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November 2085, TerraNova City, Luna

“We have the initial report from Arcturus, ma’am.” The young officer on the screen wore a sober expression. 

“It confirms everything we got from Galileo’s hyperprobe. The star has reached Stage 4 expansion. Nothing in the inner system could have survived. They found an observer satellite out near the hyper limit that recorded the details of the event, but it also confirms that Galileo didn’t get clear. We’ll have more details when Arcturus arrives at TransLuna in about forty hours.”

The lieutenant looked very uncomfortable. Being the bearer of bad news was stressful enough, but when the recipient of that news was a four-star admiral of the fleet...

“Thank you, Lieutenant, I appreciate the update.” Lorna’s voice was devoid of emotion as she signed off, but she felt a crushing weight on her soul, the likes of which she had experienced only once before, nearly half a century in the past. On that day, when the alien Mekota had destroyed Earth’s envoy ship, she had lost two people who meant everything to her. Ian Stevens had been her lifelong friend and mentor, and Carla Perry had been the love of her life, her committed partner for more than a decade.

Once again, she had lost two people—a daughter who meant more to her than life itself and a son-in-law. All she had left was Carla’s last message, with Bjorn beside her, recorded for inclusion with the messages of other crew members and scientists aboard the doomed research vessel. The hyperprobe that carried those messages had arrived too late for a rescue mission, but one had been sent anyway. Arcturus had gotten there as quickly as possible, but to no avail, except to confirm what everyone already knew. She was a scientist, Lorna told herself. She was doing what she loved most in life. She remembered Carla’s excitement when the mission had first been proposed.

The life of a main-sequence star spans billions of years, but its death—the final stage of it—takes place in a matter of hours. Scientists can guess the age of such a star, but it isn’t until the last year or two of its life that they can accurately predict when it will enter that final stage. The last hours bring rapid and violent expansion, which engulfs the inner system, while hurling much of the star’s substance far into space. This expansion is followed by a final collapse into a small, relatively cool red dwarf. The entire sequence is usually something noted with interest and recorded from afar. 

This star had been different. Seventy-four light years from Sol, New Lunar Catalog 60759 might have escaped notice until the light of its violent end reached Earth and Luna almost three-quarters of a century later, but it happened to be one of the twelve stars visited by LRS Copernicus during a two-year-long survey of that region. When analysis revealed the star’s imminent demise, a scientific mission had been planned to observe and record the event. 

The research vessel LRS Galileo had been outfitted for the mission, and it was only natural that Dr. Carla Greenwood—the Lunar Free State’s foremost astrophysicist—should head the scientific team. The plan had called for the ship to place dozens of observer satellites at various distances from the star, then withdraw to a point well beyond the star’s hyper limit to record the feeds from those satellites until the fury of the star’s death throes destroyed them. Galileo, though far enough away to be safe, would still have been able to observe the event from far closer than anyone ever had, and, if things got too violent, the scientists would have had plenty of warning that far out. Worst case, the research vessel could have jumped into hyperspace to get out of harm’s way.

That had been the plan. Galileo had arrived in-system and found that NLC 60759 was only weeks away from its violent end. The scientists were hastening to place their observer satellites when something went terribly wrong. The hyperprobe had documented a catastrophic failure of the ship’s fusion plant that had left it stranded just four light-minutes from the star days before its impending death. The cause of the failure remained unknown. Such a failure had never happened to an LFS vessel, except under combat conditions. Three crew members had died in the incident, which proved the numerous fail-safe systems had not worked. 

The rest of the crew and the scientific team were going to die, and they knew it. Death hadn’t claimed them yet, but when the star died, they would die with it. At four light-minutes, the swelling star would engulf the ship, assuming the blast front of hot plasma hadn’t already torn it apart. Even before that, though, the humans aboard would have already died from the event’s massive doses of radiation. The only thing they could do was prepare the tiny hyperprobe and send it to Luna to tell those back home what had happened. It would arrive too late for any hope of rescue, but at least they could send a last message to loved ones. Scientists to the end, they had packed the probe’s memory with every bit of scientific data they had collected, which was an unworthy legacy of the doomed mission.

The probe had arrived a little over nine weeks ago, and the LFS Navy destroyer Arcturus—the nearest and fastest vessel available—had been dispatched immediately. It had taken the ship 32 days to reach the star’s redefined hyper limit and four more days to search the ravaged system for any sign the research vessel had survived. The search had uncovered several surviving observer satellites, placed by Galileo, in the extreme outer reaches of the system, and the Navy crew had found data from one of those satellites that confirmed the destruction of the research ship. There had been nothing more to see or do, so Arcturus had returned home.

In seventy-four years, we’ll see it happen, Lorna thought. I’ll be long gone by then, but hopefully someone will remember. The tears came, unchecked, and dropped on the desk in front of her.

“What’s wrong, Grandma?” 

Lorna brushed the tears from her eyes and looked up and saw her namesake granddaughter standing in the office doorway. It was late—almost 2300 hours—and she had thought little Lorna was asleep. How do you tell a six-year-old that Mommy and Daddy aren’t coming home ever again? For two months, she’d put off this moment, hoping against hope some miracle had saved Galileo and those aboard her. Now, that hope was gone.

“Come here, honey. There’s something I need to tell you.”

I was wrong, she decided. Carla and Bjorn left me with more than a message, much more. There was a message in the probe for little Lorna as well, but it would have to wait. She would show it to the girl later, after some of the hurt had healed.

* * * * *
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22 March 2100, Lunar Fleet Academy

“That’s my bunk, Blondie.”

Lorna turned and saw an Asian woman wearing the green and grey of a Marine cadet standing in the doorway, hands on hips, with a scowl on her face. The woman was of medium height, her dark hair was cut very short, and she looked like she had some serious muscle under the uniform.

“Sorry.” Lorna heaved her gear off the bottom bunk and transferred it to the top.

“You’re not supposed to say you’re sorry, Blondie,” the other woman growled. “You’re supposed to say, ‘It’s mine now,’ or ‘I don’t see your name on it,’ or something like that.”

“And then what?” Lorna felt a scowl forming on her face. What was the woman’s problem?

“Then I kick your ass and take the bunk anyway,” the woman said. “But that way, there’s no doubt about who’s the alpha dog in this room.”

“Then we both end up getting kicked out of here on our very first day. Fine, you’re the alpha dog. I’ll take the top bunk, and we’ll just agree that you kicked my ass. Okay?”

“Hmmph.” The Marine cadet snorted. She walked up to Lorna and looked at her name tag. “Greenwood...Greenwood! Oh, great, it’s not bad enough that they didn’t have another Marine for me to bunk with, but now they go and stick me with a fleet admiral’s daughter.”

“Granddaughter,” Lorna corrected her, “and Granny’s been retired for a while now. I got here on my own, not because of any family connections.”

“Yeah, right. Mommy and Daddy are only commodores or maybe vice admirals, I suppose.”

“My parents are dead,” Lorna said, “and they weren’t even in the Fleet.”

There was an uncomfortable silence.

“I’m sorry,” the other woman said.

“Why should you be sorry? You didn’t know them, and you don’t know me. They were scientists who were lost with the research ship Galileo. It happened fourteen years ago.”

“No, I mean I’m sorry for being an asshole. I can’t help it sometimes; it’s just the way I am. Can we start over?” She put out her hand. “Nova Sakura, Marines.”

Lorna relaxed and smiled despite herself. “Yeah, Marines. I noticed. Lorna Greenwood, Navy.” She shook the offered hand.

“Lorna Greenwood...I thought so. Your granny was that Greenwood, the Iron Maiden herself. Damn! I am so screwed.”

“Look,” Lorna protested, “I told you, no family connections. I got here on my own, without Granny’s help. She doesn’t even live here most of the time. She’s got an estate on Copper Hills. She just comes back to Luna a couple of times a year to visit. I don’t expect any help from her or any special treatment from anybody here.”

“You don’t get it, do you?” Sakura shook her head. “You’re going to get special treatment, but you’re not going to like it. They’re going to run you ragged. Because of your granny, they’ll expect twice as much from you as from anybody else, and my concern is that some of that may splash on me just because I’m living in the same room with you.”

“Fine.” Lorna scowled again. “Request a transfer if it bothers you.”

“What? And let you get caught with your tits in the machinery?” Sakura favored her with a crooked grin. “They put me here, and now I have to save your tall, skinny blond ass. You got any prior military?”

“No. I just finished university, went through the admission screening, got a recommendation, and came straight here.”

“Oh, so you’ve already got a degree, huh?”

“Just a bachelor’s in engineering. How about you?”

“No. While you were at university, I was doing three years as an enlisted Marine. While you were going through screening, I was fighting off a hundred other Marines who wanted this slot.” Sakura’s voice had turned sarcastic again. 

Lorna said nothing.

“Damn!” Sakura muttered. “What’s the matter with me? I’m really acting like an asshole. Look, I’m sorry. It’s not your fault, and I’ve got nothing against you. Just first-day nerves, I guess.”

“Nerves?” Lorna suppressed a skeptical snort. “After three years in the Marine Corps, you’ve got nerves about this? I would think this would be easy for you. You already know most of the military stuff. This can’t be any worse than the basic training you went through when you signed up.”

Sakura shrugged. “Not worse, just different. In Marine Basic, you’ve got to do things. Difficult things, maybe, but they show you how to do them, they convince you that you can do them, and you drill over and over until you can do them in your sleep. Then they give you an order, and you just do it. Most people who wash out don’t listen, don’t follow orders, or just don’t put forth enough effort. It’s more about willpower and confidence than anything. After that, if you just pay attention, you can get through okay.

“Here at the Academy, they expect you to know things, to study, to learn stuff. This place is a university, and if you don’t study hard and keep all that stuff in your head, you’re out of here. You have to follow orders, sure. A big part of it is military, and that part doesn’t worry me, but by the time you’re done here, they expect you to give orders, the right orders. You’ve got to have it up here.” 

She tapped her forehead. “I was never that good in school,” she admitted. “I had to work like hell just to get decent grades. I guess that’s why I never went to university in the first place. Now, here I am, and yeah, I’m nervous about it.”

Lorna began to understand. She was mostly concerned about the military and physical requirements. She knew the Academy had rigorous standards for academic studies as well, but those didn’t bother her. She’d taken advanced placement courses in high school and had graduated near the top of her class at Luna University, even though she was two years younger than most of her classmates. That kind of learning came easily to her. 

“Well, maybe the people who put us in the same room weren’t so dumb after all,” she said. “Look, I did pretty well in school. I’ll help you study if you’ll help me get in shape and handle the military stuff. I mean, hey, the Marines and the Navy always work together. It takes both to get the job done. What do you think?”

Sakura gave her another crooked grin. “I think you’ve got a deal, Blondie, but there’s one more thing to settle. You really want that bottom bunk?”

“Match you for it,” Lorna said with a grin of her own. “Odds or evens?”

“Evens,” Sakura said. “On three. One, two, three.” She looked at the two fingers Lorna had thrown out against her own single digit. “Fair enough, Blondie. You’ve got the bottom, but I’m still the alpha dog.”

* * *
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17 September 2100, Lunar Fleet Academy

“Greenwood! Get your butt down! When you do push-ups, I want to see a perfectly straight line from your head to your heels. Is that clear?”

“Sir! Yes, sir!” Lorna responded, adjusting her position as ordered. She knew why Gunny Lawrence wanted her butt down—it was harder that way. She had been trying to do the exercise correctly, but her body, seeking relief from the task, had betrayed her.

“On your feet,” Gunny ordered as they finished the exercises. “Listen up. It has come to my attention that the men’s deck—in particular, the head—was not ready for inspection this morning. In fact, it was so not ready, Lieutenant Novak found a pubic hair in one of the urinals. For that reason, you men will spend the next period scrubbing and shining every fixture in that facility and will be prepared for another inspection at the end of the period, to be conducted by me, personally. Is that clear?”

“Sir! Yes, sir!” the men shouted.

“You ladies,” Gunny continued, “are more fortunate. Through some mischance, or perhaps a temporary attack of nearsightedness on the part of the inspecting officer, the women’s deck passed inspection. You may, therefore, hit the showers, get cleaned up and in uniform for your next classes, and spend the rest of the period studying for said classes. Is that clear?”

“Sir! Yes, sir!” the women replied. Though they were slightly outnumbered by the male officer candidates, their response was somewhat more enthusiastic.

“Greenwood!” Lawrence once again turned his attention to Lorna. “How many times did I call your name today?”

“Sir! Twice, sir!” Lorna replied.

“Right. That means you owe me two trips around the dome in the one point five lane. After that, you may join the rest of the ladies in the showers. Sakura!”

“Sir! Yes, sir!” Nova replied instantly.

“You will accompany Greenwood to make sure she doesn’t stop to smell the flowers. I expect you to set an appropriate pace.”

“Sir! Yes, sir!” 

“Dismissed!”

* * *
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“C’mon, Blondie, pick it up,” Sakura growled. 

They were three-quarters of the way through the second lap around the kilometer-long track that encircled the Academy drill field, and Lorna’s legs felt as if they were made of concrete. At this point in her training, a two-kilometer run was no longer a major challenge, at least not in the normal-gee lane; but, under one point five gravities, it was an ordeal. To her disgust, she noticed Sakura wasn’t even breathing hard. Lorna gritted her teeth and found enough reserve strength to pick up the pace.

“I knew this would splash on me,” Sakura muttered.

“Yeah...I can see...you’re soaking wet with it...” Lorna managed to get out between labored breaths. “Besides...didn’t hear...any complaints...at quarter-finals...”

“Breathe, don’t talk,” the Marine told her. “Yeah, okay, you’re right, but I figure we’re about even. Don’t thank me, and I won’t thank you.”

The two women finished the second lap, then switched to the normal-gee lane and ran another hundred meters to keep their legs from cramping.

“Been meaning to ask you,” Lorna said as her breathing and heart rate returned to normal, “you keep on raking me over the coals about my grandmother, but your name’s Sakura. Aren’t you related to—?”

“No,” Nova replied. “Sakura might be an uncommon name on Luna, but it’s pretty common in Japan. Besides, Admiral Sakura—I presume that’s who you’re talking about—is an original Lunar citizen and a big-time proponent of Lunar tradition. His female children and grandchildren will have their mother’s surname, not his. 

“My parents came here in ’72 as provisional citizens. They opened a Japanese-Chinese fusion restaurant on the main concourse near TerraNova Park. It’s still there, and they still run it, but I haven’t been there in a couple of years.”

“Why not?” Orphaned at age six, Lorna couldn’t imagine anyone with living parents not wanting to stay in touch with them.

“Well, unlike the admiral, they’ve got a more traditional Eastern view of things. The LFS Marine Corps is not their idea of a proper place for a daughter. They could see I wasn’t university material, so they wanted me to work in the restaurant until I found a suitable husband.

“I joined the Corps instead, and they haven’t spoken to me since. I thought they would get over it, but they haven’t. I keep thinking that, maybe, they’ll accept it if I get through the Academy and become an officer, but...” She shrugged, leaving the sentence unfinished.

“Oh.” Lorna was at a loss for words.

“Well, hey—” Sakura perked up, “—at least you don’t have that problem. I’ll bet your granny was thrilled when you got into the Academy.”

Lorna grimaced. “Yeah, she was. Now I have to bust my butt to make sure I don’t disappoint her.”

“You’re doing just fine as far as I can see,” Sakura assured her, “and so am I. I know I don’t say it often enough, but thanks for the help.”

“You too,” Lorna replied. “Like you said before, we’re even.”

As they left the field and headed back to quarters, Lorna decided Sakura was right—they were pretty much even. Lorna’s performance at PT that day had not been typical of her usual effort, and she deserved the two laps she had gotten for it. She had already passed her first-year physical requirements by a comfortable margin, including conquering the infamous confidence course—a long and challenging obstacle course designed to weed out the weak, the clumsy, and those who lacked proper motivation, endurance, and discipline.

Lorna had gotten herself into shape, thanks in large part to Sakura, who had taken on the role of an unrelenting personal trainer and driven her to do things she hadn’t believed she would ever be able to do. The Marine cadet had also hammered Lorna constantly on military matters, from proper posture while at attention to microscopic concern for the details of her uniform. It had been some time since Lorna had gotten gigged for anything in that area.

She’d repaid Sakura by teaching the other woman how to study effectively and retain the knowledge she acquired. She had drilled Nova on everything from starship engineering to military history and forced the Marine cadet to stand tall for oral examinations, which Lorna conducted in excruciating detail. She didn’t relent until she was confident Nova knew the material. When the results of the last quarter-finals came out, Sakura had been as surprised as anyone to find herself in the top ten percent of the class. She was not surprised, however, to find that she was still looking up at Lorna, who had placed first in class in every subject, except interstellar navigation, where she’d had to settle for a respectable second.

In fairness, Lorna had to admit that Sakura’s dire predictions about the difficulties she would encounter due to her ancestry had not come true, perhaps because she’d anticipated them and driven herself harder to avoid any unfavorable comparisons with her grandmother. In general, her instructors seemed satisfied with her performance and gave her no more grief than they gave any of the other candidates. She had suffered a few embarrassing moments in one classroom, however. 

Commander Rebecca Ling, the first-year instructor for Space Warfare Strategy and Tactics, was a seasoned veteran of the Fleet. Rumor had it she was on the short list for promotion to commodore and was just marking time as an Academy instructor until Fleet could find a suitable command for her. She frequently used examples from actual space battles in her lectures, and an embarrassing number of those examples featured Lorna’s grandmother as the star. On those occasions, Ling often referred to the infamous Iron Maiden as ‘Ms. Greenwood’s grandmother,’ or ‘your grandmother’ when she addressed Lorna directly. Lorna took a lot of ribbing from the rest of the class, but most of it was good-natured. Still, it bothered her, and she could feel her cheeks redden every time Ling made such a reference.

Yesterday, less than a week before close of classes and final exams, Ling had asked Lorna to remain at the end of the class session.

“Ms. Greenwood,” she began, “I get the impression you are uncomfortable with my use of your grandmother’s battles as examples. Your grandmother was a brilliant strategist and tactician—she practically wrote the book on space warfare—and surely you realize that I would use those examples whether you were present in class or not.”

“Permission to speak freely, ma’am?”

“Of course.”

“Ma’am,” Lorna said carefully, “I have no problem with the examples. If I am uncomfortable, it’s because the commander never fails to remind me—or the rest of the class—that she is my grandmother.”

“I should think you’d be rather proud of your ancestry, Ms. Greenwood.”

“I am, ma’am,” Lorna assured her. “My parents died when I was six years old, and my grandmother raised me after that. It was impossible for me not to know how famous she was, although she tried to downplay it. During my teen years, we spent most of my school breaks on Copper Hills, where the Lizards practically worship the ground she walks on.

“Believe me, I know who she is, and I am very proud to be her granddaughter; but the point is, ma’am, I’m not her. I may never match her exploits, may never even have an opportunity to try. I hope to serve with distinction as a Fleet officer, but for right now, I’m on my own and must sink or swim through my own efforts. In short, ma’am, I’d much prefer to be Ms. Greenwood, Probationary Officer Candidate, rather than the Iron Maiden’s granddaughter.”

“Hmmm, I think I understand,” Ling mused, “and I should have been a bit more aware since I also have a heritage to live up to. My mother is Vice Admiral Ling, who commands Second Fleet and flies her colors aboard LFS Sorceress. Incidentally, she was your grandmother’s flag captain for many of the battles I’ve been using as examples. She received her third star when I was at the Academy, and I took a lot of ribbing about being an admiral’s daughter. That was twenty years ago, and, since that time, I’ve had a command of my own and a chance to serve with distinction, as you say. I’d forgotten how uncomfortable it can be to live in the shadow of a famous ancestor.”

* * *
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11 December 2100, Lunar Fleet Academy

“So, did you kick everybody’s ass this time, Blondie?”

Sakura had found Lorna at the big bulletin board in the barracks, where the first-year finals had just been posted. Closing classes had run late for both, and most of the other cadets had already been there and gone. 

“Not quite,” Lorna replied. “Some damned Marine beat me out in Military Discipline and Leadership, by two points.”

“What? Let me see that.” Sakura stepped up to the board, called up the rankings by subject, and studied the results. “Hmmmm. Number one ranked: Stellar Nav...Greenwood; Engineering...Greenwood; Mil History...Greenwood; Discipline and Leadership...oh...that Marine.” Sakura appeared to be blushing, though her Asian complexion made it hard to notice.

“Yeah, that Marine,” Lorna said. “Congratulations.”

“Wait a minute, this can’t be right.” Sakura pointed to the column for overall rank in class. “No way, me? Number four overall? The only Marine in the top ten? Somebody screwed up.”

“If anybody screwed up, you did,” Lorna told her with a wry grin. “You studied too well. You’re going to spoil your reputation. Marines won’t talk to you anymore, and you’ll have to transfer to the Navy.”

“I’d sooner walk across Tranquility in full sunlight without a vac suit,” Sakura growled. She pulled up her grades and studied the transcript. “Not bad. I guess I can live with number four. Somebody has to show most of these Navy types how it’s done.”

“Well, I think a celebration is in order,” Lorna declared. “Since we’ve got three days until graduation with nothing much to do, I think we should go into town tonight and have a little party.”

“Won’t be much of a party; my account is tapped out. Had to buy a new set of dress bravos for the graduation ceremony, and I blew a bunch of credits on a sword.”

“A sword? You do know you won’t need one of those until fourth year, don’t you? Besides, a standard-issue dress sword is only about a hundred creds.”

“Yeah, well.” Sakura’s voice showed a hint of embarrassment. “I’ve gotten to the point where I’m pretty sure I’ll make it to fourth year, and I didn’t exactly go for one of those decorative swords. I wanted something functional if you know what I mean. This way, I’ll have a couple of years to get familiar with it before I have to wear it on parade.”

“Okay, I get the picture. Nova Sakura, LFS Marines and closet Samurai warrior.”

“Hey, it’s in my blood. What can I say?”

“Well, anyway, about the party,” Lorna said. “Don’t worry about the creds. I turned twenty-one a few months ago.”

“What does that mean?” Sakura gave her a puzzled frown.

“It means the trust accounts my mother and grandmother set up for me have matured. I hesitate to mention this, but I am now, well, disgustingly rich would be an accurate description. In other words, the party’s on me.”

Sakura flashed an evil grin. “In that case, there’s this bar called Corporal J’s Place on the concourse to East Terranova. I can’t think of a better place for a graduation party.”

“Corporal J’s Place?” Lorna looked skeptical. “Let me guess, it’s a Marines place.”

“Well, actually, it’s not just a Marines place. It’s the Marines place in TerraNova, and it’s the oldest saloon on Luna, but it was started by a Navy guy, and they welcome everybody. I’m sure your grandmother’s been there a few times. Now that I think about it, I believe they have a picture of her on the wall.”

“Oh, great!” Lorna declared. “Just what I need. Another reminder of those great big boots everybody expects me to fill.”

* * *
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“We are POCs no more!” Nova Sakura exclaimed as they walked off the parade ground. 

She and Lorna had just been dismissed after their first-year graduation ceremony and were no longer probationary officer candidates. They were now provisional officers, which meant that, no matter what happened, they owed the Fleet six more years of service. Had they washed out during the first year, they would have been allowed to go immediately to a civilian job, to university, or to wherever they chose, but washing out after the first year meant they would serve whatever remained of their six-year commitment in the enlisted ranks. Unless, of course, they washed out for committing some criminal act, which would result in court-martial, possible prison, and a dishonorable discharge. At the moment, such thoughts did not trouble them. They considered their glasses to be one-quarter full, rather than mostly empty. 

They had to complete one more assignment before they could say their first year was over: the first-year cruise. They would spend the next three months somewhere in the Fleet, with tiny pips on their collars that marked them as being somewhere between officers and pond scum (and closer to the latter). They were provisional officers. Enlisted personnel were required to salute and address them as ‘sir’ or ‘ma’am,’ but, really, they would be regarded by officers and enlisted alike as dull-witted children, suitable only for menial tasks. Meanwhile, they were required to behave like officers, were expected to learn from the experience, and would be graded on their performance by the officer to whom they were assigned as well as the commander of the unit. Then, assuming they hadn’t screwed up completely, they would get a short leave before returning to the Academy for the next year’s courses. 

They would go out with the fleet at the completion of their second and third years, as well, before finally being commissioned at the end of the fourth year, but the freshman cruise was the worst. During the second-year cruise, they would be senior provisional officers, and during the third-year cruise, they would have titles that sounded like real officer ranks—ensign junior grade for the Navy people and lieutenant junior grade for the Marines. They would also get a bit more respect because it would not be their first time with the fleet, and they would be halfway through their Academy studies.

After they reached the edge of the parade ground and stepped over its boundary, Nova stopped and flipped open the presentation binder which held more than her first-year completion certificate. In the upper left corner was the data chip that contained her cruise orders, but Academy tradition held that it was bad luck to open the orders while still on the parade ground, so she had waited to pull out the chip and slip it into her data pad. Around them, other classmates were doing the same.

“...is hereby assigned to LFS Hydra.” Her face reflected the dismay Lorna heard in her voice. “Oh, hell! A light cruiser.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Lorna asked.

“A ship that size only carries a short platoon of Marines—two squads. I’m going to be nothing more than a glorified squad leader or gopher for some LT and do nothing more exciting than damage control drills for the whole cruise. What did you get?”

“Hmmm.” Lorna had inserted her chip into her pad. “Oh, hell! I wish I’d gotten your light cruiser. I got LFS Omaha Beach.”

“You dog!” Nova’s eyes widened, and her jaw dropped. “You blond-haired, blue-eyed offspring of a golden retriever! Omaha Beach. An assault carrier! A Marine assault carrier!”

“Yeah. Living with you wasn’t bad enough. Now, I’m going to be up to my neck in Marines.”

“At least you’ll be going where the action is. Those carriers don’t go anywhere unless somebody needs a lot of Marines in a hurry. Scuttlebutt says Fleet is going to make a big push to clean up the Golden Braid. Maybe you’ll be sent there. Oh, you lucky dog!”

“Great. I get to sit in orbit while the Marines go down to the planet and clean out some pirate nest.”

“Hey, even pirates have ships. You might wind up in a space battle or two.”

“Not likely. They never send an assault carrier out with less than a battlecruiser division for an escort. No raggedy-ass pirates would dare face that kind of firepower. Hey, if Fleet really is going out there to kick some ass, maybe you’ll wind up there as well. I’m sure there’s plenty of work for a light cruiser in an action like that.”

“Right.” Sakura screwed up her face. “I’ll get to stand by a damage-control station while Hydra blows some pirate ship to hell and gone, or maybe I’ll be the one sitting in orbit while your carrier dumps real Marines on their heads. But according to this, Hydra is assigned to Home Fleet Support Services, so it’ll more likely be convoy escort duty, and we’ll never even go to battle stations except for drills. Life is so unfair.”

“Relax, Marine. It’s supposed to be a learning experience, and it’s only for three months. Besides, as the saying goes, be careful what you wish for.”

* * *
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14 January 2101, LFS Omaha Beach

“Good morning, Omaha Beach. It’s oh seven hundred LST, and today is January 14, 2101. We’re just two weeks into the twenty-second century.”

Lorna glanced at the wall-mounted screen as she settled her breakfast tray onto the table in front of her. She enjoyed the morning newscasts on the ship’s network, and the young, female petty officer on the screen was now a familiar face to her.

Unlike traditional educational institutions on Earth, which recessed in midsummer, Lunar schools, including the LFS Military Academy, held classes from March through December, beginning on or about the vernal equinox and ending at the winter solstice. Nova’s orders had required her to report aboard Hydra on the day after Christmas, but Lorna hadn’t needed to be aboard Omaha Beach until January 3rd. She’d spent a lonely week in her room at the Academy, while all her classmates were off on their cruises or spending time with family. Lorna had no family on Luna, so she’d celebrated the turn of the century in solitude and breathed a sigh of relief when the day to report finally came. The assault carrier had departed Luna on January 5th and was now in deep space, headed for a classified destination.

“For those of you who are keeping track,” the commentator continued, “we are now fifty-seven light years from Sol. If you had a telescope powerful enough to see Luna, you’d be looking fifty-seven years into the past, and you’d see a war going on—Sol System’s first interstellar war with the Mekota. Ian Stevens, the first CEO of the LFS, died along with several other Earth leaders when the Mekota destroyed the envoy ship LFS Valkyrie. Admiral Lorna Greenwood took over as CEO and led us through the war while seriously kicking Mekota butt from Sol all the way to Alpha Akara. That was fifty-seven years ago, but the Turnips still rue the day they crossed swords with the Iron Maiden.”

Lorna winced and glanced around the mess to see if anyone was looking in her direction. No one was, and she mentally kicked herself for her reaction. She was in Marine country—the part of the huge carrier where Marines were far more common than Navy people—and it wasn’t likely anyone knew her or had bothered reading the name embroidered on her uniform. She relaxed a bit.

“That’s history, people,” the young woman on the screen continued, “and you may be more interested in current events. If so, be advised that the scuttlebutt you’ve been hearing is true. The official word from Captain Lawrence is that we are headed for the Golden Braid, and word from General Petroklos is that we are going there so the Marines can educate a bunch of pirates about the penalties for uncivilized behavior. 

“Fleet is expecting some possible in-system resistance, so we are traveling in company with Second Fleet’s Second Battle Group, headed by the battlecruiser Isis. While this should not be treated as a walk in the park, any bad guys who cross our path and survive will no doubt need to go home and change their underwear.”

Lorna nodded. With regular warships hunting for them, pirate ships could only survive by avoiding encounters with the hunters. Even a pirate fleet, such as those rumored to exist in the Golden Braid, would not dare take on an LFS battle group. The bad guys could only stay alive by maintaining a low profile, and these pirates had failed to do that. Fleet had been hunting pirate ships in various star systems throughout the cluster, with limited success, but now, word was that Lunar Command had located a permanent pirate base. The base was located on a planet with a sizeable civilian population, so it couldn’t simply be blasted to oblivion with kinetic strikes. They would need to do it the hard way—with Omaha Beach and her Marines. Second Fleet’s battle group was there to make sure no one bothered them while they were getting it done.

“Excuse me, Navy. Is this seat taken?”

Lorna looked up and saw a short-haired blond, a Marine lieutenant, standing over her with breakfast tray in hand. The name tape on the woman’s uniform said Bartley.

“No, ma’am,” Lorna replied. “I was just leaving.”

“Relax, Navy, finish your coffee. I’m not running you off.” The woman sat across the table and looked Lorna over. “I was just wondering if you are lost or something. We don’t see many Navy people in this mess.”

“I’ve got duty in Boat Bay Four, ma’am. I stopped for breakfast along the way. I didn’t realize the mess was restricted.”

“It’s not.” Bartley favored her with a grin. “We welcome everybody, even provisional Navy officers. It’s just that most Navy types prefer to eat in Navy country, forward of Frame 180. I guess they don’t like to rub elbows with Marines.”

“Ma’am, I just spent an entire year at the Academy with a Marine cadet for a roommate. A mustang, so she was already a Marine before she got there. I have no problem rubbing elbows with Marines.”

“Really?” The Marine officer raised an eyebrow. “What was this Marine’s name, if I may ask?”

“Nova Sakura. Right now, she’s a long way from here, aboard a light cruiser, on her own first-year cruise.”

“Damn!” Bartley exclaimed. “Sakura? So, she made it through the first year! I told her she would.”

“You know her, Lieutenant?”

“Oh, hell yes! She was a corporal in my platoon aboard LFS Amazon—a kick-ass Marine. I signed off on her application for the Academy and convinced the company commander to sign off on it, too. Then they transferred me to Omaha Beach, and I never found out whether she made the cut or not. Glad to hear she did. Give her my regards when you get back and tell her she owes me a beer.”

“I’ll give her the message, ma’am. I don’t know if we’ll be roommates again, but I’ll see her around.”

“Good, and good luck with your cruise, Provie...Greenwood?” The Marine noticed Lorna’s name for the first time. “You wouldn’t be any relation to...” She stopped when she saw the expression on Lorna’s face. “Never mind,” she continued with a chuckle. “I’m guessing you are, and you get really tired of people asking you that question.”

“If you mean the Iron Maiden, she’s my grandmother, and my mother named me after her,” Lorna admitted. “It’s not an easy name to live up to. She’s long retired, and I haven’t seen her in almost a year, but I feel like she’s looking over my shoulder all the time, especially at the Academy.”

“I can understand that. Your granny’s a legend, Provie. My mother served with her for quite a few years and still talks about it. By the way, my mother’s a retired Marine colonel—came up through the ranks from buck private—so I know what it’s like to go through the Academy with somebody looking over your shoulder. I got through it okay, and so will you.”

“Wait.” Lorna suddenly made the connection. “You’re Rock Bartley’s daughter? I met her when I was just a kid, and my grandmother told me some stories about her that...wow! Yeah, I can see how you’d have problems at the Academy. If Granny’s stories were anywhere near true, you had a lot to live up to.”

Bartley favored her with a crooked grin. “Maybe so, but not as much as you. At least nobody calls me Rock; not yet, anyway.”

* * *
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“Ma’am, I’ve been instructed to train you in the fine art of boat bay traffic control,” Chief Petty Officer Griswold told Lorna, “and we’re fortunate because this morning we have a major deployment exercise going on. Over the next few hours, we will launch and recover several hundred assault landers, strike ships, equipment transports, and other assorted small craft. In addition, we will be doing a fast turnaround—recovering, refueling, re-arming, and re-launching most of the strike ships in support of a simulated landing operation. The entire task force will drop out of hyper for this exercise, and the other warships will be conducting carrier defense and interdiction drills while we do our deployment.

“In other words,” he told her with a grin, “we are going to be busier than ants at a picnic. Lieutenant Wiseman, whom you just met, is the control officer for this bay, and he is usually assisted by two controllers: me and Petty Officer Garcia. Today, however, you will be sitting at my station. I will be right behind you, plugged into the console, instructing you and monitoring your performance.

“I’m told you had simulation training at the Academy, but those simulators deal with typical traffic situations in an ordinary warship’s boat bay. Omaha Beach is not an ordinary warship. An assault carrier’s boat bays are ten times as busy, but, more importantly, this is the real thing, not a simulation. If something goes wrong, I may have to jerk you out of your seat and take over, and I won’t have time to be gentle or courteous about it. If that happens, you had best stay out of my way until I tell you it’s over. Do not take it personally. Just call it part of the learning experience. Is that clear, ma’am?”

“Perfectly clear, Chief,” she acknowledged.

“Fine, then put on your headset, sit down, and plug in right there. The deployment exercise starts in forty-five minutes, and I need to get you up to speed on the basic routines before then.”

* * *
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“End of exercise. Repeat, end of exercise. All crew, secure your stations for hyperspace translation. We will reenter hyper in fifteen minutes.”

The announcement brought Lorna relief. She’d just been through several hours of pure hell, and despite the unvarying climate of the boat bay control gallery, her uniform was soaked with sweat. Chief Griswold resumed his usual station, and Lorna unplugged from the console. 

Wiseman stood behind her. “Well, Provie Greenwood, how do you think it went?”

“I think it could have been better, sir,” she responded honestly. 

“Do you now? Would you care to elaborate?”

Lorna grimaced. “Well, sir, I think I cut it too close with a couple of those incoming and outgoing swaps during the turnaround. At the same time, judging by the impatient voices I heard on the channel, I’m guessing I kept a lot of them waiting longer than I should have. I think the chief may have been on the verge of pulling me out a couple of times.” 

“Hmmm, interesting,” Wiseman mused. “You think you cut the swaps too close, and you felt nervous about them, but that’s because of your lack of experience. An experienced controller, like the chief, would have cut them closer and not given it a second thought. The pilots know the drill. You have to rely on them to get out of each other’s way.”

He chuckled. “As for the impatient voices, those guys are always impatient. They’re a bunch of hot shots who aren’t happy unless they’re making a high-speed attack run on a well-defended enemy position. Waiting in line is not something that plays well with them. Maybe you were a little slower, but we’ll never do it fast enough to suit them, so they’ll have to learn to live with it. The important thing is you didn’t lose your cool or let them push you. Speed is important, but it’s better to do it right than to do it quickly.

“As for the chief pulling you out of the chair...Chief, when was the last time you didn’t pull a provie out of the chair on his or her first try at an exercise like this?”

“Had one back in ’94, Lieutenant,” Griswold replied with a grin, “but he was a mustang who had experience as a controller before going to the Academy. Other than that, I’ve had a couple who lasted over an hour, but I believe Provie Greenwood is the first to get all the way through. ’Course, that’s just ’cause I’m such a hard-ass, sir.”

“That rates a ‘not bad’ in my book, Greenwood,” Wiseman said, “which is a much higher grade than a ‘could have been better.’ I’ll pass my evaluation on to Commander Brinkman, with a note that says if he’s looking for additional duties for you, we’d be happy to have you down here again.”

* * * * *
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22 January 2101, LFS Hydra

“What’s the matter, Provie?” Marine Lieutenant Sig Thorsson asked. “I’m getting the impression you are less than enthusiastic about this assignment.”

“No, LT, it’s not that,” Nova said. “I mean, I’m learning a lot about damage control that I didn’t know before, and I know it’s an important duty function for warship Marines, but, well, it’s not the most exciting thing in the world.”

“Bored, are you? You’ve been a Marine for how long?”

“Four years plus, counting Academy time.”

“Yeah, I read your file. You were assigned to Amazon. I imagine you did plenty of DC drills there.”

“Well, sure, but we also did five combat drops during the Gamma Hydra campaign and two boarding actions on pirate warships.”

“Hmmm. Ever been in a serious ship-to-ship engagement?”

“Depends on what you mean by serious.” She shrugged. “The task group had a few dustups with Otuka pirates, but those didn’t last very long. Either the pirates got away, they surrendered—which the Otuka usually don’t do—or they were blown to itty bitty pieces.”

“Well, now,” the lieutenant said, “that’s the difference between being assigned to a battlecruiser group and being on convoy escort. Battlecruisers scare the hell out of pirates, but we tend to attract them.

“I was with LFS Procyon in ’94,” he continued, “a Star-class destroyer with a single squad of Marines aboard. We were escorting a Predator-class destroyer, LFS Wolfhound, and we ran into an Otuka pirate squadron. Bastards had an old Akara heavy cruiser and five of their own commerce raiders, and they figured they could take us. They were wrong, but by the time it was over, we had lost maneuvering, most of our missile tubes and graser mounts, and about a third of the ship’s company, including the captain and the whole bridge crew.

“Wolfhound was only a little better off, but the convoy was safe. We did our job, but damage control wasn’t just an important duty function that day—it was critical. Just for the record, it’s kind of hard to get bored when you are trying like hell to keep your ship in the fight while the enemy is trying like hell to take you out. I guess the point I’m trying to make is...be careful what you wish for.”

“Yeah, LT, I get it.” She grinned. “Funny, my roommate, a Navy type, said the same thing when I first got this assignment. She drew Omaha Beach, and at the time, I would have traded places with her in a heartbeat. But like I said, I am learning things here, things an officer needs to know. I appreciate the lessons.” 

“You’re a good student, Sakura.” He grinned in return. “You learned the ship’s layout, key damage control points, SAR data, and so on pretty quickly. I was impressed enough to go back and check your record just to be sure you hadn’t served on a Vampire-class cruiser before, but you haven’t. You did exactly what you need to do for any warship you get assigned to.

“An enlisted Marine, or even a non-com, only needs to know where his or her duty station is and then they can sit back and wait for orders. If you are going to be a Marine officer aboard a warship, you’ve got to know the ship as well as any Navy crewman—maybe even better than some. So far, you’re doing fine. Keep it up, and don’t let boredom get the better of you.”

“I’ll do my best, LT,” Nova promised.

Thank you, Blondie, for beating those good study habits into my head. They’re as useful here as they were in the classroom.

* * *
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“Condition Red—all crew to battle stations! This is not a drill. Repeat, this is not a drill. All crew to battle stations!”

Nova was out of her bunk and pulling gear out of the locker before she was even awake. This was not her first call to action, though the last one had been almost two years ago aboard Amazon. 

It was not, she reflected, something you forgot how to do. An Earthworm might say it was like riding a bicycle. Nova had been born and raised on Luna where most people had never seen a bicycle, let alone learned how to ride one, but like all LFS Marines, she had learned how to respond to alerts. Her shipsuit, light ballistic armor, and equipment harness were in place less than a minute after the announcement. 

She allowed herself a little smile of satisfaction when she noted the three other women with whom she shared the female Marine quarters were a few seconds behind her in their preparations. Though, technically, she outranked them, they tended to regard her as something less than a real Marine because of her provie status, but none of them had been obvious about it, so she’d had no opportunity for a kick-ass demonstration.

“Move it, ladies,” she told them. “Captain’s waiting on you to tell him it’s okay to go to war.”

“Roger that, ma’am,” Corporal Biggs muttered as she ducked through the hatch, followed closely by the others. Nova shook her head. She was still smiling as she ducked out herself. Back aboard Amazon, she would have been the first one through, but now, it was her job to be the last one out.

* * *
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“Good show, people.” Commander Walter Simms nodded in satisfaction. His status boards looked good, and all stations reported ready. LFS Hydra had cleared for action in record time. She was not his first command—he’d previously had LFS Aldebaran, a Star-class destroyer—but Hydra was his first cruiser, and he was proud to be her captain. More importantly, he was pretty sure the incoming pirates thought they were closing on a convoy with a single escort, and he was about to teach them the error of their ways. 

There were two escorts, but per Simms’ order as the convoy escort’s senior officer—its SO—LFS Timberwolf had gone to full stealth and tucked into the sensor shadow of one of the big freighters on the far side of the convoy. Hydra had also taken some security measures but had not tried to hide completely—the pirates would have been suspicious if they had encountered a convoy with no escorts. Instead, the light cruiser was doing her best to emulate the emissions signature of a British corvette and was squawking an IFF code that identified her as such. 

Merchant ships were most vulnerable to pirate attacks shortly after arrival in their destination system, when they passed inside the star system’s hyper limit and could no longer escape into hyperspace. Some skippers preferred to travel alone, on their own schedules, which diminished their chances of being attacked since the pirates wouldn’t know when or where to look for them. Convoys followed regular routes and schedules but were usually escorted by warships. They were easier for pirates to find but more difficult to deal with. This convoy had just dropped out of hyper and entered the Sigma Draconis system. Its merchant skippers would have preferred Simms show his full strength and frighten off the marauders, but Fleet Command was tired of letting pirates get away. Simms’ orders directed him to ‘engage and neutralize any hostiles, if possible.’

Since the pirates weren’t attempting stealth, Simms could not pretend he hadn’t seen them. He had issued several blustery warnings, ordering them to break off their approach, but he wasn’t surprised those warnings went unanswered and ignored. From the incoming data, it appeared he was dealing with four Kandar-class ships of an Akara design originally intended to harass Mekota shipping during the Akara-Mekota war nearly fifty years ago. 

After the war, the ships had been upgraded and kept in active service for a while, but most had been decommissioned about twenty years ago. Some, through devious means, had been delivered into the hands of the lawless, notably Otuka and Sillascaritan pirates, and there were rumors that some had fallen into the hands of humans—Sol System vermin bankrolled by major criminal organizations back on Earth. This encounter was far from the usual haunts of the Otuka or the Sillies, and Simms wondered if he might get a chance to verify those rumors.

Despite their age, the Kandars were not to be taken lightly. The Akara built sturdy warships in the smaller size classes. They could probably take a single destroyer and would even be a tough proposition for two destroyers to handle, which was why Simms was hovering close to the convoy in a purely defensive mode, trying his best to look timid. An aggressive escort commander, particularly one with more than one ship at his disposal, would have charged toward the Kandars in full attack mode in the hope of driving them off. 

Most pirates had no desire to spar with warships. They hoped the convoy, seeing its escort overmatched, would scatter. Most of the merchants would get away, but the marauders would run down one or two, catch them with no escort, and force them to surrender in the slim hope their lives would be spared.

Simms waited and fended off queries from several nervous merchant captains until the incoming ships were too close to avoid engagement.

“Pass the word to Timberwolf. Execute attack plan Bravo,” he ordered. “Stand by missiles.”

On command, the destroyer popped up from behind the convoy and launched a full pattern of broadside missiles at the attackers. As the ship rolled to fire her other broadside, Simms gave the command to his tactical officer, and Hydra added her double broadside, which was twice as heavy as the destroyer’s, to the fray. The pirates were looking at twenty-four incoming missiles—fast, long-range, heavy ship-killers—and then their screens became garbled with confusing echoes as the LFS warships hit them with ECM and jammed their targeting and defensive systems. Hydra had dropped some of her defensive cover when she fired, and the attackers got a good look at her just before everything went to hell. That look told them, in no uncertain terms, they were screwed.

The pirates deployed decoys and counter missiles, initiated their defensive ECM, and launched everything they had—a salvo of just eight missiles—from their chase tubes, then scattered in a desperate attempt to escape. Unfortunately, their aggressive closure rate worked against them. They hadn’t scattered far when the LFS missiles reached attack range.

Five missiles were drawn off by decoys or fooled by ECM jamming. The energy of their laser warheads—basically a cluster of laser rods fired by a fusion bomb—was wasted on nonexistent targets. Three missiles were taken out by counter missiles before they could detonate, and two more fell victim to the pirates’ point defense lasers. The other fourteen locked onto real targets and detonated, with devastating results. 

The Kandars, which were built for speed and maneuverability, had little in the way of armor, though their powerful gravity drives provided a fair amount of shielding. Unfortunately for them, a fair amount was far less than an adequate amount against LFS Viper missiles, which were designed to attack targets the size of battlecruisers. Two of the pirate ships vanished entirely—one disintegrated when multiple laser hits caused massive structural damage, and the other went out with a blinding flash characteristic of a direct hit on a fusion reactor.

A third pirate ship suffered heavy damage. Its drive faltered as air and debris spewed from compartments that had been torn open. It began to tumble as cascading system failures resulted in the loss of helm control. 

The fourth pirate ship suffered surprisingly little damage, but Simms decided not to expend any more missiles. The marauder was using all the power it could muster in a frantic attempt to claw its way out of the trap, but Simms had done the math, and he knew there was no way the enemy could avoid coming into energy weapon range. At that point, Hydra’s grasers, which were far more powerful than anything the raider could bring to bear, would put a quick end to the engagement.

Meanwhile, he had other matters to worry about. He felt a flash of relief as Hydra’s point defense picked off the last of the pirate missiles. 

“Sir, Bogey Three is abandoning ship.” Lieutenant Carl Burgess, Hydra’s tactical officer, couldn’t keep the note of smug satisfaction out of his voice.

“Understood,” Simms acknowledged, feeling a bit smug himself. A few seconds later, his communications officer advised him Bogey Four was hailing them and offering to surrender. 

Burgess concurred with a shrug. “They’ve cut their drive and dropped their defenses. No active targeting systems. Looks like they mean it, sir.”

Apparently, the pirates had done the math as well. Simms nodded and keyed his console. “Marines, secure from damage control and prepare for boarding action,” he ordered.

* * *
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Marine Boarding Party Aboard Pirate Vessel, Sigma Draconis System

“Keep your hands where we can see them. Do you understand?”

Thorsson eyed the four human crewmen with suspicion. The pirates had opened their boat bay hatch without question and allowed Hydra’s cutter to enter. The hatch had closed, pressure had risen, and Thorsson had deployed his squad of ten Marines into the bay. The cutter could only carry twelve passengers, so Thorsson had brought only one squad plus Nova Sakura. According to her file, Sakura had had experience with pirate boarding actions as an enlisted Marine, but Thorsson wanted to see how she handled it as an officer. 

As soon as they debarked from the cutter, a personnel hatch opened, and four of the pirate ship’s crewmen came in, hands raised in apparent surrender. They were human and, judging from their dress, of Earth origin. They fanned out in a line facing the Marines and stood there. 

“We speak English,” one of them said. “We give up. We don’t want to fight you.”

“Are you the captain?” Thorsson stepped closer to the one who had spoken. The pirates weren’t wearing pressure suits or comm units, but the Marines had turned on their external sound gear as soon as the pressure came up. They could hear the pirates, and the pirates could hear them.

“No. Cap’n sent us to tell you we give up,” the man replied.

Thorsson glanced over his shoulder to make sure his Marines were deployed and covering the pirates properly. As he did so, all four of the pirates stiffened, their eyes suddenly went wide, and expressions of shock crossed their faces. Simultaneously, their hands came down, and they began digging for something in the pockets of their coveralls. The one who had spoken took a step toward Thorsson, while the others turned toward the nearest Marines.

Nova Sakura had seen behavior like that once before, during a raid on a human drug cartel’s base on Gamma Hydra Four. She knew what was going to happen. “Zombies!” she yelled. “Open fire!”

She raised her sidearm and shot the pirate who was advancing toward her twice in the head. The man pulled a cylindrical object out of his pocket just before the impact of the heavy bullets pitched him backward. As he hit the deck, the device in his hand exploded. It wasn’t a large explosion, but it blew his hand off.

Nova’s warning came too late for Lieutenant Thorsson. The pirate in front of him rammed another of the cylinders into the Marine officer’s chest and set off the charge. The shaped charge, with most of its explosive force directed out the end of the cylinder, punched through Thorsson’s battle armor, pressure suit, and rib cage, killing him almost instantly. It also blew off the pirate’s hand, and he stood there for a moment staring at the arterial blood spurting from the stump, then he looked up and reached into another pocket with his remaining hand. Before he could retrieve another device, Nova shot him in the head.

The rest of the Marines had been slow to react, and one went down when a pirate rammed a cylinder into his chest. Another Marine tried to butt-stroke the remaining pirate with his rifle. He scored a solid blow that should have knocked the man out, but the pirate only staggered back a step, then lunged forward and detonated his charge against the Marine’s helmet. Several Marines saw clear shot opportunities and opened fire. Both remaining pirates staggered as bullets slammed into them, but they didn’t go down.

“In the head!” Nova ordered. “Shoot them in the head!” 

Following her own advice, she shot one in the middle of his forehead, and he dropped to the deck, lifeless. Other Marines followed her order, and the remaining pirate dropped as several rounds tore through his brain.

Suddenly, the hatch through which the pirates had come slammed shut, cutting off access to the rest of the ship.

“Grab something and hold on,” Nova told the remaining Marines. “Check your suit seals. They may blow the doors off!” 

She expected the pirates to vent the boat bay into space to get rid of them, but nothing happened. Her comm unit came alive.

“Marines! Advise status! Lieutenant Thorsson, what’s happening over there?”

The cruiser had been monitoring them, watching the scene through Thorsson’s helmet camera, and listening to their communications. Hydra’s bridge crew was trying to make sense out of the chaos.

“This is Sakura,” Nova replied. “Lieutenant Thorsson is dead. Attackers are down, and we are secure for the moment. They’ve cut us off from the interior of the ship, and we can’t get out with the bay doors closed. We’re holding position.” As if there were anything else we could do, she thought.

“Sakura, this is Hydra Prime,” Commander Simms said. “I assume you’ve taken over as platoon leader. What’s your situation?”

“Sir, they hit us without warning—four attackers, all dead now. They took out Lieutenant Thorsson and two other Marines, then sealed the hatch to the interior of the ship. We’re still suited up, and the cutter is still serviceable, but we can’t get out while the bay doors are closed, and we’re not packing enough firepower to blow them open. There are no immediate threats.”

“Understood. Stand by,” Simms advised.

Nova turned to the waiting Marines. “Bag our casualties and stow them aboard the cutter. We don’t leave anybody behind.”

Several Marines moved to obey, but Corporal Biggs hesitated. “Uh, LT?” 

“Who are you talking to, Biggs?”

“Uh, you, ma’am. The captain said you were platoon leader, so I guess that means you’re the LT now.”

“It doesn’t work that way, Biggs,” Nova started to say.

“She’s right.” Sergeant Olsen nodded. “You’re the LT now, ma’am.”

“Ain’t no bars on my shoulder,” she told him, “but if it makes you feel all warm and fuzzy to call me LT, so be it. What do you want, Biggs?”

“Uh, what just happened, ma’am? I mean, what’s a Zombie, and how’d you know what was going down?”

“Saw it once before. It started with urban gangs back on Earth. They find a shady doctor or med tech and get him to implant a little capsule inside a member’s skull. Some members even volunteer to do it to prove how loyal they are. The capsule contains a psychotropic drug and a coded trigger. The gang leader with the remote pushes the button, and the capsule releases the drug. It turns the guy into a murdering psychopath who’ll use any weapon he can get his hands on. 

“You can shoot a Zombie repeatedly in the body, but the brain refuses to die. Only a bullet in the head will stop them. The drug will eventually kill them, but they can do a lot of damage before it does, and they don’t care how much damage they take in return.”

“I’ve heard about them,” Olsen said, “but this is the first time I’ve seen it. I’m praying to God I never see it again.”

“But...” Biggs shook her head. “But what if the gang member is a traitor and goes after the leader instead?”

“The remote has two settings,” Sakura replied. “The first releases the drug into the brain. The second blows up the capsule and kills the Zombie.”

“Shit...”

Sakura held up her hand to stop further comment as the command channel came active again with Simms’ voice.

“Sakura, are you still secure?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. You need to be aware that the ship you are on is running from us and heading straight for the hyper limit. They say they have you as hostages, and they will release you unharmed if we let them go.”

I know why they haven’t tried to eject us, Sakura thought. Problem is, they will eject us once they get away, after they make the jump into hyper. It would be fatal to the Marines. In hyperspace, the gravitational shear would tear them apart as they passed through the boundary layer of the ship’s drive field. “Sir, I’m not inclined to put much faith in any promises from them.” 

“Neither am I,” Simms said, “which is why I’m not letting them go. Protecting the convoy is still my primary responsibility, but I’ve decided to detach Timberwolf and send her after you. Commander Atkins is on this channel, and you’ll be talking to him from this point on. He’s advised the pirates that the minute you stop talking to him, he’s going to assume you are no longer alive, at which point they will be able to measure their own life expectancy in microseconds. They haven’t replied to that threat, but since they aren’t acting against you, I’m assuming they got the message. Commander Atkins, it’s your show.”

“Right,” Timberwolf’s captain came on the channel, “but the show is a standoff. We’re chasing them, they’re running, and the hyper limit is about two hours away. If they jump, we’ll follow, but you don’t have hyper-capable comm gear aboard that cutter, so we
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