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Prologue

 


I have always found ships to be majestic
things. As a boy, while my father moved us around the galaxy, I
would marvel at the most modest of the spacefaring ships, whatever
I could see from any window lining the dock concourses of any port
we were on. I suppose it has been much the same way with boys and
ships, even from the time ships were sail-driven across the oceans
of Old Earth. Then-- as now, I'm sure-- the boys who grew up in awe
of ships became the men who sailed on them to new worlds. But the
men who built those ships to cross oceans could never have imagined
what I had seen, that day, standing at the docks of my duty
station.

I watched, completely dumbstruck, as Alliance
Military Ship StarFire came in, a truly awesome thing to
behold. In just volume and mass, she more than equaled any
fabricated space station I had ever visited. She carried a battle
complement in excess of 3,000 sailors and marines. Fully 2,100 of
those were combat-skill personnel, with weapons and combat-related
primary posts. More than a battleship, she was a planet-killer and
a fleet-destroyer, without equal in the known universe. The pride
of the Alliance Fleet, and the first of three Star-class
battleships already contracted for, she showed us the future, the
direction the Alliance Navy had chosen. And this base, my duty
station, became her first port of call outside the Galactic Core. A
lot of us had turned out to watch her come in.

In space there's often not a lot to lend
perspective to what you see. StarFire actually maintained a
very high approach velocity, but her size made her appear to be
much closer than she actually was. As a result, she seemed to move
at a snail's pace. Most of us watched her all the way in, anyway.
That sort of spectacle gave a man a sense of pride, of belonging to
something big, something significant. As she came closer, that
feeling grew as the perception of her size grew, until she
approached close enough that the true scope of her mass dwarfed
everything else in sight. It felt like watching a moon drifting
slowly in on a collision course.

Amazed, and exhilarated, and finally humbled,
I asked myself, who knew we could even build such a thing? Who
could conceive of a ship like this? What could stand against a
weapon of this magnitude? I couldn't have imagined her, before that
day when I first saw her, coming in to dock at the space defense
station, and she stood as a testament to the things we, as a race,
were beginning to comprehend we could do.

 


I shook my head, sitting on the edge of my
bunk. It was a nice memory, but that's all it was. StarFire
had come to represent something entirely different, in retrospect.
Just a few weeks after that first sight of her, it seemed she had
changed the course of my career, and consequently my whole life.
Now, if I couldn't be with my men, doing my job, I just wished I
could be out at the docks, watching the ships come in and go out.
But that wasn't in the cards. Not for me. I couldn't even leave
this room; the guards standing outside the door wouldn't allow it.
So I gave up that line of thought, and turned my mind instead, to
the events just after the ship's brief visit, the circumstances
that tied my own future to the fate of AMS StarFire.


Chapter 1

Defense Space Station G-13,
246.163.12

After Action

 


My new room sat far from the bustle of
station business, and remote from the workshops and power plant.
Entirely empty, with no one yet assigned to this block of Navy
officer's quarters, there was no traffic in this wing of rooms,
except what was necessary to deal with me, and there was little
enough of that. The result was dead silence in there, most of the
time. But just now, I could hear the tramp of feet, still distant,
but coming down the long corridor. Since I had been confined to
quarters, with two men posted outside, my habit was to leave the
door fully open all the time, even when I slept. It was symbolic
defiance, like saying, "It's just convention that keeps me here;
you two sentries don't matter in the slightest. I don't even notice
you." And, I suppose, it was true enough. I wouldn't have ventured
out, anyway. Given orders to stay confined, I was my own jailer.
Much more so than those two outside were, anyway. Likewise, I
refused to give any indication that the activity outside my room
interested me. I sat in my only chair, and had been reading, before
the noise distracted me. Now, without shifting my position in the
least, my attention followed the sound of the steps
approaching.

I immediately realized there were more feet
than the usual changing of the guard, the times when a fresh pair
of sentries came to relieve the two jailers outside already. Now,
as the sound of steps came closer, I picked out a different pitch
and rhythm belonging to one of those pairs of feet. The click-click
of smaller, dressier shoes, instead of the tramping of duty boots,
and a faster rhythm, denoting shorter steps. That was interesting,
and my eyes flicked up from my reading almost of their own accord,
though I prevented my head from popping up, at least. I had a good
view of the corridor, from where I sat, just by raising my eyes
minimally.

I could see four men, two of them carrying
objects, and they were accompanied by a woman. She was someone new,
and I looked her over at some thirty yards distance, the length of
my room (less than ten feet) plus the length of the hallway
(probably a bit less than thirty yards.) Tallish, I thought, though
it was hard to say, as she was walking next to sizeable men
escorting her. They were large enough that, her business-like
stride notwithstanding, she still took three steps to their two. As
insulting as it was to have guards, I took it as a compliment that
they always assigned big men to watch me, though it probably had
less to do with me, personally, than with the reputation G-Marines
in general enjoyed. I brought my attention back to the women.

I took in her uniform at a glance, while they
were still some way down the hall, looking for an indication as to
her purpose here. Service uniforms varied slightly, according to
rank and duties. This woman was in Alliance Navy office whites, the
style marking her as an officer. She had a briefcase, and no
sidearm in evidence, which told me she wasn't from Military Police,
but nothing else. A clerk, perhaps, come to fit me for a prison
uniform? Or a mental health worker, assigned to assess me for any
tendency towards suicide? I couldn't guess, so I gave up trying and
waited, still looking her over.

She looked to be attractive, as she got
closer. A slender, athletic figure, and dark hair piled up on her
head, it was nice contrast with the whites she wore, in the glare
of the harsh station lighting. I noted that she moved gracefully,
with unconscious, feminine ease, but her expression and manner
said, "All business." I wondered again what she wanted, as her
shoes tap-tapped on the floor, towards my door. I forced myself
back to my reading, part of my image of sanguine confidence, and my
pretense that if the military wanted to give me some time off, I
would happily use it for rest and recuperation. I would not give
her, whoever she was, the satisfaction of staring at her all the
way down the hall as she approached.

When they arrived, my guards exchanged places
with their replacements, and my female visitor rapped on the door
jam, inviting me to recognize that I had company. I couldn't
reasonably pretend I hadn't noticed her any longer, and I looked
back up at her.

"Captain Vince Lombard?" From long habit, I
glanced immediately at her collar insignia, determining her rank,
and then ignored her question. This block of officer's quarters was
entirely empty, except for me. It wasn't like she had to pick me
out of a lineup, and therefore, it wasn’t really a question. At
least, not a sensible question. And I knew I wouldn’t need to come
to attention if she barked at me, because I outranked her slightly,
so I just waited. Anyway, she didn't bark, and I didn't move, and
in a moment, she went on.

"I'm Lieutenant Linda Tillman." That was a
touch informal, so she wasn't reporting to me, just introducing
herself before getting on with whatever job they had sent her to
do. She was a naval lieutenant, junior grade, equal to a Marine
Corps first lieutenant. Just one rank below my own. Close up, I
could see she was indeed a looker, the kind that worked pretty hard
to minimize their appearance, at least on duty, or they would never
get anything done for all the interruptions any men in the vicinity
would be making, trying their luck with her. A dark brunette, with
big brown eyes, and skin hinting just enough olive tone to show
that, on a beach, she probably tanned before she burned. And the
kind of figure that probably made even hydrophobic men want to
visit a beach she might be vacationing on.

She had not entered my room yet, but still
stood in the doorway. And she hadn't asked me a question, so I held
my peace and continued to look at her, just composing my expression
as best I could to suggest I was indifferently silent, as opposed
to resentfully silent. It was a little petty, perhaps, but Navy was
responsible for putting me here, and I wasn't feeling particularly
friendly towards any of them, at the moment. So I tried to look
calm, instead of sullen, and waited for her to get uncomfortable
enough to speak again. It didn't take long.

"I'm here to interview you about your recent
mission."

I considered revising my earlier estimate of
"all business" to "slow learner," since she still hadn't said
anything that actually required a response from me. I suppose she
expected me to make some gesture to make her feel welcome, since
that's what most men probably did. I went this far: I raised my
left eyebrow a millimeter, just to show I was listening. A moment
passed before she caught on that that was all she was getting.

"Well, then." She turned and gestured to the
pair of men carrying what turned out to be furniture; a simple
folding chair, and a small folding desk, like a school desk. They
stepped in and set up the furniture quickly, efficiently, each of
them keeping one wary eye on me as best they could, and then they
stepped back out into the hallway. After that, my previous guards
and the two men carrying the furniture left, while my replacement
guards took up their posts outside the doorway.

These quarters were actually much nicer than
my own, and larger. Because I was being held on Navy orders, in the
as-yet still empty section of the Naval Officer's block, I
suspected someone had screwed up and assigned me quarters as if my
captain's rank was Naval, as well. That would be the equivalent of
a colonel, in the Marines. In my own regular quarters, over in the
G-Marine Corps sector of the base, I would have had to join her
outside my room in the hallway to have a business-like
conversation. Here, there was room for the extra furniture, but not
much more. The desk had to be set up facing the wall, and Lt.
Tillman had to sit so that if she was using the desk she was
sideways to me, but if she turned to face me we were almost
knee-to-knee. As she sat down, a trace of her fragrance wafted over
to me, and I allowed myself a moment to enjoy all the smells she
had brought with her: Soap, women's shampoo, a touch of perfume
and, I'm sure, the unconscious awareness of female pheromones her
athletic body and woman's skin were producing, because in spite of
myself I found I was looking at her as a woman, rather than as the
enemy she surely represented. I actually wished she had been the
mental health worker, now that I knew what she was here for. But
she clarified that for me, in case I didn't already get it.

"Captain, I'm an investigator, and I've been
assigned to depose you prior to the inquiry into the loss of the
StarFire, and incidents leading up to that-"

I interrupted her right there. "So, they've
decided on a formal inquiry, then?"

She didn't look at me as she spoke, keeping
her eyes on the desk she was organizing her things on. "That is my
understanding, yes. I'm looking forward to gaining a full
understanding of the situation, and making a full and fair report."
Now she met my gaze, and tried a polite little smile, a sort of,
"Come on, I'm just here to help you," kind of smile. I didn't smile
back, but I didn't snarl, either. I didn't need another Navy stiff
after my scalp, so I tried to decline, politely.

"Lieutenant, I've made my report, in full,
and in writing. Two days ago. I have nothing to add."

Her coy smile faded to match my impersonal,
poker face.

"Yes, I've read that report, Captain. It
starts with you receiving orders to proceed to sector G-14, after
you were already shipped-out, and moving in that direction. We both
know the story starts somewhere before that." She paused there,
reading my resistance. "Captain, a Board of Inquiry has already
been formed. We have very little time until that board is formally
convened. This incident you were involved in involves the loss of a
major military asset, and whatever happens, you won't avoid that
inquiry. If the board goes badly for you, you face a full
court-martial. I've seen the paperwork, and I can tell you, a
charge of treason has been mentioned, and I think it's very
possible the prosecution will pursue that charge.” She paused,
taking my measure again, and then took another run at me.

“This is your chance to get anything else
into the record, anything not in your previous report, anything
that might justify your actions. You can bring up whatever you like
in this interview, make explanations, give full and complete
answers to questions without being cut off in mid-answer.
Everything you say to me will go into the official record, and all
the officers on the board will have it before them. But it won't be
like that when you are before the board, yourself. There, you will
only give direct answers to questions, and only to the extent that
you are instructed. Your answers will be limited to exactly
whatever questions are asked of you." Now she cocked her head, like
a teacher leading a particularly slow student through a difficult
lesson. "I'm not the bad guy, here, Captain. I'm just an
investigator, and my job is to get a complete picture of what
happened. A smart man might cooperate, and make the best of it.
Don't you think?"

I took a deep breath, let it out as a sigh,
and settled into my chair a little.

"Alright, Ms. Tillman. What would you like to
ask me?" Using "Ms." instead of "Lieutenant" was a way of keeping
thing businesslike, a slight touch more formal than the way this
lieutenant was speaking to me. The last thing I needed was to let
my guard down for this, I was sure. But she was right, I needed to
make the best of this opportunity to put my story on the record in
full, and address anything my written report left open for
interpretation. I wanted her to drive the conversation, though. I
thought her questions might let me in, a little, on what the brass
was thinking. She was Navy, and her bosses, who sent her, were
Navy. She could, and almost certainly would, be telling me quite a
bit, if I paid attention, just by nature of the questions she
thought were important.

"For starters, Captain Lombard, perhaps you
will tell me why you were picked for this assignment."

I looked away from her for just a moment,
thinking back to the days before it all started. But I looked back
and made eye-contact before I made my answer.

"Oh, I think it was just routine procedure.
Luck of the draw, really. Could have been anybody, but my company
was available." That wasn't, strictly speaking, the whole truth,
but it would serve. I knew exactly why the assignment had fallen to
me, but I couldn't think of anything I could gain by telling that
part of the story.

It didn’t matter. I didn't fool her.

"Come, now, Captain. I've reviewed your
records. You've shown a particular talent for boarding actions,
haven't you?"

I realized then that this would be more than
just going over my report, fleshing out my statement. Lt. Tillman
had an agenda.


Chapter 2

Military Transport/Lander
246.163.12-08

Prior to Action

 


A combat boarding action against a hostile
spacecraft in motion is a complicated maneuver. There are maybe a
couple thousand variables that all have to be accounted for when
the order to board comes over the coms. Fortunately, flight
computers take care of maybe half of those. High Command decisions
and combat doctrine, combined with rigorous training, take up the
slack on a few hundred more. Subordinates and specialists share the
load, too, lightening the remaining burden, but I figure the
commanding officer on the scene is left with a few dozen critical
decisions, which doesn't sound so bad… until you're the commanding
officer in question, the one making those decisions. That was my
job.

The Corps had a specialized craft for
boarding actions, called a "transport/lander." These small vessels,
fast and handy for all their ungainly appearance, served the
purpose of ferrying Marines into battle in any circumstance,
landing them on planets, asteroids, space stations… and on hostile
spacecraft, whether stationary or in motion. Transport/landers were
boxy-looking craft, with a small forward cockpit ahead of a larger
main cabin where the troops were contained, one full platoon of
fifty men and a couple of officers or senior sergeants, plus a
detachable equipment and supplies container, to the rear of the
main cabin, snugged in between the main thrusters.

Obviously, enemies are generally unlikely to
open the main hatch and let hostile Marines inside, so the
preferred method of effecting entry to a hostile ship involved
using the primary thrusters of the transport/lander to burn a hole
in the hull of the target, on approach. That necessitates
approaching a hostile ship backwards, butt-first, so to speak. Once
the transport/lander is locked-down on her hull, the men on board
exit through the equipment container, at the rear. They enter the
container by means of the cabin-side hatch, and exit through the
aft exterior hatch, literally just jumping straight out of one
ship, and into the other, through the hole that the thrusters put
in the target's hull. If necessary, those two hatches and the space
between them can function as an airlock, though in a combat
boarding action the main cabin is always simply depressurized.
Assault teams generally don't take time for niceties like
conserving air by cycling through a lock.

The transport/lander I currently occupied,
with one of the platoons from the company I commanded, settled in
on a rapid approach vector, streaking towards a large
alien-manufactured ship, which also moved at a substantial fraction
of light speed. Our craft moved a little faster, naturally, but
speed-- especially in space-- is relative. Without the bothersome
effects of atmospheric resistance, our handful of percentage
point's advantage in speed might as well have been a bit better
than a brisk walking pace, for all we could tell as we edged up on
the target. The target ship herself appeared motionless to us, as
long as she didn’t change trajectory. But I could see we were
closing, and I figured soon the pilot, who was calculating our
intercept point, would start reporting the estimated time to
contact over the com at regular intervals.

I took a quick glance around at the men. Some
of them were glued to observation portals, a couple more were bent
over, grabbing at their bellies, or covering their mouths, trying
to hold down the motion sickness. That always seemed curious to me;
we couldn’t feel the motion unless we changed course or velocity.
But somehow, their stomachs knew better, or their inner ears, or
something. Well, the human body is amazingly adaptable, and those
were all new guys. They would get used to it. My veteran marines
lounged in their acceleration couches, and a couple of them seemed
to be dozing.

"Four minutes to contact." The announcement
over the internal com speaker didn't faze the vets, but the newbs
all started looking around, and grabbing at their gear,
inventorying it as if there was anything they could do about it now
if they had forgotten something. They didn't know it yet, but four
minutes is an eternity in this kind of operation. Still, better to
get everything ready sooner than later. I turned to one of my
non-coms, seated near me.

"Go ahead and open the storage access, 'Toon
Simpkins."

"Yes, sir." Platoon Sergeant Steve Simpkins
pulled his bulk up and out of his seat and shambled to the rear of
the cabin, where he grabbed a couple privates, one veteran and one
cherry, and set them to opening the cabin's rear access hatch.
That's good, I thought to myself, the vet will show the cherry how
to do it, and we, as a unit, will be one more infinitesimal step
toward greater readiness, with another troop who knows that
procedure for the next boarding action. Platoon Sgt. Simpkins will
oversee and ensure they do it properly.

Now I looked over at the warrant officer
seated at the weapons console. His bent over posture put his eyes
almost right on top of his screens, and I couldn't see his face. He
was 'lander crew, not one of my men, and since I couldn't remember
his name, I leaned over and nudged him. He didn't even notice the
first time, intently monitoring his screen.

"What do we know?" I asked him, when I
finally got his attention.

"No pivot guns on the hull. But no specs on
internal conditions. I've never seen this model before, and the
database they gave me doesn't list it, so we got nothing on layout,
either. We can get you on her easy enough, but after that, you're
on your own."

"Okay. Give me a look at the outside."

The warrant officer brought up an image of
the target ship, and I looked her over. Aliens built ships all
kinds of crazy ways, and I was looking for clues as to what I might
expect inside. The ship had bilateral symmetry, not radial, so I
thought artificial gravity was likely. Radial ships often rotated,
meaning centrifugal force instead of artificial gravity, and a
radial ship not rotating usually meant a zero gravity assault. But
artificial gravity could be turned on and off, and there was no
guessing what conditions we would find, once we got in, with this
kind. Could be nothing, could be up to three gee, in there. There
were no ports, either, and no obvious seams from large access
hatches, like for a cargo bay, nothing to give us a clue regarding
the internal design of the ship.

Looking closely, I could just make out the
outside edge of a massive hull-patch, just at the top of the image,
along with a few other combat scars hastily repaired over the
years. That large patch looked like someone had accessed the ship
in that spot, sometime previously.

"Sergeant Alvin, what do you make of that
patch-work, on top?"

Company Master Sergeant Alvin T. Alvin, a
large black man with years of experience in all G-Marine Corps
evolutions, and my right-hand man, always stayed close by my side
in action. He also stayed ready to cut to the core of whatever
issue came up, if I asked his opinion. He took a quick look at the
screen, and then minced no words.

"Beats me, but I'd avoid it, Cap. We
shouldn’t have any trouble getting in through the regular hull. Who
knows what that patch is made of?”

"Yeah, okay. Me, too," I agreed. I keyed the
internal com to the cockpit. "Let's come in below that old patch,
if you can do it, Pilot." The double-click response told me the
pilot had his hands full right now, but he would get us in under
the patch. A moment later, though, either he or his copilot came on
the com again.

"Three minutes to touchdown."

Now the vets began to stir, and I began to
give out some operational information, as each man stood at his
seat, to ensuring that his gear wasn't hung up on anything, then
turned to the man on his left, to double-check gear for each
other.

"Men, listen up. We have no internal specs at
this time, on atmosphere, gravity or crew. We observe no pivot guns
on the hull, so that's a plus. Stay in your squads, complete your
assignments. Let's do it by the numbers, men. Sgt. Alvin, the men
have their assignments?"

"Yes, sir," Alvin spoke loud enough for
everyone to hear him. Of course the assignments were already made,
and the men briefed; we were just reminding them to be focused on
carrying those assignments out. As was customary in my company,
Alvin went on to recite them. "Squad One, boarding operation
security. Squad Two, secure hatches and access points to boarding
zone. Squads Three and Four, deploy and prepare to advance on
command, Squad Five, transport/lander security. Squads One and Two,
form up to follow on, as Squads Three and Four advance.
Close-combat tactics until the target is secure. Squad Four, you
are first-response on casualties. This is a boarding operation, so
first-aid on site, wherever they go down. Peel off two men for
security, and the rest follow on. Squad Five will recover
casualties after the target is secured."

I waited just a beat, to let the men
concentrate on repeating their assignments to themselves one last
time, and then nodded at Sgt. Alvin, and turned back to face the
men. "Seal up; lock and load."

By the time I finished speaking, everybody
had checked their gear, and now they started putting up their
"hats," the helmet integral to the vacuum suits, and then checked
their suit's seals. Then, each one turned to his left again and
checked that Marine's seals. Then they all turned to the right, and
did it again. Each suit had been checked by its owner and two other
men before the two-minute warning. If anyone did have a seal
problem, they had two minutes to get to the cockpit, which would
stay pressurized when the main cabin was vented, but no one
reported a problem. We were one-hundred percent go.

Now, as the two-minute mark passed, each man
checked his weapon. These were standard issue sidearms only,
essentially very large beam pistols, with a variety of settings
regarding rate of fire, and energy level. Optically sighted, and
equipped with a detachable and/or collapsible shoulder stock, they
were suitable for a variety of uses. We had other weapons
available, of course, for different kinds of assault actions, but
the Convertible Automatic Beam Carbine was standard for boarding
actions. Projectile weapons rarely see use in this sort of
scenario. The steel and durasteel construction of spacecraft make
ricochets problematic. And no heavy weapons, either, in the tight
confines of a ship, although one man in each squad did carry a
series of breaching explosives for use inside the target ship. It
wouldn't do to go to all this trouble just to find ourselves
thwarted by a quickly sealed internal hatch.

Those breaching charges were handy,
well-engineered little devices. About the size of a golf ball, each
was a half-sphere of an explosive compound, a shaped charge with
enough plasticity to adhere well to any irregular surface, and a
small dimple in the center of the flat side, which tended to act as
a suction cup, for stable attachment to any smooth surface, even
something wet, or slick with an oil film. Each charge also sported
its own detonator mechanism, an electro-mechanical system which
allowed for time-detonation, or instant detonation by means of a
twenty-foot lanyard, spooled up on the device itself. Further, they
could be linked with little trouble, so multiple charges could be
detonated simultaneously, using those lanyards as electrical
conduit. They were an excellent example of military ingenuity and
design.

Four squads would deploy forward, so four men
loaded with that gear meant a lot of charges. At least three times
more than we would ever possibly need for this kind of target,
whatever we found inside. In my company, each platoon carried a
couple other non-regulation goodies, as well.

"One minute to contact," came the pilot's
voice over the com. "Thrusters off, rotating now."

The transport lander cut thrust, and a moment
later vector jets fired. The ship began to turn on her beam, and in
a few moments we were hurtling along bass-ackwards on the same
course we had held a moment ago, closing on the target. Artificial
gravity prevented us from feeling the maneuver, except for the lack
of thrust when engines were cut, but a few of the new guys made the
mistake of looking out the ports while the rotation took place,
with predictable results.

Sergeant Alvin and I were checking our own
gear, but over my vacuum suit's com I heard a couple of the
cherries finally lose whatever they had in their stomachs during
the maneuver, and a few of the vets commented, "At least they held
it until they had their hats on." Marines aren't much on empathy.
It had to be unpleasant for those men, but the helmets would vacuum
away the waste and keep the suits functional, if a little less
pleasant than they were a few moments ago.

"Can that chatter!" Sgt. Alvin barked over
the coms, and immediately, all we heard was the final retching
sounds of the cherries. "Exterior hatch detail, to your posts. Make
ready to blow the aft hatch," the sergeant continued. The two-man
details for both interior and exterior hatches were drawn from
Squad Five, the security squad assigned to guard the transport
lander. They would be the last four men off, sealing the hatches
again, behind them. Two men hustled through the storage
compartment, out of our sight, to the exterior hatch and reported
ready, while the other two, the men Simpkins had earlier set to
opening the interior hatch, held posts there.

"Thirty seconds to contact," the pilot
announced, sounding louder now that we heard him over suit coms,
instead of the cabin speakers, and then, "Firing thrusters in… ten
seconds. Nine…" As he counted down, men stepped from their seats
into the aisles in between them, but braced themselves by grabbing
handholds on the acceleration couches with their right hands, and
put their left hands on the shoulder of the man in front of them,
grabbing a loop in the suits, put there like epaulets, just for
this purpose.

"Make ready for deceleration… now, firing
thrusters." The main thrusters rumbled, and the men, with this
warning, braced themselves for some harsh deceleration. They all
kept their feet, but there was a lot of bumping and staggering for
a moment. Then the thrusters stopped firing, and a moment later the
harsh clang and thump, signaling contact; a soft landing, by
boarding standards, and no one fell down. I looked to the chief
warrant officer, who had the duty of calling the doors. He studied
his screen intently.

"Contact. Magnetically mated." He pinged the
hull of the target ship from his control panel, as he continued
reciting the checklist for boarding actions. "No return on ping-
open space below us. Venting main cabin… Mechanical mating
complete, we are locked down... Main cabin venting complete,
opening aft hatch," he chanted. Without atmosphere the sounds of
the rear hatch opening carried through the coms, and that only
because one of the men stationed at the aft hatch put his helmet
against the interior wall next to the hatch, because if the hatch
didn't open, one of the men on the detail would have blown it open
with a small charge. It wouldn't matter much; the aft hatch was
actually a part of the storage compartment, and therefore
replaceable, and the cabin could be re-pressurized as soon as the
interior hatch was closed, and sealed. But having to blow the hatch
would have reflected badly on the transport/lander crew, since
their job included making sure the craft was fully functional and
suitable for deployment. A last "clang" indicated the hatch had
fully opened.

The chief gave his final instruction, then.
"Calling the doors: Aft hatch is open. Boots down, board, board,
board. Thank you for flying with the Galactic Marine Corps. We hope
you enjoyed your flight, and have a nice day." His wit got lost in
the bustle as my men surged forward in pairs, and jumped through
the rear hatch, through the hole our thrusters had burned into the
target ship’s hull, and into that ship itself.

 


 


Afterwards, our training report looked very
good. The ship's defenders were all projected, and there were no
actual personnel on board, of course. There were a few surprises, a
couple of simulated booby-traps, and one of the cherries got a
"kill" on a projected "enemy," which is always good for a new man's
confidence. Computer projections allowed realistic, but entirely
holographic defenders to pop up according to a pre-programmed
pattern, to be fired upon, and even to simulate return fire. If the
computer calculates a kill to the enemy, the projection slumps over
and "dies," sometimes very graphically, since projections allow for
as much blood and guts as is deemed useful in training. If a hit on
a boarder is calculated, the computer cuts power to the man's suit,
except for life support. He's electronically blind, his weapon
stops firing, and he has no communication unless he overrides, say,
in an actual emergency. I had heard stories that the projectors
used to simulate gruesome injuries on our own soldiers, once they
were deemed hit, but that some of the ranks started showing signs
of post-traumatic stress after a few training missions. Eventually
they discontinued that practice. Now days, orders are to lie down
in place if you go blind, to simulate the kill. The computer marked
us down for six casualties due to "enemy fire" before we had the
ship cleared, and one more due to "friendly fire," when a cherry
accidentally discharged his training weapon on a teammate after I
had ordered weapons secure. That would hurt our score, and cost
that man a week of some suitably onerous extra duty, a much better
way to learn the lesson than dealing with the aftermath of a real
friendly-fire KIA in combat. There would be enough of those,
anyway, when we were really in action.

As a training exercise, it had gone well. Top
marks again, in spite of the friendly- fire kill. In fact, we were
doing well enough as a unit that I rapidly began to become
unpopular with my fellow company commanders. At the debriefing, a
few hours later, I took some good-natured ribbing from some of my
colleagues, and some less than good-natured resentment from some
others.

We were bunking on a transport carrier, a
medium-sized ship designed to carry up to a dozen 'landers, and up
to six companies, but providing supplies, repair facilities for the
smaller craft, and more comfortable quarters for the men. These
ships normally ferried 'landers close to the actual site of battle,
especially when extended transportation times were expected, and
then launched them all in one large wave when we engaged any enemy.
The carrier also contained a large mess hall, a recreation and
exercise deck, and a decent sized conference room, which is where I
was headed now, to discuss the exercise with my peers and
commanding officer. I walked through the gleaming white painted
corridor, and into the conference room. Glancing around, I saw I
was the last to arrive, but that was okay, since mine had been the
most recent mission. Other company commanders, as well as our own
commanding officer and his staff, had all seated themselves around
a large conference table. An enlisted man was pouring water into
tumblers around the table, and it looked like they had been waiting
a few minutes for my arrival.



"Lombard, you have a larger percentage of
veterans than any other company. It's time to spread that
experience around a little. Half of my men were recruits just eight
weeks ago!" That remark came from Captain Ben Bowman, the company
commander who had consistently earned the poorest scores on the
exercises so far.

"That's enough, Captain Bowman." Colonel Rick
Parsons, the base C/O, intervened. "Captain Lombard has the highest
percentage of veterans because his men re-up at a higher rate than
yours do. I'm not going to take his men away after he managed to
retain so many of them. Turning recruits into seasoned Marines is
your job, Bowman."

Colonel Parsons was the kind of C/O I liked
to work for. There were no politics in his command, and he rated
officers by how well they did the job, nothing else. Even more
importantly, he kept Navy Fleet Command out of our hair, for the
most part. He went on speaking.

"Captain Lombard, why does your team always
turn in the best times? We even threw you a curve on that last
exercise, and deleted the target data from the database before we
tossed you in there. So, why do you still have the best times? You
have an inside track on target information?"

"No sir."

"Well, what is it? Your men clear ships
faster than any other company, and if it's more than just
experienced Marines and non-coms, I want to know how you do
it."

"Sir, it's just…" This was going to be
difficult, but Parsons wasn't a man you screwed around with. "…one
of my sergeants spotted it when we watched the video after the
first two exercises. Look, you have the same guys programming the
projected defenders for every exercise. And they're lazy, sir. They
program the same kind of resistance, over and over. After the first
couple, it was pretty easy to predict how they would behave, and we
planned for it on subsequent exercises."

A thoughtful silence followed for a
moment.

"Okay. Tell me what that program looks
like."

"Yes sir. Well… right off, when the first
projected defender pops up, if he's in a vacuum suit, then they all
will be. If he's not, none of them will be. So, if that's the case,
then all you have to do is breach each compartment, wait a couple
of minutes, and the computer scores the defenders inside as KIA,
due to vacuum. Because the pattern is, when they aren't in vacuum
suits, they won't be aggressive. We don't have to clear those
compartments, just have somebody stick his head in long enough to
make sure the programmers haven't changed their pattern.

"Second, the programmers always concentrate
the resistance around the bridge. Once we know where that is,
nobody approaches it until we've organized everything else, and can
make a full, planned attack. There's no benefit to hurrying, since
the defenders already have their defense mapped out by the
programmers, regardless of how fast we get there. That way, we
start the assault with the full complement of men, and it goes
faster in the end because there's always covering fire for men
moving in on the objective. And, it keeps casualties down. Look at
the records, and you'll see that almost all my casualties come from
the final assault on the bridge in each scenario, because I haven’t
lost anybody clearing non-essential compartments. I'm going into
the bridge assault phase with maybe ten percent more guns on the
targets than the other officers are, because of the breaching
tactics we use. In a platoon-size action, that's about five more
guns.”

“But we’ve had a few runs where the defenders
are very aggressive, Captain Lombard. Sounds like you are getting
different exercises than we are,” another company commander
objected.

"Yeah, well, when the projected defenders are
suited for vacuum, which they usually would be in real combat
conditions, they are aggressive, every time. So, we figured out
that once you breach the compartment, they're usually programmed to
attack through the breach. After we see the vacsuits, we know they
will come for us as soon as we breach, and we don't enter those
compartments at all. We wait in the corridors and play defense,
ourselves. We pop them as they come through the breach. That takes
longer, but we just drop two guys behind, to pop the enemy coming
out through the breach, and the others move on to the next hatch.
We still get to the final shootout with more guns, and that means
less time spent actually taking the bridge. You guys are getting
bogged down on the bridge assault, because you have lost too many
men clearing compartments. The key is when you find out if the
defenders are suited or not."

Colonel Parsons looked over to one of his
staff, then, and raised an eyebrow, waiting for a response. The
lieutenant spoke up.

"Sir, the captain is telling you what we
picked up on a week ago. So we did change up the programming, and
had the projected defenders in vacuum suits, but hanging back in
defensive posture on a few of the exercises. We thought it would
slow them down, requiring his men to clear each compartment. After
the first one, Captain Lombard still had the best time on those
scenarios, too. And he averaged only three casualties on each one.
That's even better than his over-all average, so we quit running
that one."

"Well, yeah," I responded. "That was the
easiest one. Once we saw that they were all staying put, we stopped
breaching compartments, and instead just sealed the hatches.
Sergeant Alvin came up with that one, making sure that our
demolitions guys carried some welding tape, as well as explosives.
That's the only use we have found for it, so far, but it sure is
handy."

I took a breath before going on, addressing
the colonel again. "Look, the point is, your programmers are lazy.
Instead of programming individual defenders, they program them all
the same. They are all aggressive, or they are all defensive. Once
we know what we have, we adjust for it. In real combat, you would
have some aggressive, some defensive, some leaders and some
cowards. That's real, and you would have to find out what you are
up against, one group, or even one combatant at a time. In that
situation, we would have to go compartment-by-compartment and see
what we have in each one. But your programmers are making it easy,
because they want to save some time in programming."

I turned back to the lieutenant, then. "You
want to make it a challenge? Put Sergeant Alvin in charge of your
programmers for a couple of rounds. Let him tell the programmers
what a crew really does when they are being boarded." I stopped,
and glanced around the room, noticing the sudden and complete
stillness.

Four company commanders were glaring at me. I
realized then that I had just suggested pitting them head-to-head
against my sergeant, and that was a no-win proposition for them. If
they won with good scores, big deal. They were captains, against a
sergeant. But if they lost, or scored poorly… oh, that would chap
their butts, losing to a sergeant. Which, as I thought about it,
was a real possibility, putting them up against Sgt. Alvin. The
colonel leaned back in his chair, considering what I had said.

"Captain Lombard, you are suggesting that
Sergeant Alvin knows more about programming projection exercises
than my staff does?"

"No, sir," I hedged, "I doubt Sgt. Alvin
knows anything about programming in general. I'm suggesting he
knows a lot about how real boarding actions go, and he knows this
as a result of being involved in quite a few of them personally.
Sir, Sgt. Alvin can make all of these exercises more realistic, and
therefore more challenging, than a bunch of programming techs who
have never seen a real boarding action. The truth is, sir, most of
my good scores come from suggestions Sgt. Alvin has made, and those
suggestions come from his observations about how the simulations
fail to represent real crews of real ships. He’s…" I was making too
many suggestions to a superior officer, so I toned it down and fell
back on formal speech. "Sgt. Alvin is a resource we should more
fully exploit. Sir."

I hadn't made any friends with that idea. I
mentally shrugged, a moment later, though, while the colonel
thought the idea over. I didn't join up to make friends, and if
Bowman or a couple of the others couldn't handle Sgt. Alvin, maybe
they didn't deserve to be company commanders. Then I started
wondering if I could beat the vaunted Sgt. Alvin myself.


Chapter 3

Defense Space Station G-13,
246.163.12

After Action

 


"So, I'm to understand that Sgt. Alvin was
the reason for your success? He was your 'ace in the hole,' and it
was his ideas that made your high scores, is that right?" Lt.
Tillman was scribbling away, actually making notes on a pad, with a
pen, not just typing into her com. That was why her goons had to
bring a desk for her.

"Absolutely. The colonel was going to put him
in charge of developing the next series of exercises, consulting
with the programmers to make them more realistic, but we were
recalled the next morning, before that went into effect. And my
company finished the maneuvers with the best scores." I stopped
talking while she caught her notes up. I wondered if she was using
shorthand to write down everything I said, and wondered why she
bothered to take notes, since all of this was undoubtedly being
recorded anyway.

"Moving on, then…" Tillman looked at me for a
moment, squinting her eyes as she thought through some of what I
had just said, and looked for the right question to ask. "What
about the last couple of days before you deployed?"

I shrugged. "What about them? We came back a
little early, had some time to catch up some things, and went about
our business."

Lt. Tillman dropped her gaze back to her pad,
saying, "Oh, so, you had no reason to think anything unusual was
going on?"

Now it was my turn to think about what I had
just said, because there was something going on here. Tillman had
presented me with an open expression of interest, making
eye-contact, and using facial expressions that revealed her
engagement in my story. That quick disengagement, looking back at
her pad, and pretending to write down my non-answer, that wasn't
congruent. I had a quick flashback of Sgt. Alvin, teaching me to
read people at the poker table.

"There are as many ways to bluff as there are
people who play poker, Cap. And any emotion or expression can be a
tell, something that lets you know when a player is bluffing. The
guy to watch out for is the guy who shows you the absolute least
behavior at all, because the more you can see, the more likely you
are to spot the tell." Lt. Tillman didn't know it, but she had been
showing me too much encouragement, to get me to talk openly with
her. I had been watching, and saw all I needed to. I had learned
something of her style, and now I spotted the change,
immediately.

"Well, Lieutenant, I didn't say that. I said
we went about our business. Of course, there were rumors. And
Colonel Parsons made it more clear than usual that he wanted my men
ready to deploy, if necessary." I had to gauge this carefully. The
message I got was that Lt. Tillman was uncomfortable because I was
leaving something out, something she already knew. And if I left it
out of my statement, it might be construed as evidence I was
covering something up, something illegitimate. But if I was reading
her right, she would open up again when I addressed that detail,
whatever it was. "So, in the interests of combat-readiness, we put
the men to catching up on their duties, and I put Sgt. Alvin to
looking into the status of the 'landers on base, and feeling out
the pilots. If we were called on to deploy, I wanted to know which
pilots were reliable, which were bold, and which were skittish." I
watched her, but got no reaction from any of this. I took a breath
and went on. "I also discussed communications with Sgt. Alvin. He
had some ideas about how our own systems could be vulnerable in a
way an enemy might exploit." Lt. Tillman looked up, an expression
of unguarded interest plain on her face. I thought, so that's it,
that's what she thinks she knows. What I couldn't figure out,
though, was what she thought it meant. And that was going to be
important to me, I realized, as I tried to decide what to tell
her.


Chapter 4

Defense Space Station G-13,
246.163.12

Prior to Action

 


The combat-boarding exercises had taken place
in little bit of space just, by galactic standards, a short
distance from our home base, Defense Station G-13, 263.143.12. The
"12" designated our base as the twelfth defense station in the
system located at coordinates 263.143, sector G-13. It also
happened to be the last and largest defense station built in that
system. Since G-13, or Gamma-13, became the most recently opened
sector for exploration, this resource-rich system was slated for
what the government calls, "private industrial exploitation."
Planet-side development hadn't started yet because corporations are
loath to invest the massive expenses necessary to begin operations
until the system defenses are in place and running, but it would
start soon. The military was getting comfortable, having had all
the stations and systems up and running for nearly a standard year
now. Soon, the Navy would move in fleet support personnel, and
everything would be up to spec. No doubt, the first corporate ships
were already in-bound.

Station 12 fit into the category known as,
"asteroid-based" defense stations. That meant that, in addition to
large guns and a lot of armor, an extra several hundred meters of
rock and raw metal existed between the surface installations and
the core of the asteroid, where defense headquarters were located,
along with hangers for a few dozen Naval and Marine Corps craft, in
areas cut out of the asteroid's belly. A fair squadron of small
craft resided there, which could combine with the other larger Navy
ships at the surface docks, and in space nearby. While not exactly
an armada, the combined resources could be substantial.

When we got back home to the station, it
didn't take long to catch the buzz going on. In no time at all,
several different people sidled up to me, dishing up the most
recent scuttlebutt. Rumors that StarFire had fallen out of
contact just a few days after leaving the station were making quite
a stir. Nobody knew what to make of this, but everybody knew that
Fleet Command seemed very worked-up over it, and the gossip mill
was working overtime.

System 264.143 sat close to the border
between sectors G-13 and G-14. G-14 had not yet been explored,
except for what could be seen with long-range scanning from posts
already established in G-13. Vast reaches of space over there had
never been looked at, or even listened to with radio telescopes.
And that was where they sent StarFire, the first vessel to
venture in more than just along the edges of G-14.

There could be any number of explanations for
her silence. All kinds of weird anomalies cropped up in space,
periodically, and the astrophysicists occasionally observed
variations of them, often with unique and unexpected
characteristics. It could be something simply interfering with
communications. The quantum physics that allowed for
faster-than-light communications required that how far a message
had to go determined how long it took to generate the message
signal. Several libraries of data could be sent in no more time
than it takes to send a postcard's worth of information, so long as
both messages had to travel the same distance. A message from G-14
probably took something between six and twelve hours to generate,
just to reach this space station, and it didn't matter whether it
was a complete report or a single word. If the ship was
experiencing power fluctuations that required system shutdowns
every five hours, that alone would prevent any faster-than-light
signal from ever reaching us.

That sort of thing might explain
StarFire's silence. But it could also be she had tripped
over an alien race that we had not previously encountered, and
perhaps even been attacked by them. It could even be she fell into
a black-hole, or any of a hundred other things. Or, it could just
be that a stray micro-meteor swarm took off her exterior com gear,
and she couldn’t talk again until she made repairs. No one
knew.

And that was the crux of it. No one,
including Feet Command, knew why she was silent. You might think
that at interstellar distances, a day or two of no communication
with a capital ship wouldn't be that big a deal, but you would
think wrong. It’s like this: Marines are basically "fire and
forget" weapons. Command can send a unit of marines on a mission,
whether it's a squad, a company, or a whole division, and as soon
as they do, there are a bunch of people working around the clock to
get that mission accomplished. Under the ultimate direction of
Alliance Naval Fleet Command, the Corps is essentially used to
accomplish whatever jobs the Navy can't reach, isn't suited for, or
doesn't want to commit a ship for.

There's a lot of that last category, because
Marines are cheap, compared to the funding investment a big ship
requires. The way it works out is, when a bunch of Marines are sent
somewhere, they are told what to accomplish, and the means is
pretty much left up to them. If they fail, or are lost in action,
another bunch, or maybe two, can be sent to try again. And if we
start to run low on Marines, the next batch is only a year away,
because that's about how long it takes to train up a new recruit.
As long as there is a plentiful population of young, healthy people
to recruit from, we are never more than a year away from the next
batch of marines.

But battleships are something else entirely.
They are the very definition of a finite resource. It takes about a
generation just to build one, not counting the design and
appropriations phases. If a battleship is sent to one place, and
that turns out to be the wrong place, there may not be another
battleship handy to send to the right place. Communications are
critical to get that ship turned around and hustling into the
proper position. There
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