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Chapter One - Boarding
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The ship was a battleground, adrift in space.

Disabled, boarded, she should have surrendered. Instead, her rebel crew fought like fanatics.

Now, in a dead end compartment, their last stand was upon them.

In the passage outside, a Realm lieutenant looked up from the schematic on his pad. “They have to surrender now.”

“They had their chance,” replied his captain, reloading a blaster. He shouted to the boarding party behind them, “Ready?”

Why rush, the lieutenant wanted to ask. Instead, he nodded with the men.

“Go!” the captain shouted, rushing forward. 

Their charge was swift and unchallenged, until the captain turned into the compartment door, and vanished in a flash of searing light.

The lieutenant skidded to a stop just short of the swirling cloud of dust that remained.

The captain was utterly gone.

“Sir,” quietly urged the petty officer behind him.

It was the lieutenant’s turn to lead the way.

Or pull back, the lieutenant thought. We could pull back.

Go! echoed the captain’s voice in his mind.

Swallowing his fear, the lieutenant pulled a grenade and thumbed the timer.

On the count of three, he threw it through the door.

An acrid wall of smoke blasted out of the compartment. 

The lieutenant swung his pistol around the corner of the doorway, firing blindly into the smoke.

No one shot back.

The lieutenant peered inside.

Surrounded by dead men and a cloud of thinning smoke, a hulking disposal unit stood in the center of the compartment. Scarred and dented, it hummed serenely, ready to serve.

The last of the enemy, smoldering from a score of wounds, sat against it. In the man’s bloody hand was something shining and black.

The weapon that killed the captain! The lieutenant rushed to grab it away from the wounded man.

The rebel raised the black device - and jammed it in the disposal.

It shattered instantly.

A sparkling remnant danced noisily across the teeth of the shredder, until, with a final ping, it was thrown into the air.

It bounced across the deck, coming to rest at the lieutenant’s feet.

He picked it up.

Cold to the touch, the shard shimmered with a mesmerizing, dark iridescence.

He stared into its depths, transfixed, and repulsed.

===

The Grand Hall

===

“Enjoy the party, Reed. It will be some time before you attend another,” Gaither had said.

Standing on the threshold of the station’s crowded Grand Hall, the Admiral’s parting words echoed in the captain’s thoughts. They’d been a fitting coda for the disastrous briefing.

The newly minted commander next to him pointed at two reveling officers among the throng, one older and thin, the other a red bearded fireplug. The commander said, “There’s Doc Fee and McKee.”

“I see them, Mister Newsome,” Reed snapped, in lieu of the harsher reply that first came to mind. With a new ship and orders to the Fringe and back, the younger man had every right to celebrate. Only Reed’s orders to the far end of the Realm were one-way.

“Captain Bill!” McKee shouted as he raised a swaying glass. The cocktail hour before the ceremony was clearly well under way. “Come wet your stripe!” 

Reed found himself smiling in reply. He may as well drown his sorrows he thought, entering the Hall and saying, “Come along, Mister Newsome.”

A lanky Japanese in Tokushu blue moved to block the way. Beside the man, a young Islander in Navy black stopped Reed with a raised hand, “Tomare!”

“English, Akana,” the Tokushu snapped.

“Hai...yes, Master,” The boy replied, holding the hand higher. “Halt!”

The Tokushu thrust out an orders pad. “Captain William Owen Reed, I serve upon you a Writ of the Tokushu Keisatsu appointing me executive officer of the cruiser Fortune.” 

Reed took the device with reluctance, saying, “I already have an executive officer.”

The Tokushu’s reply was clipped, aggressive, “Reassigned.”

Reed frowned, not at losing an Exec he had yet to meet, but at gaining an unwanted commissar. The Fringe would be bad enough without having his decisions second guessed, or worse.

“Sign it,” the Tokushu insisted.

“One moment,” Reed murmured, skimming the document for any discrepancy that might spare him.

He looked up when he came to the man’s name. The sneering narrow face before him was one he once knew. “Oishi?”

Misu corrected him, “Commander Oishi Misiu, Senior Interrogator, and Master of the Order of the Temple.”

“I see.” Reed forced a smile and nodded at the ribbons on Misiu’s chest. Was one of them for ending Reed’s own tenure at the Temple? “You’ve done well for yourself.”

“Sign the pad,” Misu repeated.

“So, what did I do to deserve the honor of a political officer?” Reed said as he thumbed the device and handed it back. There was no way around it. 

“You know full well,” Misiu sneered.

Reed was surprised by Misiu’s vengeful tone. This was personal, which given the years since last they’d met could only mean one thing. “You can’t be serious? We were children for God’s sake.”

“Old enough to break your oath, traitor,”  Misui angrily replied.

Reed’s eyes went wide and then darkened. “Guard your tongue.”

“Guard yours,” Misiu hissed, leaning closer, “You’ve no patron to save you this time.”

Reed stared back, no ready reply in hand. The claim was a shock, but one that rang true. It had been Narihito that saved him back then - and kept him close to Earth since. Until today.

Misiu sneered in triumph. “You didn’t know.”

Speechless, Reed wondered if he’d missed news of the Chairman’s passing. But no, Narihito was too young for that, surely?

A fanfare of digital horns reverberated through the Hall. The tune, reserved for the highest nobility of the Realm, turned every head toward the main entrance. There, Enclave Guardsmen were clearing a way through the crowd.

A red gowned tempest emerged from the row of soldiers, crimson feathers towering from her bustle in the latest fashion. Swaying like pennants, they marked her progress as she stormed through the crowd, directly toward Reed. 

She was decidedly not in mourning, which would have left Reed relieved, but for the anger in her eyes.

“Who is it, Master?” Akana asked, standing on tiptoe.

“Lady Asami Narihito,” Misiu replied, looking again at Reed. “The Chairman’s daughter.”

Reed straightened his tunic, ignoring Misiu’s raging glare. Asami’s timing was unfortunate.

“She’s pretty,” Akana said as she neared.

And then she was there.

Snapping open a red lacquered fan, Asami jabbed it towards the four broad gold stripes on Reed’s black sleeve. “Congratulations on your promotion, Captain Reed.”

“Milady,” Reed bowed deeply, their long charade of mere acquaintance doubly required now under Oishi’s damning gaze. For Reed, their affair had always been a capital offense.

“I’m sure Father would convey his congratulations as well,” the fan slammed against her palm with a crack, “if you’d bothered to visit.”

“Duty denied me the pleasure, Milady,” Reed replied in as courtly a form as he could manage. This day was getting worse, and worse.

“And now?” Asami asked angrily.

“Ah,” Reed stalled. Pulled from patrol and sequestered into training, he’d had no chance to tell her that he’d returned to Earth, let alone that he was already leaving. But there was no other way to say it, “I’m afraid I sail tonight, Milady.”

Somehow, she already knew that, of course. It was clear from her presence, and her anger as she replied, “How long till you return?”

“I’m not at liberty to say.” Reed replied softly, searching for someplace private they could reach before the tears brimming in her eyes began to fall. He saw it in a darkened observation lounge overlooking the hall. He waved his arm toward it, “May I show you my ship?”

Dismissing her guards with a flick of the fan, Asami moved toward the stairs. Followed by her chaperone, Reed, and Misiu’s seething glare, she ascended into the gloom of the unlighted compartment.

The band struck up a lively tune and the reception resumed.

===

The Observation Deck

===

“How could you!” Asami stomped her foot in anger.

Reed glanced at the chaperone pretending to study artwork on the far wall, and took Asami’s hands. “Moushiwake arimasen deshita, Asami-chan. I didn’t ask for this.”

“Sorry? They say you’re going to the damned Fringe!” Asami pulled her hands away, turning towards the windows that overlooked the dock. “How long I asked? Weeks? Months?”

“Years,” he admitted. Five of them, he did not add. 

“Years?” Asami sobbed.

“We’ve waited half our lives already,” he said soothingly. What else could he say?

“I waited. You chased trollops.”

“I love only you,” he offered, to placate her, and because it was true. The others had never meant anything.

“In years,” She said with sadness, “I will be old.”

He took her hands again and drew her close, finally knowing what to say. “Time will not change my rebellious princess.”

She looked into his eyes, her lips quivering over the familiar words. “My defiant hero.”

They kissed.

She dropped her forehead against his chest, shaking with silent sobs.

Lifting her chin, he wiped away her tears. “Come now. It’s time for me to make my fame and fortune.”

Asami pulled away. “This is no time for jokes.”

“I’m serious,” he said, realizing as he spoke what needed to be done to win back his patron, and, for the first time, his blessing. “I can earn spurs with this ship, even a peerage. He’d accept me then.”

“Your little ship will change nothing.” She sobbed again. “Father’s made his choice.”

“Little ship?” He faced her toward the windows and the sleek gray mountain docked beyond them. The Fortune was immense compared to his old command, and far more deadly. He’d never seen anything prettier. “Look at her!”

“It will only take you away from me, like all the others.”

He took her face in his hands. “And bring me back a hero, and your husband. It is a fate accomplished!”

Asami stared into his eyes, her look distant and sad.

He could not bear it. “Give us this chance, Asami-chan.” 

“A fait accompli,” she said with quiet acceptance. A tear fell down her cheek. “So be it.”

She kissed him then, a passionate embrace that blocked out everything and enveloped them.

===

The Dock

===

On the dock below, a graying marine officer stood before the Fortune’s aft gangway, waiting for permission to board the ship. He’d been doing so for some time now, and his patience was fading. Although accustomed to delay as a professional hazard, and as trim and fit as he could hope to be, he was no longer young. Tired and sore from his hurried rush to the station, he was ready for a nap.

But he couldn’t show it, not in front of these men. The sailors of the quarterdeck watch were his new shipmates and its marine sentries part of his new command. He would not allow their first impression of him to be one of weakness, or even humanity.

The thought turned his mind to the unwanted companion at his side. Dew, short for a dumb ass acronym that meant robot, had been waiting for him at Fleet Marine yesterday. He’d briefed on the machine half the night. It had even sat next to him on the shuttle up, prattling like a real boy while Strachan futilely searched its manual for a way to turn the damned thing off.

He was contemplating how to tell his wife about the indignity of it all when the petty officer of the watch perked up, hand to headset. Finally.

“Sorry, Major Strachan,” The CPO said a moment later, “No one on or off the ship until the ceremony. Mister Marwood says it wouldn’t look, um, tidy, sir.”

“Tidy?” Strachan glanced up the gangway tube, frustratingly close to the opened hatch at its end. “Who the hell is Mister Marwood?”

The Chief replied, “Lieutenant Commander Marwood, sir, First Officer.”

And that was that. He should have recognized the name from his study of the ship’s officers, and would have but for the all-nighter dulling his mind. Bucking the number three man on board was no way to start a cruise. Stifling a curse, he held out a hand for his orders pad. 

The chief returned it without looking him in the eye. The marines to either side of the tube were also avoiding his angry gaze.

Strachan jerked his head toward the robot. “Did Mister Marwood say what I’m supposed to do with this?”

If the men wouldn’t look at Strachan, they couldn’t take their eyes off the android. Robotic machines were commonplace, but not androids - they’d been banned before any of them were born. Yet here an android stood, bearing not only forbidden human shape and features, but wearing the uniform and rank of an Ensign of Marines. Strachan half expected one of the men to ask why, but no one dared.

“What’d you call it, sir?” the Chief asked, “Dew?”

Strachan closed his eyes and nodded. Damned stupid name. They may as well have called it Robby for all the dignity it had.

The chief whispered into the headset and listened before replying to Strachan. “Mister Marwood says you’re to take it with you, sir.”

“To the reception?”

A snicker escaped the lips of one of the Marines. Strachan noted the name on the man’s tunic, mentally marking PFC Hammond for shit details for the duration.

“Never mind,” Strachan snapped. He was only making a fool of himself here. "Come on Mister Dew.”

“Yes, sir,” the android replied in a cheerful tone. It was always cheerful.

Strachan stormed down the dock, the Fortune looming over him.

Calm down, Jack, he thought, slowing his pace, and forcing himself to focus on the view through the transparent bulkhead between him and the ship and the harbor beyond.

The hollow cylinder of the station’s harbor was hardly new to him. He’d seen glimpses many times through tiny portholes over the years but seeing it all at once through this oversized picture window was something else altogether. This was stunning.

Half the fleet lined the harbor’s cylindrical surface, brilliantly illuminated as though models on display. He’d served on several before, but the most interesting to him now was the one just outside the glass, her long drive boom hard against the dock.

The Fortune, fresh from the yards, was a new type, a battle cruiser, a term not used since the age of steam. He'd looked it up.

He'd been surprised by her similarity to those earlier ships. Her boat shaped hull, with its narrow prow and towered superstructure, seemed ready for sea. Only the booms at her sides, and the swell of her thrusters, betrayed her celestial nature.

She was a stylish beast, her edges and surfaces sleek, fit for navigation of atmosphere and space. With her masts retracted as they were now, she was positively beautiful.

Of course, he was entirely biased. Somewhere below, near the shuttle bay holding his assault shuttles and trotters, a reinforced mech company waited for him. Far more than an aging maverick could have hoped for, it was the most prestigious posting of his career. If he could get to it.

“This way, sir,” Dew said, pointing toward a small door off the dock. Next to the door was the edge of what would have passed for a huge sliding hangar door if there had been a runway here, instead of a dock.

"What the hell is that?” Strachan asked.

“The Grand Hall Presentation Doors, sir. We will exit the Hall through them during the ceremony.” Dew replied before he pointed again at the smaller door and added, “For now, we must go this way.”

Strachan grimaced. If the zeppelin sized opening was any indication, the shindig behind it was going to be a hell of a lot bigger than he’d expected - and the damned robot wasn’t even in the right uniform.

A few turns and doorways later, his fears were confirmed as they entered the Grand Hall. The cavernous hall was packed from bulkhead to distant bulkhead with a noisy overdressed mob that included a sea of dress uniforms heavy with brass.

A steward appeared, presenting a tray of drinks. The man stared at Dew, so startled that the glasses clattered against one another. Strachan, scowling, took a scotch, Dew a glass of water.

The steward fled.

Dew offered an eerily simulated smile, and a raised glass. “Congratulations on your promotion, sir.”

“Promotion?” He asked, scanning the crowd for a familiar face.

“Were you not promoted?” Dew asked.

“No,” Strachan snapped. He’d long reconciled himself to retiring a captain, but the subject was a sore one, nonetheless.

Dew adopted a confused look. “I do not understand. The Chief Petty Officer referred to you as Major.”

“Oh. Tradition. Where its followed, only the CO of a ship is called captain. Any other captain is called commodore or major. Our CO seems to be a fan.”

“I understand that CO means our commanding officer, Captain William Reed,” Dew said, “But I do not understand ‘fan’ in this context.”

Strachan snapped back, “And I don’t understand why a military comms robot doesn’t already know all this?”

“Exhibiting broad encyclopedic knowledge results in user alienation,” Dew explained, as though reading from a manual. “To better bond with the user, non-operational data must be obtained via observation and enquiry.”

“So, you’re programmed to ask dumb assed questions?” Strachan frowned.

Dew nodded, “Affirmative.”

“Better and better.” Strachan took a slug of scotch. The fire warmed him and gave some hope of calm. “Alright, Mister Dew. Here’s another ‘tradition’. Robots don’t ask questions during receptions. Understood?”

Dew held up a correcting finger, “Technically, sir, I am an –”

“Captain Strachan, I presume?” broke in a thin faced civilian that had appeared out of the crowd. Stoop shouldered and attired in pocket covered overalls, the man, a Tech, was as out of place as the robot.

Strachan’s tone was a mix of curiosity and displeasure. The man was drawing attention to the robot. “Yes?”

“Glad I found you.” The man wiped a dirty hand on the overall and held it out. “Is it always this crowded?”

“Always,” answered Strachan, ignoring the hand. Dirt was all well and good, but it didn’t mix with dress mess. “What can I do for you, Mister...?”

“Craig, with UFab.” The technician withdrew the hand to tap an identification tag from one of the big defense contractors, United Fabrications. The job title was too small to read. “I’m here to update the DH unit before you go.”

“They said it was deployment ready.” Strachan didn’t hide his annoyance. If he had to start winding the damned thing up, it was going to find itself in an open airlock in the near future.

“Patches, right?” The tech explained. “But after this it’s all self-executing through the archive. I just need a few minutes to install the portal.”

Strachan immediately saw that this was his chance to shed the robot, at least for a while. But protocol had to be followed. For all he knew this was some crackpot Neo-Luddite. He held out a hand, “Orders.”

“Sure.” After a moment’s fumbling through a folding fabric bag, the technician produced a worn government data pad. “I’ll need it back for the install.”

The document on the screen authorized the presenting technician to work on the unit designated. Standard paperwork Strachan knew from experience with contractor support over the years. UFab was as much a part of the Corps as beans and coffee.

Strachan tapped the data band on his wrist and linked it to the pad. As it loaded the orders, he asked half-jokingly, “I don’t suppose you can do anything about the chatter?”

“I don’t code,” the Tech replied with an innocent shrug.

Strachan nodded distractedly as he watched the holographic display dance and chirrup. It beeped with authority and authenticated the document.

“He’s all yours,” Strachan said as he returned the pad and turned to the robot, “Mister Dew, stay here - and don’t kill anyone.”

Dew’s response was lost in the noise of the crowd as Strachan strode toward a pair of fellow scarlet tunics across the Hall. 

===

The Dais

===

“You’ve kept me waiting, Mister Kragg,” quietly hissed the man in the dais’ seat of honor. The place card in front of him read "United Fabrications".

“Sorry, Mister Bergman.” Kragg, shed of his tech overalls and the alias that went with them, squeezed along the dais to take a seat behind his boss. On the way, Kragg bumped against the man seated next to Bergman. 

The older man looked up in annoyance.

“Forgive my assistant, Mister Furusawa,” said Bergman to the chairman of Nissoya Industries. Provider of the ship’s electronic systems, Nissoya was an arch rival of the Fortune’s lead contractor, United Fabrications, and therefore of its chairman, Bergman. Politeness, though, was still required. “He’s as clumsy as he is incompetent.”

The chairman of Nissoya Industries, smiled. “You can’t get good help these days.”

As the two industrialists half laughed at the jest, Kragg pulled a worn data pad from an inner tuxedo pocket. He looked at it, and, leaning forward, held it out for Bergman.

Bergman glanced at the simple message on the display, and whispered, “How did my fiancé learn of the launch?”

“Not sure. I’ve been busy with the, ah, software issue,” Kragg replied.

“The tin man won’t matter if Reed doesn’t sail,” Bergman countered.

“He will,” Kragg said with confidence, “She’d have gone to her father first, but since she is here...”

“Narihito refused her. Of course, Bergam realized, and went on, “Still, see to it that he’s unavailable for a few hours, so he doesn’t change his mind. And hurry. They seem ready to launch my ship.”

Kragg left, leaving Bergman eye to eye with his neighbor. 

Furusawa lifted a toast. “To our ship!”

“Our ship indeed.” May it be the last contract you receive, Bergman added silently as he drank. Once the Chairman’s daughter was his, he resolved, Nissoya would be destroyed. 

===

The Observation Deck Ladies’ Lounge

===

There was a tap on the door, again, followed this time by a voice from the other side. “They are beginning, Milady.” 

Gasping, Reed looked down upon Asami, her perfect form laying on the divan, framed by the scarlet of her open dress. As he recovered his breath, the now incessant tapping entered his consciousness. With a sigh, he said, "Forgive me, koibito, but I have a ship to launch.”

She tightened her legs around him. “Your ship can wait.”

He shuddered in frustration. “Your father would never forgive me.”

Her eyes sparked as she lifted herself on her elbows. “And I will?”

“We have our duties,” he murmured.

She pulled herself to sit before him, face to face, hands on his shoulders. Brushing her body against him, she slowly stood. 

Reed succumbed, putting his arms around her waist.

She shoved him onto his backside. “Your ship needs you.”

Drawing her gown around her, Asami stepped over him and through the door. 

Reed hurried after her, buttoning his tunic as he went. “Asami, no matter how many stars lie between us –”

She turned, grabbed him by the neck, and kissed him. 

Then she slapped him hard enough to bring tears to his eyes. 

“For the trollops.” She looked at the ship outside the windows and back at Reed. “All of them.”

Asami spun away and marched toward the hall. The chaperone followed, brushing and arranging her charge’s hair till they reached the stairs. There, they vanished, a step at a time, until the feathers waved a final farewell.

––––––––
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===

The Grand Hall

===

Once again, Reed stood at the now dimly lit entrance to the Hall, a look of uncertainty on his face. He was supposed to be on the dais, where some politician was droning inspirational platitudes into the podium microphone. Reed’s empty chair was next to the man, and in the spotlight. Only a fool would walk up there now.

But where else to go? He looked at the crowded tables around him for a vacant chair.

“Bill!” McKee whispered loudly in the darkness, and then more quietly, “Fee, Stahl, make room.”

Relieved, Reed walked toward the voice and made out an empty seat between two shifting shadows. He slid into it, “Thanks.”

“You missed a spot.” Fee dipped his napkin into a water glass and pointed it at Reed’s collar.

Reed rubbed where indicated and looked down at a dim stain on the cloth, lipstick his hurried wash up had missed. Folding the napkin, he said, “Thanks, Doc.”

“Where the hell have you been?” growled a mountainous shade across the table, glinting epaulets looking like toys on broad shoulders. The voice, like everything about its owner, was gruff and angry.

“You don’t want to know, Ramsey,” McKee interjected.

“Well, I do,” said the man on the other side of Fee. Reed could sense more than see Philippe Vincent’s knowing look in the candlelight. “How long have you kept this delicious secret from us, you scoundrel?”

“Mind the Teekay, Phil,” McKee pointed a fork at Misiu seated at a nearby table, ending the discussion. He looked at Reed, “Who is he, Bill? When I saw his witch stick, just like yours, I thought he was a friend. But I gather he ain’t?”

Misiu and Akana were sitting alone, Reed saw. Their holstered koshitan energy swords, a badge of the Order but witch sticks to McKee, were plain to see.

“That is my new Executive Officer,” Reed frowned. “We trained together at the Temple as kids, roomed together even, but he’s no friend. Not anymore. The boy must be his Apprentice.”

“A political officer?” Vincent’s eyebrows rose. “Maybe I don’t envy you after all.” 

“Politics be damned.” Reed picked up his glass and drank to cover his annoyance.

“I’ll drink to that.” Ramsey drank before beginning a ribald joke about a TeeKay, a Rebel, and a Priest.

Reed’s thoughts stayed with his own Tokushu, however. The years of training and friendship, and the runaway sneaking through the Temple Garden who’d changed everything, all seemed so long ago. Yet, apparently, it was neither forgotten, nor forgiven.

Reed’s reverie was broken by Newsome’s whisper to McKee as the laughter from Ramsey’s joke faded. “What did you mean, witch stick just like his?”

“The toy on his belt there is just like Bill's,” McKee replied with thin patience. “Like I said.”

“He means this,” Reed pulled back his jacket to reveal the koshitan on his belt. “And this toy melts steel, Francis. Can your little tomahawk say as much?

“It’s a boarding ax, damn your eyes!” McKee barked.

“Energy swords are illegal!” Newsome said quietly, glancing at Misiu as though the Tokushu might arrest them all.

“Relax,” McKee said, “Bill was in the Order, just like the Teekay.”

“Not exactly,” Reed said.

"He washed out," Ramsey said.

"Not exactly," Reed said. Wanting to change the subject, he asked McKee. “Where is everyone? I expected drafts from the whole squadron, not just dregs from the three of you and the Bull. I’m undermanned.”

“You’re sailing early. Half the squadron is still on patrol.”

“And,” Ramsey interjected, “Tam’s dead.”

“Missing,” McKee countered.

“What?” Reed asked too loudly. Tam, one of the originals, and a friend. “How?”

“No one knows,” Ramsey shrugged.

“His ship came back three days ago; been quarantined since,” McKee explained. “No word as to why.”

Vincent lifted a toast into the silence that followed. “Absent friends.”

Reed repeated the phrase, reluctantly putting the dead to rest. Too many fell in their profession to dwell - but still. Tam.

“Life goes on,” Vincent offered a Gallic shrug. “When's your shakedown cruise?”

“Never,” Reed said, returning to the moment. He had no choice. “We deploy tonight.”

“Why?” McKee exclaimed.

“I wish I could say,” Reed said truthfully. Rebel activity seemed a trivial cause for so hurried a departure, but it was the only reason the admiral gave, and even that was secret.

“Hey.” Stahl, another original, and Reed's oldest friend, pointed at the podium. There, the last speaker was trading places with the next, an admiral. “It's Ench. That’s our cue.”

“Eddie already?” Reed turned to see the podium where his first Captain, now Admiral of the Fleet, was beginning to speak. Reed was to speak next. But how?

Fee dropped his napkin on his plate. “So much for dessert.”

“Come line up with us,” Stahl tilted his head toward the score of officers forming along the near side of the hall.

“Gentlemen,” Reed said, standing, “Till we meet again.”

“Godspeed,” McKee replied, echoed by the others.

Reed moved toward the line of officers. His officers. The thought was reassuring, he knew what to do. Reaching them, he whispered, “Greg, get Doc on the right ship.”

Ignoring Fee’s acerbic response, Reed went on alone.

At the head of the line, he straightened his black tunic and took a calming breath. With rugged chiseled good looks, wavy brown hair, piercing blue eyes, and shiny gold medals on his broad chest, he knew he looked the part he was about to play. But he’d no speech to give. Only hours ago, there’d been two months to complete it.

“They say fortune favors the bold,” Ench declared at the podium, his voice rising to a climax. “And none are bolder than those standing ready to bring this great ship to life. Foremost among them, the boldest of all, my comrade of many years, a decorated Hero of the Realm, and Fortune’s first commander, I give you Captain William Owen Reed!"

The band struck up a gallant tune, cuing Reed’s officers, and himself, to begin a brisk march. When abreast of the dais, he turned toward it, his men continuing toward the opening wall ahead. It looked, he hoped, as if his entrance was as planned as the rest.

The wall, split in two, slid aside to reveal the object of the night’s festivities, the Realm ship Fortune.

The crowd cheered.

Bellowed orders and crashing boots cut through the din as her crew marched into sight on the dock before her. Joined by their officers, they formed divisions, and were still.

“Glad you could make it,” Ench offered privately before taking his seat.

The music faded, and the room quieted.

Alone before the assembled nobility of the planet, Reed laid his pad on the podium and cleared his throat. Stiffly, he read his formal orders to assume command of the ship and bring her into commission. They were brief.

He cleared his throat again. A rousing speech was expected at this point, but the rubbish he’d managed to write wouldn’t do. Only the ending was complete.

He swept the pad to those final lines. “Admiral, my lords, ladies and gentlemen, with deep gratitude I thank you for the honor of commanding this fine ship. May my men and I prove worthy of your trust. Thank you and good night.”

He pocketed the pad and turned his back to the smattering of applause. Facing his crew, he bellowed. “Fortunes! Attention!”

Hundreds of heels bashed ceremonially together.

He shouted again, “Report!”

The officers standing before each division of the crew answered in turn.

“Navigation, all present and accounted for!” shouted the man in front of the first division.

“Engineering, all present and accounted for shouted the man in front of the second division.

“Gunnery, all present and accounted for!” shouted the man in front of the third division.

There was a hitch in the rhythm. The next division had no officer before it. 

One of the men stepped from the formation, “Assault Group, all present and accounted for!”

Reed frowned. Where the hell was the CAG?

===

The Highway

===

“Where the hell am I?” shouted the commander of the Fortune’s Assault Group. 

The computer’s voice shouted back, automatically compensating for the roar of wind and engine in the convertible’s open cabin. “You are on Highway J-129 Southbound, Marker 50. Warning, you are exceeding the speed limit by 37%.”

“Dammit.” He pressed the brake to the floor, throwing himself against the harness and triggering all of the vehicle’s stabilization systems to keep the car on the road. With a jerk of the wheel, he spun a hard turn toward a gap in the median.

“Warning, For Official Use Only,” reported the car’s computer. The vehicle slid through the opening and drifted into the opposite lanes, completing a bootleg turn. Horns squealed and gestures flew as northbound traffic swerved around him. He slammed the accelerator and passed them all.

“Warning,” the car monotoned, “You are exceeding the speed limit by 42%. Please Decelerate.”

“Shut up.” he yelled, scanning the highway and skies for signs of pursuit. He’d taken several hard turns, but he doubted he’d lost his pursuers that easily.

A moment later, a gold and blue police car, sirens wailing and lights flashing, confirmed his suspicion. It roared by in the southbound lanes and nearly rolled as it spun through a bootleg to pursue him.

“Phone. Shyster,” he bellowed. 

The dashboard phone chirped and began to ring.

“Randy, what do you need this time?” said a voice from the dash speaker.

“A favor, Harry, quickly.” Police lights flickered in the mirror. He swerved the car down an eastbound ramp. Ahead of him the towers of the sprawling capital glowed in the evening sky.

“Are you aware of your balance with the firm?” sighed Harry.

“Would you ask Father that, Harry?” The police lights returned to the mirror, and now there were two of them.

“Duke Randolph, and his wealth, are long gone, Randy. Be reasonable,” Harry replied.

“No time for that, old boy,” Randolph said, “I’ve police chasing me. I need them called off.”

“You’ve been to the Dens again?” asked an exasperated Harry. 

A third police car merged onto the highway and joined the pursuit.

“Just speeding,” Randolph lied, “Sort it out, Harry. Security of the Realm, ship sailing, bribes. Mother will pay.”

Harry’s voice sounded resigned. “Oh, very well –”

“You’re a gentleman and a scholar, Harry.” He punched the channel shut. “Phone. Shuttle.” 

The phone rang again and was answered. “Mosh Mosh.”

“Change in plans, I need you to come to me, on the Trans Bay Bridge, five minutes.”

“Trans Bay canceled, long time.”

“So I’ve heard. Here’s the plan....”

===

The Trans Bay Bridge

===

The couples enjoying the vista from the unfinished bridge abutment turned lovers’ lane, were startled to see a shuttle descending from the sky. Beeping and hissing, the battered craft landed among them, lowering its cargo ramp with a clang. 

Distant sirens rose to a crescendo as a string of vehicles turned onto the bridge’s access road, lights flashing from all but the stylish coupe in the lead. Scattering bystanders with a blaring horn, the coupe, the youngest son of the late Lord Randolph at the wheel, surged up the ramp and into the shuttle’s hold.

Police cars skidding to a halt behind it, the shuttle lifted off, ramp closing on the fly. With a roar of thrusters that knocked the caps from the heads of the cops emerging from their cars, the shuttle shot across the bay and vanished into the night sky.

===

The Fortune’s Bridge

===

“Captain on the Bridge!”

Reed stepped from the lift, waving the men to ease. “As you were.”

Fee was behind him, nodding approval of their new bridge. “Shiny.”

“Indeed,” Reed agreed. The twin curved rows of stations centered on the command dais were practically gleaming. Even the rows of oversized squared portholes around them sparkled. 

The First Officer, a clerkish man older than his rank suggested, stood from the center chair and turned to Reed. “Welcome aboard, Captain.”

“Good to see you, Mister Marwood,” Reed said, moving onto the command dais. “I suppose you’ve met Doctor Fee?”

“He has,” Fee said with a hint of displeasure.

“Good,” Reed said, wondering what had happened between the two while he was training. “So, Nigel, has the CAG reported in? He missed parade.”

“I, ah, believe so, sir....” Marwood returned to his pad, his bright eyes reflecting the lit screen he studied. “Yes, here it is. Commander Assault Group, Lieutenant Leonard Randolph, boarded five hours thirty-two minutes ago. Just before I sealed the locks for the ceremony.”

Reed frowned. Sealed locks or not, the CAG should have made formation. “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely, sir,” Marwood looked up with raised eyebrows. Whether he was questioning Reed’s eyesight or asking his intentions was not entirely clear. “Shall I call him to the bridge?”

“Have Mister Stahl look into it.” Reed said, hiking a thumb at his friend moving to the sensor station on the right side of the dais.

“Yes, sir,” Marwood replied, making notes on his pad.

“Make ready for departure,” Reed ordered, stepping to the front of the chair.

“Yes, sir.” Marwood moved to the operations station at the port end of the dais, sat, and resumed tapping on his pad.

Reed eased into the soft leather seat of his chair and laid his arm along the control studded rests. It was wide compared to his chair on the Speedwell, and with more features.

Fee stood at his side. “So, where are we taking this new tub of ours?”

“The Fringe,” Reed replied.

“Lovely,” Fee frowned, “Is it too late to request a transfer?”

“I’m afraid so.” Reed smiled and turned his attention to the portholes, searching the crowds moving from the Hall to the observation decks. There was not a single red feather.

Marwood swiveled toward Reed, looking down at his pad with a confused expression. “Captain, aft quarterdeck watch requests confirmation that all visitors have departed.” 

“What visitors?” Reed asked with surprise.

Marwood was already working his pad. “None logged or scheduled. The last workman left the ship at fourteen fifty-four Zed.”

“Then tell them to clear the gangway,” Reed ordered, looking forward.

“Opening night jitters?” Fee asked with a grin. 

“So it seems,” Reed nodded.

“All stations manned and ready,” Marwood reported a moment later. “The ship is ready for departure.”

“Very good,” Reed replied, “Prepare to cast off.”

Misiu burst from the lift and stormed toward Reed. 

Reed swiveled his chair, pointed at Misiu’s blue tunic, and said quietly. “You’re out of uniform, Oishi.”

“What were you doing with Lady Asami?” Misiu hissed.

“Go ashore and ask her yourself - or go change. The uniform of the day is blacks.” Reed swiveled to face the front of the bridge and spoke more loudly. “Comms, request permission from harbor control to undock and depart.”

Misiu glared, and left.

Fee whispered, “Are you trying to get him to kill you?”

“Don’t think I could take him?” Reed asked, insulted.

“Call it a hunch,” Fee responded.

“Oh, ye of little faith.” Reed looked to the sensor station, “Any traffic, Greg?”

Stahl looked to his display, “A civilian shuttle heading away aft, and two tugs standing by.”

“Let’s hope we don’t need them,” Reed replied, looking next at the young comms ensign, matching the ruddy face to a name from the list of officers he’d studied. “Well, Mister Croall?”

“Permission granted for departure via Gate One,” the young man replied.

“Let the admiral know it’s time to strike up the band.” Reed raised his voice enough to carry across the compartment. “Mister Marwood, cast off all gangways and lines, secure hatches, recover the colors and prepare to cast off moorings.”

“Yes, sir...ship is...secured...lines...away, yes.” Marwood reported, “Ready to cast off moorings.”

“Cast off moorings amidships. Helm, ready maneuvering, thrust point zero one level starboard, on my command.”

Marwood tapped his pad. “Amidships moorings away.”

Reed checked to be sure there were no signs of confusion at the command dais around him or the secondary stations along the bulkheads. The view screen at the front of the dais showed nothing alarming, and his chair consoles showed green indicators. The Fortune was ready. So was he. “Cast off all, Mister Marwood.”

“Cast off all, yes, sir.” Marwood tapped his pad, converting the displays behind him to their underway configuration. “Ship is, uh, free of the station.”

“Helm, execute,” Reed ordered.

The ship eased away from the dock. Reed leaned forward, waiting till the ship was a quarter into the harbor. “Reverse your helm.”

“Reverse helm, aye,” the Helmsman replied, “Maneuvering point zero one level port.”

Another pause as they neared the center of the channel. “All stop.”

“All stop, aye,” the Helmsman acknowledged.

Reed crossed his legs. “Thrust point zero five level ahead.”

The Fortune crept through the vacuum of the Inner Harbor, passing between the moored battleships of the Sol Squadron and their flagship, the Sovereign. Nearer the gate lay the frigates of the Inner Squadron, his home of many years. Of them, only Black Swan showed signs of life, her beacons flashing in preparation for departure.

Last among the frigates was the Speedwell, each weld and patch as familiar as his own face. Reed had expected to feel a pang of loss at this moment, but she was already a memory, another man’s ship. 

He turned his gaze to the open gate ahead.

Beyond, the stars beckoned.

===
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Chapter Two – Underway
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===

“Love Jack,” Strachan typed, closing a note to his wife. A tap sent it to the ship’s mail system, from where it would be forwarded via the archive to Earth. By breakfast she would be enjoying his observations of the rich and famous at the ceremony.

He sat back, gazing with satisfaction at Orion’s belt through the porthole. A cabin with a view! He’d have to tell her about that as well, but first things first.

He yawned and replaced the pad on his desk with a small and highly illegal paper journal. Within would be his more censorable memories, for her eyes only at the end of the cruise. He took out a pen and began to write. “I have a robot...”

His pad chirped.

He grumbled, tapping audio only. “Yes?”

“Oquendo, Captain,” reported Oquendo from his pad.

Strachan smiled. “What’s up Gunny?”

“The First Officer wants the drones' specs,” Oquendo answered.

Marwood again. “He can’t have ‘em.”

“I told him, but he wants to talk to you. Now,” Oquendo explained.

Strachan leaned back, glancing at the time. “Put him on.”

“Enjoy,” Oquendo replied, signing off.

“Good evening, Major.” Marwood sounded politely pissed the way only a Brit could. “Tell your man to send the Chief Engineer the drone specifications.”

“I can’t, Commander,” Strachan answered.

"Now see here, Augustin needs them for the damage control plan,” Marwood pressed.

“They’re ‘need to know’.” Strachan said with no small amount of satisfaction. Tidy indeed. 

“Well, I bloody need to know,” Marwood snapped.

“Couldn’t help you if I wanted to, sir,” and I don’t, Strachan didn’t say. “No one onboard has access to the battery specs, which is what I assume he's worried about since the rest is just nuts, bolts and boards.”

“Someone must have them!” Marwood declared with outrage.

“Just Ufab, sir.” Strachan explained, “The battery modules are factory sealed. We can swap them in and out, but no more.”

“Marvelous.” There was a long silence on the line, and then Marwood added, “Send Augustin a drone to examine after the jump.”

Strachan shook his head, “I can’t do that either, sir. My orders on the drones are straight from Fleet Command. You can take it up the chain if you like, but there’s nothing I can do.”

===

The Day Cabin

===

Reed stood at the aft porthole of his day cabin, staring at the dwindling dot that was Earth. 

Was Asami still on the station, or had she returned to the Enclave? He wished he was with her, wherever she was. This miserable mission was getting worse by the hour.

“Wow,” Stahl said behind him. “Are we going back?”

“There's a second signal,” Reed explained without turning.

Stahl swiped and read on silently. After a moment, he looked up, “Why would they withdraw it?”

“His family, I guess.” Reed said, turning to Stahl.

The desktop intercom chimed. 

Reed moved to the desk, “Reed here.”

“Ensign Burns, sir,” The watch officer replied, “We’re approaching the jump marker.”

“Disengage the bore drive, thrust to one gee, and deploy the jump array. Reed out.”

Stahl put the pad on the desk. “What are you going to do?”

“Until you can tell me where the CAG was during the parade, I’m not sure how much I care. Find out, tonight.”

Stahl made a sour face. It was well after midnight. “Why not ask him?”

“If he lies to me, I want to know it when he does it.”

The intercom interrupted again. “Reed here.”

“Commander Marwood on two, sir.” said the voice on the intercom.

Reed switched channels. “You’re up late, Nigel.”

“Sorry to bother, Captain,” Marwood fawned, “But our Major of Marines won’t follow my orders.”

Reed called to mind the record of the marine, a reliable man that had risen from the ranks. He hadn’t expected any difficulties from that quarter, let alone mutiny. Strachan would be ruined unless this was smoothed over. “Have you mentioned this to the Exec?”

“I can’t find him, sir,” Marwood replied.

Reed narrowed his eyes at that, what was Oishi up to? Still, better to have the Tokushu out of this. “Then tell me, what happened?”

Reed listened with growing irritation as it became clear that the ship had sailed without a damage control plan and that for some reason Strachan was preventing its completion. When Marwood finished, Reed ordered, “Get him on the line.”

“He’s on, sir,” Marwood said a second later.

“All right, Major,” Reed said, “What’s the problem?”

Reed’s annoyance shifted focus as Strachan related the ludicrous level of secrecy related to the drones. “Are you saying we have no battery specs at all?”

“Correct, sir,” Strachan confirmed, “The only thing the manual says about them is that they’re hardened, fireproof, and non-hazardous.”

“That’s reassuring,” Stahl whispered.

“And why can’t Augustin open one up?” Reed asked.

“The security on access is Fleet Command Authority, Captain,” Strachan apologized, “I can’t ignore that.”

“And neither can I,” at least not openly, Reed added to himself. “Mister Marwood, tell Mister Augustin to consider the drones inert for DC purposes.”

“But sir -” Marwood began.

“That’s enough for tonight,” Reed cut the First Officer off, “We have a jump coming up,”

===

The Midshipmen’s Berth

===

“Here you are, sir, midshipman’s berth.” The crewman flipped Akana’s bulky duffel from shoulder to deck, knuckled a salute, and was off.

Akana watched the man walk back down the corridor, the same type of light gray passage he’d seen in space vees all his life, complete with stark lighting and overhead conduits. This one, though, was real and he was in it. He wanted to be excited by that, but instead he was terrified, not of vacuum or radiation or war, but of the boys he was about to meet.

He slung the duffel and faced the door, his hand hovering over its control panel. He didn’t want to start over, to be forced to prove himself all over again. It wasn’t fair.

But that, he knew, didn’t matter.

He touched the panel and the door slid aside, unleashing a foul stench that wrinkled his nose. Gaijin.

A dozen men and boys sat at the long table in the middle of the compartment. A like number could be seen behind half drawn curtains of the tiered bunks that crowded the bulkheads. 

“Don’t just stand there,” called a muscular man at the near end of the table. “Come here so we can have a look at you.”

The man shook his head disapprovingly as Akana approached. “Looks like you’ll be the runt of the litter.”

Akana stared back. 

“How old are you?” asked the muscular man.

“Fourteen,” Akana replied, rounding up.

“Don’t lie to me,” countered the muscular man.

“I’ll be fourteen next month,” Akana admitted.

“That’s better,” the man looked at his companions, basking in his victory, before turning back to Akana. “Do you have any money?”

Akana nodded.

“Good, sit down. This is Gavin, he’s a new buttercup, like you, and this big pup is Smiley.”

Gavin nodded, wide eyed, while the larger of the two boys extended a hand. “Reg Weston.”

“Smiley,” the first man insisted as Akana and Weston shook, “And that’s Jenkins from the Success and this great brute is my mate, Stevens. We’re from the old Minotaur. You’ll call me Mister King.”

The intercom chimed. “Jump warning. Clear outer decks, all hands below. All hands standby to jump. Jump warning.”

Akana winced. Home was about to become impossibly far away.

“What do we do?” Gavin asked nervously.

“Play.” King began to deal the cards, sliding some towards an empty seat. “So what do we call you, runt?”

Akana nodded, “My name is Koa Akana.”

“I believe I like Runt better. Put your money on the table and I’ll think about it.”

“I’m not allowed to gamble,” Akana explained.

King pointed at his white shirt sleeve. “If I had my tunic on, Runt, I’d have one thin gold stripe right there. Any idea what that’d mean?”

“Senior Midshipman?” Akana guessed.

“Exactly so, and that outranks your bare black sleeve with its lonely buttercup of a button. So, when I say put your money on the table, you do it, or I’ll beat some respect into you.”

Akana bristled at the challenge and just as quickly calmed himself. He didn’t want to repeat the mistakes he’d made at the Temple. He was going to have friends here. He put down his bag and sat. “I don’t have much.”

“Then it won’t take long to lose it.” King cackled at his own joke, echoed by Jenkins and Stevens, continuing to deal the hand. “So, where you been?”

Akana had been with Master Misiu, helping with the installation of surveillance routines into the ship’s computer. He could hardly share that information and expect to gain friends, so he offered the lie he’d been given to tell, “I was lost.”

King laughed again and nudged Stevens. “Wandering around the ship all the way from Earth to the jump marker? Silly pup.”

“Damned silly pup!” Stevens agreed.

“Did we jump already?” Gavin asked with alarm.

“You’ll know when we jump.” King put down the deck. “Pot’s ten dee. Five card draw. Bet’s to you, Runt.”

“You’ll be sorry!” someone called.

“He won’t be the only one if you don’t shut your mouth, Biggs!” King barked, picking up his cards. More quietly he said, “They think I don’t know them by voice yet, but I do.”

“All of them?” Gavin asked, astonished.

“Of course. Unlike you three pups, we’ve been sweating in the builders dock for months, fitting out the ship so our pretty captain can sashay up here and take all the credit. Now bet, Runt.”

An agitator. Akana mentally filed the information away for his Master while studying the cards. He furrowed his brow at the unfamiliar symbols. “What are the rules?”

King smiled. “You’ll pick it up as we go. Put another tenner in the pot. Gavin?” 

“When do we jump?” Gavin asked.

“When we get to the jump point. Now bet.”

“I call?” Gavin said tentatively.

“Good lad.” King nodded and pointed to the pot. “Smiley?”

Weston laid his cards down. “Fold.”

King frowned. “You can’t learn if you don’t play, kid.”

Stevens frowned. “Yea. Play Smiley.”

Weston shook his head. “I fold.”

“A card shark, eh?” King curled his lip in disdain. “Alright, then, put your money in Jenkins.”

Jenkins tossed ten in without comment, as did Stevens. 

King shoved his note into the pot and picked up the deck. He looked knowingly at Akana. “I assume you want to sit tight, Runt? No cards?”

Akana shrugged. “I guess so.”

“Well played.” King smiled. “Pat hand, Gavin? Good lad. Jenkins?”

Jenkins took two, Stevens three. 

King dealt himself just one and smiled even more broadly. “Betting time. Want to fold Runt? Or would you rather throw another tenner away?”

Akana sighed. Twenty dee was a lot of money, but another ten was even more. He began to put the cards down.

“Mind if I look, son?”

The man standing over Akana’s shoulder had a receding hairline and a bulbous nose laced with tiny red veins. He looked ancient.

King protested, “Now hold on, Foster. That’s not cricket.”

“Neither is rolling a couple kids.” The man replied, holding a massive hand out to Akana, “Now give those here.”

Akana handed the cards over, asking, “Are you a senior midshipman too?”

“Used to be,” King half smiled.

The older man ignored the comment, looking instead at the cards and saying, “Name’s Martin Foster.”

Jenkins pantomimed a man drinking. Stevens snickered.

Foster didn’t seem to notice. He handed the cards back. “Bet twenty.”

King slapped the table with the palm of his hand. “See here, Foster –”

“I see well enough, King.” Foster scowled; his hands curled into great fists. “Do you?”

The intercom chimed again, a shriller note than before. “Attention to Orders. Midshipman King, report with three men to Commander Augustin, Upper Fore Lock, at the double.”

“Damn!” King stood up and pointed at the table. “Nobody touches a card or coin. You three pups up with me. Stevens, watch the money.”

Foster looked alarmed. “They’re not ready for the rigging!”

King was pulling on his tunic as he hurried to the door. “They’ll pick it up as they go.”

“Remember their beacons!” Foster called after him.

===

The Bridge

===

“These windows are a nice touch,” Fee said behind Reed, “Assuming you prefer as little as possible between you and the cold vacuum of space.”

Reed turned away from the line of portholes at the front of the bridge and smiled. “Oh, hey Doc. Relax, it’s armored polymer something and certified nearly as safe as the hull.”

“Nearly,” Fee said in an ominous tone before holding out one of the steaming cups he held, “Here.”

“Thanks.” Reed took the coffee and returned to staring out at the bow. He could see movement there, finally, one of the deck party swinging out from the extended bowsprit to hang from the upper outrigger. Hanging as the spacer was against the thrust of the ship, Reed mainly saw shoe soles from this angle, but he was used to it. In a moment the rest should follow, and the repairs would begin.

“Trouble?” Fee asked over his cup.

Reed shrugged. “A bad conduit test.”

“Are we doomed?” Fee asked with a grin.

Reed shook his head, “Only to wait.”

“Ah, your forte.” Fee said, the grin growing into a smug smile.

Reed ignored the jibe, focused on the figure hanging from the outrigger. Why wasn't the man moving? Where were the others?

Fee tipped his mug toward the bow. “Shame you can’t hang tassels on it.”

Reed’s frown transformed into a quizzical smile. “What?”

Fee pointed, “Don’t tell me that doesn’t look like a parasol.”

“The jump array?” Reed looked at the rigging deployed around the bow of his ship. “You’ve seen one before, Doc.”

“Not like that monstrosity,” Fee insisted, “Our old one was nicer, smaller.”

“Bigger ship. If the rigging isn't as wide as the ship’s booms and as tall as the superstructure, we don’t jump.”

"Well,” Fee huffed, “It looks like an umbrella frame."

“Hmm,” Reed grunted. Even if the foremasts and outriggers around the bow did resemble runners and ribs, and the bowsprit a haft, there was no reason to admit it. “Shouldn’t you be napping? I don't want my doctor fainting on the bridge.”

“I took a pill. Thought you'd like company taking her through the rabbit hole for the first time.” Fee motioned with his mug again. "Assuming she’s going to make it?”

“Oh, she’ll jump just fine.” Reed sipped his coffee. “If Augustin gets below in time we won’t even slow down.”

“What does that mean?” Fee asked surprised.

“If he takes too long, we’ll have to coast,” Reed explained, “Maybe even go around.”

“Wait - are we still under thrust?” Fee looked aghast, “With men outside the dampeners?”

“It’s good training, Doc.” Reed said calmly.

“For what? Dying?”

===

The Bowsprit

===

“I don’t have all day, lad.” Augustin snarled as he hung from the zip line a few meters away, his transmitted voice tinny inside Akana’s suit helmet. “Step off.”

Akana, standing on the edge of the bowsprit platform, couldn’t do it. With nothing visible other than the outstretched frames of the outriggers over his head and the platform under his feet, he felt like he was on a precipice in space. Another step would kill him.

He’d died in enough simulations to know. 

What had been frustrating in virtuality was terrifying now. He was hundreds of real meters above a real ship, under actual acceleration. If he fell, that too would be real.

“Come toward me.” Commander Augustin’s voice was in his ear again. “Don’t look down.”

Akana felt every eye in the party on him. A rating named Pell was smirking beside him at the number two line. Weston, behind Pell, was waiting too. They, King, even Gavin would think him a coward if he didn’t take the step. But his feet were frozen in place.

He nervously shifted the heavy coil of replacement conduit on his shoulder. Its figure eight shape was as long as he was, the bottom loop banging against his ankles. He’d nearly tripped on it already. That hadn’t helped his nerves.

“Now,” Augustin urged.

He tried a mantra, took a deep breath, and centered his thoughts on the drill he’d trained. Check the lanyard and safety line secured to his suit, check the overhead zip line they were attached to, ship under thrust so set the zip motor gear to neutral, grip brake, set to manual, toe the step off, release brake, don’t look down....

Akana looked down. The long foredeck was visible now, a sheer cliff beneath him ending in the distant turrets and the hard face of the bridge.

He put a foot behind him.

“Wrong way, sir.” Crewman Pell said, pushing.

===

The Bridge

===

Fee pointed through the porthole. “What’s that?”

Reed lowered his coffee cup. “What’s what?”

Fee gasped, “Dear God!”

Reed saw it now, something tumbling from the bowsprit. In a blur it fell the length of the foredeck, caromed off the glacis of B turret, and shot toward him.

Fee ducked. “Get down!”

The glass rang with the impact.

Fee stood up, his eyes wide. There was nothing on the glass, not even a scratch. Fee leaned close and looked up and down. “Where’d he go?”

“Calm yourself, Doctor.” Reed turned for his command chair. “Comms, get me Augustin on a private channel, now.”
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===

The Bowsprit

===

Augustin, still hanging from the zip line, sounded furious. “That was the Captain, and he’s not happy. No more screw ups.”

Akana, now hanging a meter away on the same line, couldn’t trust himself to speak without sobbing. If Pell hadn’t pushed him, he wouldn’t have dropped the coil. It wasn’t fair.

“Now let's get to it. Look up there. Point your light at the conduit up there, Akana,” Augustin said. “Do you see it? Tucked against the inside of the outrigger, all the way up.”

Akana nodded. The conduit was the key to converting the imperfection in space called a jump point into a usable wormhole. As such the outrigger was built around it, making the flexible black line impossible to miss. He centered his helmet light on it.

“Good. Now keep it lit and follow me.” Augustin began to slide down the zip line hanging beneath the outrigger.

Reluctantly, Akana released the tether brake over his head and began to slide as well. Too fast! He adjusted his grip till he matched Augustin’s speed. It took all of his concentration.

Augustin stopped not long after. “There's the problem, right up there.”

Akana applied the brake just in time to avoid a collision. Gavin slid up behind him. On the two line, Pell and the others stopped to Akana’s side.

Augustin reached up, switching his lanyard and then tether to a lifeline on the outrigger’s steel frame. Pulling himself into the outrigger, he climbed to the conduit three meters above. There he tapped a scored coupler. “This one. Akana, Gavin, up here. Pell, check the rest of the rig.”

Pell’s team slid away, leaving Akana staring at the huge gap between the zip line above him and the outrigger further over his head. Climbing into the outrigger meant switching his safety and lanyard, all on his own.

“You first,” Gavin said. 

Akana looked over his shoulder and saw his own fear reflected in the other boy’s eyes. Somehow, that helped. He forced a reply, “Follow me.”

Akana unhooked his tether, stretched for the lifeline, and missed.

The gap was too far, he couldn’t reach.

He was going to have to climb on top of the zip line. To do that, he’d have to untether first.

Augustin was opening the defective coupler with a small drill. “What’s the delay, gentlemen?”

Akana tried again, straining, but it was too far.

“Hop to it!” Augustin put out an open hand. “New coupler!”

Akana jerked into motion, unhooking the tether, his last connection to the ship, swinging a leg over the line. He reached up, stretching toward the outrigger. 

He just reached, clicking his tether to the lifeline overhead.

With a sigh of relief, he hooked on the lanyard as well and climbed.

“Coupler,” Augustin waited with hand extended.

Akana detached the device, an oversized clamp, from his suit and handed it to the engineer.

Augustin fit the new coupler around the loose conduit end, “Akana use your drill to tighten the coupler there.”

Akana detached the drill he had hanging from his belt. It wasn’t easy. Everything was weightless in the sim. Here, the real thing weighed five kilos if it weighed a gram.

He dropped it.

The drill hit Gavin square in the face plate two meters below. Caught in the midst of switching tethers, the boy toppled backwards and fell from the outrigger.

Shocked, Akana watched it all in slow motion, the Hajime augment embedded in his brain triggering in the emergency, replacing panic with urgency and clarity.

Gavin had only one chance.

Akana flipped to point his head toward the ship below, releasing his harnesses as he did so, and kicked off from the outrigger.

He shot downwards, catching Gavin’s ankle just as the zip line brushed past his own back. Bending his legs, he caught the wire behind his knees as he knew he would.

The pain, however, was a surprise. The wire dug into his suit. The sudden deceleration stretched every fiber of his body. His grip slipped from Gavin’s ankle, caught again at the instep, and held.

Far below, the drill bounced off the bridge and spun into space.

––––––––
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===

The Yacht 

===

Bergman swirled the tumbler in his hand, staring out the porthole of his yacht. When the fire of reentry there was replaced by blue sky, he turned to his desk. It had been a night to celebrate, but the night was long over. He tapped the console. “Coffee.”

It was Kragg, not the steward, who appeared in the door. “The Fortune has jumped.”

Bergman swiveled to face his assistant. “And Lady Narihito?”

“Returned to the Enclave, secluded in her chambers.” Kragg reported.

“Good,” Berman said, pleased, “She’ll be vulnerable now, abandoned.”

Kragg tipped his head. “Your scheme has worked brilliantly.”

“Just as you predicted,” Bergman clarified, “Marrying into the Enclave will be far more profitable than anything I’ve done before.”

“Indeed, sir,” Kragg said, looking thoughtful, “Though it occurred to me that so much more might be achieved.”

Bergman narrowed his gaze over the glass. “Such as?”

“It would be risky,” Kragg frowned, looked for permission to sit, and took a seat on the edge of the sofa when it was nodded to him. “Very risky.”

Bergman leaned forward. “Get to the point.”

“Power,” Kragg explained, “Real power.” 

“I have power, Mister Kragg,” Bergman replied dismissively. 

“Not all of it,” Kragg countered.

“Alright, I’m intrigued,” Bergman said, “Go on.”

“People would have to die,” Kragg cautioned.

Bergman’s eyes narrowed, “Who?”

“The Chairmanship is traditionally a hereditary post, yes?” Kragg asked in reply.

“They’ll elect one this time, with no male heir,” Bergman answered, “They’ll never give it to Asami.”

“But you’re male,” Kragg said.

“I don’t follow,” Bergman said.

“As her husband, you could assume the Chair as regent for Lady Asami,” Kragg explained.

Bergman paused before replying. “Being a foreigner would be no more acceptable than being a woman.”

Kragg smiled, “Not if they’re afraid.”

“What could the wealthiest people in the Realm possibly fear?” Bergman asked with suspicion.

“Revolution.” Kragg answered.

“By whom?” Bergman asked, now intrigued.

“America,” Kragg said.

Bergman seemed disappointed, “There’s no more unrest at home than usual.”

“That can be changed,” Kragg said.

Bergman’s disappointment turned into confusion, “Who would want that?”

“President James,” Kragg answered, “The press. People beholden to you.”

Bergman sat back and shook his head. “All very interesting, but Narihito is a hundred years from his maker at least.”

Kragg smiled again.

“Not necessarily.”

===

The Day Cabin

===

“Enter,” Reed said to the intercom. 

The door to his day cabin slid aside, and Fee entered.

“Good morning, Doc,” Reed said in greeting.

“Top of the morning to you, sir.” Fee sat and poured a cup of coffee from the pot on the desk. “How do you like the new digs?”

“It’s roomy.” Reed smiled over his own cup. “I can only imagine what my quarters look like.” 

“You should sublet.” He waved his cup at the image on Reed’s display. “What’s that you’re working on? A cookie?”

“Yes. The Sovereign had those paintings of emperors and kings in the wardrooms and messes. I thought it would be inspiring to do something here based on our ship name.”

“If you like theme parks.” Fee raised his eyebrows doubtfully. “So a painting of a fortune cookie in the Fortune’s wardroom? And what, fuzzy dice hanging from the bridge viewer?”

“You see the dilemma. The only fortune related art I can find is from the Great Twenty-One. Everyone is crying, dreary.”

“What do you expect from what my great granny used to call the Great Lie? There wasn’t anything good about it, let alone great.”

“Doc, I know you’re from a long line of anarchists, but please don’t share that with Misiu. I’d miss you.”

“You’d still have Stahl.” Fee took a sip of coffee, grimaced, and lowered the cup. “By the way, did you know three of his minions have minors in alien studies?”

Reed shook his head and returned to scrolling the display.

“Well, they do. Harred’s is in something called First Contact Strategies, whatever that means.”

“I took that. Intro to ET,” Reed smiled, “Cake course.”

“I’m serious. Is there something I ought to know?” Fee asked.

“Don’t lose sleep over it,” Reed replied, “The first thing they teach you is the math suggests there aren’t any ETs because there aren’t any.”

“Well, I’m telling you right now. I’m not doing any damned alien autopsies.” Fee scowled for a moment over his cup and sighed. “I should have taken McKee’s offer and transferred to the Swiftsure. Which reminds me, did he send a package?”

“If you’re working for whiskey again, Fran stiffed you.” Reed smiled. “But I think I can make up for it.”

“Better be good,” Fee declared, “He whines worse than you do.”

“I don’t whine,” Reed denied.

“Uh huh.” Fee took a sip of coffee.

The intercom chimed softly, and a light appeared on the door panel.

“Speak of the Devil.” Reed flipped the channel open. “Reed here.”

“Lieutenant Randolph, sir,” responded the intercom.

“Enter,” Reed said.

The CAG, a good looking young man of middling height in an impeccably tailored uniform, came in, and snapped to parade ground attention. “Lieutenant Randolph reporting as ordered, sir.”

Noting the young man’s disinterested blue eyes, petulant lips and jutting chin, Reed stared at Randolph in silence. He waited for the man to blink twice before asking, “Where were you during the ceremony last night, Mister Randolph?”

The eyes narrowed under suddenly furrowed brows. Reed could almost see the scheme brewing behind them.

“Well...I....” Randolph stammered.

Reed reached under his desk and placed an ornate crystal bottle of dark amber liquid on the desktop. “Care to guess where this was found?”

Randolph’s chin dropped under an open mouth. “I...I can explain, sir.”

“You can explain smuggling a sports car onto the ship?” Reed asked.

“Well -” Randolph began. 

“Not to mention its arrival via tramp taxi?” Reed added. 

“Yes, about that -” Randolph explained.

Reed held up a
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