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Dedication

To Travis S. Taylor, Ph.D.
A great scientist, an equally great writer and an all around good guy.
One day I hope I can tell him this in person.
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Chapter One

The control room aboard COESS liner Carlsbad differed from that of a military warship in that the weapons alcove was one of the smaller sections. COESS liners were armed just heavily enough to make a pirate ship think twice, supposing there was one lurking along its customary circuit of colony worlds, those claimed by COESS, the Confederation of English-Speaking States. A pirate ship was a doubtful proposition, though. The few real pirates operated farther out where planets were just being settled and defenses were haphazard at best.
Travis Callahan, Carlsbad's XO had plenty of room to work but at the moment he was gazing at one of the star-speckled screens being displayed in the control room. He was doing so more to keep his temper in check than anything else. A clandestine look at his last performance evaluation had him seething inside and blind to any data that might be gleaned from the array of stars. The screen was only a representation, not a real-time view of the area Carlsbad was passing through but it kept his gaze away from Captain Gordon, even though he was very much aware of his superior. The captain was sitting sharp-eyed and alert in his customary spot and surveying his domain like an old rooster incapable of doing much other than look mean and quarrelsome. The perpetual frown he wore spoiled his otherwise handsome face. The rooster analogy isn't really apt, Travis thought. Samuel Gordon isn't that old and he's noting every move I make. He's just possessive of his position and doesn't intend to help me or anyone else advance with COESS Lines for fear of being replaced as captain by an underling one day.
Travis thought his fear was silly because a good part of the reason the man had advanced to captain in the first place was due to an uncle on the COESS board of directors. He had enough influential backing that he never need worry. Nevertheless Gordon's fear was there, an impediment to his hope of one day captaining the Carlsbad or another of the big liners. He had just about lost hope of Gordon ever giving him or anyone else in the line of command more than a satisfactory performance rating. Even so, he was convinced he'd become a captain one way or another, even if he had to outlive his contrary superior to do it. Still, he couldn't help but brood sometimes. But then he'd shake his head, tell himself the universe wasn't fair and go on doing his job as best he could with Gordon hovering in the control room sixteen hours a day. The man was a control freak besides being scared. Travis was concerned that one day he'd crack completely and do harm to himself and his ship.
"Relax, Travis,” Gordon said sharply, startling him out of his muse. “You look as if you've lost your last friend. If you intend to run a ship one day instead of staying an executive officer, you have to project a sense of confidence."
"Yes, sir,” Travis said obediently but inside he fumed with resentment. How in hell was he supposed to project confidence when the bastard insisted on doing everything himself or looking over the shoulder of whomever was on duty? He never let anyone get hands-on experience in running the ship, not that he thought he needed it all that much himself. It was mostly a matter of coordinating other persons’ actions such as Sissy Coffeehouse, the astrogator or James Terrell, the chief engineer. But it would be nice to pull a duty shift once without the nitpicking or without having the captain minutely check every single thing he did backward and forward and often as not remonstrate with him over issues a neophyte cadet wouldn't have quarreled with. And to think he was stuck with the man indefinitely unless his request for a transfer went through. That was unlikely since Gordon had to approve it and anyway, headquarters didn't usually grant a crossways transfer until three circuits of a run had been completed. He was only on his second on this one as XO, a total of a year and a half, although it felt as if he'd been working for Gordon forever. It was a situation made for brooding and lately Travis had been doing a lot of it. Or working out his frustration with Cathy Meekins in the privacy of her stateroom in bouts of sex that let him forget the captain for a while.
He even felt bad about that. Cathy was nice enough but she wasn't overly ambitious and seemed content to spend her career on this one ship on the same run. She even hinted a while back that they should do it together since she wasn't in the line of command. He didn't feel that way at all and tried to discourage her from such speculation. At the same time the situation with her and with Captain Gordon wasn't quite bad enough to make him quit and start over in a different field. In fact, he was getting almighty tired of her and probably she was of him, lately. It was possible to start over, he knew. He had the money for prolong treatment and new worlds were being opened for immigration all the time. He was in good physical condition and not bad looking even if his rust-colored hair did insist on adhering to its ingrained genetic disposition to grow in that odd color and with an uncontrollable cowlick. Some days he thought a new beginning might be the answer. A new life on a new world, but ... hell, he liked spacing, traveling and learning about new places, especially since his transfer from Bongo and promotion to executive officer of Carlsbad. Remaining in one place would probably prove too confining. If it just weren't for the man sitting across from him...
Travis continued with the routine transfer of watch duties while the captain followed his every move. He deliberately took his time about it, working off some of his frustration by going slow when he knew Gordon wanted to leave. He knew the man would stay until he was finished, no matter how long it took. On the other hand, if he delayed too long it might goad Gordon into giving him a worse evaluation next time. He sighed silently and completed the routine then took the control room clipboard from Gordon.
"Thank you, XO,” the captain said. “You have control."
"Yes, sir,” Travis answered as cheerfully as he could. He followed Gordon with his eyes until he was gone and the hatch sealed behind him.
"You shouldn't irritate him like that, Travis,” Sissy said. She smiled faintly, knowing almost exactly what he was thinking.
"Yeah, I know but damn it, I get so ... frustrated sometimes. One of these days..."
"One of these days he'll be retired and you'll have a ship of your own. In the meantime, shall we take a new set of sights?"
He glanced at the chronometer. “Yep, it's about time. Mind if I line up the numbers for you?"
"Sure. I love watching you screw up."
"Hah. No way.” He began downloading data from the astronomical compensator that converted sights taken during the microseconds they were in normal space into data curves. Those in turn were translated to numerical assumptions that told them how closely aligned to their predetermined course they were.
But a few minutes later he began to wonder about Sissy's remark. Maybe he had screwed up. He stared at the figures representing the latest astrogational sights and compared them to the previous ones. They deviated and it wasn't by a small factor, either. In fact, they weren't even close. He glanced over at the main screen. It told him nothing since he wasn't an astronomer and it changed every few seconds anyway. But the figures...
"Sissy! Take a look here!” he said, trying to keep his voice down to a normal volume.
"What is it?” She leaned over his shoulder and read the numbers from the flat screen at the astrogation desk, needing only seconds to see what had taken him minutes to discern.
"Holy shit!” she said under her breath. “Someone's playing a joke on us. Or you really did screw up!"
"I promise I didn't do anything wrong, Sissy."
She glanced at the main screen and gasped. “Move over!” She pushed him away and slid into the vacant seat as he stood up. She began taking the sights over again from scratch.
Travis glanced around the control room. So far no one else had noticed. Johannsen, the weapons officer had picked up a reader once the captain departed and had his nose practically buried in it. James Terrell had left an apprentice engineering officer on watch and the youngster was across the room reading gauges and playing with figures from the engine room. They were as good as alone. He looked over Sissy's shoulder just as she had been doing to him a minute earlier and hoped whatever had gone wrong was simply a glitch in a recorder and not a problem with the drive. Or not something he had done wrong, although he didn't know how that could be. He hadn't done anything other than record figures. And the way she had gasped and turned pale when she looked at the main screen...
Sissy quickly killed his wish for it to be a recording problem.
"Jimmy!” she said loudly to get the attention of the apprentice engineer.
"Huh?” He looked up from where he had been observing energy fluctuations from the main impeller on a series of gauges and comparing them to optimum. It was an exacting task and he had been totally lost in it.
"Get Chief Terrell up here! No, call him and have him check the inconstant readings first and then come up."
"What's wrong, Sissy?"
"Goddamn it, just do like I asked!"
His young face flamed red but he did as he was told. A moment later he looked back at Sissy.
"He's on his way. He said nothing is wrong down there. What is it?"
"I don't know. Travis, you'd better get the captain back up here, too.” Her voice was calmer when she spoke, as if accepting the situation. In the same tone of voice but softly, she said to Travis, “We're way off course. It must have happened right after our last readings, but ... damn it, the computer should have alerted us immediately. And who pays attention to the damn screen while we're in and out of inconstant space?"
"I'll call the electronics officer,” Travis said. “Maybe there's a reason for it failing to sound an alarm. Not that it will matter now, but it may in the future.” He busied himself for a few minutes talking to Timothy Effers, the man who was responsible for the ship's computers and in conjunction with the chief engineer, all the ship's electronic nerves. Ordinarily Effers had little to do. The main computer was almost all solid state with little to go wrong, but some of the ancillary systems occasionally went awry.
"Anything?” Sissy asked, taking in both Travis and Jimmy. She was stymied. She knew they were way off course but was unable to do anything about it immediately. Once the desired destination was locked into the guiding quantum inconstants controlling the impellers, it required a tedious and time-consuming process to institute a change. Once underway between gravity wells, spaceships weren't supposed to drift off course. No, they weren't supposed to go wildly off course the way they had done. God knows where we are by now, she thought. And any change now would have to be done carefully or it might compound the problem beyond salvation. It was almost certainly past the stage where any corrections could be made, but she didn't dare try anything without the chief engineer and captain present and without knowing exactly what was wrong. She felt her pulse racing and hoped the way she felt wasn't reflected in her face or her actions. She was scared, really scared for the first time in her life.
James Terrell entered the control room. He was a short blocky man with a dour disposition but exacting in his work and intolerant of mistakes. He strode directly to where Sissy was still examining her figures and bringing up a presumed plot of their changed course.
"Show me,” he said with no preliminaries.
"Here. It must have started right after the last readings because those were right to five decimal places. Then the next check showed this.” She presented the figures. “And here's the best plot I can gauge from the changed parameters. I doubt very seriously if it's anywhere close to right, though."
"Good God and Satan take us!” He wasn't an astrogator but by bent of his position had to know something about it. “Jimmy! Have you done anything?"
"No, sir!"
"What in hell ... Sissy, the impellers are working perfectly. It's got to be in the computer controlling the quantum inconstants. Didn't the alarm sound when we went off course?"
"No, and that's what's so strange. I didn't dare try to do anything until we knew where the problem lies."
"Is Tim on the way?” she asked Travis.
"He told me he's running activity checks and would notify us as soon as he finished."
As if the statement had activated the com, it began flashing for attention. He answered it.
"Control. XO here."
"Where's the captain?"
"On the way. What do you have?"
"One whole bank of the fourth quadrant computer boards are fried. I don't know why. And that's affected the two adjacent quadrants. The inconstant factors governed by the computer have spun way out of control and God knows where we are now! You'd better try to shut down before ... no, hold on..."
A sound of muttered voices filled the silence in the control room as electronics techs talked back and forth then Timothy Effers came back. His voice was beginning to shake. “Yeah, that's all we can do. Shut down as soon as you can and hope to God we don't come out in the Andromeda Galaxy ... or worse."
* * * *

If I didn't like to amuse myself with gadgets and tools, I'd be bored to death, Sandy Johnson thought. After all, how long does it take for four techs to run routine checks on the four missile pods and the two laser cannon housings of a COESS liner? Even opening the panel covers of the sixteen missiles and the cannons once a week and running them through the standard pre-fire electronics and mechanical routines to make sure they were in perfect operating condition still left free time when on duty. Of course Mister Terrell always had little odd jobs to keep the weapons techs partially occupied and Mister Jorgenson liked to design new software problems and war games for practice and that helped some. Lately he'd been putting the Islamic Empire in the games as bad guys rather than Russia or Brazil and that made it fun. But still...
When she enlisted in the COESS Merchant Marine Force she had thought it would be exciting. It took only one circuit of the colonies the huge liners serviced to disillusion her. It was about as exciting as a game of checkers. Even the chance to see other worlds besides earth wasn't what she had imagined. Most ports of call were brief, leaving little chance to get beyond the well-nigh interchangeable bars, restaurants, souvenir shops and bawdy houses catering to the crews of civilian liners and the occasional military warship. As for long-term romance, who wanted to get serious with colonists or the like when you couldn't possibly see them again for a year and almost certainly not then? And the crew members were either married couples or too old or officers and the ones who weren't didn't impressed her much. Sometimes she thought she should have gone into the army like the twins, Tom and Jerry Smith. They were PFCs in an infantry company going out to replace another that was finishing up its tour and ready to come home to earth. They would have a chance to really get to know another world. The army had found it was cheaper to hire the COESS ships for transportation of small units instead of relying on their own troop transports. Those were reserved for exchanging battalion or brigade-sized formations or for mass movements in case of war. Thankfully, that wasn't necessary at the present time and hadn't been since the three major powers came to a loose agreement concerning spheres of influence. After all, there were enough earth-type planets in just the spiral arm to keep the colonial services of earth busy for decades to come, possibly centuries. The Islamic Empire made a lot of noises about war but so far that was all it had been, just noise. They'd been doing that ever since the oil supplies began running out and their influence waned. And they, too, were busy with colonies, just like the other powers and COESS.
Sandy closed the last panel and backed out of the cramped portside missile space, glad that she could release her long brown tresses from the band she'd confined them in while working. She shook out her hair, locked up behind herself and headed back to the work station. Lawrence Tanner was waiting there to relieve her. He was a light brown color and not too bad looking but so far, he hadn't shown any interest in her.
"Hi, Sandy,” he said. “Exciting day?"
"Yep. I broke a fingernail on that sticky number four latch on the port cannon. I thought I'd fixed the damn thing but it bit me anyway."
"I'll look at it. Uh..."
"Something else?” She waited expectantly.
"No, guess not."
She thought he had intended to ask her something personal. She stood for a moment longer but he said nothing further. She shrugged. “Lots of luck with the cannon latch. I think a little gremlin is hiding behind it.” She tapped her time into the station clipboard, punched in her code and handed it over to him.
Tanner glanced perfunctorily at it. She knew he knew it was good.
"There wasn't anything wrong, as usual. I'm going to grab a shower and hit the chow line."
"You'll be sorry,” he said with a grin.
"Aren't we always?” It was a standard jibe but truth to tell, the food wasn't that bad. If the cooks would learn a little more about seasoning, she'd have no complaint. Of course in that case, someone else would be sure to complain about over-seasoned food. With close to a thousand persons aboard, she figured they probably tried for a happy medium.
After eating she left the main dining room and headed for her tiny stateroom. That was one good thing about the COESS Merchant Marines Service. A body could have a little privacy, unlike in the military transport ships the twins told her about where only officers and NCOs had staterooms. The army company being transported this run were assigned rooms though, albeit no bigger than closets and the lower ranking soldiers like the twins had to double up.
As she shucked her coveralls and undergarments, Sandy began wondering if either of the twins were off duty. They were fun even if they were ten years younger than her. Both were mature beyond their years, and appeared to have at least a few things on their minds other than sex. Not that she had anything against sex but the twins already had definite goals for their future, intending to use the bonus money and savings from their army hitches to go to school. They wanted to become xenoscientists of some kind, although the particular specialty was still rather fuzzy. Tom thought he'd like to study comparative genetics while Jerry favored the gross aspects of xenofauna when it could be defined as such. Either of them would do for the evening if they were free. Or possibly both. She thought idly of that scenario and wondered what their reaction might be if she brought it up. Maybe a little liquor would help move it along. She smiled to herself at the fantasy and stepped into the shower. It wouldn't do to get serious with either of them but anything to alleviate the boredom of the eternal weapons routine. Too bad Lance didn't seem interested but since he wasn't, the twins were and they were definitely eager to please.
* * * *
An engineering tech spoke to his girlfriend in the hydroponics section. An electron chaser was told nothing much was wrong but knew his boss was worried. The captain was seen running hurriedly from his cabin toward the control room when he should have been walking. A ship is akin to a living organism in many ways. When something goes awry in one department, it often affects another and even when not, its officers and crew tend to talk. By the time Captain Gordon arrived in the control room and was apprised of the situation, word was already spreading that the ship was off course. Rumors began building and became exaggerated in the telling and retelling but that was only the beginning.
* * * *
"What in hell happened here?” Captain Gordon demanded to know. His normally controlled voice was suffused with barely suppressed fear that manifested itself in an expression of anger.
"Apparently a whole bank of computer boards failed and threw us off course, sir,” Travis told him, noting as he did that Gordon must be afraid. A tic he had never seen before was working beside his right eye. His mouth was shut in a thin tight line and his jaw muscles were knotted as if he were gritting his teeth.
He prepared himself for an explosion from the captain but even his wildest thoughts hadn't prepared him for what followed.
"Who's responsible for it?! Who caused the failure?! By God, I'll have him in irons all the way back to earth!"
"Sir, there's no time for that now. We have to try to find out where we are and see if we can even get back to earth,” Sissy said. Her voice was level but Travis saw that she was both angry and almost as afraid as the captain. Unlike him, she was doing her best not to let it show. Only knowing her as well as he did allowed him to see how upset she was. Not that he blamed her. He was afraid, too.
Gordon turned his rage and fear on her. “Did you do it?! Were you responsible?!” His voice was loud but not loud enough to hide the frightened tremor that marred his outrage.
"No, sir, I was not. As I said—"
"I don't care! I want to know who did this!"
A dead silence greeted his statement. Travis saw him scanning the control room and looking for a culprit while the ship continued its headlong flight, unpowered but still moving at its last velocity before going inconstant. He felt sick at the way Gordon was handling the crisis, looking for blame rather than taking action.
"Well?” His voice was loud and threatening.
Travis tried to answer honestly. “Sir, when the computer went down it caused the inconstant factors to spin way beyond where they should have been. The alarm didn't sound so we had no way of knowing until the scheduled check. We've shut down the computer and impellers until Mister Effers can rig up something we can depend on,"
The captain glared at him. His mouth trembled with unvoiced fury.
"Sir, may I suggest we try to determine where we are while that's going on, if we can?"
"Good God!” Gordon yelled and turned his wrath on Sissy again. “Coffeehouse, do you mean to tell me you don't even know where the ship is right now?!"
"That's right, Captain. I'm trying to figure it out, but with the main computer down, I'm having to rely on the control room backups and I'm not even certain they're accurate. They should have kicked in when the main computer went down and sounded an alarm. They didn't, and the inconstants kept spinning with nothing to control them. Nothing ... at ... all.” The slow rendition of her last statement told everyone how horrified she was.
"You mean we have no reliable computer?!” Gordon practically screamed the words.
"I don't know yet, Captain,” she answered in a steady tone of voice, a decided contrast from Gordon's screech. “I'm proceeding on the basis that the backups up here are okay and somehow they simply failed to come online when they should have. Mister Effers booted them up manually for us to work with while he's trying to route around the failed boards. That's the last word we had from him. But, Captain, we're...” She nodded toward the screen. “I don't see any landmarks. I don't recognize the part of the galaxy we're in and that's if we're even in our own galaxy!” She didn't say it, but most of the control room crew knew they might not even be in the same universe.
"Goddamn it, you blond-haired bitch! You're going to pay for this! You and the whole control room crew! You're all responsible!"
Travis and Sissy exchanged glances. Neither had ever seen Gordon lose his composure, but then nothing material had ever gone wrong as long as they had been aboard. They were in new territory and it was appalling.
"What do you have so far, Sissy?” Travis asked quietly, hoping the question would bring their captain back to his senses.
She looked at him helplessly then stared at what data she had and back up at him. She ignored Gordon's glare.
"We are so far off course that I don't know where we are, XO. I don't really even know where to begin looking, but I've got one of the backups tied into the main spectrum scope searching for landmarks and the other running calculations based on the data we had before the main ‘puter blew up. So far I've found nothing recognizable, although I believe we're still in our own galaxy. It was the course settings that the bad boards affected initially, not the quantum inconstants. However, after we noticed something was wrong, the uncalculated course change had altered the inconstants so perceptibly that they were way beyond anything I've ever seen before. By the time we shut down, all kinds of indeterminate settings had been factored into our course. We came out somewhere way off our path. I mean way, way off. We're lost."
"How in hell could that happen so quickly?” Gordon asked belligerently. He took a step toward her. His mouth twisted into a snarl. “What's the time between sightings checks? Two hours? We couldn't be lost!"
Again Sissy and Travis exchanged glances. He should know how the drive works, surely, Travis thought. But he was acting as if he'd never heard of an indeterminate setting, the one thing every space-faring person feared. It could only happen if the main computer and both backups went down as theirs apparently had done.
Terrell, seeing that he could do nothing from the control room had gone to the engine room in order to be present once Effers got a reliable computer online. The three control room technicians were trying not to stare and making a bad job of it.
"Sir, nothing like this has happened since we first began interstellar travel,” Travis said, trying again for calm. “Or nothing we know of, that is. Perhaps a few of the early ships that were lost had computer problems but none have gone missing in years and years. I think we should consider ourselves lucky we didn't wind up in a whole other universe."
Gordon stared at him then Sissy for long moments with his mouth half open. It was obvious that the quandary of a lost ship was finally beginning to sink in. He closed his mouth slowly and felt for the captain's chair. His groping hands touched its armrests and he collapsed into it like a rag doll.
"How soon will you know where we are?” He glanced from Travis to Sissy and back again. He spoke as if all the previous conversation had not taken place.
Sissy shrugged. She was becoming fed up with his manner. “Captain, we may never know. In fact, I doubt that we will. And even if we did, we're so far beyond where we should be I wouldn't dare try to get us back. We have no surveys for this area and there's no way to reverse the indeterminate settings with any kind of accuracy. It's that bad. I believe we should begin looking for a habitable planet as soon as we're satisfied we have computers we can trust."
"A habitable planet. You're saying we may never go home?” Again his voice rose.
She nodded. “If we don't know where we are it's the only option open. We could search forever and not find our way back to earth."
"Keep looking for earth,” he ordered in an unsteady voice, as though it were just around the corner and would be found any moment. He stood up and his body wavered for a moment. “I'll be in my cabin.” As he left, his hands touched each part of the control room in reach as if satisfying himself it was still there.
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Chapter Two

No one had told Jimmy Hollister he couldn't talk. He knew he shouldn't but rumors were already flying. They couldn't help but be, what with all the control room techs listening as Captain Gordon shouted and raved at his officers and listening when he ordered them to search for earth. By now even the lowliest tech in the control room knew that was an impossible task.
At dinner he ate with Staff Sergeant Maria Mirando of the weapons platoon from the army company they were transporting. They had just begun seeing each other. She was a few years older but it didn't bother him. Maria was dark-haired and pretty even if she was older and there was nothing at all wrong with her figure or her mind, either. She was the first person in the military he had known at all well. He had been surprised and pleased, if somewhat disconcerted at the depth of her knowledge beyond her military specialty. It didn't fit the impression he had carried of the military all his adult life, that of narrow-minded persons who thought force was the answer to most problems.
"The captain's not taking it very good,” he told her after relating how the ship had gone so far off course. “Don't spread that around, though. It's bad enough that we're lost without our passengers knowing the captain's gone bonkers besides."
"How so?” Maria was already party to the rumors but she wanted to hear it from a source close to the control room.
"Oh, he's trying to find someone to blame instead of seeing whether the problem can be fixed or not. And he ordered the control room crew to keep searching for earth. Crap. We could look forever and not even come close to finding it."
"You mean the problem can't be fixed?"
Jimmy shook his head. “I strongly doubt it, not the way Sissy Coffeehouse was talking. She's the chief astrogator, you know. She said we're probably in the same galaxy but God knows where in it.” Talking to Maria was helping to settle the fact of being lost in his own mind, even though he was beginning to realize he'd probably said more than he should have. No help for it now, though.
"Hmm. It sounds ominous."
"You bet. Like we won't be going home any time soon, if at all.” There! He'd said it.
She paused with her fork halfway to her mouth. “Never?"
"She told Captain Gordon we should start looking for a habitable planet. What does that tell you?"
She smiled slowly then finished the bite of food. “It tells me I'm not gonna get my wish, looks like."
"Wish?"
"Uh huh. I joined the army for adventure and to do something different. So far all I've seen is occupation duty on McCallister's World and that rock is worthless if you ask me. I was hoping for duty on Bonnport and then damned if our company didn't get orders to go there. It would have been different and probably lots of fun if all I've read about that planet is true. We were going to be stationed there for four years. I was looking forward to it. Now it sounds like that's down the tube."
"Well, you can still get your wish. Probably more than you asked for."
"What makes you say that?"
"A new planet is always interesting and usually dangerous until it's been explored. And new planets are sure as hell different.” He shrugged and grinned. “Ever look at the casualty figures for first contact teams?"
"Um. Yeah. Not good."
"Then there's other problems. You know we have a contingent of hardcore prisoners on board?"
"Yeah. What's that ... oh, I see. What do we do with them?"
"Right. And then there's the ship's crew and the army and the government types being sent out as replacements for ones going back to earth. Put them all together and what's the ratio of male to female?"
"Um. Not good again."
"Right. And last but not least, the Carlsbad wasn't designed for colonizing. We'll be short of everything. Primitive. Hell, I don't even know if we've got any seeds aboard other than what hydroponics uses. And what happens when the recycling and fabrication equipment breaks down? Think of all the supplies we'll be short of or not have at all.” Christ, he thought, now I really am scared! How in hell are we going to survive? Or will we?
"Jimmy?"
"Yeah?"
"Suddenly I'm not hungry. Not for food anyway.” She looked across the table into his warm brown eyes and took in his young, earnest face and short brown hair. Decision time. “But I've got a bottle of rum I snuck aboard and I've been waiting on a special occasion to use it."
"And?” Jimmy held his breath. He had been hoping for this even if not under the present conditions.
"Let's go pick it up then go to your stateroom."
* * * *
Crag Morehill growled low in his throat, a sound that fit his appearance. He was a big ugly man but behind the wiry, unruly hair and scarred face lived a sharp, if uneducated mind. The noises he made were another effort to irritate the guard, more for something to break the routine than the idea it might be effective. When the guard didn't react, he sounded off.
"What the fuck is this? More of the same shit you've been feeding us every day?"
The guard paused in his daily routine of sliding trays through slots in the prisoners’ cells. He grinned at the big con. “Better eat it while you can, Morehill. Rations are likely to get short before long."
"Yeah? How come, little man?"
"You haven't heard, ugly? The cap'n made a wrong turn. We're lost as a goose."
"You're pissing in the wind, screw."
"You wish, you ugly fuck. But you oughta be glad. You won't be dumped on Brongstill and spend your life draining swamps and being eaten by monsters.” He laughed into the sudden silence behind the food slot and moved on.
In the cell, Morehill began spooning the food into his mouth mechanically. His mind was occupied with what the guard had told him. He wondered if it was true and after a moment of two of thought, decided it probably was. All the guards had suddenly become nervous and talkative, like they were scared of something. If the ship was lost that would explain it. And if it was true, now he had to figure out what it meant to him and the other cons. If they couldn't be sent to Brongstill to labor in the swamps, then what would be done with them? And how could they influence the powers that controlled the ship for some kind of deal? Or could they deal? Maybe they would simply be spaced when the food ran short but he rather doubted that. Lost or not, they were safe for now. Civilized restraints would hold for a long while yet. In the meantime though, it wouldn't hurt to find out all he could and be ready for whatever happened. Shit, it might turn out to be a break instead of having to do the time, twenty years of back-breaking labor in return for freedom, but only if he lived through it. He'd heard that few did. He set his empty plate aside and rubbed at the scar that began below his mouth, cut through the edge of his lips and ended in the shaggy hair at his temple. Not being able to get a haircut irritated him as much as anything else about being imprisoned in the ship. He thought for a while about the situation then began mapping out a campaign in his mind to bring all the cons together under one leader. He didn't really care who it was. It could be him or someone else so long as they were smart enough to know what they were doing. Smart enough to rely on intelligence instead of force as long as they could. But force and violence had to be on the agenda somewhere along the line. That was all the cons really had to work with in the long run. But in the meantime ... something else might work.
* * * *
Travis and Sissy left the control room almost twenty-four hours after the crisis had begun. Effers had finally appeared in the control room to confirm the accuracy of the backup computers. His long black hair was lank and unruly from constantly running his fingers through it and his eyes were bleary with strain but his manner was upbeat.
"I've got the backups integrated into the main drive now and I've checked them ten ways from Sunday. You can depend on it whenever you start the impellers again."
"Great,” Travis said. “Now if we knew where we were, we could be on our way again."
Effers’ face fell. He had been expecting something like that but expecting wasn't the same as hearing it. “You don't know?"
Sissy answered him. “Not a clue and I've had our computer compare the sky with every one recorded on this run for the last five years. But thanks, Tim. At least if we ever do find some landmarks, Terrell can start the impellers."
Travis noted that she didn't mention one drawback. If they hadn't found a landmark yet, the chances were vanishingly slim that they ever would. And until and unless they did, the only other recourse was to begin searching for a planet they could live on.
"Damn, I'm beat,” Travis remarked as soon as Effers had gone over the electronics in the control room and left with the emphatic proclamation that he was going to bed. He stood and stretched his cramped muscles for emphasis.
"Me, too, but I'm not sure I can sleep,” Sissy said. “I took a stimshot and it hasn't worn off yet."
"Same here. Feel like a drink?"
"Let's get something to eat first or one tot of alcohol will knock me off my feet.” He signed the control room over to Brandon Masters, the logistics officer and they left together.
She turned down a hallway in the direction of the officers’ mess and Travis followed. At the mention of food he had begun feeling hunger pains himself and realized it had been almost a full day since he'd had anything solid. All the time in the control room he had had only coffee or tea, sweetened toward the end to give his blood sugar a boost.
The food line was closed but the bull cook was passing out sandwiches and snacks for those coming off duty. Travis glanced at his watch and realized it was four o'clock in the “morning” as judged by ship's time. He had gone on duty at eight the previous day. He took two sandwiches and a glass of reconstituted milk, the same as Sissy.
"Let's find a corner where we won't be bothered,” he suggested.
She nodded and followed him. He noticed glances thrown their way but thankfully no one joined them. Perhaps seeing their haggard faces and slumped shoulders made the others decide to leave them be. Nevertheless, he knew they were being watched for any signs of optimism and he tried to put a confident expression on his face. He was so tired, he had no idea whether he succeeded or not. He thought the stimshot must have worn off.
"God, I didn't realize how hungry I was,” Sissy said. “This actually tastes good."
"Enjoy it while you can. We may have to begin rationing before too much longer."
Sissy looked down at her sandwich then back up at Travis. “I hadn't thought of that, but you're right."
He smiled gently at her reaction. “It's hard to imagine, isn't it? We just take food for granted on the ship, same as everything else. But how long will it last without our regular ports of call to replenish supplies?"
"I don't have any idea. Do you?"
"Not really, but I intend to ask Brandon Masters when I see him. He's a smart cookie. I suspect he's already looking at our inventory and deciding when the rationing begins."
"It's probably not that bad, Travis. Even if we can't find our way home, there's surely an earth-type planet in range."
"Probably, but remember, we aren't designed nor equipped for colonizing. It'll be a tough go, especially if the captain doesn't get his head out of his ass and provide some leadership soon.” He rubbed at his tired eyes.
"Mmm. Yeah. I suspect that the good captain isn't up to the challenge, though. Which eventually is going to leave it in your hands."
Travis glanced around the mess to see if anyone was close enough to overhear. Fortunately, there wasn't. Few officers were there at that time of the morning. He took the last bite of his second sandwich, chased it with the last of his milk and raised his brows at Sissy. Her statement had startled him out of his tiredness, yet he had a hard time getting his mind around the thought of having to run the ship.
"You really think so?” was all he could manage in response, despite having seen Captain Gordon's reaction to their errant flight. Like rationing food apparently hadn't occurred to her, having to take over for the captaincy hadn't entered his mind, not even when Gordon didn't return to the control room after his outburst and orders for them to search for earth.
"Yes, but let's not talk about it here. If you're ready, let's go.” She was already getting up.
"Your place or mine?” Travis asked as they headed for the exit. He nodded to a junior officer going the other way then took Sissy's arm, stopping her progress.
She touched her forefinger to her chin. “How much of your liquor ration do you have saved?"
"Quite a lot. I don't drink much."
"Then I'll go with you. I used up most of what I had at the last get-together with my reader's group."
A few minutes later he was dialing drinks for both of them from the little autobar every officer's stateroom was equipped with. The bourbon might originate from recycled waste but it wasn't that bad so long as one didn't ponder too much over its origins.
"Thanks,” Sissy said. She brushed at a vagrant strand of blond hair that persisted in obstructing her vision.
"De nada.” He sat down beside her on the small couch that only senior officers’ cabins rated. He raised the glass and gazed at her over the rim. “What shall we drink to?"
"Luck sounds appropriate at the moment."
"Agreed. Here's to luck. May we find our way home or if not, find a nice compatible planet to raise our kids on."
Sissy touched his glass with his and they drank.
"Ah, that's good after a day like we've had,” he ventured. He could feel his body unwinding as the liquor spread through his system.
"Agreed. I wonder if Effers or anyone else has discovered what happened yet?"
"Not that I've heard of and you've been with me except for the quick little breaks we all had. And he didn't say anything when he came to the control room."
"Yes, and I suppose it really doesn't matter at this point,” she observed and took another large sip from her glass before continuing. “At least he has the backups up and running so we can move when we decide where we're going. I left word for my gang to keep searching in shifts for all the G sequence stars where we might find a planet to live on. They're using the big scope and spectrographs and all the other instruments we could think of and I've got engineering fabricating a couple of others that might help. It's not going to be all that easy since we weren't set up for exploration."
Travis nodded. That was the bad part of their predicament. Survey ships were well equipped to locate earth-type planets if they hadn't already been spotted by other means. Of course it always took an assessment team to explore in person to be sure. All too many worlds that were in the life zone of a star and had a favorable oxygen/nitrogen atmosphere still had things wrong that prohibited easy colonization, or any sort of colony at all. And if none could be spotted from where they were at present, then a random search was the only option. Probably the best bet would be to head for the nearest star cluster where distances from star to star weren't so great.
"Musing?” Sissy asked.
He looked up from where he had been staring into the bottom of his glass. Her pleasantly attractive face held a hint of concern for him.
He nodded. “Yeah, just that. And wondering when the captain is going to call a meeting of department heads. And he needs to say something, an announcement of some sort to the crew and passengers, too."
"I've been thinking of that myself. He shouldn't delay much longer. Rumors are already bound to be flying."
"They are. I spoke with Brandon briefly by com while you were consulting with Terrell. He told me some of the tales are beginning to get wild. Like the ship is going to explode or we're out of power for the impellers and will be stranded in space forever. Or..."
She held up a hand. “No need to go any further. My gang is hearing the same thing, if not worse."
Travis sipped at his drink and was surprised to see he had already finished it. He wondered if he could stand one more. He glanced at Sissy who was busy at the moment pulling another escaped lock of her long blond hair back into place and securing it with a pin she'd found somewhere. He started to say something then his personal com tickled. He touched his wrist.
"Callahan.” He listened a moment then said “I'm sorry, Cathy, I can't tell you a thing right now. No, I'm tired and I'm going to stay here and get some sleep. The captain may call me back at any time and I have to get some rest if I'm going to be any good to him."
He listened some more then shook his head just as if she were in the room with him. “No, I'm just not up to it. I told you I needed to rest. I'll talk to you later.” He touched his wrist again and smiled lamely at Sissy.
"Problems?"
"No, not really. Cathy wants some reassurance and I'm just not up to listening to her, not today and maybe not ever again. It's bad enough having the captain wanting his hand held."
"Oh?"
He got up and filled their glasses again before answering.
"It's not like we're engaged or even close to it. In fact ... never mind. Not your problem and not mine anymore, I think."
She raised her brow.
He gave her a lopsided smile. “Yeah. Attitudes are already changing, aren't they?"
"Obviously. Why the break so soon, if that's what it was? It sounded cruel."
"If we're stuck out here, I'd rather plan on spending my life with someone a bit more ... compatible.” He shrugged. “Cathy is okay, I guess, but..."
"You're having problems finishing your sentences. And could be you're too tired to think of the consequences."
He sat up straighter. “What do you mean?"
"Compatible women are apt to be in short supply considering the ratio of men to women on the ship, or don't you think so?"
He set his glass on the side table and stared at her. He hadn't thought of that aspect of their situation at all.
"See anything you like?” Sissy said. She managed a grin despite how tired she was.
"Are you propositioning me?” The words were out of his mouth before he could even begin to call them back. He realized he had already begun to think of Sissy in a new light. Was that normal or a reaction to the stress? He didn't know.
"Mmm, could be. Compatible men might be in as short supply as women, despite the numbers. But maybe we ought to get some rest before continuing this conversation."
"You're probably right, Sissy. I'm too damn tired to think straight.” He grinned crookedly. “And you might be, too, considering what you just said."
"We'll see."
He nodded and closed his eyes for a moment. The next thing he knew, it was two hours later. He had fallen asleep on the couch and Sissy was gone.
* * * *
Sandy rolled over in bed and met an obstruction. She blinked her eyes open. A thatch of red hair on the pillow next to her told her that one of the twins had stayed over. But which one? She momentarily had trouble remembering then it came to her. It was Jerry snoring gently beside her. She didn't know how they decided which one stayed and which went and at the time she'd consumed too much of their ethanol ration to care. Fortunately, she had thought to take a pill before finally dozing off and had given one to Jerry. It was one of the benefits of being friends with a pharmacy tech. Hangover remedies weren't standard issue but they were available to the right people who had the connections. She wondered what Tom was feeling like this morning and couldn't stifle a giggle as she sat up. It roused Jerry from his slumber.
"Mmph,” he mumbled as he came awake.
She grinned as his eyes brightened when he saw her. The sheet had slid down into her lap, leaving her bare above it.
"Do I remember you feeding me a hangover pill last night?"
"Uh huh."
"Good.” He reached for her and she slid down into his embrace.
Later she propped on an elbow and asked, “How about calling Tom and see what's going on? Last night when he left, he said he'd try to find out something for us."
"He said that? I guess I must have been concentrating so much on you, I don't remember."
"Thank you, but yes, he did say that.” She punched him in the ribs. “Call, or I'll kick you out of bed."
"Okay, okay. What time is it, by the way?"
"Early. You don't have to go yet."
He tapped his wrist and a moment later was speaking with his twin. By the time he was finished he had sobered considerably.
"The ship is definitely lost and according to rumor, no chance of finding a way home. Cap'n Gordon is secluded. The surgeon called on him twice last night. No good guess about what's wrong but naturally the scuttlebutt is going wild."
"He's probably scared shitless, just like the rest of us,” Sandy ventured.
"I wouldn't argue. He's not the kind of man who's good in a crisis. Not that a PFC in the army has any contact with him but my CO does and the CO's chief clerk is one of my chess partners, who in turn is inclined to talk. According to him, Major Grindstaff thinks Captain Gordon is a lightweight and a left wingnut besides."
"Major? I thought Grindstaff was a captain."
"Courtesy rank. Can't have two captains in a ship.” Jerry slid out of bed and began hunting for his underwear.
"I guess I'd better get dressed, too, if I want breakfast,” Sandy said. She began hunting, too, while wondering about the future. She gave Jerry a long enthusiastic kiss and embrace before he left, a promise of more to come. Or maybe with Tom next. She wondered if he'd mind.
* * * *
Travis wasn't sure he was doing the right thing, but after a couple hours rest and with Captain Gordon still missing from the control room, he decided to act. He thought for a moment and decided his best way to start would be to ask the commanding officer of the army company being transported to Bonnsport to meet him in his cabin for lunch. The readiness with which he accepted the invitation made Travis feel just a bit better although still uneasy. He knew he was treading on very insecure ground but something had to be done, and soon, before the ship erupted into chaos.
Once they were seated and after the steward had served their meal and departed, Travis opened the conversation.
"I suppose some people could construe us meeting like this as a conspiracy,” he said, eyeing the military man in light of several events that might occur in the future. They weren't well acquainted but from the few times they'd talked, he thought William Grindstaff had his feet pretty well on the ground. He was fairly young for his rank and command, especially in view of having taken time off from the military for an advanced degree in mechanical engineering, or so he'd said.
"True, but I won't worry about it if you don't. Neither of us is doing anything wrong. And I take it you still haven't seen your captain?"
"Right,” Travis confirmed with hidden mirth at the opposite man's hillbilly accent, reflecting his Appalachian Mountain origin. It didn't fit his stern features nor the worry he sensed in Grindstaff's countenance. “The surgeon reported to his cabin twice during the night but I have no idea what took place. It could have just been a request for a sleeping pill."
"I rather doubt that, not when he's been missing from the control room for so long. And didn't he leave right after a contretemps of sorts?” Grindstaff raised his brow so minutely Travis might not have noticed had he not been looking directly at the officer.
"Word spreads fast. Yes, almost immediately after we discovered we were way off course, a long way off, Sissy shut down the drive. As soon as Gordon arrived at the control room he began making accusations, or more accurately, trying to find someone he could put the blame on for the fried computer.” He remembered the scene vividly and how sick it made him to see a Captain acting in that fashion.
"And it was the computer that was the source of our problems?"
"Absolutely,” he said and nodded. “Timothy Effers told us a whole quadrant of circuit boards went down and in turn affected two other quadrants, which in turn had the inconstants doing things they shouldn't have but since the computer was down, it didn't show. And the really bad part is that the backups neither sounded an alarm nor kicked in like they should have when the main computer screwed up.” He spread his hands to express his frustration at the lack of an explanation.
Grindstaff's expression became even more serious as he took in Travis’ words. “What could have caused the original failure? Do you know?"
Travis shrugged. “If Effert doesn't know, I sure as hell don't."
"Could it have been sabotage of some sort?"
"To what end? Who could possibly gain by getting us lost?” He picked up his cup and sipped at his coffee while running over who might gain from sabotaging a ship. The Islamic Empire was his first thought. They were more oriented to that sort of thing but it still didn't make sense. Killing one ship wouldn't gain them anything but suspicion and there was enough of that to go around in the galaxy already.
Grindstaff reacted by rubbing his chin where his beard was beginning to show. “I could name a couple of empires, but let me ask you this: is it possible? Could the computer really have been sabotaged?"
"I don't know and right now, I don't think it matters,” Travis said evenly. “I think we'd put our time to better use by making plans on what we're going to do afterwards."
"You mean after we find a place to live, I presume?"
"Yes. I'm glad you understand that much."
"I do, believe me. Right offhand I can't think of a ship that ever came back from going missing. So what are our chances there? Finding a decent planet, I mean."
"Oh, they're very good according to the odds,” he assured Grindstaff. “We're well within range of a fairly large star cluster and we should be able to find a habitable planet in it."
"Wait—aren't star clusters one way of determining where you are in the galaxy?"
"Yes,” Travis said, “but it hasn't worked out this time. I'm thinking it means we're probably on the other side of the galaxy or at least several spiral arms farther around from where earth is located. And most likely at a different point in the galactic ecliptic. That's directly from the chief astrogator. Take it from me, Captain, we're really lost."
"Call me Bill so long as we're together in this predicament but I'd appreciate you using the title in public."
"I'm Travis. And I feel the same. Titles are important in maintaining discipline and unless I miss my guess, we're going to need a lot of it before we're through. Especially if the captain doesn't get his ... if the captain doesn't recover."
Grindstaff smiled wryly. “I couldn't agree more. So what do you have in mind for the immediate future?"
He took a deep breath. “I'm going to try to see the captain and get him moving. If I can't, and if I don't get thrown in the brig, the next step is to see the surgeon and go from there."
"Suppose Captain Gordon comes out of his stateroom but you don't think he's capable of command?"
Travis had thought of that before ever approaching Grindstaff. “My duty as I see it is to get the passengers, which includes you and your people, to a safe haven. If the captain isn't capable of doing that, and if Doctor Parham agrees, I'll have to take command."
"And if he refuses to relinquish it?"
"Then I'll be shot for mutiny and the next person in line assumes the burden. But let's not borrow trouble. I asked to talk to you as a ... a contingency I think you military people call it. A contingency in case Captain Gordon isn't well yet still tries to give orders. In that case I may call on you for assistance in maintaining order."
Grindstaff nodded. “I see. Just be damned certain it's necessary before you do. Starting off by forcing a command change might do more harm than good unless the crew and passengers also see the necessity."
"I shall, Bill. I certainly shall be certain. In fact, I'm going to talk to the surgeon before I do another thing!"
* * * *
Maria was surprised that very little of the rum had been consumed. She lay in bed next to Jimmy early the next morning and thought over what had happened. She wasn't normally promiscuous but the thought of never being able to go home again had opened a need for closeness to another person that Jimmy apparently shared. Not an hour after picking up the bottle and following him to his stateroom, she'd found herself in bed with him trying to satisfy a ravenous sexual hunger. It had been like struggling desperately for a lifeline in a raging storm. It surprised and appalled her with its ferocity and it hadn't stopped with one coupling. It went on through the night until they were both exhausted and satiated beyond belief.
"We didn't drink much of the rum, did we?” Jimmy said as he woke up. The almost full bottle on the bedside table was the first thing that met his gaze.
She yawned, rolled toward him and answered, “No, but then I don't think that was what I was really after.” She snuggled into his shoulder and ran her hand over the hard muscles of his chest. The sheet fell off her arm and descended to their waists.
"Whatever it was you wanted, I hope I satisfied it,” he said and grinned boyishly. His neat brown hair was cut short making the sprinkling of freckles across his nose and cheeks seem to stand out and appear larger than their actual size.
She returned his grin. “Oh, you did, Jimmy, you did.” She nibbled on his chest. “I think. We never did talk much, though, did we?"
"Did you intend to?"
"Yes, but I guess we got sidetracked. Jimmy, we aren't ever going to go home again, are we?” She tilted her head up so that she could see his face.
He shook his head slowly from side to side, looking as solemn as a priest at confession.
"I didn't think so.” She sighed and held him closer. “I'm still in the army for whatever that means now but ... I think I'd like to stay with you. As a couple, I mean."
"That suits me fine, Maria,” he said as his face brightened. “I like you a whole lot and whatever happens, the crew and military need to stick together. I just wish..."
"What?"
"I wish we had a captain with some balls. Or even a little common sense. You didn't hear me say that, though."
"Say what? I didn't hear anything.” She closed her eyes and tried to put the condition of the ship out of her mind. She still had three hours before she had to report for duty.
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Chapter Three

"...and that's exactly what went on in the control room, Wesley, just as accurately as I can remember.” Travis glanced at the light on the surgeon's com, indicating it was recording. Good, he thought. Smart man.
"I suspected something like that,” Doctor Wesley Parham said.
Travis surveyed him quietly as he leaned back in his chair with hands clasped and his face knitted into an amiable frown. He stared at his hands for a moment then looked up. His mild blue eyes radiated trust.
"Would the rest of the control room crew who were there at the moment testify to the same thing you did?"
"I believe so,” Travis said. He was fairly confident they would all back him up. It had been an extremely fearful handful of minutes, with the captain screaming and accusing anyone within his sight of causing the flight disruption, if such a word could describe being thoroughly lost in space.
"So what do you intend to do about it?” Parham's mild blue eyes held him captive.
"I suppose I'll go see Captain Gordon and try to talk him into giving some sensible orders. We sure aren't going to find earth again."
"He knows this, does he?"
Travis shrugged. “He's a captain. He's had the same training as me. He has to know that when the inconstants go squirrelly, there's no telling where a ship will wind up. Hell, we're lucky we're still in the same universe!"
"Well, I can't tell you not to go see him but I can't give you much encouragement, either. I've seen him three times now and he's not ... communicating well."
"What does that mean?"
Parham smoothed his prematurely white hair back from his temples. “It means nothing yet. After you talk to him, if he'll talk, and if you feel like you have to take some sort of action, come see me and we'll talk about it. For the time being, he's my patient and still the captain."
"Right. Thanks, Wes.” He stood up to go.
"Good luck, and I mean that,” Parham said.
"Right.” He left the surgeon's office and headed for the captain's cabin.
* * * *
"Who is it, Goddamn it!?” Gordon yelled from the other side of his door.
"Captain, it's me. Travis Callahan. We need to talk."
Silence reigned for a moment. Travis stood shifting his feet nervously until the door slowly opened. Gordon was in uniform but it was as wrinkled as if it had been slept in. He wondered if it had been. His face was haggard. The captain looked ten years older than the last time he'd seen the man.
"Well, don't stand there like a dunce,” Gordon said irritably. “Come on in if you're going to. Can't you do anything right?"
He stepped inside and closed the door behind him. He looked around. It was the first time he had been inside the captain's cabin. The man wasn't a socializer. So far as he knew, the captain had never invited anyone to this most private of places. It was furnished pretty much like his own, other than having more room and two sofas rather than one. It also contained a small side office and conference room he hadn't known was there. What he assumed was the bedroom had the door closed.
"Sir, we need some direction,” Travis said abruptly, not at all how he had intended to begin the visit. He had thought to ease into a conversation but Gordon's appearance surprised him into blurting out what was foremost on his mind. “People are beginning to talk."
"They are, huh?” He narrowed his eyes. “And I guess they're all blaming me for our predicament, is that it?” The captain was standing and had not offered Travis a seat.
He blinked. “No, sir. Not at all, Captain. It's just the crazy rumors that are going around. People are saying the ship is stranded in space or that the impellers are so bollixed they've thrown us into another universe or that aliens are after us, for God's sake. Sir, it would be really helpful if you could speak to the crew and passengers and help dispel that kind of talk."
"What am I supposed to say, XO?” His hands clenched and unclenched at his side.
"I ... sir, I'm required to advise you. I can't put words in your mouth or decide what and how much you tell people. I just believe you need to say something."
Gordon squinted suspiciously. “I suppose you're after my job, aren't you? You want me to say we're lost so you can assume command, is that it?"
He was shocked by the captain's outburst, at the degeneration he was showing in so short a time. The man was on the verge of open paranoia.
"That's it, isn't it? Goddamn it, I know you. You're after my job, aren't you?"
"No, sir, Captain Gordon, that's not it at all,” he said forcefully. “I don't want your job, not at all!” Travis didn't want to exacerbate the situation but did want to coerce him into taking command without seeming to be doing so. “Mister Effers assures me that he's isolated the bad boards and has the backup computers online. We just need you to address the crew and passengers and perhaps talk to your department heads so we can carry out your orders. Sir, we have to decide what to do. You have to decide."
"A meeting?” he mused, seeming to Travis as if he were examining his statement from several different angles to be sure there were no traps in it.
"Yes, sir. A statement to calm fears and then a meeting so you can tell us what you want done.” Maybe it was going to work, after all. Just order us to begin searching for a place to live. If you'll do that, I can handle the rest.
"What do you suggest, XO?"
That was better. “Sir, we came out of drive relatively close to a large star cluster. Now that we're spaceworthy again the astrogator and I both feel we should head for it and then begin looking for a habitable planet."
"And then what?” he asked with a suspicious frown.
The captain was going to make him say it. “Sir, we have no hope of finding earth again but Carlsbad is well supplied at present and we have excellent, well-educated personnel. I believe we can establish a viable colony."
"A colony!” he shouted. “We should be searching for earth, not thinking of colonizing!"
Travis tried to remain calm as he argued.
"Sir, colonizing is our only option."
Captain Gordon stared at him for long moments with eyes that radiated weariness one moment and adamant defiance the next. Finally he felt for the arms of his chair without moving his gaze from Travis. He found them and slumped into the chair like a rag doll collapsing from losing its stuffing. He waved a hand senselessly.
"Do whatever you want, XO.” His tone of voice and mannerism had suddenly become listless, as if he no longer cared what happened.
"Yes, sir,” he said, delighted to finally have some orders even if they weren't very specific, and were an abdication of responsibility on the captain's part. “We'll spin up the drive and depart for the cluster immediately. Will you log the order, sir, or shall I?"
"You can log it, XO. By direction.” His eyes roved restlessly as if searching for something, but he avoided looking at Travis directly.
"Yes, sir. How about the department head meeting, sir?"
"I don't feel like talking. You do it."
He wasn't going to do anything substantive, that was plain enough. “Yes, sir. Shall I also make the announcement?"
"What announcement?” Now he did look unblinkingly at Travis.
"The ... the statement that we're lost, sir."
"No!” he shouted, then seemed to reconsider. “Tell them we're ... ah shit.” His voice trailed into a near whisper. “Go away. Do whatever you want to.” He closed his eyes as if he were turning off the world.
"Yes, sir.” He exited the cabin silently, thinking perhaps the captain of Carlsbad was doing exactly that. Turning off the world because the reality of their situation had become unbearable, something he could no longer face.
* * * *
Sissy was in the control room already. Travis entered, logged in and then called her into the privacy alcove used for private conversations. He shut the transparent door behind them.
"I've seen the captain,” he said without preliminary. He pointed to the small desk and two chairs. He sat down and she joined him.
"If you've seen him that's more than anyone else has managed, other than the surgeon. How is he?” Her foot touched his beneath the desk.
He ignored it, or tried to. “In a word, bad. He's ... somewhat divorced from reality."
"You mean he's gone crazy?!"
"Umm, I wouldn't go so far as to say that,” he said slowly. He became aware he was twisting his hands together nervously and placed them on the surface of the desk. “I talked to the surgeon and told him how Gordon acted when we screwed the goose. He wouldn't say much but in my own opinion he's running a fine balance between paranoia and wanting to retreat into catatonia. One minute he thinks everyone is after his job and the next he doesn't give a damn about anything."
She moved her foot away. “So what are we—you, I mean—going to do?"
He smiled thinly at the implication but it was no more than the truth. If the captain was incapacitated it was up to him to take such action as he could.
"I did get him to agree to let us make our way toward that star cluster we talked about and he gave me permission to call a department head meeting."
"Will he be there?"
Travis shrugged. “I'll notify him, of course, but I don't know if he'll come or not.” He almost hoped the captain wouldn't be there in one way but in another Travis wanted his presence. His legal position at the moment was somewhat ambiguous, to say the least. He had verbal orders but no one had witnessed them. He thought back over the confrontation in Gordon's cabin and remembered the recording light on his com had been lit. That would help if anyone accused him of overstepping his authority. “He told me to log both orders ‘by direction'.” He made quote marks with his fingers. “However, I don't know how lawful it is unless he initials the log. I'll com a copy to his quarters but in the meanwhile, get the ship oriented toward the cluster and the closest point toward it where we can search for habitable planets. Let's spin up and be on our way before he changes his mind."
"How about the crew and passengers? What do we tell them?” He caught the concern in her voice and wondered what other rumors she had heard. But...
"We? Are you in this with me?"
She took a deep breath. “I suppose so. We're sure doing no good just sitting here."
"You realize that makes you just as liable as me in any dispute over orders? I can't take the ship anywhere that hasn't been surveyed, not with real confidence. You or someone else in astrogation has to do it. And remember, so far my orders are verbal and rather vague at that.” He wanted her to be sure she knew what she was getting into.
"I know, Travis. But I saw him after we discovered the trouble just like you did. The man is unstable. For that matter, I've always had my doubts about him."
"Haven't we all?” He gave her a lopsided smile. “Okay, let's get under way. Once we are, I'll call the meeting and shortly after that, announce the course change."
She laughed. “It's a pretty big course change! How do you think the crew will take it?"
"I believe the best way is to let them come to the knowledge that we're lost gradually."
"Travis, that won't work,” she said while shaking her head. “Everyone already suspects we're lost—or worse."
"I know, but announcing a simple course change ... well, let's call it a major course change and then let the rest of the news out gradually, that we've now become a colony ship. After that we'll play it as it happens and hope Captain Gordon stays quiet.” He accepted Sissy's nod of assent but privately Travis was still worried. It was nice having her support, though. It made him wonder why it had taken him so long to discover how much depth there was to her character. And how pretty she was, for that matter. Why was I ever fooling around with Cathy? Being honest with himself, he knew. Once started, the easy sex with no commitment had held him, even after he'd seen how shallow she was. And because I was stupid, he thought, then turned his mind back to their duty. He opened the door and they came out into the control room where he announced the new course. There was no debate nor did any of the techs seem to think it was odd for him to be giving the orders. It made him wonder what the rumor mill was saying about the captain. Probably that Gordon was crazy if he had to guess.
* * * *
"So how was it?” Tom asked his twin as he was hurriedly preparing his exhausted body to report for duty. Fortunately, he was young and knew he could do without sleep for a day or so.
Jerry grinned. “Great, but you know what?"
"No, what?” He glanced at his watch.
"She kinda hinted around a little like she might want to try both of us."
"Of course she will. I'm next."
"No, I meant both together. How does that sound?"
"Really? I wouldn't have thought it of her. Not that we'd mind, would we?"
"I wouldn't if you wouldn't but I'm wondering if it's just the stories going round that made her talk like that. She was the one who insisted I call you this morning to get the latest poop."
"So that's why you were in such a hurry to know. What did she say when you told her that I heard we were lost?” Tom eyed his twin brother with curiosity written on his face.
"That's when she started the bit about both of us. Not in so many words but like she's thinking of something permanent."
"She doesn't think we'll find our way back?"
Jerry shrugged both his shoulders. “I've told you all I know. Right now we'd better shit and get or we'll be on permanent guard detail."
They were late anyway and SFC Esmeralda Wong of first platoon wasn't happy with them. She stood the two young PFCs against a bulkhead in the ready room and read them the riot act with her face inches from theirs. Had either of them dared looked down rather than six inches over her head they might have been enticed by the closeness of her breasts to them but of course they didn't. Esmeralda Wong was nice looking and had a good figure but she was all sergeant where duty was concerned.
"You two yardbirds better get your heads out your asses and stop thinking with your dicks like you were last night. You may need to use your brains before this mess is over with. Now get your young asses into the gym and if I see a spot on either of your cammies that isn't soaked in sweat a half hour from now, you can do it all again. Clear?"
"Yes, Sergeant,” they chorused in unison.
"Then go!"
They went.
"How'd you like to be paired up with her for life?” Jerry asked after they were out of hearing of the sergeant.
"I'd want four more stripes on my sleeves first."
"Right on. She ain't bad to look at but I bet she'd be hell to live with."
* * * *
Travis nodded to Captain Grindstaff as he entered the officers’ main conference room and motioned for him to close the door. He was the last of the department heads. Strictly speaking, he wasn't a department head at all but Travis had decided to invite him anyway. He thought before it was all said and done, Grindstaff would probably be playing a much more central role in ship operations, even if he was no more than a passenger at the moment.
"That's everyone,” he announced. He leaned back in his chair and surveyed the ship's officers arrayed in the room while they busied themselves with coffee or tea or the little round Baumbark patties from Tandor he'd coerced from the sous chef.
There was Sissy, of course. Brandon Masters, the tall dark-haired and competent logistics officer and probably the most important of the others present excepting possibly the lone military officer. Also his very good friend. James Terrell, the chief engineer. Borg Johannsen, the big blond Swede who functioned as weapons officer. Timothy Effers, the electronics officer, his young handsome face looking even glummer than it had the day of the mishap. He was playing with a lock of his long black hair as if he wanted to be anywhere but at the meeting. Sitting next to him and looking equally dour was Phillip Havers, Chief of Security. The ship's surgeon Wesley Parham, a COESS career officer was present. He'd made sure of that. Occasionally ships used physicians going or coming from assignments on colony worlds but only when the company failed to recruit enough qualified doctors. There were a few others at the table but those were the ones he would be depending upon the most.
"First of all,” Travis began, “I should tell you that I have spoken to Captain Gordon and he has agreed that I should chair this meeting. He also agreed with mine and the astrogator's proposal that we set a course toward the nearest star cluster. Upon arriving in the vicinity we shall begin searching for a planet that will support life. Engineering is consulting with astrogation in the design and fabrication of instruments and improvement of some already on hand to help us in the search.” He held up his hand as several of the officers tried to interrupt him. “And before any of you ask, yes, we are irretrievably lost. If you have doubts, Sissy Coffeehouse will confirm that development."
Sissy nodded affirmatively, meeting the eyes of those who had had doubts. “I've been on this run for three years and have a record of every astronomical sighting taken over that period of time. I've used our control room computers to do a comparison of them with the sky as it is now, or rather was while we were stopped. There's no resemblance anywhere. I've also gone back in the archives and pulled up star maps of our part of the galaxy. No matches there, either. We're lost and there's no reasonable chance of finding the way home in our lifetimes. In fact, I wouldn't even know where to start looking."
Travis thanked her and waited until the reaction had died down then continued, “What I'd like to do now is find out from Brandon exactly how long we have until we must begin supporting ourselves and how soon rationing must begin. Also I'd like suggestions on the best way to break the news of our predicament to the crew and passengers. I'm aware that rumors are floating around and that the news we're lost is already out. However, I don't want to announce baldly that we're never going to see earth again, not without a bit of preparation first. As for—"
"How the hell else do we announce somebody fucked up other than to spit it out?” Havers said loudly.
Travers turned his attention to the jowly, overweight security chief. As much as he was aware of the necessity for policing the enormously varied complement of a starliner such as Carlsbad, he still didn't care for its chief security officer. In his opinion the man was far too overbearing and much too zealous with his hard hand when a finger touch would have worked better. Twice during his time as a Carlsbad officer, he'd had to overrule Havers’ severe punishments for minor infractions. With the captain's approval, of course.
"We don't know that anyone fucked up, as you put it, Phillip. The reason for the computer failure is still under investigation. And it isn't germane to this meeting anyhow. Even if a person or persons in the ship proves to be responsible, it won't help solve our problem in the least. We'd still be lost."
"Well, I think whoever screwed up is the problem. And I'd like to know why the captain isn't chairing this meeting and how come we aren't trying to find out where we are.” He stared belligerently at Travis as if he thought the whole affair was his fault.
"The captain is indisposed at the moment,” Doctor Parham said, his countenance as imperturbable as a stone library lion.
"And as I said, he is allowing me to chair this meeting after I suggested it to him,” Travis added for emphasis. “And to be blunt about it, we know where we are; we just don't know where earth is in relation to us and there isn't one chance in a billion we ever will. Does that satisfy you, Phillip?"
Havers crossed his arms across his chest and rested them on his protruding belly in a way that pointedly announced his displeasure to the others. “If the captain is ‘indisposed', as the surgeon puts it, then I think we should wait until he isn't indisposed to make decisions."
"Some things can't wait,” Sissy interjected, trying to calm the waters.
"Like taking off in another direction without even looking for earth?"
"Are you an astronomer, Phillip? If so, it's escaped my notice,” she responded sharply at the implied affront of her skill as an astrogator. “You just heard Travis and I both tell you that we can't go home. Are you deaf?"
Travis suppressed the mirth that threatened to erupt and show in his expression. He knew Sissy didn't like Havers any more than he did but he couldn't let the meeting disintegrate into arguments like that.
"Phillip, that subject is closed,” he said forcefully.
"The hell it is!” Havers stood up and glared at Travis then at the others. “Until I see Captain Gordon's initials on that ‘by direction’ in the log, I'm not going to be a part of this facade."
"Then I'll be glad to excuse you so the rest of us can get something accomplished,” Travis said and immediately berated himself for letting his temper show.
Havers departed with ill grace, leaving Travis to wonder if he could have handled the man better. Probably not. He made a mental note to get the captain to initial the log as soon as possible. He probably should have already done it but ... the hell with it. Decisions needed to be made. The longer they went without action, the worse off they'd be, in more ways than one.
"Where were we?” he asked, looking around the table at the others.
"You were asking for suggestions about the best way to break the news to the crew and passengers, I believe,” Masters said and chuckled mirthlessly. “Although I think the point is probably moot now, or will be soon. I don't see Phillip Havers keeping his mouth closed for any length of time."
"You're probably right, Brandon, but I had the captain's verbal permission for the course change and to hold this meeting. He didn't give me any direction about announcing the ... difficulty of our situation other than very indirectly. However, he did have the recorder going so our conversation is on file."
"Perhaps we should ask the doc what he thinks before going any further."
Travis was relieved that someone else brought it up. He didn't want to be seen as grasping for control of the ship.
"All right. Doctor Parham, without breaking patient confidences, can you tell us anything about Captain Gordon's condition now?” He hoped the doctor would be factual and not talk over their heads in arcane medical jargon.
"Unfortunately, Travis, I can't. That is, not without a formal request, in writing, from you. There are certain legal aspects of the situation that must be followed.” It was a broad hint but others jumped in before he could agree.
"Why, when we all know what he's like? Hell, he tried to accuse me of screwing up the computer! Some of you heard him.” Effers looked around the table belligerently.
"We all didn't,” Sissy corrected him, remembering some of Gordon's wild accusations. “I did, though. Doctor Parham, I don't know what you've discovered since then, but he was irrational in the control room and he hasn't been back there since."
"I'll agree with that but I think the doc is right,” Masters said. “Anything we do should be legal. The situation is touchy enough without someone accusing us of mutiny."
Travis had wondered when that word would put in an appearance. Now it had. It made him wish he had gotten his orders in writing but at the time he'd felt he was doing good just getting as much as he had from Gordon.
"All right, Brandon, Doc. I agree. Give me a moment.” He brought the log up on the screen and synched it to his com then wrote out the formal request to the ship's surgeon. “How's that?"
Parham copied it to his own com. “That will suffice."
Travis waited with the others to hear his diagnosis while the doctor paused to gather his thoughts. He knew they were as curious as he was but he'd told only Sissy, Grindstaff and the doctor of his one-on-one meeting with the captain in his cabin.
"Basically, I believe Captain Gordon is divorcing himself from reality. At first I thought a prescription and some sleep might bring him out of it but the last time I saw him, approximately an hour before this meeting, he was still acting out in an even more bizarre fashion. In my opinion I believe that at the present time he is unfit for duty. I will append my signature to that statement for the log."
"Thank you, Doctor,” Travis said gratefully. “In light of the surgeon's opinion and in view of Captain Gordon's actions since the failure of our main computer, and considering the pressing need for decisive action, I therefore assume control of COESS ship Carlsbad until such time as Captain Gordon is physically and mentally fit to resume his duties according to the ship's surgeon.” Once the words were out of his mouth, he realized how much further he had gone than what he originally thought was necessary. Making the decision so soon might be called unlawful if he was ever called to account by his COESS superiors but action was needed now, not some time in the future. And unless there was some sort of divine intervention he didn't believe in, that call wasn't going to happen. The hell with it, he thought. He'd said the words. Now he could start making decisions in good conscience.
"Excuse me for a moment, sir,” Grindstaff said. He stepped out of the room and returned a moment later.
Travis had no idea what that was about but he trusted the army officer and as soon as he was seated again, the conference continued.
* * * *
"Are you serious? I've heard we were lost but it's just a temporary thing, isn't it? And deposing Captain Gordon! That's ... why that's mutiny!” Elias Montingham said. His incipient jowls twitched at the security chief's news, brought to him in his stateroom where he had been trying to contact a senior ship's officer in order to find out whether he was still going to be the governor of Onceover. Success in the endeavor had been notably lacking. He had been put off with vague excuses about a “course correction” while rumors held that they were lost in space. And now one of the officers, Philip Havers, had come to him, telling of another officer usurping the captain's authority and asking for his help.
"That's my opinion, Governor,” Havers said, slyly playing on the man's egoistic opinion of his own worth. “I'm going to see the captain right now but I wanted the opinion of someone in government first. I'm sure you'll back the captain up when he hears what that damn uppity executive officer is doing and has me arrest him, won't you?"
"Most assuredly!” Havers had already told him that Callahan had taken upon himself authority heretofore reserved to the captain, such as radically changing course and calling a meeting behind his back. “If the captain says Callahan's wrong, I'll back him and you both up any way I can."
Montingham saw himself as a mover and shaker in COESS politics and his present assignment as a step upward. He wasn't even aware that he owed his prospective governorship to a favor granted to a cousin of the Colonial Services Director, nor that he had been shuttled off earth to get rid of him. Had he ever made it to Onceover, he would have been even more surprised at the primitive living conditions there and the attitude of the colonists toward outside governors. They hated incompetent appointees. He also didn't give a thought to the fact that he wasn't in any line of command within the ship nor did he have authority over anyone.
"Good,” Chief Havers said enthusiastically. “I knew I could count on you. “Let's go see the captain, but first I need to alert my men."
Montingham noticed that Havers didn't speak but simply tapped his wrist com a few times. It led him to suspect Havers already had his cohorts standing by waiting to hear from him, but like any occurrence Montingham didn't care for he quickly put it out of his mind.
A few minutes later they were beside the entrance to Captain Gordon's cabin. A senior steward standing at the door was apparently waiting on the captain to do something, perhaps call him inside. Or perhaps guarding his privacy. Montingham didn't know.
"Captain Gordon isn't having visitors at the moment,” the steward said.
"We aren't visitors, Morrick. This is official, urgent business,” Havers said. He pushed past the steward and punched the voice activator without waiting on permission.
"Who the hell is it?” the captain's voice rang out. “I said I'm not seeing anyone!"
"It's Chief Havers, Captain. It's urgent."
"No, I said!"
"The executive officer is taking over your ship, Captain.” He winked slyly at Montingham while the steward shuffled awkwardly in place with his mouth gaping.
The door opened. “Come in,” Gordon said gruffly. Once the two men were inside, he closed the door in the steward's face as he was trying to offer refreshments. He didn't ask them to sit but simply stared at them with bloodshot eyes.
"Now what is this about the executive officer that's so urgent?"
"Sir, Mister Callahan has called a meeting of the senior officers. He even has Captain Grindstaff from that army company with him. And he's saying you gave him control of the ship."
Montingham shifted his gaze to Havers. That wasn't exactly what the security chief had told him but it was close enough. Besides, he didn't like looking at the captain. His uniform was wrinkled and dirty and the man had an odor about him as if he hadn't bathed lately.
"I did no such thing! The crew is supposed to be hunting for a way back to earth!"
"Well, that's not what they're doing, Captain,” Havers said. “They've set a completely new course and now they're getting ready to tell the crew that we're lost in space and can never go home."
"What?! We'll see about that!” Then he seemed to see Montingham for the first time. “What are you doing here?” he asked harshly. “Are you in on the conspiracy to keep us from finding earth again?"
"Uh, no, Captain. Chief Havers simply thought it might be a good idea to uh, have someone in government along when you, uh, confronted the mu—the officers in question,” He stammered. He was beginning to have second thoughts after seeing the captain's rumpled appearance and haggard, red-eyed expression but Havers’ determination convinced Montingham to carry on. And if the executive officer continued in charge, he might never become governor of Onceover.
"I don't ... well, you're here, come along. Government, you say? Maybe I'll put you in Callahan's chair.” He laughed inanely, drawing an assenting chuckle from Havers.
Montingham started to decline the honor but Havers elbowed him in the ribs before he got any words out. He smiled nervously but followed the other two men as they headed out of the room.

[Back to Table of Contents]






 




Chapter Four

The door of the conference room burst open without warning. Travis rose halfway to his feet then stalled for a moment as he saw it was Havers back again. Then he continued on into a full standing position as he spotted the captain behind him and ... Governor-to-be Montingham? Why in hell is he here? he wondered.
"What's the meaning of this?!” Gordon said loudly. “What are you people doing meeting behind my back?"
All eyes in the room except Grindstaff's and Sissy's tracked toward Travis, knowing he was the focal point of the outburst. Sissy stared at the captain while Grindstaff tapped surreptitiously at his wrist.
"I'm holding the department head meeting just as you directed, Captain. Will you join us?” He gestured with his hand toward his own seat. He didn't know what Havers thought he was up to and hadn't yet seen the three men in security detail uniforms.
"No, I won't and I gave no such order,” Gordon said belligerently. “The last thing I told you when I left the control room was to continue searching for earth!"
Travis narrowed his gaze, trying to gauge whether the captain had recovered or not. From his words and appearance, he didn't think so. And apparently Gordon had evidently either forgotten or conveniently wasn't going to mention the meeting in his office between the two of them.
"Sir, it's not possible to search for earth as the astrogator and I both have explained to you. We have already set course for the nearest star cluster, just as I suggested and you approved. We have to find a habitable planet and stop there. We have to colonize."
"I gave no such approval. Astrogator Coffeehouse, I want this ship put on a course for earth immediately!"
Grindstaff tapped his wrist again, then waited.
Sissy looked helplessly to Travis then back at the captain. Her countenance firmed. “Sir, it's impossible. I can't do it."
"Then by God I'll put someone in place who can! Chief Havers, I order you to arrest everyone in this room immediately!"
His finger pointed specifically at Travis but his maddened gaze was wide enough to include all.
"Take these people into custody!” Havers said loudly and grinned viciously. Three of his specially selected underlings pushed into the room with hand lasers drawn and ready.
"Put the cuffs on them,” the security chief ordered with a smirk.
Travis felt his heart drop. What in God's name did that fool think he was doing? Couldn't he see the captain was sick? Or didn't he care? Probably the latter, he thought as the cuffs tightened around his wrists. All he could see ahead was disaster with a megalomaniac like Havers and an obviously deranged captain at the helm. And God knows what that blustering idiot Montingham was up to. He had no standing at all aboard the ship other than as a passenger, despite his insistence on being called “Governor".
* * * *
First Sergeant Eduardo Gomez burst into the platoon ready room and came to an abrupt halt, hands on his hips and dark eyes scanning for able bodies. The possibility Captain Grindstaff had warned him of moments earlier had already happened.
"Heads up, troopers! First Platoon, all available, grab your weapons and assemble on me immediately! Two minutes! Laggards, stand ready to assist as backup! Go!"
Such was the first sergeant's authority that the Smith twins and the other troopers in the room scarcely took time to exchange glances and barely a minute passed until more than thirty men and women hurriedly formed into ranks.
"Sergeant Wong, you're in the lead. Sergeant Patterson, rear guard. To officer's country, on the bounce! Mission brief on the way. Let's move!"
As the grim-faced armed men trotted through the corridors, idlers and passersby hurriedly gave way then stared in stark surprise at their retreating backs. Sergeant Gomez called a halt at the first intersection holding an intership buggy and promptly appropriated it from two surprised and speechless logistics crewmen. A half-dozen troops led by Gomez crowded aboard.
"Sergeant Patterson, find another buggy if you can but head the rest of the troops toward the main conference room regardless. We'll meet you there.” He turned his attention to those in the buggy as it departed, speaking loudly enough so the ones left behind could overhear. “Our mission is to suppress a mutiny against Acting Captain Callahan by Security Chief Havers and his men. Captain Gordon is sick and no longer capable. Acting Captain Callahan is in command of the ship until further notice. We shall take Security Chief Havers and anyone assisting him into custody. Without violence if possible but don't let that dissuade you if necessary. Is that clear?"
"Yes, First Sergeant!” came the unanimous reply, even from the troopers trotting along the hallway behind them, almost as fast as the vehicle was moving.
The buggy turned a corner and entered a freight elevator to the upper decks of the ship. A minute later the door opened at the far end of officer's row.
"Weapons ready!” Gomez ordered. “Double time!"
At the first turn the group of soldiers very nearly ran squarely into Havers’ men and their captives. They were roughhousing their handcuffed prisoners along the corridor with smirks and pithy comments about how the mighty had fallen.
"Halt, you people!” Gomez said loudly. His commanding voice reverberated back and forth along the passageway like claps of thunder. “Drop your weapons immediately or be fired on!” When he saw some hesitation, he called out again, “Now!” and aimed his hand laser at the nearest security man's chest. That it happened to be Havers could have been arbitrary but he had never liked the security chief to begin with. If shooting was called for, he intended for that man to go first.
Two of the guards dropped their weapons. Havers and the other tried to resist.
Grindstaff kicked out and knocked the handgun of the guard nearest him aside, falling in the process for lack of balance from his hands being cuffed.
Havers growled and swiveled to aim at Gomez. “Kill those army bastards!” he began yelling but his voice cut off like a ruined soundtrack.
The laser beams and bullets of Gomez's squad may have been a microsecond behind his own shot but not any more than that. Havers was cut to pieces and fell with an astounded expression of disbelief on his face.
"Sergeant Wong, cut those cuffs off the captain and the other officers then stand by for orders."
His words caused a momentary confusion on Wong's part until she figured out that the first sergeant was talking about Travis Callahan rather their own captain or Samuel Gordon. The former captain was standing to one side but totally indecisive. His mouth moved as he gibbered unintelligibly. Grindstaff had already managed to free himself in any case.
"Are any of you hurt?” Gomez asked. His eyes scanned the group looking for blood or burns.
"We're fine, Top. Thanks. You made it here at least a minute sooner than I expected,” Grindstaff said.
"Yes, thank you, Sergeant Wong,” Travis said. We truly appreciate your fast action.” He shook his hands to get the circulation back in them while staring at Havers’ bloody remains.
Knowing how the security chief had operated, Gomez figured he must have purposely pulled the cuffs far too tight on Callahan but he saw the color was returning to them and turned to other matters.
"Sergeant Wong, please detail three men to escort Captain Gordon back to his cabin. I'll send the surgeon for you, sir."
"I don't need a surgeon, damn you,” Gordon said with momentarily regained bravado. “I order you to...” His gaze finally tracked to the body of Havers. All the wounds hadn't been coagulated by the intense heat of the laser beams and two of them were from bullets. He lay in a slowly widening pool of blood.
Gordon gulped and swallowed his gorge. His face paled.
"Grab him!” Travis ordered when he saw what was happening.
PFCs Thomas and Jerry Smith caught Gordon just in time to keep him from a nasty fall. They eased him down to the deck as gently as possible, away from the blood.
"Put him on the buggy, then take him to my office instead of his cabin,” Doctor Parham said. “I'll be along shortly. Do you know where it is, Tom?” He knew the twins from having seen them recently for bruises collected during a bout of overly strenuous martial arts training.
"I'm Jerry, but yes, sir,” the Smith twin answered.
"Sergeant Wong, perhaps you'd better go with them,” Gomez said.
"Right, First Sergeant. I'll see that our twins stay out of trouble. Is there anything else?” She divided her attention three ways, not absolutely sure who was in ultimate command at the moment.
Gomez and Grindstaff both nodded and she and her helpers departed.
"And now,” Travis said as he caught Montingham by the shoulder. “What was your role in this contretemps? I don't recall you being placed into the line of command."
"I ... Chief Havers asked me to accompany him in order to...” His voice trailed off as he stared at the body of his former companion.
"Sir, I think we'd better have the body removed before we have another casualty, don't you?” Gomez asked Grindstaff.
"I think you're right. See to it if you will, Top."
"I'll take care of it, sir,” Gomez said. He tapped at his wrist com to get a stretcher party on the move then stood by and listened to the conversation between Acting Captain Callahan and Elias Montingham. He figured he would have more work in a moment.
"You haven't answered me, Mister Montingham,” Travis said.
"I ... I think perhaps I need some legal advice.” His eyes roved the group of men and women who had moments ago been in handcuffs while he fantasized about his chances of taking command of the ship from Havers.
"Perhaps you do but for the time being you're confined to your quarters. Is that clearly understood?"
"You can't order me around like that!"
"Or perhaps you'd rather go to the brig?"
"I ... all right. I'll go to my quarters but I demand to see a lawyer."
"Mister Montingham, I don't think you understand your position. You seem to have assumed a role in an illegal action by the security section of the ship. As acting commander of Carlsbad, I am the law. Now get out of my sight."
"Tregor, Bindle, escort Mister Montingham back to his quarters,” Gomez ordered.
"Yes, First Sergeant! Come along, sir.” Trevor placed his hand suggestively on the holster of his laser.
Montingham departed quietly.
"And now, I believe we should resume our meeting,” Travis said but then pointed to the three men Havers had brought with him. “Oh yes. You three men are relieved of security duty. Report to Mister Masters’ office in Logistics at 0800 hours tomorrow morning for reassignment. If you have weapons checked out, be certain they have been turned in first. Understand?"
They nodded, clearly comprehending who was in command now.
"Is that all, sir? Do you need us for anything else?” Gomez asked.
"No, I believe the situation is under control now. If Major Grindstaff has nothing further for you to do, you're free to go. And again, thank you."
Grindstaff nodded at him and Gomez departed. He felt much better with someone besides Gordon now in command. The few times he had encountered the man aboard ship he had looked right through him and ignored his greeting.
* * * *
Once they were all back in the conference room and coffee had been sent for, Travis was ready to convene the meeting again. He still felt shaky inside and he now knew what having a gun pointed at him felt like. It wasn't fun at all. It made him wonder how soldiers could make a career of a profession where it might happen any time, but on the other hand he was damn glad the soldiers had been handy! He hated to think what might have happened had Grindstaff not been so astute in his evaluation of Havers and what he might do. He took a deep breath to calm himself and began.
"After that ... unexpected interruption I believe we're ready to resume our business.” He smiled ruefully. “Major Grindstaff, you have all our thanks for your prompt and very, uh, practical action. I believe it might be well to put your company in charge of such police duties as are necessary in the ship from now on. Does that meet your approval?"
Grindstaff replied with a simple nod rather than speaking.
"Are there any objections?"
"No, but I'll be the first to tell you that I think it's a wise move, Captain,” Brandon said. “I've been aboard this ship for almost six years now and I've seen Chief Havers gradually replace the old guard with men of his own ... temperament, shall we say. I really don't think they can be trusted to properly police the ship, especially given our circumstances."
"Thanks, Brandon. I should have thought of it immediately but I didn't realize quite how far gone Captain Gordon was nor how much the yearning for power had engrossed Chief Havers.” As he responded, Travis suddenly realized he had been called “Captain". The term felt strange when applied to his person. He had always aspired to command a ship of the COESS Lines but never in his wildest dreams had he wanted to attain the position in the fashion it had happened. It would take some getting used to. And he made a vow to keep reminding himself he was acting captain. “I'm also open to suggestions but I now believe it would be wise to announce plainly that Gordon is ill and has been relieved of command by the surgeon, and that as the officer next in line I have assumed command of the ship. I think it is also wise to announce plainly that the ship is lost and we don't expect to ever see earth again but we have excellent chances of finding a habitable planet to live on, to colonize. Does that meet with everyone's approval?"
Nods met his gaze as it traversed the circle of officers at the table.
"Fine. I'll get that drawn up in formal language and published at the same time I make the announcement. I'll leave open the possibility of Captain Gordon recovering and taking the helm again but ... yes, Major?"
Captain Grindstaff smiled at his honorary title when in hearing of the ship's captain. “Captain Callahan, it's your decision of course, but it might be well not to mention that Captain Gordon may recover. If he does, well and good but I personally see no sense in letting the issue stay open publicly. It might fester among other malcontents such as Havers."
Travis scrubbed his chin with his knuckles then nodded slowly. “Thank you. I believe you're right. We'll do it that way. And, people, use this as an example. The change in command has been sudden and has already met with difficulties. I have the final say in decisions but I need the best advice I can get, so don't be afraid to speak up. Okay?"
The others nodded agreement.
"Fine. Now what I see as the main problem in the future is how we should be organized once we do find a place to live. It's not an immediate problem but it definitely bears thinking about. I'm sure you're all aware that we have far more passengers than crew and that's not even counting the army company we're carrying. Somehow we all have to be integrated into a working group once we land because at that time, my legal authority will cease."
"Won't you keep the ship in commission in case it turns out that we can't live on the planet we select?” Masters asked.
"You're forgetting something, Brandon. At most of our ports of call there are vessels waiting to transfer personnel and supplies from orbit to ground. We use the ship's tenders only where transportation isn't available, such as newly colonized planets. Carlsbad has only two tenders. Can you imagine transferring all our cargo and passengers and crew to the earth in them?"
"I can't,” Sissy said.
"I can't either,” Brandon agreed with a hint of embarrassment. “The captain's right. It really had slipped my mind. Even if we used the tenders, they simply don't have a big enough power core to fuel nearly as many trips as it would take to unload us and everything else. That's not even counting the way we use the tenders for energy sources on relatively new colonies and like we'll have to do when we find a home."
"Oh. So we have to ground the ship, then?” Sissy asked. A frown formed on her face. “That won't be easy, you know."
"Right,” Travis said. “But once we commit ourselves that's the only logical solution so we'd better be damn sure we can live on whichever planet we select. Once we're down, the ship can't take off again. Hell, even landing it will be ticklish. I can't even remember a case right offhand."
"I can,” Sissy said. “Or rather I've read of a case, way back in the early colonizing days. It was actually a survey ship, although a large one. Something went wrong and half the impellers wouldn't function. That's why the planet was named Dead End. The crew was stranded there for two generations."
"So I hope everyone can see what we're facing,” Travis continued. “And that's not the only problem. We can't take too long to make a choice or our supplies will run out. Hydroponics can carry us a little while but not very long. That's according to the figures Brandon worked up for me. We need to be certain a place is habitable but on the other hand, we can't take too long to decide. And there's one other problem, which may be the most difficult one to solve. What do we do with that consignment of prisoners we have onboard?” He was gratified to see the serious expressions on everyone's faces. It told him they appreciated the difficulties they would all be working under. The trick now would be to convince the rest of the crew and passengers. “We'll defer that last one for a day or two. I brought it up because we need to think about it and any input will be welcome, believe me."
For the rest of the meeting Travis kept the officers focused on matters of mundane but needful interest such as supplies, estimated time until a livable planet might be found, reorganization of the line of command to insert the army into it, how to begin a crash training program for passengers and crew in farming techniques, selection of personnel for the first landing and exploration parties, how to word the forthcoming announcement of change in command and that the ship was lost, with no hope of ever going home.
Grindstaff excused himself as soon as the meeting ended with the admonition that, “I need to scatter a little oil on the water before the rumors amongst the troops get too wild."
"Yes, and I've got to do the same thing.” Travis thanked him once again and shook his hand before he left. It was a very sincere handshake. He also thanked each of the others personally for supporting him and for their contributions to the discussion. All in all he thought he had handled things well enough, other than not anticipating Havers’ attempted usurpation of power.
* * * *
"...have been integrated into the ship's crew and into the line of command. Until further notice, the duties of the security department will be assumed by some members of the army company we have onboard. They will be under the command of Major William Grindstaff. I expect him to carry out his new duties in a calm and professional manner as long as necessary and I urge both crew and passengers to give him and his men your full cooperation.
"The astrogater tells me that we should arrive at a nearby star cluster within the month and at that time we shall begin searching for a home, a planet compatible with human life in all aspects, for we have no hope of rescue. I am sorry to be the bearer of such news but we must all face reality. I hope and pray that we will establish a new colony our descendents can be proud of, one that will flourish under the same rule of law as the nations of our Confederacy on earth.
"It will not be easy but our forebears were pioneers, our contemporaries on all our colony worlds are pioneers and now we shall be pioneers, too. I feel confident that you will all meet the challenges ahead in an exemplary manner. In the days to come, Mister Masters of the logistics department will furnish a list of items that will be rationed. Pay strict attention to it. Our success or failure may depend on the way we use such goods and supplies as we have on hand now.
"In days to come the ship's company will have to be reorganized as a colony ship rather than a service liner. This may entail changes in duty stations, work assignments and greater or lesser responsibility for particular tasks than what's gone before. All personnel aboard this ship will be integrated into the crew as soon as possible, just as the army company has been. We must all work together and that is the best way to accomplish it. I will be meeting with groups of you in days to come.
"Several emergency training programs will also be organized as quickly as possible. Some changes will be temporary, others permanent, but whatever the case, accept them in good faith as necessary. Once we have found a planet that can be safely colonized and are secure on it, every person in this ship will have a part in making it a safe home for ourselves and organizing a government suitable to our needs. Note that I said once we are secure. I can't predict how long that might take but hopefully it will be short. In any case, elections for such government as we desire and need will be held as soon as practically possible after landing and securing an area where we can live and grow crops.
"For now I thank you for your forbearance as we go about our duties. Listen to and obey your superiors and perform your own duties to the best of your ability. We will succeed. Thank you."
Travis held his unsmiling position for long enough to be certain that the all-ship com was no longer live then visibly relaxed. He had decided to give his speech from the control room as a way to signify the change in command and as a symbol of his authority over the Carlsbad.
"Very good, Captain,” Brandon said. He touched his forehead with the tips of his fingers in an informal salute even though that mark of respect had gone out of style in the COESS Lines.
"I agree,” Sissy said to him with a grin that was explained with her next remark. “It was just right but you need to have someone make you some new insignia for your uniform."
"Whoops! Never thought about it. Who knows how to sew, I wonder?"
"I'll do it for you."
"Thank you,” Travis said solemnly. He didn't dare let it out that he had been carrying around a captain's insignia for years as a reminder of his goal to attain that position.
* * * *
"Man alive, what have we got ourselves into?” Tom said to his twin, a purely rhetorical question.
"We've got ourselves into guard duty tonight is what,” Jerry said. “Whoever would have thought we'd be taking over the ship?” He examined himself in the mirror of the duty room to be sure his uniform was immaculate. He had no desire for a chewing out and extra duty from Sergeant Wong.
"We haven't taken it over, Doofus. We're just the police force and the landing party and we're the ones carrying the spears while the civilians get to play like farmers."
"Sounds like we're in charge to me."
"Captain Callahan is in charge, PFC Smith,” Platoon Sergeant Wong said as she appeared, apparently from thin air. “As of now, we are directly under his command. And in the meantime, I have the perfect detail for you two."
"What is it, Sergeant?” they asked in unison.
"Major Grindstaff, First Sergeant Gomez and I have decided that your background makes you candidates for the class in farming. Report to the main conference room on deck two first thing tomorrow morning."
"Whom do we report to?” Tom asked.
"To Weapons Tech Sandra Johnson, believe it or not. She's the class coordinator but she'll be studying just like you two will. And if I hear about any grabass in class, you will be two very sorry young PFCs. Clear?"
"Yes, Sergeant,” they chorused. As soon as the sergeant turned her back, a pair of beatific smiles crossed their faces but they waited until she was well out of sight before speaking.
"Talk about luck!” Jerry said, forgetting all about holding spears and thinking of holding Sandy instead.
"Don't forget; it's my turn."
"I won't. Say, farming may not be so bad. We wouldn't be in the army then, would we? I mean we're going to be a colony. Will we need an army then?"
"Hell if I know, but there's one another good thing about it, I think."
"Yeah? What?"
"Don't farmers need to have wives?” Tom said with a wily grin. “Somebody to have the stove warm when you come in from the fields?"
"Sure, but don't think small. How about a warm stove and a warm bed, too?"
* * * *
Crag Morehill stared at his plate in disgust. So the rationing had started already. That made the rumors sweeping the ship, even into convict quarters, seem reasonable. And almost certainly true, according to what the new captain had said. His speech had even been piped into the convict quarters. The ship was lost and he said there was no finding the way back. They were on a course now to find a world to colonize. But what will that mean for me and the other cons? he wondered. Would they keep us locked up indefinitely? He thought about it for a while and a crooked smile slowly broke the planes of his face. It caused the scar that crossed his lips to the left of his nose to crinkle his face into a gargoyle's mask. No, he doubted they would all be kept in cells, not forever. They wouldn't have the manpower or the inclination for that. Well, for hard cases like him they might. But suppose he promised to work? Not that he would have had a choice had he been deposited in the swamps of Brongstill but the situation now cast a different light on his circumstances and that of his fellow cons.

Nah, he decided. Some of ‘em may be let loose but they'll have to keep me. For a while anyway. But give me a chance and we'll see what happens. If it's a halfway decent world ... and if someone forgets to guard their weapon ... and then there are the women to think about. There were plenty of them on the ship, even some of the guards. And wouldn't he like to get his hands on a couple of those? One in particular appealed to him as a possible dupe, the big blond bitch he'd been cultivating. So far she hadn't been all that receptive since there wasn't much they could have done about it anyway, but what about now? A big man, one who was tough and strong and knew how to handle himself might be just what she would go for on a brand new world, one where all kinds of danger might lurk. Yeah, that was the way to go. He chuckled in the confines of his cell. She wasn't much to look at but then all he had to do was look in a mirror to see he that he had come out on the low end of that department himself. And what the hell, he sure had nothing to lose!
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Chapter Five

"Remember the conversation we had the morning after the balloon went up?” Travis said to Sissy as they were dining together in a secluded corner of the officer's mess.
"Uh huh.” She gazed at him from beneath lowered lids.
"I think we'd better put that idea on hold until we find us a place to live."
"You mean the idea of us possibly getting together?"
He nodded resignedly. How can something I wanted so much turn out so badly? he thought. I'm a captain but my ship is lost. I think I may have found a woman I could fall in love with but she's in the line of command. Off limits, damn it.
"I've been wondering when you'd mention it. And much as I hate to say it, I have to admit you're right. The captain can't be seen playing favorites, especially with the situation we're in."
"Unfortunately. And I really mean it, Sissy. Do you think you can wait until we've grounded and have the colony organized into a governing unit?” His eyes pleaded with her to say yes.
She shrugged. “Depends on how long that takes, doesn't it?"
"I suppose,” he admitted reluctantly.
"No supposing about it. I haven't talked at length to such scientists as we have aboard, but I suspect manufacturing the various drugs we use for life extension isn't going to be easy, if it's possible at all. Besides ... I think there's going to be a lot of permanent pairing off as it sinks in that we're no longer a service liner but a colony ship."
"True, and actually, that's good. Not for us at the moment but for the ship as a whole."
She laughed, a low mirthless chuckle. “You have a command mentality, Travis. If this hadn't happened, you'd eventually have graduated to captain of one of the big passenger liners or a survey ship."
"Not as long as Gordon was doing my evaluations."
She shook her head. “I don't think he would have lasted much longer. Seeing what happened when we faced a crisis makes me wonder how he stayed stable as long as he did. You'd have made captain before long despite him."
"Yeah, I probably would have.” He sighed as he admitted she was right. But damn it, being captain wasn't all peaches and cream. In fact so far he'd seen very little advantage to it other than an inner satisfaction of knowing he'd done his duty as well as he could and as he should have. He had always been his own worst critic, driving himself to perform whatever he was called on to do better than the next man or woman. It made for an isolated and lonely life on occasion but he had hoped the growing rapprochement between he and Sissy before the crisis would turn into something permanent, even while he was ending his involvement with Cathy.
"We took some more sights right before I came down,” Sissy said, more to change the subject than anything.
"And?"
"We're getting close enough to pick out promising star systems but not near enough to take spectrographic readings of planets yet, not for any world we could live on. We'll be in range soon, though."
"How much longer?"
"Two weeks, max and we should start getting some hits. I want to shut down then long enough to set up a course taking us by what might be decent planets. We can stop at the first one showing a breathable atmosphere and suitable gravity. If it's no good, we can go on from there."
"Stay on it. That's the most important job in the ship right now."
"Don't I know it! And for more reasons than one.” She winked at him and pushed her chair back from the table. Just as she was walking away a woman with short black hair in a COESS uniform brushed past her without speaking.
Travis saw her approaching and stood up. Cathy!
"So, you can't see me but you have time for your precious astrogater, do you? What else is she good for besides getting us lost?"
His face flamed. He couldn't help it but he didn't intend to let it go any further, not there. “Cathy, I won't speak to you like this in public. I'm leaving. If you want to talk to me, make an appointment.” He walked away, leaving her sputtering. Ahead of him he could see Sissy nearing the exit. He followed her out, staring at her departing form until she was out of sight while cursing the circumstances keeping them apart.
* * * *
"You're late, Jimmy.” She had let herself into his stateroom with the code he'd given her the last time they'd been together and had been waiting on him.
He hugged Maria Mirando tightly, feeling a surge of passion rush through his body. “Sorry, sweetheart. Captain Callahan is pushing us pretty hard."
"Is he gonna turn into a martinet?” she said as she kicked the door closed behind him. “Never mind, kiss me first and then talk."
He did so, enthusiastically. He wasn't exactly inexperienced but two years at the academy after college had left him little time for mixing with the opposite sex and he hadn't been much of a ladies’ man beforehand. He found himself hoping the liaison with Maria would turn into something permanent.
"Whew! That's better, Jimmy. Now you can talk, but let's sit down, first.” The way her knees felt, she thought it was a fine idea. He let her take his hand in both of hers while he talked.
"The captain is really nice to work for when you get right down to it.” he said. “He's always willing to listen to the rest of us. Not like Gordon. He thought he was God and the rest of us not worth pissing on."
Maria laughed heartedly. “That description could very well fit a number of officers or NCOs I've run into over the years.
"So how come you're late?"
"Oh, that. It's just that so many changes are going on that the captain can't always be in the control room, and with Gordon out of it, we're already short a watch officer."
"What kind of changes, Jimmy?"
"You should know. He's having to reorganize the whole ship. Haven't you noticed, what with the army inserted into the crew?"
"Yeah, as a matter of fact, I couldn't help but notice. Some of us are training for the landing and exploration parties and others of us have taken over security and police duties. That's the part I don't like. We aren't really trained for it. Fortunately, we haven't had much to do. The passengers have been pretty well behaved and the reeducation department he's gotten started is keeping them busy. But y'know, a lot of them still don't believe we won't be rescued or suddenly find a way to get back home. Isn't that crazy?"
He shrugged. “There are always gonna be that kind, Maria. So long as they pull their share of the load, who cares? How's it going with the convicts? Are they causing any problems?"
Her smile vanished. “No, not yet, but that is a big pile of shit we're going to fall into if it's not worked out real careful. There are some awful bad cases amongst them from what I've seen. It makes me kind of wish for the death penalty again."
"Really?"
"Uh huh. I've got part of the detail since we took it away from security and I've looked over some of the case files. I sure hope Captain Callahan has a plan for what to do with them once we land."
"We could keep them locked up, I guess."
"There's too many and it would tie up too much of our manpower. We're going to need every swinging tit to make a colony work. You know as well as I do a liner isn't geared for starting a colony."
"You're saying we ought to free them?"
"Jimmy, I just don't know. Maybe it would work out okay with some of them but others? I wouldn't sleep a wink with them loose."
He freed his hand and slid it around her shoulder. “Let's talk about something else."
She leaned forward and kissed him then did it again for good measure. “I'm willing."
"I can see that. Hell with it. Let's talk later."
Maria smiled and slid her finger down the closure of her blouse. It parted, revealing a very flimsy translucent bra. She touched it with a finger.
"You can do the rest."
Jimmy fumbled some but accomplished the task to her satisfaction. A few moments later they were clasped together in his bed and she was introducing him to a few sexual endeavors she thought he'd had no prior experience with. By the time they were finished, he was thoroughly satiated and much more ready to talk, she thought with a sigh of pleasure. It had been a while since she'd gotten this close to a man.
"Do you think the captain will keep the army unit intact after we land?” she asked. It was a subject of intense interest among her comrades but so far there had been no official word, only rumors.
"I don't know for sure, love. Remember, I'm only a junior officer. This is my first cruise. Unless it concerns something directly pertaining to the ship, I'm as out of the loop as you."
"Come on, Jimmy. You're bound to have caught a few hints."
"Well ... the army has already been integrated into the ship's crew although as I understand it, the unit integrity has remained as it was. Is that right?"
"Pretty much so.. Essentially, Major Grindstaff has become a ship's department head and the troops under him are serving as a police force, among other things like planning for the first landing. But he has some of us attending classes, too. According to what I've heard, we won't keep more than a platoon active."
"Well, besides that I did hear Captain Callahan saying something about getting the rest of the passengers and the colonists into his table of organization, as he called it. I don't know how that's going to work since we have lots more passengers than crew. He's called for volunteers for the farming classes. I guess you've heard that, huh?"
"No, as a matter of fact I haven't. Hmm. What was the reaction?"
"He seemed a bit dissatisfied at the response the way I heard it. A lot of the passengers don't know shit about farming and apparently have no desire to learn. Probably some of them are the ones thinking we'll find a way home eventually. Or thinking they're going to run things once we land. Dumb shits."
"What is the ratio of crew to passengers, Jimmy? Don't count the army."
"Oh...” He rubbed his chin then moved his hand over to her body and rubbed some interesting parts there while he added figures in his head. “There are a bit less than two hundred and fifty crew for a liner this size. If you count the convicts, I'd say we have about three passengers for each crew member. It's a guess but I think its pretty close."
"Really? Damn, I didn't realize there were so many. We're a light infantry company so there are about two hundred of us as. We stayed pretty well insulated from the other passengers and most of the crew, except for you, sweetie.” She tickled his ribs. “Training and that sort of thing kept us busy. What do all those other people do?"
"I don't know about every one of them but we can add them up. There are the diplomatic people going and coming, then governors, auditors, and such, along with all kinds of other bureaucrats we have to drop off and pick up at every stop. And there are always lots of scientists studying the new planets so add a bunch of them going each way, too. I'm not sure about how many convicts we have aboard. That wasn't in my department."
"I know now,” Maria volunteered. “There's forty of them. About a dozen are real bastards. The others might possibly be rehabilitated but I'd watch my back around them. Well, I might trust a few but not many."
"Uh huh, same here. Okay, forty convicts. Then we have about ... oh, say a hundred or so business people either going out on assignments to corporations or surveying new markets in the colonies, that sort of thing. Maybe more than a hundred, now that I think of it. And we have some families on vacation who couldn't afford the luxury liners. Not too many of them, say thirty or forty."
"Families? Or people?"
"Families. And there's always a few honeymooners who also couldn't afford the luxury liners but wanted to start married life in space. Fools, mostly, in my opinion."
"How about colonists?"
"Yeah, a bunch of them, too. There are the rich ones who've bought into one of the better colony worlds. They're also mostly families and unless we hit the jackpot, they're going to be disappointed and claim they're not getting what they paid for. And we have a consignment of poor folks who volunteered for colonizing Wheeler's World. They're kind of rough trade but generally honest, I'd say. And last, we have the colonists who can afford a trip back to good old earth to visit relatives or maybe even go home permanently. Not many of them and even fewer going back. Hard to tell. I guess that's all, so ... no, there are students being sent to earth by their parents for advanced education. I'm not sure how many of them we have. They kind of stick to themselves.” He paused to think whether or not he'd missed a category.
"You said something about scientists. What kind?"
"That I don't know, other than a few I've met like Adelaine Smitherson, a xenobiologist. She's sweet on Brandon Masters, the logistics officer. He calls her Addie. And Chet Logman. He's a comparative paleontologist. I think that's what he said. You know, I bet we have close to a thousand people aboard, maybe even more than that. Brandon Masters would know for sure since he's the logistics officer. Or Shirley Eastman, the chief steward. She'd probably know, too."
"At least we have one xenobiologist,” Maria mused. “Oh heck, I bet we have lots of them. That might be helpful. And move your hand, I can't think straight with it there."
Jimmy complied by moving his hand to her other breast.
"That...” she inhaled sharply. “That wasn't exactly what I meant, young man."
"Oh. Sorry.” He removed his hand and placed it somewhere else. “Is that better?"
"Um. I didn't want to think anyway."
* * * *
"I'll make the announcement right after we wrap this up,” Travis said to the assembled stewards. “We'll make it effective day after tomorrow to be sure everyone gets the word.” He doubted everyone would or would even want to. He had just finished explaining to the stewards that most of them would be assigned new duties, consisting of classes in useful crafts or farming for the most part.
Shirley Eastman, the chief steward of Carlsbad laughed out loud. “I can tell you one group that'll take this the wrong way, Captain. The government people won't like having to walk to a dining room three times a day or having to carry their own laundry back and forth."
"They'll get used to it. We have more important things for them to do, just as you have. The colony won't start out with everyone having equal status but everyone will damn well work or they won't eat. And that includes studying if they're assigned to a class."
He was startled when the stewards began applauding. He hadn't expected anything like that. In fact he had thought he might have some dissension from the stewards, just as a matter of principle. He knew some people were resistant to change no matter what kind and no matter what the circumstances.
"Thank you. I appreciate your confidence. In fact, I believe I'll use it as a standard for the other groups I have to give the same news to."
That brought a mixture of laughs and more clapping and he was able to end the meeting with a feeling of real accomplishment. He hadn't been trained in taking a liner and turning its crew and passengers into colonists, but if the other special groups aboard reacted the same way, he would feel much more confident about their chances of success.
* * * *
"Come in,” Travis said.
Grindstaff entered his cabin carrying a packet. Travis escorted him over to the office alcove and pointed.
"Just put them there."
Grindstaff placed a stack of printouts in one of the few free spaces on Travis’ desk.
"Thanks. Is that all of them?"
"Yes, sir, that's the crop. I've read over each one of them and had my first sergeant go over them as well. A mean bunch, but I believe some of them are salvageable."
"That's good news for a change. We'll interview those to be sure."
"The bad news is that most of them aren't."
"I was afraid of that. Coffee?"
Grindstaff seemed to consider for a moment then smiled. “May as well. It'll be gone pretty quick anyway."
"That will be a calamity but I suppose we'll survive.” Having dismissed his steward he poured for them both then sat back down. He saw the military commander eyeing him as he sipped at the coffee, grateful for the stimulant. He knew what Grindstaff must be thinking. How do I deal with the convicts? He decided it was as good a time as any to bring the matter up with him.
"Bill, supposing we grant conditional pardons to the convicts you think we can integrate into our ship's company. Have you any ideas on what we should do with the others?"
"I know what I'd like to do with a few of them but I doubt I could execute a man or woman in cold blood."
"No and I wouldn't allow it in any case. What would you think of the idea of dropping them off with minimal supplies on the other side of the world from where we set down?” It was the best idea he had been able to come up with.
Grindstaff smiled dourly. “Now that's showing some good thinking. They wouldn't bother us and their numbers would be too few for them to present a danger in future years."
"That was what I thought. Give them some food, some seeds, a few weapons and enough power packs and ammo to last until they can fashion hand weapons and leave them to survive or die as they will. Have you separated out the ones you think we can salvage?” He indicated the stack of printouts with a wave of his hand.
"Yes, sir. There's an even dozen I believe have the potential to make good citizens. The rest...” He pointed to the deck with his thumb.
"Okay, we'll consider that issue settled. Now let's take up another one. I don't believe we need a whole army company to serve as policemen but I also don't like the idea of breaking up a unit that's so well trained in combat and survival tactics, even if the enemy in this case may turn out to be the local fauna. On the other hand, we're going to need every hand, if you'll pardon the pun, so what I envision is keeping one platoon for permanent guard, exploration and such constabulary duties as are necessary. The rest of your company will be in reserve while they fill other slots, mostly getting some crops going."
"Do we have seeds?"
"A limited supply. Very limited, and some of it is hybrid stuff. It may not even go to seed or be worth anything if it does, according to one of our scientists. We were lucky in one sense, though. We were delivering a consignment of newly developed corn and sorghum for planting on Bonnport. But back to the question of what to do with your men. Other than the one platoon I spoke of, I'd like you to begin classes for the civilians in small arms. I believe we will be able to fabricate slug throwers fairly easily, given some ore deposits. I know you have a small surplus of arms and COESS liners always carry some for various reasons. That's good in both cases because I don't see us manufacturing lasers or power packs any time soon."
"I can do that. What about the rest of my company that's in reserve? If we don't provide some training, they'll lose their edge."
"How about if I leave it up to you as to how much training they need? Bear in mind you'll have to balance that need against those of the colony and we can't really predict that until we find a planet that's decent."
"Understood. One more thing, though. Some of my men are highly trained or educated in specialties we may be able to use. Would you like a list?"
"Absolutely! Any with talents you think we can utilize on a colony world, by all means let me know."
"Will do, sir. How soon can we expect a landing?"
Travis grimaced. “A minimum of two weeks but that's not very likely. I'd say closer to six weeks or two months unless we get lucky. We have to hope we not only find a planet where we can grow crops but one that has meat animals we can kill for food. Otherwise we're probably going to get very hungry."
"I guess I'd better get busy then,” Grindstaff said wryly and drained the last of his coffee.
"Good man."
* * * *
Travis found that he could run the ship better from the captain's cabin than the control room but very quickly decided he couldn't seclude himself. Several of the ship's passengers knew him but many more didn't. He began touring the ship every morning after he had finished addressing all the groups in the ship where he felt the need, such as the scientists and food service workers. Those meetings had gone fairly well other than a few difficulties with prima donnas and with some government employees who insisted an election should be held immediately. They appeared to think such elections should involve only them as candidates. He dismissed the idea with some force behind his words.
He began each day with breakfast in the general mess, sitting with a different group each time. That brought some problems with questions but not as many as he had feared. He had already announced everything he thought the general population needed to know and he made sure his conversations stuck to those items. He spent the afternoons in his cabin other than one or two brief visits to the control room each day and to the officers’ mess for evening meals. He liked working from the captain's cabin. That was where he was when Timothy Effers commed him.
"What is it, Tim?"
"Sir, may I come up for a moment? I believe I've found the reason our main computer went down."
"By all means, Tim. Come right up. I'll be waiting."
A few minutes later he was listening to the electronics officer. He was glad the man had come to him in person rather than speaking over an open system or putting it into the normal flow of the ship's communications.
"That is very difficult to believe, Tim. Sabotage?” It had been the last thing he would have suspected.
"I know, sir, but that's what happened. I have no doubt at all. During servicing in earth orbit, a main board was removed and replaced with one guaranteed to overload and burn out sometime during our run. I checked the serial numbers and it's a lead pipe cinch. What's more, a circuit blocker was tied into the connection from the board to the backups. When the quadrant board went down, the block prevented the backups from kicking in and also kept the alarm from sounding. I assume it was inserted at the same time the faulty board was substituted for the one that originally came with the computer. As to how it happened, I believe it almost had to have been a technician actually doing the servicing and also some bastards back down the supply line as well. The packs the boards come in have to appear new or the people dispensing them would have suspected something right off. It was sabotage, plain and simple. Captain, I'm sorry. I should have discovered it sooner but I wasn't thinking along those lines when I tried to find out what went wrong. What's more, putting that whole faulty board in there made it certain we'd go way, way off course almost immediately after it went down. It wouldn't have mattered much when we took sightings. From the moment it burned out, we were lost."
"Damn. I wonder ... Tim, have you told anyone else of your discovery?"
"No, Captain, not a soul other than Mister Terrell."
"Good. Let's keep it quiet for the time being."
"If you say so, sir, but why?” Effers looked puzzled.
"Think about it for a moment,” Travis told him. “Who would gain from sabotaging a ship in a way almost guaranteed to see that it never returned?"
"I don't ... the Islamic Empire?"
Travis nodded. “A possibility, but it could be any of the other powers. And that's the reason I don't want it known. Just because we all speak English as our primary language doesn't mean we don't have people aboard with origins in other countries. If it became common knowledge that the sabotage originated with any of the major powers, how do you think people would react toward them?"
"They wouldn't like it. Hell, I don't like it now."
"Exactly, and it wouldn't make a damn bit of difference to some people in the ship whether they were innocent or not. They'd be blamed by association. The last thing we need is dissent in a colony that is completely on its own like we're going to be, so keep it to yourself. That's an order."
"Yes, sir. I can see it now. I won't say a thing."
"Good man."
After Effers had left he began thinking of the deeper implications. Theirs was only one ship. Considering how simple the sabotage had been, it was almost a certainty that every COESS liner docking at the service satellite orbiting earth had been tampered with in the same fashion. And as soon as it became apparent that ships were not returning an investigation would begin, starting right at the satellite. He thought it was a pretty good bet that COESS intelligence agents would find the culprit or more likely, culprits, and that they would prove to be directed by controllers from the one of the major powers. That in turn would probably mean war. The situation on earth had become increasingly dicey the last few years. Perhaps one of the other empires intended for war to start in just this fashion, with almost every liner servicing the COESS colonies most likely lost, giving them free rein to send their own ships and take over running those worlds. It wouldn't be hard since there would be no way to support the colonies that were yet unable to survive on their own and they would have no way to report that the COESS liners hadn't arrived. The fastest means of communication between stars were the ships, either military warships or civilian liners such as they were traveling in. A military craft might be the first to report the lost ships but it was possible that an interval consistent with a complete circuit of the colonies would pass before they were missed. For that matter, it was possible their military ships had been sabotaged.
He hoped Effers would indeed keep his silence. It was a huge burden to put on the young man. Hell, it was a huge burden to put on him, he thought sardonically. For a moment he rested his head in his hands, wondering why he had ever wanted to command a starship. And he knew it wasn't going to get any easier. He found himself wishing for Sissy's company. He had never felt so alone in his life.
* * * *
"Hi, guys. How goes it with us farmers?” Sandy sat down between the twins. The others in the class hadn't attempted to take that seat because they knew who it was saved it for.
"It isn't anything like charging machine guns, that's for sure,” Tom said.
"Nor like close order drill, either. I'd be happy if I never had to stand at attention again,” Jerry added.
Sandy nodded at one twin then the other. “Something tells me farming isn't going to be anything like servicing laser cannons either. In fact, I sort of doubt the captain will keep the lasers operative for long. Mister Terrell is trying to figure out a way to use the ship's power source for machinery once we land."
"Well, hell, Sandy, aren't our machines using it for power sources now?” Tom asked.
"I meant away from the ship, like for charging the tractors and such. As it is, we'll have to use the tenders. They're built for it but that would mean less power for exploring."
"Oh. Gotcha. We use the army version of the tenders in the field like that sometimes."
"What's the captain going to do with the lasers then?” The twin on her right asked. She looked at his name tag. J. Smith, it read. She still couldn't tell them apart all the time.
"You know, I'm not real certain what he'll do with them, come to think of it. I wonder if they could be used in manufacturing? At least they'd be useful. As it is, the missiles won't be worth a shit. They're designed for space warfare."
"Maybe you could put a laser cannon in one of the tenders,” Tom said idly.
"Hey, I'm a tech, not an engineer. Besides, maybe the planet we land on will be inhabited by big bad aliens and we'll keep it online as a weapon."
"In that case, you wouldn't be farming, would you?"
"Who knows? But I'm not going to sweat it. There haven't been any aliens discovered yet."
"True. We aren't carrying any heavy weapons in our company, though, so maybe the cap'n will keep the cannons functional, at least until we find out what we're dealing with on the planet we find."
"Could be,” Sandy said. “At any rate I'm still doing service and maintenance between these classes. That's why I haven't been around the last few days."
"How about tonight?” Tom ventured.
"Yeah, I'm free. Are you both off?"
"Uh huh,” Jerry said.
"Okay, meet you in the ship's rec room after chow, such as it is."
"We're on rations, haven't you heard?"
"I probably heard it before you did,” Sandy said. “Whoops, here comes our teach. Later."
* * * *
Donald Juleman had always wanted to be a colonist, to get away from the swarms on earth and be able to afford a place of his own for his family. What he hadn't had was the money to do it like, for instance, Simon Pasting and his family did. They had paid a very hefty fee for the privilege of colonizing on Sweetwater, the so-called “Garden Planet", while he and Marge and their three kids had to settle for the marginal world of Briarport, a much more difficult proposition. Now they and all the other families who had intended to colonize were in the same boat regardless of their original destination. No telling what they'd get but one nice part of it was that everyone in the ship would be equal. No, more than equal for the intended colonists of both classes had at least studied farming even if it had been for a particular planet and not the type they were likely to land on. They would have a head start, which was proven by the class he was teaching.
It felt good to be in front of a class, passing on his knowledge while Mister High-and-Mighty Pasting was spending a week on kitchen duty, scrubbing pots and pans. He remembered vividly the day all the colonists had met with the captain. As soon as Captain Callahan mentioned that he would need the services of all of them, as well as their equipment, to get the colony going, Pasting had stood up and interrupted him.
"Mister Callahan, me and my family didn't sign up to share the machines and implements we paid our hard-earned money for. Nor did we sign up for a-a communistic community such as you're implying. I won't stand for—"
"Shut up, you stupid ass!” the captain said. “Can't you get it through your thick skull that this ship is lost? And that it was never designed as a colony ship? Your money is as worthless now as used toilet paper. And my title is Captain, not mister. See that you use it in the future."
"I'll speak however the hell I please. Furthermore—"
"Shut up, I said!” Travis looked to the back of the room. “Sergeant Wong, please come forward and escort Mister Pasting to a cell until his brain begins functioning."
The female sergeant had seemed to glide down the aisle she moved so swiftly and yet she didn't appear to be hurrying. Then Pasting attempted to remove her grip on his arm. A second later he was bent over with her holding his hand behind his back. She frog-marched him out of the room amid laughter and his wails of protest, mixed with pleas to quit hurting him. It truly was a moment to remember. There had been few displays of antagonism from the rich colonists after that little demonstration and the all-ship broadcast of the Captain's Mast where he was sentenced to a week of kitchen duty.
"Good morning,” Juleman said to the mix of students. They included army, ship's crew and even a couple of scientists whose professions were suddenly no longer so useful, including Wendy Shulman, a comparative sociologist who had been making a round of the colonies to collect notes on a book. She had once berated Marge for not keeping the kids under control in the rec room. As if they had anywhere else to play in a ship. Never mind, the roles were reversed now. He intended to do his best at teaching what he knew and if some of them didn't like it, so much the worse for them. He was pretty sure Captain Callahan would find a way to keep them busy.
His greeting was returned with a mix of responses ranging from enthusiastic to grumpy, barely polite mutters. He smiled to himself and began the day's lesson.
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Chapter Six

After Sissy programmed a new destination into the backup computers, Travis was beginning to feel as if he were finally getting a handle on most of the things that had to be done. A pointed lecture to several government officials and one colonial head of family who refused to listen to reason had taken care of most of the dissent. He had purposely picked the most recalcitrant of the passengers and also the ones most likely to spread the word that he would stand for no nonsense. Apparently it had worked. Talk funneled to him by the control room crew had shifted from grumbles about the incompetence of a captain and crew who managed to get their ship lost to prospects of finding an earthlike planet. The last was due in large part to Brandon. Once his inventory and rationing system was in place he began telling stories to anyone who would listen about early groups of colonists on just-opened planets. And he had been the one who had suggested entertainment programs of hardy pioneers and problems they overcame, both historical and fictional. He had been right when he suggested the series would help focus everyone's attention on what their future home might be like, even when there was no possible way to tell yet. Amazing.
Sissy had programmed in three stops already, with three more beyond that they couldn't be sure of yet. It would be nice, he thought, if they had the resources to search for the very best the cluster had to offer but they didn't. He was going to have to go with the recommendations of the xenobiologists aboard and those of the landing and exploration teams. It might even be wise to listen to the colonists about a landing spot, he thought suddenly. They were trained in how to pick farmland for settling. All that would have to be done quickly, though. With a thousand or more mouths to feed, there was no time to spare. God knows what would happen if they made a mistake and he committed them to a planet that later turned out to be less than hospitable. The impending decision was wearing on him and he waited anxiously in the control room after coming out of hyper until the target planet of the first star system on the list came into view. It proved to be a green and brown world without much visible water. He had another screen open with the heads of Chester Logman and Addie Smitherman in view. They were the lead scientists of the group he'd appointed to help decide on the viability of each planet.
"Not much free water,” Addie said, then glanced quickly toward the hatchway as it opened. Her face lit up then fell as she saw it was one of the techs coming on duty.
Travis noted her reaction with amusement and thought of how often she and Brandon had been stealing glances at each other. It didn't take much deduction to figure out who she had hoped was coming into the control room. He could understand. She was a pleasant-looking slim woman in her thirties with ash-blond hair and a well-focused mind. He had appointed her to the newly created position of chief scientist and almost immediately afterward she and Brandon appeared to hit it off as they began coming in contact frequently.
"It looks as if most of it is tied up in the polar caps,” Chester Logman answered, speaking to his cohort rather than Travis. His specialty was xenopaleontology and xenogeography. He had been glad when Travis asked for him. He had been wondering what to do with himself other than attend some classes on machining small tools.
"It still could be okay so long as the axial tilt doesn't vary that much. We don't want wild weather each season from melting ice caps."
"Give me another hour and I'll let you know,” Logman replied.
Travis groaned inwardly but knew there was no sense in trying to rush them. That would only lead to mistakes.
"Sorry, sir,” Addie said, looking away from her screen and toward the one the captain was watching. “It may still turn out to be good but we're not finding much free water and we don't yet know whether it's from winter in the northern hemisphere or simply a weather pattern that puts most of the ice at the north pole."
"Take your time,” he said grudgingly.
"Coffee, Captain? I'm getting some,” Sissy asked.
"Sure. Thanks, Sissy,” he said. He made his eyes not follow the sway of her hips across the room to the alcove where the pot lived. He had always liked the way COESS Lines uniforms looked, especially on the female form, but right now he wished they were a tad less snug fitting. Sissy's figure was good to look at but that just told him what he couldn't have at present.
"Thanks,” he said and reluctantly turned his attention to the scientists. “How about the atmosphere? Anything wrong there?"
"Umm, it's breathable but the oxygen content is a little low. There seems to be a lot of particulate matter in the atmosphere as well,” Logman reported.
"What would that mean?"
"Volcanic action or possibly high winds in the desert regions. I'm really not liking it much so far."
"Find out all you can just in case we have to come back to it."
After that he waited impatiently but it was almost two hours before Logman decided he had enough data.
"Captain, the axial tilt is pretty high, more so than earth's."
"What would that mean in terms of weather?"
"I wouldn't want to try growing crops here. I suppose it could be done but you'd have to know more than we do at present. And it would be hard. There's lots of desert but I'm seeing dry riverbeds as well. That means a lot of ice melt and flooding each year."
Travis sighed. He had really hoped they would hit on the first try but apparently it wasn't to be.
As more data came in, it became obvious that they would have to look further for a place to live.
"All right, Sissy, set up a course to the next one and let's hope for better luck next time."
* * * *
Adelaine Smitherman was ready for a break. Since the captain had appointed her chief scientist as well as head of the evaluation team for selecting their new home, she had hardly slept. It had been disappointing not to have found a viable world right off, but there were two more in the near future to look at. In the meantime, Brandon was waiting and they weren't going to have much time together before he had to go on duty to relieve the captain. She had thought it was him entering the control room earlier .
"Come on in, Addie,” he said when she announced herself outside his stateroom.
She stepped inside and into his arms. She hadn't really thought about settling down until the catastrophe. There were too many planets to explore, too many exotic ecologies to study. The assignment to Bonnport had been all she had hoped for and she had been gearing up to be part of the team opening up the second continent for settlement. It was covered with a different kind of life than the continent already colonized. The two had been separated so long, the flora and fauna had diverged significantly. It would have been a wonderful new experience and a great entry on her resume. She had confidently expected to win a spot on a survey team next, exploring and classifying life on utterly new planets. Well, she was going to get to study a new planet all right and she had to admit that Brandon was a wonderful new experience, too.
"Mmm,” she said. “That was nice. How much time do we have?"
"Not enough for what I'd like to do but after this shift we should both have some time off together. Twelve hours anyway."
"I'll take it,” she managed before their lips were locked together again.
After finally breaking the long kiss, Brandon still held her loosely. “Have you given any more thought to getting married?"
"Yes, and yes."
"Great! Where would you like to go on our honeymoon?"
She laughed. “How about a new planet? Not many honeymooners can afford that!"
* * * *
"Hey, big man,” Sarah Justman said as she slid the tray into Morehill's cell. She and the convict had renewed the conversation that had pretty well terminated after the army took over guard duty. But now the situation had settled down and some of the prior security personnel had been returned to duty under new supervision from the army. It was good to be back at a job she knew something about, but she didn't particularly care for the sergeants who now ran her duty life. She thought them too exacting, too much bound by rules and regulations.
"Well, if it isn't the Blond Bombshell. Good to see you again. I was tired of looking at those punks from the army. By God, I had just about lost hope that I'd ever get to talk to you again."
Sarah stared at the convict. She knew she shouldn't be getting friendly with him but at least he looked at her in an interesting way and there sure as hell weren't many men who did that.
"It's nice to talk to you, too, Crag. I heard you weren't with the group slated for release. I'm sorry."
"So am I, BB. When we were all excited about maybe being turned loose, I was thinking of you."
She blushed, only half believing him but it was still nice to hear. “Sorry,” she said again.
"So when do we land?” He looked at her anxiously.
"The last planet wasn't fit to live on. We're coming up on another soon, though. Maybe it'll be okay."
"It won't be okay if I can't be with you. Damn it, it's not fair. I'm not dangerous, not any more. All I want to do is settle down now."
She gazed at him with a surge of desire. “Maybe they'll change their minds."
"Maybe. If not ... hell, what will they do with us?"
"I'll see if I can find out for you. How's that?” Surely she could do that much for him, especially since she thought he was sincere about wanting to settle down. And after all, what else could anyone do on a brand new planet? He sure as hell couldn't go around robbing banks!
"Hey, that'd be great!"
She left, thoughts of a liaison on her mind and wondering just how she could bring it about. She knew it wouldn't be easy under the present situation. In fact, it would be damn near impossible. She knew she probably shouldn't even be thinking of such a thing either, but Crag seemed to be okay. And in these circumstances they should have let him loose. Or was that her body instead of her mind directing her thoughts? Whatever, images of his rugged face kept producing erotic daydreams until feeding time again.
* * * *
"It's a damn disgrace the way you've been treated,” Joseph Fondez said to his colleague, Elias Montingham. “Confining you to your room like a common criminal. That's not right.” He screwed his dark brown face into an expression of disapproval although he didn't care personally one way or the other. However, if he intended to be anything except a dirt digger on whatever planet that damned incompetent captain landed them on, he had to make hay now. He laughed inwardly at the expression, probably derived from frontier agricultural days back on earth. As if he were already thinking in terms of farming. But, no. Not him. He was destined for better things. Hadn't he been shipped out to govern Spinner's World? That ought to tell anyone how astute he was. It ought to be apparent to persons of any sense at all that he should be put in a governing position. If not now, at least when they landed and that fucking Callahan couldn't act like some goddamned tin god.
"Exactly, Joseph,” Montingham answered.
Fondez could see that he was still fuming over the indignities he had been subjected to. Hell, it shamed him to see how a colleague was being treated even if he had no personal feelings for the man. He knew Montingham had been forced to apologize and promise Callahan he would cause no more trouble. As if trying to help govern all these leaderless people was a crime! At any rate he was freed from his room now and it was possible Fondez could use Montingham to further his own ends. Callahan hadn't absolved him of being involved in the aborted mutiny, not that he considered it in that fashion, but as soon as he heard Montingham could move about again, he'd come calling, only to find the man still almost helpless with pent-up anger.
"I wouldn't be surprised to find out one day that Captain Gordon was drugged by Callahan in order to steal the captaincy of the ship."
The accusation came out of Montingham's mouth in a burst of spite. Fondez doubted he had even consciously thought before spitting it out but now that he had, it made sense. Why else had Captain Gordon begun acting in a manner that induced the control room officers and that army officer to seize power? He had been perfectly normal beforehand.
"You really think so?” he asked while running it over in his mind.
"I certainly do! How else do you explain the sudden change in his behavior?"
"Hmm. Let me think about this.” Fondez mused for a moment and came to the conclusion that Montingham's explanation for Gordon's breakdown probably wasn't as likely as he first thought, but that made no difference. It made perfect sense to him politically and it gave him a basis to begin a campaign for governor of the colony once they landed. Montingham could be played as a victim and Havers as well, especially since he was dead. And those guards who'd been with him at the time? Could he use them? Probably. It was doubtful they were looking forward to being plowboys any more than he was. “You know, Elias, I believe you've determined the reason for the change in command. I think between the two of us, we may be able to use that information to bump Captain Callahan from his high-and-mighty throne. After all, why should he and those other officers run things now? It's people like you and me who've been trained in government that should be in charge."
"Of course. But how do we go about making that happen? I wouldn't want to get Callahan angry, not as long as he has the army behind him."
"Ah, but does he? Or rather, will he once we land? That's the key. They'll be no more likely to want him to keep running things than the rest of us. Less likely, I'd be willing to bet. After all, most of the troops are youngsters and easily swayed, given the proper motivation."
"So they are. Do you think we should wait until we land before doing anything?"
Fondez shook his head. “No. We need to begin our campaign now, I believe. After all, telling people that Captain Gordon was drugged is nothing more then the truth, isn't it? What can anyone do to you for telling the truth?"
"Right,” Montingham said. “It's nice to talk to someone who shares my views."
Fondez parted from the other man but was careful to make sure he was out of his sight before letting the smirk cross his face. Drugged, indeed! No one but a fool like Montingham would believe such nonsense but there were a lot of fools in the world, weren't there?
* * * *
"We seem to have arrived a bit off from the calculated point, sir,” Sissy reported and continued frowning as her glance tracked from the main screen to the figures coming up on her own smaller one.
"What?!” Travis realized heads had turned at the sound of his voice and continued in a quieter tone, “I mean how far off?"
"Quite a ways, sir,” she said, as usual being punctiliously correct while on duty or while anyone else was near Travis. She was quiet for a moment while reading a text com then looked up. “The gang just focused in on our planet. They tell me it'll be several days before we can get to a parking orbit. Captain, I don't know why this happened. I think I had better check with Effers."
"Do that, please. In the meantime, are we close enough to begin analyzing it for possibilities?"
"In my opinion, yes, sir, but it might be better to consult with the science team.” She began meshing her com with that of Effers while Travis used the main one in the control room to talk with the scientists. In a moment she had Effers on her viewscreen. His face looked worried.
"The backup computer apparently wasn't completely synched with the impellers,” he said as soon as he saw her visage. “I'm troubleshooting now."
"Can we use the impellers to get into an orbit around our planet?” Her heart jumped at the thought of being stranded so close to a possible home.
"Oh, yeah. What I'm doing won't effect that little move. It's our next interstellar course setting that I'm worried about, if we need to have one."
"Okay, I'm going to take us on in, then. Get back to the captain when you know something."
"Will do."
She signed off and turned to listen to Travis as he and Addie talked.
"I've already begun spectrographic measurements of its atmosphere, Captain,” she said. “It looks good but we'll have to get much closer for a really fine analysis. What happened?"
"I don't know yet but please don't banter it around that we missed where we were aiming for by so much. Keep at it and we'll talk again once we're in orbit, or sooner if you come up with anything you need me for."
"Yes, sir."
"Captain,” Sissy said quietly as soon as he signed off, “Mister Effers tells me something's wrong with the backup computers and that's why we were so far off."
"Uh oh. What's he doing about it?"
She shrugged. “He said he's troubleshooting now. He'll let us know as soon as he finds out what went wrong. In the meantime, he says it's safe to head on into the system and a parking orbit."
He nodded for her to go ahead. She could see he was trying not to let his concern show. Effers better know what he's talking about or this better be a good planet one, she thought. He didn't spot this glitch. There might be some more he hasn't found.
* * * *
An hour later Travis was in his office questioning Effers. The electronicist's long black hair was greasy from sweating brought on by tension.
"It's not good, sir,” Effers said. “In fact, it's bad."
"I already know that, Tim,” he said patiently. “Tell me how bad."
Effers took a deep breath. “Sir, both backup computers appear to have been affected in the same way by that quadrant board that went berserk. It wasn't directly harmed and I don't think the backups were sabotaged in any manner. I believe it happened when the overload from the sabotaged board hit the circuit barrier that was preventing the alarm and switchover and some of the surge passed into them. It's a subtle thing that's probably been building up and not something I'm confident about either routing around or trying for a software fix."
"Go on.” Travis eyed the young man with a direct penetrating gaze that told him to be as frank as he had to.
Effers shrugged resignedly. “It's like this, sir. I believe we'll make it to our target planet without any problem but I don't think we ought to try another interstellar jump. As near as I can tell, the impellers only began going wrong right at the last instant. Had we gone any longer and the inconstants got involved, there's no telling where we would have come out ... or if we would have come out at all."
"Why?"
"It's ... sir, it's like I said. When the sabotaged board went down, it affected both backups by a surge jump across that circuit baffle. I can't predict what might happen if we did try another jump but I can tell you that whatever happens would be bad."
"We can't be any more lost than we already are, Tim."
"Yes, sir, but what if we wound up way out in space between stars and couldn't go any farther? Or ... well, theory says some of the lost ships in the early days of exploration simply went inconstant and never came out of it."
"You think that's possible?"
"Yes, sir, I do. Or worse."
Travis couldn't personally think of anything much worse, since being stranded would result in them slowly starving to death and the other alternative didn't bear thinking about.
"Okay, Tim. Don't say anything about this. And for your own peace of mind, our target planet is already looking pretty good."
"I'm glad to hear that, Captain. Very glad."
* * * *
"I heard we're lost again,” Lawrence Tanner said as he took the duty clipboard from Sandy and prepared to begin his shift as weapons tech.
"No shit. Really?"
"Yeah, that's what I heard. We didn't come out where we were supposed to or something like that.” He glanced at the board and punched in his name and the time.
"Jesus Christ!” Sandy was appalled.
"Yeah. We're near a star, though. Maybe we'll find a planet."
"Hell, weren't we aiming for one in the first place?"
"Sure, but you know how that goes. The ship is supposed to come out of hyper right near the life zone of the star it's aiming for. It didn't."
"Well, is this the star system we're supposed to be in?"
"I don't know."
"Go find out and come back and tell me, huh?” She didn't like to think of how the crew would react if they were really lost, like the ship could never find the place it aimed for.
"If I can."
An hour later he poked his head into the tiny service space of the number two laser cannon. Sandy heard him call to her and backed out.
"You can relax. We're heading inward and it's not only the same system we aimed for but the planet's looking good. Maybe this will be it!"
"I hope so, Lance.” She heaved a sigh of relief then noticed that his eyes had tracked to her breasts and back to her face.
"Yeah. Uh, Sandy, how about us, uh, maybe getting together when we're both free?"

Well, shit. She hated to turn him down. From the look on his face it had taken him a while to work up the courage to ask. Too bad. She would have accepted earlier but not now.
"Lance, I'm sorry but I'm sort of committed to the twins."
"Twins?"
"You know, the redheaded army guys."
"Oh yeah, I've seen them around a couple of times.” He hesitated, then spoke again. “Did I hear you say you're committed to both of them?"
"You know of any law against it? Besides, in case you haven't checked, there's about three men on board for every two women. Or worse.” She saw the hurt befuddlement and softened her tone. “I'm sorry, Lance. If you had said something earlier on the trip ... maybe it would have worked."
"My fault, I guess. I should have asked. Uh, are you planning on getting married?"
"Lance, I don't know. Hell, I don't even know what kind of laws we're gonna have. Maybe there won't be such a thing as marriage. No one has said."
"Maybe some one should."
"I couldn't agree more."
* * * *
Jimmy was dressing to go on duty after Maria had stayed with him for a few hours. She had brought some distressing news and he didn't quite know what to do about it. One thing, though, Captain Callahan should know about it if he didn't already. Such ugly talk as Maria had relayed to him could reverberate throughout the ship and cause untold problems. He believed in free speech, he supposed, but not ugly slander like that. Drugging Captain Gordon! That was as far from reality as they were from earth and he had told Maria exactly that. He hoped she would rebut any more of it she heard and he thought not only that she would, but would buck it upstairs to Major Grindstaff.
A little later he reported to the control room for duty, hoping to find the captain there but he wasn't. He dithered and started every time anyone came or went through the hatch until Sissy finally asked him what was wrong.
"Uh, I heard some talk,” he looked around to be sure no one was listening then continued, “about Captain Gordon."
"What kind of talk?"
"Uh, Maria ... you know Maria, the army sergeant?"
"Jimmy, everyone in the control room knows you're sweet on her."
He blushed but carried on. “Well, she told me that she'd heard a couple of people talking about how maybe Captain Callahan drugged Captain Gordon so he could take over."
"What!?” She realized she'd spoken way too loud and attracted attention. She motioned him over to the little privacy alcove. “Now tell me that again, slowly."
"I said Maria heard a couple of people talking about how the captain had drugged Captain Gordon so he could take over. Isn't that crazy?"
"It's worse than crazy; it's disgusting and subversive and needs to be stopped right now.” She punched in the com code for the captain's office.
Travis looked up. “Yes?"
"Sir, I'm sending Jimmy to see you. He has something you need to hear."
"Okay, I'm free now. Send him on over."
She pointed at Jimmy. “Go!"
He hurried off, knowing he should have done it on his own without being told to. But it was so ... so idiotic!
* * * *
"...and that's it, sir, but Sergeant Mirando didn't mention who it was she overheard.” He carefully hadn't mentioned that Maria had let him in on what she'd heard during some idle pillow talk.
Travis was amused at the young man's attempt to conceal the fact that he was consorting with an army sergeant and wondered why he bothered. There certainly wasn't anything wrong with it nor was it a secret. Probably not wanting to let anyone else know they were lovers, he thought, as if she needs her reputation protected. It made him wonder whether he was as senseless at that age or, give him the benefit of the doubt, perhaps he was just trying to maintain a professional attitude. Not that it mattered at the moment. Talk like he was reporting had to be stopped and the sooner the better.
"Thank you for bringing this to my attention, Jimmy. You did the right thing. And just in case you had any doubts, there is absolutely nothing to the story other than vile, slanderous gossip."
"I never thought otherwise, sir."
"I'm sure you didn't.” He rose and escorted Jimmy out then returned to his desk and commed Grindstaff.
The army officer listened with interest then nodded. “Sergeant Mirando is a good trooper, sir. She wouldn't have told him that if it weren't true. And as a matter of fact, I'll bet she's already reported it to First Sergeant Gomez. At any rate, he's waiting outside with something he said I should know. He commed me a few minutes ago and said he'd be here shortly and he is."
"Fine. See if you can track down the perpetuators of that tale. It's not good for morale."
"Gossip never is, Captain. I'll get back to you."
"Thank you.” He realized he was coming to depend on the army officer for more than just policing the ship. He was as reliable and conscientious as any COESS officer he'd ever known and more so than many of them.
* * * *
Two hours later, Grindstaff commed back.
"Captain Callahan, I believe I may have found the source of the gossip about your ascent to the captaincy but it's out of my jurisdiction. I have no authority to question either Elias Montingham nor Joseph Fondez."
"Those are the two who started it?” Politicians. Wouldn't you know it?
"According to all my people I've talked to. Some got it secondhand but it appears to have originated with those two."
"Figures. Politicians can't seem to open their mouths without prevarication. Alright. Thank you, Major. Any suggestions?"
"Only that I'll back you in whatever action you care to take with those two, if they are indeed the ones."
"I appreciate it. I'll let you know."
"Glad to help, Captain."
After signing off, Travis sat for a long time at his desk doing nothing but thinking and trying to decide the best way to handle the situation. His first inclination was to slap them both in irons but on the chance they were innocent he didn't feel like doing that immediately. On the other hand, it couldn't be allowed to go on. The malicious lie had to be stopped, and quickly. The ship was in enough trouble without some people deliberately trying to create dissension. If he could find some way to prove them wrong before taking action, it would be better. But how? With all the other pressing problems he had to consider, it seemed a shame to have to deal with a damned smear campaign! There was no question that he had the authority to clamp down but he wanted to do it right. After a while he began to smile but no enemy of his would have wanted to see it. He commed the surgeon.
"Hello, Captain Callahan. What may I do for you?” Parham asked.
"Briefly, do you have a type of drug in the pharmacy that would serve as a lie detector?"
"You mean could I put a person under with a particular drug and question him or her about something?"
"Essentially, yes, although I don't suppose they would have to be unconscious."
"They couldn't be completely or they wouldn't be able to talk. But to answer your question, yes there are several derivatives of the narcotic refined from the Shirro plant of Bonnport that would serve. Under very special circumstances, they've been used for legal issues but always under a judge's order and always subject to review by a superior court beforehand. But why go to that extreme? if you're interested in detecting whether someone is lying or not a simple brain scan would work better."
"Could you do one? Or rather, I'm sure you could but do you have the capability here on the ship?” Now why hadn't he thought of that?
"Certainly. It's a standard office procedure nowadays although seldom used for the purpose you're asking about. I really don't know why the courts haven't accepted it as a tool since it's almost wholly accurate. Some lawyerly bull whacky, I suppose.” The doctor sat at his desk with his fingers twined together, as unflappable as ever.
"Fine. Let me think about this and I may be calling on you again very soon."
"If it's what I think it is, I'll be glad to cooperate."
"You've heard?” He was surprised gossip such as had been reported had already made it to the ship's surgeon.
"Yes, and it's pure nonsense. He's my patient. I'd know whether he'd been given the type of drugs that could cause a disruption from reality such as he's experienced."
He was glad to hear it, having begun to think someone might possibly have somehow dosed Gordon without the surgeon's knowledge.
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Chapter Seven

"It's looking better and better, Captain."
Travis nodded. He'd gotten impatient and called for both main scopes to zoom in on the approaching world. The views showed the same brown and blue and green orb as seeing earth from orbit would have. There were two main continents and very small polar caps of almost equal size. Logman was already reporting that he thought it would have a very small axial tilt.
"How about the atmosphere? Still okay?” he asked presently.
"Still fine from what we can tell out here. Almost the exact same proportions as earth. It should be good, although I'd bet living at the equator would be a bit uncomfortable."
"With no axial tilt, I'd think so, too, judging from the size of the icecaps and I'm not even a geologist.” He chuckled, delighted at the first findings.
"I think most of it will be livable,” Addie said. “The two northern continents seem to have a mix of vegetation from what we're seeing so far. Some prairie would be nice so we wouldn't have to clear forests to farm."
"Are there any?"
"Probably, but again, too soon to tell. I really do think it's a keeper, though, barring some type of fauna or flora impossible to live with. We haven't found many worlds like that, though."
"Good. You two stay on it. I have some other business to attend to. I'll be in the surgeon's office if I'm needed."
Travis left the control room with a lighter mind until he thought of the chore ahead of him. That was going to be a bit depressing but it was necessary. Or so he had decided.
"Come on in, Captain,” Parham said when he arrived. “I'm just finished setting up."
"Good. We'll be ready shortly, Wes.” He tapped his wrist and meshed his com with that of Grindstaff's. “Do you have the two persons in custody ready for me, Major?"
"Yes, sir."
"Fine. Good work. Bring them directly to the surgeon's office, if you please."
"Yes, sir."
While they were waiting Travis and the surgeon went over the procedure they intended to follow. The com screen had already been set to record and the brain scan apparatus was ready.
When the chime sounded, Doctor Parham opened the door.
"Bring them on in, please,” he said to the two army sergeants who each held a man by the arm. To them, he said, “Please seat those men in the chairs there. This won't take long. Major Grindstaff, you can sit over here, please.” He pointed to a small couch.
"What is this!” Montingham exclaimed haughtily to Travis as he spotted the captain.
"Yes, I'm not accustomed to such high-handedness as being escorted someplace by insolent jackbooted storm troopers,” Fondez added in a tone that would have drawn a rap with a rubber hose in some places on earth.
"If you'll notice, Mister Fondez, neither of these army sergeants are wearing jackboots and in any case, they are under orders,” Travis said. “Now either be seated. Or shall I have you seated forcibly?"
"What for?” Fondez asked, obviously eying the instrument near one of the chairs with some discomfort. It was a hollow half sphere of stiff cables connecting at the apex of the curve and a single mobile screen was situated behind the chair.
Travis nodded to the two sergeants. “Seat them."
They did so, swiftly and efficiently.
"Now, gentlemen, let me explain,” he said. “You are going to be asked some questions. You may answer them without being subjected to brain scans if you prefer but I must warn you. At the first sign of mendacity, I will have you restrained and questioned under the scan. Am I clear?"
"You have no right to do this!” Fondez shouted.
"On the contrary, as the captain of Carlsbad, I have every right.” He quickly read them both the appropriate regulations. “Now then, let's get started. Doctor Parham?"
The doctor began with Montingham, first asking him a series of innocuous questions while he stared across the room at the two stern-faced army sergeants standing at parade rest.
He answered the questions willingly at first and as it continued, he relaxed, as was intended. But then came a direct query that he could neither dodge nor answer truthfully.
"Have you told other persons in this ship that you believe Captain Callahan either personally drugged or was a party to drugging Captain Gordon in order to assume the position of captain?"
"I don't have to answer that!"
"You may either answer it or go under the mind scan."
"I'm not going to answer any more questions!"
"Sergeant Friedman, Sergeant Toquerson, if Mister Montingham resists, please assist Doctor Parham in strapping him to the chair and setting and adjusting the helmet,” Travis said.
Parham took the helmet of magnetized cables and attempted to place it over Montingham's head while he cowered lower in the chair.
"Is it going to be necessary to use force, Mister Montingham?"
Unwillingly, he submitted to the inevitable.
Parham asked exactly the same question.
"I won't answer!"
"On the contrary, Mister Montingham, you're already answering. The scan clearly shows that you are lying when I ask you the question."
"I don't care! It's not legal!"
"Remember the regulations the captain read you? If it weren't perfectly legal, I wouldn't be participating. Now I'm going to read some names and I'd like you to tell me which of these people you personally told that Captain Callahan was guilty of either drugging or abetting the drugging of Captain Gordon in order to take over the captaincy."
Parham mixed those reported to have been told with others who had been questioned and had denied having heard the tale. In every case, the three areas of the brain known to be highly involved when a person lies lit up on the screen when the ones he had talked to were mentioned.
Fondez had been watching the proceedings and suspected they were being recorded. When his turn came, he said not a word but once in the seat pretended to collapse. Travis and Parham both knew it was a ruse in order to avoid the indignities Montingham had been subjected to.
"It won't do you a bit of good to pretend, Mister Fondez,” Parham said. To prove it, the doctor unobtrusively subjected him to a mild electric shock.
Fondez yelped and sat up straight.
"One way or another you're going to answer these questions,” Travis said. “You can either submit with dignity or not; it's your choice."
The politician reacted by not saying anything. Travis grinned surreptitiously, knowing he was hoping the recording, if there was one, wouldn't be understandable to the average person. He had no idea what he was in for.
When the doctor was finished, Travis nodded to the soldiers. “Please take these two gentlemen to the brig and find them a place."
"Yes, sir,” the senior of the two said.
"You can't put us in jail! We haven't done anything wrong!” Fondez screamed.
Montingham said nothing. His shoulders slumped in defeat.
Travis ignored both of them until they were gone then blew out a breath of air. He felt soiled somehow for having seen the depths to which the two men would go to either try gaining power or at the very least to depose him from the captaincy.
"What will you do with them?” Parham asked.
"I'm not certain yet but I have a pretty good idea. You'll hear about it in due course. Thank you very much for your assistance. I couldn't have done this without you."
"It's nothing, Captain. I was glad to help, but do you know what bothers me? We were sending those two out to govern colonies. It's rather depressing, isn't it?"
"Yes, it is. Makes you wonder, doesn't it? Well, I'd better get back to the control room and see how we're coming along in finding us a place to live. Maybe one where politicians can't survive."
"Lots of luck."
* * * *
Enthusiasm ran high in the control room as they neared orbit and more and more data poured in.
"Predominantly green chlorophyll, forests, prairie, rivers and mountains on two of the three continents,” Addie related from her office by com. “Air still looks great. I think I've seen herds of herbivores but we're not quite close enough to be sure of that yet. We will be once we're in orbit, though. The carbon dioxide is fairly low by earth standards and the same holds true for nitrous oxide and methane, which suggests the planet is uninhabited by sapient beings, or at least none with a technological civilization."
"That's great,” Travis said, feeling a sense of relief spread through his body. Earth type worlds were usually just that. They had evolved both plant and animal life, although sometimes in startlingly different forms and occasionally a world produced a strange type of growth incorporating aspects of both flora and fauna. He was glad to find out that this wasn't one of them. Those kinds of worlds were usually livable but took much more effort to tame or even to survive on them. “Sissy, how soon to orbit?"
"Less than twelve hours now, sir. We'll be ready to set the satellite free as soon as the orbit is stabilized."
Travis had decided that since there was no chance of the ship ever taking off again once it landed, it might be a good idea to put a satellite into orbit. The machine shop was still busy fabricating it.
"It won't be ready that soon, but thanks. I'll tell the crew working on it. For now, though, I think I'd better let the rest of the ship know we're planning on staying here and let them watch a little skit as well."
Travis finished the short speech he had recorded and immediately told the audience to keep watching. There followed a short sketch of Parham explaining the recording of Montingham and Fondez being questioned, including exactly what the areas of the brain being lit as the grilling proceeded meant.
He commented after the ship's surgeon finished the enlightenment.
"These two men are now in custody. I have yet to formally decide their punishment but I will say there is absolutely no excuse for spreading vile and untrue rumors in this ship. Each and every one of us is entitled to our own opinion on matters but no one has the right to disseminate such malicious lies and for such a base and unworthy purpose. That is what Mister Montingham and Mister Fondez were doing. While I and my crew are in the process of trying our very best and working as hard as we possibly can to save this ship and the people in it, those men were hoping to have me deposed and take power themselves in some fashion I have not bothered to learn. Suffice to say that Captain Gordon is still extremely ill and unable to fill the position of captain. Until and unless he is, I shall continue to carry out my duty as I see it and in accordance with ship's regulations.
"I will repeat, once we have landed and circumstances permit, there will be free and fair elections to determine how you want to be governed, but I urge you to be patient in the meantime. This ship was not designed to land on a planet and yet we must do so in order to survive. Information on the world we are now beginning to orbit will be disseminated as quickly and efficiently as possible. For the present I can say that our scientists tell me it is very earthlike and we should be able to live there with no more than the normal problems of a new colony and our shortage of supplies."
He hoped that playing the recording with the surgeon's explanation and the thought of the new planet they were to land on would put the rumors of drugging Captain Gordon to rest. It was wearing on him just thinking about how it must have sounded to some of the crew who knew no better. He did his best afterward to put it out of his mind because there were too many other things demanding his attention.
Once the ship was firmly in orbit he called for a conference of the top ship's officers, including Grindstaff and his XO, Lieutenant Brett Freeman, as well as First Sergeant Gomez. After introductions for those of them who didn't know everyone, he began.
"Ladies and gentlemen, I've called you together to go over our situation and I expect you to pass on what we talk about here to the personnel in your departments unless I tell you otherwise. I shall also dispense a summary of our meeting to the entire crew through normal channels.
"The first item on the agenda is picking a spot to land. I've brought Donald and Kellie Juleman along to help in that matter. As you probably already know, they were planning to be colonists on Briarport and have extensive experience and training in agricultural endeavors. Since we shall have to farm in order to survive, I'll let them go first.” He nodded to the couple, a tall tanned man with brown hair and mustache and his slightly plump but pretty wife.
Kellie Juleman began with newly taken views of the two northern continents then started pointing out the pros and cons of prospective spots. She concluded by calling up narrower views of three areas she and her husband agreed offered the most advantages.
"As you can see, all three have open areas where clearing for crops most likely won't take so much effort, yet are near water sources and more heavily forested areas, if that's the right word for the vegetation you see there. It might turn out that what hunting we do will be more profitable in denser vegetation than the more open areas. At any rate, we're trying to pick a spot close to both.” She shrugged and grinned.
Addie entered the discussion, as well as Logman and some of the others. Finally Travis cut it short after deciding there was no more useful data or arguments being offered.
"I'll leave the final choice to the Julemans. Let me know when you've decided but make it soon. Next let's talk about the actual landing. Sissy?"
She took a deep breath and caught Chief Engineer Terrell's eye before speaking. The decision over how best to land the ship had been fraught with argument between the two. “It's not going to be a simple matter of just landing, I hope you all know that. The type spaceship we're in was never designed to touch down on planets. It's going to be ticklish getting us to the ground in one piece, much less to the spot we pick. Furthermore, Mister Effers can't guarantee how the backup computers we'll have to use will perform. You all know how far off course we were when entering this system."
"What's the main problem?” Brandon asked from his position next to Travis. “Will it be a crash landing? Should we batten down everything movable?"
"It wouldn't be a bad idea to get everyone working on that,” Terrell said. “I think it's going to be a rough ride, rougher than Sissy thinks."
"What's your worst estimate of what might happen, James?” Travis asked.
"Well, Captain, the worst is that the ship will break up on the way down, in which case we won't have to worry about anything else.” His dour expression took on the bare hint of a smile before continuing. “I don't think it's likely but my calculations show it's possible. I believe what we're probably going to see is a very rough ride with the ship possibly losing its stability as it nears the ground and coming down hard enough to shake us up. Probably some breakage and damage to the ship, not that it'll be going into space again. That's my best case scenario. I've already told you the worst."
"Damn. Sissy, how about you? What do you think?” Borg Johannsen, the weapons officer asked. The big Swedish officer looked worried.
"James is the engineer but I don't think it will be quite as bad as he's suggesting. I'm more concerned with not landing exactly where we intend to than anything else. In some cases, it might not matter but it damn sure would if we came down in a river or a lake, for instance!"
"Sissy, how far off could we possibly wind up from our prospective landing site?” Travis asked with real concern. He hadn't heard that particular scenario before.
"Maybe as much as ten or twenty miles, but hopefully not nearly that much. Say anything from a hundred yards to a mile or so."
"That still presents a danger.” He turned to the Julemans. “See that the site you pick isn't near a major river or lake."
"Sir, we need to land near a water source in case of dry seasons. One of the sites does have a pretty fair-sized river near it, and the other two are near smaller ones."
"Pick one of the sites near the smaller rivers, then."
"Yes, sir."
Travis glanced down at his notes and looked back up. “Next item: I'd like to get the convicts off our hands as quickly as possible after we land. We'll use one of the tenders and drop them off on the other continent at a site where they can survive if they cooperate, but I won't lose any sleep over them either way. I'd like to assign that duty to Major Grindstaff and Mister Masters. Major, you'll provide the guard duty and Brandon, please have some of your people outfit one of tenders for prisoners and provision it with a few weapons, some seeds and enough food for a month or two. It doesn't have to be good food."
A chuckle ran around the room as Grindstaff and Brandon nodded.
"Also, when the flight to remove the convicts takes place it can circle our landing area for fifteen or twenty miles around to give us some really sharp footage of the area we're in.
"And next, we need to set a landing date as soon as possible. Suggestions and comments?"
"The satellite will be ready to launch by day after tomorrow,” Terrell said. “We've equipped it with one of the compound scopes and it will have communication capability. About the best we can do on such short notice is a working life of around two years but during that span we can get some really close views of the terrain and its characteristics. Not as good as the tender can do, of course."
"That ought to be enough time for us learn a lot about the place,” Travis said. “If we're not well established by then, we'll be in trouble. More trouble than we're already in, that is."
Another chuckle.
The discussion for a landing date went on longer than Travis had intended. It diverged to include related subjects such as how far along preparations and plans were for unloading the ship and getting crops started to how he intended for them to be governed once on land. Since the last was an item on the agenda he went ahead with it.
"That is a problem we're going to have to face sooner rather than later. Once anyone leaves the ship, I have no legal authority over them. On the other hand we can't all just go our own way so I expect to continue in command once we're on the ground. That will be for a limited period, though. We're going to need some other kind of government. I propose that we continue as we are now for a set period of time before having elections and deciding on how to govern ourselves. But in the meantime we almost have to have some kind of a constitutional committee or a council of informed persons to figure out just what we want. We can't elect new leaders and expect them to start from scratch. There has to be continuity."
"How much time are you thinking of, Captain?” Grindstaff asked.
He grimaced. “God knows I don't really want this job but I'd like to make it as long as possible, consistent with the majority being satisfied with how I'm running things. A new, unexplored planet with a limited population is not a great place for politics."
"It'll come to that soon enough, though,” Sissy said positively.
"Yes, I know. What I want us to decide now is first, how long do we wait for elections and second, how do we go about getting some people together to figure out a good form of government for this particular situation?"
"The second one is easy,” she responded. “I'm sure the professional politicians we have onboard will be more than glad to help."
"That's what I'm afraid of. We don't need any help like I've seen so far!"
More chuckles and some outright laughter.
"I'd just as soon not have those folks involved after seeing what Montingham and Fondez were up to,” Brandon noted.
"We have to give everyone a voice, don't we?” Sissy asked. She looked around the table to see whether others agreed with her.
"Yes we do,” Travis said, “but not right at first. How about if we nominate several people we know we can trust to do a good job then ask for volunteers to sit on a committee with them?"
"I don't particularly like committees,” Grindstaff countered. “Too much wasted effort."
"True, but unless we have more than the ones we nominate, we'd soon be accused of stacking the deck. From there, no telling where things would go. I can think of a lot of outcomes that wouldn't be very helpful."
"So long as we have to have them, I have one name I'd like to propose,” Sissy said. “She's a professional politician but I think we can trust her to do what's best for all of us."
"Who is it?"
"Melanie Mannerheim."
"I know her and I agree,” Brandon said. “She's no wild-eyed radical. In fact most of you probably know she was sent along on this circuit as a troubleshooter. She's been looking at problems on some of the colony worlds and recommending solutions."
"Alright, that's one name. Others?"
Three others were suggested and approved then the debate returned to a landing time.
"I personally think the sooner the better, consistent with having the ship ready for the contingencies we discussed,” Terrell said. “The longer we wait, the more nervous we'll be and the more impatient the passengers and crew will get."
"Brandon, how long do you think to get the ship ready?"
"If James will give me a set of parameters on what he wants secured and how, I'd say no more than a week or ten days."
"I've already started work on that. The short answer is everything that's loose."
"How about a tentative date of ten days from now?” Travis proposed.
"Suits me."
"Okay."
"Sure, sooner done, sooner settled."
"Anyone opposed?"
There was no one. Travis was glad to see everyone in agreement. Even if the date couldn't be met, it would give them something to shoot for and securing the ship would keep everyone busy. Soon afterward the meeting was adjourned.
* * * *
Travis was up late, working at his desk. He had just finished the summary of food supplies, new rationing proposals, prospective planting and harvest dates and an extrapolated date for when the colony must begin supporting itself. It was all very complicated and tied in with graphs and charts of various supplies and foodstuffs versus seeds, estimated growing season and many other variables. He had spent most of the day in conferences with groups of passengers after Brandon, newly promoted to executive officer, had gotten a lot of background information from them on education, talents, hobbies and anything else he thought might be pertinent to a new colony. Brandon had done an excellent job.
Now he was in the process of encouraging everyone to cooperate in the new ship's organization before he had to order them to. Mostly he'd been successful although there was still some grumbling.
When he was finally satisfied that all that could be done with the files on supplies and such, he closed them and loaded the next item. It was Grindstaff's suggestion on who should be allowed to bear arms, when and under what circumstances, all of which they both knew were little more than guesses. How do you know who should be armed when you had no idea of what sort of hostile fauna and possibly flora would be encountered? You don't, he thought. There were weapons enough for almost everyone to have a gun if necessary but he knew that arming every single adult would inevitably wind up wasting power packs and cartridges at the least, and cause a number of accidental deaths and injuries at the worst. Or possibly not even accidental. People with hot tempers and unused to carrying weapons could very easily become a problem. And that wasn't even counting the shortage of females to foment trouble or how the needs of the colony were probably going to impinge on his personal belief that any responsible adult who chose to should be able to arm themselves.
His thoughts turned for a moment to the gossip he'd overheard about one of his weapons techs taking up with a set of twins who were enlisted army. Now if more of that sort of thing happened, it would certainly ease the problem of surplus men, wouldn't it? On the other hand it would probably aggravate a lot of narrow-minded individuals and cause trouble there. He sighed and glanced at the time. He stood up and was on the verge of turning out the office light when the chime rang.
Puzzled, he reached for the touch plate to open the door. Now who could be coming to see him at this time of night? he wondered. As it swung open he stared in open-mouthed amazement at Sissy. He barely recognized her and tried to remember if he'd ever seen her in mufti before. He didn't think so and decided immediately that he and the other men onboard had been missing out on a delightful vista.
She stepped inside and closed the door behind her then stood silently, returning his gaze. She was wearing a simple white short-sleeved blouse and a knee-length skirt, both of soft material that clung to her body alluringly. Her wavy blond hair fell past her shoulders. One wayward tress curled down over her right breast.
Travis felt his eyes drawn in that direction. With an effort he looked back up at her and forced his mind out of its trance. “Sissy, you shouldn't be here."
"Yes I should be. Travis, you're working and worrying yourself to death and not getting any relaxation at all. When was the last time you sat down with someone and had a friendly drink?"
"I don't remember but it doesn't matter. You still shouldn't be here.” His voice was husky with tension and he felt a fine tremor come over his body. Why was she doing this to him?
As if she hadn't heard, she stepped past him to the small bar, a privilege of his rank.
"You like brandy if I remember right,” she said.
"I ... Sissy..."
She produced two glasses from the small buffet then searched and found the bottle. She pulled out the glass stopper and poured generously for both of them while he watched, unable to bring himself to speak again. She brought the glasses over to the couch and placed them on the small coffee table then sat down and looked up at him.
"For goodness sake, sit down, Travis,” she said, patting the seat beside her. “You look like a scarecrow standing there."
He forced a smile. “I haven't heard that term since I read The Wizard of Oz as a kid." He stepped over to the couch and stood for a moment then shrugged his shoulders and took a seat beside her.
"What brought this on, Sissy?"
"You did. I couldn't stand it any longer. And don't tell me again that I shouldn't be here. In a few days we'll be on the ground and no one can say a damned thing. In the meantime, if you don't relax, you're going to start making bad decisions.” She took a sip of the brandy.
Travis picked up his glass and imitated her. He knew he should run her off but found himself powerless to do so. Maybe I am tired, he thought, but that's still no excuse. If we weren't lost, I could be fired for what I'm thinking. And then he realized he was thinking of Sissy and not as one of his officers.
"Cat got your tongue?"
"No, I'm just wondering how long it will be before this is all over the ship."
She smiled mischievously. “I doubt anyone will ever hear of it. Or rather only one other person will. I had someone jigger for me to make certain I wasn't seen coming into your cabin."
"What about when you leave?"
"I doubt anyone will be awake at that time. Anyway, don't worry about it. If we are found out, what's going to happen? No one can fire you."
He grinned. “Great minds. I was just thinking the same thing.” He took another sip of the brandy and felt its warmth spread through his body. He began searching for the right words to retract what he'd just said but she interrupted.
"Good. And don't start feeling guilty. Under the circumstances I have a hard time thinking we're doing anything wrong. And just as a note, I'm not proposing marriage, you know."
"You're not?"
"Who would marry us? You're the captain and we don't have a chaplain."
He laughed and finally felt some of the tension leaving his body. It did feel good to let himself go in a way he hadn't been able to since the ship had gone astray and he had taken over running it. At that moment he knew Sissy was right. He glanced at her as she drank. Her eyes met his over the rim of the glass. As he watched, she set it back down and moved close to him.
He put his arm around her and pulled her close. The first kiss was slow and gentle. Her lips were soft against his and her body suddenly felt warmer than his own. It was such a pleasant sensation that he could practically measure the tension flowing out of his body, making him feel as if his muscles were losing a part of their strength. It didn't last. A surge of desire washed over him, returning the potency of his body. He tightened his arms around her and began moving his hand over the curve of her hip and down her thigh to where the hem of her skirt had risen. Their kisses became harder, more urgent until finally Sissy broke away. Her hair was mussed from where he had run his fingers through it and her clothes were in wild disarray.
"The bedroom,” she gasped.
He was more than ready and had already given up any thought of resisting or whether it was right or wrong. He knew he loved this woman and wanted her permanently. He stood and pulled her to her feet and led her into the bedroom. Moments later they lay together on the bed, their bodies touching. He stroked her breasts and thighs and nuzzled her neck with his tongue.
"Oh God, Travis, I've waited so long for this."
"I have, too."
He kissed her again then moved over her. A moment later they merged. The first coupling was urgent, their bodies demanding release from repressed desire that had been held in check too long. The rush of their passion made it a hurried union but exceedingly enjoyable for all that. The crucial moment of climax was so intense that Travis could barely separate the sense of his tightened, straining body from hers. He gasped and heard himself cry out in concert with her for what seemed like forever before they were finally still.
Afterward, he lay propped on his elbow and admired her slim body and firm breasts with the tangles of her hair adding a sensual touch to the view. He started to berate himself for giving in to temptation but then remembered what she had said. Don't start feeling guilty! And surprisingly to him, he didn't.
"You're beautiful,” he complimented her. He leaned down to plant a gentle kiss on first one then her other nipple.
She snuggled against him.
* * * *
Sissy didn't leave until early morning. Before she did, she gazed down at his sleeping form and thought of how wonderful it had been. He is a good and gentle man, she thought. Once we land, I'll be damned if anyone is going to stand in our way.
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Chapter Eight

Travis woke and was shocked by how late it was. The control room! He should already be there! He sat up in bed and started to swing his feet to the floor. Then he remembered what had happened the night before. He lay back down and stretched then relaxed. His whole body tingled with vitality and good health. Or good sex, he thought wryly. No, make that great sex, with a great woman. He began going over every detail of the previous night in his mind. Occasionally he smiled while remembering a particularly poignant moment. After a while he prodded his conscience but it was singularly unresponsive. He gave a mental shrug and climbed out of bed. He was grateful now that Cathy had decided to drop any further attempts to embarrass him, just in case his relationship with Sissy did become public.
After showering, he rubbed off his beard. It reminded him that in the not-too-distant future he would have to either begin shaving or grow a beard. Eventually Carlsbad's chemical fabricator might be able to duplicate the ingredients used in beard cream but he doubted it would come soon. It made him wish now that he had bought the gene treatment to permanently eliminate the whiskers but he hadn't. He had thought he might want to grow a mustache or a small beard one day just to see what he looked like with one. Too late for gene treatments now and he might just have to grow a beard to keep from slashing his face to pieces. He was notoriously inept with a razor. Maybe the electric shaver the captain's cabin was equipped with? While the power lasted.
As he donned his uniform it brought another thought to mind. As it stood now, the ship's laundry took care of clothing almost automatically. But just as the razor depended on how long the power lasted, so did the laundry. Hell, what if the power core that was the source of spinning up the impellers, instigating the inconstants, and keeping the recyclers and all the other functions of the ship going was damaged during the descent? Wouldn't that put a damper on our efforts? Or suppose it goes completely out of control? In that case there would be no further problems.

Stop it! he told himself sternly as he did each time he began worrying over things he had no control over. Just do your best; that's all anyone can ask. He checked the bed before leaving to eliminate any traces of his and Sissy's night together then departed for the control room. Before he was even halfway there he found himself whistling.
* * * *
"Hey, the Blond Bombshell!” Morehill called enthusiastically as Sarah Justman made her appearance with the breakfast trays.
She grinned at the big convict and felt her pulse increase. She had easily gotten herself permanently assigned to the feeding detail since no one else particularly wanted it. On each round now she gave Morehill his tray last so she could stay and talk with him for a few minutes without any one noticing.
"What's the good news, BB?” he asked as he accepted the tray with a flirtatious wink that caused her to blush.
She looked around then back through the bars at him. “They're going to put all of you down on another continent. Mister Masters already has a detail working on one of the tenders, fixing it up for prisoners."
"Damn. You mean we're going to be a whole continent away from each other? That's a bitch.” He pretended he hadn't already heard that bit of news.
"I agree but I don't know what I could do to change it."
"Who's going to be in charge when the boat leaves with us?"
"The army is going to handle the transport is what I hear."
"Could you get yourself assigned to it?"
"I don't know. Maybe. Why?” She drew a deep breath, already suspecting what he was after.
"Well, for one thing we could get to see each other one last time. But ... Sarah, honey, I sure wish it didn't have to be the last. Know what I mean?"
"Yes, I know,” she said, her voice barely audible. Honey. He was calling her honey.
"They're going to just throw us out in a jungle, aren't they? Leave us to die like damned animals. Don't they think we have feelings?"
"Crag...” She felt her eyes beginning to blur with the wetness of tears.
"Hey, BB, don't cry. Listen, let me think, okay? Maybe I can come up with a way for us to be together."
"Really?” She felt a sudden surge of hope mixed with desire but she was afraid of what he was going to propose. Nevertheless she stood still as he rubbed his chin and wrinkled his brow. She couldn't stop herself from listening when he began whispering to her.
Morehill talked urgently. Presently be beckoned to her with a motion of his hand and she felt an atavistic thrill as she stepped closer and crossed the forbidden yellow line on the deck. He reached through the bars and touched her cheek. He trailed his hand down the side of her neck and on to her breasts. He could barely reach them through the barred window but it was enough. She trembled and closed her eyes but she was unable to move away while he caressed her and talked urgently in a low voice. By the time she left, she was trembling with desire and ready to do almost anything he asked of her.
* * * *
The big space liner wasn't designed to be flown manually any more than it was made to land on a planet but Sissy and Terrell had rigged up an override to the computers in case they malfunctioned during the descent.
"I don't really know if it would help,” Sissy told Travis as she showed him the controls, “but when you only get one try, it's better to be prepared for every contingency you can think of."
"I couldn't agree more. Is everything ready to go on the next orbit?"
"As ready as we'll ever be."
"Okay, let's do it then.” He thumbed the all-ship com. “Attention, all hands! Secure all loose objects and strap in immediately for deorbit! This is no drill! We are ready to enter atmosphere and land on New Earth.” He set the announcement to repeat every five minutes until the first maneuvering jets fired. Each time he heard the name the planet had been given, he smiled wryly to himself at the triteness of the name but it certainly hadn't been his idea. He didn't know whose it was. The name had simply popped up and began being used and he finally gave up and made it official.
Sissy nodded and touched the computer, setting the precalculated deorbit in motion. The timer began blinking and she began securing her safety harness. Others in the control room followed her example.
If staring at Sissy while she kept her eyes glued to the makeshift manual controls in case of final need would have helped the ship on its descent, all would have gone perfectly. He couldn't move his eyes away from her hands, only inches from the new and improvised switches, levers and joysticks. They were attached securely to each padded armrest with safety tape that was strong enough to hold down a restive gorilla.
As the big liner entered the atmosphere, it began shaking, the consequence of protuberances that couldn't be removed. A deep humming noise permeated the ship, barely audible over the rumbling of the craft being shaken by compressed air, even though the angle of deorbiting was much shallower than it would have been for a ship truly designed to function in atmosphere. Sissy and Terrell had told him privately that it would be a contest between time needed to get to the ground and the ship shaking itself to pieces. They had conferred endlessly on the parameters before agreeing on the final figures that went into the computers.
A bang from somewhere echoed through the control room. Travis couldn't tell whether it was something coming loose from the exterior and hitting the hull or an object that hadn't been secured as tightly as thought and had come loose somewhere inside the ship. He held his breath for a long minute then finally released it when nothing else happened. Nothing other than the continued shaking that seemed to grow worse by the second and Sissy's increasingly strained appearance. He watched tensely as she started to reach for the manual controls when the shaking reached a shrill crescendo then backed off when it lessened momentarily. The humming grew loud enough to almost drown out other noises from the crazily vibrating ship. He had no idea which was worse or if either was when another reverberation began, an irregular drumming that sounded as if a dying monster was trying to crawl into the control room with them. He tried to make himself relax, knowing there was nothing at all he could do to alter the situation no matter what happened. Sissy's slim fingers and hands, resting just short of the manual fixtures were all that controlled their destiny. Those hands and the figures she had programmed into the computer.
The shaking noise lessened but now it felt as if it were inside the ship, boring into its metal and composite beams, braces and bulkheads. He had no idea how long it could stand up under the stress it was going through. No one does, he suddenly thought, because no ship like the one we're in has ever been subjected to such strain. He didn't know how long they had been descending then remembered the chronometer. He looked over at it.

0:05:56 it blinked and continued counting down the seconds until landing as he watched. 0:05:55, 54, 53...
He continued staring at the numbers as if mesmerized, wondering how Sissy could possibly stand the tension of knowing she might have to assume piloting duties any minute, any second. And as if his thought had brought it on he heard her murmur, “Uh oh!"
Her hands flew to the manual controls as the ship jolted, flinging his body against the straps of the safety harness. He bounced back, feeling the ship's noisy movement change again as if crying in despair from a chassis ill-suited to its environment. It staggered through the air in protest while Sissy's hands danced over the controls she and Terrell had built into her chair. She never quite lost control despite the extremely bumpy ride the rest of the way down but she never had full command of the ship either. It ended in a terrific collision with something and a tearing, crashing series of noises that went on and on as the ship bumped and scraped while pitching and yawing from side to side. It finally came to rest with the control room at a slight tilt. Creaking sounds ensued for another moment as gravity pulled at a hull and its supporting structure that hadn't really been made to hold the liner in that position. He kept still until all movement ceased and he was sure they were going to live.
"Watch that first step. It's a bummer!” Sissy said shakily.
"We're down, I take it?"
"Yes, and thank whatever gods or powers you want to that we made it—and still have power! The computer went bonkers when we were down to the last few kilometers and I had to take manual control. God, Travis, I almost lost it there for a minute or two."
No one even noticed that she used his name rather than title.
"How far off?” He just assumed they hadn't landed exactly where they had intended.
"Not too far, I think. We'll have to wait on a satellite pass to get our bearings from its timer."
"Hell, why wait? Let's just look outside!” He punched the release on the safety harness and stood up on wobbly feet. He looked around the control room. Jimmy was standing watch as the alternate while Masters, Terrell, Grindstaff and other senior officers were scattered through various parts of the ship. He had dictated sealed contingencies for each to act on in case he was killed during the landing. He chuckled gratefully to himself, knowing now they wouldn't have to be opened.
"Jimmy, check the other departments and see how they came through. I'll be in my office. Sissy, you did a great job! I wish there was some way to reward you other than saying thanks."
She smiled. “I'll think of something."
* * * *
An hour later all the reports were in. The ship had come down a good dozen miles from its intended resting place. It was situated on a slight rise that looked down on a moderate-sized river. He shuddered. If they had landed there, it could have been a disaster. A miss is as good as a mile, though, he said to himself. From his cabin different viewscreens showed a sweep of prairie on one side that became the beginnings of a forest on the other. The vegetation there looked somewhat like thick clusters of green cotton candy but farther off became taller and fuller with palmate leaves waving in a light breeze from multiple twisted trunks. A long swath of mangled vegetation marked the path of the crippled ship. The river wound through part of it then disappeared into thicker forest.
Travis invited Sissy, Brandon and Addie into his office to watch the army's six-man exploration team as they left the ship. All were heavily armed and watchful. They were not wearing environmental suits since there was no point to it. Whatever dangers the planet might hold, it did no good to worry about the air or microbes nor flora and fauna, for that matter. There was nowhere else to go.
Addie was in contact with Sergeant Miles Patterson of the weapons platoon who was leading the team. Occasionally she spoke, telling him to look at one thing or the other that, if not plants, were certainly plantlike. Soon though, a small furry eight-legged creature came into view. It saw the invaders and raised its body and two front appendages off the ground for a better look with its two perfectly normal eyes. It decided the strange new creatures might be dangerous and skittered away, moving amazingly fast.
"I'd hate to run into a big carnivore with eight legs that could run like that,” Brandon said with a theatrical shiver.
"I'm wondering if that's going to be the pattern,” Addie said.
"What?"
"Eight legged or variations thereof."
As if deciding to affirm her conjecture, one of the troopers stirred up another animal somewhat larger than the first. It had enormous hind legs, two pairs of long thin middle legs and kept the front pair and its long-necked head in the air. The feet were all clawed as they saw shortly. They shot out of the three digits at the terminal end of the first two pair of legs. “Nothing like a thumb,” Addie commented. “Probably not intelligent.” She had Patterson pan in for a closer look. “And something else. It looks as if the claws were extracted from a sphincter rather than a sheath. That's a curious adaptation I haven't seen before. I'll bet they prove to be bones."
"How do we tell whether or not the things are intelligent?” Travis asked. “I'd hate to have us shoot something we should have been talking to."
"We'll just have to be careful at first."
The explorers halted at the edge of heavier growth that rapidly expanded in size as it burgeoned into a forest in the near distance. They conferred a moment then two of them cautiously entered the edge of it nearest to them, a finger of the heavy vegetation jutting from the rest that had been cut in two by the ship's path of destruction as it crash-landed. The two soon disappeared from sight.
"Brrr,” Brandon said. “I don't think I'd want their job. First ones into a strange forest and not knowing what kind of monsters might be lurking? I'd be a nervous wreck in two minutes."
Travis didn't care to admit it but he wouldn't have wanted the job, either. The unknown was almost always scary and here everything was new and threatening.
"Go ahead and kill it,” Addie said, obviously speaking to the lieutenant. “I need to start some dissections."
"Tell him to examine the prairie grass or whatever that stuff is before they come in and see how easily it burns. Or if it does. Tell them to be careful, though. We don't want to start a fire and let it get out of control."
She nodded and repeated Travis’ instructions.
"I need to check on the tender so we can get those convicts off the ship,” Brandon said.
"Go ahead,” Travis agreed. “I'd like be shut of them as soon as possible. And good riddance."
* * * *
Two days later, the first larger party was ready to debark. The explorers had found surprises but nothing so far that could impede settlement. In the meantime Brandon had to recruit a work crew to roll the tenders out of their bays and rig a crane to lower them to the ground. Somehow that contingency had been overlooked. The job was almost completed, needing only to use both of the tractors onboard, along with a bare minimum of thrust to drag them away from the ship. The tractors had been unpacked and serviced while the other part of the heroic job was underway. They had originally been designated for one of the new colonies that had yet to develop heavy manufacturing capability and where horses didn't thrive.
The exploration parties had brought many specimens back to the ship for Addie and the other scientists and agriculturists. Travis stopped by for a time to watch her dissect one of the octapedal creatures.
"I think we're going to find eight legs is the norm, at least on this continent,” she told him. “Of course there will be an almost infinite variety of adaptations from the basic model. Probably we'll find some where a pair or more of the legs have disappeared or grown into something else, tendrils maybe."
"Why so much deviation?” he asked.
She looked up from the dissection table for a moment. “Animals evolve to fit their environment and to create a niche for themselves in it. It's the same on all the worlds we've explored. However, evolution doesn't necessarily produce the best solution for a particular environment. It's satisfied when something works well enough for the species to survive. Have the exploration teams found anything new the last few hours? I had to get some rest before starting this if I was going to make any sense out of it."
"Not that they've reported to me. No, I take that back. They did run across one big carnivore we'll have to watch out for. Something resembling a cross between a grizzly bear and an octopus."
"Wow. You wouldn't want to let something like that get in close, would you?"
"Not in my lifetime! Two pair of legs with big razor-sharp claws and two very muscular tentacles with barbs on them. By the way, is that thing you're cutting on good to eat?"
"I don't know yet. I still have to send the organs and muscle and nerve tissue through a chemical analysis. Probably, though. The first little critter I looked at turned out okay so far as I can tell. It would be nice if we had some test animals like mice to use."
"Mice? You need some mice?"
"That's what I said but unfortunately I didn't know I was going to a completely new planet. I didn't bring any."
"How many do you need?” Travis grinned mischievously at her.
"Now where in hell are you going to get ... oh, shit!” She almost slapped her forehead before remembering her hand was in a rubber glove spattered with ochre-colored blood resembling liquid rust.
"Right. Every damn ship in the galaxy has them. Somehow they come aboard during construction or with supplies despite everything we do to prevent it. I'll talk to the cooks and see if they can live trap some for you."
"Thanks. I guess I didn't get as much sleep as I thought, forgetting something like that. Shucks, I've even read the story."
"Story?"
"Yes, sir. The Men in the Walls. It was published about a hundred and fifty years ago and was revived when our ships began carting mice all over the galaxy. I've got a copy if you'd like to read it."
"I would. Science fiction, I take it?"
"Uh huh."
"Okay, whenever you get a chance.” He left while thinking the conversation had been punctuated with only one “sir” and no “captains". Perhaps it was a harbinger of him no longer having a ship to command, although come to think of it, he now had a whole planet on his hands, at least temporarily.
* * * *
"Is that far enough away?” Travis asked dubiously. He was outside the ship, purportedly checking on the readiness of the tender that was to transport the convicts but more for some fresh air. It smelled strange and a bit strong to nostrils adjusted to the ship's odors for so long.
"Yes, sir,” Jimmy said. He would be piloting the tender with the convicts. “It'll be fine. I'll have a clear path for takeoff and I'll have it pointing away from the ship when I add thrust to climb. No problem at all. In fact, the jets will even help clear a little of the prairie."
"Well, that's a damn good thing,” he said, shaking his head ruefully. “That stuff is tougher than steel. Or seems like it anyway.” He reached down and attempted to pull a knee-high strand of the pale green growth from the earth. It resisted as if it had roots longer than him. However ... he pulled his knife from its sheath and cut off the top portion of it. Even that took a little effort, sharp as the blade was. He held it in his hand and examined it. “I wonder if this part is good to eat?"
"I wouldn't know, sir."
Travis wondered if Addie or any of her staff had examined it yet. As tough as the stem was he could crumble the oddly-shaped top of it in his fingers. It looked like a crumpled piece of thick wax paper but broke or tore easily. The inside was a pinkish meaty color. He sniffed. No particular smell. Shrugging, he dropped it and went on his way. He decided to mention it later but most likely the scientists were already investigating it. He gazed down over the small rolling hills covered with the stuff. It went on and on for miles, broken only by a few small streams or rivers. In the distance a herd of something grazed, looking more like ants on a carpet from so far away.
Already he found himself liking the planet. New Earth was a good name. Looking into the far future he could see where the present settlers and their ship might be relegated to myth, as if they were indigenous to the world and the “New” part of the name forgotten. The continents were being called Little Con and Big Con. He supposed that would do as well as anything for the time being. Besides, colonists almost always changed the first designations of surface features on planets. Explorers had given up trying to name mountains or rivers after themselves.
As he headed back to the ship, he saw Sissy coming toward him and began to smile. They hadn't repeated their tryst aboard ship but he couldn't see any good reason not to now, other than perhaps avoiding jealousy on the part of other men who were not yet paired off or who hadn't made arrangements similar to Sandy Johnson and the army twins.
"Good afternoon,” he said cheerfully as she drew to a halt in front of him.
"Good afternoon, Captain. Or should I say, Mayor?"
He laughed. “How about Travis? Or Mrs. Callahan if we continue with the naming arrangements popular on earth."
"I have no objection,” she said promptly.
"Then let's go inside. Until we can find someone to marry us, we'll just have to live in sin.” He put his arm around her waist as they headed toward the ship, not caring who saw it.
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Chapter Nine

Fondez jostled Montingham out of his way and looked around frantically for an escape but the drawn firearms of the seven guards, six army and a security service woman, caused that hope to quickly die. Besides, where could he run to? He'd already heard talk of the carnivores that preyed on the herds of beasts that roamed the prairie and others that lurked in the jungles. He could see examples of both environments by looking in opposite directions now that he was finally outside the ship but the vistas were soon taken from him.
"Move,” Esmeralda Wong told him. “Inside. Buckle down with the straps or you'll wind up breaking some bones. And don't think we'll bring you back for treatment if you do because we won't."
He glared at her. A fucking halfbreed. Wong, her name tag read. Chink and Mex to look at her, but regardless of her origins he had no choice but to comply. The bay of the tender had been provided with padded straps affixed to the numerous grommets and attachments for loads of any size or shape. He doubted they had ever been designed for human cargo, though. Goddamn that fucking Callahan, he thought. Tied down with a bunch of sordid convicts and being transported to God knows where.
He fastidiously brushed off a spot on the cargo blankets covering the part of the bay they were in, drawing a laugh from the convict beside him.
"What's wrong, fat cat? Scared to get your britches dirty?” a convict with a scarred face said to him and laughed.
Fondez lay down without answering but then began to think furiously. Whatever happened, he was going to be stuck with these convicts so he'd better be polite. They were killers, rapists, thieves and maybe even worse. He'd heard all kinds of stories about them. How would they treat a politician once they had been abandoned? Poorly, he'd be willing to bet unless he laid some groundwork right now while he had a chance. He glanced sideways at the con next to him while tightening the straps across his legs. He was an ugly bastard for sure but there was a sly, cynical grin on his face.
"They haven't heard the last of this,” he said, not that he had any immediate hope of doing anything about their situation but he thought it best to start the conversation on a positive note.
"You got that right, Fatty."
"Yeah? My name's Joe Fondez. What's yours?"
"Crag Morehill, but I doubt it's going to matter to you."
"You might be surprised. Do you know what I was thrown in here with you for?"
"No.” Morehill fastened his chest strap before replying further. He'd heard the two politicians had tried a mutiny and failed. “What's the difference?"
Fondez lowered his voice so neither of the two guards in the bay with them could overhear. “I have a following in the ship. If we can take over the tender, it might help.” He didn't think he needed to tell the convict how small that following was.
"What've you been popping?"
But Fondez could see him begin wondering. He wasn't fitting the stereotype of politicians he knew most people carried in their heads.
"Not a thing. But we're being taken way, way off. I couldn't even find out where but I know enough to be certain we need to make a try for this tender if we're ever going to see civilization again."
"We're going to the other continent."
"I won't ask how you know but that makes taking the tender even more imperative."
"More what?"
"Urgent. We've got to do something when we land."
"Yeah, big man. You gonna go first?"

Be honest, Fondez told himself. “No, but I don't mind taking a few risks. Anyway, we're both big men. We ought to be able to throw a couple of weaklings at the guards and follow up behind them. I'd rather die than be marooned without a chance of ever hitting back at them.” That was honest enough and if they could take over the tender, there was always a chance to sneak back somehow and do something toward gaining some respect.
"I never thought of it that way,” Morehill said. “All I was wanting was a chance at the fucking guards and their guns. They said they'd leave us a few but I don't trust ‘em. Besides, we'll need more than a few to survive. Goddamn bastards."
"Well, start thinking. I'll be right beside you, I promise."
"It might work,” Crag admitted to Fondez. “Tell me more about this so-called following you got."
For the next hour the two whispered back and forth. Eventually Morehill agreed with Fondez's request to pass the word to the others that once they landed and began debarking, everyone should rush the guards. The politician also heard him tell the nearest convicts that he would kill anyone who didn't rush them when he gave the order.
"Can you think of anything else that'll give us an edge?” he asked.
"Yeah, but no one else needs to know it yet but you."
Fondez listened. He was astounded when Morehill told him of the female guard who had promised to help him escape and take the tender if he could.
"Great. That ought to give us a good chance. He gave the idea some more thought and again whispered to Morehill for another word to be passed along. Don't kill the female guards! Only six of the twenty-eight convicts aboard were women and only a couple of them could be said to be anywhere close to attractive.
"That'll stir them up,” he said and grinned at his convict partner.
"Damn right,” Morehill agreed.
* * * *
"It's a good thing the ship's power plant wasn't damaged,” Terrell said to Travis and Johannnsen as they watched the laser beam turn a swath of knee-high vegetation beyond the ship to smoking black stubble then repeat the process with another strip next to the first and one more beyond that. The ship had fortuitously come down in a perfect position to use one of the laser cannons to clear some prairie of the tough growth in preparation for planting. There was no danger of a forest fire. It didn't burn well and the ground was saturated from a recent rain in any case.
"How long can you use it like this?” Travis asked the weapons officer.
"We're firing microsecond pulses but we can't keep that up long. It will swivel only so far anyway so we're about done, which is good. Without the impellers going, it uses too much energy. Sandy's monitoring it while it's working. She's an ace with that thing, which is why she's up there instead of me."
"So I suppose any more clearing will have to be done by hand?"
"The fusion plant will work a long, long time so long as the ancillary equipment is maintained properly and we can machine the spare parts for those that fail or wear out,” Terrell explained. “Which means the cannons are good until something we can't fix goes south. They just can't be used much with the power we have available and besides, it would be a major undertaking to move the ship after these stretches are cleared.” He pointed to where the aft cannon had cleared as much land as it could reach.
Travis nodded agreeably. Anything was better than tackling that stuff by hand or even with such equipment as they could rig. The forest was a slightly different case. Already one member of the exploration team had been killed by a predator that had an uncanny ability to camouflage itself by laying on its back and sticking its eight appendages straight up in the air, then change their coloring and shape to resemble seedlings of the taller vegetation. Once in range the bony claws shot out of the end of the “seedlings” and the creature used all eight of its legs to claw and slash its prey to pieces. The stuff of the forest would burn, if slowly, and Travis refused permission to use the cannon on it for fear of starting a fire they wouldn't be able to put out. They didn't need more land at the moment anyway. Just planting and keeping unwanted vegetation out of what the lasers had cleared would keep them as busy as they wanted to be for a long time.
Water might be a problem for the crops, he knew. The nearest stream was a hundred meters away and the nearest river was almost a kilometer from where the ship rested. Already there were plans to dig wells and carve irrigation ditches.
A shot from a heavy rifle sounded from behind, causing them all to whirl and reach from their side arms. Two more followed in quick succession before the octogrizzly fell. The forest was close enough and the predators fearless enough that guards had to be on duty every single minute anyone was outside the ship.
"I guess eventually we'll kill enough of them that they'll begin to fear us,” Travis said as he slid his pistol back into its holster. Already he was beginning to feel somewhat like the semimythical gunfighters of the Old American West must have.
"Then something else will come along and take their place, or we'll kill enough of them so the animals they hunted before we landed here will multiply enough to be a menace,” Addie observed as she joined them.
"Hi, Addie,” he greeted her. “So what do we do in that case?"
The xenobiologist shrugged and pointed to where a detail under guard was already starting to field dress the animal. “Well, we sure can't let critters like that attack us, so unless we can think of a method to drive them off, we'll have to keep killing them and see what happens. Maybe it won't be too bad. It must take a large territory to keep a beast that big fed."
"At least it's good to eat,” Travis said. He had tried some after it was ruled safe but he didn't particularly care for the taste.
"Marginally,” Johannsen said then laughed. “I put a lot of sauce on the piece of it I had for dinner."
"Yeah, me too. Still, it could have been worse. We won't starve, whatever happens."
"True,” Addie agreed. “By the way, I just finished the chemical analysis of the prairie grass. The top of it that looks like thick crumpled paper is part of its reproductive system. It also contains a lot of the vitamins we need."
"How does it taste?” Johannsen asked.
"The mice have turned their noses up at it so far but maybe they're not hungry enough yet."
"Probably used to leftovers,” he observed.
Travis suddenly remembered Addie had been headed directly toward him. Maybe she needs me for something, he thought. “What can I do for you, Addie? Anything?"
"I just came out to watch the burn and to get away from work for a while.” She turned her eyes toward the spots still smoking from the laser burns then toward the forest where a breeze was stirring even the large leaves. They were big but very lightweight.
He grinned, taken down a bit. “That's really what I came out for and I'm glad I did, now. I got to see how fast those damn octogrizzlies can move.” He glanced down at her waist. “Addie, you aren't armed."
"Whoops! Sorry, Captain. That's going to take some getting used to.” She turned and began heading back toward the ship. He had made a rule that anyone not being specifically guarded must carry a laser or firearm for protection. The octapedal carnivores were incredibly fast on their feet and had yet to learn how deadly humans could be.
"Wait up,” he called to her. “I'll walk you back.” He was wasting time and there were things that needed to be done. Always.
* * * *
"What are you so fidgety about?” Esmeralda finally asked after noticing the big security guard had been jumpy as a grabberhopper ever since they took off for Little Con with the convicts.
"I'll just be glad when we get there,” Sarah said. Reflexively, she touched the pistol at her waist and thought of what she'd told Crag. She still wasn't sure she could make herself do it but the alternative meant losing his love forever. Her thoughts strayed to the times she had allowed him to touch her through the bars and she felt herself blushing.
"Your face is red, too. Maybe you're coming down with a bug."
"Not a local one, I hope."
"Not much chance. Alien bugs usually don't like our taste."
"I've heard it happens, though,” Sarah said, glad to move on to a safe subject.
"Not often. Look, no one is giving us any trouble. You want to go lie down until we land?"
The notion of going to sleep and forgetting about the prospective hijacking was appealing but thoughts of a life without Crag overrode it.
"No, I'll be alright, but thanks."
Esmeralda shrugged and left her alone. Sara hoped the sergeant would just think she was a strange woman. She knew she was, in a way. She was quiet and usually didn't join in the small talk, especially since agreeing to help Crag. She was scared but a sudden determination to carry through overwhelmed her. What else did she have gong for her? The security guards still weren't trusted that much since Chief Havers had been killed. She didn't know if she believed the story about how he met his death or not. It didn't matter, though. She wasn't going to be around the ship's crew much longer. Thoughts of being with Crag after he was loose caused a shiver to run through her body. It localized in her groin, making her quiver. God, it's been so long, she thought. Too goddamned long.
* * * *
The thrusters died and the tender settled into place, ready to offload the convicts and head back to Big Con. It was Sarah's signal and she felt herself begin to tremble. She made an effort at calm and was able to take some deep breaths and still it, mostly. It didn't go away entirely but it was no longer visible to anyone who was the least bit observant.
"I'll help roust them out, Jerry,” she said. She had been taking a break in the passenger section while the other twin and a female corporal were in the cargo bay on guard.
"Have at it,” he said. “Those are some mean dudes, though. Be careful."
"I will."
She opened and dogged the hatch then stepped inside. The convicts were already unfastening their safety straps and sitting up. Tom, the other twin was standing alertly just inside with his hand on the handle of his pistol. He glanced at her for a second then turned back to the prisoners.
She glanced back over her shoulder and saw she was clear. She drew her gun and stuck the barrel in the small of the army private's back.
"Don't move. Don't say a thing."
Crag ran forward and quickly appropriated the soldier's weapon. “Turn back the other way,” he ordered. When the soldier didn't move fast enough he thumbed off the safety of the hand gun. “Move or die. And don't shout."
Tom turned around, moving as slowly as he dared, hoping some of the other guards would notice what was happening.
Sarah stood mute. She had done all she'd promised. It was up to Crag now. She watched as one of the politicians ran forward and took her own gun from her hand. She neither helped nor resisted. Her eyes followed Crag and the politician as they prodded the private from the bay, using him as a shield. She wondered how ... Fondez? Yes, Fondez. She wondered how he had gotten involved so quickly but it was a minor matter. Crag was who counted.
* * * *
By the time Esmeralda got the feeling that something was wrong, it was almost all over. Using Jerry as cover, Morehill and Fondez had managed to get out of the bay and cover two other soldiers but all she saw at first was PFC Jerry Smith. He was looking pale and sick. Someone was behind him. Holding him up? No! It is the big convict named Morehill and he has a weapon! Other convicts were crowding forward. Fondez was there, too, damn him.
She ducked behind a seat and yelled, “Jimmy! Close the cabin!"
A laser beam scorched past the back of the seat sending off waves of heat. She rose up and took a snap shot at one convict then ducked back down as she saw her bullet tear through the man's head and explode blood and brains over the ones behind him.
Corporal June Sillers was well over to the side and had just finished opening the airlock from the bay to the outside. Esmeralda saw that she had heard when she cried out to the pilot. An instant later a shot boomed out, horrendously loud in the enclosed space. She had no idea who it was aimed at but Sillers turned and began to draw her weapon. It was too late. Morehill saw her and pushed his captive forward with a brutal shove. He ran into her and they all fell into a heap. Esmeralda could do nothing because she couldn't get a clear shot, then more laser fire made her keep her head down again.
"Cover them!” She heard the big convict order. She heard him moving forward cautiously after she heard a shot from behind her. It told her that she and Jimmy must be the only ones still resisting the takeover but damn it, he should have been busy getting the tender into the air! She thought grimly that the convicts would need the pilot and wouldn't want to kill him. They wouldn't kill her either if they could keep from it. She was a woman.
"Hey!” Morehill called to her. “I've got all your friends. Come on out or they're dead!"
"Shit!” she muttered but she stayed where she was.
"Bring two of the guards up here. Keep them in front of you,” she heard him say but she could think of nothing more to do from her position. The tender wasn't moving either. A quick glance back and she saw the cabin door was closed. Apparently Jimmy had finally saw their only salvation was to quit fighting take off, even if the air lock was open. So why hadn't he taken off? She had no chance to find out because Simpson and one of the Smith twins were shoved into view.
"See? Now come out with your hands up or they're going to die! And don't fuck with me ‘cause I don't give a damn which."
Esmeralda saw it was hopeless and there was no sense in letting the two men be killed. She stood up slowly. If her eyes could have killed she knew Morehill would be a dead man. Instead he grinned. “That's good. Now throw down your gun. Don't worry, sweet stuff, we're not gonna hurt you."
Once she surrendered, Jimmy was easy. A single shot destroyed the flimsy lock of the cabin door. Morehill motioned a man even bigger than him forward.
"Kick the door in.” He grinned evilly. “Don't worry. I'll keep one of these fucking guards right by you so the pilot won't fire at us."
The door flew open. Jimmy took one look at the former prisoners with drawn guns and holding hostages in front of them. He quit what he was doing with the controls and slumped back down into his seat
"Just stay where you are, young man,” Morehill ordered. “Here in a little while, you're gonna fly us to a new location. Somewhere the man don't know about."
Esmeralda felt an emptiness inside her. She recalled her training in case she ever became a prisoner of war. This could turn out to be worse, though. Much worse.
* * * *
Travis was in the midst of helping Sissy undress and enjoying it immensely when his official com chimed.
"Shit! What could that be at this hour?” He paused with her bra dangling from his hand, torn between desire and duty.
She leaned forward and kissed him. “You'd better answer it, sweetie, or they'll be at the door next."
He smiled wryly. “Don't go anywhere. We're not finished yet.” He hurried into the office of his cabin and answered with audio only. “Captain speaking."
"Sir, Brandon here. The tender with the convicts is overdue and we can't raise them."
"Oh, damn. Was there a Mayday or anything?"
"No, sir, but ... it had landed then the tech monitoring it lost touch when the satellite passed out of range. When it came back again, he couldn't raise them."
"Anything else?"
"No, sir. That's all we know."
"All right. I'll meet you in the control room. Ten minutes."
"What is it?” Sissy asked. She was sitting on the side of the bed naked from the waist up.
"The tender with the convicts is missing."
"Oh, shit! Oh my, poor Maria. Jimmy was piloting it. They were going to get married."
"Yeah. Those Smith twins were in it, too. They were hooked up with one of our weapons techs."
"That's right. Sandy Johnson?"
"Uh huh. I'm going to the control room and see if we can find out anything else. Do you want to go or stay?"
"Why don't I stay for now? Someone will have to notify Maria and Sandy in case you can't get away. Call me when it's definite or if you find out there are survivors."
"Okay.” He finished tugging on his tunic, bent to kiss her and hurried out. It seemed there was no end to his worries. He hated to think of what might have happened to the tender and its crew.
* * * *
"Don't kill them yet,” Fondez said, touching Morehill's arm.
"Why the hell not?"
"We may need them later."
"Fuck it. I say kill them.” He raised his weapon.
Fondez had been doing nothing but thinking since strapping into his spot in the cargo bay of the tender, fortuitously next to Morehill, the one person who he thought could help him out of the mess he now blamed Montingham for causing. He had realized the potential of the convict as a leader who might be manipulated despite his brutality. He also knew they would need a reservoir of goodwill from their former captives if they ever intended to rejoin the others. And last, he knew there was room for only one politician in a group this small.
"There's the man we need to kill,” he said and pointed at Montingham.
"Hey, I didn't do anything! Don't listen to him!"
"Nothing, hey? It was you who brought up the idea of throwing us out into the jungle to Callahan, you bastard. You're the reason we're here."
"Is that right?” Morehill asked. His shrewd brain knew there was a ploy going on but not exactly what. He was also aware there was a need for more bloodshed before asserting full control of the group of former convicts and the others who were now their captives. Some of their reservoir of pent-up violence had to be released before they would settle down and take orders.
"I didn't do any such thing! Damn it, Fondez, you're—"
The laser beam burned into his neck and on through it to his spine. Montingham dropped like a felled ox, kicked once and died.
"The hell you didn't,” Fondez said, patting his weapon. “Now which of these others are untrustworthy, Crag? You're the one who ought to know."
"Jazz, Capeman! Grab that weenie Swathmore."
His two friends started toward the man indicated but he was too fast and knew what was coming. He broke for the jungle.
Fondez aimed carefully and cut him down with his laser. He was glad now that he'd taken the course to become a licensed handgun carrier back on earth.
The Smith twins and the other two males from the army guards had been separated from Esmeralda and June Sillers, the female corporal. June was crying and trembling with fright.
Esmeralda grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her. “Stop that! Don't show them that you're afraid!"
June tried but she couldn't stop the shaking.
"Just follow my lead. It won't be too bad."
"Shut up until we tell you to talk,” Fondez warned, waving his laser at them in a threatening manner. “Now, who else, Crag? We want to make damn certain everyone is with us. Better to weed them out now."
Fondez actively participated in helping Morehill and several of his cronies dispose of three more of their fellow convicts, the ones he knew could never be trusted or who had been at the bottom of the convict pecking order for offenses even their fellow cons despised them for. He wanted them to begin not only thinking of him as one of them but as one of the leaders. Soon enough it would be only he and Morehill who had a say. Eventually, of course, Morehill would have to die but in the meantime his own brutality would go a long way toward cementing their leadership.
Once the executions were over, Fondez said “Let's leave them all guarded for a minute while we talk."
"Okay,” Morehill said. He was beginning to like the politician.
"Before we take the tender anywhere else, do you trust the ones carrying weapons?"
"All but one of them. Cinch, the bald-headed guy with tattoos. We need to watch him."
"Got it. We'll handle him later. Right now let's get out of here before they send the other tender after us."
"Where to?"
"Back to the big continent but not too close to the others yet. We'll get to them but first we need to get organized.” He eyed the females and smirked. He knew exactly what it would take to keep the convicts in line and he was looking right at them.
* * * *
Brandon was the only officer in the control room. A technician was listening futilely to the frequency the tender used for communication while also occupied with something on his console. They both stood up as Travis entered.
He waved for them to sit down and wondered for a moment how much longer shipboard protocol would be in vogue. He took the command seat.
"Anything else?"
"No, sir. Not a sign. Emerson there is keeping a continuous monitoring of the tender frequency, but we've heard nothing since shortly after it landed on Little Con."
"And no word of mechanical problems from Jimmy?"
He shook his head. “No word at all, sir."
"Do you have any idea of what might have happened?"
"I think the convicts may have somehow gained control."
Travis started and sat forward. “Any reason for holding that opinion?"
"No. It's just that I can't imagine anything else, not after a safe landing and not a word from Jimmy of anything wrong."
Travis tried to conceive of a possible circumstance other than that. “Perhaps the com blew a fuse?"
"It's all a solid circuit board, sir,” the tech piped up.
Travis glanced at him. “Thank you. Can you think of a reason for it to malfunction?"
"No, sir. I've never even heard of a unit like that breaking. Unless it was from a crash or something like that."
Travis nodded his thanks and turned back to Brandon. “Have you notified anyone yet?"
"No, sir. I thought I'd better talk to you first."
He rubbed his chin. “I suppose it's barely possible everyone who knows how to operate the com is away from the cabin."
Brandon shrugged. “It's been a long time and Jimmy is a conscientious young officer. He wouldn't leave us hanging like this if he could prevent it."
"You're right. Well—"
"Captain! Someone's here!"

At last! He touched his control. “Captain Callahan."
"Hello, motherfucker."
"Who is this?” Visual was coming through fine but the speaker was staying outside its range. He knew though, and his heart dropped.
"This is the man in charge, shit ass. We've taken care of your fucking guards and we'll take care of you, too!"
"Listen...” But he was talking to a dead circuit.
"The convicts,” Brandon said softly.
"Yes. They've taken the ship. Goddamn them!” He pounded his fist on the arm of his chair. He had an overwhelming sense of helplessness and futility. What could he do? Take the other tender and a rescue team? For a moment his spirits soared then fell even more rapidly. The ship carried only two tenders. Could he justify risking the other one even though there were many vital functions it was needed for?
"Captain Callahan?"
"What is it, Emerson?” He was trying to think, damn it!
"Sir, the tender is moving!"
"What?! Where?"
"Back this way, sir, but I'm going to lose the signal soon. It's being relayed by the satellite and it'll be out of range soon."
"Damn! Well, stay on it as long as you can and try to get a direction to its movement."
"Yes, sir."
The tenders’ coms had been rigged to send a continuous signal to the ship. It had been set up originally as a safety precaution. In case one of them went down, they would have been able to eventually pick up the signal and find it. Now it was a vital link to eight of their own people, even though they might be dead. No, the convicts wouldn't kill the females, not unless they had to. And obviously, either Jimmy or Esmeralda was flying the tender. Probably Jimmy. Esmeralda was only a backup because she had experience in the military version of the same type flyer.
He knew he couldn't send their remaining tender out on an aimless search. Even if and when the signal was picked up again, he didn't know whether or not to try for a rescue. The tenders had been designed to provide a secondary power source on colonized planets and he had intended to put them both to work providing energy for their farming equipment, to drill wells, to build a dam for hydroelectric power in the future, for irrigation if needed, for exploration and any number of other tasks. It was going to be a “damned if he did and damned if he didn't” type of decision. It was going to be unpopular no matter what, even though he could put it off until they were certain the convicts had settled in one spot. And the two persons who were probably going to like his decision the least were the young women he was going to have to talk to very shortly. He wasn't looking forward to it.
On the way back to his cabin he began trying to think of alternatives to risking the other tender and its energy source. The only idea he came up with was to see if Terrell could jerry-rig some sort of converter and use the ship's power core. He didn't think it had ever been tried but then a liner like his had never landed on a planet, either.
* * * *
The roles were reversed. This time when the tender lifted off, the convicts were in the passenger seats and the former guards were strapped down in the cargo bay with their hands and feet tied. Esmeralda certainly wasn't happy with the arrangement and one of her charges was even more upset.
She had finally quieted June Sillers down but she didn't like the way the twins or the other two male PFCs, Jehanta, and Sonnier were reacting. She could see their point. She remembered clearly how that bastard Fondez had said, Don't kill them yet. Yet! Every one of the men had heard it as well. Besides the guilt from allowing the convicts to take over the tender, they were despondent from knowing they would be killed the moment their usefulness was finished. She had no idea of what Fondez had in mind for them but it couldn't be good.
"Listen, guys, buck up,” she said softly. “This isn't over yet."
"The hell it isn't,” Sonnier said. “They'll kill us just like they burned down those other poor bastards."
"Ronald, those so-called poor bastards were the scum of the earth. And Fondez is worse than all of them. Now you listen up and listen good. We're going to get out of this one way or another. You just hang tight and be ready when I tell you to jump. You got that?"
"All right, but..."
"No buts about it. Tom, Jerry, Pedro, you all hear me?"
"We hear you, Sarge,” Tom said, answering for all of them.
"All right. Good. Now start thinking about how you can make yourself useful besides whatever that fucker Fondez has in mind for you. That may be what saves your young asses."

That and my holdout weapon, she thought. During the takeover the one thing the cons had overlooked was searching them. They were so happy to be on top and so enraptured over being allowed to kill the ones in their ranks they had no use for that it hadn't occurred to them. After all, they now held every weapon they had seen their guards carrying. There was one other thing she knew that no one else but Jimmy did and that was the cache in the pilot's compartment where a pair of handguns were secreted. She knew the cons would never find those because it took a pilot's thumbprint to key the latch. Since she had been the co-pilot on this trip, hers were imprinted there as well as his, done during the routine check list while preparing for launch. Her silent smile was hidden from sight as she thought of the earnest young officer who hadn't overlooked even that item. Of course the problem would be how to use the cache and her little holdout pistol.
In the meantime she had to figure out a way to keep her and the other women from being raped, if possible. She doubted it was achievable but anything was worth a try so long as it didn't get her or someone else killed for nothing. There is one woman who won't be raped though, she thought grimly. Not so long as it's Morehill. She had seen the way Sarah stayed close to him since the takeover and how her eyes followed him every step he took. She had also seen the hurt look in her eyes when Morehill began eyeing Sillers and herself. That told her all she really needed to know. Somehow Morehill had gotten to her, made her into a willing accomplice. It wasn't unheard of for guards to fall in love with their captors, she knew. There was a sob story of such happenings almost every year in the human interest section of the news. That sent her thoughts on to another somewhat similar situation. For a moment it eluded her but then she had it. The Stockholm Syndrome, where prisoners begin to sympathize with their captors.
The syndrome got its name from a city where hostages had been held if she remembered correctly from the psychology course she'd taken in college on the army's time. Modern armies had no use for uneducated soldiers. Even senior enlisted personnel had to have a degree to reach that rank. Now how could she make that work for her? As disgusting as the thought was she decided Fondez was more likely to know about it than any of the convicts. Maybe she could convince him that was what was happening without them being too obvious about it. She'd have to get the others in on the scheme, though and somehow make sure at least a few of the convicts learned about the syndrome and believed it enough to convince the others it was happening with their captives.
She knew it was a dubious scheme at best but it was a start and if it didn't work, another ploy might. She would think of something. She didn't get to be a tech sergeant at her age by being a dumbass, nor by crying over what couldn't be helped.
* * * *
"Damn it, Sissy, it's my fault. I should never have let Jimmy and the twins go, not when they were already paired off. They were as good as married. Grindstaff asked me about marrying Maria and Jimmy and I agreed. We both thought it was a good idea."
It was very early in the morning and they were sitting together in the living area of his cabin. Sissy had brewed some rationed coffee for him and Travis told himself he needed it before going to notify Sandy Johnson and Sergeant Maria Mirando. He had stayed in the control room most of the night hoping for a further contact from the tender's new owners but there had been none. When the satellite came into range, he had the tech send a query for it to ping the tender and photograph the landing site at its closest approach. He was waiting on that report now and berating himself in the meantime.
"Travis, please don't say it's your fault. You had no idea this would happen."
"You know the mantra as well as I do, Sissy. Everything that goes wrong in a ship is ultimately the captain's fault.” He sighed. “I don't know what I could have done to prevent it from happening, though. I approved the preparations Grindstaff and Brandon put together for the transport of the convicts and they looked good to all of us. I don't understand how this could have happened."
"We may never know, dear. Unless we use the other tender and try to rescue them."
"I've already thought of that,” he said heavily. “First we have to see if they're still at the site. If they're smart, they won't be. And second, I don't see how I could justify risking it right now. There are seven of our people missing and possibly already dead versus almost a thousand of the rest of us. We need the tender for powering equipment, exploring, hauling goods, transporting people and all kinds of other tasks. And yet ... Damn, I hate the thought of those bastards getting away with this. There were three women aboard, too. Just imagine what's going to happen to them."
"Oh, Lord. I hadn't thought of that.” She hugged herself in an instinctive defensive motion.
Travis went to her, as much for his own comfort as hers. He was still holding her when the com chimed. He turned her loose and went to it.
"Captain Callahan."
"Sir, it's Borg Johannsen. We just downloaded the satellite data. As near as we can tell, the tender is not where it was when it landed. We haven't picked up its signal, either."
He cursed silently until he got himself under control. He had just about talked himself into sending the tender and a platoon from the army on a hurried rescue mission and damn the costs and risk. Now it was too late, if he'd ever had time at all.
"Captain?"
"I'm here. Sorry. Is there a possibility it's been camouflaged?"
"I thought of the same thing, sir, but before Mister Brandon went off duty he pointed out that we ordered a complete sweep in the query. Radar, visual, and infrared. There was nothing. They've moved."
"Alright, Borg. Thank you."
He killed the connection and squared his shoulders. “Someone has to tell Sandy and Sergeant Mirando. I suppose I had better get it over with before they hear it from someone else."
"I'll go with you but let me wipe my face, first.” Sissy stood up and went into the bathroom.
* * * *
"I'm sorry,” Travis said. “I wish I hadn't had to tell you this."
"But ... you don't know they're dead, do you?” Sandy stood helplessly in the middle of her stateroom glancing back and forth from Travis to Sissy as if one might contradict the other.
"No, I can't say that. For the time being, we're simply listing them as missing."
"We can search for them, can't we?” she asked hopefully.
"We're searching now with the satellite. But...” As gently as he could, he told her the reasons he didn't want to risk the other tender. He'd rather her hear it from him because he had put down the emotional storm that had provoked him into wanting to try a rescue immediately. “At a later time, once the satellite manages to locate them, we'll certainly try. That's after the crucial tasks we need the tender for have been accomplished. For now there's simply nothing we can do. Even if I was willing to risk the other tender to hunt for the convicts, we could use its entire power supply and still not even come close to finding them. Even after the satellite gets a ping, it will take a good amount of time to pinpoint its location. There are thousands upon thousands, no millions of square miles where they might have hid, and that's just on Little Con. If they decided to come back to Big Con, the area is twice as great. Or more."
Sandy began crying and Sissy enveloped the tech in her arms. She patted Sandy's back and let her cry until she had few tears left. Eventually, Travis stepped close to the two women and touched Sandy's shoulder.
"There are other people we need to notify. Is there anyone you want to stay with you? I can get them here if you like."
"No, I just want to be alone.” She turned her back and went into her bedroom.
As soon as they were outside Travis commed the surgeon and asked him to stop by and check on her. “And take along a little medicinal brandy or a tranquilizer, whichever you think best."
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Chapter Ten

"You said there wouldn't be any killing, Crag,” Sarah remonstrated with Morehill as they sat together in the VIP seats at the front of the tender. The hatch to the cabin was braced open so Jimmy's piloting could be watched and a convict who could read the displays sat next to him to be certain they were being taken to the right place.
"Get off my case, woman. A man does what he has to. You did your part and I did mine.” He saw the unhappy look on her face and started to slap some sense into her but held his hand. There weren't enough women to make enemies of any of them. Unfortunately, he doubted many of the other cons would think that way. That was one reason he had followed Fondez's advice about getting rid of the worst of the bunch. There was this one's looks, too. The only thing she really had going for her was a good set of knockers. On the other hand, if she were more of a fox she wouldn't have had to settle for his homely, scarred mug and he wouldn't be calling the shots now.
"What are you going to do with them?"
"Who, the men or the women?” he said cruelly, knowing it would hurt her. The sound of the thrusters grabbing for altitude drowned out her reply, not that he cared about it, but she was persistent.
"All of them,” she repeated. “The women especially. You aren't going to let them be raped, are you?"
"Get real, Sarah. Do you really think I could prevent it even if I wanted to? Some of these cons haven't had a piece of ass in twenty years. Hell, it's been a goddamned long time for me, too. I won't have to rape you, will I?"
She blushed and that made him feel good. As plain as he was, she really felt something for him. Had to, or she wouldn't have helped him. Still, that sergeant looked awfully goddamned good.
"Will I, Sarah?"
"No, you won't have to rape me, Crag. Where are we going?"
"To the edge of a lake I saw on the map the pilot showed me. It ought to be good for hunting and fishing and they gave us some seeds. We'll put those army dudes to work plowing.” He laughed loudly.
"It will take more than just them."
"Yeah, babe, I know. You just settle down now and let me and Joe get organized.” He squeezed her thigh and grinned at her. He was beginning to look forward to the night despite her looks.
"How did Fondez get to be your buddy? I don't like him."
Morehill leaned close. “I don't give a rat's ass for him either, babe, but I need him right now. You be polite to him. In fact, you hear anything about him plotting against me, anything at all, you let me know. Hear?"
"Are you worried about him?"
"Not now but later. I think he's a little crazy but he's useful. Just keep your ears open, okay?"
"Okay, Crag.” Shyly she reached and placed her hand on his thigh just like he had done to her.
"Good deal, babe. I can hardly wait until tonight."
"Me, too,” Sarah said.
He thought it might help her compensate a lot for the dirty looks the other guards had been giving her ever since she allowed the takeover. He would do his part, anyway.
* * * *
News of the loss of the tender spread through the ship like wildfire. Travis made no attempt to play down the fact that the convicts had somehow managed to take over the craft. He still felt guilty over its loss and was unwilling for anyone else to take the blame. He thought it would make him very unpopular but he was surprised. Apparently the people appreciated some honesty in their leader and tended to forgive him for the failure, if they blamed him at all. Most didn't and he knew he probably had Brandon and Grindstaff to thank for that. They freely admitted that the way the convicts were handled had been their responsibility and that if any blame was to be attached, it should go to them rather than their captain.
In the meantime there was nothing to do but go on and that meant putting everyone to work at one job or another, whether it be plowing and planting, machining farm implements where they had none, preparing meals, hunting, exploring or investigating the entirely new environment. It also meant he had to roam the ship and outside it periodically, both to let the people see him and to check for himself what was being accomplished. At present he was in the science department where he had stopped to talk to Addie about her discoveries.
"This place is amazingly like earth,” she told him, not for the first time. “Other than the higher creatures having eight legs or something that serves in their place, we could be on earth. Even the vegetation seems to be free of toxins that affect us and I've identified just about all the vitamins and minerals that are necessary to us. This would be a prime colony world if anyone but us knew about it."
"Your work is a priority, Addie, so keep your people busy. The sooner we learn what we have to know about this place to survive, the better."
"That's what Brandon keeps telling me when I have time to see him.” She looked up at Travis. “May I ask you a question, Captain?"
"Certainly. Any time."
"Well ... are you still considered captain of the ship or did that end when we landed? I don't mean that you're not still in charge of things, of course.” She seemed hesitant about continuing.
"Um. What are you getting at?” he encouraged her.
"Well, if you're still captain, then you could ... you could marry some one, couldn't you?"
"I couldn't marry one person,” he said and grinned mischievously. “It takes two."
"Oh. Sure.” She returned his humorous grin. “But would it be legal?"
He thought for a moment. “Actually, my title is ‘Acting Captain'. If Captain Gordon ever recovers, he would take over again but he is far gone in paranoia and not apt to ever be well again. However, I'm considering decommissioning the ship. In that case, I would no longer have a legal title as captain."
"Why would you want to do that?” she asked apprehensively.
"For one thing, so we could move on. Taking the ship out of commission would drive it home to everyone that we're here to stay."
"But you did say you could perform marriages as acting captain, didn't you?"
"Addie, if you and Brandon want to get married, I would be more than happy to perform the wedding. Is that what you're asking?'
"Yes!"
"Okay. And now that you've brought it up, I think I had better make an announcement for any other couples who want the same thing. I realize some of them are already living together but I suppose at least a few of them would be happier if they were legally married."
"Good. I'll talk to Brandon. I want it to happen soon because I think I'm pregnant."

I shouldn't be surprised, he thought. But he was. He barely managed to congratulate her before his silence would have become embarrassing. He patted her shoulder and moved on.
* * * *
As he continued his rounds, he kept thinking of what Addie had said. It made him wonder why he had been hanging on to his title. Was it that he liked the power, the prestige of being called “Captain"? Maybe that was part of it but the main reason was that he couldn't think of a replacement who could do a better job. He was trained for the role and always knew he would someday attain it, although never in this fashion. He had already been largely successful in the integration of passengers into the chain of command. Brandon had been a considerable help and it was working well. There were still a number of rough spots but it was going much better than he'd hoped initially. Anyway, no one was complaining so far as he knew and that was the important thing. Time enough to decommission the ship if opposition arose and let the people choose a new leader then, if that's what they wanted. In the meantime he would go on doing the best he could.
"Hello, Borg,” he greeted the weapons officer as he entered his office through the open door.
Borg Johannsen looked up from a doubled paper schematic he was studying. He pushed it to the side and stood up to shake hands.
"Hello, Captain. What can I do for you?"
"Just stopped by to see how you're coming with our little innovation."
He frowned. “I think we're going to be able to do it but I hope like hell you never give me a problem like this again.” He shook his head and grinned. “It's somewhat akin to stuffing a twenty-pound shell into a ten-pound cannon. That's if there were such things anymore."
"But you can do it?"
"As I said, I think so. Sandy and the crew have got the port laser torn apart and separated from its mounting. I feel sure that if anyone can remount it in the tender, it's her. The hard part is going to be the power system but we'll manage somehow. Sandy suggested using the capacitors from both lasers and I suspect that'll be what we have to do. She's a tiger when it comes to heavy weapons."
"She has an incentive. I suppose we can spare both of them. They aren't much good on defense anyway."
"Why would we need defenses?"
"Suppose the convicts force Jimmy to pilot the tender back here and they use its bow gun on us?"
"Hmm. Hadn't thought of that. What are you going to do?"
"Get the army to keep watch. They've got a couple of heavy machine guns and their laser rifles are pretty powerful or so I understand. That's about all I can do, really, other than keep someone on the bow gun of our tender all the time."
"Yes, I suppose so. Any word about the convicts?"
"Nothing yet. The satellite has made enough passes over Little Con to have found the tender if it was there unless it's very well camouflaged, and by that I mean like buried under rock. I doubt the convicts know she was rigged to ping when queried if it was in range and even if they did, burying a tender under rock isn't an easy task. I seriously doubt they could manage it."
"An overhanging cliff, maybe?"
"It might work but might not, either. And even if they located one, it would be tricky landing under it. At any rate, we've switched the search back to Big Con. We needed to anyway while the satellite still has maneuvering fuel. There's lots of terrain we still need to map and we can do that while we're looking."
"Well, good luck. I've got a couple of the engineers studying the quickest and most secure way to meld the cannon with the tender whenever you give the word. Which reminds me. How is Terrell making out with the other problem?"
"You mean using the ship's power core for work the tender is doing and freeing it up? He tells me it won't be soon, if he can do it at all. So we can't use it for a rescue just now. Anyhow, we still don't know where they are. There's a lot of area we'd have to search with the scope even after the satellite pings them, if it ever does. Then we'd have to make sure they were in that spot permanently, or at least long enough to mount a rescue. It's probably just as well we don't know where they are yet or I'd be tempted to use the tender, and there are just too many jobs we need it for right now. By the time we locate them and get a good fix and known flight path, I'll probably feel like I'm justified in trying a rescue. And I really hope that will be fairly soon."
"It might be too late by then."
"It might already be too late, Borg. I have to do what's best for everyone, much as I hate to in this case."
Johannsen leaned back in his chair. “I'm not a strategist, Captain, nor a politician either. But sometimes what's best and what has to be done don't necessarily match."
"Yes, I know. I could see people watching the laser being torn out. Everyone knows it's being done to arm the tender. There might come the time real soon when enough people will demand that we try a rescue even though I don't think it's justified yet.” He shrugged. “If that happens, the place will probably have a new leader. Sometimes I think I'd be glad."
"Don't say that. You're doing a fine job, Captain. Everyone I talk to says so."
"Thanks, Borg. That's nice to know. Keep on with the laser and let's both hope it's worthwhile. I want to see those people back here as much as anyone else. Don't ever doubt that."
* * * *
"You try it and I'll break your fucking spine, you worthless piece of shit!” Esmeralda said to the tall scruffy man who stood suggestively in front of her and who had made an even more suggestive comment. She was literally scared spitless but she wasn't about to let that lowlife know.
"You little dyke, what you need is a big dose of dick to cure your smart mouth.” His leering grin showed several missing teeth. He grabbed confidently at her.
Esmeralda slid inside his reach, twisted sideways and brought the edge of her hand down in a hard savage chop that landed directly on his bicep.
"Son of a bitch!” he screamed. “Ohhhh! Goddamn you, I'll—"
Another blow with the butt of her palm knocked him to the ground where he lay groaning and bleeding from a cut opened over his eye. She looked around, waiting tensely on the reprisal she thought was coming. What happened surprised her.
* * * *
"Leave her alone!” Morehill ordered as he strode swiftly toward the man. Damn it, they had just landed and already it had started.
"What, you think you're gonna have them all for yourself, Crag?” The man who had attempted to molest Esmeralda got up, holding his bruised arm in a tight grip and advanced on the convict leader. He was a head taller and just as solidly built.
Morehill stood fast. “You dumb shit. Did you forget they train army troops to take care of themselves? Or did you ever bother to learn?"
"What's that got to do with it? We've got the guns!"
"You're gonna get a gun shoved up your ass if you don't shut up and behave until we get organized. Hear? And you, chink or spic or whatever the hell you are, you hit one of us again, and it'll be your ass. Got it?"
Esmeralda couldn't figure out what the big man's motives were but she had already seen that he was the leader of the convicts. Him and that shit Fondez. She worked her tongue to get enough saliva flowing to answer.
"I'm not going to be raped. Not without a fight,” she said. “And if you gang up on me, not only will someone get hurt, but I'll shove a knife in some throats one night.” It was sheer bravado but it was all she had to fight with.
"We've got your knives, bitch,” the con who had tried to attack her said surlily.
"I don't care. A sharp stick will do just as well.” Their knives had been taken from them but she had been taught to improvise.
"You're going to take orders or some of you'll die,” Morehill said roughly. “It won't be you, but the first con you hurt, one of your male buddies will get a bullet to the head. You got it?"
Esmeralda stood silently for a moment then nodded. “We'll take orders because that's all we can do. And I guess we're going to be stuck with each other because there's no way any of us can work our way across three thousand miles of the continent and live even if we did manage to escape. But you'll have a lot better time of it if you take it easy and let us get used to you first.” She didn't know if what she was saying made any sense or not. She hoped it did.
* * * *
Fondez had followed Morehill and been observing. Now he stepped over to his new friend and said, “Let me talk to you for a minute, Crag."
"Okay, just a second.” To Esmeralda and the man holding his arm, he said “Behave, both of you. Wong, you go talk to your friends. Tell them to be cool and not start anything. These dudes won't take much shit and you ought to know it."
She nodded acceptance and he went with Fondez.
"The girl has a point, Crag,” he said. “We'd be better off trying to make friends with them than not."
"You think so? I can control most of these dudes but some of them are crazy. I mean not really all there. You know?"
"I've noticed. But look, we've got how many women?” He counted mentally then said, “Six cons, your woman and the two army bitches. Nine, right?"
"Right. And over thirty men. The broads are gonna have to share."
"They will. Ever hear the story of the Sabine Women? Or know about the Stockholm Syndrome?"
"I know about Stockholm. Hell, just about every con knows that one, even if they don't know the name of it, but what's a Sabine Woman?"
"It's an old story from literature thousands of years ago. Basically it just means that kidnapped women eventually go along with the program so long as they're not treated too badly. And you say you know about the Stockholm Syndrome. Now what I think we ought to do is play up the idea that you've all been mistreated to them. I wouldn't claim innocence or they wouldn't believe it but you can say you didn't deserve to be sent to a prison planet, a hell planet, nor to be shoved off out here by yourselves. That might work."
"Maybe and maybe not. What about you? You aren't a con?"
"I am now, or hadn't you noticed?"
Morehill rubbed his chin, feeling the whiskers. “Yeah, I guess you are at that."
"And I can wait."
He screwed up his face in question, bringing the scar into even more prominence. “Wait on what?"
"For us to take over the ship. You didn't fall for that shit about Gordon going mad, did you?"
"Doesn't matter. There aren't enough of us to fight a thousand of them."
"We don't have to fight them all, Crag. The tender has a bow gun. It's big enough to take out something its own size if used the right way and by surprise."
"So?” He didn't get what Fondez was after.
"So what we do is learn to use it and use it well. Then one fine day we zoom in and shoot the shit out of their own tender. After that, we'll have the upper hand. We can raid them at will, take as many women as we want. Or hell, just shoot up their place real good and keep them scared of us. Eventually they'll either surrender and let us come back as free men or they'll have to live in the jungle. See?"
Crag wondered if Fondez believed his own shit. He rather doubted such a plan would work all that well, but on the other hand it sounded good and that might be enough to keep the cons in line. In fact, the more he thought about it, the better he liked it. It would have to be played right, that's all. It would keep spirits among the cons up, give them something to look forward to besides farming. That would be good because even though they'd been given seeds, he doubted many of the bozos with him were going to like being on the other end of an idiot stick. Raiding for food was more their style.
"Like a war, huh?” Morehill said, hoping Fondez would pick up on it.
His face brightened. “Exactly, Crag! That's exactly it! A war."
"Okay, then you and me talk it up like that. You know, we offered to be citizens and they turned us down. Now whatever happens is their fault."

Fondez is going to find out he isn't the only politician in the pack, he thought smugly.
"Yes, that's a fine way to put it, Crag. You're a natural, you know that?"
"Just an idea,” He shrugged. “Now let's talk about the women.” He glanced over to where the two captive females were huddled together under the leering eyes of the men he trusted with weapons.
* * * *
"You're the logical one to explain the facts of life to those two broads, babe,” Morehill said to Sarah.
"Me? I'm a traitor so far as they're concerned. Why should they listen to me?” She was reluctant but she had to admit Crag's solution beat rape. Maybe not by much but at least the women would all get a choice, poor as the selection might be. She didn't have to like it, though.
"It don't matter. You're a woman. You can explain the setup to them any way you want to but that's how it's gonna be."
"And I guess I'm included, huh?"
He shrugged. “Sorry, Sarah, but it has to be that way. If they see me playing favorites, I wouldn't last a day and then you really would see rape and mayhem."
"I didn't help you escape to wind up taking turns with you and someone I don't even know, Crag.” She knew an argument was fruitless but it was putting off the inevitable. What on earth had she been thinking? Even loving Crag wasn't an excuse because she should have been able to guess the consequences.
"You should have thought of that, babe. What did you imagine was gonna happen with this many men and so few women? You either share your favors or there's fights and once fighting starts, we break up into little gangs. Then pretty soon we're all deaders. This way we stay together and eventually there'll be more women. Put up with it until then and we can be a couple again."
"Shit!” She stamped her foot in frustration and turned her back on him, but eventually she turned back around and sighed. “How long?"
"I can't tell you exactly. First thing, we learn to use the bow gun. That kid officer will teach me to fly while we're at it and then we'll see."
"Just don't take too long, Crag."
"You'll do it then?"
"Yes, goddamn it, I'll do it your way. But only for so long."
"Good deal, babe.” He kissed her then turned her around and patted her on the backside. “Now go do your stuff."
* * * *
Travis continued on past the astronomy station without stopping. It was closed since it no longer served a useful purpose. He had no idea what they would do with the scope but intended to preserve it for future generations. He wanted the people to keep an outward-looking mentality even if spaceflight wasn't an option and wouldn't be for a long time to come.
From there he went down a deck to where hydroponics provided a glimpse of future productivity. They had been carrying specially altered apple seedlings for one of the colony worlds. They were now being tested for potential on New Earth. So far, so good. He could practically taste the juicy crunchiness of a fresh apple. One day, one day. Some other plants, mostly vegetables, were being started from seeds although the variety was limited. All the seeds and plants other than the ones grown for food in the hydroponic gardens were originally designed for other worlds. He didn't expect them all to do well but surely some would. The environment of New Earth was certainly balmy and benevolent. In the meantime, Addie and her crew were doing their best to find native fruit and vegetables that were edible. He didn't stay there long. The smell in the gardens caused him to hurry the conference with Sue Tanksley although it didn't seem to bother her at all.
The machine shop was too noisy for conversation unless it was moved to the chief engineer's soundproof office. He glanced through the transparent window and saw it was empty. Terrell usually busied himself outside observing the fruits of his machine shop's labor. It reminded Travis that he wanted to take a look himself. The two tractors had been shipped without accompanying implements such as plows, harrows, disks, augers and other pieces of machinery, all of which were necessary for preparing fields sufficient to feed a thousand people. Most of the power being put into work outside came from the tender's system. It was much easier for Terrell to use it than having to string cables from the ship, as he had discovered.
He took a drop shaft down to the next deck below then walked for awhile, passing the busy food prep bays and pausing to swap the latest of the jokes being made about several erstwhile passengers. They had complained bitterly about the lack of stewards to serve their staterooms. Travis had given up his own personal steward to set the example but for those prima donnas, it hadn't made any difference. They were out weeding the fields now, albeit reluctantly and under threat of dire punishment if they failed to perform ably. Those weren't the only ones who felt their abilities would be better served at jobs not requiring physical labor but they had been the worst. He realized he might have created some future opposition by forcing people into jobs they didn't care for but he also knew he'd created far more goodwill. Despite exiling Montingham and Fondez, he still had several politicians to worry about, men and women who were good talkers and might have once been good lawyers but were not worth much here. They, too, were out pulling weeds or cutting fence posts. On the other hand, he had found a couple who seemed to enjoy physical labor on a new world.
He paused before taking the last elevator down to ground level to gaze out a porthole where he had enough elevation to truly appreciate the job they'd done so far. Plowed fields stretched away from the ship in neat rows showing the first faint green of emerging growth. A small derrick was evidence of a water well being drilled using power from the tender. Fully half their seeds were in the ground now. The other half were being held in reserve in case the first planting failed. He didn't like to think about that possibility. It might not be a total disaster but it certainly wouldn't be good. There had been a lot of spirited debate over how much of their reservoir of seeds to sow in the first planting. Some wanted it to be much less and to supplement the crops with hunting. They were hunting some of the wildlife but he would much rather them not have to depend on it so much. There had already been casualties from the carnivores who hung on the outskirts of the herbivore herds. For that matter a stampede had killed one hunter who got too close to a herd trying for a clean kill.
Once on the ground he walked to the other side of the ship, pausing to talk to people or simply nodding at them as he passed. Most were too busy to pass the time of day in chatter anyway. He was particularly interested in how the building was progressing. The sound of hammering and the buzz of saws grew as he rounded the curvature of the hull and came upon the sawmill as they were calling it. Two of the workers were taking a break and eating lunches amid mounds of woodchips.
"Hello, Captain!” one of the women called.
"Hi ... Grace?” he said tentatively.
She smiled. “That's me. I swear I don't know how you remember everyone's name."
"I don't yet but I'm getting there. Now if I were a politician I'd already have everyone's first and last name memorized and know where they were from and what their kids’ names were. Unfortunately, I'm just a poor old ship's captain and not cut out for politicking."
They laughed at the poor joke.
"How's the woodworking?” he asked.
"Oh, it's okay, I suppose, except for all the burls. It's peculiar, like some insect has been gnawing on the trees. And the fresh ones are sticky, too.” She displayed a pair of sap-smeared hands.
"You haven't heard?"
"Heard what?"
"Miss Smitherson from the science department figured it out. That sap is really sperm of a sort. Birds and animals transfer it to roots of the trees that have them sticking out of the ground, except they aren't really roots. Those are the female part of the trees.” He grinned at their astounded expressions.
"You mean I've got my hands all smeared with sperm?"
"Yup. Or the local equivalent. Have fun, ladies."
He strolled on, laughing to himself. That had been fun, truthful as it was. Addie's gang had discovered the relationship after seeing one of the small eight-legged animals poke a long proboscis into the gummy ball on a tree and then amble on and begin munching on an exposed root. Something had clicked in the scientist's brain and the puzzle was solved, although it came no nearer to making the wood easier to work with. The exudates popped out all up and down the multiple trunks of the trees and formed hard burls each season's growth. Addie had told him some of the winged or climbing animals probably took care of transferring the sperm from higher ones, although the birds resembled helicopters when flying more than anything else.
Travis had finished his tour of the outside and headed back to his cabin. He knew he needed to stop by the newly established agricultural department and talk to the two men and a woman he'd put in charge there, all former prospective colonists.
When he finally arrived at his cabin, Addie and Brandon were waiting on him in the outer alcove, sitting side by side and holding hands. The goofy expression on Brandon's face told him immediately what they wanted. He invited them inside to discuss their marriage plans.
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Chapter Eleven

"Bingo,” Jake Weber said to himself when the satellite chimed to notify him it had found the tender and pinged it. The electrical engineer had offered to take a turn in the com room while the satellite passed over a new stretch of Big Continent. He checked quickly to make certain the directional finder he'd rigged had tagged it, too, when the missing tender was located. It had. That gave him an approximate location. It would take several more passes to locate it exactly enough to ask the satellite for a photograph but he had no doubt they would soon get it triangulated and placed. He tapped the com.
"Captain Callahan."
"Captain, Jake Weber here. I'm in the com room standing a watch for Zebrowski. I just got a ping back from our lost tender."
"Great! I'll be right there,” he said before Weber had a chance to tell him it would be some time before the exact location was known.
* * * *
Travis hurried to the com room where a technician usually stood watches while in a solar system. He felt his emotions going in different directions and being torn by each. He was glad the tender had been located but not so glad it had happened so soon. He wasn't yet ready to release their remaining tender for a rescue mission but he knew once the escaped convicts had been found, he would come under increasing pressure to mount one.He gave a brief knock and pushed into the room with Weber.
The electronicist stood up. “Captain, I'm sorry I got you down here so soon. I don't have the exact location plotted yet. That's going to take several more passes over a period of days, maybe as much as a week or two to pinpoint them exactly."
"That's alright, Jake. You can give me an approximation, can't you?"
"I can tell you it's on the other side of the continent, about midway on a line from us but that's about it. I can't put it closer than that yet unless you want to use all the satellite's fuel on maneuvers. Even after we get it pretty well located, we'll still need a pass fairly near overhead to get a good photo to check the area for suitable places to land and take off."
"Okay, Jake, I see part of the problem but once we get some photos I'm sure we can land where they are. After all, they got there. I do want a continuous watch until we have it pinned down and I can see what those people are up to. What kind of resolution can we expect?"
"Zebrowski would know better than me but say ... about half a meter?"
"No better than that?"
"Captain, that's good! We worked like hell to make that much possible."
"Sorry,” he apologized. “I'm sure you did. I'm just wondering why they moved at all."
"I doubt a photo will tell you that."
"It might be able to tell us whether or not they've settled down. You know, cleared land for planting, building and signs like that?"
"Well, yes. I guess that would indicate they're at least trying to farm or build a community. Should I call you when I get a picture?"
"By all means. If I'm not in my cabin, get me on my personal com. Leave word for the other shifts, too."
"Yes, sir. Will do."
"Thanks."
He left Weber and headed back to his cabin where he had been contacted. The workday was already over and the evening meal had been finished an hour ago. He had intended to do some paperwork but he knew he wouldn't be able to now. Besides, he thought, Sissy should be back soon. She was working in the kitchen and they must be finished cleaning up.
She was indeed there and already in the shower. One of the first things they had done was drill a well. The machine shop had worked overtime for several days machining the parts for a big pump and drill then used the tender to power it. Fortunately, good water had been found only twenty meters down. It hadn't been needed quite so soon but he had made it a priority nonetheless in case potable water had been harder to find. The ship's recycler wasn't a hundred percent efficient and the process used a lot of power, the one necessity they couldn't afford to run out of soon. He had lived in Florida as a teenager when a hurricane wiped out the power grid. He and his parents had found out quickly that running water is even more important than power. For some time to come, the ship was going to be more comfortable than any kind of housing they could build but in the meantime, he intended to have plenty of water for it. Eventually the ship would be stripped and some parts of it demolished and used for other construction but for now it was their living quarters. The only housing built so far was for the nighttime guard force on all four sides of the fields.
Shortly Sissy appeared wrapped in one towel with another around her hair.
"You didn't cut your hair, did you?” he asked, teasing her.
She stuck out her tongue. “Every time you see me with a towel around my hair you start making accusations. It's still there, although I never have understood what men find so fascinating about long hair on a woman."
"It's not fascinating, it's sexy,” he said, wrapping his arms around her.
"It's also sweaty when you're working with bubbling pots and pans but since you're my own true love, I'll leave it alone."
Travis suspected she liked the way her hair flowed down over her shoulders when she wasn't in the kitchen and especially at moments like this.
"A woman after my own heart.” He turned her loose so she could begin dressing and told her about the satellite ping as she did, even if pulling on a dressing gown couldn't quite be called dressing.
"So what are you going to do?"
"Sweetheart, I'd love to go rescue our people if they're still alive but much as I want to, we can't spare the tender, at least until the other well is finished. Anyway, we just found the general area where the tender is, not the exact location. We can't do anything until we know that."
"You couldn't let the tender go for even for a day or two?"
"Not when it would involve mounting and dismounting the laser cannon. That would tie it up for a couple of days both ways. That's not the real reason, though. Logman tells me he thinks a dry season is on top of us. We need to have water for the crops whatever else we do. However, I think another week or two and I'll be prepared to risk it. I might say to hell with it and go sooner but if our people are still alive now, chances are they'll still be then."
"Logical but not what everyone is going to want to hear."
"I know.” He spread his hands. “What can I say? I have to make decisions I think best for all of us.” In the meantime he had instructed Johannsen to keep a continuous watch with the bow gun in the tender. With what he was planning for the convicts, he certainly didn't intend to let them do it to him first! Or try not to. The missiles and lasers weren't really designed for ground warfare, so he kept an army trooper on a heavy machine gun during daylight hours.
"You won't get an argument from me. Come on and sit down and relax a while. Didn't you say it would take at least a few days before the site is pin-pointed?
"Uh huh."
"Then let's talk about something else, like whether or not I renew my anti-fertility regime."
"Do you really want children?"
"I wasn't in a hurry before this happened, but now? Yes, I think so. In fact, they're a necessity if future generations are to survive, you know."
"Of course, silly. I suppose I can break the surgeon's confidence enough to tell you there are already some pregnancies."
"You're not breaking anything. Don't you know women talk?"
"I guess I do now. How many?"
She told him and he stood in open-mouthed surprise for a moment then guffawed.
"That's a half dozen more than the doc knows about!"
* * * *
Esmeralda woke with a start and sat up. The night was broken only by starlight since New Earth had only one small moon and it had not yet risen. As always, when the dreams of being back aboard the Carlsbad came, she had to reorient herself to the situation she found herself in. It wasn't one to her liking but perhaps it was the best of a bad bargain. She lay back down beside the sleeping man and began going over the events of the last weeks.
When Sarah approached her and June that day, it was partially with the air of a supplicant but more so as a person relaying orders.
"I need to talk to you two,” Sarah had said.
"So talk, traitor,” Esmeralda said with as much emphasis on the word as possible without shouting.
"It won't do you any good to speak to me like that. I'm here to save you from being held down and gang raped. If you're not interested in hearing what I have to say, I'll go tell Crag that."
"How could you have done it, Sarah? Don't you know what these men have done? They're the worst kind of criminals."
"I haven't asked and you shouldn't either. In this environment, it isn't polite. And don't change the subject when I'm trying to help you."
"All right. Go ahead."
"There's not enough women to go around. You know that already. We're all going to have to share several men each for a while."
"Shit! And you say that's not rape? Being forced into something like that?” Esmeralda was furious and she was certain her face and attitude showed it.
"Shut up. It's better than being held down and having every swinging dick here screw you, lady. I don't like it either. I hadn't planned on that part of it when I pulled my stunt but that's the way it is. I don't want any man but Crag but I'm going to have to take others just like you two are."
Esmeralda began to protest but Sarah cut her short.
"There's no use arguing. The issue is settled already. The only question is which men you settle with. Crag and Fondez agreed to give it a week while you mix with them. Same for the other women who were convicts. They weren't all acquainted with each other before being put on the ship, you know. And then they were in individual cells."
Esmeralda glanced over and saw Morehill with the half dozen females who had been shipped out with the men. He was talking to them and waving his hands. She controlled her temper with an effort.
"There's one more thing."
"Shit. Now what?” June Sillers said.
"Let it be, June. What is it?"
"The army guys. You can't pick from them."
"You mean they don't get any women?"
"No, they just can't have either of you. Crag doesn't want that many of you hanging together. Not now, anyway. Later on, there may be some changes."
"How so?"
"Crag will explain when the time comes. Now let's go. The mixing starts now. I'd advise you to be polite regardless of what you might think of any individual man, or woman, for that matter."
"Just a minute, Sarah."
"What?"
"Did you see what I did to that one bastard who grabbed at me?"
"I saw. He had it coming."
"Well, you pass the word. Any man who even thinks about getting rough with us can expect worse than a sore arm. We know how to fight."
"Good enough. I do, too, for that matter.” For the first time since the conversation began, she smiled.
Gudgingly, Esmeralda returned it. She had seen women in love before. She had been in love before. She knew how addled it could make a woman and it was obvious this one was head over heels for Morehill.
And now, only weeks later, she had three “husbands” as Morehill and that fuck Fondez had decided to designate them. One of them was nursing a broken wrist after ignoring her admonition that she wouldn't tolerate anything other than normal sex and certainly no rough stuff. The next morning she had gone straight to Morehill and reported it. Now he was banished from sleeping with her for the indefinite future and possibly forever if he could arrange a swap. One of the others wasn't so bad considering the circumstances but she doubted she would ever develop any real feelings for him. The third, Jan Budding, she might possibly grow to at least not mind too much, but she wouldn't take any bets. It was still rape.
She rolled onto her side and tried to go back to sleep but her mind wouldn't stop working. She wished there was something she could do about the hollows in June's face and the black smudges under her eyes but she was helpless to change any of the basic parameters of their situation. Not yet, anyway and June was taking it badly. She really couldn't blame the little corporal because no matter what kind of spin Fondez and Morehill put on it, rape was rape. Sillers could hardly bear it, whereas she had accepted the situation and was making the best of the sordid state of affairs until there was a chance to change it. She didn't know what that said about her as a person. Stronger, perhaps? She had to think so because that was what kept her going. That and the possibility of reversing it all. She felt as if she had worked a miracle just keeping her little automatic concealed. Maybe one day soon when Morehill eased up on their former guards talking to one another more than necessary they could get something going, but not yet. Especially when Jimmy was being kept busy teaching Morehill how to operate the tender. But it would come.
* * * *
Sandy wiped grease from her forehead with a rag and stood back from the dismounted laser cannon with a satisfied expression. She had worked with the machine shop crew through the painstaking task of moving the heavy weapon out of the ship and upgrading the tender's power system to handle it. It was done at night when it wasn't in use and spending some daylight hours machining the parts to mount the laser and its accompanying accessories in the tender when the word came. It had been a monumental job and still wasn't finished but the end was in sight now. All that remained was the delicate task of fitting the laser into its new home. She had cursed bitterly upon hearing that the convicts had been seen and photographed by the satellite but Captain Callahan refused to risk their lone tender to rescue their own people. Intellectually, she could understand his reasoning just from seeing all the jobs it was used for, but emotionally she could only think of the twins and how they must be suffering. She wouldn't allow herself to think they were dead except sometimes at night in her lonely bed. Even then she knew that if they had been killed, she would at least be among the tender crew going to wreak vengeance on the convicts soon. The captain would have to let her go on the mission. No one else could handle the heavy laser like her, not even Johannsen, the weapons officer.
"About done, Sandy?” Johannsen asked. He had just finished checking all the work and could find not the slightest flaw. It was almost like Sandy and the laser cannon shared the computer link that controlled it.
"It's ready and the tender is ready whenever Captain Callahan gives the word. And I hope it's soon!” She couldn't help letting her irritation at the delay show in her voice.
"Patience, Sandy. It shouldn't be too long now. As a matter of fact, tomorrow you and I and the others chosen for the rescue mission are going to have a meeting to map out our strategy."
"Really? Gosh, that's great! Who else besides me and you will be going?"
"I don't know yet. Hell, he may even bump me off but you're a certainty. Just a reminder, Sandy. Don't let the thought of the Smith twins interfere with your mission. They aren't the only ones there and they probably aren't even the ones being mistreated the worst."
"What ... oh. Yeah, I've thought about those two women in the army and that other woman from security. I guess they probably are having a rough time considering who captured them. I'll take my turn on the firing squad if it comes to that."
She could see that Johannsen was somewhat taken aback at the depth of her feelings but he should have known. If anyone had kidnapped Brenda and put her through what she imagined those women had suffered, she figured he would be ready to kill, too—or worse.
"Maybe it isn't that bad over there. They have cleared some fields for farming, same as us. We've made a count, too and there doesn't seem to be too many missing.” Seeing the sudden light in her eyes he held up his hands. “No, we can't identify individuals, Sandy,” he said gently. “It's just barely possible to see them at all."
"Oh. There for a minute ... I should have known better. What time is the meeting?"
"Eight o'clock sharp, right after breakfast."
"Okay, sir. I'll be there.” The planet's revolution didn't match that of earth. The days were almost thirty hours long but the minimal axial tilt meant daytime and nighttime were very nearly the same length. Which also meant she was usually very hungry by breakfast time. There would be no problem in being one of the first in line to be sure she wasn't late for the meeting.
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Chapter Twelve

"Hey, my little boy toy, let's rest a while,” Bukha Sunwha said with a grin that emphasized two missing front teeth, a rarity in the age of easy dental fixes. Jerry couldn't help but stare every time she opened her mouth.
Bukha couldn't help noticing him staring, either. “Hey, Jer, it happened right before they shipped us out, y'know? No time to get ‘em fixed so I'm stuck with ‘em now. And that means you're stuck with ‘em."
"Sorry,” Jerry apologized then straightened up and leaned on his hoe. He wasn't just stuck with the missing teeth but the whole woman and she wasn't a bargain under any circumstances. But one of the things that had drawn Sandy to the twins had been their good nature. Bukha might have been a criminal but he couldn't see where it mattered much now, not when there seemed to be such a slight chance of rescue. They were either well hidden or had been abandoned and which one didn't make much of a difference. Apparently this was going to be his life from now on unless Sergeant Wong came up with a plan. He sure didn't have one.
"You're a nice boy, just like your brother."
"How can you be sure he's nice?"
"My friend, she tell me."
"Friend?"
"Seguro. She and me, same gang on earth."
Jerry wanted to ask how they had gotten mixed up in criminal enterprises but it had quickly become apparent that the former prisoners didn't like talking about what they had been convicted for. She had volunteered the information that she had been in the country illegally and that her mother had been of Hispanic extraction and her father Indonesian. Occasionally she let slip one piece of information or the other that made him think she hadn't been a really bad person and she was certainly easy enough to get along with. He could be worse off, he knew. George had been such a surly idiot that Morehill instructed two of his mates to beat the shit out of him, then stood by watching to make sure it didn't get out of hand.
The lesson hadn't been lost on the rest of them. What's more, a couple of the men who tried roughing up the women had gotten the same treatment, or worse. Morehill might be a real badass but he wasn't stupid, Jerry had found out. The man knew if he intended to make his colony work, there had to be rules. It was what else he was planning that made him uneasy—and rebellious, if just in his mind.
"Hey, Bukha, don't call me a boy toy, okay?” he said to get off that line of thought. A rebellion wasn't possible yet. The only slim hope he had was a single moment when Sergeant Wong spoke to him out of hearing of the others and told him to hang loose and be ready to fight if she told him to. He'd nodded and that had been the last he'd heard. All he really knew was that he hadn't seen anyone with her little holdout pistol. He knew she always carried it and that gave him a modicum of optimism.
"Okay, Jer. You're a good boy. Now let's hoe for a while, okay? We still got two rows to finish."
"I'm glad someone here knew how to farm,” he said as he began swinging the unfamiliar tool again. At least the blisters have turned into calluses, he thought, and at that, he and the others who'd been in the army were better off than the rest. They already had calluses in most areas of their hands.
"Sure, I grow up in a village, all farmers, huh? A hard life, no?"
"Yeah, it sure is,” he agreed, although truth to tell it was more boring to him than hard. Anyone who had spent a year training in Sergeant Wong's platoon knew what hard really meant. Hoeing was a moron job in comparison. Nevertheless, it had to be done right as he had been told in no uncertain terms. Their life might well depend on it.
When he and Bukha came in from the fields, he saw with disgust that several of the men hadn't finished their assignments. He knew in advance what they'd say. Too hard. They weren't used to it. They'd rather hunt. Shit. He wished Morehill would let them hunt. Maybe they'd get eaten. One man had been carried off by something but no one knew what. They'd heard a scream and found some blood but that was all.
He missed the showers in the ship, too. Bathing in a lake with weeds, the local equivalent of fish and mud on the bottom left a lot to be desired. He made the best of it then waited while Bukha finished. They walked toward the tender where a big pot donated by the ship's kitchen bubbled with something or other. So far they had found only two sorts of tubers and one fruit that were edible. No one knew if they contained the necessary vitamins or minerals but everyone appeared healthy so far. Maybe they did.
"Hey, Tom.” He nodded to his brother. The woman his twin shared with two of the cons was a bit better looking than Bukha but not nearly as personable, he thought. He still wasn't allowed to have lengthy conversations with his twin but no one said much to them for simply speaking. He thought it might be a harbinger of a time when they'd relax enough for Sergeant Wong to turn the tables on them. He hoped so. He wondered if Sandy still thought of him and Tom. Surely she did. It hadn't been all that long, even though sometimes it seemed like an eternity. He wondered idly what she'd think of the arrangements they'd been forced into.
After the dishes were washed and the outside guards set to keep varmints out of the plowed fields, Morehill let them into the tender. Every other seat inside had been taken out and most of the others folded down into passable beds. It beat sleeping outside.
"All right, people, listen up,” Morehill called. “I got some news to pass on.” When he had everyone's attention, he grinned but it was a tigerish expression with little mirth to it. “In another week or so, we're gonna try a little raid. I know everyone here thinks we need more women if we're gonna make it so that's what we're going after.” He paused to let that sink in. He met Jimmy's glare with an insolent curl of his lip and moved on.
"I've learned to fly the tender now and Boxler knows how to work the bow gun. We still need a little more practice but pretty soon what we're gonna do is make a run to where the ship's parked and try taking out their tender. For you folks what came from the ship's crew, just don't get yer bowels in an uproar. I ain't planning on killin’ no one if we can help it. I just want to make damn sure they can't come after us no matter what happens. All we're gonna try is evening up the odds of men and women in this part of the woods.” He looked over to his co-leader.
Fondez stood up. Somehow he managed to still appear comparatively neat and clean and his hair was combed. He had grown a short beard that actually enhanced his appearance.
"If any of you think we ought not to try this, just reflect for a minute. Every single one of us offered to be good citizens after the ship was lost,” he said, including himself even though he wasn't even confined at the time. “Captain Gordon would have let us stay, I'm sure, but Callahan usurped his authority illegally and had us dumped here to die. I think no one can blame us for wanting to enhance our own colony. It's a simple matter of numbers and fairness. Since Callahan put us here, it's his fault and no one else's. We have no quarrel with any one else on the ship, just him. I feel sure that if he is ever deposed, we could probably combine our people peacefully but until then we do not do what we want, but what we must. I hope that's clear to everyone and I know you realize we have to bring more women here."
Jerry met his brother's gaze from across the passenger compartment. They didn't have to say a word or even alter their expressions to know what the other was thinking. They were too much alike. And both of them knew what a load of bullshit Morehill and Fondez were slinging. Unhappily, though, he saw June Sillers leaning forward almost eagerly at the news. If what they were proposing meant she could slough off a couple of the men she was being forced to live with, he knew she would have a hard time thinking ill of the idea. She wasn't adjusting like Sergeant Wong appeared to be.
It was the officer, Jimmy Hollister, who really made him wonder. Why had he consented to Morehill's request to teach him to fly the tender if the end result was using it to attack the ship and its other tender? He thought it must have been a threat of some kind, probably to kill one of the army men if he didn't cooperate. Tom didn't know exactly how he felt about that. He certainly wanted to live but he sure didn't want to see their chance of rescue going down the tube. The bow gun was a different matter. The con manning it evidently had some experience. Maybe prior service? No way of knowing since he hadn't talked to the con. Morehill had kept him busy relearning the gun and other operational facts about the flyer.
"You're being quiet, boy,” Reece Rondhill, one of his co-husbands said. He had been a body builder at one time and still had the muscles to prove it.
Jerry looked at the short, heavy-set man with the receding hairline and said “Don't call me boy."
"Yeah, what'll you do about it?"
"More than you think, Reece."
"You think you can take me?"
"Any day of the week."
"Kill it,” Morehill said. “I'll put you both out on guard duty all night if you start fighting in here."
The two men glared at each other and looked away. Tom leaned back on the improvised bed and began to prepare himself mentally for lights out by remembering times when he had been in bed with Sandy. It was his night with Bukha and he needed something to stimulate him or she'd be bothering him all night.
* * * *
"It's back now,” Effers said to Brandon. “They seem to have settled into a pattern. They fly in the afternoon and use the tender for powering heavy chores in the morning. I can't tell for certain but it doesn't look as if they've managed to put together much in the way of equipment to run off it like we have."
Brandon shrugged. “We gave them the materials. If they don't use them, it's not our problem. It's good to see they have a pattern, though. That means we have to come at them in the morning. Do they always land in the same place?"
"So far, and that's where they've located their equipment, such as it is. Not really much choice, same as us."
"Okay, I'll tell the captain."
"Has he set a date?"
"Uh huh. Less than two weeks from today."
Effers turned away from his screen and looked up at Brandon. “Think it'll work?"
"Hell, yes. We're sending enough troops to overpower them and we'll catch them with their tender tied up so it can't get off the ground quick enough to matter. We may take some casualties but failure isn't an option."
* * * *
"Little bastards.” Esmeralda slapped at a flying creature the size of a hummingbird. It resembled neither mammal nor insect but something kind of like a bat, she had decided after examining the one she'd killed. Whatever, they neither bit nor sucked nor otherwise attacked humans but they couldn't seem to understand they weren't food without buzzing and fluttering around forever, it seemed.
"Yeah. I don't like ‘em either,” Morehill said. “Sit down.” He pointed to the flat rock he was propped on.
"I'll stand. What do you want, Crag?"
"Sit, I said."
She shrugged and sat down, keeping a careful distance between them.
"You think I'm gonna bite?"
She considered for a moment but said nothing. She had noticed Morehill eyeing her at odd times but never when Sarah was watching. Thinking of it, she began to get a germ of an idea and what he said next caused it to burst into full flower.
"Look, Esmeralda, I ain't all that bad. I know I ain't that good-looking but I got what it takes to run this place. If everything works out like I've planned, we're gonna grow. You can grow with me if you like."
"What about Sarah?"
He flicked a rough calloused hand as if she meant nothing to him. “Let me take care of that."
"Do what you want. You will anyway."
He rubbed his chin and eyed her in an appraising manner she hadn't seen before.
"How would you like to do a little flying?"
"Me? What's wrong with Jimmy?"
"I don't trust him. Don't tell him I said so, ‘cause I don't want no trouble. You act like you've accepted what's happening, though. I heard you're a pilot. Is that right?"
"Yeah, I can fly the tender if that's what you're asking."
"I am. I still feel the need of a co-pilot when I go up. The spot's yours if you want it."
"And I take it that while you're finishing your practice runs, you want to do a little more than fly, huh?"
"You got it, babe."
"Hmm.” This might be the opportunity she'd been looking for. Of course it might not, but she knew what she'd have to do to get the chance. Best not to appear too eager, though. “Let me think about it, okay?"
"One day, that's all you get. We're gonna be rocking and rolling before long, so make up your mind, babe."
"I'll let you know tomorrow.” She got up and walked slowly away while trying to appear as if she had to think his offer over. She figured Jimmy hadn't had the opportunity to use the concealed pistols in the pilot's cabin but she'd be in a better position than him, wouldn't she? And Morehill was no worse than the others. Hell, it might not even be as bad. Sarah thought he was hot shit, anyway. Wouldn't he get a surprise if she found a chance to kill him, though? She smiled grimly. He had it coming and then some. And even if she couldn't kill him, maybe she could keep him from doing all he thought he was going to.
* * * *
"At last,” Sandy said to Maria. “We're finally going to do it!” She had become fast friends with the sergeant since they had both been assigned to the rescue mission. Both of them had lovers missing, hopefully only captured by the convicts and not dead.
Maria nodded and gave her the merest twitch of lips that might have indicated a smile but could just as well have meant she was ready to kill anyone who got in the way of rescuing Jimmy or the twins and the rest of her army team mates.
They entered the conference room and took seats next to each other. This was the meeting of key players in the proposed expedition, not the whole group. There was herself and Maria, Brandon Masters, who would lead the team, Borg Johannsen, Timothy Effers, Lieutenant Brett Freeman, James Terrell and First Sergeant Gomez. Captain Callahan and Major Grindstaff would be present even though they wouldn't be going on the rescue. Eventually the team would include almost a dozen key personnel and practically the whole remaining army platoon less the half dozen lost to the convicts. Altogether there would be more than fifty trained people armed and ready to kill in order to free their friends, lovers and comrades. She watched happily as the captain entered the room and began the meeting.
"Good morning, folks,” Callahan said as his gaze swept around the table. “Thank you for coming. I know you're anxious to get on with the rescue but we want to make certain we do it right, so let's not leave out any necessary steps. You go first, Tim."
"Yes, sir. I don't have much to say except that I've been observing their tender and their camp every time I get a chance with the satellite. They've been flying it off every afternoon and bringing it back in time to have it ready in the mornings for the same uses we do, like running equipment and other chores. I have no idea what the afternoon flights are for, other than perhaps forcing either Sergeant Wong or Mister Hollister to teach some of the convicts to fly.” He nodded his head to indicate he was done.
"Thank you. Mister Johannsen?"
"Yes, sir. We have the laser cannon ready to be placed in the tender and hooked to its enhanced power source whenever you give the word. That's basically mine and Sandy Johnson's job and we'll be standing by until it happens, ready to go to work at a moment's notice."
"Thank you, Borg. Sandy?"
Her face lit up. “Yes, sir! Sir, I'm glad to be here and I can tell you for certain, give me a pilot who can get anywhere close to their tender and I'll take it out. Not only that, I'll do my damnedest to kill its flight capability in a manner that leaves it repairable for future use.” She met the captain's querulous gaze without flinching.
"You can do that, Sandy?"
"Yes, sir. Mister Effers and I worked up some software that simulates the attack angles and positions perfectly. I've been practicing hard. I can do it, sir."
"Believe her, sir,” Johannsen said. “I spent a hitch in the service as a weapons officer and she's as good or better than any weapons tech I've ever seen."
Sandy blushed at the compliment but it pleased her nevertheless. She was just as confident as Johannsen implied and if it came to saving the twins’ lives, she would do even better. She swore it to herself as the captain continued.
"Major Grindstaff, since your people have the experience, they will be in charge of the ground assault. Would you mind outlining exactly how you'll work it?"
"Not at all, sir,” he said. “If Sandy takes out the tender on the way in, then I can pretty well assure you that we'll succeed. What I can't tell you is how many casualties we'll take or whether any of our people held captive will still be alive. From looking at the satellite photos we're hopeful, but not certain. At any rate, the pilot will swing around after their tender has been lasered and we'll land here, right in the middle of their fields.” He pointed to the big conference room screen with a marker that showed where the convicts had begun farming. “From there, we'll assault out of each bay of the tender. Anyone who doesn't surrender immediately will be gunned down. I already have my people memorizing photos of every one of our own people who we think are there as well as your pilot and the security guard who went along.” He paused and looked down at his board then back over to Callahan.
"Here's a funny thing, sir. It's just been brought to my attention. The security guard, Sarah Justman, spent some time in conversation with one particular convict while we had them in cells. She also was ... shall we say insistent that she go on the mission to transport the convicts. I'm not saying there is a connection with her and the fact that the convicts somehow overcame the guards but we are going to be watching out for her and are going to be very careful with her. I really hope there's nothing to this, but it won't hurt to be careful."
"I agree, Major. Something certainly happened that we're not aware of. Okay, let's move on."
* * * *
Sandy sat through the whole meeting even though there was little else for her to do or say. Her whole assignment would be condensed down into a few seconds when she was handling the laser cannon. Naturally she would be a backup for the troops but by the time she got unstrapped from her seat and outside, it should all be over. She intended to have her weapon handy, though. Anyone who'd mistreated the twins had better not get in her way or they would be dead.
* * * *
Esmeralda thought she might have career prospects as a thespian if a call for them ever developed on New Earth. She had played Morehill like a con artist leading his victim along and finally let him have what he wanted. By then she was pretty sure she had him convinced of her sympathy. She felt nothing other than disgust and a welling sense of mastery over both him and her own emotions for having held still for the act. But now the hard part was here. She had to convince him to change the attack perimeters without getting Jimmy killed.
"Crag, I really shouldn't tell you this...” she said hesitantly and let her voice trail off as his rough hand kneaded her breast. They were lying naked in the shadow of the tender on a cargo blanket while the other two cons were inside. He still didn't trust her quite enough to make love inside, not without someone else with a gun being present in the cabin. And he still flew with the cabin door open. She had thought she might get a chance to steal the boat from him but it hadn't come. The next best option was to spoil the coming attack on the ship's crew.
"What shouldn't you tell me, babe?"
"I ... well, I think Jimmy was going to commit suicide by crashing the tender. I think he was ashamed of teaching you to fly once he found out you were going to use it to raid the ship."
He leaned up onto an elbow and loosened his hold on her breast.
"How come you say that?"
"I ... I think he fixed the dive parameters so you'd crash when you made your pass at the other tender."
"What!? How the hell could anyone do that?"
Esmeralda knew she had to be very careful now. Morehill had learned to fly, yes, but it was by rote. He didn't really understand the math behind lift velocity, thrust, wingspan and a dozen other factors that went into understanding how to be an aviator. This was especially true with a tender, a craft meant for both space and atmospheric flight.
"Let's get dressed and I'll show you."
"Just a minute, babe. I'm no goddamn dummy. You may like me well enough but why should you tell me that?"
"I ... I was scared you might take me along on the raid."
He guffawed. “Aw hell, babe, no chance of that! The boys wouldn't let me even if I wanted to. But goddamn. You say he was going to kill me? I'll show that young jerk what happens to people who try that."
"No, Crag, please don't. I can see his side of it. Can't you?"
He looked down at her naked body. She knew it was a very good body, probably as fine as he'd ever hoped for.
"Ah, hell, I guess so."
"Then let's go and I'll show you what he did."
"Just a minute.” He licked his lips. “One more time then you can show me."
"All right, Crag.” Hooked, by God!
A while later they were in the cabin. She had the boat's specs and design limits pulled up from the computer. Her fingers flew over the touches and keys.
"See here how he changed this parameter? And this one? Either of them would have taken about forty kilometers an hour off the speed when in a dive. But see? Now it's back to where it belongs. No, almost. There! Now it's fixed.” She knew he had no appreciation of the numbers she'd flashed at him.
"Hey, I told you I'm no dummy. How do I know you ain't fixed them so we crash, just like that little bastard did?"
"First, because I don't want to die. You ought to know that by now. We're flying back to camp, remember?” She smiled at him. “And second, if you don't believe me, take me up with you a couple more times and try a dive."
"I'll just do that, smarty."
"Can I go on the raid then, after you see it's okay?"
"Sorry, babe. No can do. I doubt the boys would let me. They trust you less than they do Jimmy."
She had figured he wasn't going to relent but asked anyway just to keep in character. And now the tender's constraints had been changed. She certainly didn't want to die so all she'd done was alter the interface between the bow gun and the speed of the ship. The man firing it at the ship's tender would be off by a certain amount. She couldn't tell exactly how much because she didn't know enough about his gunner's talents but she hoped it was enough.
* * * *
"Okay, people, we're getting down to it now. Only two days to go so let's run over our plan again,” Morehill said to the dozen people gathered around him. Only Sarah and Esmeralda were from the original group of guards. “Here's the layout of the area around the ship and ain't we glad they did a survey of the area around their settlement while bringing us here?!” He guffawed enough to draw some laughs then continued, using a long stick as a pointer for the recording seen on the screen in the tender's control room. “This here's the main fields. These here are the vegetable gardens and over here is where they're building some shit. Sarah don't know what it was for but she thinks it's just storage and eventual living quarters for when they start tearing down the ship. How about you, Esmeralda? Is there any likelihood of there being armed men in there when we hit ... when we arrive?"
"So far as I know, there's not,” she said honestly since she couldn't see where it would make much difference on the first run.
"Okay, now here's the plan. We land upriver two days beforehand and drop off the boats with the raiding party and hang out there to give them time to get downriver. They'll be in position by the time the tender sweeps in from this direction and that'll be their signal to hit and grab. We want females only, so be careful.” He grinned. “Sometimes it's hard to tell the way folks dress. Anyway, we ain't interested in killing nobody if we can help it. All that'd do would be to slow us down. The idea is to grab, get back to the boats and paddle downriver fast as you can. We'll be flying past their tender one time and putting it out of action with our bow gun so they can't come after us in it and they don't live by a lake like we do, so they won't have boats to follow. Also, the river bends into the jungle for about ten miles right past the ship settlement so they'll play hell following our boats from the bank. Ten miles downstream there's a clear spot where the tender can land and pick up the boat party, then we fly everybody home and we're all happy.” He looked over his troops. “Questions?"
"What if there's too much resistance to grab any women?"
"Then we back the hell up and we go to plan B. That's where we use the tender to harass them so damn much, they have to negotiate."
"That can work two ways,” Bukha said.
"If they knew where we were, don't you think they would've come after us by now?"
Esmeralda punched Sillers in the ribs when it looked as if she were about to say something.
"All right, so they don't know where we are. So why don't we do that to begin with?” a man asked.
Fondez took the question. “There's two reasons, Earl. First we might wind up killing too many of them for there ever to be a reconciliation. Second, there's always the chance they could take out our tender with small arms fire or the bow gun of their tender like we're planning on doing to them. They might also be able to rig one of those missile tubes to fire in our direction but it's doubtful. They're made for space. Anyway, as our plan goes, we'll be coming in away from them so they can't get a lock on us quick enough to matter."
"How about the lasers?"
"That's not a consideration. They have to be pumped up before they can fire and we'll never make more than one run at a time. Anyhow, we doubt they'll be manned. They might be later, though, if they wanted to expend the energy to keep them ready. If we came in at the wrong angle, they could kill us so we want to do it right the first time."
"Well, couldn't they dismount them and use them like a big gun?"
"Esmeralda says it's not possible. They're tied in to the ship and we'll be coming in from an angle so they can't hit us from it."
"Okay,” Morehill said, taking over again. “Now it's going to be me piloting, and we'll have Brad and Manson in the cabin to be sure that no matter what else happens, the tender is always secure. Brad has had experience with some stuff like our bow gun so he'll handle it.” He smirked at Esmeralda but didn't notice the way Sarah was watching from a short distance away.
"The boat parties will have three men each. I know that's not many but it's all we have weapons for and we have to leave room in them for the women we take. Seven or eight persons is about all those boats we made can handle anyway.” He didn't mention that he would have to leave a minimal force behind to make sure the remaining former army troops didn't revolt in their absence.
"Let's do this right and we'll be in a position of power,” Fondez added. “I know that's what we all want."
"Right,” Morehill said. “Okay, if no questions, we'll go over it one more time tomorrow, then the day after that it's party time.” His scarred rugged face split in a grin that was more of a snarl.
Esmeralda cringed inside. She still had no idea if what she'd done would make a difference.
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Chapter Thirteen

"I saw how you were looking at her, Crag. Goddamn it, I didn't do what I did to share you. I put up with taking on the other men but I'm not going to have you running after that woman. You hear me?"
"Be cool, babe.” He avoided her gaze.
Her mouth dropped open for a moment then closed in a tight line.
"What's wrong, babe?"
"You've been fucking her on those so-called training flights, haven't you?"
"How could I? I have two men with me at all times when we're flying. Besides, would I do something like that, babe?"
"I don't know. Would you?"
"No, never,” he said as sincerely as he could.
She took a deep breath. “Do you really love me, Crag?"
"Of course I do, babe. You know that."
"Do I?” she said bleakly and walked away.

I have to do something about her, Morehill thought. Damn it, I shoulda kept my dick in my pants even if I did make sure Esmeralda couldn't pull something. And I suspect she wanted to, but I made sure we fucked outside the tender. Sarah knows, though. Ah well, let the raid go good and I can tell her to go piss in the wind. What can she do, anyway? Me and Fondez run this gang and once it's settled down good, he's dead meat. He's too goddamned ambitious to keep around. And I'll have Esmeralda. Damn, what a fine-looking woman she is.
* * * *
Siessani of the Fortina Sextant spoke for all of them, as usual, although any of her fellows could have just as easily. It was merely habit and the fact that she was the most senior of the sextant. When exploring a new world like this, another sometimes came to the forefront but usually not.
"A very nice-looking planet at first glance,” she said. Her words would be carried from one or the other of the sextant, probably Seemeena, to a member of another sextant who would in turn pass the word. Which was just as it should be. Soon every member of every other sextant would know what she had voiced and would contest her sextant's views if they thought her wrong. It didn't happen often. Her sextant had trained for leadership of the mission very hard. The only thing out of the ordinary was that her sextant led such a small number of other sextants. It was a necessary compromise on board exploratory ships. The dangers inherent on strange planets meant they had to have a leader sextant who could make quick decisions.
She gazed down at the world that looked so much like home and let her pleasure flow into her emotional sense so all of the sextant could feel it and she could feel theirs in turn. The emotional pulse was pleasant, just as it should be from a well-integrated sextant. She twitched her ears backward in unworded enjoyment the other members could see, the ones not captivated with the sight of the colored orb in the holotank. Eventually she suggested they move closer while listening on all bands for aliens, of course. It would be nice to finally find another sentient species, but after so long she had little hope of it and it was proving true here. There were no emissions such as a technological civilization would emit. Of course that didn't rule out aliens of a lower order of development and regardless, the world promised to be a rich prize. A closer orbit was quickly agreed on.
"The atmosphere appears compatible,” she announced when the move had been completed and measurements taken. “I believe we should orbit once or twice before picking a spot for landing."
Her words were passed on and shortly the terrain specialists began the initial mapping.
* * * *
Sissy laughed at the antics of Jessica Sekinger. She was doing a credible imitation of Colin Martinez and his accounting methods to the group of women. The man simply loved his profession and couldn't help expounding on it to any one who would listen even though there wasn't that much for him to do any more with the Carlsbad stuck on the ground forever. He certainly wouldn't be going over any of the other colonies’ books!
"That's hilarious, Jessica,” she said, then laughed as she rejoined the other women who had gotten together on the banks of what they were beginning to call Catfish Creek. It was much closer to being a river, though, and was the same one the ship had come close to landing in. The ostensible reason she had come on the outing was to help Addie in her research classifying the planet's freshwater creatures and possibly finding another source of edible protein easier to come by than the land animals. The other reason was simply to get away for a few hours and talk girl talk and have a little fun. Sissy had advanced the idea of cane pole fishing and a few of her friends now agreed it was fun trying to outwit the fish. The game that flourished on the great sweep of prairies was hard to kill without using the tender and it had been tied up almost continuously for power use. Most of the animals that haunted the jungle were edible but the taste left a lot to be desired and they were also hard to come by. They were extremely skittish, which was understandable considering the carnivores that hunted them. The carnivores were well nigh inedible so far as she was concerned although a number of people professed to like their meat when lathered with barbecue sauce.
"Got one!” Jessica called out as her pole bent and the line made a small bow wave as the critter dragged it through the water. She pulled it up and held it out to admire while its two-tailed body flopped on the hook. Abruptly it jounced loose and splashed back into the water.
"Oh drat!” she said, staring at the widening ring of circles in the water.
"You shouldn't have stopped to look at it,” Sissy admonished without taking her eye off her own cork that was beginning to show signs a fish (or so they called them) was interested but not yet committed. “Shh. I'm getting a bite!"
The other three turned to look at her gently bobbing cork. It allowed what they thought was an approaching log to get closer to the bank and nearer to them as well.
* * * *
"Here we go!” Morehill shouted exultantly as he put the tender into a dive. The people below looked like little ants at first but they grew larger with remarkable speed. So did the giant ship and the tender parked in its space amid the fields where it powered some kind of equipment. He didn't really give a damn what they were doing. His eyes continued to focus on the tender below and kept it centered so Brad could get a clean shot at it. He knew it probably wouldn't take but one run. He hoped that was all it took because while it might be difficult, small arms could take down a tender if enough shots or laser beams hit it in the right places. He figured the goddamned army would have heavier weapons, too, and he didn't want to get in the way of them. He really hoped they weren't manning its bow gun. The angle he was forced to come in at in order to avoid that gun was going to make it a difficult target and it still might be able to zero in on them if their gunner reacted swiftly.
"Get ready!” he called above the noise of the humming rumble of the thrusters.
"I'm on it!” Brad called to him.
He screamed down on full thrust and he could see figures scurrying around in surprise but he also noticed the winking of automatic rifles and the beams of hand lasers trying to target them. He had thought they would be too surprised to react that swiftly but obviously they must have been waiting for something like this to happen. He got a brief glimpse of a row of exploding holes along the upper hull of the tender on the ground and then he was climbing away. Shit, he thought. That dummy was supposed to hit the thrusters, not the bow! They'd have to make another run to be sure and he really didn't want to, not with the speed with which they had responded, even if it was only small arms’ fire.
The decision was taken out of his hands a second later. A resounding metallic noise exploded inside the control cabin and shattered his thoughts to smithereens. He stared at Brad's alcove intending to both curse at him for missing and tell him to take better aim the next run if he decided to try it. He doubted he would, though. Not the way they'd reacted and the way that round exploded somewhere near. It sounded like it came from a gun like theirs, damn it. Then he saw streams of blood running down the deck from beneath Brad's seat and his head tilted backward and sideways from his inert body. Someone had gotten a lucky shot right through the small canopy window and into his chest, gouging a huge hole in it. There would be no second run now and he was just as glad. He peeled away out of sight and made a wide half circle at almost treetop level then slowed and brought the tender down to a safe if rather rough landing in the cleared area ten miles downstream from the ship.
He spent the first few minutes just staring at Brad's body while thinking it could just as easily have been him that was a bloody corpse. Finally he shook his head and began the messy process of unstrapping the body and dumping it outside. He left a long smear of blood on the deck from the cabin to the passenger airlock. He cycled it open and dumped the carcass outside then went to the forward head to clean himself up. His hands were bloody all the way to his elbows. Even his shirt was bloody. He cursed as he removed it and rinsed it out then wrung it as dry as he could while he waited to see how many women the men in the two boats had captured.
* * * *
Travis was inside the ship where its hull and insulation would have protected it from any outside noise if all the bays and airlocks had been closed. They weren't and he heard the whine of an approaching aircraft and then its roar as it passed low and close. Along with that noise came the muted thunder of what sounded like a heavy weapon resembling a machine gun firing. Mixed with it was the banging of gunshots then came the heavy thumping roar of their tender's bow gun as it expended a brief burst. By then he was up and running down the corridor, heading for the nearest elevator to the ground.
By the time he got outside, it was all over. From his vantage point, he couldn't see that the tender had taken any damage but he did see a small group of men and women clustered around what looked like a body and others with rifles pointed into the air. He saw army troops running to bring another heavy machine gun to add to the one already set up.
It took him only seconds to evaluate what had happened. There couldn't be but one other aircraft on the planet. It had to be the tender captured by the convicts that had attacked them. They must be trying to disable the ship's tender in order to prevent any sort of retaliatory action. He didn't know yet if it had been hit but just the possibility caused a tightening in his gut. Damn it, he should have gone after them the minute he knew the convicts were free or if they had left their original site, then as quickly as they had been spotted with the satellite. But he hadn't, and now look what that decision had cost. From where he stood, it looked as if there was at least one dead. Sissy! Where is she? he thought frantically and then relaxed. She and her friends were fishing, thank the powers that be. She couldn't have been hurt.
He began striding rapidly toward the group around the prone figure that had now been joined by two men with a litter. He arrived just as they were covering the body with a sheet.
"Who was it?” he asked quietly.
"Bannerman. It looked as if they were going for the tender and he just happened to be in the line of fire."
All the way over he had been staring at the group there. Now his gaze strayed upward and he saw the series of holes in the hull of the tender, the only ship's boat they had. At least they hadn't hit the thrusters. It looked as if it could be repaired. Just then Terrell came running up. Travis beckoned to him.
"Get the tender repaired as soon as possible. Let me know as soon as it's ready to fly. If anyone wants me, I'll be inside talking to Major Grindstaff. We're going after those bastards now and I wish to hell I'd allowed it sooner.” He turned and made rapid strides back toward the ship. As he neared, he saw a figure running from the direction of Catfish Creek and his heart jumped. He paused at the steps leading to an open airlock and waited while a heavy weight began forming in his chest.
* * * *
"It turned around when it saw us here. That's a good sign,” one of the ladies said to their lone guard. Sissy knew Travis had sent him along just in case they became too involved with their fun and forgot to watch for octogrizzlies.
"Yes,” he replied, never taking his eyes from the beast and still holding his high-powered rifle ready. It looked back once and growled then disappeared into the forest. “They are finding out it doesn't pay to fool around with humans. You know, the speed with which they learned makes me wonder just how intelligent they are—and just how much communication goes on among them. Carnivores are normally sole beasts, or at least the majority are."
Sissy laughed. “Talk to Addie, Mike. She'll tell you what a diverse galaxy this is."
"Yeah, I guess she would. Always something new on the news. Or at least there used to be when we had news."
"There's enough new things here!” she replied then screwed her face up in a frown. “What's that noise?"
The guard turned in a circle trying to locate the source of the rushing, whining sound. “Damned if it doesn't sound like a tender,” he said. “Shit, it is a tender! Coming this way!"
It passed over them and then they heard the roar of its bow gun.
"Oh shit, it's firing on us! We've got to get back! Come on, ladies, grab your stuff and let's go!” He began to move forward to help them and then a puzzled expression crossed his face. A bubble of froth escaped from his mouth and was followed by a rush of blood. He sank to his knees then collapsed on his face. His back showed the smoking hole of a silent laser beam.
Sissy reached for her hand weapon but there was no time.
"Hold it right there, pumpkin. Hands off that gun or you're dead,” the evilly grinning visage of a man standing up in a boat disguised by tree branches warned. His weapon was leveled and held steady. “All of you, hands in the air."
There was no arguing with him, she knew, especially since two other seated men who had been concealed in the boat came into view and they were also pointing weapons. One of them lowered his long enough to steer the boat into shore while simultaneously discarding the branches. He jumped out and beached it then motioned with his free hand.
"Into the boat. All of you."
Sissy looked over her shoulder, helpless to resist but hoping someone had thought of them and was coming to the rescue. The others were waiting on her decision.
"If it takes killing one of you to convince you we're serious, try me. Now get in the boat!” A laser beam carved a smoking path beside her feet. Slowly she advanced until she was near then was yanked into the craft, what she now knew they had taken for a log. Each of the other three women followed. The gun was taken from the other woman who had been armed and they quickly paddled away.
Behind it another boat came into view. It drew to the shore and the men climbed out and went searching for prey.
* * * *
"Captain, the...” The woman gasped for breath then tried again. “The ones who were fishing. The women. Sissy. The guard is ... dead and they're ... gone!"
"What?! Gone where?"
I...” Tthe woman's chest was still heaving. “I don't know. I told the nearest people with guns and they started searching. They found out there's another ... another group missing, too. That's when I came to find you.” She looked at him pleadingly, as if she expected him to produce the guard's killer and the missing females from thin air.
"Go on into the ship and find out who all was out there. I'll be with Major Grindstaff wherever he is."
"Yes, sir!” She scrambled up the steps to the airlock and disappeared inside.

Damn me for a fool! he thought. I delayed so long, they decided to come here! Fool, fool, fool! He stopped the nearest soldier who was running somewhere on an errand and asked him where the major was.
"He's inside the ship, sir. In the control room, I think."
"Thanks.” Travis ran back toward the ship. Minutes later he was in the control room with Grindstaff, Effers and Brandon.
"Hello, Captain,” Grindstaff said. The others followed his greeting then turned back to the screen they were watching.
"Do you have their tender on there?” he asked.
"Yes, sir. We can follow then a long way by relaying from the satellite. It's in the right position. See there?"
He looked and found the icon of the flying tender. It was near the middle of the screen. The numbers beside it were constantly changing as it got farther and farther away.
"It looks as if they're heading back to the same location as always, Captain,” Effers said.
"Good. We'll be going after them as soon as we're ready to fly. Johannsen and his crew are moving the laser over now."
The com chimed and he answered. “Control room. Captain."
"Captain Callahan, Terrell here. It looks as if we got lucky. The damage to the tender is more than I thought, but it's all repairable. I can have us flying within forty-eight hours."
"Does that include installing the laser?"
"Hold one."
Travis knew he was consulting with Sandy, his weapons tech.
"Yes, sir. Everything will be ready."
"Thanks."
"Captain!"
He turned around. “What now?” He saw that Effers was looking exceedingly puzzled.
He glanced up and said, “There's another ship here!” then returned his gaze to the screen and stared at it as avidly as if it belonged to him and was made of pure gold.
"A ship from earth? How can that be?"
"Sir, I don't know, but look at the size of it. It sure ain't no tender!"
"What's it doing? It looks like..."
"Yes, sir. It looks as if it's following the tender, doesn't it? I wonder why it's not picking up our radar?"
"Hail them! Now!"
Effers had already begun bringing up the com. He used his voice for the first run through.
"Calling unknown ship. COESS Liner calling unknown ship.” He repeated the simple message a number of times then put it on automatic and turned back to his instruments.
Travis waited impatiently for the ship to reply. It was still hard to believe another spacecraft from earth had found them but the evidence was hard to deny. As the minutes passed with no reply, he saw Effers looking more and more puzzled. He was frowning and working his instruments, getting as many and varied readings as he could while simultaneously hailing the other ship on different frequencies, including the one normally used for the military, COESS liners and as many others as he knew and remembered, pausing briefly to inform Travis each time. Finally the captain could stand it no longer. He tapped Effers on the shoulder.
"Who is it, Tim? Is it one of ours? Do you know yet?"
"Sir ... Captain ... I ... I don't think that ship is from earth."
"What!? You don't mean...?"
"I think so, sir. That ship never came from earth. It's aliens. Aliens!"
As Travis and he watched the screen, both icons gradually faded from sight. The satellite kept it in sight a few more minutes then the signal from it, too, faded. They were out of contact.
Travis didn't trust his voice for a minute. Aliens. And they had paid them no attention, intent on following a tender manned by convicts!
* * * *
Seeing the small ship on the screen and knowing it represented conclusive evidence of another sapient species in the galaxy so excited Seemeena that she spoke out of turn.
"A ship! A ship! Look, look! We're no longer alone!"
Siessani hurried to her side as did the other four members of the sextant but lingered for scant moments, taking just enough time to verify Seemeena's excited outburst (whom she knew she would have to apologize to later for doubting) and hurried back to the control room of their ship. Her hands flew over the globes, touching, changing, almost caressing them in her eagerness not to lose sight of the other craft. Finally she had it locked in and there was no chance of it escaping their attention.
"What shall we do?” she asked, then answered her own question. “I believe we must follow them to their home base then circle for a hundred or so falls before landing so they can get used to our presence. Even so, I have to believe they will be as excited as us at contacting another intelligent species. This is a great moment!” The exultant emotions of her and her fellow sextant members were passed on to the other sextants and soon they were as enraptured as the Fortina Sextant was.
"Listen! We're receiving a signal of some sort from the opposite direction!” Seemeena called from her place in the control room. She turned the volume up.
"We should follow the ship!” Seissani said, making an instant suggestion. The others quickly agreed and the signal gradually faded and soon was gone. Only the direction from which it came and whatever sense the signal contained was recorded for possible later use but at the moment none of the sextant was concerned with it at all.
"Isn't a hundred falls a long time to wait?” Seemeena asked. “Even translating to this planet's units, it seems an overly cautious approach to me."
Fiirmina, a third member of the sextant, flicked both ears and gave a whistle of laughter to emphasize the movements of hilarity at the thought of translating the standard fall, the length of time for a weight to fall a standardized distance in vacuum into this planet's time.
"We mustn't hurry,” Siessani said emphatically as reason took over. “Just because we've been searching for other sophants for so long doesn't mean they have, although I'm sure they'll be as jubilant at contacting us as we are them. However, note the size of their craft and its method of propulsion and the fact that we've not captured any emissions indicating civilization as we know it here."
Her reasoned sentiment served to dampen the excitement somewhat but by no means kill it completely. She gestured to Fiirmina to hurry and tell a member of another sextant her feelings. Her friend rushed off, her head fur trailing behind her she moved so fast. The others flicked their ears in amusement at the speed with which she was carrying out the suggestion but they really couldn't blame her. They all felt exactly the same way themselves.
Later, the emotional high fell somewhat as the craft they had been following touched down amidst a very small and crude settlement. Their own ship was so silent that none of the creatures even looked up but it did give them a chance to observe their appearance.
They were bipedal, just as their own species was but seemingly almost hairless because they wore what looked to be artificial coverings. The parts of their bodies visible were bare but ... colored in different shades, just as their head fur was. It is curious, Siessani thought, but then what could you expect from aliens? By the very definition of alien they would have to be different, wouldn't they? What was surprising was the way they conformed to the biological speculators who theorized that appendages freed for tool making were necessary for intelligence to develop. That wasn't the only criteria of course, but it was certainly one of the important ones.
"Surely this can't be their only settlement,” Siessani mused aloud. “There are very few of them present, no more than a sextant squared."
"And such a simple and unsophisticated settlement as well. Surely there must be more to it. Underground, perhaps?” the youngest sextant member who rarely spoke offered an opinion.
"Perhaps it is merely an outpost. Or what if ... what if they are explorers also?” Siessani replied. The thought just came to her.
"No,” another said. “That ship is no interstellar craft, not unless its method of moving faster than light is radically different and much more advanced than ours. It is too small."
"You're right, Crimaakai,” Siessani conceded. “I really doubt it can be an interstellar ship. Most likely what we're seeing is a simple outpost and their principal living areas are somewhere else."
"Whatever it is, I believe they've spotted us,” Crimaakai observed. “Look at the way they're waving their arms around and looking up. They weren't doing that on our last pass."
"So we must reach a consensus. How much longer?"
The sextant quieted, suddenly realizing how many of them had been speaking and how much they had said already when the other sextants had yet to be informed. It was embarrassing but allowable, given the circumstances. Siessani, as the one who usually spoke first suggested a time period and the rest of the sextant agreed to it with alacrity. One of them rushed to tell the other sextants. They were all eager to land and begin relationships with the aliens. Siessani had to remind someone to tell the sextant's male.
* * * *
"By God, that's another spaceship! We're saved!” a man yelled excitedly, momentarily forgetting their status as escaped convicts, and with the return of the tender, as kidnappers and murderers.
"It can't be!” Esmeralda exclaimed. “We're so lost, an earth ship could never find us and the odds are astronomical of a second ship's computer going wrong and it coming out at exactly the same place."
"So what is it?” Morehill asked as he shaded his hand and stared upward. He had almost forgotten the new women in the excitement of seeing the huge ship traveling quietly in a large circle above them. Esmeralda must be right. It was certainly an interstellar craft but obviously with a much better method of operating in atmosphere than the one they'd arrived in. He remembered the bumpy, scary ride and the crash-landing very well. He had thought they were all going to die.
"It has to be aliens,” Esmeralda said simply. It was the only answer possible. “But goddamn,” she muttered, “of all the stupid places and ways to meet them this had to be the craziest anyone has ever imagined. A group of escaped convicts, murderers and kidnappers has to be the worst possible representatives of humanity."
Morehill glanced at her but ignored her muted outburst. “Aliens? You mean bug-eyed monsters? Like in the shows where they invade earth?"
"I doubt they'll be anything like the stories, Crag. I see you brought some more females back with you but I don't see Brad. Where's he?"
"Never mind him, he's dead. They got lucky. What I want to know is what in hell to do now."
She had to laugh. “You're asking me?"
"Yes, goddamn it, I'm asking you."
"I think all COESS ships and tenders have first contact protocols in their files. Probably the aliens have the same thing."
"How do I get to them?"
"That I don't know. I was just a substitute co-pilot, you know.” She had been more than that but she wasn't about to let him know. There were still those two pistols in the concealed compartment in the tender's cabin but so far she had never had an opportunity to use them.
"You're no help. But if that's an interstellar ship then by the Devil's asshole, I'm gonna capture it."
"Crag, don't—"
But he wasn't listening. Visions of forcing the aliens to find earth and take them back home had already formed in his mind. He hustled to arrange guards and a secure place outside for the new prisoners while he called everyone else together and outlined his plans.
"No one starts shooting until we've got them outside their ship. Keep your weapons under your shirts until I give the word. I'm going to ask them politely to see the inside of their ship and if they don't, we'll force them. Regardless, this is our big chance. One way or another we're gonna take this ship and then make them bugs take us home. You with me?"
A chorus of excited assents met his proposal and he began to get them organized. He didn't dare put so many prisoners in the tender nor did he trust their former guards. In the end he made them all, new and old captives, sit down in the shadow of the tender and placed three guards over them. Just as he finished that, one of his men called out.
"Hey, they're coming down! They're gonna land!"
"Okay, everybody put up your guns but keep ‘em handy. We don't want to lose our ride home!"
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Chapter Fourteen

Travis couldn't sleep for thinking of what might be happening to Sissy. He knew he should be concerned for the other women and he was but it was Sissy who stayed in the forefront of his mind. He could think of little else, not even the fact that an alien starship had probably landed at the convict base and they were probably talking. Or more likely, fighting. As often as that fact ran through his mind it never stayed more than a moment before thoughts of Sissy displaced it. It finally took a good mental shaking the next morning by Addie to get him back into the proper mood for a captain. She had sat down beside him in the officer's section of the dining room very early in the morning. She took one look at his face, then let him have it.
"Captain, did you sleep at all last night? You don't look as if you did."
"No,” he confessed shortly.
"Have you thought about what it means that we're going to meet some aliens?"
"No. All I can think about is Sissy.” He picked up his coffee cup, saw that it was only half full then remembered the rationing. He also saw that his hand was trembling and quickly put the cup down without drinking. He saw Addie looking around to see if anyone else was present yet then she faced him with worried eyes and began speaking in a low tone of voice.
"Travis, you can't just think of her,” she said, using his first name deliberately. “Remember every one of those women has someone who cares for them. And if that's not enough to get your mind back in gear, start wondering what kind of impression the convicts are going to make on the aliens for a first contact. For that matter, just imagine all the lies they're going to tell them even if they don't get violent."
He glared at her for a moment then realized his eyes were watering. He brushed a knuckle across them and resumed staring.
"And it won't do any good to glare at me. You're our captain, so start acting like it."
The fact that he was sitting still for a chewing out by his chief science officer was what finally broke through his worry and grief. He gave her a bare nod of assent and picked up his cup again. He drank, set it down and sighed heavily.
"You're right, Addie. You're absolutely right. I should never have let my grip slip like it did. It's just...” He shrugged helplessly.
She reached across the table and patted his hand. “It got to all of us, Captain. In fact, it got to Terrell and Sandy and the machinists and engineers so much that I heard our tender is going to be ready by tonight."
"Really?” He sat up straighter. “I guess I have been goofing off. That's a full twenty-four hours sooner than they told me it would be!"
"Right. And Bill said his troops were going to be ready to go."
He had to stop and think for a moment to remember that Grindstaff's first name was William. At the same time another thought occurred to him. Brandon wasn't going to like it but there really wasn't much choice. He tapped his wrist and waited.
"Masters here."
"Brandon, this is the captain. I need to see you as soon as possible."
"Yes, sir. Where?"
"My cabin. Ten minutes."
* * * *
He was right. Brandon didn't like it.
"But, sir, you can't be risked! You're the captain. Captains don't go on ground assaults any more than they go on boarding parties.” He looked earnestly at his senior as well as his friend, wondering what had brought this on. Surely it wasn't simply heroics, insisting on risking himself in order to be in on the rescue of Sissy? And the others of course. That wasn't like him.
"Ordinarily, I'd agree with you, Brandon. And if you recall, I did agree originally that you were the logical choice to go on the assault of the convicts and rescue our people. And to try and execute those convicts on the spot if you decided it was both necessary and expedient to do it there. But the aliens have changed all that."
"How so, sir?"
Travis could see that he was willing to be convinced, albeit reluctantly, but so far he hadn't been.
"Don't you see? The senior person of our species has to be the one to meet with an alien species if at all possible. That becomes especially important if those goddamned convicts cause as much trouble as I'm almost certain they will. In fact, given their position I don't see how they could do anything else. They know that eventually we'll come at them if we have to walk across the continent to do it."
Brandon rubbed his chin then splayed his hands out on the desk between them. He gazed directly into Travis’ haggard face.
"That's all well and good, sir, but are you up to it? Right now you look like hell warmed over, if you'll pardon me."
"I'll pardon you. Yes, I know I look like hell but I'm in my right mind and physically capable of doing whatever is necessary. I won't be doing any of the fighting, though. That's not my job, any more than it would have been yours. Talking to aliens is. I'm sorry, Brandon. I know you were looking forward to getting your licks in against the cons but as my executive officer, you have to stay here in case I don't come back. In fact, there's no one else other than Grindstaff I'd feel comfortable leaving in charge but he's army. Addie might be able to handle it but she's already swamped with all the new science. So that leaves you because I don't want us to wind up with anything that has even the appearance of a military dictatorship. For that matter, neither does Major Grindstaff."
"I guess that's a compliment, Captain, so thanks.” He ran his hand through his hair. “Well, it looks like I have just a few hours to catch you up on the brief for the attack. No, wait! Now we have to do things just a bit differently, I'd imagine. The aliens. Damn it. With everything else, we weren't thinking of them."
"I've already been considering what to do. I'm afraid I'm going to have to give orders that may cause casualties. More so than we anticipated originally."
"What kind of orders?"
"Regardless of what's happening, no one is to shoot an alien unless they are directly threatening that person. Even then they are to shoot only to wound if they can decide what part of it to fire at.” He smiled slightly at the attempted humor. “Even if it's the difference between them getting shot by a convict and hitting an alien by firing back, they're not to do so. We're going to have plenty of troops to overcome them. They can't have that many weapons, even with the ones they captured yesterday. All the women weren't armed. People had gotten a little slack and I was intending to raise hell with them about it. I guess it's a good thing I didn't get around to it or the convicts would have even more guns now."
"Whew! I'm glad it's you giving those orders and not me,” Brandon said grimly.
"Whatever we do we can't take a chance on alienating the aliens. Any further than the cons already have, unless I miss my guess."
* * * *
"It looks as if they've separated into two groups to meet us,” Siessani said as the ship came gradually lower. “I wonder why that is?"
She expected an answer this time since she had framed the question as one for consensus and resolution, if not now then on the ground when they met the new species.
"Perhaps they form groups larger than sextants?” one member said.
"But they're not the same size! Their members differ in number!” Fiirmina retorted.
"Curious, but I suppose it's possible,” Seemeena said. “Regardless, this is so exciting! I suppose they'll think we're whackythockies if we continue speaking to them as much as we have to each other like we've been doing!"
Siessani suspected Seemeena was right. They had been talking a great deal where ordinarily a single sentence would have been thought of and mused on and the viewpoint of the others considered thoroughly before finally offering an opinion. Of course there were some exceptions to the rule, some professions where the sextants had to speak and reach consensus quickly, such as emergency care, piloting, a crisis in a gravity generator or such. This wasn't a crisis as such, but still there was a necessity for rather quick decisions. Of course the astrogation and control sextant she belonged to had come to an extremely fast consensus when the little alien craft had been spotted during deorbit. There was never a question of not following it to its home. In fact, she had made the decision herself, but the others had quickly concurred so she didn't feel any guilt about it.
Now the object of consensus was how many sextants would leave the ship to greet the obviously waiting aliens. Naturally they all wanted to be on hand for the first meeting between intelligent species in history and from the messaging back and forth between sextants, she thought that was exactly what would happen. She and her sextant had the final decision but she was already certain they would allow all of the sextants to go outside and meet their new friends and exult in the joy of finding other sophants and see and look and learn all the different ways they did things. There was no question of whether or not they would be friendly. Every philosopher male and every xenologist of the race assumed that much. Why on earth would they not? An intelligent species would naturally never offer violence to another. The idea was ludicrous. Siessani twitched her ears and whistled to herself for even thinking such a thing then passed the humorous thought on to her fellows as a means of releasing tension during the final descent.
* * * *
"Now you're not to be involved in any of the fighting, Captain,” Grindstaff said emphatically. “Neither is Murphy, Mannerheim or Wu. I trust you'll tell them that? Particularly Sean. He's young and may want to get in on it."
"I'll tell Melanie and Geraldine, Major Grindstaff. I'll tell Sean as well, but frankly I wish we had a political advisor of his caliber whose name wasn't Murphy. That name has unpleasant connotations during military operations, or so my dad told me while he was in the army."
"It still does, I'm sorry to say. Let's just hope that Murphy keeps himself home and doesn't try riding the tender with us. I shudder to think of what he could do on a combined military and diplomatic mission."
Travis held up his hand, palm out. “Right. No Murphy of that sort. But Sean is the best man for the job, though. I generally don't think much of politicians but he's a bit different from the usual run. He began his political career in the State Department but that was after he spent almost ten years in the Marines, including action on Myer."
"Damn. I didn't know that. There weren't many of the boys who came back from that one."
"I know. It was hero worship over that stand at the river that almost got me into the army, too. If I hadn't wanted to travel in space so bad, I might have gone in but at the time there weren't that many military units being shipped to the colonies. Then the COESS Academy accepted me and here I am. When the radicals took over Russia and the IC it sure changed the concept of not putting troops on colony worlds, didn't it?"
"That it did,” Grindstaff agreed. “As if Brazil and the Chinese hegemony weren't already causing enough problems. I take it Sean Murphy is coming along to lend a lawyerly and governmental voice to any negotiations that take place?"
"Exactly. He's privy to some of the people high up in our government back on earth and knows their thinking on the subject and he ought to help me off to a good start with the aliens. Melanie is more of a specialist, a sociologist. Of course no one really expected to find another intelligent species after the initial earthlike worlds failed to produce any, but politicians or government officials going off earth are required to know the first contact protocols. That includes all the cans and can'ts they're allowed to offer or decline."
"Don't you know them, too?"
No,” Travis admitted, “or he wouldn't have to go. All we're required to know is how to initiate the first contact protocols. After that we're supposed to run for the nearest governor of a planet and turn it over to him or her. It's always been sort of a joke with officers in COESS ships since we never go to planets that haven't been settled already. I guess the joke is on us now."
"In spades, Captain. In spades."
* * * *
"Wow! I think they've got constant antigravity thrusters!” Esmeralda said excitedly. Her interest in the big alien ship was temporarily overriding her concern for the new female captives.
"Maybe that ship really could find earth for us if the convicts take it,” Kellie Juleman said. “Wouldn't that be wonderful?” She had gone from scared to excited to believing her troubles were over the instant the other ship appeared.
Esmeralda glared at her then relented. She hadn't been a captive long enough to know what was in store for her or how stupid her remark sounded.
"No, it wouldn't be wonderful,” she told her. “All that would mean is that they'd have to kill every one of us for fear of being tried on murder and kidnapping charges. And in addition to whatever they did to get them sent to the prison planet, those kind of charges would be a death sentence."
"Even if they were responsible for a first contact?"
"For goodness sake, get real, Kellie. It wouldn't make a damn bit of difference, especially with what they're planning. We'll be lucky to live through it when the shooting starts. Hell, we don't even know what kind of weapons the aliens use. Suppose it turns out to be something like a neural whip you read about in science fiction novels? Or worse?"
They were talking while standing in the shadow of the tender where Morehill had directed them to be placed. There were three guards spaced equally far apart and far enough from the group that anyone who dared to try overcoming them would be killed. Even though their weapons weren't visible, they had their hands on them beneath their shirts. Esmeralda thought she might have a bare chance to take one of them by surprise but not all three of them. All she could do was wait for an opportunity if one ever came. Some days she almost gave up hope but never completely. She was on the good side of Morehill and sooner or later, she thought he would get careless enough that she would find the right situation and lead a rebellion. With the new women, there were almost half as many captives and former captives as convicts. Who knows? she thought. It might even succeed, little as the chance might be. The alien ship was a completely new factor, though, a wild card. Maybe that would help.
"They're coming out,” Morehill said in a loud voice. “Remember, no shooting unless I give the word."
Esmeralda was both watching and listening. From where she stood with the other former guards and the newly kidnapped women, she watched avidly as first one large hatch and then another opened in the ship. It had come down close to their settlement as lightly as a piece of down floating to the earth. From the open hatches the aliens emerged slowly but deliberately.

They aren't bad-looking, she thought. Like ... upright, tailless ferrets in a way but with rather more fur around their heads. The rest of their pelts were sleek and shiny and universally a light golden brown. The only garments on them were belts from which depended a few shiny instruments of unknown potential. From what she could see, they could as easily be their version of screwdrivers and wrenches as weapons. Or anything in between. At any rate they didn't appear frightened at all. In fact they kept coming out as if every one of them intended to clear the hatches before initiating contact. They came in groups, too. First one closely aligned bunch walking almost in step and then another, alternating between the two open hatches or airlocks.
"Cute little fellows, aren't they?” Sissy said. It was one of the few times Esmeralda had heard her speak since the return of the tender and those had been words of reassurance to the most fearful of the women captured with her. She had stood up straight and glared at their captors every time one of them came close.
"Yeah, they look like cute little blond ferrets but that doesn't mean they won't think we'd make good beefsteaks,” Esmeralda answered and immediately wished she hadn't been so flippant. One of the women promptly fainted. Esmeralda started to go to her but Sissy beat her to it, catching the woman before her fall was completed and possibly saving her from injury. Quick thinking. Good. If she did decide to start something she thought she could depend on Sissy to help and not get hysterical.
At last the aliens appeared to all be outside. At least no more appeared. It was then that Esmeralda noticed.
"Look,” she said and nudged Sissy. “They're congregated in groups of six. See?"
Sissy did look and appeared to be trying to get a count. Presently she said, “You're right. God, there must be a hundred of the things altogether."
"Not quite that many,” Esmeralda corrected her after doing a quick calculation in her head. She had experience estimating troops, whether they be human or something else. “Probably more like, oh, seventy or eighty."
"I wonder if that's all of them? For that matter I wonder what the significance of the groups of six are? I—oh wow! They're starting to move.” Esmeralda glanced away from them and toward the convicts. She knew they were almost all armed but they weren't displaying any weapons. She saw that some of them were beginning to fidget as one last group of six of the ferretlike beings exited from their ship. Whatever the significance of grouping in clusters of six, it didn't prevent them from talking to each other.
She thought it was talking. The noises resembled ... a speeded up sound track of contralto-toned voices, but so far as she could see it was always one of a six-pack who spoke at a time. She also noticed none of them were ever interrupted. The thought of calling their grouping a six-pack was amusing. It would probably catch on even if she never said a word about it.
The aliens continued moving, faster than before but still at no great speed. It was toward the smallest group of humans, the kidnapped women and former guards that they headed. She thought their choosing the smaller group for the initial contact might be meaningful. Perhaps it was intended as a nonthreatening approach or maybe they thought the smaller group of humans were the leaders but both suppositions were only guesses. Whatever their intentions might have been, a nervous convict spoiled it.
"Don't go over there! We're the goddamed honchos! Hey, over here!” one of them shouted. She thought it was Morehill but the speaker was so nervous the voice was ragged. However, it served its intended purpose but only momentarily.
The aliens immediately turned almost in unison and began walking toward Morehill and the convicts around him. Esmeralda couldn't see anything threatening about them but apparently at least one convict did. Perhaps two. She heard the cry of, “Stop, you bastards!” and again, “Stop!” Then the sound of a shot.
She shuddered as one of the aliens spouted blood from its chest, as red and vital as their own. The remaining members of the six-pack the downed member belonged to huddled around the body and began a shrill high-pitched wailing but it was overridden by the sounds of more shots. Lasers joined in and she closed her eyes but the smell of scorched hair and flesh still assaulted her nostrils with its stench.
She heard a voice yelling, “The ship! Take the ship!” She opened her eyes and saw Morehill pointing toward the two open hatches. He clapped several men on the shoulder and sent them running with drawn guns. Immediately after he saw them disappear into the ship, she heard more yelling.
"Stop! Stop shooting!"
She thought it sounded like Fondez but then Morehill joined in. The firing ceased except for a few last stray shots. By then nearly half the aliens were dead or wounded. Many were wailing in their high-pitched voices. Fondez separated himself from Morehill and strode toward the ferretlike beings.
He stood in front of them and said, “Sit down! Sit down!” Then apparently remembered that they couldn't possibly understand him. He thought for a moment then demonstrated what he wanted while repeating the words loudly and slowly. “Sit ... down."
They gradually got the idea although their notion of sitting was more of a half crouch. It gave her a chance to see that their legs were larger in proportion to their bodies than those of humans. Otherwise she thought they now looked like scared animals at a slaughterhouse. And of course that's exactly what it was. They had been massacred, pure and simple. It was atrocious and an atrocity and there was absolutely nothing she could do about it. Their three guards had held fast while the shooting was going on.
Morehill moved to join Fondez. As they stood together, one of their men appeared at an open hatch and called out.
"We can't find none of them inside! The others are still looking!"
"Keep at it. Hey, wait! Come back and get a noebook so you can map it out while you search."
He complied while Esmeralda wondered what on earth they could be thinking. The aliens hadn't been a threat. They hadn't even been armed, apparently. But it would have happened before long anyway, she knew. She hoped their astrogators hadn't been killed. Or their pilots. It would do no good at all to have a ship with no one knowing how to run it.
"Lord have mercy,” Sissy said. She looked at the guards. “Can't you at least try to help the wounded?"
The man shrugged. “If the boss wants them helped, he'll let us know. You bitches just stay still and don't cause no trouble. That goes for you army joes, too."

As if we could, Esmeralda thought.
* * * *
Late that night, Jan lay down beside her. She woke up from a light sleep as he adjusted his body and muttered curses in a low voice.
"What is it now, Jan?"
"Ah, I been bandaging up those animals like Fondez said to. Wouldn't let none of you near them. Bastard."
"I agree but I don't run the place."
"Yeah and don't let nobody hear you say that. And don't repeat it to no one, but shit, there weren't no need for all that killing. Those puppy dogs didn't even have pocket knives, much less guns.” He whispered the statement to her to avoid being overheard by others nearby.
"What did you do with the ferrets?"
He chuckled softly. “Yeah, they do look like ferrets, don't they? We've got ‘em all roped together out in the open with their wounded. Morehill made them drag the dead ones away. He had to shoot one of them to get them started."

Damn him to the raging hell where he belongs, she thought bitterly. If the rest of their species ever hears about this, they'll declare war. No, they'll probably just blast every planet we own back to the stone age if that ship of theirs is an indication of how far advanced they are.
"What's happening to the women they brought back?"
"Nothing yet. It took until now to get everything all sorted out. Crag and Fondez made us tie ‘em up when we brought ‘em inside the bay and they've got a guard on ‘em. Crag said we'd take care of ‘em tomorrow. Right now him and Fondez are too excited about having a spaceship."
"They'd better hope they didn't kill the ones that know how to fly it,” she said.
"Yeah. I done figured that out myself. G'night, Essie. I'm too tired for anything tonight."
"Good night,” she said. And thank the powers for small favors, she thought, even if he is the least disgusting of the three. Four if Crag was counted.
She lay awake for a while longer and wondered what would happen the next day. For certain the new females would be parceled out. For now they were not only tied up but attached to each other. They must all be sleeping together like a nest of kittens that have lost their mother and don't know what's going to happen next. She felt sorry for them but she felt sorry for herself and the other captives, too. She decided not to ask about the remaining tender. If they had destroyed it, someone would be bragging soon enough. Somehow she thought they hadn't, though. The fact Brad hadn't returned from their kidnapping mission testified that the raid hadn't been completely successful.
She wondered about the aliens, too, the ferrets as she and the others were beginning to call them. What must they be thinking? Whatever, it couldn't be good. She tried to figure out some way to help them but nothing came to mind. They were all in the same position.
Long past the middle of the night she finally slept.
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Chapter Fifteen

"What could possibly have possessed them?” Siessina moaned. She chattered softly to the remains of the sextant, only three of them now, not counting the one who was unconscious and slowly fading away from the horrendous amount of blood she had lost before it could be staunched.
None of the others answered immediately. She could hear members of other sextants talking. Occasionally the aliens with their horrible personal weapons said something in their odd rough voices but it hardly mattered. Whatever their intentions, there was no way to resist them. But who could have expected something so ghastly to happen? They must be mad, she thought. Mad like those few of us we have to correct before they grow up. Or ... perhaps they had consumed some local toxic matter which drove them mad. It was certainly a more charitable explanation and could even be possible.
The sextant of biological specialists had miraculously survived intact and was able to think more coherently than others. Their spokeswoman had pointed out that the aliens weren't of the same structure as the two big game animals they had seen being stripped for meat nor of the small whole roasted ones they had thrown at them at feeding time. All those had eight appendages as opposed to four for the aliens. No sextant had partaken, of course. Not yet. It had been so many ages since slain animals had been consumed for protein that the idea was still repugnant. That might change if they grew hungry enough, she knew.
There was another factor relating to the aliens, too. They must have come from another star system. This ... camp was too crude in comparison to the aircraft they'd followed to the place. Much too crude, and it didn't look to have interstellar capabilities. Somewhere there must be more of the creatures. She could only hope they weren't as violent as this bunch.
"Maybe ... could it be ... that this is a natural way for this particular species to act?” Seemeena proposed. “After all, conflict is the natural order of the fauna on most worlds."
Siessina tried to get her mind around the idea and failed at first. She wondered how Seemeena could have thought of such a thing. Of course the evidence, their dead, dying and wounded certainly seemed to point in that direction. And their aircraft! It had holes in its canopy and fuselage as if a larger version of their explosive weapons had been used on it. Maybe that was what impelled Seemena to think of such a thing. Perhaps they fought among themselves? No! She couldn't bring herself to think sapient beings could possibly be so ruthless for no purpose. Surely there had to be an alternate explanation.
"I refuse to think so poorly of them yet, Seemeena,” she finally said. “Not until all other explanations have been ruled out. And yet I must admit the possibility, however repulsive. However, if it does prove to be true it means other intelligent species might be the same. It could be that we are an exception and not the rule, horrible as the thought might be. When and if we get a chance, perhaps we should ask our males what they think."
No one else entered the discussion and it was dropped in favor of wondering why they had been tied up like so many bundles being carried by poor sextant farmers on a colony world. They certainly were no threat now if they ever had been, which of course they had not, so there was no need to secure them so uncomfortably. There was no logical explanation for that, either, unless Seemeena's suggestion was true, but none of the other sextants were willing to go that far yet. At last the sextants and partial sextants one by one began deciding to sleep despite how uncomfortable their bonds were.
Siessina remained awake long after the others, trying to think of a way to convince the aliens to let them initiate the contact protocols. During the wild emotional turmoil of seeing intelligent beings wantonly killing her fellow Freemtinies, she had not even thought about it. And afterward she had been too frightened and busy after the aliens had killed another of them in order to induce them to carry their dead a ways off from camp. Even now she could hear the wild fauna of the planet wanting to come closer and feed from the remains but the aliens had built large fires from native material to keep them away.
She made a vow to try to start the protocols from the imager she was still carrying on her belt the following day, even if it meant her death. After that she was finally able to slip into a very uneasy and restless slumber.
* * * *
Travis actually nodded off during the night flight across the continent but woke up again after a short time. The nap did him good, though. That and a full cup of coffee, rationed or not.
"I'm glad that's something I don't have to give up,” Geraldine Wu said to him after he was properly awake and looked her way.
"It's not going to be easy,” Travis acknowledged, “but I suppose just about all of us have one thing or another we're going to miss when it runs out."
"Right you are, Captain. I'm certainly going to miss my journals and conversations in other languages. It's been my life's work, you know.” She mused for a moment then brightened. “Of course I'll have a brand new species to converse with, won't I? And my, just think of the advances in semantics that will entail! I'd win a Nobel prize hands down if anyone on earth ever heard about it."
"Not likely, is it?” He looked over at the diminutive semanticist and linguist. “However, I'm awfully glad you decided to take a vacation at the right moment so far as we're concerned. I know for certain you're the best we have in the way of someone who can learn an alien language quickly."
"Possibly, Captain. Just remember they are alien and will have alien ways. And what we saw yesterday evening from the satellite certainly isn't going to make my job any easier.” She brushed her hand across her forehead in an attempt to move the threads of black hair that had escaped from their ribbon. “Those poor beings. What a way to meet a new species.” Her vision narrowed to a thin slit between nearly closed lids in a sympathetic expression.
"I can only agree. However, I did think it was a bit peculiar that there was no resistance on their part that we could see and their ship is still sitting there. Surely all of them didn't come out at one time?"
"I agree with you, Captain, it is peculiar. But as I said, aliens will do alien things, at least to our way of thinking."
He glanced at his watch. “Well, one more hour and those bastards will be getting what's coming to them.” He could have avoided looking at his watch because the troopers were being awakened and given coffee. There was a second cup for him which he greatly appreciated.
It was earlier than the time which Terrell had said they'd be ready. It wouldn't be much past daylight when they reached the convict camp, which could either help or hurt but there was no question of winning. That was written in stone. He didn't mention how he felt initially when the convicts had raided them, apparently only to capture more women. Besides thoroughly castigating himself for not trying a rescue earlier, it had almost driven him to believe the ones who were the first captives must be dead. Then he reconsidered when he thought of the disparity in males to females at the convict camp. Probably they just wanted more. And had obviously wanted to put their tender out of commission so they couldn't take revenge for the raid. Well, they hadn't and now they were dead, or soon would be. He only hoped Sissy would survive her experience without too much emotional turmoil. He knew he would do all he could to comfort her, but he was a man. He couldn't possibly relate to the experience of rape no matter how much he might sympathize.
* * * *
"Listen up, now! We've got fifteen minutes until zero hour.” Lieutenant Brett Freeman spoke loudly from his position near one of the bay exits in order to be heard over the thrusters. “I'll be leading the assault from this side of the bay and First Sergeant Gomez from the other. Before we jump off, everyone take one more look at the photos. It's not going to be much more than an hour past daylight when we hit and there will be shadows. Be careful. We do not want to kill any of our own people. Nor do we want to kill any of the aliens. Those damned convicts have already done enough of that. You will not shoot near an alien unless it is to save your life. If so much as one alien dies in this assault, the soldier who kills it had better have a goddamned good story for the after-mission brief."
He bared his teeth in something between a grin and a snarl. “On the other hand, convicts are fair game. Every single one of them. If they don't put their hands in the air or hit the deck with their hands behind their heads, then feel free to send them to hell. Clear?"
"Clear, sir!"
Gomez added his own patented fight talk to the troops after the lieutenant was finished then turned the men over to their sergeants.
Maria stayed in her seat as a safety measure but required each of the soldiers under her command to check their equipment and heft their weapons in order to show that they all had the safeties on. When she told them to lock and load and prepare for the assault, she didn't want some fool to put the safety on instead of off as she had seen happen. Once she was satisfied, she glanced at her watch to check the time. She still had a few minutes to think about Jimmy and wonder whether or not he was dead. The fact that their shuttle was being flown suggested either he or Esmeralda had been alive for some time after capture, at the very least. Thinking of Jimmy made her remember that Sandy was on pins and needles, too. She hoped the weapons tech could put her thoughts of the Smith twins aside long enough to do her job. It was the first, and in some ways, the most important task of all. She had to fire the laser cannon if the lieutenant gave the order. She hoped the tender was still parked where it had been the last time they'd gotten some good footage. That had been late the day before, but at the time, the craft was situated where they could come in and land at an angle that, with the position of the alien ship, might prevent the other tender from taking off. In that case the laser wouldn't have to be used at all. It would be close, though. A few feet one way or another might make all the difference in the world. It wouldn't affect their assault, though. Captain Callahan had made sure they had overwhelming strength and the desire to use it. That made her happy. Some convicts were going to be very sorry they ever broke the law in the first place, much less what they'd done since arriving here.
* * * *
Morehill looked out over his domain and felt as if his power and status was almost complete. Maybe one more raid on the ship, but only if the ferrets couldn't take them home, and that ought to do it. No point in taking chances. That was for later, though. At the moment he had more to think about than another raid. He and Fondez had to get the aliens they had left alive to talking and learn how to operate their ship. In the meantime, he needed to parcel out the new women to keep his people happy. Seven new ones ought to take care of that little item very neatly. In fact, he liked the looks of the tall blond himself and to hell with Sarah. He would hate to give up Esmeralda but he and Fondez had talked it over. He agreed it wouldn't be the best thing politically to have more than one woman at a time so the new blond was next in line. He'd heard her name already. Sissy. It made him laugh.
He gazed over at the cluster of aliens, still tied together by his order. It didn't look as if they had eaten any of the meat he'd given them. All they'd done was drink a little water and turn their big brown eyes on him as if their pleading gaze would make him set them free. Ha! Didn't they know? Brown eyes don't work on brown eyes! Time enough for them a little later. First he needed to find out if any of the people from the ship knew anything about astronomy. He sure as hell didn't and neither did any of the other cons but someone was going to have to work with those little furry animals before they could get back to earth. He had taken a tour of the ship already. It had been fascinating but not very enlightening. Even what he thought was their control room didn't look like what he thought it should. Of course he had to admit all he knew about ships and control rooms came from games.
That goddamned Fondez hadn't been much help, either. Fucking lawyers and politicians thought they were so smart and he didn't know a fucking thing more than him about the aliens or their ship either, and little more of how to dig the information out of them. Shit, that shouldn't be so hard, he thought, remembering the one he'd shot when they wouldn't carry their own dead away. That sure made them get a move on, didn't it? He should have had them take the bodies way off. Foraging carnivores had begun fighting over the remains and the biggest of them were threatening the camp until he'd had big fires built. Shit, they couldn't be very dumb, not and fly starships. But right now, the women came first. Probably after breakfast. He headed toward where the smells were coming from and wondered what kind of goulash the cooks had come up with this time.
After the meal, which hadn't improved a bit over what they'd been having, he decided to get the new females oriented right away. It promised to be a busy day and he wanted to get that behind him. As a matter of fact, the way things had been going so well was making him horny. That blond might relieve his tension a bit. Nothing like a little loving after a meal to make a man feel better, even if it hadn't been a very good one. He headed in their direction.
* * * *
The laser cannon controls were situated right beside the pilot. Lieutenant Freeman sat directly behind her in order to observe and tell her whether or not to shoot. Sandy was hoping she wouldn't have to. They could always use another tender but if ... She started suddenly and leaned forward.
"Lieutenant Freeman! There's people in my line of fire!"
"I see them, Sandy. Ours or theirs? I can't tell."
"Wait one.” She glanced at the pilot. “Can you slow it down?"
"No can do. Make up your mind, now!"
Sandy squinted and just as she heard Freeman start to give an order, she saw it. “They're women! I see their hair blowing in the wind! Pull to the side! I can't fire on them!"
"Do it,” Freeman ordered just behind her.
The pilot did his best but he couldn't manage the landing path he'd been set for, the one that would block the other tender so Sandy didn't have to use the laser. He had to veer off slightly or catch what she said was their own people in the heat of his thrust. And now they'd waited too long for her to shoot in any case, at least until they were on the ground. But after they were down and had skidded a short distance to a stop, they were parked in a position where she could use the laser by swiveling it just enough to bring the forward part of the other tender into range. She was ready.
"Stay on the laser!” Freeman yelled to Sandy and popped his harness. He began running past the seats and toward the bays.
Sandy knew he was going to be lucky to make it before the assault. Not that it would matter. Gomez would get it off if he wasn't there in person. Her duty was to stay where she was in case she had to use the laser. She had already decided she'd rather not, even if she saw a chance to use it safely during the fight. It would be better to watch the bastards die or be executed by hanging or a firing squad. And she certainly didn't want to ruin the other tender if she could help it. The convicts were a different matter. A blast from a laser cannon wouldn't even leave them time to even regret their actions before they died.
She never took her gaze from the canopy even as she heard the assault begin and she saw Captain Callahan replace Freeman from the corner of her eye.
* * * *
Sissy stared back at the big convict standing in front of the women and eyeing them with ill-disguised lasciviousness. As if they were things, not persons. She was trying desperately not to let her fear show. She knew what was going to happen and had made up her mind to resist no matter what. She wanted desperately to tell him and every other con that a rescue was on the way but she hadn't dared for fear they might shoot the tender down before it even landed. That's if it was still in condition to fly. She was sure she'd heard the convicts’ bow gun fire on that first run. Just in case their own was still flyable, she had passed whispered words to the other captives to keep quiet about the proposed rescue and in the meantime she intended to defy their captors with all her strength. Then all her grim resolutions went tumbling down in tatters after the convict in front of the group began to speak.
"Listen up, bitches. No matter what you might have heard, you ain't gonna be gang raped."
She saw how he smirked as he saw glimmers of hope beginning to appear on their faces. He looked as if he were taking the greatest pleasure in dispelling it as he continued.
"On the other hand, you gotta know we didn't take a chance on getting killed by bringing you back here because we wanted better cooks and bottle washers, so let me give you a primer on how we organize things around this place.” He went on to tell them how they would be parceled out among the cons, then showed his teeth in a grin as he saw signs of resistance burgeoning in a few of them and her in particular.
"And just in case any of you have a notion of playing like iron women, it won't work. Know why? Because we still have some of your men. And if you don't play along, the first thing we'll do is take one of them out and let you watch us execute him. I think one of the fucking army twins this time. Hell, one of them is an extra anyway."
Once he saw he had them cowed, Sissy was startled to be singled out.
"Now all that's gonna take place tonight. Right now though, I'm feeling a wee bit horny.” He pointed a finger at her. “You, Blondie. You come with me and I'll be the first to break you in."
She quailed at first but then made herself lift her chin and stare hatefully at him. He might be able to force her into submission with threats of executing others but there was no way she was going to do it gracefully.
He started toward her but a sound made him stop and look around. At first she couldn't believe it, and she noticed he couldn't either. He refused to look toward the sky but before long, the matter was no longer in doubt. The sound of a tender in flight was far too familiar to mistake, especially as close as this one was. An adrenalin rush made her body tremble. The rescue was on!
* * * *

That's the tender! Esmeralda suddenly realized. They really are coming! She took in the people around her with a swift glance. The new captives had been herded together with the old on Crag's order. She had heard him and Fondez arguing about it, with Fondez insisting the best way to integrate the new women into the group was to put them with the old captives overnight, intimating they could probably convince the new women to submit easier than he could. He had won the argument and now all of them were staring at the sky with anxious eyes. She looked back around and found the guard. He was standing with his mouth hanging open unable to believe what he was hearing.
"Tom! Jerry! Dale!” she called to the army men in hearing distance, not caring whether she drew the attention of the guards or not.
They tore their eyes from the sky and looked at her. Get ready, she mouthed silently and smiled with satisfaction when all three tilted their heads in slight but definite nods. They would act when she was ready. She hadn't bothered Sillers with her attention. She was too far gone in self-pity.
"Don't start nothing, bitch. I don't care if you are a favorite with Crag,” the guard snarled.
Esmeralda knew he wouldn't dare shoot her for fear of what Crag might do to him but she could see how inflamed his emotions were. There was no telling what else he might do.
From the corner of her eye she caught a glimpse of Morehill. He was running full-tilt toward their tender. No, goddamn it, no you don't! she muttered to herself.
"Watch him!” she yelled at the twins and took off running after the convict leader, zigzagging back and forth to make a difficult target in case the guard did lose his head and try to shoot her. It slowed her down and she was handicapped even further by the tricky maneuver it took to get her little holdout pistol from its hiding place while running but nevertheless she kept pace with Morehill. She knew it was going to be close but she had to stop him from getting the tender into the air or his hands on the bow gun, and the only way to do that was to keep him from running inside and closing the hatch in her face. Even not closing it wouldn't stop him. Alarms would sound but he could take off with the hatches open. She ran harder, going all out in an effort to overtake him but even as she did, she knew it wasn't going to be enough. She realized she wasn't going to make it in time.
* * * *
"These sophants are mad! Mad!” Siessina said excitedly, a state her people rarely allowed themselves but the situation unfolding in front of her was not possible to understand. She knew she was letting her emotions run away from her but she found she couldn't force them down.
"They are fighting with one another, which is truly insane,” Crimaakai agreed with equally zealous excitement and confusion.
Siessina could blame neither Crimaakai or herself or any other of her race for thinking the beings were crazed. While she conceded it might be barely possible for them to be inimitable toward another intelligent species, there was no way she or anyone else could possibly understand how they could fight so viciously among themselves. Yet that was exactly what they were doing. Another aircraft had appeared suddenly and from it swarmed more of the aliens all clad the same way and all bearing even more formidable personal weapons. They blazed and thundered as the outnumbered ones holding them captive fought against the invaders. Then just as suddenly, one of them turned its weapon in their direction and began firing it wildly. Crimaakai's head exploded in gore and she collapsed in a lifeless heap. More of her people fell from slugs thrown with great force from the barrels of their weapons. Tied as they were to each other, there was absolutely nothing they could do but die in place. Some fell to the earth and cowered with hands wrapped around themselves. Others tried to run in different directions even though they were bound together, and that caused more to fall. She believed they were all going to be slaughtered and prepared herself to meet the Great Sextant.
* * * *
"Tom! They're killing the ferrets!"
Jerry turned swiftly and saw his brother was right except that it was only the convict responsible for staying near them and keeping them from acting up. Then he saw one other nearby who was also shooting at the aliens, apparently blaming them for the invasion force.
"Go!” Tom shouted and flung himself at the nearby convict while his twin ran at the guard from a different angle. He knew he wasn't going to make it but maybe Jerry might. The guard turned in time to get off a shot at him. He felt the impact like a block of cement flung against his chest and began to fall forward with outflung hands. The convict was just out of reach but his last effort gave his brother a chance.
The man went down with Jerry's hand holding his weapon away from him. A second later he heard the crunch of bones breaking and Jerry was up with the convict's weapon in his hands and a triumphant expression on his face. It lasted only until he saw what the slug had done to his twin.
"Jer ... go ... help...” Tom manged to get out through the red froth forming on his lips.
For a moment his twin hesitated, indecisive, then he nodded. “I'll be back in a minute, Tom."
He tried to nod but couldn't make his head move. The effort was too great. A second later Jerry was gone and he began concentrating on breathing. It was hard, harder than anything he had ever tried to do in his life but he kept on. He wasn't going to die, not now when the rescue team had finally come.
* * * *
"Crag!” Esmeralda shouted as loudly as she could. Her voice carried over the sounds of guns going off and the screams and yells of both attackers and attacked, mixed with wild chittering from the aliens.
He stopped at the sound of his name being called and turned around. She gasped for breath but she knew he had to be in worse condition than her. Now was her chance. She took a few steps forward and raised her holdout pistol. She pointed it straight at his chest but strangely, it didn't seem to bother him.
"Go ahead and shoot, bitch,” he taunted her.
Sensing something out of kilter, she took advantage of his sneering voice to advance another few steps. She pulled the trigger of the little pistol and heard the snap of the firing pin but nothing happened.
"You think I didn't know about that thing? I unloaded it, bitch!” Morehill spat a wad of phlegm at her and turned to enter the forward hatch of the tender, not even bothering to kill her while he had a chance.
Frustrated beyond sanity, Esmeralda hauled off and flung the useless weapon at him as hard as she could throw it. He flinched in response to it hitting him in the back and she ran at him. He was too quick and was already inside, but she was right behind him. It was fortunate that she wasn't closer for when he heard her footsteps, he turned with a laser in his hand. She barely had time to duck behind one of the seats to avoid being killed. He cursed and ran on toward the cabin. She followed then had to duck again when he halted suddenly, spun around, and got off another laser beam in her direction. She despaired of stopping him before he could lock himself in the pilot's compartment and take off. She knew what would happen then. He would get up high enough to be able to leave the instruments for a moment and switch the bow gun controls to the pilot's seat. It wasn't as accurate from there but she knew he was perfectly capable of using it and he might score a hit on the tender and then go for the alien ship. If he missed, he could come around for another try. If that happened, he might not be in control but he could certainly wreak vengeance on them all. From the way it was pointed, she doubted the tender of the assaulting force could even fire back with its bow gun unless Crag was stupid enough to come right down its throat. And it was certain the aliens couldn't help.
* * * *
Sarah saw Crag begin running for the tender and a second later saw Esmeralda right behind him.

Shit! They're trying to escape together, was her first thought and she had no more after that. He was betraying her after all she had done for him. She began running after the two of them with all the strength of her body and with a savage rage in her heart.
She slowed as she saw them stop at the hatch and discuss something. She couldn't tell for certain but it looked as if Esmeralda threw something at him after the talk was ended and he turned away. She couldn't imagine what it was since she knew none of the prisoners had weapons. And it really didn't matter. A moment later both of them disappeared into the tender. She hurried after them.
As soon as she passed through the hatch, she smelled burned, scorched material and a second later saw the smoking ruins of several of the seats. What in hell is going on? She made her way toward the cabin, moving cautiously.
* * * *

Now what do I do? Fondez thought frantically. He knew it would be of no use trying to convince that fucking Callahan that he'd had nothing to do with the raid on the ship, not if any of the cons survived. For that matter he'd had a hand in parceling out the captive female guards, if not participating in rape itself. He turned in a half circle looking for an option, anything to stave off disaster. He saw Morehill at the hatch of the tender and the sergeant, Wong, in close pursuit. A moment later they disappeared inside. The tender! Of course, he thought. Get it into the air and we have a chance. He wasn't sure what they could do with it but it beat standing around and getting killed or having to surrender like he had already seen several cons do. Others were dead. Fortunately, he was one of the farthest away from the assaulting army troops, just as Crag and Wong had been. He began to run. As he did, he saw Sarah also heading that way, long hair waving behind her like a pennant in the wind. She beat him to the tender and entered the hatch but he followed her inside a moment later, gasping for breath from the hard run. Now go! he thought wildly, trying to will the tender into the air.
* * * *
Jerry ran as hard as he could, hoping desperately the crazy con shooting into the ferrets wouldn't see him until it was too late. A second later he knew he wasn't going to make it. The man heard his pounding footsteps and began turning with gun in hand but there was nothing to do but keep on and strain harder. The gun blazed once. The slug hit him in his left arm. The force of its impact turned his upper body half around but didn't slow him down. He plowed into the con and was saved from death when the gun clicked on empty.
Wounded or not, he was more than a match for the convict. They rolled apart and stood up facing each other. A feint, a kick and a swift hard chop to the side of his neck and the con was down, choking on his own bile. Jerry picked up his weapon, stripped a fresh magazine from his body. He inserted it, racked the slide to chamber a round then quickly put a bullet in the con's head. Maybe he should have waited and watched him hang but he was too mad at the man's slaughter of the innocent aliens. He debated what to do next for a mere second then ran back to help his brother while blood streamed down his arm and began wetting his hand.
* * * *
"Don't shoot!” Esmeralda shouted to Crag as she entered the cabin. She had no idea whether or not he would hold his fire but somehow she had to stop him.
"Don't bother me, bitch.” He waved his laser at her. “Get against that wall, now.” He chuckled, even in as dire straights as his little empire was. “May as well take you with me or hold you as a hostage, huh? Life's no good without a woman. I found that out in the lock, babe."
There was nothing to do. Not yet. But maybe ... She sidled backwards to the side of the cabin, exactly to where the concealed compartment with the weapons were.
Morehill watched her suspiciously. “Put your hands behind you, babe, so you can't pull nothing on me."
She did as he ordered, gladly. She stared at him while she felt for the precise place to imprint her thumb. She wondered if she would ever find it, and all the while Crag was getting the tender ready for flight. Finally she thought she had the right spot and applied pressure. The compartment slid soundlessly open behind her. She fumbled inside and found one of the pistols. She put her hand around it, knowing the safety would be on and it wouldn't have a round in its chamber but he wouldn't know that. She swung it around in front of her just as Sarah came bounding into the cabin.
Her face was red with both exertion and rage. She ignored the gun in Esmeralda's hand. Perhaps she doesn't even see it, Esmeralda thought. Her eyes were locked on Crag's figure, not hers.
"You bastard!” she screamed.
With Sarah between her and Crag, Esmeralda grabbed at the chance she had to chamber a round and flip off the safety. Sarah didn't react at all, but Crag certainly heard the noise. He pulled his weapon and without hesitating a second, gunned Sarah down in order to get to her.
Esmeralda shot first, or perhaps more accurately. The bullet from her pistol took Craig in the throat as Sarah fell down while his own laser beam went wild. He slumped to the floor on top of the woman who had given him his chance at freedom. Esmeralda put an extra bullet into his head just to be certain then laid her weapon aside to see if she could do something for Sarah. The woman was struggling desperately to breathe.
"Hold it right there,” she heard a familiar voice say.
She looked up and into the business end of a laser held unwaveringly in Fondez's hand.
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Chapter Sixteen

Sandy saw Morehill first, then Sergeant Wong, then Sarah and finally Fondez enter the forward hatch of the other tender. She didn't recognize Morehill so she assumed he was a convict. She knew Sergeant Wong and also knew she was a backup tender pilot. She recognized Sarah as a former security official and finally she knew who Fondez was. She also saw Fondez with a weapon in his hand as he went inside. What she didn't know was what was happening in there but she had to assume it wasn't good. All she could do was wait and watch.
* * * *
Beside her, Travis was waiting as well. He saw all that Sandy did and other parts of the battle as well. From where he stood, it looked as if most of the resistance was over. He had agonized when he saw those two crazy bastards open fire on the aliens. It was all he could do not to leave the tender and run outside to try and stop them. Fortunately, he saw the Smith twins take care of that, although it looked as if one of them had sacrificed his own life to stop the slaughter. He turned his attention back to the tender. Four figures had gone inside but none had come out. And the last to go in had been that megalomaniac Fondez—with a weapon in his hand.
"Sandy, have you got the tender in your sights?"
"Yes, sir,” she said. It was true even though she saw it through a blur of tears after seeing the twins both get hit. It looked as if one of them were dead. She had wanted to run outside right then but she knew the captain's lover had been taken captive and he was hanging in where he was supposed to be. If he could do it, so could she, no matter what she felt.
"I don't want to lose that tender but we have to keep it from getting off the ground. If you see the launchers’ warm-up light, I want you to take out the canopy. Can you do that?"
"I can do anything with Baby Girl you want me to, sir.” She patted the head of the laser cannon fondly.
"Target the canopy then, but wait on my order to fire. We can probably repair it and the controls if we have to but there's no way we could build new thrusters."
"Yes, sir.” She thought for a moment and tinkered with the laser settings, moving them to the lowest possible effective charge. That done she grasped the handles that controlled its movement and adjusted the improvised aiming circle to where it was centered on the top part of the canopy. Then she waited some more. If she saw the thrusters glow with warm-up lights, something would happen. She was glad it was Travis having to make the decision and not her.
Travis knew what was going through her mind. Her instincts must have been to rush out and tend to her lovers just as he wanted to go find Sissy in the worst possible way. His duty wouldn't allow it though, just as hers would not.
* * * *
"That one threw his body into the line of fire in order to save us,” Siessina said, pointing at the fallen twin. She and the remains of her sextant had refused to lay down in the dirt like some others had. She had seen how the alien had rushed his fellow and apparently been killed for his effort then noticed another come running. It had fought the second one who had been shooting into their sextants and felled him. “Another was wounded doing the same thing. There must be some reason in them, some good somewhere."
The cries of the wounded overrode the sound of her voice but a member of another sextant was close enough to hear.
"If that be the case, we need to find their reasoning power before we are all dead!"
"I believe the conflict among them is over. See, some are coming to us. And look! Some of the new ones are trying to help our wounded."
Siessina watched as the new aliens began their feeble efforts to care for their members. She decided to approach one of them and see what happened. She stepped forward and held out her hands that were tied together. The alien promptly drew a big knife from its belt and began slashing her bonds loose.

Good, she thought. Now, if I can make them understand pantomime. She pointed to the closest of their wounded and then to the ship.
The alien garbled in its rough language.
She went through the motions again.
The alien made peculiar motions with its shoulders. It flashed its teeth at her then bent and carefully picked up the wounded person. Siessina began walking toward the ship and thank the Great Sextant, he followed her inside to where proper medical treatment could be given. Unfortunately, no allowances had been made for so many at once. The alien healers would have to help if they would, despite the probable crudity of their methods.
When she returned from the ship, with the alien following, she noticed that two of them wearing the crossed red bars on the garments covering their arms seemed to know something of emergency aid. They knew to stop bleeding and set broken bones, temporarily at least. Perhaps there was a reason behind all the violence. She sincerely hoped it would become evident soon, while there were still some of her people left alive!
She pointed to another severely wounded Freemtini, a member of the Onnieda Sextant. The alien helped her carry the wounded female into the ship as well.
* * * *
Maria still hadn't seen Jimmy even though resistance among the convicts was drawing to a close. It had taken much longer than she thought it would because the convicts had been so spread out at the time of the assault tending to various duties, which consisted of guarding prisoners and aliens or kitchen and garden duty for the most part. When they'd seen the assault coming some had fought, others ran and still more stuck by the place of their guard duty and used their charges as protection. The new and old captives had all been huddled together under guard. At least it had kept them out of the line of fire. The aliens weren't, though. They were a great hindrance to getting at some of the convicts. Several of them realized it right from the start. She'd already lost two of her troops because of the criminals firing from behind the protection of the ferretlike beings. It wasn't going to help them now, though. She had led two of her best shots around in a flanking maneuver.
"Borderlon, Trask, take them out. Carefully."
The troops kneeled, aimed and fired almost in unison, then shifted their aim and fired again. Their first shots killed two convicts; their second was targeted on the same man. He was almost blown to pieces and they avoided hitting the aliens just as they'd been ordered.
It took a while to bring them all down or accept their surrender. In one case their human captives had turned on them and done the job themselves, unlike the aliens who appeared to be completely pacifist. She could see it was over now. A few might have made it into the forest but she felt sure they wouldn't last long there. It was time for the clean-up and that wasn't going to be pretty.
"Forrester, Mack! Go help the medics with those aliens as soon as they're finished with our troops. There's lots of wounded there. Trask, Justin, come with me. Let's round up the prisoners, such as they are."
She trotted away from the gory scene and began looking for Jimmy. She was becoming very anxious. She had steeled herself not to look for him during the battle no matter how much she wanted to but there was time now.
Maybe some of the women captives had seen him. She spotted Sissy with another woman gesturing to one of the twins, apparently wanting to help. She could see that the twin was scared to let loose of the pressure he was holding on his brother's wound for fear of him bleeding to death. He was calling loudly for a medic.
"Medic!” she repeated the cry loudly and realized she'd been hearing the same hail over and over after the battle. Mostly it was for the aliens but she knew a few of their own were down, too. “Medic!” she called again, as loudly as she could, then drew her knife and slashed his upper garment away so she could get to the wound. Blood bubbled from his chest. She grabbed a piece of plastic bandage designed for exactly that purpose and covered the wound with it.
"Help him. Keep this pressed down tight,” she said to Sissy just as the twin beside his brother keeled over. It was then that she saw he had been wounded, too, and had ignored his own copiously bleeding arm in order to try saving his brother.
"Go find the surgeon or a medic,” she said loudly to the other woman. “Quickly! Both of these men need help now!"
She could look for Jimmy later.
* * * *
"The new ones are doing their best to help us,” Siessina said quietly to her sextant as she returned from the ship the second time. “Tell the other sextants.” There was no real need, though. She could see more of the new aliens with their big knives cutting the ropes binding them together. At first some members shrank away from them but quickly realized the aliens were freeing them rather than doing more harm. The ones with the crossed red bars on their arms were being aided by others.
Without waiting for consensus or other opinions until the two able members of her sextant returned, she grabbed the tunic of one of the newcomers. When she had his attention, she pointed down at one of the wounded, then pointed to their ship again. She had to reach down and touch the horrible burn on one of the members and repeat the pantomime but that seemed to do it, just as the other two times had. They were intelligent enough, it seemed.
* * * *
"They want to get their wounded inside their ship, Top, and some of them want to go inside, too,” the private soldier said to Gomez. “One of ‘em has already been inside with one of the guys with two of the worst ones."
The first sergeant looked around for Lieutenant Freeman but couldn't see him anywhere. He made the decision himself.
"Round up a squad to help carry them inside then stay with them. Peel off a couple of your men and see if they can find anything that looks like a control room. If so, don't let any of them inside but don't hurt them if at all possible."
"Got it, Top,” he said and trotted off.
To another nearby trooper, Gomez said, “Go to the tender and find Wu, the linguist. Bring her to me immediately and find the lieutenant. He needs to be in on this."
A few minutes later, with the linguist and lieutenant conferring, he scanned his surroundings and saw everything was under control. It was time to get the captain outside and let him and the lieutenant take charge. He had his men to see to and a few of his boys would be going back in body bags. He was damn sure taking them, though. He wasn't about to see them buried here with those fucking cons they'd killed. And he sincerely hoped the captain hung them all before they left and provided some more bodies.
* * * *
"The tender, Captain! The thrusters have a warming light!"
"Take out the canopy,” Travis said without a quiver. It had to be done even if it lost them the use of it forever.
He watched and seconds later a searing beam of coherent light reached out and punched through the upper portion of the canopy. He had a brief glimpse of figures inside but then they were out of sight in the glare of destruction. He had no idea whether they were dead or not but the warming light of the thrusters blinked out.
"Hold it, Sandy,” he said, not wanting to do any more damage than necessary. Maybe it could be repaired.
* * * *
Esmeralda watched helplessly as Fondez stood over her and the wounded Sarah with a weapon pointed down at her. She sighed inwardly. To have come so far and to die now was going to be hard but there was no way she intended to be a pilot for that son of a bitch. She tensed her muscles for a leap at him that she knew would probably mean her death. As suddenly as a stroke of lightning, Fondez no longer had a head. A second later she felt the stifling, boiling heat from where the upper part of the canopy used to be. She began choking on the heavy toxic fumes of volatized composite materials and held her breath. She started to crawl away then heard Sarah moan. She stopped and reached back for the wounded woman. She grabbed hold of the top of Sarah's jacket and began pulling her away from the heated vapors. Clouds of smoke enveloped her. She didn't think she was going to be able to get them both away from the heavy noxious fumes but she refused to let go.
Just as she thought she could stand it no longer, another hand was beside hers and helping her pull. A few minutes later, they were back among the seats and out of the worst of it. She took in a breath of relatively fresh air and tried to see who had aided her. She had to look through the furious watering of her irritated eyes and couldn't tell for sure.
"Hurry up, let's get out of here,” she heard the figure say. It was like a voice from out of the past, the rough raspy sound of the heavy weapons corporal from her old platoon. She blinked her eyes again and again, trying to clear them.
"Simpson?"
"Yeah, it's me, Sarge. Let's move before this thing blows up or Sandy decides it needs another shot,” he said.
"I've got a badly wounded woman here,” she said.
"No you don't, Sarge. She's gone."
Esmeralda gasped and looked down. Sarah's eyes were open but dead, looking at nothing. She stood up. “Okay, let's go. And thanks. Goddamn, but am I glad to see you!"
"We're glad, too, Sarge. Sorry we took so long."
Esmeralda was too, but she would never, ever say so, not to anyone.
* * * *
"It's all over, Captain. Come on out,” Lieutenant Freeman said and beckoned.
"Great. How many casualties?"
"Four of our people dead, a few others wounded. A couple of those are pretty bad. We've got people working on them, though."
"I'm sorry to hear that, but at least it wasn't too many. How about the aliens?"
"Bad, sir. I'm hearing a lot of them were killed yesterday, then a couple of cons went wild when we arrived and fired into them. They can't be very happy with us."
"No, I expect they aren't. Have you recovered all our people?"
"Still working on that one, sir. I did see Sissy. She's fine."
Travis breathed a huge sigh of relief. She had been the first one he'd thought of but hadn't wanted to ask about her right off, not when so many of the young men and women had risked their lives on the mission.
"Thanks, Lieutenant. Let's go, then."
He was no sooner on the ground than he saw Sissy running toward him. He gathered her into his arms in a great hug that was returned with such vigor he feared for his ribs.
"Travis, oh my God, I'm so glad to see you! Oh, those poor women in the army, I can hardly stand to think of what the convicts did to them!” She was gushing, not even knowing what she was saying.
He separated her from his embrace and held her by the shoulders. “Are you okay?” he whispered in a choked whisper. Then regaining his voice, asked “What happened after they took you and the others?"
"N-Nothing, b-but they were going to...” She collapsed into his arms again with her head on his chest.
He held her while she wept and vowed to see that their prisoners didn't enjoy that status long. In the meantime, he had other duties. He gently disentangled Sissy from her hold on him.
"Sissy, sweetheart, I have things I must do. I'd have the surgeon look at you but he and his people have their hands more than full. Why don't you go back to the tender and try to relax until we begin shipping people back?"
"No.” She straightened her shoulders just as he thought she would. “No, I'll see what I can do to help. I worked as a nurse's aide while I was in school. I can still do some things that need taking care of."
"Be careful. I think we've got all the convicts but I can't be sure until we do a count."
"I will. You do the same."
Travis watched as she hurried off toward where a temporary emergency treatment center had been set up under a canopy but it was already mostly empty. The most serious cases were already being moved into the tender where more supplies and more sanitary conditions were available. The lieutenant told him the most seriously wounded aliens had been taken into their own ship. He nodded and followed Sissy with his gaze until she entered the alien ship helping to carry one of them, then turned his eyes away and went with the lieutenant.
The scene of the battle was being rapidly cleared up. The bodies of the troopers who had died were being loaded into the bay of the tender while those of the convicts lay beside a single hole in the ground that was being rapidly enlarged by a team of soldiers with shovels. Their young muscled bodies moved with effortless ease or so it seemed to him.
"Make it bigger than what you need for those bodies, Lieutenant,” he said.
"Sergeant Gomez has already anticipated that, sir."
"Good. I think the first thing I'll do tomorrow is proceed with the trials. I'd like to get those and the necessary executions out of the way. I'd have it done today but there are too many other things that are more important. Does that meet with your approval?"
"Yes, Captain. Mass trial or singly?"
"Let's do them all together. If any of them deserve mercy, we'll know from the witnesses."
"Fine. If you'll excuse me, I'll start checking on witnesses and help with the aliens, the ferrets."
"Is that what you named them? Fits, I guess. Call me when you're ready but before that, can you tell me whether or not we've been able to identify a leader of the aliens?"
"Uh, I think the term ‘Ferrets’ has already caught on, Captain."
"They do resemble ferrets, don't they? Well, how about their leader?"
"You'd better talk to Ms. Wu, sir. She plunged right in but I believe she may be having problems."
"I'll go see her in a moment. Where is she?"
"Inside the ship, sir. They're pretty smart. They caught on right away that she wanted to learn their language or vice versa but they couldn't seem to make up their minds which of them should be the one to work with her."
"Maybe the convicts killed their leaders?” And wouldn't that be a real calamity?
He shrugged “Could be, I suppose."
"I'll go see her now."
* * * *
It seemed impossible after all the horrible deaths of intelligent beings but Siessina was actually conversing with the aliens. It had finally become obvious that the humans, as they called themselves, encompassed nothing resembling sextants or any other closely knit group. They were all individualists, strange as it seemed for an intelligent species. Nevertheless it was true. After the initial period of confusion, all the sextants had ultimately agreed that the best thing to do was deal with the humans in a way they were comfortable with. Since it was Siessina's sextant that had initially advanced the theory that humans were single-minded entities, and which was the acknowledged leader, her group had been proposed as the one to deal initially with the humans according to hurriedly revised protocols. Once they all agreed with that proposal, Siessina and her two able members also approved, of course.
The humans in turn had sent three members of their species but they were not of a related group. Only one was anything of a linguist and it took her only a short time to realize the human software was inferior to that of the sextants'. Within a day, the linguist named Geraldine Wu admitted the Freemtini were better linguists as well. She still attempted to learn the Freemtini language but Siessina and the other two members of her sextant began speaking English much quicker.
Once the initial difficulties were settled progress was swift so far as learning the language went. Understanding the humans became increasingly difficult, though. She suggested that everything they learned be sent to their males and it was approved, but even they had no explanation for the human violence toward intelligent beings, both Freemtini and their own.
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Chapter Seventeen

One of Travis’ first orders after leaving the tender was that the aliens not busy with the linguist be left alone unless they initiated contact. They were a ways off and had been standing in little groups by their dead, not seeming to be doing much other than occasionally chittering back and forth. After awhile he saw they were occupied with something different and many of his people stopped what they were doing to watch.
They began separating the dead into groups and heaping them atop one another. It looked as if most piles had two or three bodies but one had five or six and several had only one. When they were finished, there were fourteen separate piles of dead.
After that chore was completed, they again stood in their little clusters. They appeared to be waiting on something and they were all looking toward their ship. Presently Geraldine Wu appeared in company with three of the aliens. She walked with them to where the others were waiting by their dead. As soon as they stopped, she called to a nearby soldier who was also watching to her. He couldn't understand what she was saying from so far away but obviously it concerned someone near him for she pointed in their direction, then clapped the soldier on the shoulder and sent him running toward where he had been busy with Lieutenant Freeman coordinating the first tender flight back to the ship.
He waited to see what Wu wanted with him.
"Sir,” the soldier said, “Ms. Wu wanted me to tell you that the ferrets want to take their dead back into their ship and bury, that is, dispose of them inside. She says it's what they do and thinks we ought to let them."
"Excuse me, Lieutenant Freeman. I'd better take care of this. Go ahead with what we talked about and when the satellite is in a favorable position, com the ship and see if they have the parts to repair the damaged tender."
"Will do.” Freeman touched his forehead with a finger.
Travis strode quickly over toward the ferrets.
"Hi, Geraldine. You wanted me?"
"Yes, sir. I believe I've gotten the idea through to them that you're our honcho so I think it might be a good idea for you to attend the ceremony for their dead if they allow it. In any case, I believe they all want to return to the ship with the bodies."
"There are still some troops in their control room, aren't there?"
"Yes, I believe so."
"Then I'll be glad to go along if they want me or allow me to. And yes, let them take their dead inside if that's what they do.” He hesitated a moment and added, “As long as you're certain they aren't going to try taking off."
"I can't be certain, but I doubt it. And I suppose this is the perfect time to tell you that we didn't need our first contact protocols. They have some damn good ones themselves and I believe they are better linguists than I am."
"Then they'd have to really be great according to all your accomplishments,” he answered as he walked with her toward the ferret ship. When they arrived, he stopped just outside one of the big hatches and came to attention. As the first ferrets bearing their dead prepared to enter the ship, he brought his hand up in a salute. He wasn't certain if it was proper diplomatic procedure but he didn't think it could hurt.
After most of them had passed, Geraldine said, “Here come the three who escorted me out. They're also the ones I've been working with, I think. It's hard to tell because they look so much alike. Also, from what few observations I've managed so far, I think they do things by groups rather than individually. In fact, I believe they operate in groups of six."
"How do you figure?"
"Simple. The live ones who paused by the piles of dead always were in numbers so the total of live and dead equaled six. Simple, huh?"
"Hmm.” He thought back over the groupings he'd seen on the field and decided she was probably right. “What do you think it means?"
"Haven't a clue, yet. Give me a break, Captain. I'm just getting started and we only a limited vocabulary so far. To be optimistic though, what we've learned came much faster than I would have believed possible with an entirely alien species. Hey, come on. They're waiting on us."
He followed them into the ship; the first time he had been inside. There was an odor to it, somewhat musky but not terribly unpleasant. And we probably smell odd to them, too, he said to himself. The cavernous interior had fewer hallways and more large rooms with opened doors than a human ship would have. The apparatuses he saw were so odd-looking that he couldn't tell what most of them were designed for. The colors were also wildly different, not in the various shades possible but in the way they were mingled. The ceilings were lower than on human ships, too. He was two inches over six feet but didn't have to stoop—barely. Which he thought reasonable considering the ferrets appeared to be slightly shorter than the average human, although with the heavier legs they probably weighed the same.
What bothered him somewhere at a deep level of consciousness was that according to accounts, the ferrets had trooped outside their ship on first meeting humans with no weapons at all and that none had been seen in the ship. It didn't make sense considering they almost had to be an exploratory party and have some method of repelling dangerous animals on strange planets. For the time being, he couldn't think about it though, because their version of a funeral had begun.
Each group of six, with the living carrying the dead, approached a chamber in a large bay of the ship. There they paused, chattered briefly then thrust their dead inside the chamber and closed a transparent door. Seconds later a burst of light glared from inside. It flared brightly for a moment then died and where it had been no bodies remained.
"A matter converter,” he said softly to Geraldine. “Much more powerful than anything we have, too."
"I see,” she returned.
The only variation in the procedure came when two of the groups of six had only one or two living members. In each case, others stepped forward briefly to help bring forth and arrange the bodies then stepped back out of the way and allowed the living to offer their dead to the converter.
"I see what you mean about groups of six,” Travis said, making his voice sound purposely solemn. He doubted they would understand the nuances now but they might later.
Wu nodded but said nothing.
Once the funeral—there was no other word for it—was over, most of them trooped back outside.
"Go ahead, Captain. I need to keep working."
"Do you have to stay inside?"
"I'm not sure. They insisted on one break and went outside when I did. I needed a bathroom break badly, but I believe they simply wanted to pass on what they'd learned to the others unless I'm getting a wrong take on the way they're organized."
"How so?"
"Like a hive in a way. Not exactly, but ... those groups of six, or what would have been six if some of them hadn't been dead, are highly intermeshed. I watched each of the ones I've been working with go toward a separate cluster of the ones outside and talk to them. It's like there are a lot of small hives, but I don't think it's anything like telepathy. Ask me again later."
"I certainly will!"
* * * *
The rest of the day was spent reporting back to Brandon, arranging for more supplies for an extended stay, and talking with Terrell on the com about the wounded tender. He had to call on one of the former captives, Sergeant Wong, as the closest person on hand to a tender mechanic since the one they'd brought had died in the fighting. She and Terrell spoke back and forth for an hour, until she finally gave up.
"I'm sorry, Captain. I was a relief pilot a few years ago for the military equivalent of the tenders but I'm not a mechanic and neither is Jimmy."
"She helped,” Terrell's voice came over the com. “At least she convinced me that I need to bring Effers and a few techs out and let us see what we have to work with. Maybe we can fix it, maybe not."
"Thanks, Terrell. We'll be sending the tender back this evening and you can return with it tomorrow and bring whatever parts and supplies you need."
"That's will put you out of contact, won't it?"
"The damaged tender's com is down but Lieutenant Freeman can relay through the satellite when it's in range."
"The aliens don't bother you?"
"We haven't found their weapons, if they even have any."
"You will,” the engineer said confidently.
* * * *
Samuel Gordon still thought of himself as captain. He also believed he was being held prisoner by mutineers. For weeks or possibly months—he wasn't sure which—he had seethed under the restraints. Sometimes he remembered shouting and screaming at his guards but that hadn't worked so he'd changed tactics. For an interminable period of time now, he had acted as if he accepted the situation and no longer intended to contest the usurpation of his captaincy, and of mutineers controlling his ship. It was only an act of course and finally it had paid off.
The surgeon and most of his medical technicians had gone somewhere, no doubt to help suppress legitimate contenders for control of the ship. That provided his chance, finally. The young steward who brought his meals was wearing a sidearm. He had been acting subservient for so long that she got careless and that was all it took. A moment later she was his captive.
He stalked toward the control room with her in front of him and his gun poking her in the back. It was quite some time since he had set astrogation parameters but he still remembered how. Or better still, just order an officer to set the ones he told him to. Couldn't find earth, could they? He'd show them how! Even if taking off from a planet had never been attempted, he was certain he could convince the astrogator to do it. He chuckled, causing his prisoner to slow her steps.
"Go!” he ordered. “The control room. Hurry now, or I'll have you hung when I'm back in control."
"Captain Gordon, please. You're not well. You need to—"
"Shut up, missy! By God I'll show you mutineers how a ship should be run! Hurry, now, hurry!” He prodded her with the gun hard enough to bring a cry of pain from her and she stepped up her speed.
By the time he got to the control room, he was seething. All along the corridors he had seen startled glances and heard imprecations and hypocritical pleading for him to let his captive go. Each time he heard their lies he snarled at the miscreants and warned them to stay away from him or see the steward killed. He had no desire to shoot her but he was determined to do so if it came to such a pass. He hadn't thought it would and it hadn't. Now all he had to do was set the astrogational coordinates and get the ship moving. After that he was certain the rest of the crew would disperse the mutineers and restore him to his rightful place.
He shoved the steward through the control room hatch and waved his gun at the only officer there, the cowardly Brandon Masters.
"You!” he commanded. “Set the coordinates for earth and get the power source and main engines up and running."
"Sir ... Captain Gordon ... you can't—” Brandon began pleading but Gordon shut him up.
"Do as I say or I shall begin killing these technicians. They are obviously mutineers, just as you are. Believe me, I hold your lives in very low esteem."
He found it hard to believe no one moved other than to shrink away from him. It made him angry. A red rage came over him at such a blatant display of disloyalty by the crew members, mutineers or not. Couldn't they see he was back in command?
"Captain, the ship can't take off,” Brandon said quietly.
Gordon had noticed Masters was the only one who hadn't shrunk away from him. Gordon wanted to shoot him on the spot but he knew that wasn't possible. He needed Masters’ knowledge. However, he did know how to get the man moving.
"You!” He pointed a finger at the technicians running the com station. “Stand up!"
The woman slowly got out of her chair and faced him.
Gordon fired a single shot. It hit her squarely in the belly and she collapsed with a moan. There! That would show them how serious he was and how he would treat mutineers if they didn't toe the line. The captain was the ultimate authority on a COESS ship. Everyone knew that.
"Disarm him,” Brandon said and threw himself at Gordon. He crashed into the former captain as the gun went off but his momentum took both of them to the deck. The two other techs swarmed over them and grabbed Gordon's gun hand. Someone tried to rip it away from him, ignoring his screams to cease and desist. The gun went off and blood, bones and brains sprayed across the deck. Gordon went still. He had a small hole under his chin and a more massive one in the top of his head.
"Get a medic! Quick! Mister Masters is hurt bad!"
"So is Mary. God damn him!"
One of them scrambled away to look for a medic who hadn't departed with the assault team. The other tech began giving what first aid he could. Gordon's body was ignored other than to push it aside to better help the wounded.
* * * *
"We need to call Captain Callahan, right now,” Addie murmured quietly a while later. A tear leaked and rolled down her face as she spoke.
"We're trying,” Grindstaff told her. He had come to the bedside where Brandon lay dying.
Very shortly it became evident he couldn't be contacted. The tender was in route back and its com wouldn't work for some reason despite repeated tries.
"Most likely they're in the middle of a big thunderstorm,” the tech said. “And the satellite isn't in a good location either."
"How long until you can relay through it?” Grindstaff asked. He had been with Addie and Brandon almost constantly since the shooting and lending assistance elsewhere when he could, mostly by com. He and Terrell, the next senior officer had conferred and Grindstaff had assumed command since Terrell was to go back with the tender to see about repairs on the other one and the major was next in line under the Callahan reorganization.
"About midnight, I'd think. The tender will probably get here about the same time we can contact it."
"What else can we do, Bill?” Addie asked.
He could see she was about at the end of her rope. “I'll stay here until the captain is contacted. You rest, Addie, and don't worry about the ship. Everything is under control."
* * * *
Travis broke into a broad grin the next morning as he was preparing to try the prisoners. He saw Jimmy approaching him with his arm around Sergeant Mirando. Travis had already been told he was alive. The grin faded somewhat when he saw the bandage on the junior officer's upper arm but then it started up again as the young man was return it. He stood up and held out his hand.
"Jimmy, I'm glad to see you came through all right. Or mostly. And Sergeant, I'm happy to see you weren't injured in the fighting. I know you had one of the lead elements."
"I sort of caught the edge of a laser beam when I was trying to subdue one of the convicts who surrendered then changed his mind,” Jimmy said.
"He saved two of our men doing it, Captain,” Maria told him. “And please call me Maria. Just as soon as Major Grindstaff will allow it, I'm resigning from the army and getting married."
"Who's the lucky guy?” Travis asked with a straight face.
She showed the tip of her tongue and leaned into Jimmy's embrace.
"How are you feeling, Jimmy? Have you taken any pain medicine?"
"Yes, sir, but only a pill. I told the medic to save the heavy stuff for the ones who really need it."
"Do you think it will have affected your judgment?"
"No, sir. At least I don't think so."
"Good. I want you to serve on the jury. We're going to try the convicts within a very short time."
"We are? I mean, yes, sir. I'll be glad to serve. I'm not sure I can be open-minded, though."
"I doubt anyone can be completely impartial in these cases, Jimmy, just from what I've heard so far. Nevertheless, it's something we need to get out of the way and I do mean now."
"Yes, sir.” He leaned down to kiss Maria. “I'll see you in a while, sweetheart."
"Don't go anywhere, Sergeant Mirando. I want you to serve on the jury, too."
Maria opened her mouth in surprise. For a second she thought of trying evade the duty but only for that long. Her innate sense of responsibility came to the fore. She simply nodded and said, “Yes, sir."
"Have a seat, you two. The others will be along in a moment."
He had ordered the trials to be held outside and had some seats unbolted from the tender and brought to the area. He decided the accused could stand. He had also ordered them to have their hands tied behind their backs and their legs hobbled. He didn't intend for any of them to take off running when the sentences were pronounced.
He sat quietly while the other members of the jury he had asked to serve arrived. Lieutenant Freeman and First Sergeant Gomez came to the site together while talking to a buck sergeant and two corporals.
"We may be interrupted a couple of times, Captain,” Freeman said as he and Gomez took their seats, “but I've told the people in charge not to bother us unless absolutely necessary."
"That's quite all right. We'll manage. Over here, you men.” He motioned to two others he had standing by. “Take your seats here."
The private and a PFC sat down beside their superiors. They both tried desperately not to show how nervous they were but Travis caught it anyway.
"Relax,” he said. “This is a simple exercise. All you have to do is use your minds and rule on the evidence."
"Yes, sir,” they chorused.
"And since everyone on the jury is now present, we can get started if the witnesses are ready."
"Corporal Bradshaw has them standing by over there, Captain.” Freeman pointed toward a group made up almost exclusively of women.
"Fine. Let's get started then. First—"
"Captain!"
He looked around.
An army com tech came running up. He handed Travis the mouthpiece for the com unit he wore on his vest.
"Sir, it's the ship. The relay has some static in it but they say it's an emergency."
He took the instrument. “Captain Callahan."
"Grindstaff here. Sir, I regret to inform you that former Captain Gordon somehow obtained a weapon and attempted to take over the control room. He failed and was killed. I also regret to inform you that Mister Masters was wounded during the fight and expired an hour ago. You may be very proud of him, sir. He attacked an armed man, former Captain Gordon, while knowing almost certainly he would die in the attempt, yet hoping the others would follow and subdue him. That is exactly what happened. Since Mister Terrell is due to return with the shuttle, I have assumed command.” Travis felt his heart jerk in his chest. For a long moment he couldn't speak for the knot in his throat. Damn, damn, damn, he thought through the sickness in his heart. I should have been there, not here. Can't I do any goddamn thing right? Finally he managed to get out a croaked response, knowing he had to respond and that he couldn't let his self-accusation keep him from duty, not now.
"Thank you, Major."
"I'm sorry to be the bearer of such bad news, sir."
"It wasn't your fault.” He knew whose fault it was. “Very well. Continue in command there, Major Grindstaff, and please give my condolences to Addie. I will return on the next tender flight if possible. Please do your best to communicate with me if ... if emergencies come up, but if that proves impossible, use your own best judgment."
"Yes, sir."
"Was anyone else hurt?"
"Yes, sir. Gordon shot Com Tech Abraham in the belly. She is very badly wounded. Is the surgeon on the next tender run?"
"I'm not sure, but probably. It's possible he won't be back until the one after that. Many of the ferrets, the aliens, are very badly hurt here and we're doing our best to help save them. We also have some wounded. I hope Ms. Abraham can appreciate the priority. It was humans who killed and wounded so many of the ferrets, the aliens. I feel we are obligated to try our best to repair what damage we can."
"I understand. Is that all, sir?"
"Yes. Thank you. Carry on."
"Thank you, sir. Godspeed."
* * * *
Travis thanked the communications specialist as he handed back the hand piece. He saluted and hurried away at a fast trot, leaving Travis thinking no one had told him that he shouldn't salute civilian starship captains.
To the others, he said, “Sorry for the interruption. Here's what it was about.” He went on to tell them what he had heard in a slow voice, giving them time to assimilate it and himself time to put his sorrow in a compartment for the time being. He would mourn later in private. Brandon had not only been an extremely competent subordinate, he had been a friend as well. He was going to miss him and he was sure Addie was heartbroken. Their budding romance had flowered into full bloom just before this crisis.
"We'll have more answers later,” he finally said. “Suppose we carry on with this duty right now and we can talk about it later?"
Nods of heads and voiced affirmations answered him. “Corporal Matthews, would you be so kind as to bring the prisoners forward, please? And, Sergeant Trinelli, would you please go to the ferret ship and find Ms. Wu? See if she can get over to them that we are holding a trial for the men who killed and wounded so many of them as well as our own people."
"Yes, sir,” they each answered and hurried away.
* * * *
"A trial,” Geraldine Wu said. “Punishment. No, I shouldn't say that until the trial is over but...” She threw up her hands and began to pantomime while using her limited ferret vocabulary.
"I believe I understand,” Siessina said after the fourth different rendition of acting out Geraldine had been through. “Accountability?"
"Yes!” Geraldine practically shouted in English. Then in a more normal tone, she mouthed, in their language, “Come, please."
* * * *
Travis waited impatiently while the prisoners were brought forward. It took longer but eventually a half dozen of the ferretlike aliens were standing by the jury, three on one side, two on the other. They declined seats.
Once they were all gathered, he stood up and faced the prisoners.
"You men and women have all been charged with piracy, murder, rape, attempted genocide and kidnapping. Being found guilty of any of those charges carries a sentence of death. Do you all understand?"
A few shouted imprecations. Most stood mute. A few appeared startled at the severity of the charges. One spoke out.
"We didn't have any choice but to go along."
"We'll see."
He spoke to the members of the jury. “The prisoners have been told of the charges against them. Witnesses will now come forward."
One by one the former captives of the convicts were brought to the small jury he had formed and told what had happened during their captivity. After each had spoken, he or she stood to the side of the grouped ferrets, some on one side, a number on the other.
Travis listened stoically as they told their stories, including the women who had just been kidnapped. He felt his anger growing and tried to stifle it. He knew he should keep a judicial attitude but the stories of rape and killings caused him to want to personally throttle the ones most guilty.
When that part of the trial was over he waited until he could speak calmly before proceeding to the next, listening to the prisoners.
"Do any of you have anything to say for yourselves?"
A babble of voices ensued and he held up both hands.
"Hold it! Hold it. One at a time. We'll listen to anyone who wants to speak, starting on the left.” He pointed to that man. “Go ahead."
"I already said we didn't have no choice. Morehill and Fondez done all the organizing. If we'd complained, they would've shot us down like dogs. I never raped no women. They went along with it."
"I have a question,” Gomez said.
"Go ahead,” Travis gestured to him to speak.
"Were you present when Morehill threatened to kill one of the male prisoners if they didn't agree to be raped peacefully?"
The prisoner stood mute.
"Next man,” Travis said.
Their denials and excuses ran the gamut but they were all the same, just put in different words. The exception was one of the female prisoners.
"You're next,” Travis pointed to her.
Bukha Sunwha took a small step forward with her hobbled feet.
"I shouldn't've been here to begin with. I would have been okay with you in the ship despite my record. And I sure as hell didn't rape or kidnap anyone and had no chance to prevent it if I tried. All I did was try to keep my head down. I didn't kill any ferrets, either.” She paused for a moment to think something through then spoke again. “I admit to having intercourse with one of those cute twins but stop and think a minute, will you? A man can't be raped against his will, not without drugs and I'll guarantee you we didn't have any here."
Travis thought for a moment, remembering the witnesses. The one twin well enough to testify hadn't said anything against her. Well, if he wanted to speak for her he'd get a chance if the other members of the jury went along.
"Thank you. Next person."
Two other females used the same defense against rape as Sunwha but refused to speak when questioned about other offenses. Once all the prisoners who wished to had spoken, Travis queried the members of his jury.
"Do any of you think there might possibly be mitigating circumstances that would not only entail sparing their lives but taking them back with us to the ship once we're finished here? Mind you, think carefully. It's either one or the other. If we don't take them back and try to integrate them into the ship's company, I see only two options. One is death by hanging or shooting and the other is abandonment. Personally, I believe death would be the preferable option."
"I can't see abandoning anyone. Essentially it's death, I know, but I want to see them get what they deserve,” Gomez said.
"How about the rest of you?"
I agree,” Freeman said slowly, “but I do have an objection. I don't want us that involved in hanging. I would much prefer a firing squad and get it over with quickly."
"Does anyone else agree?"
It turned out that all of them did.
"Very well, if we hand down death sentences, it will be by firing squad. Now how about it? Do any of you want to speak for them?"
"I don't,” Maria said, “but I'd like to hear from that twin, Jerry Smith again in reference to Ms. Sunwha."
Travis called him over.
"I've got a couple of questions for you, Jerry,” Maria said, purposely not using his military rank to put him at ease.
"Sure, but I told everything I saw."
"Not quite. I understand you were assigned to Ms. Bukha Sunwha as her, umm, husband. Is that right?"
"Yes."
"And you had intercourse with her?"
"Yes, that's right,” he said, somewhat embarrassedly.
"What I'm really asking, Jerry, is do you have any objections to her getting the death penalty?"
"What!? Of course I do! She's not a bad woman."
"She was sent here during the culling process. She was ruled unfit for our society."
"That's what happened, all right, but as I understand it, all you did was read her record."
"What else could we have done?"
"You could have talked to her, for one big thing. I have talked to her, a lot, and she says she didn't do half of what she was sentenced for, particularly that murder. I believe her. Hell, she wouldn't hurt a flea. And she didn't have nothing to do with anything bad that happened here, like the killings and kidnapping and rape."
"That's just her word. The record says differently."
"I don't care what it says. She doesn't deserve to die,” he said forcefully, blinking back tears.
"All right, thank you."
"Anyone else?” Travis asked.
"I'd like to hear from Sergeant Esmeralda in reference to Jan Budding. See if she'll speak for him."
Esmeralda was brought forward. She gazed at the prisoners a moment looking very unhappy.
"Sergeant Wong, do you have anything you'd like to say in favor of Mister Budding?"
She glanced again at the prisoners, this time concentrating on the one named.
"What happens if I don't?"
"Essie! Tell them I ain't guilty! Don't let them kill me!” Budding shouted, then began crying.
"It's likely he'll be shot,” Travis answered her.
"Oh, shit. I ... no, I'm sorry, I can't do it. He heard the threat to kill the men if we women didn't cooperate. He didn't have to do anything to me but he did anyway. I won't ... I can't speak for him.” She turned her back and walked away.
"Does anyone else have anything at all to say?"
For a moment there was silence but then one of the ferrets stepped forward. She chittered to the ones she was standing with then walked over to her fellows on the other side of the jury and spoke again. In both cases she was answered with similar noises although none were more than a few words. All the while Travis watched curiously, wondering what was happening. Then the ferret who had broken ranks came to him.
"Wu,” she said.
"Geraldine Wu? You want her here?"
"Yes,” she said distinctly in accented but understandable English.
"I'll get her, sir,” Esmeralda said from where she had halted a short distance away with the other witnesses. She strode off then broke into a run.
Travis didn't know quite what to do in the meantime, nor, he thought, did anyone else. Clearly, though, the alien had some inkling of what was going on.
On impulse he touched his chest. “Travis,” he said.
The ferret nodded her head in what was an affirmative gesture for humans, touched her own chest and said, “Siessina". Then, to his surprise she reached out and touched his chest and annunciated slowly, “Captain."
"Yes, I'm the captain,” he agreed.
Apparently she had no more to say, for she then went back to her original place.
"Wonder what she wants?” Freeman asked no one in particular. It was simply the question on all of their minds.
"Not a clue,” Travis said. “They stood there like furry little statues all through the proceedings until we got to Budding. Maybe something there set them off."
"I wouldn't take bets one way or another,” Gomez said.
"We'll know soon. Here comes Wu and she's got a couple of ferrets with her."
Wu and her coterie came at a fast walk. When they arrived, she and the two ferrets with her began an animated conversation with the other aliens. It went on for several minutes. Finally Wu nodded and stepped away from them.
"Captain, as near as I can figure out, they want to speak for Jan Budding."
"They do?!” Esmeralda burst out. “Oh, damn! I wanted to but I couldn't, not with what Morehill and the others did to Sillers. That poor girl may never recover."
Budding overheard. “I wouldn't have done it if I'd known you objected that strongly, Essie. I swear!"
Wu heard him but didn't take notice of it. Instead she spoke to the jury and to Esmeralda.
"I believe they're trying to say there should be a representative of both male and female left alive to uh, tell the tale? Something like that. And actually, I think they really aren't sure you should execute them at all. I don't know why. We haven't gotten that far yet. What's curious to me is why they want to spare Budding, particularly. I take it you are considering the death penalty, Captain?"
"Certainly. After what they've done, we could do no less."
"Well, they're asking you to spare him. For what reason I don't know other than as a representative to keep the deed alive from the convicts’ viewpoint."
"All right. Thank you, Geraldine."
"You're perfectly welcome. And by the way, I'd like to speak to you this evening before you go to sleep."
"Have you slept?"
"No. What I'm doing is too important to take time sleeping. I'm operating on stimulants."
"How about them?"
"Huh! Some of them do sleep, but not much, and apparently whatever's gone on while they do is passed on to them pretty damn quick when they wake up. See you this evening, Captain."
"Right.” He again asked the jury, “Anything else?” Silence. “Last call. Anyone?"
"All right, then does anyone want to keep their decision private?"
There was more silence with a couple of muttered negatives.
"Fine. Let's vote."
A few minutes later he stood up.
"Sergeant Gomez?"
"Yes, sir."
"Please go and release Mister Budding and Ms. Sunwha. Make damn certain they watch the executions, though. Clear?"
"Clear, sir."
After the two had been untied and led, somewhat dazed, to the group of witnesses, he announced the verdicts.
"The rest of you have been found guilty of all charges. The sentence is death by firing squad. Lieutenant Freeman, Sergeant Gomez, take charge of the prisoners and carry out the sentence of the court."
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Chapter Eighteen

"They are extremely, unexpectedly, woefully strange by our standards,” Siessani said, speaking for not only her reduced sextant but the other sextants ssias well. They were all outside the ship so a feel for the whole could be obtained without recourse to instruments. “In retaliation against the ones who attacked us, they killed them. We still do not understand it all but we intervened to save one of them so we would have one of each sex of the attacking group for future reference."
She still felt as if a part of her was missing after the death of three of her sextant but unlike on the homeworld, there were no young replacements to bring in to make it whole again. There had been an aborted discussion about melding some of the shortened sextants together but it died quickly. For good or ill, they would function as they were until the ship returned home. In the meantime, the surfeit of knowledge concerning the humans was almost overwhelming. The shortened sextants were partly to blame but the oddness of the humans was the better part of their problem.
"They make such grave decisions with so little ... discussion,” Pielina of the Geemika Sextant said. They had decided to conduct suggestive discussions with all the sextants at once as a means of coping with the hurrying human society.
"The biological specialists tell us it is because they make individual decisions, sometimes without conferring at all."
"How can this be possible?” Seemeena asked demurely, unlike her usual exuberance.
"It is in the nature of their society and apparently the very nature of their beings. It is a hierarchy in which one individual may make decisions for all of them in a grouping. The individual is called a ‘Captain’ when the grouping is in a starship. I understand the situation is not so tightly wound on their homeworld, although I admit we have learned little of it as yet. This superior named Travis may invite discussion or accept suggestions from further down the hierarchy but the final decision for anything affecting the group as a whole is made by him. He also apparently makes many decisions with no advice or discussion at all,” Siessani explained as well as she was able.
"Surreal is an apt word to describe such an arrangement,” Seemeena returned.
"It isn't quite that bad, Seemeena. Within the total hierarchy, there are numerous smaller hierarchies. Decisions and operations are made in the same manner within them and carried out as such unless they are vetoed by the captain."
"Then are they totally without reason?” a member of another sextant asked.
"Not at all. Remember, they are alien, with all that implies. For instance, their sexual arrangements are ... bizarre by our standards. Not only do they form pairs of opposite sex but there is much competition for the females and males alike. They may mate many times before forming a permanent attachment and even that may apparently be broken at will. Our forbears were wonderfully precognitive when they set up various protocols for first contact with an alien species, although I freely admit none came even close to capturing the strangeness of humans. Nevertheless, they are a reasoning species. We have to work with them despite the unpleasant nature of our initial contact. We had the incredibly bad luck to meet a group of miscreants of their species whom they had purposely isolated when their ship malfunctioned and stranded them here. And yes, I know. How can so many malefactors have been present to begin with? Geraldine Wu has tried to explain but so far with limited success. We do know our first experiences with humans is not the norm and we have seen how fatal that was for most of them who inflicted harm on us. Unfortunately, we had to suffer grievous fatalities before knowing that a characteristic of their species is that fully grown members may act completely contrary to the good of its group."
"I take it our software will be reprogrammed for future encounters?"
"All we can do is bring our experiences home. I personally, and I'm sure I speak for our sextant, such as it is now, would not like to see the parameters changed, even after such fatal results. Suppose we had not assumed the area was secure against inimical fauna and carried out weapons without the software in them prohibiting them from firing on intelligent beings, those carrying or wearing artificial materials or using tools? Might not one of us have fired back at them by reflex and killed an intelligent being?"
The horror of one of them committing such a terrible act was apparent in the flattened ears and bared teeth of every member of every sextant.
"You see? That would have been disastrous after waiting so long to meet other intelligences. No, I don't think even the homeworld will gain a consensus to change the parameters,” Siessina said, wrapping up her discussion and using more words than she had uttered without response since first merging with her sextant.
"What is the consensus for our future actions here?” Pielina asked. “Have we all agreed to follow the humans to their main ship?"
"I believe so but we must wait another one or two planetary cycles first. The humans have some salvage work to do with the crops and equipment and we are still not certain of many basic speech modes. We must get them right. The humans apparently do not have the computer power for complex speech interpretation here. Possibly they will at their spaceship but it is rather doubtful even then. They are obviously technologically inferior to us in many ways."
"Then we should all try very hard to get the data on humans assimilated as quickly as possible so that we can converse with them in a normal fashion. Normal for them, obviously,” Pielina said.
Silence greeted the last remark. It wasn't anything that hadn't already been discussed but a bit of revulsion was invoked at each mention of the humans’ weird ways of thinking and acting. As if they were mere animals rather than intelligent beings. Eventually the discussion and suggestions resumed but it was in a much more serious modality. Seissina had yet to mention what she feared, that in the future they might meet other species who had no desire at all for peaceful relations. They might meet some who were bent on exterminating all other intelligences. It was a horrendous notion and she had a very hard time getting her mind around it but if it was possible then the humans might be of value, more so than the others of the combined sextants thought.
* * * *
"Bad news, sir,” Terrell said the next day. “I don't think the tender can be repaired. We brought along every part we thought we might need but some of the electronics were fried so badly that ... well, no point in going into details. It is possible we can fix it, but certainly not in the immediate future."
"Damn, and I was planning on shutting this place down, contingent on the ferrets following us back to the ship when I ask them.” Travis said. “Now ... I'll have to think about this and above all, I need to get back. I can't leave the military in command for long. It's not good for the folks."
The conference was taking place early in the afternoon of the second day following trials and executions. The tender had returned the night after and Terrell had just finished his analysis of the one the convicts had hijacked. Travis had gathered everyone of importance although he had had to order Wu, Murphy and Mannerheim to attend. He reflected on the conversation that had taken place with wry amusement but he was glad it was that emotion and not the self-chastisement he had subjected himself to over Brandon's death.
"Captain, they're learning our language much more rapidly than we're learning theirs. In fact, we've been going so slowly, we've about given up for now on theirs, particularly since there are some sounds we have difficulty making. We really need to continue here."
"And Sean and I are learning a good deal about their society in the process,” Melanie added. “Captain, do you know they will answer any question we ask, conditional on mutual understanding of terms, of course. They don't appear to be a secretive species."
"And I foresee no difficulty in establishing relations with them,” Sean Murphy said, “although I'm afraid it would be like putting babes in a cage of tigers if this was earth. They are the most innocent, trusting things you can imagine. Babes, I said and babes I meant."
He had laughed. “As far ahead of us as they seem to be, perhaps they don't need to be secretive or politically astute. Nevertheless, and regardless of the progress you're making, I really need you to attend the conference."
Geraldine looked as if she was preparing to outstubborn him but then Melanie spoke up.
"Geraldine, why don't we ask the ferrets to attend the conference with us? It will give them a chance to see how we interact when considering important affairs."
He'd had to think about that one for a moment but in the end he agreed. He glanced over and saw them now, three of the ferrets standing close and listening closely. They had been offered chairs but politely refused.
Travis didn't notice how Melanie had seemingly gone into an intensive trance after Terrell's report on the tender. Presently she glanced over at the ferrets then turned her attention to their oval-shaped spaceship. She interrupted Travis as he began pressing Terrell for a time frame on the repairs if they were possible at all. He didn't want to take that much time with it but he couldn't afford to leave it either.
"Captain, excuse me."
"So that ... what? I'm sorry. What did you say?"
"I was just going to ask you why you don't see if the ferrets could help with the repairs?"
"Them? I...” He closed his mouth before he said something stupid and considered. Well why not? In his opinion, it never hurt to ask. “All right. We certainly don't have to worry about giving away military secrets. Not that I think I'd try in our situation anyway. Go ahead. Ask them."
"I'll let Geraldine do it. She's better with the language."
"Geraldine?"
She shaded her eyes from the sun. It had just begun to drop past the edge of the canopy they were using as a command area when outside. Travis wouldn't let them waste power cooling the shuttle when they could operate outside it just as well. She began her questioning.
Travis listened almost as closely as did his chief engineer. The ferrets had an odd accent and had trouble pronouncing the hard g sounds but otherwise could have been from earth if no one were looking at their golden fur and resemblance to animals with short snouts and high-domed heads with longish fur atop them. They did skip some words here and there, making them sound a bit like they were talking pidgin but they were perfectly understandable. And in only a few days!
"They want to take a look at the tender, Captain,” Geraldine reported.
"Really? Well, hell, Terrell, go with them and see what they say. Geraldine, you go along, too, but Melanie and Sean, I want you here."
Terrell and Geraldine went off together with her saying, “I think I know which sextant to talk to. They're short a member but still able."
"Now then, Sean first. What's your take so far? I want to hear about the ferrets and also consider my own status."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean my status. I would dearly love to get rid of this job but I'm not sure now is the time."
"Oh, that. Forget it, Captain. You have a big reservoir of goodwill yet. Rescuing our people will only enhance it. And not to put too fine a point on it, the ferrets are accustomed to you now. I wouldn't want to see that changed any time soon. However, I think you should go on back to the ship. There's no sense letting that goodwill go to waste. Also, if you're asking about whether or not to hold an election now, the answer is no. Two or three months from now will be plenty of time."
"All right, I'll take your word on that. For now, anyway. The next question is for our ferret friends."
He motioned to them and as a body they moved closer.
"Will your people follow us to our ship when we're ready to go?"
"Yes. We have already discussed this and reached consensus. We were hoping for an invitation."

An invitation? Travis could hardly believe it. These people are ... innocents, he thought. Or are they? He tried a little back play.
"Thank you for agreeing, although an invitation wasn't really necessary. We certainly couldn't stop you if that's what you desired."
"Perhaps not,” Siessina said diplomatically, “but we don't wish to intrude. Certainly we want to know you better. Your ways are ... very strange to us."
"I can see where you would think so. I feel the same toward your species and I'm sure most of my fellows do as well. For instance, it is almost inconceivable to us why you apparently didn't try to defend yourselves when the convicts attacked you. Any of us certainly would have had we been capable of it."
"But you are an intelligent species!” Siessina said almost desperately.
He gave up. Just be glad for small favors, he thought.
"There's one more thing, if you don't mind?"
"Certainly not."
"We'd like to know how your wounded are doing. Our medical people did their best but I'm told you've taken over their care now."
"Yes. It is more ... advanced, but we sincerely thank you for your efforts."
"We did our best. I'm sure we'll talk more on it and other matters at a later time. Right now I must get back to business. You are still welcome to observe and ask questions if you like."
"Thank you. We will probably simply observe for now and talk among ourselves until a later time."
He nodded and turned back to the others, hoping his expression wasn't giving away the protective emotion toward the ferrets he was beginning to develop. He hated to even think of them arriving on earth with the kind of attitudes they were displaying. The politicians and military leaders of the nations back home would eat them alive.
"How about you, Melanie? What do you think?"
"I think we'd all do well to emulate their ways, Captain.” She came down hard on the last word.

A pacifist? He hadn't known. “Could you elaborate?"
"Yes. For the first time in history we've come across a people who not only won't but probably can't fight other beings nor fight among themselves. We should try to get them to take us home with them."
"Curiously, that's what I was thinking myself, Melanie, although I suspect our motives differ a bit. Thank you both. Now let's get on with other business."
* * * *
Travis could almost anticipate what Terrell was going to say simply by his expression. His frown was gone. He wasn't exactly grinning but it was the closest Travis had ever seen him come to it.
"They say they can fix our tender, Captain!"
"Great. How long?"
"Two or three days. They took me over to their ship and showed me around as well. Man! They've got some things I'd give my left n—arm to be able to play with."
"If I'm not misreading them, they may let you. However, wait until we get back and they follow us in their ship before you start anything elaborate."
"The tender comes first in any case. Just wanted to let you know."
"Thanks."
Travis was busy attending to last-minute details before taking the operable tender back to the ship. He had already sent the surgeon back in time to operate on Mary, the tech wounded in the fracas with Gordon. Sissy had gone on the same flight in order to comfort Addie and help Grindstaff with the civilians. He had one more duty here and that involved the makeshift hospital in the damaged tender. There were still two or three patients who hadn't been well enough to stand the trip back yet. He needed to see how they were doing.
One of the medics was sleeping after many many long hours of operating in less than optimal conditions.
"Let him sleep,” Travis told Sally Jenkins, the physician's assistant. She really didn't look as if she'd had much rest herself.
"Yes, sir. He was helping the surgeon the whole time he was here. He needs it."
"I really came over to see the patients. How are they?"
She smiled. “Out of the woods. In fact, he said we could all go back when the tender arrives."
"Good. May I go in?"
"Certainly, sir. The Smith boy has a visitor but I'm sure she won't mind."
He stepped inside the curtained area to Thomas Smith's bedside. He looked pale but was smiling at Sandy who sat in a chair beside him helping him to eat.
"Hello, Tom. How are you?"
"Captain? Oh! Hello, sir. I'm doing fine, sir."
"I would be too, if I had such a good-looking woman taking care of me,” he said and took the PFC's hand to shake. “I heard what a fine job you did stopping the murder of the ferrets, son. That was an incredible act of bravery. We're all in your debt."
Tom blushed but managed to return Travis’ smile. “Thank you, sir. I just did my duty. And my brother did, too."
"Yes, I know. I've already talked to him. Now you hurry up and get well. We're sending you back to the ship so you can't get hurt again. I know one of you is a spare but I'm really not interested inn finding out which.” He was sure the twins had heard the expression before but he really did mean it.
"Jerry's the spare, sir."
"Hmm. He told me you were. Well, let's just be happy we didn't find out this time. I have to go now. Be good and mind your boss, here.” He winked at Sandy and went on to see the other two. He left just in time to see the other tender come in for a landing.
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Chapter Nineteen

"I'm sorry, Addie, God knows I am. It should have been me in there, not him,” Travis said. He felt incipient tears beginning to gather at thoughts of his friend. He had missed Brandon's funeral and gone to see Addie even before Sissy.
She bowed her head for a moment while sitting on the couch in her stateroom then looked back up. “No, Captain. He was doing his duty just like you were. I could wish it to be otherwise but he wouldn't have been the man I fell in love with if he hadn't been willing to die for the rest of us. Just like you would."
"I sincerely hope I would display such courage in a similar situation, Addie. We're all in his debt."
She nodded acceptance of his condolences then asked, “Are you back for good?"
"Yes. I haven't even seen Sissy yet. I wanted to come to you first."
She burst out crying. He sat down beside her and put his arm around her shoulder. He knew nothing else to do and felt as helpless as a child while she cried herself out. He felt certain it wasn't the first time nor would it be the last. Hell, he felt like crying himself and had, late at night.
Later in his own cabin, he and Sissy celebrated his homecoming in the way they knew would best reinforce their love for each other. During their lovemaking she clung to him with a fierceness he knew was a reaction to how close she had been to having to submit to the convicts. It made him feel both better and worse. Better that he had been able to prevent it for her and worse that there were those whom he hadn't been in time to keep from the horrid experience. After their heart rates slowed to something approaching normal, they were able to exchange data on affairs from each site.
"I was amazed at the welcome I got when I stepped off the tender,” he said. “I felt as if I were an imposter of some sort. You know?"
"Just keep feeling that way and none of us will have to worry about you becoming a power-mad dictator."
He laughed gently. “No chance of that. But I am going to set a date for an election soon."
"Good. I'll vote for you."
"What!?"
"I said I'll vote for you. And yes, you're going to run. You'll be elected, too. In fact, I doubt anyone will even run against you."
"Is that an order? I have to run?” God, why would she want him to keep this thankless job?
"Yep. We need you and you know it."
And somehow he did know it right then. Regardless of how he had come to have the job, it was his and he was doing it as well as he thought anyone could have despite his mistakes.
* * * *
A week later Travis declared a combination holiday and outside picnic to celebrate the return of the repaired tender and the ferret ship which accompanied it. It had taken a bit longer than he'd been advised but he was satisfied. There was a lot to celebrate, in his opinion. And that didn't even include more knowledge brought back by Geraldine, Melanie and Sean that they were waiting to relate. He decided to go ahead and get all the leaders together on the night before the picnic so he could pass on anything of note while the people were partying.
"Are we all here?” Travis glanced at the group present in the conference room. All his senior officers were present as well as a few other advisers.
Nods came from around the table, including the quiet ferret they knew as Seissina and the two remaining members of her sextant. He thought they looked perfectly natural being there for some odd reason. Perhaps it was an indicator of how quickly they were becoming used to the pacifist beings. He declared the meeting open.
"First up are Geraldine and Melanie then Sean. They have lots to tell us. Go ahead, ladies."
They exchanged glances and Melanie got the nod.
"It's hard to even know where to start. First of all, I suppose I should mention the ferrets’ name for themselves is not ferrets.” She had to stop for a moment to talk around the chuckles. “However, they are perfectly satisfied with that since their name is rather hard for us to pronounce. With that out of the way, I can relate that Sissy has visited the ferrets’ ship, and with their help, discovered where we are in relation to earth's spiral arm. It's damn near on the other side of the galaxy! Well, maybe not quite that far but a long way from here."
"We suspected that, didn't we?” Sissy said. She smiled at the ferret in the room who was standing and holding a small instrument that resembled a shiny copper-colored pendant around her neck, which she understood was relaying all the data in the room back to the rest of the ferrets. “Siessina and her people simply verified it."
"Yes, they confirmed the position,” Melanie agreed. “Furthermore, we happened to land just at the edge of the area currently being explored by the ferrets. And while we're on the subject, Seissina is relaying all our actions back to the ship where the others can listen and watch. Her sextant is sort of the leader of their expedition. They have been authorized to pass on all the information she gathers about us to the rest of them. They are a somewhat older race than us and have an entirely different set of ... social parameters, I guess we could say. I'm sure everyone has wondered why they didn't even carry personal weapons when exiting their ship that first time and thereafter. Now we know.” She paused dramatically, knowing she had their attention.
"First off, all the ones we've seen are females. Their males are secluded inside the ship. But here's a salient point: the software of their personal weapons is able to recognize and specifically precludes firing on anything which shows signs of using tools or artificial materials. Further, when they landed at the convicts’ camp, they didn't even carry weapons outside because first, they assumed the area was safe from dangerous animals and second, they were afraid to offend the first intelligent species they have ever met. They had no idea whatsoever that an intelligent species would deliberately harm them! Even if they had had weapons they wouldn't have used them. They would have been willing to accept casualties rather than mistakenly hurting intelligent beings, and of course you all know they did just that. Very heavy casualties and they didn't try to fight back because they were certain it was a mistake of some kind!” Her eyes were watering and her voice had risen in indignation at what the convicts had done. When she got herself back under control, she continued.
"Still, they hold no grudge because they are presently incapable of harming other species of sapient beings. It's their nature. Whether it is sociological or biological is something we haven't determined yet. And one other thing. The males have no place in their society so far as making decisions binding on others. They are primarily what we might describe as ‘ivory tower’ thinkers. Sometimes what they dream up will be used but they never offer unless asked. Their males are what we might think of as ... the center of a harem of six females, except the only decision they can make is refusal of sex. I'm told that happens very rarely. So you see, their sextants are actually septants in our terms but sextants in theirs because they don't count the males. They are treated sort of like sex toys, believe it or not, and they are perfectly satisfied with their role. They like being coddled and kept in relative seclusion. After they were civilized, but before they discovered faster-than-light travel, males were relatively useless other than for sex and philosophy. Now, however, the males may be in the process of evolving into the pattern of providing more direct input. I don't know and I doubt they do either.” She spread her hands in an apology over her last statement. “I'm not sure about that, though."
"Of course we don't think of sex in the same terms as you do,” Siessina said after a long pregnant silence. “For instance, we control the sex of our offspring.” She said nothing more, simply allowed them time to digest the information.
Travis laughed nervously. “I can sort of see why you wouldn't think like we do. But what I really have a problem with is the unarmed bit. You say your males were there? And they didn't come out to help you?"
"No, that is not their function."
Travis waited but she said nothing more.
"But they couldn't have wanted to, that's the point,” Melanie said with a frown directed solely at him. “They are not a confrontational species and the software of their armament precludes firing on other intelligent beings. They never evolved a territorial instinct such as we have. Probably they had conflicts with other animals while evolving but not with each other! They have a hard time even visualizing what takes place in our society, such as the individual contentiousness and the racial, nationalistic and religious conflicts and wars we have.” She waved her arms excitedly while speaking, as if she had found a treasure.
"My word,” Grindstaff exclaimed. “God, what if they'd been in the path of our exploration? I don't like to even think about it. They'd have been wiped out."
"It's a possibility they would have been but they won't be from us so let's move on to another subject,” Travis said, ignoring Melanie's attempt to say something else and not pausing to wonder at the ferrets’ reaction. They might as well know. “Do you concur, Sean?"
"Yes, but with a grain of salt. Geraldine has stated flatly that while they are mastering the words of our language rather easily, she thinks the context bothers them a great deal."
"They know enough not to want to be like us!” Melanie burst out.
Her adamant advocating of the ferret lifestyle without knowing more about it bothered Travis but he didn't let it show.
"Let's move on. Mister Terrell?"
"Right. They've had a chance to examine our ship now, FTL drive and all. Here's the great part, folks. Not only can they replace the main computer but they can refine the ship's operating system so it can take off from a planet without tearing itself to pieces. Further, they are willing to work on our drive and improve it enough so that we might, and I emphasize might be able to get back to earth. I'll know more as our crew works with them but bear that in mind. Regardless, it would be a long and dangerous journey of many years, no matter what they come up with and even if we made it—never mind. That's for later.” He exchanged glances with the two at the conference who knew about the sabotage. “For the present, they say we can follow them to their homeworld much sooner than that and without the danger."
"Wow!” Sean exclaimed, ignoring the last sentence of Terrell's. “I'd just about stopped thinking about earth."
"Put it out of your mind for now. Thanks, Terrell. Geraldine, did you want to add anything else to Melanie's report?"
"Yes, a very important point that just came up yesterday evening. In line with what Mister Terrell's just said, the ferrets have extended an invitation to not only go back with them to their homeworld but to live with them as well. That offer includes making their technology available to us as rapidly as we can absorb it. We can either settle on their homeworld, which is fit for humans, or they will let us choose a nearby planet that's not occupied as yet, but also suitable for us. From that invitation, you may disabuse yourself of the notion of a high population because of their sexual arrangements. They don't reproduce anywhere near as quickly as we do.” She smiled happily at the laughs from around the table.
It quickly quieted, though as Travis took back the impetus of the discussion.
"Do they fully understand what they'd be letting themselves in for?” he asked, thinking to himself of the nightmarish behavior humans were so often subject to that the ferrets would have to put up with. What they'd seen so far hadn't even scratched the surface of the possibilities. No, probabilities, he thought, like the war he was almost certain was taking place on earth while they sat. That and the even more nightmarish things deviant humans did. Rape. Child molestation. Sexual perversions such as sadism and masochism and others even worse. Killings, individual against individual, random and otherwise. Robberies, scams, political machinations. The list was endless. On the other hand, he knew this might be a chance for the human race to grow out of their proclivity for senseless violence. Not to become meek because that would take their humanity away from them, but a chance to learn how to resort to violence only when necessary and when nothing else would suffice. But who chooses? he asked himself. Are any of us that smart? And how about the ferrets? What if they meet a species worse than us, one who likes slaves or a new protein source but has no desire for coexistence? Never mind. For the present he decided it was time to put the sabotage of their ship on the table since he had also determined it would be part and parcel of the choice they had to make on whether to go or stay or try for earth.
He took a deep breath and related the findings of Effers and Terrell that their ship had been sabotaged and very likely every other COESS ship as a prelude to war, probably, or appropriating the COESS colonies certainly.
"You mean you think every single COESS colony ship is in the same fix as us?” Effers and Addie asked together, both aghast at the implications.
It looked to him as if they and the others around the table had been hit by a brick. “Yes, unless I'm very much mistaken. And I suppose if there were saboteurs who got to the COESS ships, they could very well have done the same to our military ships. I hadn't thought of that until just now. Too many other things on my mind."
"You mean we might already have been conquered?"
"It could be even worse,” he said coldly. “It could have erupted into nuclear warfare by now. However, I don't even like to think of that. I suppose the worst case would be an earth where two of the major powers have positioned themselves to dominate and are ready to fight it out to see who's left standing. If so, you can use your imagination to think of all the possible consequences.
"Now there's one other subject. I'm going to call an election to pick a combination mayor and captain of our ship.” He made a sudden decision. “I'm going to run on a platform for that position but with the condition that if I'm elected, we accept the ferrets’ offer of an unoccupied planet within their empire. I think it would be the best solution for us both, allowing us to get used to each other gradually rather than being plunked down into their midst."
"You wouldn't want to try for earth, despite the possibility of war?” Johannsen, the weapons officer asked.
"No. The way I see it, if I win the election, I'll be responsible for the decision and it won't be for earth. I just told you what I'll be for."
* * * *
"And that is where we stand as of now,” Travis said to the gathered throng at the picnic the next day. He finished disclosing all the major points they had covered at the conference the evening before and where he stood and when the election would be held. “Where we go in the future or whether we go anywhere is going to be up to you to decide. I'll have handouts and computer downloads ready in a couple of days that cover every single fact and notion I and my advisers can possibly think of for you to consider. We want you to be as informed as ever an electorate in memory has been, with not a single bit of spin to be seen."
A roar of laughter swept over the crowd while he stood at the podium near the landing field where the picnicking was going on. It gradually ebbed and was replaced by a pervasive wave of conversation akin to the mutter of thousands of drums in the distance. Words were not audible to him, only the sound but it went on and on, telling him what an impact his words had had.

And that's enough for today, he thought. God, that's enough for a thousand days when the very future of humanity might be on the table. He hadn't disclosed all his thoughts. He wanted to get to know the ferrets a bit better.
* * * *
"...want to go, damn it, no matter how long..."
"...can't trust animals to help us and I don't care..."
"...but Melanie says they can't even think of harming us! We have to..."
"...Callahan has got us this far. I say keep him and..."
"...was executive officer, so he should..."
"...say we stay here and screw the ferrets. Damn..."
"...technology out of this world. They say..."
"...back to earth, I don't care what..."
Seissina finished playing the recordings of humans talking about the forthcoming “election” to the remains of her sextant.
"To us it seems to be a very peculiar method for choosing a leader. Or is it peculiar? I suppose our way seems equally strange to them."
She listened with some amusement to the replies.
"But they are so strident!"
"So argumentive!"
"So violently partisan!"
"Can we ever get along with the humans?"
"They actually kill each other!"
She waited patiently while they spoke as was the custom. However ... sometimes customs changed. She knew her perspective of ferret society had been unalterably changed since becoming a conduit between the humans and her people. She was with the humans most of the time now.
"Most of them appear to be willing to treat us fairly, despite the varying viewpoints,” she said.
"But look at how they treat each other!” Seemeena replied.
"We have waited too long to meet another species only to abandon them,” Seissina said more forcefully than she could ever remember. “Besides, we need the humans."
Having put that statement out for debate, she prepared herself for a long interval of justifying it to the rest of her people.
* * * *
"You were wrong, sweetheart,” Travis chided playfully as they ate alone in the cabin one night. “I do have some opponents. In fact, there might very well be enough for a runoff."
"Won't happen,” Sissy replied. “You'll get a big majority. Who surprised me was Melanie. I never thought she'd run, much less begin talking like she has. I thought better of her."
"She's just scared. A whole lot of people are scared. All I can do is tell them what I think and let them make up their minds and I'll be glad when it's over with. I'd like to be finished with the big decisions and get on with whatever we decide to do."
"Well, I think you did the right thing. If you're going to be an advocate of going with the ferrets, you can do it better from the position of a combination mayor and captain than any other way."
"Sweetie, I had to do it that way."
"You mean telling everyone that you intended to be the captain as well as mayor if we decide to take the ship anywhere?"
"Absolutely. Anything else would smack of political maneuvering. God knows we've seen enough of that on earth. Why bring it here with us?"
"Travis, sometimes I think you're too honest. Some of the other candidates are notably and studiously silent on the subject. Either that or oh so objective in stating that the subject of going anywhere shouldn't come up in a mayoral election."
"They were just trying to put that off so they could gang up on me and get a second shot if they lose. Just politics and I hate it. Hey, what if I don't win? No more politics!"
"Oh, you will, sweetheart. I have no doubt at all. Even with Melanie moaning and groaning about Grindstaff supporting you and claiming the military shouldn't be allowed to state their opinions in public."
He took a bite of freshly picked green beans before answering, savoring the taste and thinking of how much he had missed fresh food once it became available again, even if much of it was being rationed in order to let it go to seed for possible future crops somewhere else. It was too bad in a way because the crops had done amazingly well, maturing even faster than they would have under optimal conditions on any other world he knew of.
"What was proper on earth is no longer necessarily proper here. We'll still keep a military regardless of Melanie's view that it will no longer be necessary. I can already see that if we go with the ferrets the idea will come up over and over again. I want whatever constitution we decide on to have the idea of a standing military embedded in stone. Just because the ferrets are such good guys is no guarantee the next species over the hill will be. They might decide we taste good."
"Brr. A favorite old science fiction theme."
"I feel like we've been living in a bad science fiction novel ever since the computer tanked. You know, something else most of my opponents fail to mention is the fact that if we go to Ferretland, it's going to be a long trip. Even with the improvements they are making to the ship, they can't bring it up to the speed of theirs."
"How long?"
"As much as a year I'm told."
"Mmm. Lots of time for snuggling on those cold winter nights in space,” Sissy said with a smile and wink.
"I see where your mind is despite the subject. In fact you're forcing me to look the situation in the eye. Know what? I think it'd be a good idea to ask some of the ferrets to come along with us on our ship. And some of us go on theirs. Think it would work?"
"They'd probably do it if we asked, even if they didn't want to. Those people are impossibly nice, especially considering what we did to them."
"Thank the powers for small favors."
* * * *
"I don't understand that Melanie Mannerheim,” Maria said plaintively. “She seemed so nice before the ferrets made their offer and now she's turned into a pure fanatic. And hell, Captain Callahan won in a landslide. He's the man for the next six years or until he calls for a new election. What on earth possesses her?"
Jimmy leaned back on the couch and glanced down at his wedding ring, a twin of the one Maria was wearing. The machine shop was beginning to be called “The Jewelry Store” by some people, although in a joking manner. He didn't mind a bit since they had their rings and a marriage certificate to go with it. If it weren't for the political smears of Captain Callahan by the opposition, he would have been completely happy, lost ship or not. He wouldn't have cared where they went or even if they didn't go anywhere so long as he had Maria with him.
He looked back up to see a smile creasing her face that reminded him of a puppy watching every move of its master with adoring eyes. Not that he was her master. Heck, she could twist him into a pretzel any time she cared to but that only made him love her more.
"Are you even listening to me?"
"Absolutely. You were just remarking on how the price of tomatoes has gone up since so many of them are being tossed at the politicians. After becoming suitably overripe, of course, and speaking figuratively, of course. Just politics. Right?"
"Not even close, lover, but you get a pass this once. Have you heard the latest?"
"No. Is it some juicy gossip?” Jimmy waggled his eyebrows.
"We should be so lucky. No, I've heard Capatain Callahan and the ferrets have been having some long discussions in private."
"I wonder what they're talking about?"
"Who cares? He's proved he has most people's backing and we're getting ready to leave soon."
"Yeah. Wonder what kind of world we'll be living on?"
Maria snuggled close. “As you just said. Who cares?"
* * * *
"Then I can announce it tomorrow?” Travis asked Seissina as she stood by the side of a chair opposite his seat on the couch. They had been talking for two weeks in his cabin now and he had yet to see the ferret sit. Or any other. The closest he'd come was when he once saw two of them in a modified hunker.
"Whenever you wish, Travis. Our exploration ships have no set schedule. However, we would like to return to our home by a different route. It won't take much longer and it is the path we were assigned to come back by. Who knows? We may find another species of intelligent beings.” She flicked her ears and gave the little whistle he had learned was their response to humor, either their own or some one else's. He thought it was also a gauge of how unlikely she thought the prospect was.
"Fine. I think we have everything settled, then. I have been passing along most of what we've talked about to my crew and passengers."
"As have I,” she responded almost immediately—for a ferret. The time required for her to assimilate a statement from him had grown less and less as time went on. He thought he'd noticed the same thing with others of her kind. Humans and ferrets were intermingling freely.
"Then I suppose we have only two other issues to consider. The first is a suggestion put to me by several of my crew. Is there a possibility we could exchange a few crew members? Some of my people going in your ship and yours in mine when we leave? And perhaps substituting others at each stop we decide on?"
She whistled and flicked her ears and wrinkled her nose before speaking. Humor and irony, he knew. “We had considered the same thing but were hesitant to ask."
Travis guffawed then apologized. “Sorry. That was funny. Ironically funny. Do you know the term?"
"Yes and I thoroughly agree!"
"Great. Now one more thing and I believe we can call it a deal. I warn you, it may possibly ... offend you."
"Better to offend than to let a thought fester, my friend Travis."
"You should be a philosopher. All right, here goes. I've explained how ... rambunctious, cruel and violent my species can be. They can also be very kind, considerate and reasonable. Having said that, I believe you ferrets need to learn some of our suspiciousness and tendency toward violence when it's called for."
"I ... see. And why is that?"
"Because sooner or later, you will need us if you don't. Because ... well, I believe humans and ferrets can become great friends and allies, especially since you're beginning the relationship with what I think is a ship filled with some of the best of our race, now that the worst convicts are dead. However, we have a form of fictional stories that deals with aliens who could never be friends. Who would shoot on first sight. Who believe they should be kings of the universe and will kill anything or anyone in their path to that end. I'm not saying we'll run into that kind of aliens immediately, but it is a big universe. Eventually you will. Or we will. Or our combined species will. In that case, who will defend you? Ferrets are constitutionally incapable of killing sapient beings. When we do find that horrible species, and we will someday, no doubt about it, it will take us ornery, vicious, violent humans to keep you from being exterminated. Do you see?” He leaned forward hopefully, almost willing Seissina to understand.
Seissina said nothing for a moment then she sank down in to the half hunkering position while her ears began flicking and twitching so rapidly they were almost a blur. Her nose also twitched and wrinkled as if smelling something either very good or very bad. He stared at her. Surely she can't be that offended? Can she?
The ferret gradually regained her composure.
"Are you alright?” he asked anxiously. “Did I offend you?"
"No, no, friend Travis. You did not offend me at all. You see ... our males brought the same proposal to the sextants. We had been wondering how to approach you on that very subject!"
And then Travis had nothing to say. Nothing at all until he became convulsed with laughter.
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Epilogue

"...were fired on without warning. The advanced scouting party are all dead. We've pulled back into a perimeter but I'm not sure how long we'll be able to hold out. They just keep swarming and don't seem to care about casualties."
"Hang on, Lieutenant. I'm sending in a heavy weapons squad and reinforcements. Ten minutes, fifteen at the most,” Grindstaff said. He pointed to Gomez, who left the room at a run. He waited until he was sure he wasn't needed right at the moment then turned to Travis and Seissina. They were all in the control room of the ferret ship.
"Seissina, did your people get anything?"
"Yes, Bill. Our contact is from a small robot, the type you suggested. It hasn't been spotted yet but the ... recordings are ... they ... they show both human and ferret captives being dismembered while ... while still living.” She ducked her head for a moment in a sign of both astonishment and grief.
"What else?” Grindstaff's voice was grim and relentless.
"The remains are being ... consumed.” Again she ducked her head and it took long minutes before she was able to speak again. “Will you be in time to save the others?"
"I don't know. We'll do our damnedest. Can your robot be rerouted to the main position?"
"It's already on the way."
The last transmission from the small outpost came before the robot or relief party could get there. What the robot showed when it did arrive, caused the relief to turn back. There was nothing they could do.
The recordings were converted from ferret systems to those of humans but Travis ruled that for the time being only the military could view the gruesome footage.
After he held services for the thirteen dead soldiers and five ferrets, he and Seissina returned to her cabin, the one arranged for her to work with humans while they were on the ferret ship.
"It seems your prophesy arrived sooner than expected, Travis."
"Yes. The next one like that might not happen for a thousand years but in the meantime we have to deal with it. Frankly, I see no hope of communicating with those things."
"I ... fear I do not, either. Your recommendation?"
"You're better able to judge their technology than us. How soon until they discover faster-than-light travel?"
"Soon. You were correct when you suggested first contact be at a remote station. Since the event, we have sent another robot flyer to one of their cities. It was attacked viciously and was barely able to return."
"Then I recommend returning with an armed ship, one capable of wiping out their industrial base. Completely. If you can't push the button, we can. Maybe by the time they get back to the level where they are now, they'll have become a bit more civilized."
"And if not?"
Travis said nothing but held out his hand and turned his thumb down.
She knew what that signal meant. “Agreed,” she said after a longer than usual pause.
"May I give you some advice for your sextants, Seissina?"
"Please."
"Begin research immediately on whether your predilection against harming sapient beings is cultural or evolutionary. If it's cultural, it needs to be changed. If it's evolutionary, then you need us to become the fighting arm of our joint civilization."
"How strange. Three sapient species so far. One that is nonaggressive, one that is moderately aggressive and one wholly aggressive, all in terms of attitude toward other sapient beings."
"Your point?” Travis asked.
Seissina flicked her ears and gave a mild whistle. “I was just wondering. Are those the whole range of attitudes possible, or might there be others at each end of the spectrum and in between?"
Travis shrugged. “That's the reason we explore. To find out these things. And now, if you don't mind, I think I'll return to my ship. Sissy is waiting on me. Oh yes, thanks for agreeing to marry Sissy and I. We couldn't have managed it otherwise since I'm both captain and mayor."

And their pair bonding is as strange as everything else about them, Seissina thought as she saw the anticipation in Travis’ eyes and the eagerness in his body as he prepared to leave. I'll never know, of course, just as he will never know how sextants feel about their male. What an outlandish thing the universe is.
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