 38 guns did not bristle along her sides, but were, rather, housed discretely behind their weapons irises.

Thirty-eight. A disadvantage if they weren't handled well.

Thirty-eight. Not a lot of weight by modern standards, but she had her chasers, bow and stern.

Thirty-eight. Enough for the ship to give a good account of herself.

Edgecombe took pride in that: a good account of herself. No one—not admirals, not ministers, not kings—not enemies, come to that—could ask a greater service from a ship and her crew.

The brass-cased ship's clock mounted over the sideboard struck two bells in the morning watch: ding-ding: 0500 Greenwich Mean Time, the imperial fleet standard. Edgecombe checked his watch. It and the clock agreed, as they ought to do. The agreement added to his happiness.

As the ship's chief steward it was his duty to ensure that each and every morning he was aboard he was a happy man. If he was happy, then the officers and the captain would be happy, and a happy captain with happy officers made for a happy ship—a happy and an efficient ship. It also made for a happy chief steward, one who could go about his job with a minimum of interference from an unhappy captain with unhappy officers. Yes, as stewards throughout the fleet were well aware, happiness was the key.

At that happy thought, Edgecombe frowned.

Happiness was in short supply these days, very short indeed.

Especially in their neighborhood.

Granville, 62, lost last week to a mine, and Trincomali, 74, blasted into oblivion the week before that.

Unhappy times.

Gone were the heady days of lightning strikes and easy victories against a boastful enemy who had made the mistake of attacking His Majesty's empire.

Gone.

Edgecombe shook those unhappy thoughts away.

Beginning at 0200, he and his assistants had cleaned away the trash and the spilled drinks and the upended food from the night's revelries, which had been something in the way of a farewell party. They had collected and washed the dishes, returning them to their proper cupboards. They had discreetly returned all forgotten items of clothing to their rightful owners. They had emptied the dustbins and the ashtrays, and they had scrubbed the heads. They had swabbed, waxed, and machine-buffed the deck.

They had cleaned the officer's mess so completely that it remained awash in the home-and-fireside aroma of cleanser and liquid all-purpose wax.

He and his assistants had finished at 0330, but Edgecombe had stayed on. He polished the silver coffee and tea pots and he set out the China cups and the glasses. He'd thawed bacon, and he'd scrambled eggs. He'd taken out the jam pots and the butter tubs. He'd turned on the stove so it would be ready to cook whatever might need cooking, and he'd started the coffee so it would be available for whoever might wish to drink it.

His assistants would come shuffling in at 0600, complaining of exhaustion, but they had no notion of it. Compared to what was waiting for them, if the rumors were true, two and a half uninterrupted hours of rest were an inconceivable luxury.

Parties. Impossible to do without. Impossible to bring off without making a shambles.

Most of the crew enjoyed a return to port, in this case a fortnight's stopover at Teakerne Station for resupply and minor repairs, but Edgecombe found them tiresome, an opinion he shared with no one. All those drinks to mix and serve, all that food to prepare and serve, all that vomit to wash away, all those bewildered civilians to be herded on and off the ship. They invariably reminded him of so many dozy stray, and straying, cats.

All those reminders of home.

Edgecombe refused to shy away from it.

Home.

Edgecombe didn't have a home or a family, not in the civilian sense. The two-story, faux-Tudor terraced house he pictured when he thought of home had gone up in smoke late in the first year of the war. His mother and father, his aunt Daphne, and his younger brother, Philip, had gone up with the house, together with the whole street.

Those first months were the stuff of legend, the stuff that in these darker days kept the civilians working in the defense plants and contentedly paying their taxes and the services fighting and dying wherever government sent them to do it; but to those who'd lived through them, had experienced them firsthand, those victory-laden, heady days had not been entirely an unalloyed matter of shooting fish in a barrel.

Sometimes the innocent had been the enemy's fish.

Therefore, after adding up the pros and cons, on balance, apart from the danger of running out of this and that, Edgecombe would have been just as happy if the old barky never touched.

Edgecombe entered the officers' pantry.

The counters and sink shone in the garish white light, and the gritty, bleachy odor of scouring powder overpowered every other smell. The stove was warming up, and the coffee was finishing, ready to serve or as good as.

Edgecombe drew himself a cup.

As far as he could tell, and that was no small distance, the coffee tasted as though he'd brewed it using beans that might have come from one of the Martian coffee plantations, one of those which had in turn obtained their coffee trees from South America, Earth. The Martian soils were different from Terran soils, so some allowances had to be made. However, luckily, none of Reticent's remaining officers were of the fussy sort. If it was hot and black and on the bitter side without being strong enough to strip paint, then it was coffee, by God, and, steward, steward, there, let's have another pot, quick as you can. Chop, chop.

Their replacements might be of a different sort, but he'd also heard rumors that Reticent was to receive no replacements. She was to sail shorthanded. Desperate times, indeed.

The ship's clock over the sideboard struck: ding-ding . . . ding: 0530.

It wasn't a loud chime, but Edgecombe had been listening and he'd deliberately left both the pass through and the door open.

The pantry intercom crackled, then came, "Edgecombe?" The voice was thick with sleep, like an overlooked bowl of yesterday morning's oatmeal. "Edgecombe? Are your there, man?"

It was Reticent's captain, Commander Richard Horatio Smedley.

Edgecombe pressed the <TALK> switch. "Yes, sir. I'm here, sir."

"Any coffee yet?"

"Yes, sir. Shall I deliver a pot to your cabin, sir?"

"Please."

"Will there be anything else, sir?"

"Eggs. If we have them. Not that powdered muck, but real chicken eggs. I hate to deprive the hens of their darling offspring, but there it is."

"The eggs came aboard yesterday, sir, cartons and cartons of them."

"Good. Make it two."

"Aye, aye, sir."

"Eggs, not cartons."

"Yes, sir."

"And Edgecombe."

"Sir?"

"How long before our own chickens begin laying?"

"No idea, sir."

"Fine. Good man. Looks like I'll have to take it up with Dr. Messer."

"Very good, sir."

"Quick as you like."

"Aye, aye, sir."

"And, Edgecombe, two cups."

"Aye, aye, sir."

The intercom went silent.

Two cups? Captain Smedley hadn't attended the party. He'd been invited, of course, but he'd begged off, as he usually did. He wasn't one of those insufferable standoffish types, but, rather, often found himself at sixes and sevens in free-flowing social gatherings. However, when it came to the ship herself, he was a completely different man.

Had he gone ashore and brought a "guest" aboard?

That idea struck Edgecombe as completely ridiculous. Nevertheless, two cups?

As the ship's chief steward, Edgecombe doubled as the captain's steward. On larger ships, this practice was unheard of, but on an antique 38 such as Reticent, it seemed a sensible arrangement.

Edgecombe scrambled two eggs, fried them, and was just tipping them out onto a heavy, white China plate with its regulation dark blue stripe around the rim, when his two assistants entered. They were two peas in a pod: hair only haphazardly combed, faces shaved as though they were attempting to grow oddly shaped beards, and eyes that were red-rimmed. They both smelled like distilleries, but that, in fairness, could have been either man. One of them might have been innocent. But it was more likely that they'd both tried to drink themselves into comas. Unfortunately for them, they had failed miserably to achieve their objective.

Edgecombe fixed the taller of the two with an uncompromising gaze. "Toast. Four slices. Whole wheat. Dark. Orange marmalade and butter."

"Aye, aye, Chief," the tall one said, and turned away.

Edgecombe turned to the other. "Breakfast tray. Orange juice. Napkin. Cream. Sugar. Silver dispensers. Silver cutlery. Plate cover."

"Right away, Chief."

Edgecombe made a mental note to consider whether or not it was worth taking Shorty aside and instructing him in service communications. "Right away" was not "Aye, aye." Using one when the other would be the appropriate and expected response was asking for trouble.

However, with the captain waiting, now was not the time to make good the shortcomings of the man's basic training.

Edgecombe loaded the tray and carried it to the captain's cabin.

Balancing the tray on one hand, he knocked on the door with his other.

"Come," came Captain Smedley's voice from the other side.

Edgecombe gently but smartly opened the door and entered.

The cabin was brightly lit and in order, or in as much order as Captain Smedley ever maintained. A blanket had been draped over the back of the couch, and one of the cushions had been turned flat and sideways, wedged up against one of the armrests. Captain Smedley, freshly shaved and dressed in working uniform, was seated behind his desk, a pad in front of him, a stylus in his hand.

The surprise was the presence of the ship's first officer, Lt. Cdr. Beverly Queeg. She was standing in front of a mirror fastening the tunic of her dress uniform, the one she had been wearing the night before.

She was tall and athletically built, middle thirties, not pretty, not beautiful, but handsome in a way that revealed an unflinching intelligence and an uncompromising inner drive. She, Edgecombe thought, was not one to allow herself to fail, a total
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