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      To All of You.
  
You've been with Ishmael through it all.
  
You've kept him alive in your hearts, 
worried for him at every turn, 
 and kept coming back for more
  
Thank you.

    

  


  Chapter 1


  Gretna System: 
October 27, 2379


  The run into Gretna gave us no problems. Even docking at Pratt & Company on the way in proved to be only a minor inconvenience. We didn’t even establish a shore tie, just swapped two cans to cover the provenance for goods we got in the Toe-Holds, which could now be delivered to the orbital from the P&C warehouse. The worst part was the weeks-long traverse into the gravity well to match the orbit. After being in the Toe-Holds, it seemed doubly oppressive. I felt it even more so as I mentally charted the Chernyakova’s trek to Ice Rock. Of course, I trusted Captain Case, but I still worried.


  “It looks so small,” Mr. Cartwright said, watching as the tug nudged us toward the dock on final approach.


  “Small, Mr. Cartwright?” Ms. Usoko asked. “The orbital?”


  He nodded. “I used to think they were big. Compared to us, I suppose they are. Compared to Mel’s Place or Dark Knight?” He shook his head. “What’s the lock count here? Sixty?”


  “Standard orbital,” I said. “Sixty sounds right. I honestly don’t remember that far back.”


  “Sixty ten-meter locks. Two small-ship docking bays and a shuttle port,” Zoya said.


  “I counted the locks in our docking gallery at Mel’s,” Mr. Cartwright said. “Eighty-four. In just that one gallery. I never did find out how many they had.”


  “Six,” Zoya’s smile gleamed in the reflected light flooding the bridge. “They’re not all that large.”


  Mr. Cartwright nodded. “Makes sense. Just—” He shrugged, looking from me to Zoya. “Gives you a different perspective, doesn’t it?”


  She nodded. “It does, indeed, Mr. Cartwright.”


  A notification drew his eye back to his console. “Tug reports a temporary hold for local traffic, Captain.”


  “Acknowledge, Mr. Cartwright.”


  “Acknowledge, aye, Captain.” He pecked a couple of keys on his console as we drifted to a relative stop almost two kilometers out.


  “Wonder what’s moving,” Ms. Fortuner said, peering forward.


  Zoya looked up from her screen. “There’s a herd of cargo loaders moving across the side of the orbital. Should only be a tick or so.”


  Mr. Cartwright looked back at his console. “Captain, I have a message from the Gretna TIC office. They want us to heave-to for boarding.”


  “Forward the message to me, if you please, Mr. Cartwright.” I pulled up my tablet and read the message. “Acknowledge receipt. Ask if they want us to release the tug, if you would.”


  “Moot point, Skipper. Tug signals that they are releasing us,” Mr. Cartwright said.


  “Helm, station keeping, please. We don’t want to drift into traffic.”


  “Station keeping, aye, Captain.” Mr. Jenson placed his hands on the controls and leaned into his console. “Station keeping established. We are just over two kilometers from Gretna Orbital. Zero delta-V.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Jenson. Do we have a TIC cutter on the scan, Ms. Usoko?”


  “I’m looking, Captain. Not seeing anybody on an intercept course with us yet.”


  I used my tablet to page Pip to the bridge.


  He popped up the ladder like a jack-in-the-box. “Problem?”


  I handed him my tablet with the message open. “TIC wants to have a word with us.”


  “Out here?” He took the tablet and frowned at the screen for a moment before handing it back. “Seems odd they don’t just wait for us to dock.”


  “That’s why I figured I’d better notify the CEO.” I grinned at him.


  Zoya lifted her head from her screen. “I have a TIC cutter on approach, Skipper. Requesting docking at the bow.”


  “Get down to the brow and help them get the docking collar up and ready. I’ll take over for you here.” I released my belt and crossed to the watch station as she logged the watch over to me.


  “Assist docking, aye, Captain.” She dropped down the ladder, headed for the bow.


  “Curiouser and curiouser,” Pip said, muttering to himself as he stared out over the port bow at the approaching cutter. “Seems a bit of overkill for a safety inspection. Do they think there’s some kind of crime in progress here?”


  “That’s what it looks like, all right.” I sighed and sent a message to Chief Bashar to set up a coffee service in the wardroom.


  


  It took only a half a stan for the cutter to match orbit and dock with us. They snugged into the docking ring with barely a bump. In my head, I gave their helm high marks. That’s not an easy task.


  The outer lock opened and six black-clad officers marched in, the light from their ship bright behind them and showing only shapes. The leader stuck his face into the video pickup and raised an eyebrow.


  I looked over my shoulder to the watchstander. “Open the door, Mr. Bentley. It seems we have guests.”


  “Open the door, aye, Captain.” He punched the lock keys and our inner lock slid open.


  The officers didn’t wait for it to open completely before pressing through. None of them looked happy. The leader, an older man with white fuzz on his scalp and deep wrinkles around his eyes, stepped forward to stand in front of me. “You’re Captain Ishmael Wang?


  “I am.”


  “Then by the authority invested by me the CPJCT Trade Investigation Commission, I place you under arrest and impound this ship and her cargo.”


  “I submit to the arrest and will aid you in any way I can, Officer.”


  He blinked, then his gaze swept the brow as if looking for a trap. He frowned at me. “A wise choice, but not the reception I usually get, Captain. Don’t you want to at least hear the charges first?”


  I shrugged. “You’ll get around to it. I’m in no hurry.”


  Pip stepped forward and extended a hand. “Philip Carstairs. CEO of the company. How can we be of assistance?”


  “You the owner?” the officer asked.


  “No. Just the CEO of the company that owns the ship, which I assume you know already.”


  The officer ignored Pip’s outstretched hand, turning back to me. “Captain Wang, you are being arrested on the charges of slavery, wrongful detainment of a crewman, and violation of the Confederated Planets Charter on Trade.”


  “I thought as much.” I shrugged. “Coffee? Chief Bashar has a special blend that’s very good. I had him put on a fresh pot for you.”


  Pip frowned at me. “Captain? You know something I don’t?”


  I gave a pointed look at the officer’s name tag, prominently displayed on his chest.


  Pip did a double take and sighed. “Captain Jacobs. Somehow I’m not surprised.”


  “Did you people seriously think you could get away with this?” he asked, leveling a scowl at each of us.


  Pip nodded. “Yes. Actually, we did.”


  Captain Jacobs stared at Pip. “Then you admit it?”


  “I don’t admit anything, Captain.” He gave the man a scowl of his own. “To begin with, you’re way out of your orbit on this, but I’m more than willing to let you keep going. I suggest your people do whatever it is they need to do to secure the ship while you and—your son, is it?”


  The officer frowned and nodded.


  “Why don’t we have a nice little sit-down in the wardroom with some coffee and cookies, and you can decide if you want to flush your son’s career away for him.”


  “Being my son has nothing to do with this,” Captain Jacobs said. “You’re holding a crew member against his will.”


  “Au contraire, mon capitaine. Wiper Jacobs is free to go at any time.” Pip stood back and offered to usher the captain into the ship. “The wardroom is this way.”


  Jacobs gave some hand signals to his crew and looked to me. “I assume I don’t need to assign a bridge watch?”


  “Not necessary, but if you’d feel more secure, Ms. Usoko here can show somebody to the bridge.”


  He frowned and glanced around the area. “Bravo Kilo Seven.”


  His crew formed a line at the lock and stood at parade rest.


  “Lead the way,” Captain Jacobs said, looking at Pip.


  I glanced at Mr. Bentley. “Page Mr. Jacobs to the wardroom, if you would, Mr. Bentley?”


  “Page Jacobs to the wardroom, aye, Captain.” He bent to his console.


  I followed Captain Jacobs and Pip into the ship, past the mess deck and into the wardroom.


  We caught Mr. Jennessee finishing up with the coffee mess. He nodded once and ducked back into the pantry.


  “Would you like to sit at the head of the table, Captain Jacobs?” I asked.


  “You’re way too calm. What’s your game here?”


  “You’ve been snookered,” Pip said. “Fleeced. Your son has not been exactly truthful with you.” He helped himself to coffee and waved a hand at the service. “Help yourself. I assure you it’s not poisoned, nor is this a plot to subvert the will of TIC or the CPJCT.”


  He shook his head. “I’d like to see Paul.”


  “He’s on his way from his duty station aft,” I said. “He should be here—”


  A tap at the door interrupted me and it swung open. Mr. Jacobs stepped into the room and braced to attention. “Wiper Paul Jacobs reporting as ordered, Captain.”


  “You’ve been a bad boy, Paul,” Pip said. “You want some coffee? Cookie?” He helped himself to one from the plate and took his customary seat at the table. “Might be your last chance before you’re cashiered.”


  “Are you threatening my son?” Captain Jacobs said, rounding on Pip.


  “Pop? What are you doing here?” The shock broke Mr. Jacobs out of his rigid attention.


  “Arresting the captain and seizing the ship. What did you expect me to do?”


  Mr. Jacobs’s eyes went wide and all of the color went out of his face.


  The view seemed to click something in Captain Jacobs as his face went blank. No longer the formal frown. A blank mask.


  “You’ve had a shock, Captain Jacobs. Get a cup of coffee and have a seat. We have things to discuss.” I nodded to the younger Jacobs. “You, too. Grab a coffee and a cookie and sit down. That’s actually an order to you.”


  I took a cup, snagged a couple of cookies, and took my seat at the head of the table. When the two Jacobses settled side by side, the elder closer to me, both facing Pip. “Now, Mr. Carstairs is here as CEO, but this ship is, or was until a few ticks ago, under my command. I expect that situation will resume shortly. Captain, your son is not a slave. He’s not being held against his will. He is restricted to the ship for his conviction on assault and battery charges.”


  The elder glanced at his son. “That seems to be somewhat at odds with what you’ve told me, Paul. Are the captain’s assertions correct?”


  I saw the moment when Mr. Jacobs decided to double down. “I’m being made to work without pay. I am not allowed off the ship. If that’s not slavery? If that’s not being held against my will, what is?”


  “We’ll deal with that in a moment. Have you been convicted for assault and battery? Where?”


  Mr. Jacobs squared his jaw. “Jumped-up trial at one of the Toe-Hold stations. They had no jurisdiction or right.”


  Captain Jacobs looked at me. “You have the judgment?”


  “I do. Would you like to see it?” I pulled out my tablet and placed it on the table in front of me.


  He looked up at the overhead as if searching the line of rivets above his head for an answer. “What did you do, Paul?”


  “I got in a fight with one of the residents.”


  His father turned to look at him. “Is that what the captain’s report will show?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Captain Jacobs lowered his gaze to his son’s face. “That’s not all of it.”


  Mr. Jacobs shook his head. “I started a fight with a resident.”


  The elder Jacobs drew in a noisy breath and shook his head before looking back at me. “Is that all of it?”


  “There are a few charges. You know how they tend to cascade.” I shrugged.


  He gave me a rueful smile. “I do, indeed. One thing leads to another, in most cases. You’ve garnished his wages to pay back the ship?”


  “I have. His fine and damages amounted to a stanyer’s quarter share’s pay. I’ve fined him his quarter share and restricted him to the ship until further notice. He’s paid a credit a day.”


  Captain Jacobs raised an eyebrow. “So you are paying him.”


  “I am. It’s a token payment but he’s still under contract. I won’t ask any crew member to work for nothing.”


  “It’s as good as,” Mr. Jacobs said, turning a fulminating glare on me.


  “Your future is in your own hands, Mr. Jacobs. I can’t carry it for you,” I said.


  Captain Jacobs gave his son a quelling glance. “Do yourself a favor, son. Shut it.” He stared at Mr. Jacobs as if daring him to speak. He turned back to me. “Could I see the charge sheet?”


  I slid the tablet across the table. “You can have a copy if you need it.”


  He picked up the tablet and shook his head. “I can get a copy if I need it.” He started scanning down the page, his lips pressing together tighter the longer he read. He shook his head and looked up. “You had him up for a mast?”


  “Yes.”


  “Log records?”


  “Flip the page.”


  He tapped the screen and read the log entry, before nodding. He placed the tablet back on the table and pushed it toward me. “Thank you, Captain. I’m sorry for the interruption of your voyage.”


  “Is there anything else I can do for you, Captain Jacobs?”


  He stared at the table for a moment, before glancing at his son. “If you can teach him to be a good officer, I’d appreciate it.”


  Mr. Jacobs’s eyes widened. “Pop! You’re supposed to be on my side.”


  The elder Jacobs stared at the younger for a few long moments. “You’re supposed to be officer material, not dock scrapings. I expected better of you, Paul. You knifed a man for the simple reason that you could. You got a break from the judge after you lied to her. You’ve been given another chance. I can’t even say it’s a second chance because I don’t know how many this makes.” He took a breath. “Do you want to be an engineering officer?”


  “Of course. I wouldn’t be at the Academy if I didn’t.”


  “Your captain here has given you a chance to redeem yourself. What have you done with it?”


  Mr. Jacobs frowned. “A chance? He’s keeping me locked up and paying me a credit a day. What kind of chance is that?”


  Captain Jacobs sighed and shook his head. “More than you might deserve.” The older man’s voice sounded like he might be talking to himself. He turned back to me. “Thank you, Captain. I can take him off your hands. I’ll see that he gets back to Port Newmar to formally drop out.”


  I shook my head. “Sorry, Captain Jacobs. It’s up to him, not me. He’s a member of my crew. Under the circumstances, I’m willing to release his contract without penalty if he wishes it, but he has to be the one to quit.”


  The TIC officer pursed his lips and nodded. “You’ll still give him a chance? After all this?”


  I glanced at the shocked spacer in question and shrugged. “My job is to show him how to be a better officer.”


  “Simple as that?” his father asked.


  “Simple as that.”


  Captain Jacobs nodded and stood. “In that case, thank you.” He turned to his son and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Paul? Get your head out of your ass.” He looked back at me. “If you’d escort me out?”


  “Of course, Captain. Mr. Jacobs, you’re dismissed. Get back to your station. We’ll be docking at Gretna as soon as the tug gets back and shoves us in. You’ve got until then to make up your mind.”


  He looked up at me from his chair. “Make up my mind about what?”


  I waited, staring at him.


  Pip, silent until then, whispered, “Sar.”


  Mr. Jacobs shot him a venomous look but said, “Make up my mind about what, sar?” He laid on the word like it might be a dagger.


  Captain Jacobs sighed and shook his head.


  “About whether you want to straighten up and fly right or quit, Mr. Jacobs. Your future. Your choice. You are still dismissed. Get back to your station.”


  He flung himself up from the chair and marched out of the wardroom, slamming the door open against its stops.


  I walked the captain out to the brow and stood with him at the lock.


  He waved his arms in a shooing motion. “Everybody back in the ship. Prepare for departure.”


  His team turned and left as if they’d evaporated.


  Captain Jacobs glanced over at me. “Can he be saved?”


  “Honestly, Captain? I don’t know. His record for the voyage will follow him back to Port Newmar. The judge gave him a favor by not charging him with lying to the court. Cadets get into scrapes all the time. They’re not always career-ending.”


  “But how he behaves from here on?”


  “That will help.”


  The captain nodded. “You’ve given him a few favors already yourself, haven’t you?”


  I shrugged. “Captain’s prerogative. He just has to step up and accept it.”


  He nodded again. “Did you tell him what he has to do?”


  “Several times. All he has to do is take the test and get his half share rating. His quarter share pay and share is still forfeit but anything over that? It’s his.”


  “It’s not about the credits, though, is it,” Captain Jacobs said.


  “No. Never was.”


  “I’m sorry, Captain. I thought I’d raised him better than this.”


  “We can only do so much, I think. After that, it’s up to each of us to figure out.”


  “Something your father told you?” he asked, a little smile at the corners of his lips.


  I shook my head and chuckled. “No. I didn’t meet my father until I made captain. My mother raised me. I joined the crew of a freighter as a mess deck attendant when she passed away.”


  He stared at me for a long moment, some kind of calculation going on behind his eyes that showed up in his eyebrows. Eventually, he held out his hand. “Thank you, Captain.”


  I shook his hand and smiled. “I didn’t do anything more than my job, Captain.”


  He gave me a little shrug and a quick shake of his head. “You’d be perfectly within your rights to kick that kid off your ship, and me with him. This”—he waved his hand around at the mated locks—“should never have happened.”


  I shrugged. “But it did, and the only question is how we go on from here, isn’t it? Mr. Jacobs’s fate is in his own hands. I’m not making it easier for him than anybody else. Your fate?” I shrugged. “I suspect that rests with your superiors when you get back without a slaver in tow, won’t it?”


  He laughed and nodded. “You know, I hadn’t even thought that far ahead.”


  “You just had a boarding drill with a friendly captain.” I shrugged. “Coffee and cookies aren’t normally part of an actual boarding, are they?”


  “You knew?”


  “Not until I saw your name tag.” I nodded at his chest. “I always try to be a good host to everyone who comes to call. You sure you don’t want to do a safety inspection while you’re here?”


  He laughed again. “I would if I had the inspection team with me, but no. I’ll take my lumps with my commander.” He glanced back into the ship. “I’d be setting a poor example if I didn’t, wouldn’t I?”


  “Safe voyage, Captain Jacobs.”


  He stepped over the lock threshold into his own ship. “Safe voyage, Captain Wang.” He came to attention and saluted. I returned the salute as the lock doors closed.


  “Well, that was different,” Mr. Bentley said to nobody in particular.


  “Secure the lock and get ready to resume navigation stations, Ms. Usoko,” I said.


  “Secure the lock and resuming navigation stations momentarily, aye, Captain.”


  I headed for the bridge and stopped in the wardroom for a refill and another cookie.


  Pip still sat at the table, a pensive frown on his face. He looked up as I came back in. “That went about as well as I could have hoped for. The ship isn’t impounded. Nobody’s going to the brig.”


  I filled my mug and turned to look at him. “So why the long face?”


  “Did we misjudge the younger Jacobs?”


  I sighed. “Meaning should we have beaten him up and tossed him off the ship back in Dark Knight? Probably.” I took a sip of the coffee.


  He chuckled and shook his head. “Not what I meant, but I like the way you think.”


  “You should. You taught me. We’re getting back to navigation stations in a few. You wanna ride on the bridge with us?”


  “No. I’ll go back to my lonely hole and check up on the cargo monkeys. See what mischief they’ve been up to.”


  “You think they’ve been up to mischief?”


  He stood and brought his cup over for a refill. “No. I left them with the task of finding us a cargo we can take to The Junkyard.”


  “You heard from the Chernyakova?”


  He nodded. “No problems at Ice Rock. They’re going to Dark Knight with a load of ore for processing. They’ll get in three stops while we’re climbing in and out of the well here.” He gave me a glum look.


  “That’s good, right?”


  He shrugged and leaned against the sideboard next to me. “Yeah. It’s good. Abe’s doing great. Their quarterlies are right up there.” He sighed and took a sip. “I couldn’t do it any better myself.”


  “The student rises,” I said, toasting him. “Congrats.”


  “Our quarterlies are out the airlock,” he said. “These little cans and onesy-twosy things are impossible. I don’t know how anybody manages.”


  “Mostly by not onesy-twosy cans,” I said. “We held back because we wanted to match the Chernyakova, didn’t we?”


  He nodded and took another swig from his mug. “We did.” He glanced at me. “And I hate this damned ass-dragging in and out of the well.”


  “Can you unload here? At least make it worth our while?”


  He shrugged. “I got ten cans tagged at the back door. We swapped two but they gave us provenance on eight more. It’s not great, but it’s something.”


  “We have any empty cans?”


  He shook his head and lowered his face into his coffee cup. “No. No empty cans.”


  I looked over at him. “How’s the game going? You know who’s ahead?”


  “No. I don’t have access to their bank balances. I only know what they had going into Mel’s.” He still didn’t look over at me.


  “So who’s filling the empty cans?


  He did look over then and chuckled. “I might have made an arrangement with the galley staff.”


  “Not your cargo crew?”


  He shrugged. “Them, too.”


  “Engineering?”


  “They’ve got two.” He shrugged. “They put together a consortium. I think Natalya’s behind it.”


  “How are they doing?”


  “At least as well as we did. They’ve got the advantage of the Toe-Holds, but this Gretna stop is putting a crimp in everybody.”


  I nodded and pushed of the sideboard. “I need to get up to the bridge. Zoya will be calling us to nav stations in a tick.”


  He nodded and stopped me before I got to the door. “Ish? That was well done.”


  I shrugged. “Just the bus driver.”


  He laughed.


  Chapter 2


  Gretna Orbital: 
October 27, 2379


  Natalya showed up at the cabin door as soon as we finished docking. “Seriously? Jacobs complained to his father?”


  I nodded. “I’m not sure exactly what he communicated, but the fact that we’d levied his pay and shares while refusing him liberty featured highly in Captain Jacobs’s litany of charges.” I shrugged. “Come in. Have a seat.”


  She followed me in and flopped into one of the visitor chairs while I settled behind my console. “Jacobs didn’t look happy when he got back to his station.”


  “Suffice it to say that Jacobs père was not as supportive as Jacobs fils might have liked. I also got the impression that Mr. Jacobs was as surprised by his father’s intervention as we all were.”


  “So, what? He just bitched about his condition and Pops decided to bring the full weight and influence of the Trade Investigation Commission to put a stop to it?”


  “That’s what it looked like. Captain Jacobs backed us. He knows what’s at stake with taking him off the ship early.” I blew out a breath. “Are we being too subtle?”


  Her answer came almost immediately. “Maybe. I’ve been as direct as I can without actually telling him to get his head out of his butt and take the damn test so he can earn more than a credit a day.”


  “Let’s get him up here. See if we can get him motivated to save his career.”


  She pulled out her tablet and punched the screen a few times. “Summoned.” She looked up. “What’s his father going to do about the charges?”


  “False alarm. No harm. No foul.”


  “Will Pip file a complaint?”


  “I doubt it. I told the captain I’d back him on a ‘training mission’ scenario, but he seemed determined to own the error.” I looked at her. “Is Pip all right?”


  Her eyebrows shot up at that. “As far as I know. Why?”


  “He’s really unhappy about the ship’s performance in terms of profits.”


  She snorted. “Oh, that. The problem is that his model predicted one thing. The actual experiment?” She shook her head. “It’s made him a little grouchy.”


  Mr. Jacobs presented himself at the cabin door. “Wiper Paul Jacobs reporting as ordered, sar.”


  “Come in, Mr. Jacobs. Close the door. Have a seat.” I waved him into the chair beside Natalya. “We need to have a chat. Perhaps explain a few facts of life to you.”


  He swallowed hard but did as I asked, taking a cadet pose in the chair—sitting at attention in the front edge of the seat.


  “Relax,” Natalya said. “You’ve been a complete prat the entire voyage. We don’t seem to be able to break through that shell. We’d like to know why.”


  He glanced at her. “So, you’ve summoned me to the cabin? Is this another mast, sar?”


  “No. Think of it as a wake-up call. Obviously expecting you to think hasn’t worked, so we’re going to explain a few things before we send you back to work. But, I want to know—what the hell, Paul? What is your problem?”


  He frowned. “You’ve treated me like an idiot since I came on board. What did you expect, sar?”


  She shook her head. “We’ve treated you like a quarter share crewman. Just like everybody else. In what way have we singled you out?”


  He glanced at me before answering. “Do you treat every new quarter share as if they know nothing?” He made a deliberate pause. “Sar.”


  “Yes, actually. We do. Why? Do you know more than you’ve exhibited so far?”


  He scowled. “I know how to change a water filter. I’ve been changing scrubber cartridges since I was ten. You met my father. My mother works in engineering on a system hauler here in Gretna. I cut my teeth on this stuff.”


  “So why don’t you take the test? Prove it and move up? You think I like wasting your time and mine on this piddly crap?” She never raised her voice, but her words lashed at him.


  “Because taking the test is a waste of time. Made even worse because I can’t even keep the credits I’d earn from doing it. This trip was a stupid idea, and I should have stayed back at the Academy. At least then I’d be graduating without a blot on my record. Sar.”


  “Mr. Jacobs, how is your logic? Are you any good at reasoning? At drawing conclusions from your experiences?” I asked.


  He turned his scowl on me. “My logic is fine, Captain.”


  “Then repeat the penalty that I levied against you at your mast.”


  “You took my pay except for a credit a day as well as my quarter share for the remainder of the voyage. You’ve told me I can go ashore sometime but you’ve not said when. Captain.”


  “A fair approximation of the truth, Mr. Jacobs.” I nodded. “Now tell me again why you won’t take the exam that would give you a half share?”


  He blinked. “What?”


  “Your assessment of my punishment is somewhat flawed. I took your quarter share salary and share. I restricted you to the ship until you proved you could pull your own load. You have failed to execute even the simplest of tasks given you beyond the bare minimum required of a quarter share crew member, Mr. Jacobs. I understand venting your displeasure in messages to your family, but your conclusions seem to be at odds with reality.”


  “I didn’t expect we’d come to Gretna,” he said, looking to one side. “Or that he’d try to arrest you.”


  “Small matter to me.” I shrugged. “Might be a bigger matter to him. You’ve made him look bad professionally.”


  He swallowed and sighed, looking down at his fists clenched in his lap. “Yes.”


  “How many times have I asked you about the exam?” Natalya asked.


  He shook his head without looking at her. “I don’t know. Dozens. Maybe hundreds.”


  “And you’ve dug your heels in. Refused to even study for it.”


  He nodded.


  “Can you pass it?”


  He blew out a breath and shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know, sar. Probably. Listening to the others talk about it, seems pretty simple.”


  “Oh, it is. Should be a piece of cake for somebody who cut their teeth on this stuff.” She shook her head. “Why are you in the bottom half of the class?”


  He looked at her then, a frown washing across his face. “What’s that got to do with anything?”


  “Maybe nothing. Maybe everything. Are you this pigheaded when it comes to doing the Academy work?”


  “Pigheaded? Why should I take this stupid test when I’ll get nothing out of it?”


  “I wouldn’t call it nothing.” She shook her head. “You want to go on liberty, right?”


  “Yes. Sar.”


  “What has the captain put on as a condition for that privilege?”


  “He hasn’t said.” He shot me a glare.


  “He most certainly has. I was there when he told you. He’s repeated it again today but you’ve got your head so far up your own self-righteous backside you’re looking out at the world through your own navel.” She gave him a moment to draw breath but continued. “What did he just say?”


  “That I’ve failed to perform the simplest tasks of a quarter share crewman.” His glare failed to scorch me in my chair. “Which is a lie.”


  “No, Mr. Jacobs. That’s not what I said, but I accept that it’s what you heard. Which is why you’re here now.”


  His glare turned into a confused frown. “What did you say, Captain? Because that’s exactly what I heard.”


  Natalya sat foreword and got in his face. “What he said was that you’ve failed to perform even the simplest tasks beyond the bare minimum required of a quarter share crew member.”


  “Same thing, isn’t it, sar? You’re just splitting hairs. What is it that I’m supposed to have been doing?”


  She sighed and pressed her lips together. “What’s the one thing that I’ve asked you to do? Maybe dozens of times? Something that is beyond the bare minimum of getting dressed in the morning and showing up on time?”


  He frowned. “The test?”


  “The test, Mr. Jacobs. We’ve been telling you what you needed to do for weeks. You have steadfastly refused to do it.” She tilted her head to one side. “Why, Mr. Jacobs?”


  “Because it doesn’t matter.” He sighed. “Why is this so hard for you to understand, sar? It’s busy work.”


  “It’s your ticket to liberty,” I said. “It’s a way for you to earn more than the amount the ship taken from your pay and share. Is that nothing? If so, why are you complaining to your father?”


  His jaw worked but no words came out for several moments. “Why didn’t you say so?”


  “We did. You just heard what you wanted to hear.” I shook my head. “You’re at the Academy to be an officer. I’d expect any rating to be able to figure out the puzzle I set for you.”


  “How was I supposed to know?” he asked.


  “You’re right. I did not tell you, ‘Here, Paul. You just need to do this one simple thing so you can go ashore again’ because it’s the one simple thing we’ve been hounding you to do since before we left Newmar Orbital. I even told you that you needed to take the test when I refused to let you leave the ship at The Ranch.” I paused to let that sink in. “Your father thinks you might be a good officer someday. Right now you’re proving him wrong.”


  “What? Because I can’t read your mind, Captain?”


  “Because you can’t see beyond your own preconceived notions. What you want is paramount. Even to the point of ignoring evidence to the contrary. Even logic. You assumed that my words meant something other than what I said. You thought that by attaching your quarter share compensation, I’d also attach your half or even full share. So, with that chip on your shoulder, you’ve steadfastly refused to do that one thing. Not even just doing it for the sake of having something to do other than lie on your rack and stare at the one above you. You demonstrate a singular lack of self-awareness, a nearly complete lack of initiative, and very little by way of imagination. That’s not exactly officer material, is it?”


  His lips pressed together, anger still clear in the flush in his neck and his red ears. “So, what’s my punishment now, Captain? Is it even worth continuing? Should I take my father up on his offer now that we’re docked? Pack my gear and go?”


  “How about you get your head out of your ass and go take the test at the CJPCT office on the oh-one deck,” Natalya said.


  “I’m not allowed to leave the ship, in case you’ve forgotten, sar.”


  She sighed and shook her head. “You’re not allowed on liberty. Don’t they teach anything at the Academy anymore?”


  “This is crazy,” he said.


  “You’re right. It is.” She shrugged. “Pack your gear. Get out of here.”


  His jaw dropped and his eyes all but bulged in their sockets.


  “Or shut up and go take the test. Your call.”


  His jaw clamped shut with an audible snap. He looked at me.


  I nodded. “We’re at a Confederation port, Mr. Jacobs. You don’t need to wait for the testing period.”


  “What if I don’t pass it? I haven’t even looked at the material.”


  “You claim you cut your teeth on this stuff, Mr. Jacobs. Put up or shut up.”


  He frowned. “What if I don’t pass?”


  “I won’t penalize you for failing, Mr. Jacobs.”


  Natalya gave a little nod. “He’s right. We’re only penalizing you for not trying.”


  He frowned and looked down, something ticking over in his head for what might have been the first time since I’d met him. “What do I need to do? What’s the procedure, sar?”


  “Since you’re restricted to the ship, we’ll send an escort with you to the testing center. You’ll be in uniform. You’ll present your credentials to the clerk and ask to take the test. The clerk will take you to a booth where you’ll take whatever test you’ve asked for. Ratings exams are timed, but they’re graded automatically and you’ll get the results as you leave. Bring the results back here.” I shrugged.


  “Why couldn’t I do that in the Toe-Holds?”


  “The testing facilities are CPJCT. They only exist in CPJCT orbitals.” I shrugged. “We’re here now. We appear to have your attention. The only missing piece is you, Mr. Jacobs.”


  “If I take it and pass, I’ll get paid again?”


  “Yes, Mr. Jacobs. You’ll get whatever is due you minus the quarter share amount.” I shrugged. “I’m not exactly the oracle at Delphi in my pronouncements. I don’t use words I don’t mean, Mr. Jacobs. Paying attention to those words can mean the difference between profit and loss for a ship.”


  “Even as an engineer,” Natalya said. “Maybe especially as an engineer.”


  “What if I fail?”


  “You’d still be a quarter share,” I said. “But I’d lift the restriction on liberty. All I ever asked was for you to step up. I never asked you to pass.”


  He frowned and sighed. “Or I can quit.”


  I nodded. “Or you can quit, if you want. I won’t hold you to the contract.”


  He looked at Natalya. “Ms. Usoko? Take the test or quit? Is that the choice you’re giving me?”


  She pursed her lips for a moment, staring at him under a furrowed brow, then shrugged. “Make me a counter offer, Mr. Jacobs.”


  “We’ll be in port four days, sar?”


  She looked at me and I nodded. “That’s the plan.”


  “Tomorrow. I’ll take the test tomorrow. Is that good enough, sar?”


  I shrugged. “Good enough for me, Mr. Jacobs.”


  “And I’ll get paid for the rank I earn, not the job I’m doing? Minus the quarter share amount, Captain?”


  “That’s our policy, so yes. You’ll get paid the difference between quarter share and the rank you hold.”


  He nodded. “What time should I be ready tomorrow, sar?”


  “You have the overnight watch, don’t you?” Natalya asked.


  “Yes, sar. I’ll be off at 0400.”


  “Get some sleep. The office is on a day worker schedule so they won’t open before 0800.”


  “So, 1000, sar?”


  I gave him a nod. “We’ll have an escort ready for you at the brow, Mr. Jacobs. 1000.”


  He gave me an accusing stare. “This could have all been avoided if you’d just told me in the beginning, sar.”


  I shrugged. “We told you before you got into trouble at Dark Knight. We’ve been telling you all along. It took getting here for you to hear it.”


  “You didn’t tell me that I had to take the test in order to get liberty. You didn’t tell me I could get some amount of pay if I held a higher rank, sar.”


  “That’s true, Mr. Jacobs. I didn’t. I would have expected any other quarter share to figure it out. That goes double for a cadet. Why do you think I let you flounder around on your own, Mr. Jacobs? Some kind of sick desire to see you punished?”


  He bit his lips together. “I’m not privy to the captain’s thought processes, Captain.”


  “I didn’t ask you that. I asked what you thought, Mr. Jacobs.”


  He looked at Natalya who shrugged. He looked back at me and shook his head. “I thought it was part of my punishment, Captain. That I was doomed to finish the voyage broke and going stir crazy from being locked in the ship.”


  “Fair enough. What led you to that thinking?”


  “It seemed obvious, sar. You all but threatened me with expulsion at the Academy when we get back.” He shrugged.


  “I can’t speak for the Academy, Mr. Jacobs. I don’t even work for them.”


  He scoffed. “You’re just splitting hairs. You and Commandant Giggone go way back. I’ve heard the stories. Mr. Carstairs is CEO of the company that technically owns the ship, but the Academy owns the company. You may not report to the Academy, but you sure as hell work for them.”


  “So? Technicalities don’t matter? Is that your assessment?”


  “In this instance, no, sar. Whatever you tell the commandant? That’s what’s going on my record.”


  “Not true,” Natalya said. “Maybe it’s your assessment, but it’s not true.”


  He frowned. “How dumb do you two think I am, sar?”


  “Honestly? Pretty dumb.” She shrugged.


  His face blanked out in shock, his eyes wide and jaw half open.


  “You asked. Don’t ask the question if you don’t want the answer. What you don’t seem to be grasping is that we’re trying to smarten you up, not kick you out the airlock.”


  I leaned forward over my console. “You’re sitting at a table, complaining of hunger but refusing to eat the meal in front of you, Mr. Jacobs. We’ve told you repeatedly what you needed to do. You’ve repeatedly refused. I apologize for believing in you. For thinking that, eventually, you’d come to a point of desperation where you’d think ‘Hey, maybe I should do what they’re asking me to do even though it’s pointless and stupid because not doing it isn’t helping me either.’ So, yes. Having TIC show up to arrest me and confiscate the ship was a wake-up call. For me, Mr. Jacobs. You are that dumb.” I sighed. “The question is whether you stay that way or not.”


  He stood, his face red and his eyes squinted. “I didn’t come here to be insulted, Captain.”


  “How many windows in Hutchins Gym, cadet?” I asked.


  He stared at me like I’d grown a second head.


  “I asked you a question, cadet.”


  “I thought I was a quarter share crew member, sar. Isn’t that what you’ve been telling me?”


  “Then maybe start acting like one. My mistake was treating you like a quarter share crew member. Somebody who’s working for the good of the ship and her crew. Somebody who’s willing to take the extra steps necessary to see that everybody gets home safely.” I gave him a little shrug. “Somebody who’s willing to eke out every last credit by parsing every opportunity six ways before breakfast. You’re not even acting like a cadet. A cadet would have answered the question. Why is that, Mr. Jacobs?”


  “To avoid demerits and abuse, sar.”


  “So, you went to the Academy to be insulted but not here?”


  “You’re twisting my words, Captain.”


  “Yes. I am. Sit down, Mr. Jacobs. You haven’t been dismissed yet.”


  “Are you going to keep insulting me? Should I just pack my bag and leave now?”


  I pursed my lips and leaned back in my chair, sparing a glance for Natalya’s frown. “Ms. Usoko?”


  “It’s your ship, Skipper.”


  “Are you willing to keep Mr. Jacobs in your division?”


  She folded her arms and looked up at him. “Refusing a direct order from the captain seems like a pretty serious issue.”


  I frowned. “True, but given his current emotional state, I’m willing to overlook it for the moment.” I looked him dead in the eyes. “Sit down, Mr. Jacobs.”


  For one scintillating moment, I thought the idiot might refuse. He lowered himself into the seat.


  “I don’t know what crawled up your butt and started chewing on your insides, Mr. Jacobs. I very much want to resolve the issue before you get back to Port Newmar.”


  “Just kick me out and have done with it.” He spat the words like venom on the deck.


  I shook my head. “No. If you leave, it’s on your own head. You’ll have to live with being a quitter. I’m not taking that burden off your shoulders because of some stupidity on my part. You don’t get to have the excuse that you could have been an officer except for some jumped-up captain on a training cruise who tossed you out onto the docks. If you fail, it’ll be on your own merits. Am I being clear enough, Mr. Jacobs?”


  “You’ll need to spell it out for me, Captain. I’m pretty dumb.”


  “I think you have potential, Mr. Jacobs. I believe you might make a good officer someday. I think you’ve got off on the wrong foot here because this ship does not operate in the manner you expected. The Toe-Holds are not what you thought, and that caused you to take a potentially career-ending action. I say potentially because it’s really going to be up to Commandant Giggone when she reviews your record. Your whole record, Mr. Jacobs. Everything you did on the voyage. How well did you do your job? How well did you integrate with the crew? How many times did you step up, even when not asked? How sincere are you in your desire to save your potential career as an officer? That’s what goes in your record, Mr. Jacobs. That’s what the commandant is going to be looking at when she sees you were convicted of a serious crime the first time you stepped onto a Toe-Hold station. She’s going to be looking for some mitigating circumstance. She’s going to be looking for whether or not you recovered from your misstep. She’s going to be trying to find a reason to keep you, Mr. Jacobs, because every cadet is her responsibility. Every cadet may become an officer and be in charge of people who depend on them to do the right thing. Doing the right thing doesn’t mean not making mistakes. It means owning them and finding ways to mitigate the fallout. It means continuing, even when the easy thing is to quit. To throw up your hands and walk away.” I took a breath and watched him chew through my words. “Could I have taken your hand and led you to the solution? Yes. Ms. Usoko thought I should right after the mast. She wasn’t sure you would be able to find the path. It seems she was right. You weren’t. That was my mistake, Mr. Jacobs. One I’m owning and working to remedy. Is that clear enough for you?”


  He frowned. “Yes, sar.”


  “Do you believe me, Mr. Jacobs?”


  He blinked. “Believe you, Captain?”


  “Yes. You seem to think that I operate in a clandestine manner. That I’m just biding my time until I can turn you back to the Academy and tell the commandant what a terrible officer you’d make.”


  “Pardon me for saying so, but it sure looked like that from my perspective, Captain.”


  “Are you willing to accept that your perspective might be skewed by your expectations?” I shrugged. “I know mine was. I expected you to see the opportunities. To take advantage of them. You haven’t, and I’ve had to spell them out for you.”


  “But you’d have expected a quarter share to do so, Captain?”


  “Yes. Ms. Usoko?”


  She shrugged. “Oh, yes. I’d at least have expected a quarter share to recognize they had a problem and bump it up the chain.”


  “In truth, I would have booted a quarter share before this.” I shrugged. “If any of the senior ratings had done what you’ve done as a quarter share, none of them would be senior ratings on my ship.”


  He laughed. “That’s a given, isn’t it, Captain?”


  I smiled at him. “Nice to see your brain is engaging again, Mr. Jacobs. Do you have anything else you’d like to say to me or Ms. Usoko?”


  He looked back and forth between us a couple of times and sighed before shaking his head. “No, Captain.”


  “Dismissed, Mr. Jacobs. Study well.”


  He gave me a surprised look but took his leave without further comment.


  “Think it helped?” Natalya asked.


  I chuckled. “It could hardly have gone worse, could it?”


  She gave me a rueful grin. “He didn’t hit either of us. That would have been worse.”


  I nodded. “But he didn’t. I think there’s hope for him.”


  She smiled and nodded. “Me, too.”


  Chapter 3


  Gretna Orbital: 
October 28, 2379


  At 0945 I changed into an undress uniform and headed for the brow.


  Mr. Bentley looked up from the console as I stepped out of the passageway. “Morning, Skipper.”


  “Mr. Bentley. How are you doing on the spec/2 exam?”


  “It’s a lot.” He grimaced. “The exam questions seem kinda squirmy. I’m pretty sure I know the answers, but the correct answers aren’t always the ones I pick.”


  I laughed. “Stay with it. Is Mr. Jenson able to help?”


  “Not really. There’s not enough overlap between astrogation and ship handling for it to matter.” He shrugged. “I remember Dale going through hell on the spec/2 exam. I’m not even at the gate yet. Is there something I can do for you, Cap?”


  “I’m expecting Mr. Jacobs at 1000. He hasn’t been here yet, has he?”


  Mr. Bentley shook his head. “No, sar. Is he out of the doghouse yet?”


  “Not yet. We’re going to work on that this morning.”


  His eyes widened. “You got him to take the exam, sar?”


  “He’s still restricted to the ship until he does. He said he’d take it this morning, but he needs an escort to go ashore.”


  Mr. Bentley nodded. “Who’s the lucky stiff, sar?”


  I smiled and shrugged.


  His eyes went wide but Mr. Jacobs came out of the passageway before he said anything. His mouth closed with a click of teeth.


  “Ready, Mr. Jacobs?” I asked.


  “Yes, Captain. I guess we’re just waiting on the escort?”


  “No, your escort is here. Mr. Bentley, mark us ashore if you would. Should be back in time for lunch.”


  “Captain and Mr. Jacobs are ashore, aye, sar.”


  I hit the lock release while Mr. Jacobs still stared.


  “You, sar?”


  I shrugged. “I was free. Shall we?” I started down the ramp and made it nearly to the bottom before Mr. Jacobs caught up to me.


  “Seriously, Captain? You’re my escort?” He shook his head.


  “Is there a problem with that?”


  He sighed. “You don’t trust me.”


  A small laugh bubbled out of me. “Sorry. It’s not that. I have business at the exam office myself. I’m not here to keep you under guard. I’m here to support you. After all the angst you went through, the least I can do is see it through with you.”


  He shook his head. “Still feels like I’m dragging my father along, sar.”


  “Your father struck me as a fair man. Would it be so bad?”


  He shrugged. “You don’t have him stashed away someplace to surprise me, do you, Captain?”


  “No. This is just you and me, Mr. Jacobs. Do you object to having me as your escort?”


  He shook his head. “No, sar. Just thought you’d assign somebody like—I don’t know. One of the senior ratings.”


  I steered us to the lift and pressed the call button. “The problem is that all the senior ratings are either on watch, getting ready to go on watch, or on liberty. I could have asked for volunteers, but that didn’t sit well with me. In a certain sense, this is our mess. Seems only fair we should clean it up.”


  “Our mess, Captain?”


  The lift doors opened with a ding and a half dozen spacers in civilian clothing came out. They exited in good order, nodding to me as they passed and leaving a whiff of beer in their wake. I waved Mr. Jacobs in and followed him. “Yes. I misjudged the situation. That makes your recalcitrance my problem.” I pressed the oh-one button. The doors started to close, but an engineering third officer in undress khakis darted through the gap, causing them to open again.


  He looked at me, eyes wide. “Sorry, Captain.”


  I glanced at his name plate. “No problem, Mr. Osbert. Oh-one deck work for you?” I held my hand ready to press a different button.


  “Perfect, Captain. Thank you.”


  We remained silent for the short drop down one deck. I stepped out as soon as the doors opened and the three of us paraded to the CPCJT testing office together. Mr. Osbert reached ahead and held the door open for us, following us in. “Seems like the day for it, eh, Skipper?” he asked.


  “Thank you, Mr. Osbert. It does indeed. Are you going for your engineering second?”


  He offered a shy smile. “Does it show?”


  “Only by the circumstances. We’re all here for the same reason, aren’t we?” I grinned. “After you, Mr. Osbert. Good luck.”


  He nodded. “Thank you, Captain.”


  We gave him room to finish his business with the clerk and nodded to Mr. Jacobs. “You’re on, Mr. Jacobs. Good luck.”


  He negotiated with the clerk for a machinist test, completed the transaction, and followed the clerk to a testing station without looking back.


  The clerk returned and smiled at me. “Captain? Can I help you?”


  “I hope so. I’d like the engineering certificate training package for small ships.”


  He nodded and poked at his console a few times, before nodding at a thumb pad on the counter. “Can I have your ID, Captain?”


  I pressed the pad and his console beeped once.


  “You already hold a steward cert, Skipper?”


  “I do. Do I need to renew it?”


  He pursed his lips and shook his head. “No, sar. Just confirming I have the right Captain Ishmael Wang.” He nodded at the pad again. “That’s a hundred credits. Your first test is free.” He grinned.


  I pressed my thumb on the pad again.


  He nodded and my tablet bipped. “You should have the current update now, sar.”


  I pulled out my tablet and confirmed that my handbook showed the update. “Thank you, I do.”


  “Anything else, Skipper?”


  “Do you have a place I can wait for my crew member? He’s just gone in for a mechanic’s test.”


  He nodded to a testing alcove off to the side. “You can have a seat at that station, Captain. I can’t guarantee I won’t need to boot you if somebody needs it, but it’s a slow day.” He grinned. “Most spacers don’t get here until afternoon.”


  “Thank you.” I crossed the office and got comfortable before pulling out my tablet and opening the engineering packet.


  About a stan later, Mr. Jacobs came out from the back and crossed to the clerk. I marked my place and holstered my tablet before stepping out of the alcove.


  “Congratulations, Mr. Jacobs,” the clerk said. “You now hold a full share machinist rating valid on any vessel requiring same. If you’d thumb the tab?”


  He pressed his thumb and nodded. “Thanks.”


  The clerk grinned. “You’re welcome.”


  Mr. Jacobs turned and nodded to me. “Machinist, Captain.”


  “I heard, Mr. Jacobs. Congratulations.”


  He nodded and pressed his lips together for a moment. “Thank you, Captain.”


  “Let’s get back to the ship. You’ll want to get into civvies before you go ashore.” I led him out of the office and around the promenade toward the lift.


  “Did you take a test, Captain?”


  “Not yet. The clerk was nice enough to let me sit there while I waited.” I pressed the lift call and stepped back from the doors.


  “I didn’t think captains needed to take tests, sar.” He glanced over at me. “Isn’t it one and done?”


  I chuckled. “For the most part, yes, Mr. Jacobs. To be fair, that one was over ten stanyers long and required me to convince three other captains that I should sit in the big chair.” The lift doors opened to an empty car and I followed Mr. Jacobs in. “I had to get a certificate to carry passengers when I owned the Iris. I’m actually applying for an engineering certificate in case I decide to work on a fast packet again.”


  His eyebrows rose. “Is that likely, Captain?”


  I thought about that for a couple of moments and pushed the button to take us up to the docks. “Likely? I don’t know. Possible? Yes. The thing is that if the opportunity comes, I’d like to be ready for it. I’m planning ahead.”


  The raised eyebrows fell into a frown. “Isn’t that a lot of work for something that might not happen, sar?”


  I shrugged. “Possibly, but I’d have a problem if the opportunity came along and I hadn’t done the work. I’d hate to think I let it get away from me just because I never considered the possibility.”


  “You really think that far ahead, Captain?”


  I sighed. “I haven’t always. That lack has bitten my buttocks before. Realistically, I can’t anticipate everything. Even if I could, there’s a limit to what I can do.” I shrugged and gave him a grin. “Right now? I need a hobby. Studying engineering seems like it might be rewarding.”


  He grimaced. “It all seems so far away, sar.”


  “Focus on what you can do right now, Mr. Jacobs. You’ve taken the first step by making full share in engineering. It probably won’t change what you do on a daily basis, but it should make it less opaque.”


  He shrugged and gave me a grin. “No less tedious, though, will it, Skipper?”


  I laughed as the door opened and led the way out of the car.


    


  Zoya gave me one of her half-smiles over dinner in the wardroom. “Engineering, Captain? Really?”


  Natalya chuckled and Pip looked up from his plate. “What’s this?” he asked.


  “News travels fast,” Natalya said. “You made quite an impression on Mr. Jacobs.”


  I sighed. “I hope this one is a bit more favorable than the last one.”


  She took a bite of steamed broccoli and shrugged.


  “Engineering?” Pip asked. “What have I missed?”


  “I escorted Mr. Jacobs to the testing center this morning to take his machinist exam. While I was there, I picked up the study package for a small ship endorsement in engineering.”


  “When I said you needed a hobby, I thought more like crochet or cosmology or something,” Pip said, grinning behind his coffee mug. “You planning something?”


  It took a force of will to keep from glancing at Zoya. “No. Just thought it might come in handy in my dotage.”


  “What? Soloing a fast packet around the Annex?” His frown deepened. “Why would you think such a thing?”


  Mr. MacBradaigh leaned in. “Is this unusual? A captain having extra certifications?”


  “I already have a steward’s endorsement on my master’s ticket. I needed it to carry passengers on the ship I used to own.”


  “You know an engineering third officer would have sufficed for a fast packet. You didn’t need a chief.” Natalya shrugged. “You could have done it yourself with the engineering endorsement.”


  I sighed. “Which is why I’m studying now.”


  Zoya chuckled and took a bite of her chicken marsala.


  “You’d only need an engineering second for a tractor.” Natalya glanced at me while breaking a biscuit open. “You always sailed with a chief, didn’t you?”


  “I did. DST put chiefs on all their tractors.”


  “Habits are hard to break,” Zoya said. “Seriously, Skipper. Not what I expected for a hobby.”


  Natalya grinned across the table at her. “Oh, he’s planning something. That’s a good sign.”


  Pip looked at her. “Really? How do you figure?”


  She shrugged. “For starters, it means he’s looking ahead.”


  I cleared my throat and Natalya gave me a smirk before taking a bite of her risotto.


  Pip looked at me with narrowed eyes. He pressed his lips together but didn’t speak.


  “Mr. MacBradaigh. How do you see the orbitals, now that you’ve visited a few of the Toe-Holds?” I asked.


  Zoya said something so softly I barely caught it. It sounded like “That was smooth.”


  “They’re a lot smaller than I remember,” Mr. MacBradaigh said, a grin lighting up his face. “And sterile. I never noticed how singularly focused they are.”


  “They only exist as gateways to somewhere else,” Pip said. “Even for us, they’re just stopovers. While a few people might live their entire lives there, orbitals exist for transit. Up and down to the surface. Trade flows in and out. Almost none of their clientele make it their life. About the only people who live here are those who operate the machinery to keep the place going.”


  Mr. MacBradaigh nodded. “That’s not true on the stations. Why?”


  “There’s no planet,” I said. “It feels too simplistic, but I think that’s the answer. The station exists and has to be enough. You can’t take a holiday at the beach. There’s no family below to visit. Everybody is there. It’s why the arts flourish in the Toe-Holds. There are some exceptions in the High Line, but artists and artisans don’t live on the orbitals. There’s no room for them in the machinery of commerce.”


  “Clearly that’s not true,” Mr. MacBradaigh said. “The stations are nothing if not machines of commerce.”


  “You have it half right,” Zoya said. “They’re not only machines of commerce. They’re homes and dreams. Orbitals? They’re the cold edge of space for those who have some place warmer to be.”


  “Ms. Usoko. That’s poetic.” Mr. MacBradaigh raised his water glass in a toast and bowed his head a fraction. “Is that how you all see it?”


  Pip blew out a breath and shrugged. “More or less. One factor is population. The orbitals only support so many people. Anybody who doesn’t belong has to go somewhere else. Planets. Non-CPCJT outposts like the backdoors we use to get in and out of the Toe-Holds. If a station has too many people, they just weld on more housing.”


  “Surely, it’s not that simple.”


  Pip shrugged again. “Real estate is finite, but the universe isn’t. All right, you need more than an empty can and a welding torch to expand a station, but you can’t expand an orbital. CPCJT won’t allow it.”


  “Really?” Mr. MacBradaigh looked around the table. “Won’t allow it?”


  Pip drew in a noisy breath and looked up at the overhead. “How to say this? What if you wanted to add another deck on the orbital?”


  Mr. MacBradaigh nodded. “That would be a logical expansion.”


  “How do you get such a project approved?” Pip asked. “You can’t just jet out in a hard suit and start welding.”


  Mr. MacBradaigh frowned. “No. I suppose not. There must be a process, though.”


  “I’m sure there is,” Pip said. “What does it take to get a new department approved at the Academy?”


  Mr. MacBradaigh blinked and laughed. “Oh. Yes. I see. It’s possible to do, theoretically, just so difficult that it doesn’t happen.”


  “And since everybody knows it’s that difficult, they save themselves the bother and find another way to accomplish whatever end the expansion was meant to address,” Pip said.


  Mr. MacBradaigh’s lips screwed up into a wry smile. “Just like at the Academy.”


  “Even your work,” Pip said. “You’re not adding a new department for Toe-Hold education, although you must admit there’s enough out there to warrant such an expansion. History, economics, culture. Just teaching the basics of Toe-Hold life could consume the efforts of a dozen faculty.”


  He nodded. “You’re right. I wouldn’t have imagined it without seeing it. It’s almost incomprehensible to me in its scope and importance, and I’ve been there. Seen it.”


  “Yet, you’re going to write the curriculum for one course. Not a department. Perhaps not even a whole semester, right?”


  “I haven’t determined the scope, but yes. Commandant Giggone’s expectations are that I’m writing the content to replace what’s currently being offered.”


  “That’s why orbitals don’t expand. Sure, you can change it any way you like. Just fill out these forms and explain exactly why, how much it will cost, who’s going to do it, why is it being done again? Include the environmental impact study along with the implications for the increased mass on the orbital positioning in geosynchronous orbit along with the costs of adjusting the orbit for the greater mass of the orbital.” Pip shook his head. “It’s probably inaccurate to say ‘not allowed.’ The net effect of the procedure needed to make a change makes change virtually impossible.”


  “Back to the original question,” Mr. MacBradaigh said. “I confess the orbitals feel a little cramped. I very much see the difference, but I couldn’t have imagined it based on what you told me back at Newmar.” He shook his head. “Even knowing better now and recognizing that your descriptions understated the actual difference then.”


  “How’s the recording going?” Zoya asked.


  He shook his head. “Not well. I was able to get an interview with the archivist at Mel’s Place, but few people on the plaza were willing to talk to me, even with the video turned off.”


  “What about The Ranch?” she asked.


  “I couldn’t find anybody who would talk with me at all.” He shrugged. “I suspect there’s some flaw in my approach.”


  Pip chuckled. “What gave it away?”


  Mr. MacBradaigh frowned at him. “Was that called for?”


  Pip shook his head. “No, I’m sorry. It probably wasn’t. Just struck me as funny. If they’re unwilling to talk to you at all, then the obvious answer is you’re not coming across as somebody they want to talk to. No suspicion involved there. Do you want some help?”


  Mr. MacBradaigh’s frown deepened. “Are you implying that I might need it?”


  “Yes.”


  “What are you basing that critique on? You don’t even know what I’m doing.”


  “On your results, Mr. MacBradaigh. Look at it from some random person’s point of view. You’re a large man accosting strangers in the plaza. That alone is enough to put some people off. What’s your approach? Pretend we’re on the plaza at Mel’s. I’m on my way to work. How do you approach me?”


  “Excuse me. Do you have a few moments to discuss Toe-Hold space?”


  Natalya bit her lips together and ducked back behind Pip.


  Zoya took a sip of coffee and kept the mug in front of her mouth.


  “Yeah. That probably needs work. Did you have the recorder running?”


  Mr. MacBradaigh shook his head, a disapproving frown pulling his eyebrows and lips down. “Of course not. It would be unethical to record them without permission. I had the release ready, but even people who were willing to speak to me initially backed out when presented with it.” He shrugged. “I don’t know how else to do it.”


  “I’ll ask again. Do you want some help?” Pip shrugged. “I can’t guarantee you’ll have any better success, but you have to admit—” He paused, eyebrows raised.


  Mr. MacBradaigh sighed, looking down at his plate. “I could hardly do worse?”


  Pip nodded. “We’re heading for The Junkyard next. It’s not quite as old as Mel’s Place, but there’s a lot of history in the Yard. A lot of it physical. Ships. Equipment. Instrumentation. Maybe some old logs. People take history very seriously there. It’s their bread and butter.”


  Mr. MacBradaigh nodded. “I would appreciate anything you might have to suggest.” He looked around at us. “Any of you. I find myself drawn into this project in ways I never experienced on earlier work.”


  “Start organizing your notes, Mr. MacBradaigh,” Natalya said, leaning in to peek around Pip. “The new curriculum will need a text. You’re going to be the only one who can write it.”


  He shook his head. “I’m no author. I just design the curricula. I’m not sure it would even be ethical for me to create the materials—and profit from them—as well.”


  “You may find yourself in the classroom,” Zoya said. “Instructors assign their own books all the time. Margaret Stevens does. Nobody thinks twice about it.”


  “Yes, but Chief Stevens wrote the book—” His brain evidently caught up with his mouth.


  Zoya grinned at him. “Somebody had to. Somebody will have to write this one, too. Is there anyone more qualified?”


  He looked at Pip. “Possibly.”


  Pip snorted. “Don’t look at me. I don’t have the patience for it.”


  Natalya nudged him with her elbow. “You can tell a story, though. The best textbooks tell a story.”


  “It’s a big story,” Mr. MacBradaigh said. “Bigger than I imagined.”


  Zoya lowered her coffee cup and leaned forward. “The official story is sparse on purpose. It’s meant to minimize the importance of the Toe-Holds in favor of the CPJCT.”


  “Yes, but this?” Mr. MacBradaigh shook his head. “This is over two centuries of growth and change.”


  “So break it down. What are the key points?” she asked.


  “I don’t know. That’s one of the problems. In the official histories, the important points are the first leased system, the first orbital. There’s not much of a story there because there are no failures. No breakthroughs.”


  Natalya snorted. “That you know of.”


  Mr. MacBradaigh leaned forward to look at her more directly. “Are you saying there have been?”


  “No. What I’m saying is that it would be next to impossible to find them in the High Line. Breakthroughs?” She shrugged. “Maybe if they cast the Confederated Planets in the proper light. Otherwise, a breakthrough that happened because the powers-that-be were dumb? Yeah. You won’t find those. Maybe not even in the Toe-Holds unless somebody out here gave them the answers.”


  “That’s why you never hear about High Tortuga on an orbital unless you look at the banking terminals,” Pip said. “All of the kiosks are rebranded for the Confederation, but the terminals themselves run High Tortuga code. It’s on the bottom of every screen in little tiny letters.”


  “What about comms terminals?” Mr. MacBradaigh asked. “I thought High Tortuga ran those, too.”


  “Most people use peedas or tablets. They all sync to a network. The network is controlled by the organization. Shipnet, station net. Where do you think that nomenclature came from? Orbitals don’t have orbital net, do they?”


  He shook his head. “I don’t know. Do they?”


  “Station net, as far as I’ve ever seen. It’s a throwback. Station net scans better than orbital net. One fewer syllable.”


  “So one key event was establishing Mel’s Place. Another is High Tortuga.” Mr. MacBradaigh looked around the table. “Are there other obvious ones?”


  “The shift in ownership at Dark Knight Station. That could have been a disaster. It’s one of the few changes of ownership that I know of.” Natalya looked at Zoya. “I don’t know if you’d include UMS 17’s evolution to Zvezda Moya. That was the biggest catastrophe I’ve heard of, but there are probably others.”


  “I wouldn’t include it myself, but I’m not writing the history.” Zoya grinned at Mr. MacBradaigh. “You can interview us about it, but I’m not sure we’re the right people to tell you the story.”


  “You know who you should ask when we get back is Inky,” Natalya said. “She was still at Dark Knight the last time I knew. She does the astrogation updates.”


  Mr. MacBradaigh frowned. “I’m not following.”


  “Inge Sonjasdottir. A cartographer. She manages the astrogation database for the Western Annex,” Zoya said. “Her nickname is Inky.”


  “By herself?” He blinked in astonishment. “One person?”


  Pip laughed. “I doubt that. She’s the main distributor of updated charts for the Western Annex. Has been for decades now. I’d be very much surprised if she’s not just running some kind of query against the High Tortuga databases and adding in any new reports. Almost every new station has one banking terminal. It puts them on the map.”


  Mr. MacBradaigh got a faraway look. “So High Tortuga is more important than just as the clearinghouse for monetary transactions.”


  “Indeed,” Pip said.


  “What about Port Lumineux?” Natalya asked, giving Pip a sly look out of the corners of her eyes.


  He frowned at her. “What about it?”


  “How long has that been out here?” She looked at Mr. MacBradaigh. “Pip’s family has been in the Western Annex since the earliest days.”


  “Really?” Mr. MacBradaigh gave Pip a long stare. “And this Port Lumineux?”


  “The Carstairs main office,” Pip said with a shrug as he stared into his empty cup for a moment before reaching for the coffee carafe. “Nothing to see there.”


  Zoya snorted. “I’ve been there, Pip.”


  He shot her a frowny look but shrugged. “A lot of people have. We took the 
Chernyakova there at least three times that I remember.”


  Zoya looked at me. “You’ve been there?”


  “Yeah. Why?”


  “Notice anything unusual about it?”


  I snickered. “I remember going there. I don’t remember much about it at all. I don’t remember a whole lot about those days. Big pieces, sure. The little bits got grayed out in my head.”


  She pursed her lips and nodded once.


  Mr. MacBradaigh didn’t let the matter drop. “What’s different about it, Ms. Usoko?”


  Zoya shrugged. “It’s quite lovely. Larger than you’d expect but very well connected. No rambling passageways. Everything is just so.”


  Natalya shot a half smile at Zoya from under her eyebrows. “Well put.”


  Pip sighed and nodded. “There’s not a recorded history there that I know of. I can ask my father, but Rachel would probably know more.”


  “Rachel?” Mr. MacBradaigh asked.


  “My sister. She’s more into the history and background. All I ever cared about was cargo and trading.”


  Mr. MacBradaigh nodded. “Will we be visiting there? It’s your family. Do you visit often?”


  Pip laughed. “No. Once in a blue moon. If I want to see family, I’m more likely to run into them on the docks somewhere.” He gave Mr. MacBradaigh a grin. “We’re traders. All of us. Port Lumineux is just the hub. Not a home.”


  “Fascinating. Where’s your home?”


  Pip tilted his head. “My home? Here, of course.”


  “You’re from Gretna?”


  “No. The ship. It’s my home.”


  Mr. MacBradaigh frowned. “I know for a fact this can’t be your home. It hasn’t existed for more than a stanyer.”


  “You’re missing his point,” Zoya said. “This is our home. Before this, it was the Chernyakova. When you ask us questions like that, you’re ignoring the reality that home is where we keep our clothes.”


  “How about where are you from?” Mr. MacBradaigh asked, his brow furrowing in concentration. “I don’t mean to pry, but this is fascinating.”


  “Your perspective is coloring your judgment,” Zoya said. “I spent the first few stanyers of my life in an asteroid over in Margary. I spent the decade before going to the Academy on an ore hauler. Natalya and I lived in the dorm and then on an exploration scout.”


  Natalya nodded and leaned in. “We had an apartment on Dark Knight for a while, but we also had one at the station when we worked for High Tortuga. For spacers, home isn’t where your heart is. It’s where your clothes are.”


  “I thought it was tool box,” I said, grinning at her.


  She laughed. “Well, yes. Engineers are a special class of spacer. I keep a spare shipsuit in my tool box, so it still applies.”


  Zoya grinned. “She does. It’s filthy and stained, but it’s there.”


  Mr. MacBradaigh shook his head. “Is this a facet of Toe-Hold culture?”


  “I’ve always felt this way,” I said. “As soon as I first signed on to the Lois, I called it home. There was nothing on Neris for me. Nothing calling me back. Even when I found my father in Diurnia, my ship was my home.”


  “So this is spacer culture.” Mr. MacBradaigh nodded, seemingly talking to himself. “I had no idea.”


  “Don’t generalize too much,” Zoya said. “Spacers aren’t monolithic. There’s no single culture. Rock knockers are spacers, but they have their own culture. Intrasystem pilots do, too.”


  “You’re all interstellar.” Mr. MacBradaigh pursed his lips. “An interesting observation.”


  Pip turned to him. “That’s the thing about people. You can group them and run statistics on them and separate them and recombine them but most of the time all you can really say about them is ‘Huh.’”


  “What was it Ernst Panko used to day? Statistics can tell you how many bathrooms you need but not who’s going to need them,” Natalya said.


  “That’s not getting you any closer to a solution to your problem,” Pip said.


  Mr. MacBradaigh laughed. “I’m not even sure how many problems I have at this point.”


  Pip shook his head. “You sound happier about that than I would be.”


  “Problems are my place. I live to solve problems. My major problem right now is that my perspective and background both conspire against me. It’s one thing to say ‘Question everything,’ but when you begin questioning the need to ask questions, the universe implodes.”


  He surprised a chuckle out of me. “I came to space as a kid. I understand your perspective. Nothing was the way I thought it was supposed to be.”


  Zoya gave me a glance. “Has that changed?”


  I tried to shrug the question aside but found myself trapped in her eyes. “I don’t know. Maybe.”


  She blessed me with a smile before looking to Mr. MacBradaigh. “What would you like to have happen when we get to The Junkyard?”


  He drew in a noisy breath through his nose, his wide chest inflating even more. “What I’d like is to find the complete six-volume set of the History of the Western Annex from Oswald Newmar to Present Day.” He grinned at her. “I don’t expect to find it. It doesn’t exist.”


  Pip nodded to him and lifted his coffee mug in a toast. “Not yet, Mr. MacBradaigh. Not yet.”


  Chapter 4


  Gretna System: 
November 28, 2379


  We pulled out of Gretna right on schedule. For once, none of our junior ratings got into scrapes that required legal or medical assistance. I couldn’t decide if it was because the orbitals had fewer distractions or the ratings just knew the rules better. The long trek out to the Burleson limit passed with only a brief bit of excitement when Pip posted a standings chart for the game.


  “I thought you didn’t know their balances,” Zoya said over breakfast in the wardroom.


  “I got updates from each player. I thought it would liven things up a bit. Give them a little more game to play.”


  “There aren’t that many players,” Natalya said. “What? Ten?”


  He shrugged. “Not everybody wanted to play a game where they had to put their own credit balances on the line.”


  “Who’s the biggest surprise?” Mr. Cartwright asked. “I expected to see your cargo people placing higher.”


  Pip grinned and sipped his coffee. “They’ve been investing. Their payouts have been absorbed by their expenses. The biggest surprise to me is Ms. Nunnelee.” He looked at me. “What did you do to her?”


  “Me? Nothing.”


  “She was the one who scheduled a specialist test along with her full and half share tests, wasn’t she?” Natalya asked.


  “Yes, and she passed the spec/3 test at Gretna. I saw she’s well up in the pack,” Mr. Cartwright said.


  “What’s her strategy?” Zoya asked, looking at Pip. “Do you know?”


  “Make as much as possible, spend only what she has to, I think.” He looked at Natalya. “Your engineers are cleaning up with their cans. Are you helping them?”


  Natalya shook her head and sopped up a bit of egg from her plate with a corner of toast. “No. It’s all their work. One of them figured spare parts would sell anywhere. They started collecting the most commonly used parts and indexing the local prices.”


  “Aren’t most of them printed?” Zoya asked.


  “A lot are. They went vertical on those. Filled cans with printer stock instead of the parts, where they could find it at a good price.” She glanced at Pip. “Gretna was a bit of a windfall. I don’t expect they’ll find that kind of profit going back into the Toe-Holds.”


  Mr. MacBradaigh leaned forward at that. “Why is that? I would have thought a can of High Line goods would fetch good prices.”


  “The most common parts are more expensive in the High Line,” Natalya shrugged. “It’s why we have printers on the Chernyakova. A few credits’ worth of printer stock, a model, and some time yield quite a lot of scrubber cartridges, just as an example. Printers are restricted in the High Line.” She shrugged. “CPJCT sees them as an obstacle to trade.”


  “Yet they use them to generate profit for their chandleries.” Pip shook his head. “Toe-Holds produce their own goods and use them. Some products just need to be manufactured from parts, but you can make your own 3D printer easily with the right source material and a 3D printer or two.”


  Mr. MacBradaigh looked at Natalya. “So your engineering ratings bought cheap parts in the Toe-Holds and sold them at a profit in Gretna?”


  “Basically. I don’t know what they managed to get for the outbound leg.”


  “They got a bunch of empty parts totes,” Pip said. “Only one can full this trip.”


  “Parts totes?” Mr. MacBradaigh asked.


  “Yeah. Plastic tubs in various sizes. Reinforced and strengthened for various kinds of mechanical components.”


  Mr. MacBradaigh frowned. “To take to The Junkyard? Based on what you just said, I’d have thought the Toe-Hold could make its own.”


  “Sometimes it pays to have some handy,” Natalya said. “Take scrubber cartridges. I kept a case of them in stock on the 
Chernyakova even though we could print our own.”


  “In case the printer broke?” he asked.


  “That or we needed a lot fast because something contaminated the scrubbers. It’s rare with these, but it can happen. We might not have enough printer stock to make what we need. Having a spare case of them would give us a few weeks’ worth in reserve against the unforeseen.” She shrugged. “Insurance, basically.”


  “Printing isn’t always the most efficient way to make parts. Simple things like the parts totes can be pounded out in mass production a lot cheaper than they can be printed,” Pip said.


  He pursed his lips. “I see. There are no simple answers, are there.”


  Pip grinned at him. “There are a few. Not many of them come from ‘why’ questions. How long will it take to get to the Burleson limit?” He shrugged. “It’s a simple answer, although the mechanics behind it can be a bit boggling. By this time tomorrow, we’ll be somewhere in the Deep Dark.”


  “We won’t be at The Junkyard?” Mr. MacBradaigh looked around the table. “I thought we jumped to the next station.”


  “Normally, yes,” I said. “In this case, The Junkyard is too far to make in just one jump. We’ll make a short jump out into empty space when we clear the Burleson limit. We will have to make a vector adjustment at that point for the next empty spot. Ms. Fortuner has us making four jumps before we get to The Junkyard proper.”


  “Is this normal?” he asked. “Aren’t there stations closer? We didn’t make that many jumps getting to Gretna.”


  I nodded. “It’s normal. The Chernyakova has more powerful Burleson drives, but she still needs to take a couple of jumps to travel large distances between ports.”


  “We need almost exactly twice as many as the 
Chernyakova,” Natalya said, leaning in. “She has long legs compared to us, but she was built for the Toe-Hold trade. The Collinshere was built to be a dock rocket.”


  “Are you speaking ill of our ship, Ms. Regyri?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.


  “Dock rocket?” Mr. MacBradaigh asked.


  “A ship that doesn’t get underway,” Pip said. “Usually it’s because they have some kind of mechanical issue.”


  “No, Captain. I’m just saying that Manchester built the Marva Collins as a training vessel. If we ran High Line ports exclusively, I think we’d be able to make most ports in a single jump.” She shook her head. “My guess is they thought they could give the Academy a fancy classroom more than an educational experience.”


  I chuckled. “We’re blowing the doors off that theory, aren’t we?”


  She grinned. “Seem to be, but who knows what shortcuts they might have taken to get the cheapest possible ticket out of TIC’s doghouse.”


  Mr. MacBradaigh straightened up in his seat and looked around at us. “Just so I understand correctly. This ship wasn’t built for the longer distances between ports found in Toe-Hold space when compared to the CPJCT-sponsored ones in the High Line?”


  “Correct,” Pip said. “Almost every High Line port is one jump away from at least two others. The way they’re arranged, it takes a little more effort to leave a sector, but most ships have a port to go to without jumping into the Deep Dark.”


  “But many still make those jumps,” I said. “The configuration around Diurnia is such that I regularly took the Agamemnon into the Deep Dark to deliver cargo to a more distant system. The technology is there.”


  Pip nodded. “Fast packets operate almost entirely that way. Pick up something here on Wednesday that needs to be halfway across the Annex by a week from Monday. As long as it’s not too deep in a gravity well, that’s entirely doable.”


  Mr. MacBradaigh nodded. “Hence why your family runs fast packets and has a home port in the Toe-Holds.”


  “Yeah,” Pip said. “But only mostly fast packets.”


  “Since when?” Natalya asked, shooting him a look. “Last time I knew Carstairs had a Damien Eight doctrine.”


  Pip shifted his weight and picked up his coffee cup, almost as a shield. “We have some Unwins, too.”


  “Unwin Eights,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “Unwin. You slop jockey. You’re moving into tractors?”


  Zoya cast a grin in my direction and settled back in her seat.


  Mr. MacBradaigh looked across the table at Mr. Cartwright, who shrugged in return.


  Zoya put her coffee cup beside her empty plate and looked down the table. “Damien Spaceframes specializes in the manufacture of fast packets in both five- and eight-metric-ton configurations. Unwin is a competitor in the fast packet market. They only make an eight-metric-ton packet, but they also manufacture the de facto standard tractor class. It carries three 15-metric-kiloton cans. It’s been a staple of some of the smaller lines for decades in the High Line. They fill the niche between the small cans that we use and the large cans that the Barbells use.”


  “Don’t get mad at me,” Pip said, still looking at Natalya. “I can’t help it if it’s a good idea.”


  Natalya huffed and literally turned her shoulder to him, looking at me instead. “What prompted your interest in engineering, Captain?”


  “I was thinking about the Iris, to be honest.”


  Mr. MacBradaigh tilted his head in question. “Iris?”


  “He used to own a fast packet called the Iris,” Zoya said, still grinning at Pip and Natalya.


  “What about it? You thinking you might get out of the big ships again?” Natalya asked, settling in her chair to face me more and put more of her back toward Pip.


  “It occurred to me that if Pip gets the Prodigal Son back, he would only need a captain with the engineering endorsement.”


  She raised an eyebrow at that. “You’d work for him again?”


  “You mean, after this?”


  She nodded.


  I shrugged and tried to keep a straight face while Pip’s expression shifted from shock to horror to consternation and back to shock in a cycle that repeated every few moments. “Possible. I mean, I could buy a packet of my own and run it solo.”


  “Glorified yacht?” she asked. “Why wouldn’t you just get a yacht. They’re built for solo crew.”


  “Might. Fast packet is more economical. I could generate a little revenue sailing around the Toe-Holds pretty easily.”


  She snorted. “You could earn more just investing your money and living off the dividends.”


  “He’s making more than that just from his stock in Phoenix,” Zoya said, giving me another grin. “What are you really thinking?”


  “I don’t know.” I gave a shrug. “I was thinking of the engineering endorsement for my ticket. I’ve made some inroads on the material. I’m kinda hoping Nats here will give me some pointers.”


  Natalya shrugged. “Maybe could help you. You wanna lateral over to engineering? Maybe get a third officer’s license? I can give you the manual for that.”


  “You’ll probably laugh, but I considered it.”


  “Why would I laugh? Something wrong with being an engineering officer?” Her words had an edge, but her eyes crinkled as she teased me.


  “No. Just wasn’t sure somebody as dumb as me could pull it off.”


  She laughed then and turned back to Pip. “You are, aren’t you? Moving into tractors?”


  “Carstairs is. Yeah. They’ve ordered three tractors as an experiment.”


  She shrugged and straightened out in her seat with a sigh.


  “You’re still mad.”


  “I’m not mad.” She only gave him the briefest of glances as she hunkered over her coffee cup. “All right. I’m moderately peeved. You stole my idea.”


  “Can I make it up to you?”


  She frowned at him. “You admit it?”


  “Does me no good to deny it, does it?”


  Zoya leaned in and spoke in a loud whisper. “You two should probably excuse yourselves and sort out this little difficulty somewhere less public.”


  Natalya laughed and tossed her napkin at Zoya. “He’s an idiot but he’s our idiot.”


  Pip leaned over to get into Natalya’s sight-line.


  She shrugged and a little grin teased her lips. “That market’s too big for me to cover with RUTS. There’s a lot of room in that niche. May as well be Carstairs. Not like I invented the idea.”


  Pip smiled at her. “Actually, Rachel asked me about that. She saw that RUTS had bought a trio of Unwin tractors with your mods on them.”


  “She still working with Maggie?” Natalya asked.


  Pip shrugged. “Can’t say.”


  Zoya snorted. “Well done.”


  “I try,” he said, shooting her a grin.


  Mr. Armengol stepped in from the pantry. “Everybody all right in here, sars? Need more coffee or anything?”


  I glanced at the chrono and stood. “I think we’re done here, Mr. Armengol. We’ll just get out of your way.”


  Everybody stood with me. Mr. MacBradaigh held up his cup. “Can I get a refill on this to take to my stateroom?”


  Mr. Armengol nodded. “Of course, sar.”


  I left them to sort it out and headed up to the cabin. When I reached the top of the ladder, Mr. Cartwright caught up with me.


  “Captain?”


  “Come in, Mr. Cartwright. How can I help you?”


  He followed me into the cabin and glanced at the chrono. “I can’t stay long. I need to relieve the watch—but was that all on the level? Getting an engineering endorsement?”


  I settled behind my console but Mr. Cartwright stood behind one of the visitors’ chairs, his hands gripping the back. “Yes. No ulterior motives. I’ve always been a bit of a completist. Not happy unless I’ve got the full set of whatever it is I’m collecting.”


  “You’re not thinking of leaving the ship, then?” Concern was written large on his face.


  “We’re on a mission, Rich. This isn’t the time for me to be thinking about walking away from it. You understand?”


  He nodded. “I think so. When we get back to Port Newmar?”


  I settled back and shot a glance at the chrono. “I’ll give it to you fast and short because you need to go. None of us knows what’s going to happen when we get back to Newmar. The Academy may ground the ship. Its maiden voyage may be its last. They may decide it’s too dangerous to have cadets filling crew roles on a working vessel to this degree. They may object to the introduction those cadets are getting to Toe-Hold life. They’re the owners, even if it’s buffered through the holding company. Any time you work for a company, you have to do what they say, or quit.”


  “That much I understand.”


  “Then it behooves each of us to be thinking about what happens when the day comes that we’re looking for a new job.” I shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t need to work for the rest of my life, but I don’t think I could handle too many days in a row without something to do. I like being a spacer, so that something might be buy another ship and take off on my own.”


  He nodded. “Mr. Carstairs seemed worried that you might do that.”


  I grinned. “He’s probably worried that I’d leave him at the dock.”


  “Would you?”


  “I might. That’s kinda what I’m getting at. He may find something else to do that doesn’t involve me. Any of us could. We’re a good team, so I’d hate to break that up unless keeping it together puts a crimp in somebody else’s plans.” I let that sink in for a couple of heartbeats. “Ms. Fortuner is going to need a first mate billet in a couple of stanyers. You’re going to want to move up to second by the time we get back to Port Newmar. How do you think that’s going to play out?”


  He looked startled. “Me?”


  I snorted. “You didn’t think you were going to stay third mate very long, did you?”


  He shrugged. “Astrogation has never been my strong suit. I haven’t really thought of what happens next.”


  “Start thinking about it. Something always happens next. If you’re expecting it, it’s less likely to be an unpleasant surprise.”


  He nodded and glanced at the chrono. “Speaking of Ms. Fortuner—”


  I waved him off. “Scoot. Think about it. Ask her for help with astrogation if you need it.”


  “Thanks, Skipper. I’ll do that.” He headed for the bridge, and I stuck my head into my console. We’d be going to navigation stations in the next stan and I wanted to get a few messages out before we disappeared into the Deep Dark.


    


  Zoya called the crew to navigation stations at 1000. I jogged up the stairs to the bridge and strapped into my chair. “Where are we going, Ms. Fortuner?”


  “Someplace out there, Skipper.” She waved a hand toward the bow. “Dark, cold, and empty. Just the way we like it.”


  “Then let’s get to it. Ms. Usoko, if you’d do the honors?”


  “My pleasure, Skipper. Comms?”


  Mr. Cartwright nodded. “Comms and systems all green.”


  “Astrogation?”


  “Green as grass, skipper.”


  Zoya checked her console. “Engineering reports drives are spooled up and ready for the jump, Captain.”


  “Helm, secure sails for jump,” I said.


  “Secure sails, aye, Captain.” Mr. Bentley snapped a couple of keys on the helm console. “Sails are secured, sar.”


  I said, “Ready about, Ms. Fortuner.” She looked in my direction. “Hard a-lee.”


  Her right hand twitched and her focus shifted to her console.


  “Jump executed, Captain,” Zoya said. “Waiting for position confirmation.”


  Ms. Fortuner nodded. “System shows confirmation, Skipper. We’re where we’re supposed to be. Jump error less than 1 percent.” Her fingers spidered over her keyboard. “Checking vector.”


  I looked around as if admiring the scenery. “Don’t you think the Deep Dark looks festive, Ms. Usoko?”


  She glanced at me and laughed. “This time of year especially, Skipper.”


  Mr. Cartwright looked over at us, his frown evident in the glow from his console.


  “Ignore him, Rich, unless he’s giving an order. He always gets giddy this far out,” Ms. Fortuner said. She shot me a grin.


  “I believe you were checking our vector, Ms. Fortuner.” I said.


  “We are on the beam, Captain. We can jump again as soon as the drives can handle it.”


  “Engineering indicates that the capacitors have sufficient charge for the next jump, Captain,” Zoya said.


  “Lock it down,” I said. “Let’s move it. Do we have the course, Ms. Fortuner?”


  “We do, Skipper. Locked and ready.”


  “Ready about, Ms. Fortuner. Hard a-lee.”


  We jumped again, the stars barely appearing to move at all.


  “Jump executed, Captain. Waiting on confirmation.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Usoko.”


  “Positioning confirmed. We’re still nowhere, but it’s a different nowhere than the last time,” Ms. Fortuner said. “Jump error calculations show us less than 3 percent short. Calculating burn, sar.”


  “Engineering reports Burleson drives off line. Capacitors are charging. Estimating full charge in twelve stans, Captain,” Zoya said.


  “Thank you, Ms. Usoko.”


  “Burn calculated, Captain. A small orientation burn followed by a six-stan push from behind.”


  “Notify engineering of the burn, Ms. Fortuner.”


  “Notify engineering, aye, Captain.” She tapped a couple of keys. “Engineering has been notified.”


  “Engineering reports ready for burn, Captain,” Zoya said.


  “Push the course to helm, Ms. Fortuner.”


  “Course to helm, aye, sar.” She tapped a few keys. “Helm has course, sar.”


  “Helm, report.”


  “Helm has course loaded, Captain,” Mr. Bentley said.


  “Execute, Ms. Fortuner.”


  “Execute burn, aye, Captain.” She pressed one key. “Burn executing as programmed, Captain.”


  The ship spun a bit on her axis and pitched up at the bow. The only reason I noticed the shift was because I was looking for it.


  “Ship is oriented correctly, Captain. Big burn in three, two, one.” The rumble from the stern started right on cue. It wasn’t enough vibration to shake my chair, but plenty of sound carried along the ship’s skeleton to make it noticeable. “Three hundred seventy-three ticks, Skipper.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Fortuner. Ms. Usoko, secure navigation stations. Set normal watch throughout the ship.”


  “Secure from navigation stations, set normal watch, aye, Captain.” She made the announcement as I unbuckled from my chair and stood.


  Mr. Jenson popped up the ladder and relieved Mr. Bentley while Mr. Cartwright did the honors for Zoya as they resumed the watch we’d interrupted for the maneuver.


  I left the bridge and headed for the mess deck and a fresh cup of coffee. With the jump behind us, I had some time to study my engineering.


    


  Mr. Keen and I took over the watch just before noon. Mr. Cartwright logged me in with a grin. “Nothing to pass, Captain. Ship is on course. Burn clock shows another five stans.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Cartwright. You are relieved.”


  He nodded. “Thanks for the insight earlier, Skipper.”


  “You’re quite welcome.”


  “I hit up Ms. Fortuner right after nav stations. She seemed happy to help.”


  “It’s easy to get caught up in the day-to-day. You probably hadn’t even considered that you’d be eligible to move up by the time we get back to Port Newmar.”


  He shrugged. “Well, I had, briefly, but it seemed so far away and so unlikely that I just focused on getting my feet under me here.”


  I nodded. “Understandable. It’s a big transition. You seem to have weathered the storm remarkably well.”


  He smiled. “Thank you, Captain.” He glanced around. “I’ll get out of your hair.” With that, he scooted down the ladder.


  Mr. Keen glanced over at me from the helm. “He’s doing all right, Skipper.”


  “Thank you for that vote of confidence, Mr. Keen.”


  He snickered and settled back in his seat. “Green third mates aren’t always so understanding of the crew. He’s doing a good job. Just my opinion from the bottom looking up.” He glanced at me.


  “Probably better than I did.” The memory of my first months with DST felt as fresh, and as painful, as they had when they happened. Something about the distant past making the mistakes shine brighter and seem more important than they were, perhaps. They seemed to be the things I remembered most.


  “Skipper?”


  “Mr. Keen?”


  “I’m getting a fluctuation on this burn, sar.”


  I pulled up the engineering screen on my console and looked at the display.


  “Fluctuation?”


  “Yes, sar. It’s not constant. Every once in a while it does a little blip, a quick pulse and then it drops a little before steadying out. Our average acceleration over time is on the curve, but the burn feels off.”


  I watched the console display for as much as a tick. “It seems rock solid here.”


  “Yes, sar. It’s been steady. Maybe it heard me.”


  I pulled the display log data and scanned it for the previous half stan. The numbers didn’t mean much to me. They represented the raw data values over time and showed a pretty consistent fluctuation pattern in infinitesimal fractions. Changes so small they disappeared in the graphic plot.


  I attached a link to the log file and sent it to Natalya’s tablet with a note on Mr. Keen’s observations. “Keep an eye on it, Mr. Keen. I’ve notified the chief engineer. If there’s a problem, she’ll spot it.”


  “Keep an eye on it, aye, aye, Captain.”


  I chuckled and opened up the watch log, making a note of the fluctuation and the actions taken, before running through my list of routine reporting.


  Chapter 5


  Deep Dark: 
November 29, 2379


  Natalya breezed into the wardroom a few ticks late for dinner smelling of soap and wearing a fresh shipsuit. “Sorry, I’m late. Commuter traffic is murder this time of day.”


  “We’ve only just started,” I said. “Did you find something?”


  She helped herself at the buffet line. “No, and it bugs me.”


  Pip gave me a hairy eyeball. “Are you going to share?”


  Natalya took her seat beside him and gave him chuckle. “The captain reported an anomaly in the thrust output during that burn.”


  Pip’s eyebrows shot up. “Seriously? Is your engineering hobby paying off already?”


  I took a sip of my coffee and shook my head. “Mr. Keen, actually. He saw a small, recurring spike in the thrust. He told me. I passed it to her.”


  “And I’ve been up to my elbows in it since midafternoon.” She took a bite of the roasted chicken and gave him a grin while she chewed—slowly.


  “Is this serious, Captain?” Mr. MacBradaigh asked.


  “We don’t know. That’s why I brought in the expert.” I nodded at Natalya. “The burn ended about a stan ago. You probably heard it shut down. I checked with the bridge. We’re on course and we’ll go to navigation stations at 2200. It should only take a few ticks to make the jump after that and we’ll have another long recharge period.”


  “In the meantime, I’m heading back down after dinner to get into that kicker. I hope it’ll have cooled a bit more by then.” Natalya took a sip of coffee. “The data didn’t tell me one way or another. I can see the out-of-bounds data, but the averages smooth it out. It may be normal, but we don’t have a lot of data to go on. That was our longest burn since we left Newmar. None of the earlier burns showed the anomalous data.”


  I nodded to her and pressed my lips together.


  She nodded and dug into dinner.


  Pip narrowed his eyes at the exchange but didn’t say anything.


  “Any new insights on the Toe-Holds, Mr. MacBradaigh?” I asked.


  He shook his head. “Nothing major, Captain, but I believe the relationship between the Toe-Holds and High Line may cause some long-term social issues.” He carried on for the rest of the meal, seeming oblivious to the looks passing among Pip, Natalya, and me.


    


  After dinner, Pip and Natalya followed me out of the wardroom and into the cabin. Natalya closed the door behind us as we settled.


  “Whatcha got?” I asked.


  She scowled, shaking her head. “Nothing. Other than the data trace on engine thrust, not one damn thing.”


  “What’s the problem then?” Pip asked.


  “Given a steady supply of fuel, a consistent activation signal, and a fixed load, that engine should provide a smooth, even acceleration.” She shook her head. “There are microscopic pressure variations inside the ignition chamber. Once it leaves the chamber, all we have is a heat sensor in the rocket motor housing.”


  “And these chamber pressures are varying beyond the norm?” he asked.


  She sighed and shrugged. “That’s the hell of it. I don’t know the norm. Brand new engine. We’re still burning it in. That burn would have only been a little over two stans but it’s throttled back until it gets burned in.” She shook her head. “It’s pretty common with new ships.”


  “So it could be perfectly normal?” Pip asked. “Part of the normal burn-in process?”


  She nodded. “It could be.”


  “What can we do?” he asked.


  “I’m going back down there to examine every linkage, every pump, motor, and coupling. I should have time before we need to fire it up again after the next jump.” She shrugged. “If I can’t find anything wrong, all we can do is watch it.”


  “Nothing showed up on the prior burns?” I asked.


  “Nothing. They were all very short burns. The anomalies didn’t show up until the third stan this time.”


  “How big are they? These anomalies?” Pip asked.


  “In gross terms, microscopic. In relative terms, the shift is three sigma bigger than the average.” She looked at me. “They’d have to be for it to show up at the helm.”


  I shook my head. “I couldn’t spot them in the logs. Mr. Keen spotted it.”


  She sighed and ran a hand through her cropped hair. “It could be we’re just being paranoid.”


  “What if we’re not?” Pip asked.


  “I don’t know. That’s the problem. I don’t know if it’s a design flaw, a mechanical problem, or something contaminated in the fuel.” She threw herself from her chair and headed for the door. “For all I know, it’s a perfectly normal part of burn-in for this class of kicker. I’ll let you know if I find anything.” She left the cabin, closing the door behind her with a sharp click of the latch.


  “It’s something,” Pip said.


  “I have that feeling, too.” I sighed. “What do we have for options?”


  “Don’t use the kicker. Use it in shorter burns. Hope it doesn’t quit altogether?” He shrugged. “All of the above?”


  “I hope Natalya finds something that explains it. Right now we’re flying blind.”


  “We’re on course for now, right?” he asked.


  “Yes. On the beam, just waiting for the capacitors to power up. We’ll be able to jump after that.”


  He blew out a long breath, then chuckled. “No immediate danger. I guess we just keep going until we have more information to make a decision about.”


  I sighed. “You realize we may not get it until it’s too late?”


  “Only too well.” He stood and headed out. “I’ll get out of your hair. I’ve got some cargo people to bother.”


  He left me staring at my console and missing the false window I’d had on the Chernyakova.


    


  Zoya called the crew to navigation stations at 2215. We delayed quiet hours for the jump but would go to nighttime routine as soon as we finished.


  “Ms. Fortuner? You have the plot?”


  “Yes, Captain. Locked and ready.”


  “Engineering reports the Burleson drives are online and ready, Captain,” Zoya said.


  “Is the ship ready to jump, Ms. Usoko?”


  “Mr. Carstairs?” she asked.


  “Systems are green, sar.”


  “Ms. Fortuner?”


  “Astrogation is green, sar.”


  “Helm?”


  “Helm has a course and lock, sar. Sails are secured.”


  “Engineering is green, Captain. The ship is ready to jump.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Usoko. Ms. Fortuner? Ready about. Hard a-lee.”


  She pressed the key and the stars shifted slightly.


  “Jump complete, Captain,” Zoya said. “Engineering reports capacitors are charging. Waiting for position confirmation.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Usoko.”


  “We have confirmation, Captain. We’re still nowhere but it’s the nowhere we wanted.”


  “Jump error, Ms. Fortuner?”


  She stared at her console for a moment and shook her head before refreshing the screen. “Jump error of precisely zero, Captain.” She looked over at me, a grin shining in the dimness. “I’ve never seen that.”


  “One in a billion, I suppose. Do we have a course adjustment?”


  “No, Captain. I double-checked. We’re lined up for the next jump. No burn.”


  “Helm?”


  “Ship responds to helm, Captain.” Mr. Bentley’s fingers scampered over the helm controls for a moment. “Course locked. Autopilot locked. We are on the beam, Captain.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Bentley. Ms. Usoko, secure from navigation stations. Set normal watch and nighttime lighting throughout the ship.”


  “Secure from nav stations, set normal watch, aye, Captain.”


  I stood up from my chair and left the bridge while she made the announcements. The lighting in the passageway dimmed as I entered the cabin. I left the door open, settled down behind the console, and blew out a breath.


  Pip followed me in and took a seat. “Nat’s on her way. No burn?”


  “Zero error. We’re still where we need to be and can jump as soon as the capacitors charge.”


  He blinked. “That doesn’t happen.”


  “I’ve never seen it, either. Does that mean it doesn’t happen or is just extremely unlikely?”


  “Extremely unlikely, as in, more unlikely than suddenly turning into a rutabaga in your sleep,” Pip said. “Who’s on watch?”


  “Mr. Cartwright. I’m up at midnight.”


  “How good is your astrogation?”


  “I remember how to plot a course,” I said. “Why?”


  “Can you plot a location?”


  Natalya breezed in and closed the door. “What’s this about a location and why no burn?”


  “Zero jump error. We hit the mark exactly.” I shrugged.


  She flopped into the open chair and groaned. “Just when you thought it couldn’t get worse.”


  “What’s wrong with a zero error jump?”


  “Exactly zero? No fractions of a decimal point way out at the end?” she asked.


  “That’s what Ms. Fortuner said.”


  “Pull it up. You can do that from here, can’t you?”


  I frowned and turned to my console. It took me almost a tick to realize that the console was blocked. “I forgot this isn’t the Chernyakova. What were they thinking?”


  “You’re locked out?” Natalya asked.


  “Yeah. Luckily these aren’t new consoles.” I hit the power switch and crawled under the console’s knee space. “You don’t happen to have a star driver on you, do you, Nat?”


  She came around to my side of the console and handed me a utility tool, star driver already extended. “If you’re going to be an engineer, you need to have one of these in your pocket.” She grinned.


  I chuckled and took the offered tool. It was only a matter of moments to pull the cover off and get into the guts of the beast. I peered up into the dimness.


  “One of these, too,” she said, handing me a penlight. “Never know.”


  I took the light and shined it up at the board above me, looking for the hardwired jumpers that I knew had to be there. “They mounted this one upside down, I think. I’m looking at the bottom of the board. Are we sure these are model twenty-eight’s?”


  “That’s what it says on the system readouts,” Natalya said. “Far as I know, this is the first time we’ve gotten into one to look.” She patted my leg. “Scoot out. You may come from systems, but I come from engineering.”


  I laughed and pushed myself out from under the desk, making way for her to scramble in. I handed her the light.


  She looked up into the opening and nodded. “Yeah. That’s the bottom of the board, all right, but that’s not a model twenty-eight board.” She slid out and stood up, dusting off the back of her shipsuit with her hands before tucking the penlight into a pocket in her sleeve and holding out her hand palm up. “Tool?”


  I gave it back to her and she turned to the console cabinet. “Now. If I were an idiot, where would I hide the latches for this sucker?” She worked around the edges, examining the panels on the ends and under the edges of the surface. Eventually she stepped back and frowned, her lips turning down at the corner and her eyebrows all but kissing over her nose. “Pip. Where would you put the release to open the top?”


  “Did you just insult me?”


  “Yes. Where would you put it?”


  “Inside.”


  She blinked and looked at him. “How does that even make sense?”


  He shrugged. “You asked the question.”


  She stared at him for a long moment, her eyebrows working overtime to try to close the gap between them. She pulled out her penlight and crawled back under the console, almost disappearing into the knee hole. Nothing happened for what seemed like a full tick while Pip and I just looked at each other. If the situation hadn’t been so serious, I might have laughed. I had that tickly kind of anxiety in the back of my chest wondering just how screwed we were. Something inside the console snapped loud enough to startle me. “Found it,” Natalya said, crawling back out. “Inside. Where nobody in their right mind would think to look for it.”


  “Did you just insult me again?”


  “Not that time. No.” She stuffed the penlight back into her pocket. Hooking her hands under the far edge of the console, she lifted. The entire top hinged up and locked with another solid snap. “The release has a spring-mounted catch. You have to hit the latch from the inside to lift the cover instead of, you know, just opening the cover underneath.”


  “Probably keeps busy captain-fingers from fiddling with the bits,” Pip said.


  “Some designer thought it was a good idea for reasons unrelated to reality,” Natalya said, leaning over the exposed circuitry. “Somebody got paid to design this monster for its looks and not for utility.” She pulled out her multi-tool and opened up a pliers attachment.


  “Shouldn’t you power it down first?” Pip asked.


  “Normally, yes, but if you check the display? Which I can’t do from this side of the desk.”


  He went back around to look at the top. “It’s dark.”


  “Interlock kills the power when the cover’s up,” she said. “Also the captain killed the power before he climbed under the desk.” She shot me a grin.


  He came back onto our side and gave her a scowl. “Now you’re insulting me.”


  “Yes.” She reached in and pulled out a tiny jumper. “That one. I think.”


  “You sure?” Pip asked.


  “No. Everything else on this ship is upside down and backward once you get into it. This board, however, is a standard Ulysses architecture. Only about a decade out of date and I’m surprised they got the model twenty-eight software to run on it, to be honest.”


  “Maybe they didn’t,” I said.


  She shot me a side-eyed glance and nodded as she released the catches and lowered the lid back down until it snapped into place. “That’s my worry, too. I’m beginning to think they built a ship that only has to look good.”


  “Three months in and it’s worked all right so far, hasn’t it?” Pip asked.


  “We haven’t tried to do much with it until now,” I said. “Two shortish jumps into the Deep Dark and standard maneuvering within systems.”


  “Only one significant jump error in the lot,” Natalya said.


  “This one?” Pip asked.


  She shook her head. “No, the burn we needed to make before Gretna. I don’t think we’re looking at a jump error now.”


  I sighed as her logic train pulled into my mental station. “Because zero is all but impossible.”


  “Yeah. I can’t say it’s absolutely not possible, but the odds are—” She shook her head.


  “The same as turning into a rutabaga in my sleep?” I asked.


  She laughed and shook her head at Pip.


  “What?” he asked. “Was I wrong?”


  She pursed her lips and sighed, looking down at the console. “Yes. Getting an exactly zero jump error is, theoretically, possible.” She turned her gaze to Pip. “Turning into a rutabaga in your sleep? Different kind of magic.”


  “Kohlrabi?” he asked.


  She rolled her eyes and nudged the power button on. “Skipper? This is where we see if I pulled the right jumper.”


  The console booted up and I found the administrative interface. “It’s not where it should be, but it’s here.”


  “This is just a mock-up.” Natalya sighed and stowed her multi-tool back in its pocket. “It’s pretending to be a modern console.”


  “As long as it works, I can probably get it to do what I need.” I pulled a few lines of code together, floundering a bit until I found the thread I wanted. “It’s been a long time since I’ve done this.” Nobody spoke while I did a little splice and dice on the main control program to give me access to every department’s console. The code compiled without an error so I punched it into action and sat back while the screen refreshed. “That’s more like it.”


  “You’re working without a net, there, Skipper,” Natalya said, a grin lighting up her face.


  “Not my first time.” I focused on bringing up the astrogation interface and frowned. “This doesn’t look right.”


  “No, it’s right.” Natalya pointed to the bottom left corner of the screen. “That’s the real system that’s running. I’ll bet you the actual console on the bridge has an interface module built into that snazzy cover to make it take this and present it as if it were a modern, if not quite up to date, system.”


  I looked up at her. “That’s troubling.”


  She sighed. “What else isn’t what it says on the box?”


  “Why would they do this?” Pip asked.


  “Dock rocket,” she said, sweeping a hand over her scalp with a sigh. “It was never supposed to be anything more than a dock rocket, and we’ve brought out into the Deep Dark to make it perform as if it was a real, honest-to-Maude freighter.”


  “What do we do?” he asked. His voice sounded a lot calmer than I felt at the moment.


  She pursed her lips and stared into the distance before shaking her head. “It’s a mess.”


  “Take a deep breath,” I said, following my own advice and taking a breath. “Sit.” They frowned at me but took their seats. “We get nowhere by going off the deep end here. We need to establish our actual position and make sure that the instrumentation we’re relying on is accurate.”


  “No immediate danger,” Pip said again, his lips twisting into a wry grin.


  I grinned back. “Well, in this case, I’m pretty sure we’re not about to slide sideways into a planet.”


  Natalya looked at us like we might be crazy.


  “We had a systems failure on the Lois while on final approach to some orbital.” I shook my head. “I don’t remember which one. The captain got on the blower and announced that we were in no immediate danger.”


  “Her definition of ‘immediate’ left something to be desired,” Pip said. “Apparently we missed the planet by inches.”


  “More like a few thousand kilometers, but yeah, on astronomical terms? Inches.”


  “So this ‘no immediate danger’ thing?” Natalya asked.


  “Take a breath. Assess. Plan. Execute. We may only have one shot so let’s make it the right one.” I shrugged.


  Natalya nodded. “Zoya’s better suited for this than I am. I tend to fix first and ask questions later.”


  I chuckled. “Don’t sell yourself short. You’re the best engineering officer in the Western Annex right now.”


  “Why? Has Maggie left?” she asked.


  Pip gave her a look. “Because you’re the one that’s here.”


  She laughed. “All right. That helped. Thanks.”


  “Where else could they scrimp?” I asked. “Why the consoles?”


  She frowned for a moment. “Electronics are expensive and they go out of date fast.”


  “So Manchester’s management cobbled together a bunch of obsolete crap from their warehouse and used it to outfit this hull?” Pip asked.


  She opened her mouth but closed it again before shaking her head. “Not crap. Obsolete, but brand new. Outdated but meant to serve the same function.”


  “A good start,” I said. “Pull all the consoles. You have enough engineering crew to cover your spaces?”


  She nodded. “I think so. We’ve got, what? A dozen consoles in the various areas. If I show Bell the problem, he can drive the process.”


  “What’s after that?” I asked. “Once we can trust the consoles are telling us the truth?”


  “Checking the sensor network.” Her head tilted back and she stared at the overhead. “There’s hundreds of them.”


  “Some of which are critical to navigation and propulsion?” I asked.


  She nodded without looking down. “More manageable and may be the answer to the weird pulsing in the kicker.”


  “Fire watch?” I asked.


  She frowned and shook her head. “Second tier risk. They’re meant to alert us to problems we’re not aware of. If we ratchet up our awareness of things like smoke, we’re good.”


  “Environmental?” I asked.


  She shook her head. “Sensitivity isn’t that much of an issue there.” She grimaced. “We’ll need to take a good look at the sniffers. They rely on digital analysis of the gases.” She paused and straightened up. “We’re pretty robust there. People aren’t going to keel over if we get a few parts extra per million of oxygen or nitrogen in the mix. Emphasis on few. Even the oldest sensors can deal with that. I’ll have them check the consoles and pull the actual sensor heads to see what we have.”


  “Do we have spares?” Pip asked.


  She nodded. “Sure. Some. I’m not sure what happens if we put a modern sensor into a kludged-up system that’s expecting old data.” She looked at me. “Can I move yet?”


  “Not yet.” I pointed to my console. “Will this show me the actual data on any console?”


  She shrugged. “Try it. I suspect the only one it filters is your normal interface. It was never intended to let you see anything else.”


  I flipped back to my display and, sure enough, it showed me the bogus system identifiers. “You can move now. Get engineering squared away and then both the astrogation and helm.”


  Her eyes grew round. “Helm. Fly by wire.”


  I nodded. “If we can’t trust the helm, getting anywhere is going to be problematic. If we can’t trust astrogation, we have nothing to aim at.”


  “Or zero jump errors,” Pip said.


  I nodded. “Or zero jump errors.” I looked at Natalya. “Go. We’ve got a hypothesis and a plan. Yell if you find anything that changes the hypothesis that our consoles are buggered.”


  She nodded and left the cabin, closing the door behind her on the way out.


  “How bad is it?” Pip asked. “Asking as the CEO.”


  “Bad. Perhaps not fatal.”


  His eyebrows shot up. “Can you make it better than only ‘perhaps?’”


  “The good news? We didn’t jump.”


  “That’s the good news?”


  “Yeah. If we really had zero jump error, then it wouldn’t have been a problem. We’d have landed where we thought we should.” I shrugged. “If it’s wrong? If it’s some kind of ‘I don’t know what to make of this number’ error caused by the interface between the system and the console? We could jump into a nebula somewhere and never know where we were or what direction to jump out.”


  He frowned. “I’m not following.”


  “If we jump into a cloud, we can’t see the stars that tell us where we are.”


  His frown deepened. “Is that possible?”


  “There’s possible and probable. Maybe we’d jump into some system’s inner core and get torn apart by the change in gravitational forces on emergence. Maybe just into a dust cloud that scrapes our hull away before we can find the course out.” I shook my head. “Not knowing where you’re going is a very bad idea.”


  He stared at me for a very long time. Every so often his eyes would flick one way or the other before coming back to stare at me. “Don’t sugar coat it for me.”


  I laughed. “We’ve got enough stuff with us to last three months, at a minimum. If Natalya can’t engineer a way to get us to a populated system in that amount of time, we’re gonna have some big trouble.” I shrugged. “For the moment?”


  His lips screwed up into a wry smile. “No immediate danger.”


  I nodded.


  Chapter 6


  Deep Dark: 
November 29, 2379


  When Pip left, I started rerunning the astrogation calculations based on our current location and what I hoped were correct numbers coming in from the hull sensors. They had to be close to correct, or we’d have noticed the errors accumulating along our travels. I stopped and sat back in my seat, pulling my hands back from the keyboard.


  “We’ve only jumped into the Deep Dark three times.” The thought found my lips almost as fast as it hit my brain. I stood up from the console and went into the head to splash some water on my face. It had been a long time since I’d played in the guts of astrogation. Mr. Cartwright had the watch so I stepped out into the passageway and knocked on Ms. Fortuner’s door.


  She came to the door blinking and wrapping a robe around herself. “Captain?”


  “I need you. Get dressed and join me in the cabin, please.”


  She nodded once and closed the door in my face. I barely made it back to the cabin before she bounded in behind me. “What do you need, Skipper?”


  I nodded to the console. “Use that console and run the jump error routines again, please.”


  She frowned but walked around to look at the screen. “This isn’t right.”


  “No. I’m pretty sure that one is at least showing the correct software. I’m less certain it’s showing the correct data, but I believe it’s more correct than whatever you saw on the bridge.”


  Her eyes widened. “What are you saying, Captain?”


  I closed the cabin door. “I’m saying there’s a problem with the consoles. At least. Perhaps more.”


  “If we can’t trust the data—” She shook her head. “Sorry.”


  “One step at a time. Can you re-run the jump error calculations?” I smiled. “You can sit in my chair. It won’t bite.”


  She chuckled. “You’re not afraid I’ll like it too much?”


  I shook my head. “If I’m right, you’re not going to want anything to do with that chair.”


  She shook her head again and seated herself, somewhat gingerly, behind the console. “I’m not sure I want that much to do with it now, Skipper.” She stared at the screen for a bit before shaking her head. “This is old gear. Really old.”


  “Not as old as I am.” I shrugged. “Can you use it?”


  She nodded, slowly at first but with more certainty as she kept reading. She reached for the keyboard and started to work. She frowned at the display, worrying her lower lip with her front teeth for a tick before glancing up at me. “Um. Skipper? Could you maybe not stare at me? It’s one thing on the bridge when you’re looking at my back, but this is nerve-racking enough without you watching me type.”


  I stood up and headed for the door. “I’ll get some coffee. Yours is black with one sugar?”


  She nodded, giving me a relieved smile. “Yeah, thanks, Cap.”


  “See if you can figure out where we are,” I said.


  Already back to work, she just nodded.


  I left her to it, closing the cabin door behind me. Zoya lounged against the bulkhead in the passageway. “You wanna fill me in?”


  “I’m on my way for coffee. Want to join me?”


  She glanced at the door. “Leaving Kim in the cabin?”


  “I’m bringing her back a cup.” I nodded at the ladder. “Come on. I don’t think any of us is going to get much sleep tonight.”


  “That’s a given. I heard Pip muttering about no immediate danger. How bad is it?”


  I chuckled and led the way to the galley. She followed me down and back, helping herself to a cup but not pressing for answers. When we got back to the cabin, she held the door for me.


  Kim looked up as we entered. “Oh, good. More audience.”


  “Don’t complain,” Zoya said. “He brought you coffee.”


  “Any luck?” I asked, placing the mug on the console beside her keyboard.


  She nodded her thanks. “I think so. Can I trust this?” She nodded at the screen.


  “More than the one on the bridge.”


  “It was a big error. Twelve percent. Short, not long.”


  “So we’re barely in the pocket?” Zoya asked. “Why did it say zero on the bridge?”


  Kim took a sip and nodded as we settled into the visitor’s chairs facing her. “No idea.”


  Zoya looked at me. “That’s your cue, I think, Cap.”


  I took a long pull from the mug before starting. “Pip convinced me that I’d be more likely to turn into a rutabaga than we had a perfect zero jump error.”


  “He wasn’t wrong,” Kim said. “It’s been bothering me ever since.”


  I finished filling them in with what we’d found and what we suspected. It took a lot less time in the telling. “So, there is an error and we should be burning to bring us back onto the beam?”


  Kim nodded. “Yeah. It’s only been a couple of stans so it’s not too bad.” She put her cup down and reached for the keyboard. “Shall I program it?”


  “No.” They both looked at me. “We don’t want to do anything until Natalya has a chance to work through the systems to find out how deep the rot goes.”


  Her fingers seemed to retreat into fists as she leaned back. “How deep?”


  “If they shorted us on major systems by making them appear modern, what else did they short us on?” I asked.


  Her eyes grew round and she swallowed hard. “It’s not that bad, is it?”


  “Right now? The biggest problem is that we don’t know.” I nodded at the console. “You’ve worked on that model before?”


  She shook her head. “No. Not worked on it, but I’ve played with them. They’d been phased out of the fleet before I went to the Academy.”


  Zoya stood and peered over the console at the screen. “That’s the model I trained on. Shortly after we started using integrated circuits.” She grinned and took a sip of coffee. “I can give you some backup if you need it.”


  Kim seemed to relax a bit, her shoulders lowered a fraction. “Good. Some of these controls are exactly opposite of what I’m used to.” She stood up. “You wanna run the jump error routine and see if you get the same answer?”


  Zoya shook her head. “I trust your numbers.”


  Kim looked down at the screen again before picking up her coffee mug. “They’re only as good as the data coming in, though, right?”


  I toasted her with my cup. “Exactly right.”


  “You need me for anything else, Captain?” Ms. Fortuner asked.


  “No. You’re confident in the positioning?”


  “Yes. This feels better.” She shook her head. “Not exactly what I mean. It just makes more sense than the zero before. I accepted it because that’s what the system said.” She gave me a small smile. “Sorry, Skipper, I should have questioned it more. I ran the numbers twice and got the same answer both times.”


  “We’re creatures of habit, Kim,” Zoya said. “We tend to believe what we’re told is true. The console should have been correct. The fact that it told us something that shouldn’t have been in the universe of correct data didn’t tip us into disbelief.” She grimaced. “It should have.”


  Kim nodded, glancing at the chrono. “I’m going to try to get some sleep. I’ve got the early watch in a few stans.”


  “We should have some answers by then,” I said. “Natalya’s already on the consoles aft, and the bridge is next.”


  She nodded and took her cup with her when she left.


  “That coffee won’t help her sleep,” Zoya said, taking a sip of her own. “I’d be having nightmares, myself.”


  “Sleep will be precious for a while, I think.”


  “How concerned are you?” she asked.


  “Moderately.” I heard the word and shook my head. “More than moderately, but I’m fighting it. The ship has proven to be operational, if somewhat less than trustworthy. The console problem is one thing. The kicker problem may be related, but could ultimately be the larger issue.”


  She sighed and settled back in her chair beside me. “And those are only the problems we know about.”


  “Yeah. That’s the part I’m worried about. If we can get to The Junkyard, we should be all right.”


  “Because it’s a station with communications?” She glanced over at me.


  “Because it has a shipyard.”


  Her glance turned into a steady stare. “You’d try to fix it?”


  “Of course.” I shrugged. “I’d like to get the ship back to Newmar, if we can.”


  “If we can’t?”


  “The Academy is going to be paying for a lot of passenger tickets.” I grinned at her. “At least we can get passage out of The Junkyard. More than I can say for our current location.”


    


  Natalya came back from engineering with a spare multi-tool and penlight and handed them to me. “Sorry it took so long. We needed to isolate the spoofing routines.” She crossed to my console, powered it down, and crawled back under it. I heard the snap of the release. She came out and heaved the lid open. “Luckily they did as haphazard a job with that as they did with the rest.” She waved Zoya and me over. “This is the culprit.” With her multi-tool pliers, she pointed to a small parasite board with a wide data cable coming out of the top. “That’s intercepting the primary display data and massaging it.” She looked over at me. “When we pulled the jumper, the secondary data feed routed to your screen. The fix is easy.” She reached down and pulled the parasite board from its socket and disconnected the attached data cable. “This plugs in here.” She seated the cable’s plug into a matching socket on the main board. “We documented this down in engineering,” she said. “Video and still imagery. Also bagged and tagged them.” She pulled a small plastic sleeve from her pocket and slid the board into it, zipping the top closed and marking the bag “Captain’s Console.”


  “Keeping the evidence chain?” Zoya asked.


  “As much as we can. Manchester has a lot to answer for here, but the immediate problem is getting this boat into a port.”


  “Agreed,” I said.


  Natalya dropped the lid back down and pushed until it snapped into place. When she powered it up again, the screen that came up looked very different. “That’s the actual screen without the interface.”


  I looked over her shoulder at it. “Not as pretty, but as long as I can trust it, I’m good.”


  She made a sour grimace. “I don’t know about trusting it, but at least it’s telling you the data that it’s getting without massaging it first.”


  “Why go to the trouble and expense of modifying them?” Zoya asked.


  Natalya snorted. “One, they wanted them to look good. Two, this?” She waved the wrapped board. “Costs about a credit to make. The actual system costs over two hundred.”


  “Yes, but how much did those old boards cost?”


  “My guess? Zero. They’d been written down as obsolete in inventory and the Collins was a good place to get rid of them.”


  Zoya sighed. “They wanted to look good without the expense of being good.”


  “That’s my bet,” Natalya said. “Come on, Skipper. Let’s get the bridge squared away.”


  Zoya followed us up to the bridge where Mr. Cartwright looked up, obviously surprised by the invasion. “Captain?”


  “Good evening, Mr. Cartwright. We need to do a little system maintenance up here. You’ll find this interesting, I think.”


  “Where do you want to start, Skipper?” Natalya asked.


  I pointed to one of the spare consoles. “There. Show Mr. Cartwright what you showed us. Once that’s done, the four of us can make quick work on the rest.” I tapped the main console.


  “Helm?” Mr. Jenson looked over at me. “Astrogation, sar?”


  “The systems have a bit of a problem, Mr. Jenson. We need to fix it. Do your best to stay on the beam. We’ll work around you until the end.”


  Natalya waved Mr. Cartwright over and demonstrated the fix. When she finished, she put the primary watchstander display up on the spare. “You can use this one until we fix the other.”


  “This is an old display. Does it work?” he asked.


  Zoya nodded. “Yes. The layout might be unfamiliar, but it’s got all the same functionality as the ones you’re used to. Just not as pretty. Ask me if you can’t find something.”


  He brought the watchstander’s log up and made a notation. “I’ve logged the station modification, Skipper.”


  I handed him the multi-tool and light that Natalya had given me. “Then get started on the systems terminal while Ms. Regyri does astrogation.”


  It took very little time for us to get the various consoles swapped over. When we’d finished, Natalya nodded. “They’re not as spiffy, but they’re at least better.” She glanced at me. “Bad news is that your repeaters don’t work anymore, Skipper.”


  I chuckled. “They’re useless anyway.”


  Zoya shrugged. “Somebody’s idea of management. No doubt somebody who never sat in the chair.”


  “So, these are correct now?” Mr. Jenson asked.


  “They’re displaying what they’re told to display,” Zoya said. “Correct? That’s another iteration.”


  His eyes widened. “Then that zero jump error wasn’t valid, sar?”


  “That’s the problem,” Natalya said. “It was out of range, and this little bugger”—she patted the pocket where she’d stowed the boards—“didn’t know what to do with it and displayed it as zero.”


  “Do we know the right numbers now, sar?”


  “Ms. Fortuner reran them from the console in the cabin. We were 12 percent short,” I said. “Just barely dropped into the pocket but we’re moving deeper into it.”


  He nodded. “Then this course, Skipper?” He waved at the helm controls.


  “As good as any until we finish shaking the trees and beating the bushes. Mr. Cartwright, you can shift back to the main helm. Stay on the current vector.”


  “Stay on current vector, aye, Captain.”


  I looked at Natalya. “What’s next? Back to the cabin?”


  She nodded, and we traipsed off the bridge.


  Back in the cabin, I asked, “So where are we?”


  “I’ve got Rich Verde working on the propulsion chain. It’s his watch anyway. I had to wake Bell up to get him doing the same on power,” Natalya said.


  “What about environmental?” Zoya asked.


  “Jorge comes on at midnight. I’ll brief him then.” She glanced at the chrono. “We’ve got less than a stan. My big concern is how compromised the sensor network might be.”


  “Because you think Manchester would flake on cheap sensors?” I asked.


  “No. I think they’d unload anything they had sitting in surplus inventory as long as it looked good. Putting an obsolete sensor into an up-to-date network would probably work as long as the values stayed within a relatively normal range. Sensors themselves haven’t changed much in a century except for sensitivity and timing. How often do they check? Not all of them are continuous, even now. If the cycle times aren’t in sync, readings get misfiled. If the sensitivities are off, then the network doesn’t know what to do with values that might be out of range.”


  “Like that 12 percent jump error,” Zoya said.


  Natalya nodded. “Exactly. The parasite board couldn’t figure out what to do with it, so it passed a zero. More likely, a null value that the display interpreted as zero.”


  “What you’re saying is that we can’t trust anything,” I said.


  Natalya grimaced. “No. I think we can trust the food and water. Probably the air. Everything points to Manchester building a ship that would be safe to live in as long as it’s docked. Even safe to take short trips around well-charted High Line space. The problems we’ve encountered have been because we’re operating outside that narrow envelope. That last jump was right at the upper limit of our operational capacity. We’re fully loaded and it drained the capacitor. Longer jumps risk bigger errors. Not just in gross terms but in percentages as well.”


  “Agreed,” Zoya said.


  I nodded. “Me, too.” I blew out a breath. “How soon before we can burn?”


  Natalya shook her head. “I want to hear from Verde first. See what he turns up. Might be nothing. Might be something minor that we can fix. Might be something we can work around.”


  “So, if we kept the burn times down to something more like we’d see in the High Line?” Zoya asked.


  Natalya nodded. “Might be what we need. I still want to know more.”


  “Fair enough,” I said. “We’re safe enough for the moment. I’m happy to stay turtled down here until we can move with some degree of certainty.”


  They both nodded.


  “You wanna bring Pip into the loop?” Natalya asked. “He’s probably chewing his fingers off in his stateroom trying to stay out of our way.”


  “Yeah. You need to get back to engineering?”


  “I do.”


  “Go. Lemme know what you find.”


  “Got it, Skipper.” She left the cabin door open on her way out.


  “What do you want me to do?” Zoya asked.


  “Brainstorm it with me.”


  She raised her eyebrows. “I thought that’s what we’d been doing.”


  “Yeah, but we’re only looking at the first-priority problems. What else might be wrong?”


  She sat back in her seat and steepled her hands in front of her face. “Power and data runs are probably underrated.”


  I nodded. “That had occurred to me, too. These consoles running old code don’t need the high-end stuff and don’t draw the same power.”


  She looked up at the overhead. “Sensor blocks.”


  “What about them?”


  She nodded at the sensor above our heads. “They might be the most common electronic component on the ship next to light fixtures.”


  I looked up and frowned. “Surely, they wouldn’t have.”


  “There are five just here in the cabin. How many are in the whole ship?”


  “No idea. Natalya thought hundreds.” I thought about the VSI system. “Thousands wouldn’t surprise me. Visual Site Inspections alone would be a couple of hundred.”


  “Every compartment in the ship has multiples,” she said. “They’re cheap but only in comparison to other fixtures, like engines.”


  “They cost more than the light fixtures,” I said. “I learned that when we refitted the Chernyakova.”


  She nodded. “They were a significant expense for Zvezda Moya. I’m betting they haven’t gotten cheaper since then.”


  I looked up at the device above us. “How would you do it?”


  She blew out a breath and shrugged. “I wouldn’t replace them all. I’d leave a few full-featured ones in places where they might get used for demonstration and teaching purposes.”


  “Like?”


  “The galley, over the range hoods. Environmental, where you might train engineers. I’d put the carbon monoxide ones in the lower levels where it might pool. Gas sensors between decks where the fuel tanks are.” She looked up. “That one? The one in your head?” She nodded. “The ones in my stateroom? Yeah. If there are fakes, that’s where I’d put them. The fakes would be connected but only have a single signal showing no problems. Not exactly inert, but that’s a pretty cheap circuit to print compared to full sensor arrays for gas and smoke.”


  “Why, though?” I kept coming back to that question.


  She shrugged. “You and Pip seemed to think the ship was some kind of payback for wrong-doing in the Toe-Holds.”


  “Speculation, but yeah. Manchester got its corporate fingers caught in the cookie jar out in the Toe-Holds. I’m not privy to the details, but they earned a certain animosity in the High Line for it.”


  Her eyebrows went up at that. “Must have been a pretty big cookie jar.”


  “You hear anything about Telluride?”


  “I heard they opened up as a cargo port a few stanyers ago after lifting a self-imposed quarantine of a decade or more.”


  “They kept the population under nondisclosure agreements for that whole time. Isolated from the rest of the Annex. Couldn’t leave. Didn’t forward any messages in or out. Basically prisoners.”


  “How did they enforce that?” she asked, the raised eyebrows coming back down fast.


  “We watched them blow up a mining barge because the barge had the audacity to talk to us.” I shrugged. “They shot missiles at us. Not exactly friendly fire.”


  Her face went completely blank for a moment. “At the Chernyakova?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Do I want to know how?”


  “Luck and Margaret Stevens.”


  Her eyes narrowed and she chuckled. “If Maggie was involved, very little of that was luck. You know who she is, right?”


  “I know enough to say ‘No. Is she somebody important?’ She always shows up at the most interesting of times.”


  She chuckled again. “Fair enough.”


  I looked up at the sensor block. “Taking bets?”


  “No bet, but if you stand on the console, you can probably reach it.”


  “Don’t we have step ladders for that?” I asked, kicking off my boots and pulling the multi-tool from my pocket.


  “Yeah, but they’re all down in engineering and Natalya’s busy.”


  It was only a matter of moments before I had the shell off the device, revealing an almost empty casing. “The test button is connected, but this doesn’t look like any sensor I’ve ever seen.”


  She nodded. “Thousands of them. It probably adds up to a significant pile of credits. I’d also bet the ones that aren’t dummies have obsolete sensing units in them.”


  I put the cover back on and clambered off my desk. “They should have named this ship Refrigerator Soup.”


  She raised an eyebrow at me while I put my boots back on.


  “My mother used to go through the chiller and pull out anything that was left over or about to go bad. She made some kind of hash or stew or something out of it. Depended on what she found. She always called it refrigerator soup.” I nodded at the overhead. “That’s what Manchester did here. Pip thinks this is part of their reparations package to get back into the CPCJT’s good graces. They provided the ship, but filled it with write-offs and markdowns from their inventories.”


  “They expanded the hull, though. That didn’t come cheap.”


  “Did they?” I asked. “Or was this an early prototype of the Eighty-Eights that didn’t make the cut?”


  She gave me a hard look. “That’s pretty cynical.”


  I shrugged. “Maybe. When did they start putting out marketing on the Eighty-Eights?”


  “I don’t know, but I bet I can find it.” She pulled out her tablet and started scanning through it. “Here we go. Saltzman bought the four of the new Eighty-Eights about eight stanyers ago.” She kept scrolling. “But there was talk about them earlier.”


  “What are you looking at?”


  She glanced at me. “Shipping News. You’re not subscribed?”


  I shrugged. “I just subscribed recently.”


  She grinned and kept working. “Ah, here it is. Ten stanyers back. ‘Today, Manchester announced they’re working on an updated version of their best-selling multi-freight hauler, the Manchester Seventy-Two. The new Manchester Eighty-Eight features expanded staterooms, additional crew berthing, and low-maintenance environmental systems. It will be the obvious choice for fleets upgrading from the venerable Seventy-Twos.’ Even has a picture of the deck plan.” She turned her tablet around and slid it across my console. “Look familiar?”


  I rotated the image a few times and zoomed in on the forward nacelle. “Looks identical.”


  She nodded. “It bears an uncanny resemblance to this ship but not to the current production models.” She shrugged. “Cynical or not, you called it.”


  “It’s not my imagination, is it?” I looked over at her. “This looks—” My brain short-circuited for a heartbeat.


  “A bit phallic?” she asked with a grin. “Yeah. But to be fair, even the Seventy-Twos looked like vibrators. They all look phallic one way or another. Even the tractors.”


  “Except fast packets,” I said. “They look like loaves of bread.”


  She laughed. “That was Natalya’s scout, too. Kind of a stubby loaf but had that same feel.”


  I looked at the image again before sliding the tablet back to her. “If this was an early prototype? How did it get outfitted?”


  She shrugged. “Did it get outfitted? Or did they figure out something in the building of this hull that convinced them not to build another.”


  “That’s a troubling thought.”


  “Why? Because it was sitting in a parking orbit somewhere for a decade?”


  “No,” I said. “Because whatever was wrong with it then is still wrong. It might have been just too expensive to build with the extra space. Or it might have been structurally flawed.”


  Her face blanched a little. “Good enough to fly over to Newmar and take up a dock, but not robust enough to actually work? Good enough to fill with almost adequate instrumentation as a learning aid, but not solid enough to put into service.”


  “That’s my thinking.”


  She drew a loud breath in through her nose and blew it out slowly.


  “Yeah,” I said. “My sentiments exactly.”


  Chapter 7


  Deep Dark: 
November 30, 2379


  On the way to the wardroom for breakfast, I checked in with Kim on the bridge.


  “It’s good, Skipper. I replotted everything up here this morning. I ran a couple of models and cross-referenced a lot of secondary plots. They all match up. I’m confident we’re where we think we are.”


  “Can you set us up with a corrected course that doesn’t burn for more than two stans at a time?”


  She nodded. “Piece of cake. I’ll have to update it when we know how things are going aft, but I have the template ready to go when Natalya’s ready for us.”


  “Thanks. I’ll keep you in the loop.” I dropped down the ladders and headed for the wardroom. It was still a few ticks before the top of the stan, but Mr. Armengol had coffee ready on the sideboard so I helped myself.


  Pip breezed in as I sat down. “Good. You’re here. I stopped at the cabin on my way by. Rough night?”


  “I got a little sleep but yeah.” I stifled a yawn in my coffee cup while he helped himself and took his seat. “You talked to Natalya?”


  He grinned. “I tried to stay out of your way last night. I got a quick rundown from her when she came to rebuild my console. I’m hoping to get a better brief this morning. What do you know?”


  “The ship is equipped with what we suspect is cast-off, obsolete, and outdated equipment. Not just the consoles. At least one of the environmental sensors in the cabin is a mock-up.”


  “I was afraid of that,” he sipped his coffee. “Kim fixed the plot?”


  “She’s confident we know where we are. That’s more than we had last night.”


  Zoya came in with Natalya on her heels. They made beelines for the coffee just as Mr. Armengol brought in our breakfast. They got their coffees and took seats while he dished out plates of pancakes and bacon, placing syrup and extra butter on the table. “Anything else, sars? Will Mr. Cartwright be joining you this morning?”


  “Probably not,” Zoya said. “When I relieved him last night, he said he planned to sleep in.”


  “This looks good, Mr. Armengol. My compliments to the chief.” I smiled at him.


  He grinned back. “This was Mr. Franklin’s doing this morning, sar. You’re his guinea pigs.”


  “Then my compliments to Mr. Franklin. He can experiment on us anytime he likes.”


  “You might want to try them first, Captain.” He grinned. “Although, the rest of us found them to be terrific. I’ll be back in a few to see how you’re doing, sars.” He ducked back into the wardroom pantry, leaving us to our meal.


  “You want the good news or the bad news,” Natalya asked, digging into her pancakes.


  “We have good news?” I asked


  She took a big forkful and shrugged.


  I took advantage of the moment to eat a bite, but the food did little for my peace of mind, even though the pancakes were light, fluffy, and laced with some flavoring I couldn’t put my finger on. Almond, maybe.


  “Zee told me about the sensors. I had Jacobs and a couple of the overnight watch spot-check some of the critical ones. The good news is that every one they checked actually had sensors in it. Live sensors that will detect what they’re supposed to detect.”


  “The bad news?” I asked.


  “We pulsed software updates to the sensor network, rather than just status polling. Only about 10 percent of the sensors responded.”


  Pip looked at her. “That doesn’t sound good.”


  “We’ve better news on the kicker. The control circuits aren’t synced properly with the flow valves. Probably because the control circuits are older than the valves. The valves compensated for the faulty signals. That’s why the little pulses over time. The errors built up as the engines got hotter. They’re probably not a problem. I agree that keeping burns to two stans with a one-stan cool-down between would stop the errors from building up, so stop the pulses from happening.”


  “Is there nothing in this hull that’s up to standard?” Pip asked.


  Zoya snorted. “Not even the hull.”


  He looked at her, eyes wide, a fork-load of pancake halfway to his mouth. “What?”


  “This hull is a failed prototype. We don’t know why it failed, but when the Eighty-Eights were announced, they announced it with a diagram that looks remarkably like this ship. The production models don’t.”


  Natalya sighed. “They really intended this ship to sit at a dock.”


  “If they did, I don’t think anybody mentioned it to Alys,” I said. “She’d never have hatched this plan otherwise. So, what do we do now?” I asked. “Nat? How confident are we in the ship?”


  She took a slug of coffee before answering. “Barely. If we proceed on the assumption that everything including the kitchen sink is substandard and baby it all the way, we can probably get back safely.”


  “Do we head back for Newmar now?” Pip asked.


  “No.” Her eyes focused in the middle distance. “No. We go to The Junkyard.”


  “Because this ship is junk?” he asked, grinning.


  She looked at him and chuckled. “No. Well. Maybe.” She sighed and looked at me. “We’re two jumps from The Junkyard. Any other station closer?”


  “I can check with Kim, but I doubt it,” Zoya said.


  “That’s what I thought. Then we baby it into The Junkyard and tell Alys what’s going on. If it’s the nearest safe port, that’s where we should go.” She took a sip of her coffee. “The Junkyard has a dock big enough to handle us. We can put the ship in there and see what shakes loose. We’ll be better prepared to get the ship home, if we know what we’re up against. I don’t trust Manchester as far as I can throw this ship right now.


  “They built the Madoka, but I supervised that construction. Nothing went into that ship that I didn’t approve. We had plenty of time to shake it down and they did a good job with it. This?” She rolled her eyes. “This is somebody’s idea of sticking a thumb in the eye of CPJCT and thinking they’d get away with it.”


  “They might have,” Pip said, staring down at his plate. “They didn’t count on Alys Giggone. They certainly never expected it to wind up out here and more than one jump away from a CPJCT orbital.”


  “Why would they?” Zoya asked. “They know how the Toe-Holds work, and they built a ship that isn’t all that cost-effective to work out here. They also know the Academy is a bastion of CPJCT doctrine. The idea that Alys would load it up with cadets and send it out here? It’s preposterous.” She shook her head. “I can see the mindset that would think it would be a fine jest to fulfill the obligation with warehouse leavings and write-offs.”


  Mr. MacBradaigh breezed in. “Sorry I’m late.” He glanced around the table at each of us, pausing at the door. “What have I missed?”


  “Excellent pancakes, for a start,” Pip said. “Have a seat. Mr. Armengol can bring you a plate and we’ll fill you in.”


  Mr. MacBradaigh frowned at Pip before looking at Natalya, then Zoya, then me. “Why am I suddenly filled with dread at your words?”


  “Probably because you’ve come to know Pip,” Natalya said. “He’s never this cheerful in the morning.”


  Mr. MacBradaigh made his way around the table and took a seat. “Something happened, didn’t it.” He looked at me.


  “Yes, Mr. MacBradaigh. Let’s get you some coffee and food. We’ll fill you in on what we know so far.” I summoned Mr. Armengol, who took care of our late-comer without comment even though his expression led me to believe he, too, knew something to be amiss. When he finished, he left and closed the pantry door behind him. “So, this is what we know …”


  It took very few ticks to bring a shocked Mr. MacBradaigh up to speed. “What can I do to help?”


  I shook my head. “Nothing that I can think of.”


  Natalya looked down the table at him. “You passed the engineer’s test, didn’t you?”


  “I did, yes.”


  “You any good with a multi-tool?”


  He frowned. “I don’t know how good, but I’ve used one before.”


  “I need somebody to help disassemble the dummy sensor nodes. There are a lot of them, and I’m just dumping them in a box as we yank them out.”


  “Why not just leave them up?” Pip asked.


  She gave him a sideways look. “Eventually they’ll need to be replaced. I’m just doing the front end work and leaving the leads dangling to remind everybody that the sensor network is mostly nonfunctioning.”


  “TIC safety inspection would shut us down in a heartbeat,” Pip said.


  She grinned. “If we can get this boat to a Confederation port, we can report it ourselves and let TIC sort it out with Manchester. So, Mr. MacBradaigh?”


  He nodded. “Happy to help.”


  “You think they’ll repair it?” Zoya asked. “Manchester?”


  Natalya gave a noncommittal sideways bob of her head. “Eh. Could go either way. With the right components, it would be something the Academy could do on its own. Decent training opportunity for engineering cadets.”


  I picked up my coffee and took a sip, holding the mug in both hands. “So, we can tell Kim to plot the burn?”


  “Keep it under two stans with at least one stan in between. It’s going to be a long adjustment?”


  “She didn’t say. Only that she has the template for one. It’ll change based on when we start it.”


  Natalya nodded. “I’ve got Harris and Go working through the control system now. They should be done by 1000. I’ll let you know then but that should work unless they find something I missed.”


  Zoya snorted. “You? Miss something?”


  Natalya laughed. “I’ve missed too much sleep lately.”


  Pip colored and hid behind his coffee cup.


  “Grab a nap,” I said.


  She nodded. “I will, but I want to wait until the burn starts. There’ll be plenty of time to sleep then. Between power and propulsion, I’ve got enough steady hands to monitor the situation.”


  I nodded. “Fair enough.” I drained my mug and placed it beside my empty plate. “Do we have anything else we need to discuss?”


  Heads shook around the table.


  “Then I’m going up to the cabin. I’ll put together a situation report for Alys so I can send it off as soon as we can get within range of a buoy.”


  “I’ll send you a list of bogus and/or missing components,” Natalya said, pushing her plate away. “I’ll bip you when we’re ready to burn.”


  “Let’s get to it, then.” I stood and left the wardroom.


  As I expected, Pip followed me up to the cabin and plunked his carcass in his normal chair. “Send it to me. I’m CEO. I’ll forward it to Alys.”


  I nodded. “A better approach.”


  “You need to tell the crew what’s happening.”


  “I do, yes.” I sighed. “Probably should do that now.”


  He nodded and stood up. “Anything you need from me?”


  I started to shake my head but stopped. “Yes, actually.”


  His eyebrows rose.


  “Check the manifests on our cans.”


  “What am I looking for?”


  “Spares. I hate not having the sensor network up. With everything else that’s not right with the ship, I’m nervous about running blind. If we have a can of sensors or sensor parts?”


  He nodded. “Emergency clauses cover the liabilities. We can afford to compensate the shippers.”


  “If we get to The Junkyard, it probably won’t be necessary.” I shrugged. “If we don’t? It won’t matter. I just want to know what we have to work with that might make the difference between those two conditions.”


  Pip’s shoulders fell and his normal, jovial mask faded away. “You’re serious.”


  I shrugged. “Just between us? I’m worried about the next jump. We need to take it and the one after. We’re operating on the assumption that we can trust the ship to do what we hope it will do. I’m afraid it will do what it’s designed to do—and I’m convinced it was designed to stay at the dock.”


  He nodded. “I’ll get my cargo section working on the manifests. We’ll need to run a verification of each can to find out what kind of spare parts, what sort of electronic equipment. It’s going to take a while.”


  “Keep ’em busy. I don’t expect we’ll be lucky enough to have the exact can of parts we need, but it’s a stone I don’t want to leave unturned.”


  “Keep ’em distracted, you mean.”


  I shrugged. “Same difference.”


  He chuckled, a much darker sound than I was used to hearing from him. “We’ll get on it.”


  I heaved myself up from my seat. “I’ll go make the announcement.” I followed him out of the cabin but turned up the ladder to the bridge.


  Ms. Fortuner glanced over when I stepped onto the bridge. “Back so soon, Skipper?”


  “I need to make an announcement, and if you could, set up the burn for 1030, Ms. Fortuner. Engineering should have something to go on by then. Two-stan durations with one-stan cool-down. Any idea how long it’ll take?”


  “Just over four cycles, so ten stans plus a bit at the end. I’ll have to run the actual numbers to know the last part. It actually gets shorter the longer we go.” She shrugged. “One of the benefits of jumping short. Every stan puts us closer to the ideal point.”


  I kicked myself for not realizing the implications sooner. “How soon until we reach the optimal point?”


  She blinked. “I’d have to run some numbers, Skipper.”


  “Run them.”


  She nodded and stood from the watchstander’s console. “I’ll get right on it.”


  I picked up the microphone and keyed it on. “All hands. This is the captain speaking. Some of you have heard that the ship is not exactly up to standard. We’re working to correct whatever we can, but we need everyone to pay extra attention to their surroundings. If you notice anything unusual—funny smell, sudden headache, smoke or dust in the air, anything out of the ordinary—bump it up the chain immediately. Engineering is working to identify faulty systems and minimize the effects. Our current plan is to continue on to The Junkyard so we can check in with the Academy before continuing our voyage. I know it’s a distraction. It’s worrying. Try to set that aside. Worry about what’s in front of you, and try not to speculate. We’re in no immediate danger. I’ll tell you if that situation changes. That is all.”


  Ms. Fortuner looked at me from the astrogation console. “You’re not worried that you’ll jinx us, Skipper?” She grinned.


  “I’m trying not to.” I shrugged and glanced at Mr. Bentley. “We’re operating under the assumption that the ship is good enough to operate in the High Line without problems. The only reason we’ve uncovered things like the consoles is that we’re operating outside of that narrow envelope. If we tailor our actions accordingly, the ship should operate normally. That’s why the short burns instead of one long one. We’ve unmasked all the consoles on the ship so we shouldn’t see anomalous data errors caused by those spoofing interfaces. We’re pulling the bogus sensors so we’ll know just how much of the ship is exposed. We should be able to replace them at The Junkyard.”


  She frowned. “That’s a lot of sensors.”


  “It is, but knowing which ones are missing allows us to prioritize the replacements.”


  She nodded. “Makes sense.”


  I put a hand on Mr. Bentley’s shoulder. He craned his neck around to look up at me. “Mr. Bentley, I am convinced we can make it to The Junkyard. It’s the nearest port and the best chance for getting the ship restored to full operational capacity. It also has the communications links we need, and a shipyard. Worst case scenario, everybody gets a free ride back to Port Newmar and a story to tell. Feel free to pass that word among the crew.”


  He frowned. “That’s not exactly the worst case scenario, is it, Captain?”


  I shrugged. “I won’t lie. There are worse, but the probabilities are such that we’d not know it if the actual worst case scenario happened. It would be all over in a millisecond.” I grinned at his shocked look. “That’s not anything new. We sail with that worst case every single time we get underway, Mr. Bentley.”


  He grinned back. “You’re not making me feel any more confident, Captain.”


  “We’re doing everything possible. Everything we can think of. We’re also open to suggestions. Bump them up the chain. You can pass that word as well.”


  He nodded and returned to his helm. “Thanks, Skipper. I’ll, uh, maybe talk to a couple people.”


  Ms. Fortuner glanced over at him and rolled her eyes, the whites gleaming in the dim light. “This is going to take a bit, Skipper. I’m running some models, but if you want to minimize the burn time, we’ll need to postpone the jump for a while.”


  “How much of a while?”


  “At least another day before we start the burn, but it’s still processing.”


  “Let me know what you find.”


  “Of course, Captain. I should have something for you by the time you relieve me.”


  I glanced at the chrono. I’d forgotten I had the next watch and headed for the cabin for a shower. I had about two stans before I needed to get back to the bridge. As much as I wanted to go aft to see how things were going in engineering, I went to the galley instead.


  Chief Bashar saw me the moment I stuck my head through the galley door. “Captain on deck.”


  “As you were.” I grinned at him and looked around the empty galley. “Practicing?”


  He grinned back. “They’re running inventories down in the pantries now. Something I can help with?”


  I nodded. “We’re still assessing the issue. We’re going to be taking it easy on the ship, which will make our transit times a little longer than they might be otherwise.”


  “Consoles are hosed?” He nodded at his. “This one, too?”


  I glanced at it. “Probably. We can fix it so you see the real console instead of the pretty interface, if you like. I suspect it won’t make much difference to your inventory management and planning. Engineering and navigation got twisted when the numbers coming in weren’t within acceptable parameters. You’re not feeding extra crew or starving us out, are you?”


  He chuckled. “No. Everything’s right down the line, but if there’s a spare moment?” He nodded at the console again. “Getting on the same page as everybody else would be appreciated.”


  I pulled the multi-tool from my pocket and crawled under his console.


  “I didn’t mean you should do it right now.” He sounded a bit upset.


  “I’m already here.” My voice had that metal echo sound to it, even in my own ears. “Just take a tick. They hid it well and didn’t make it obvious.” It took two ticks, but I had his console put back together and his display downgraded. “Look familiar?”


  He shook his head. “Seriously? I haven’t seen this model in, I don’t know. Ages.” He reached out and poked the screen as if to touch the contents. “Brings back memories, let me tell you.”


  “I missed this whole generation,” I said. “It came out while I was working for Diurnia Salvage and Transport. They didn’t upgrade until forced to.”


  He laughed. “Yeah. If it works, why replace it? Common enough in fleet doctrine.” He looked at me. “Why, though?”


  “So they could say they gave a new ship to the Academy to use for training the next generations of officers, I presume.”


  “And they hid the old systems under the shiny wrapper?”


  “So it seems. They also shorted us on sensor blocks throughout the ship.”


  His eyes widened and he glanced at the hoods over his stove tops.


  “Yours are good. Natalya checked the network. The galley and your various storage areas are all up to standard. I can’t say the same for the cabin.”


  “That seems short-sighted.” He frowned. “Why would they do that?”


  “It’s just a guess, but we think they never expected the Academy would put the ship in space. Or if they did, it would be in the local sector. Some nice, non-challenging trips for the cadets.”


  He sighed. “That makes a certain amount of sense, I guess.”


  “No, it doesn’t, but I admire your willingness to give them the benefit of the doubt. We’re going to make the run into The Junkyard. Two jumps from here. Once we get there, we can tell the Academy what’s going on and put the ship into a dock to check out what else might be wrong.”


  “You think there’s more?” His eyebrows rose ever so slightly.


  “We don’t know. We have some suspicions, but right now the biggest problem is that we don’t know. We think the ship will hang together that long. We’re going to be babying it all the way from here until we dock.”


  He pursed his lips, nodding. “How can I help?”


  “Just keep doing what you’re doing. The crew will run wild with speculation. You know as much as I know, so if you can keep an ear open?”


  He nodded. “Got it. Thanks for keeping me in the loop, Skipper.”


  “You’re the closest officer to the crew when they’re not on duty. That gives you better access.”


  “Not my first trip, Skipper.” He grinned.


  “How’s Mr. Cartwright doing as morale officer?”


  “He’s doing really well. For a boot third, he’s impressive. He started out a little rocky, but he’s really come into his own, I think. The crew seems to have confidence in him.”


  “That’s a big plus. Thanks for the feedback.”


  “You’re another matter,” he said, his lips twitching.


  “Me?”


  “You are the captain. You get the most scrutiny.”


  “How bad is it?”


  “The senior ratings think you walk on water. The juniors? They’re not sure how you manage to use the head without pissing down your leg.” He grinned.


  I laughed. “Both of those are problems.”


  “Yeah. I just thought the sharp dichotomy was amusing. It’s unusual.”


  “Can I chalk it up to the experienced ratings understanding what the job is and the juniors still thinking they’re officers-in-training?”


  “Possibly.” He shrugged.


  “What do they think about the other officers?”


  “Usoko is the real captain. Fortuner is the comfortable one. Regyri is frightening. Carstairs, invisible.”


  “I can’t fault those characterizations.”


  He laughed. “Personally, I think we’ve got a great officer corps. I’m honored to be working with you all.”


  “Thanks, Chief. Good to know. Let me know if there’s anything you need. Be thinking ahead to the contingencies of getting to The Junkyard.”


  “What are the ranges of option?”


  “The Academy can pull the plug and everybody gets a free ride home. We might be able to repair anything that’s actually broken or malfunctioning and continue the cruise. We may find that we can get the ship back to Newmar but won’t be taking the scenic route to get there.”


  He shrugged. “We’ve got enough supplies to see us through the next six months, I think. We’ll need some resupply to get through the full stanyer.”


  “Six months?”


  He grinned. “The stewards have taken to Carstairs’s scheme. They’ve stocked us up with a lot of different foods, all of which we can use ourselves if push comes to shove. We might be having some exotic meals, but we’ll eat well until the pantries dry up.”


  “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” I nodded. “How are you holding up? Is it as much fun as you thought it would be?”


  “Fun is a relative term, Skipper. It’s still a job but they’re young and eager. Keeping them on their toes and thinking ahead is a challenge. In a good way.”


  “Still want to teach at the Academy?”


  He smiled and nodded. “I do. This has been a bit of a tease. Like it’s so close and yet—” He shrugged. “We’ll see at the end of the cruise.”


  I glanced at the chrono. “I need to get a move on. Let me know if you need anything, Chief.”


  He nodded. “Thanks, I will. And thanks for fixing my console.”


  “You’re welcome.” I ducked out of the galley and headed for the cabin. I wanted a run, but I’d settle for a nap. It had been a long night and I had the afternoon watch.


  Chapter 8


  Deep Dark: 
November 30, 2379


  The nap gave me a little bit of a boost but my body still felt like I’d short-changed it. “What’s the news, Ms. Fortuner?”


  “Nothing to report, Skipper. Ship is on vector.”


  We did the formal changeover in the logs before I asked the question I wanted answered. “Where are we on the course?”


  “We’ll hit the shortest path route eighteen and a half stans from now. We should start burning in about eight so that we have the correct vector in place when we intersect that line.”


  “I thought the burn would be longer.”


  “If we started now, it would be. Waiting gives us a lot less strain on the kicker. We can cut out one of those two-stan cycles, but we’ll still be burning as we slide into the zone.”


  I nodded, barely able to visualize the four-dimensional thread through space-time. “We don’t have any stations closer than The Junkyard, do we?”


  “Nothing we can dock at.”


  I froze for a heartbeat. “Nothing we can dock at? But there’s something closer?”


  She bit her lips together. “Sorry, Skipper. I phrased that badly. Nothing that can support a ship our size. We could probably dock, but the crew would outnumber the residents.”


  “Show me?”


  She nodded and headed to the astrogation console. One tick later we were looking at the local region. “This is us. That’s The Junkyard. Current course puts us jumping here on the edge of the Ciroda Archipelago.” She pointed to a blank space on the display. “There are stations dotted all through here.” She tapped a few keys, and a smattering of icons appeared on the screen. “I normally filter out anything smaller than a thousand people, but there are two that fall between here and there.” She pointed them out. “This one, Osetia, is just a short hop that’s slightly out of our way. That one, Quet, about halfway between here and there but off the line by quite a bit, just eyeballing it.”


  “What does that do to getting to The Junkyard?”


  She flipped a few screens and slapped down an overlay. “If we take the shorter hop first to Osetia, The Junkyard is two more jumps from there. If we take this jump to Quet, it’s a little off our line, but we can jump from there to The Junkyard directly. Total jump distance is close to five BUs, but no leg is longer than two and a half.”


  “How big a station is that?”


  She pulled up the data behind the icon. “Population under fifty. Privately owned. Three stanyers old.” She looked up at me. “What are you thinking?”


  “I’m thinking they have a banking terminal.”


  She frowned. “You need to make a withdrawal?”


  I laughed. “No, but if they have a banking terminal, they have a link to the comms network.”


  The credit registered and her eyes lit up. “Of course.”


  “What does jumping there first do to our burn time?”


  She pursed her lips and looked at the screen again. “Tom could have told you off the top of his head, but I’m going to need to run the numbers.”


  “Run the numbers, please, Ms. Fortuner. And see if you can dig up any more info on that station.”


  “Should I plot the other one, too?”


  I nodded. “Yes, please. I’d like to have some options. Just in case.”


  She nodded and her fingers started dancing on the keys. After a moment she glanced back at me with a “Do you mind?” look.


  “Sorry.” I went back to the watchstander’s station and reviewed the logs while she worked. For some reason, the antique interface felt quite comfortable. A lot of the controls were where I expected them to be, which made the adjustment go much easier.


  After a lot of key-rattling and not a small amount of whispered profanity, she turned to face me. “All right. Osetia is practically next door, but we’d need to crank the vector hard to get there. A full day of on-again-off-again burns. It would still take two jumps to get to The Junkyard. Quet is an easier burn, and just over two BUs away. It’ll take most of the capacitor to get there, but we can jump directly from there to The Junkyard once we get lined up again.”


  “How soon do we need to decide?”


  “Sooner is better, Skipper, but we’ve got a few stans before it will make much difference.”


  “Thank you, Kim. I want to see what Natalya comes up with.”


  She nodded and stood up. “I saved the plots so it’ll be easy to load them once you’ve made a decision, Captain. I’ll be in my stateroom if you need me.”


  “Thank you.”


  She dropped down the ladder.


  “What’s the decision, Skipper?” Mr. Keen asked. “I would have thought the safe move would be to take the jump to Quet.”


  “It is. That’s probably what we’ll do, but I’m still going to check in with Ms. Regyri and Mr. Carstairs.”


  He nodded. “Because he’s the CEO?”


  “Because he’s the cargo master and may have data about that station we can use.”


  “Makes sense. Thanks, Skipper.”


  I nodded and sent a message to Pip asking about Quet and Osetia.


  He bounded up the ladder to the bridge within two ticks. “What about them?”


  I took him over the astrogation terminal and pointed out the chart there. “Kim says Quet is the easier jump, but the station is so small it’s barely there. Osetia? A possibility depending on what Nat thinks of using the kicker hard.”


  “You’re looking for a comms buoy. Rather than a double into The Junkyard?”


  “If we only have one more jump, I’d rather it be to where we can call for help.”


  He shot me a sideways glance before looking at Mr. Keen. “You know something I don’t?”


  “I’d be very much surprised if I didn’t but not about this. I’m looking for the most conservative path forward in light of the reality that we really don’t have a good handle on the state of this ship. We’ve been operating like it’s a fully functional Eighty-Eight.” I nodded at the display. “Clearly we’re mistaken.”


  He drew in a deep breath and let it out in a sigh. “Lemme go check my database. If they’re listed, that’s a good sign.”


  “You brought it with you, I hope.”


  He snorted. “Like I’d trust the CPJCT’s data? What do you take me for? An amateur?” He gave me a grin. “I cloned a copy to bring along.” He leaned in to look at the screen. “Both small. Barely there.”


  “All I care about is the buoy. If we can tell Alys what’s happening, I’ll feel better taking the final jump into The Junkyard.”


  He straightened up and shot me a glare. “Final jump? You don’t think that, do you?”


  I shrugged. “I mean for this leg of the trip, but depending on what Alys says, I want to be prepared if she says ‘Leave it there.’”


  He glanced at Mr. Keen again. “I see. Let me go check with my oracle and see what portents I can glean from the chicken guts.”


  “Just knowing which one of them has a comms buoy is enough,” I said with a grin. “I want it to be Quet but if it’s Osetia? So be it.”


  He nodded and disappeared down the ladder.


  “Really think it’ll come to that, Skipper?” Mr. Keen asked as I crossed back to my station. “Leaving the ship in The Junkyard?”


  “I think it’s possible. We’re still early in the discovery, though. The consoles are pretty reliable gear, if dated. As long as we don’t discover anything worse than needing new sensor blocks, I think we may be able to continue the voyage.”


  “It’s the not knowing, isn’t it?” he asked, glancing over at me.


  “Precisely. Usually a ship is certified, tested. It gets a shakedown cruise and goes back to the yard for corrections. If what we suspect is true, that Manchester never intended it to leave the dock? None of that happened. We’re flying a training aid as much as a ship.”


  He grinned at me. “Why are you telling me all this, Captain? Trying to make me doubt the ship? Isn’t that bad for morale?”


  I chuckled and shook my head. “Because I remember being below decks. You’re going to get pumped because you’re my helm. I’m counting on you to help keep people calm. To let them know that we’re working on the problem and that we’re doing everything we can to keep everybody safe. I can tell them, but coming from you as gossip? Much more credible.”


  He laughed. “You’re probably right, Skipper.” He paused, then shot me another glance. “Thanks.”


  “Regardless of rank or position, we’re all on the same boat, Mr. Keen.”


  He laughed again and we settled down to the watch.


    


  Zoya and Ms. Heath relieved us at 1545 and I explained the situation. Zoya frowned a little and shrugged. “Seems like a no-brainer, but check with Nat. See if there’s anything new in engineering.”


  “Quet?”


  She nodded. “Quet. They’ll have a buoy or they wouldn’t be on the chart.” She looked at the astrogation terminal again. “Even if they don’t, they’ve got some regular traffic in and out or they couldn’t maintain a presence that small. It’s a destination that somebody else knows about. That’s a hell of a lot better than some Deep Dark jump-staging area where we might not be found at all.”


  “Thanks. That’s what I thought, too.”


  I dropped down to Pip’s stateroom instead of going to the cabin. “Anything?”


  “I can’t find any reference to Quet, but Osetia’s there.” He shook his head. “It’s frustrating because I don’t know if it’s not listed because it doesn’t have a comms buoy or because it didn’t make the last update.” He grimaced. “I should have gotten the latest before we left Dark Knight. I never thought we’d be poking about in the weeds with a ship this big.”


  “Osetia’s got a buoy, though?”


  “Yeah. Small station. Mom and pop op.” He looked over at me. “What’s the phrase? Three cans and a head?”


  “So the question comes back to Natalya and the ship.”


  “What about Natalya and the ship?” she asked, stepping into the compartment behind me.


  I stepped aside and she took a seat on Pip’s bunk. “We have two stations within one jump. One’s close, but will take a long burn to change the vectors. One’s a little farther away but is an easy vector change. The second one would let us jump from there to The Junkyard. The first still needs two jumps from there.”


  “You’re thinking comms buoy?” she asked.


  “Yeah. We don’t know if there’s a buoy at Quet. We do know there’s one at Osetia, but that’s the one that will tax the ship the most.”


  She looked at Pip. “Your database?”


  He nodded. “Quet’s not listed, but it may be just too new to have worked through the network yet. Or it may have and I don’t know, because I didn’t get the update before we left Dark Knight.”


  She gave him an exasperated look.


  He shrugged.


  “So, the question is can the ship handle the vector change to Osetia and, if so, can it give us at least two more jumps to get to The Junkyard?”


  “Yeah. That’s the crux. We need at least two to get to the space dock there. Either through the Deep Dark or via Quet. Three if we stop at Osetia.”


  She shrugged. “Did you ask Zee?”


  “She said ask you.”


  She narrowed her eyes at me. “What else did she say?”


  “The easy one. Two jumps, both into inhabited systems. It probably has people who need to be paid.”


  Natalya chuckled. “So the question is really can we jump there?”


  “Basically.”


  She looked at Pip. “You’re the CEO. He’s the captain. My considered opinion as chief engineer is that the ship is questionable. I’m not even sure we can make a jump out of here. I think we can. We’ve been over the Burleson units. They’re good. Barely rated for what we’ve been doing, but I’ve known that all along. The capacitor is crap. If there’s a point of failure, it’s likely there. We don’t have a spare.” She shrugged. “On the 
Chernyakova I could print one if we needed it. Here? CPJCT doctrine. No printers.”


  Pip stiffened a little in his seat.


  “Something?” I asked.


  “We have printer stock. Four different cans of it.”


  “We don’t have a printer. I just got done saying that.”


  He grinned. “No. Luckily we don’t need one yet. Maybe never. My point is that they do.” He jammed his finger against the screen. “I don’t know if they have a comms buoy, but a station like that? It can’t live without printers”


  “So if we jump in there and something fails on the way, we might be able to print a replacement?” I asked.


  Natalya shrugged. “I’d need the model. Prints don’t work just because we want something. We have to tell it what.”


  I chuckled. “I gathered that. Can we do it?”


  “Jump to Quet? I have no reason to doubt it at the moment.”


  “We can burn for two stans at a time with a one-stan cool-down?”


  “I believe so, yes.” She shrugged. “Just knowing that there’s nothing actually wrong with the equipment helps. It’s all brand new, just out of date. Some is obsolete, but it still works.”


  “Some people just can’t throw anything away,” Pip said. “How long has Manchester been sitting on this stuff?”


  “At least a decade,” I said.


  He sighed. “Inventory is expensive. I’d have thought a big company like that would know better.”


  “Not if it was somebody’s job to maintain it,” Natalya said. “Never underestimate the potential for personal power to overwhelm good business sense.”


  “Have you turned up any other problems in your travels?” I asked.


  She shook her head. “No. Pulling the jumpers out of the consoles gave us a more accurate look at the ship. The parts that make me nervous are the pieces we can’t eyeball.”


  That gave me a jolt. “Like?”


  “Like the tankage. Kicker nozzles. Sail and keel pylons.” She stifled a yawn. “Sorry. Long night. Short nap. Anything on the outside of the hull is suspect. Most of it has redundancy built into it, but if the cost-cutting extended to reducing redundancy?”


  “We’re only one minor failure away from catastrophe,” Pip said.


  She nodded. “That’s ‘if’ and we don’t know. That’s the biggest problem. We have to proceed on the basis of ‘We can’t count on anything working the way it’s supposed to,’ and that makes me crazy.”


  I nodded. “Quet it is. Always was. Thanks for confirming it.”


  They both nodded. I went in search of Kim to get the burn started.


    


  The last burn completed just at the beginning of dinner mess. I felt a sense of relief when the quiet rumble cut out right on schedule. I’d been tensed up for it to fail. Each time it hadn’t, I felt a modicum of relief. Every time it started again, I wondered if that would be the one. Pip and I had both written extensive reports for Alys with a lot of help from Natalya and Zoya. We ate a quiet meal. Even Mr. MacBradaigh seemed uncharacteristically subdued. I had Zoya call the ship to navigation stations at 1930.


  I waited for everybody to settle in and for Zoya to give the formal report of green.


  I think we held our collective breath when I gave the command. “Ready about. Hard a-lee.”


  Ms. Fortuner keyed the jump and a bright star appeared almost directly ahead.


  Zoya looked over from her console. “Jump completed, Captain. Waiting on position. Engineering reports all normal. They’ll need five stans to refill the capacitor.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Usoko.”


  “Position confirmed, Captain,” Ms. Fortuner said. “We are in Quet. The station appears to be on the far side of the primary.”


  “Mr. Cartwright? Do you have a buoy?”


  “Not yet, Captain.”


  “Keep looking, Mr. Cartwright.”


  “Keep looking, aye, Captain.”


  I looked over at Zoya. “If you were a buoy, where would you be?”


  “HTHC usually puts two. Sometimes three. Or at least they did. One perpendicular to the plane of the dominant ecliptic, one AU above the system primary. Another near the main station or orbital.”


  “So we need to get into the well a little more?”


  “More like wait to hear a ping from the buoy or see a courier do the pickup and drop.”


  “Ms. Fortuner, do you have an exit vector for us?”


  “I do, Skipper. Four burns over the next ten stans. We should be lined up midmorning tomorrow.” She glanced over at me. “That course takes us closer to the primary, Skipper, but outside the Burleson limit all the way.”


  “Execute, Ms. Fortuner.”


  “Execute burn, aye, Captain.”


  The rumble started up. “Secure from navigation stations. Set normal watch throughout the ship, Ms. Usoko.”


  “Secure navigation stations, set normal watch, aye, Captain.”


  She made the announcements and I headed for the cabin. Mr. Cartwright had the watch until 2000 and I had time to get in a quick run and a shower before I had to relieve him. The rumbling from the stern amped up my tension. Crazy response, because hearing the rumble meant the kickers were functioning. I shook my head but couldn’t shake the tension. It didn’t take long for me to get into running clothes and hit the gym. The track was the only place on the ship a captain could legitimately run.


  The fact that I could only run in circles seemed an apt metaphor.


    


  The run and the shower cleared some of the tension away. I relieved Mr. Cartwright at 1945, taking over the watch before asking about comms.


  “Nothing yet, Skipper. The automated systems are querying, but getting no responses.”


  “Have you checked for system-based chatter?”


  He frowned. “You mean like mining barges talking to each other or something?”


  “Or something.” I grinned. “It’s a small system, but they might have automated systems running to harvest gas from their giant. Telemetry tends to run all the time.”


  He frowned. “Of course. I knew that.” He shrugged. “Does that help us?”


  “If nothing else, it lets us know that there’s actually a station here.” I looked out at the tiny point of light at the heart of the system. “Somewhere.”


  “Ms. Fortuner said it was on the far side of the primary. Doesn’t she know?”


  I shrugged. “Ephemeris data on the system predicts the location of the station based on its orbit and time since last observation. Given that our charts may be as much as a stanyer out of date, it’s just a guess for a station this small.”


  “But we updated when we came through Dark Knight, didn’t we? That was only a few months ago.”


  “Yes, but when was the last time this station had a reported observation?” I shrugged. “Probably in the last stanyer, but a lot can go wrong in a matter of moments.”


  Mr. Keen looked over at me and shook his head.


  I shrugged. “Probably not the most comforting thought in the Annex.”


  Mr. Cartwright caught the exchange and laughed. “I know what you meant, Skipper.” He frowned. “I just barely squeaked by on my comms. Who should I ask for help with that?”


  I crossed to his console. “I can show you what I know, but Natalya and Zoya worked on these comms buoys. Either or both of them might have better insight.” I took a seat and started working through the menus. “Here. This scanner defaults to CPJCT-approved frequencies, but you can open it up.” I flipped through and set the range to include most of the radio frequency band. “The system is good about killing interference from that gas bag out there.” I nodded at the system primary. “But it can also identify normal communications channel boundaries.” I flipped a couple of other software options on. “This will sample the entire spectrum and give you a report every stan. We can sample those channel boundaries and see what we can make out. That should tell us whether there’s a buoy out there, too. Even if we can’t connect to it yet because of signal levels.”


  He gave me a hard look. “They didn’t cover any of this at the Academy.”


  “It’s been a long time since I was there,” I said, grinning up at him. “I’ve had a lot of help over the decades. If you’re only working in the High Line, you don’t need to know how to find a buoy. It’s assumed you’ll find them in any system you jump into. Multiples of them. Many of them out in the periphery where ships are likely to jump in. When you’re in the Deep Dark? You still have tools. You just need to understand the context.”


  “You have any reference material I can use?”


  “I don’t have any myself. When we get to The Junkyard, check their station net for this console’s user manuals. They may also have some theory and practice manuals that will fill in the blanks left by anything you’ve brought from the Academy.” I flipped a few more options on the console and added myself to the notifications queue. “In the meantime, you can learn a lot during your watches, just by playing around with the options here.”


  He nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind.”


  “I’ll keep an eye on it from here, but it’ll send you a notification if and when it links to a buoy. It’ll also forward any of our outgoing messages automatically as well as pull anything from their message queues for us to pass on.”


  He looked like he might want to say more, but he glanced at Mr. Keen and frowned. “Thanks for the pointers, Skipper.”


  “My pleasure. Feels good to get my fingers back into the systems.”


  He nodded and beat a retreat, dropping down the ladder.


  “Helm, report?”


  “On the beam, Skipper. The kicker’s pushing us where it wants us.”


  I took my normal seat at the watchstander’s console and pulled up the long-range scan. It only showed a whole lot of emptiness.


  “Think there’s still a station here, Skipper?” Mr. Keen asked.


  “Yes. I think there is. There was one here at one time. At least long enough for it to make it to the charts.” I shrugged. “Establishing a station takes a certain amount of preparation and investment. That’s not something you’re going to abandon at the drop of a hat.”


  “I was thinking more of the drop of a reactor core, but I take your meaning, Captain.” He grinned at me.


  At that moment, the kicker rumble subsided. I slapped keys to check on engineering. I felt a little foolish when I saw it was the end of the cycle.


  Mr. Keen glanced over. “Your secret’s safe with me, Skipper.”


  “Have you given any more thought to attending the Academy, Mr. Keen?”


  “I don’t think I’m cut out for it, Captain. I think I’ll just take my earnings and retire to a nice cottage by the sea somewhere and grow roses.”


  “Roses?” The image he conjured left me flabbergasted. “I didn’t have you picked as a horticulturalist, Mr. Keen.”


  “Roses.” He nodded. “I’ve been giving it some thought since you broached the subject of the Academy. What’s that old saying about smelling the roses?”


  “You have to stop and smell the roses?” I asked.


  “That’s the one. I figure the most reliable way to smell them is grow them.” He shot me a sideways grin.


  I chuckled. “Will that be before or after you make spec/1?”


  “The way things are going? It might be when we get back to Port Newmar. They have a nice sea coast there.”


  I nodded. “I can’t say as I blame you, Mr. Keen. Let me know if you find any likely cottages. I may join you.”


  He shook his head. “I can’t see you hanging up your stars any time soon, Captain.”


  “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”


  He made a small adjustment to his helm. “A good thing, I think. You’re a good skipper. At least from my perspective.”


  I grinned at him. “Sucking up won’t get you promoted faster.”


  He nodded. “Yeah. I know. That’s one of the reasons I think you’re a good skipper.” He glanced over, completely serious. “I’m not alone.”


  “I recently heard that the crew thinks Ms. Usoko is the real captain.”


  He uttered a short bark of a laugh. “I know where that came from. The cadets aren’t exactly taking this whole thing very seriously.” He looked over. “Yes, I know ‘junior ratings’ and all that, but this is all just an elaborate game to them. They’re busy figuring out how to leverage this when they get back. They’re less invested in this than I am in Amalgamated Freight Haulers.”


  “Is that even a company? I don’t think I’ve ever heard of it.”


  He gave me a hairy eyeball. “Little slow on the uptake there, Skipper?”


  I laughed. “Yeah. Apparently, Mr. Keen. Apparently.”


  “My point is that we’re—what? Over halfway in on this, and I don’t think it’s working.”


  “You don’t think it’s giving them a good feel for the spacer’s life?”


  “No, sar. I don’t. You were a rating once, weren’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  He turned to face me in his seat. “At any point in time did you ever think ‘I only have to get through this stanyer and I can get back to my life?’”


  I blinked, feeling that kind of sudden disconnect I got when something snapped into focus. “No. No, I didn’t.”


  He shrugged. “Me, either. This is my life and I like it. Them?” He shook his head. “Something to be endured until they can return to their real lives.”


  I sat back in my seat and looked out at the stars for a while, stewing on this new perspective. “How universal do you think that experience is, Mr. Keen?”


  He shrugged. “Ask Ms. Martinez. She probably has a better feel for it than I do.”


  Ms. Martinez appeared at the top of the ladder with a carafe and two mugs. “Ask me what?”


  “How do you feel about this cruise, Ms. Martinez?” I asked.


  She shrugged and came over to deliver coffee. “It’s an interesting experience, sar.”


  “Are you looking forward to getting back to the Academy?”


  “Of course, Captain. This has been a good break from my studies, and my bank account appreciates the influx of credits, but—” She shrugged and glanced at Mr. Keen. “My future isn’t as a rating, sar. I’ll be ready to dig in when I get back.”


  “You’ll go back as a third-year cadet,” I said.


  She grinned. “Oh, yes, I’m fully aware of that. But I’ll have one advantage a lot of the other third years don’t.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Paid tuition.”


  “Do you think you’re learning anything valuable here?” I asked.


  She paused and glanced at Mr. Keen again. She took her time considering her answer. “I think so, Captain. It has been enlightening to see how officers relate to the crew.”


  “Is that good or bad, Ms. Martinez?”


  She looked down and shook her head. “Probably both, Captain.”


  Belatedly, I realized the position I’d put her in and sat back in my chair. “Thank you very much, Ms. Martinez. I appreciate your candor.”


  She glanced at me and shrugged. “You’re welcome, sar. Anything else?”


  I shook my head. “Unless Mr. Keen needs a head call?”


  “I’m good, Skipper. Thanks.”


  Ms. Martinez nodded and escaped down the ladder.


  I sighed and looked out at the stars some more. I opened a document on the console and began writing down everything I’d learned, the good and the bad. I started with Mr. Keen’s very cogent observation about the cadet perspective. It was, at worst, a shadow of the life a spacer lived. An interlude to be endured. At best? I stared out at the Deep Dark, taking a few moments to stare at the system’s primary so very far away. A way for the cadet to stock up on credits?


  I sat there for a long time, periodically checking the ship’s status before looking back out into the Deep Dark.


  An alert from the comms system bipped on my console. We’d connected to a buoy and our outbound messages got picked off. If things went as planned, we’d be in The Junkyard before they got picked up. Or more likely, the same courier that serviced The Junkyard would pick up the messages here. Either way, within a few days Alys Giggone would know what we knew.


  Chapter 9


  Quet System: 
November 31, 2379


  I woke from a sound sleep, blinking into the darkness and trying to find whatever it was that had awakened me. A glance at the chrono and the lack of rumbling from the stern lifted me out of my rack and into my shipsuit almost without thought. I hit the bridge and Ms. Fortuner looked up from the astrogation console. “I was just about to send for you, Skipper. The kickers cut out. Nat’s back there now. They’ve been working on some problem for a couple of stans. I’m running up a course for the helm now, in case they don’t get them back online.” She nodded to the system primary. “It’s not much, but it’s more than zero. It may take us a while, but we’ll get there.”


  I took it all in. The adrenaline in my system blasting whatever residual sleep fog right out of my head. “Thank you, Ms. Fortuner.” I crossed to the watchstander’s console and flipped open the engineering display. The kicker and associated systems all flashed red with the notation “OFF LINE – SAFED.” Natalya had locked the system down, but I had no idea what the issue might have been. I swapped the view to show me the logs for the previous two stans and checked the chrono again. “We were supposed to start the next burn cycle half a stan ago?” I asked.


  “A-firm, Skipper. The last burn terminated early, Brooke called Verde who called Nat. She’s been back there ever since.”


  “Can we get the vector changed with just the sails and keel?”


  “I believe so, Skipper. It’s going to take some time, but between the attitude jets and the sails, we should get turned around. The only question is how long it will take.”


  I nodded. “Days, I’d guess.”


  She blew out a breath. “Good guess. At least five. Maybe as many as ten. We don’t have good data on the local primary.” She looked at Mr. Bentley at the helm. “How’s she doing, Virgil?”


  Mr. Bentley nodded, his hands working the controls. “We have some minimal steerageway, sar. Helm is answering and we’re coming around to the updated beam.”


  She stood from her console and crossed to look over his shoulder. “Not seeing a lot of fluctuation in the strain gauges. That’s a good sign.”


  “Not a lot of turbulence?” I asked.


  “Yeah. It’s not a strong flow, but we can put up a lot of sail and get turned eventually if it stays steady.” She patted Mr. Bentley’s shoulder. “Keep me informed if it changes, Virgil.”


  “Keep you informed, aye, sar.” He seemed relaxed, his hands moving smoothly over the controls and keyboard.


  Kim looked at me and shrugged. “As far as emergencies go, better here than in the Deep Dark.”


  “A lesson there, I think.” I nodded toward the system primary. “We came for the buoy but stayed for the wind.”


  Both she and Mr. Bentley laughed. On a whim, I checked the comms console and saw that it had identified some short-burst radio transmissions. I’d have to ask Zoya, but I suspected that we’d timed it right for a pickup. Our messages might be at Port Newmar before we managed to get the ship turned.


    


  Zoya had the early watch, and I stopped on the bridge before heading to the wardroom for breakfast. “Anything new?”


  She shook her head. “No. Kim got a good solution for the sails. Nat’s still aft, I think.”


  “She say what the problem is yet?”


  “No, but based on the log entries, one of the fuel pumps locked up and shorted out the control circuits. Fail-safes worked and shut down the kicker.”


  I winced, fighting the urge to yawn. “That would do it.”


  Zoya looked at her console. “She’s coming forward for breakfast now. She must have it under control even if it’s not fixed.”


  I pointed to the comms console. “Did you happen to look at this?”


  “Nothing specific. What am I looking for?”


  “There’s a short burst of radio traffic. Looks like the courier might have picked up the messages already.”


  She glanced at me before crossing to check out the console. After a tick she nodded. “That’s what it looks like.” She gave me a long look. “How’d you spot that?”


  I shrugged. “Maggie Stevens—”


  Her laughter cut me off. “Say no more. I should have known. Maggie’s an education by herself.”


  “We still haven’t heard anything from the station.” I looked toward the primary. “How long would they be occluded?”


  She shook her head. “That’s a Kim question. If they’re well out on the far side, it could take them a while.” She eyed me. “You suspect something?”


  “Nothing I can hang a hat on. Just seems really quiet.”


  “New-ish settlement. Small population. Lot of inward focus. Probably still doing assay work on their local rocks. It can take a long time.” She shrugged. “If we didn’t know better, it would be easy to dismiss this as just another empty system.”


  “Are we sure it’s not?”


  She nodded at the comms console. “That was almost certainly a buoy pickup. The buoy has a link to the station and has updated telemetry to tell the courier. If something happened to the station, the buoy would know. The courier would know.” She pursed her lips and shook her head. “The station was there a few days ago. or the courier wouldn’t have come back. At least that was the policy when Nat and I were there.” She jerked her chin toward the bright pinprick at the center of the system. “We’re a long way out and the station is a good distance beyond that. If they’re not looking, they probably won’t see us. Even if they are? That’s a long damn way to see a toothpick.”


  I nodded, recognizing that she had the right of it but still not liking it. “Seems rude to come to visit and not at least say hello.”


  She laughed again. “Well, record something and we can squirt it out to the buoy. The buoy can relay it to the station. You’ll have plenty of time, based on what I’m seeing of Kim’s course.”


  “Not a bad idea.” I grinned and headed for the ladder. “I’ll stop back up once breakfast is over.”


  “Bring me a coffee, would you?” she asked.


  “Sure. Ms. Heath?”


  Ms. Heath looked up from her helm controls. “Sar?”


  “I’m bringing Ms. Usoko some coffee after the breakfast mess. You want anything?”


  She shook her head and smiled. “No, Captain, but thank you for offering.”


  I ducked off the bridge and headed for the wardroom.


    


  The circles under Natalya’s red-rimmed eyes told a tale even without her sucking down coffee like it was life itself. “So, bottom line, the kicker is out of commission until we can get that pump replaced. We have spares for everything around it, but it looks like the impeller might have welded itself to the wall of the intake tube. At least the fail-safe worked or we’d be looking at a good-sized hull breach back there.”


  I blew out a breath. Mr. MacBradaigh frowned into his plate and Mr. Cartwright looked shocked, his eyes wide and mouth open just a bit.


  Pip sighed. “We lucked out.”


  She nodded.


  Mr. MacBradaigh looked over. “Lucked out? Because it didn’t blow up?”


  Pip chuckled. “Well, yes. That, but more that we jumped into Quet and not the Deep Dark like we originally planned.”


  Mr. MacBradaigh frowned and his head gave a quick shake. “I don’t understand that reference.”


  “If we’d jumped into the Deep Dark, we would have been between systems,” I said. “No primary to catch a breeze from. We’d have been stuck.”


  His face paled a few degrees. “I—” He swallowed. “I didn’t realize it was that close.”


  “We came so we could send out messages to Port Newmar,” Pip said. “We also knew that if things went pear-shaped, we’d at least be in a system where we could be discovered relatively quickly.”


  “The courier already took the messages from the buoy.” I looked at Pip. “We may hear back from Alys before we leave here.”


  Pip shook his head. “No. She’ll have the reports by then, but I suspect she’s going to have to talk to the trustees before replying.”


  “Why?” Mr. MacBradaigh asked.


  “It’s not every day a multi-billion-credit gift gets shown up for a con-job. She’ll need to inform them of what’s happening and will probably wait until after that before sending us a reply.”


  “You think she’s going to pull the plug?” he asked, looking over at Pip with a frown.


  “It’s the right choice, based on what we know,” he said. “Once we get to The Junkyard and get the ship into a space dock, we’ll be in better shape to make a call. We got lucky this time. I’m not sure we’d be so lucky again. Then there’s the question of the cadets.”


  Mr. MacBradaigh nodded and went back to staring at his plate. “I see.”


  “Maybe not as bad as we think,” Natalya said. “The pump? That’s just luck of the draw. If the ship had been properly trialed, that would have shown up. The Burleson drives? They’re sound. We’re a bit underpowered for Toe-Hold work, but we knew that going in. We should be able to inspect the keel and sail pylons in the dock. That’ll tell us whether it’s safe to continue or not.”


  “What are you thinking?” I asked.


  She pursed her lips. “I’m thinking that if we haven’t lost a pylon yet, we’re unlikely to. They tend to fail early or run for decades. Unless I find something in the dock, the Burlesons should get us back to Newmar without much difficulty.”


  “The kicker?” I asked.


  She pursed her lips. “That’s more up in the air. We need a replacement pump, but it’s a standard unit. It underscores a problem with that design, though. That kicker’s a monster. It’s been upgraded from the earlier design and it’s eating up more mass and volume than the older Seventy-Twos. A lot of it comes out of the shuttle bay at the top of the nacelle, but they made up for the extra volume by reducing the amount of tankage overall. Especially the fuel components for the kicker.”


  “So, the auxiliary uses more fuel, but the ship has less fuel to give it?” Mr. MacBradaigh asked.


  “Exactly. Even if it had kept running, it would have been nearly out of fuel by the time we hit The Junkyard.” She shrugged. “It won’t be a factor now, but we’re going to need the tugs early. We won’t be able to dock under sail.”


  I blew out a long breath. “First things first. We need to get aligned to make the jump. I talked to Kim last night. We’ve got a plot, wind willing, but it’s going to take a few days to get lined up. What do you need in the meantime?”


  “Sleep,” Natalya said. “I’m muzzy-headed. That makes me nervous. The department leads are all up and moving. They know what to look out for, and there’s nothing else I can do right now. I’m going to eat something and hit the rack. With any luck, nothing else will break until I wake up.”


  Pip glanced at her. “You just jinxed it, you know.”


  She chuckled and dug into her breakfast. “Probably.”


  I didn’t say anything, but I was worried that we’d overlooked something. One of those little nagging doubts chased its tail in my brain as I worked my way through breakfast. Mr. MacBradaigh and Pip entertained each other and Mr. Cartwright during the rest of the meal, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that only one shoe had hit the deck.


    


  Mr. MacBradaigh knocked on the cabin door at midmorning. “A moment, Captain?”


  I waved him in. “Have a seat. I need to finish this and I’ll be right with you.” I typed the last few lines of the log entry, recapping the breakfast meeting and Natalya’s take on the viability of continuing the voyage past The Junkyard. I filed it and closed the screen before looking up at him. “How can I help you, Mr. MacBradaigh?”


  “You seemed to be resigned to the idea of ending the voyage at our next port. Am I mistaken?”


  I shrugged. “Resigned might be the wrong word. I’m not sold on continuing, but I’m open to considering the idea.”


  “But you’re considering the possibility that this Junkyard will be the final resting place for the Marva Collins.”


  “It could be. It doesn’t need to be. The question is whether or not it’s safe to sail it back to Newmar. If it’s not, then we face the question of whether or not it could be made safe.” I shrugged. “We could strap a jump tug on it and tow it back. It would be expensive, but it could be done.”


  He nodded, drawing a deep breath and folding his arms over his chest. “In listening to the conversations over the last few months, I’m led to believe that you think the ship is some form of reparation for past misdeeds on the part of Manchester Shipyards.”


  “That’s Pip’s assessment, yes.” I shrugged again. “We have no evidence for that other than a coincidental relationship between Manchester getting caught running a questionable operation in Telluride and the sudden appearance of a training vessel gifted to the Academy.”


  “Telluride is a Toe-Hold?”


  “It is. Manchester and several other companies ran a skunk-works R&D project trying to build a jump-capable freighter larger than the Barbell. They did it by holding the research team incommunicado on site for over a decade. They enforced their perimeter with missiles, even killing their own people to keep them from speaking to outsiders.”


  He frowned. “Nondisclosure agreements aren’t usually enforced that rigorously. Do you have any evidence?”


  “We watched it happen. Only escaped by the skin of our teeth ourselves.”


  “You’ve mentioned this obliquely before. Can I ask for more information?”


  I thought about that for a long moment. “Can I ask why you want to know?”


  He looked at the overhead. “This ship. It represents a large investment, I should think. Even for a company like Manchester. If it’s the result of some punitive action taken by the CPJCT or TIC, how could that have been legitimate if the offense occurred outside of their jurisdictions?”


  “You’re asking about extra-legal actions taken by the CPJCT?”


  He shrugged. “That’s the thing I’m wrestling with. It’s probably a minor matter of nuance that I’m not putting together. The Toe-Holds have no unifying body of law. It basically boils down to ‘I own it, so I make the rules.’ Do I have that right?”


  “That’s my understanding. I’m pretty sure that there’s more to it than that.”


  “Such as?”


  “Well, social contract, for one. Economic for another. The only station I know of that practices extreme levels of control is Iron Mountain. I’ve never been there, but apparently everything is a capital offense. You break the rules, you take a short walk out the airlock without a suit.”


  “I can see how that might make for well-behaved individuals, but why would people want to live that way?”


  “It’s reputed to be the home for those people who prefer to steal what others have made. The rules only apply on the station. Doesn’t matter what you’ve done elsewhere, you’re welcome to live at Iron Mountain, so long as you abide by the station rules.”


  He frowned. “Like what?”


  “The example I’ve heard most often involves hijacking mining barges. Grab the ore and take it to Iron Mountain to sell.” I shrugged. “It’s really hard to hijack a freighter. Piracy in open space is—well, I won’t say impossible, but it’s very hard to find another ship in space, let alone get close enough to them to threaten them.”


  He nodded. “I designed a unit on piracy on ancient Earth. Almost all the instances involved constrained shipping lanes which made finding vessels to plunder much easier.”


  “Exactly. While there are places where you’re more likely to find a ship, like just outside the Burleson limit on any system, even that identifiable volume of space beggars the imagination. Interception?” I shook my head.


  He sighed. “I’ve digressed.” He frowned and shifted in his chair. “What pressure could the CPJCT have brought to bear on Manchester since their actions happened in the Toe-Holds?”


  “For one, they could rescind their system leases in the High Line.”


  “On what grounds?” He tilted his head to one side. “If they broke no rules in the High Line, what authority do they have to rescind the leases?”


  “Do they need a reason?” I asked, genuinely curious. “I’m not familiar with the system leases. I know the lessors need to pay rent. The companies need to abide by the CPJCT worker welfare rules. Beyond that?”


  He nodded. “If I’ve read the history correctly, the early CPCJT members felt strongly that the lessors should follow some basic humanitarian ideals. Reading between the lines, it was so companies that treated their employees well wouldn’t be at a competitive disadvantage to those who used, not to put too fine a point on it, enslaved workers.” He grimaced. “It was less out of concern for the workers than about market advantage.”


  I let that idea roll around a little in my head. “I’d guess the Articles grew from that?”


  “Actually, I think the Articles drove it.” He pursed his lips and looked somewhere above my left shoulder. “The Articles came almost directly from the Core Worlds’ statements of human rights and values, which had less to do with actual human rights and values and more with setting limits on how much people could be abused by those in power.”


  My brain staggered on that thought. “Isn’t that the same thing?”


  “You’re assuming that the reason for setting the limits was to protect the human rights and values?” he asked.


  “It wasn’t?”


  He gave me a funny grin. “I’m not clear on that, Captain. All I have are the texts and historical records. My sense of it? It gave those in power the blueprint for just how much they could get away with before they’d be called to task on it.”


  The idea echoed around in my head a bit. “I used to think Pip was cynical.”


  “I’m fairly sure Mr. Carstairs may be the least cynical person on the ship, Captain. He’s in the running with Ms. Regyri for most sarcastic. I believe Ms. Usoko might be the most cynical, at least among the officers. I don’t know the ratings well enough to judge.”


  “You think she’s cynical? Zoya?”


  “It’s not an insult,” he said. “You and she share a certain sense that self-interest drives the universe. You both appear to operate with a philosophy that you get the best out of people by convincing them that their self-interest aligns with your own.”


  “Well, how is that wrong? If we’re all working toward a common goal? Isn’t that more productive than if we’re all engaged in differing pursuits?”


  He shrugged. “I’m not saying it’s wrong. You brought up the idea of Mr. Carstairs being cynical. My stance is that he’s just sarcastic. He seems driven by a broad streak of altruism. He’s driven conversations about how all of you could leverage your personal fortunes to help others. He seems most interested in lifting the lower tiers of the social order.”


  After a moment I realized two things. One, he was right. Two, my jaw was hanging open in surprise. I closed my mouth.


  “Back to my question about ending the voyage. I have a lot of historical data on the stations we’ve visited. It’s not enough, but it’s a start.”


  “You want to continue your work?” I raised an eyebrow.


  He gave me an emphatic nod. “Of course. I’ve only just broken the surface in a sea of information. A sea so vast, I’m convinced that even the full stanyer wouldn’t be enough time. I’m reduced to recording as much as I can now and letting analysis lag behind until we get back. Losing the last half of the stanyer would be—” He sighed. “Well, it would be unfortunate. The data I have doesn’t answer very many questions and raises even more. The High Tortuga Holding Company. They’re the actual power here, but they seem to operate outside of every social structure. They’re the final arbiters of Toe-Hold disputes, but operate as a Toe-Hold themselves. They run both banking and communications for the entire Annex, but have no seat on any of the Confederated Planets Joint Committees. How is that possible?”


  I laughed. “That’s a good question. Have you asked Pip or Natalya?”


  “I have not.” He frowned. “Perhaps I’m missing some information. That seems the most likely cause. Stable systems are always rational.”


  “They have to be or they couldn’t be stable,” I said.


  He looked up at me in surprise. “You studied systems theory?”


  I shook my head. “No. It’s something my mother used to say. Stable systems are rational. If they appear to be otherwise, you don’t understand the system.”


  “She was an academic, if I remember correctly?”


  “Ancient lit. University at Neris.”


  “I can see that. Understanding literature requires understanding the systems that produced it. Over a long enough period, no system is stable. Entropy always wins.” He took a breath and shook his head. “Is there any way I can continue my studies if the voyage ends at The Junkyard?”


  “What do you want to do?”


  “I’d like to continue traveling around and gathering the local histories.”


  “Even if we continued, you’d only be getting a few of them. There are thousands.”


  “True, but only a handful appear to be historically significant in the development of the Western Annex. Mel’s Place gave me a treasure trove. I believe The Junkyard will be similarly pertinent. They’re both early stations that provided the literal toe-holds for the CPJCT to develop the string of sectors that comprise the current-day High Line. The Ranch was significant but less so. The first station, Dark Knight, I found less useful but perhaps more interesting for its developmental timeline.”


  When he stopped to take a breath, I broke in. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, all right? We don’t know what’s going to happen at The Junkyard. It may be the Collins’s new forever-home. It might just be a stopover for evaluation and repairs. We don’t know, but we can plan contingencies. I would recommend you take what you have now and figure out what you might like to do going forward based on the three most likely outcomes.” I held up my index finger. “One, we get the ship repaired, resupplied, and continue.” I held up a second finger. “Two, we pull the plug and start figuring out how to get the cadets back to Newmar.” I held up a third finger. “Three, we get the ship fit for space somehow and take the cadets back to Newmar on the Collins.”


  He nodded. “Those seem to be the most likely options.”


  “In any event, Mr. MacBradaigh, we’re going to be at The Junkyard for an extended stay. At the very least, we need to get the kicker repaired. Ideally, we’ll get all the sensor blocks replaced with real sensors. The only thing that would prevent it is if we can’t get enough blocks to do the job. That’s a bridge we’ll have to burn when we get to it.” I paused to let that sink in a bit. “Bottom line, you’ll have time to dig in at The Junkyard. Their long history in the Annex should be as useful as Mel’s was. Maybe more.”


  He pulled in a quick breath and let it out. “Thank you, Captain. That helps. I appreciate your time.” He stood and headed for the cabin door.


  “Get with Pip on what stations he thinks are most significant. That should help you plot your future course in terms of studying the Annex.”


  He paused in the doorway and looked back. “I will.” He disappeared down the passageway.


  I didn’t think I’d be successful at redirecting Mr. MacBradaigh to Pip. In fairness, I wasn’t sure that Pip was the right answer to his questions, but I felt pretty certain that Pip would have a lot better insight into the Western Annex as a whole than I did.


    


  We’d been in the Quet system four days before Mr. Cartwright picked up comms from the station. “It’s just local chatter, but the scanner picked it up and identified the comms band,” he said, after I’d relieved him for the noon watch. He played the audio on the bridge speakers.


  A woman’s voice spoke first. “Benny, I got a full load. Assay is good for iron. Not so good for anything else.”


  “Roger, that. We really need to find more water ice. Any likely-looking rocks?”


  “Not in Bravo-Four. We got a ping in Bravo-Five, but nothing defini—” The recording cut out.


  Mr. Cartwright shrugged. “That’s all we got. The computers filtered out the noise but we lost whatever was happening after that.”


  “After lunch, send a hail to Quet Station,” I said. “Ask for an astrogation update on the station status. Back it up with a message through the buoy so they have our idents.”


  He nodded. “Hail and message for update. After lunch. Aye, Captain.” He grinned and dropped down the ladder as I took my seat at the watch stander’s terminal.


  Mr. Keen and I settled in for the afternoon.


  Chapter 10


  Quet System: 
December 3, 2379


  Mr. Cartwright came back up to the bridge at 1315 bearing a carafe of coffee, two mugs, and a plate of cookies. “Compliments of the chief, Skipper. He said you didn’t get dessert earlier.”


  I took the coffee but passed the plate to Mr. Keen to choose from first while Mr. Cartwright put the outgoing message together and recorded a voice message to send toward the station.


  “How long will that take, Mr. Cartwright?” Mr. Keen asked.


  “If the station is where we think it is, about twelve stans. Just over that, actually. Twelve standard hours, twelve minutes, and some smaller bits.”


  “So that piece we heard was from yesterday, sar?”


  “Space is big, Mr. Keen.” Mr. Cartwright grinned at him.


  “We won’t get an answer, will we, sar?”


  “Not for a while. I wouldn’t be surprised if the courier got back with messages from the Academy before we hear from the station.”


  Mr. Keen’s eyes narrowed. “Different paths, isn’t it, sar?”


  “Indeed, Mr. Keen, but consider that the Academy is almost halfway across the Annex from here. Four days ago a ship picked up the messages, jumped them back to a hub, passed them to another ship that took them along, passing them from hub to hub until they got to the Academy. The Academy then answers and the process repeats all the way back here.” He nodded toward the system primary, now visible off our starboard side as we slewed the ship around to change the vector. “It’s going to take a whole day just to get a message from here to the station and back again in the same system.”


  He looked at me and shrugged. “Still seems weird to think about how long it takes to get a message.”


  “We’re biased toward planetary scales even though we’re dealing with distances much larger every day. Normally, that doesn’t matter much. Here, there’s only one station all the way on the other side of the system, working in a localized environment and not paying much attention to anything happening outside of that small sphere.”


  He frowned. “How do you know that it’s localized?”


  I grinned at Mr. Cartwright. “Not to put you on the spot, Mr. Cartwright, but do you have an answer?”


  Mr. Cartwright looked up from his console, his eyebrows pushing together. “The time between statements. They were talking in real time to each other even though it took half a day to get out to us.”


  Mr. Keen’s eyes widened. “Oh. Of course. Seems obvious now.”


  “Many things do,” I said with a nod to Mr. Cartwright.


  He smiled back at me and stood up from his console. “Messages sent, Captain.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Cartwright.”


  He nodded and left the bridge.


  “Any idea why the signal cut off like that?” Mr. Keen asked after a few moments.


  “No. Could be something simple like an occlusion between here and there. Could be something in the solar flux. We get eddies all the time. We might have picked it up originally because an eddy pushed it to us and it cut out when the eddy passed. We’ve got good antennas, but we really depend on good transmitters to punch through long distances reliably. Local comms aren’t usually high-powered.”


  He nodded and focused back on his helm.


  I sat at the watchstander’s console and started reviewing the logs, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that Quet had a problem with water. Even over the radio, “Benny” sounded worried. The reply couldn’t have been reassuring.


  I pulled up the system survey data. A system with a gas giant usually didn’t worry about water or volatile gases. A new-ish system without an automated scoop? They’d be relying on outside support. The thought made me frown.


  That worry turned out to be justified the next day when Mr. Cartwright forwarded Quet Station’s reply to our astrogation update request.


    


  “Clipper Marva Collins. I’m Benito Gomes, owner-operator of Quet. I realize this is a long shot, but we need potable water. Your ship record says you’re a multi-freight hauler, but do you have some water to spare? Even a few hundred liters would help.”


  I replayed the message a couple of times and sighed before calling Pip, Natalya, Zoya, and Ms. Fortuner to the cabin.


  I played the message for them. “Thoughts?”


  Zoya winced and looked at Ms. Fortuner. “Can we even match orbit with them?”


  Ms. Fortuner pressed her lips together and narrowed her eyes, focusing somewhere in the distance. “Eventually, sure. Docking without a tug or kicker?” She shook her head. “Probably, but I’d have to spend a little quality time with the console upstairs to say how long it might take.”


  “Ballpark it for me?” I asked.


  She sighed. “It would probably be quicker to jump over to The Junkyard and back. We’re talking months because we’re on the wrong side of the system and would need to go the long way around.”


  “Without the kicker, we’d have a hard time turning around,” Zoya said. “All our momentum will be on the wrong vector.”


  Ms. Fortuner nodded.


  “Have you replied yet?” Pip asked.


  I shook my head. “Message is about eighteen hours old. Mr. Cartwright picked it up from the buoy.”


  “We have the water,” Natalya said. “At least in theory.”


  I felt my eyebrows jump. “In theory?”


  She shrugged. “Tankage? I know how much is supposed to be there. I don’t know if we actually have that much. Even at that, it’s reduced from what I’d expect.”


  Pip blew out a breath. “As CEO? My opinion is we tell them we’re running the numbers and we’ll let them know as soon as we figure it out.” He looked at Ms. Fortuner. “Kim? Run that course. Figure out how long it will take. We can figure out how to deal with it once we have hard numbers.”


  I nodded. “As captain, that’s my thinking as well.”


  “What if it’s not soon enough?” Natalya asked.


  I felt the sigh escape from my chest. “It’s going to be hard.”


  “Can we jump sooner?” Zoya asked, looking at Ms. Fortuner. “What’s our vector looking like?”


  “Sooner?” She shook her head but looked down. “Maybe. The problem is getting the vector right. Doesn’t do us any good to just turn the ship to point the right way.”


  Zoya nodded. “I appreciate that. Can we use the attitude jets to help shift the vector?”


  Natalya shook her head. “Not enough push to matter, and we might want that fuel later.”


  “Go run the numbers on diverting to the station, Ms. Fortuner.”


  “Aye, aye, Cap.”


  I triggered a message to Quet Station. “I’ve told them their message has been received and we’re running numbers.”


  “You had that ready to go?” Pip asked.


  “Of course. I’ve got the next one ready, too.”


  “The one where we can’t get there in less than a month?” Zoya asked.


  I nodded.


  “I asked for how long they can hold out, too,” I said. “We don’t need to dock at The Junkyard to get a relief ship coming back.”


  “How would you manage that?” Pip asked.


  “Well, getting the call out would be a first step. I assume Quet has relationships with The Junkyard.” I shrugged. “The goal isn’t to be the hero here. Just keep them from dying. Is there anything else we can do right now?”


  Natalya and Zoya both shook their heads.


  “Nothing I can think of,” Pip said. “I’d be really interested in learning why they’re so short of water. Not like they couldn’t predict the shortage based on the number of people.”


  I nodded. “That’s a good point. I’d have put a skimmer on that gas giant first thing, but maybe they didn’t have the capital for it.”


  Natalya nodded. “Three stanyers isn’t a lot of time to get a station started. Maybe they didn’t plan well. Maybe they had a contamination problem. It’s all speculation at the moment.”


  “Agreed. I propose we get back to work and see what they say tomorrow. I’ll forward Kim’s data when I get it.”


  They all left me staring at my console, like it would do any good. The potential for disaster ate at me as I checked the calendar. We still had four more days in the system before we’d be lined up enough to jump out. Losing the kicker put a serious crimp in our maneuverability; the only thing that had saved us was the sail. The courier would be back sooner than we could even jump out.


  That thought triggered an idea and I headed for Pip’s stateroom. “Is there a Carstairs rep at The Junkyard?”


  He shrugged. “I suppose so. Why?”


  “The courier should be back here and gone again before we leave. If we place an order for delivery here, it could be on its way.”


  He settled back in his chair. “This really has you bugged, doesn’t it.”


  “Of course.”


  “They could probably jump over themselves,” Pip said. “They could have ordered a shipment by now. You’re assuming that a day or three either way is going to matter.”


  I shrugged. “Yeah. I am.”


  “What if you’re wrong?”


  “What if I’m not?”


  He stared at me and shrugged. “How much water?”


  “Ten thousand liters.”


  He blinked. “That’s a lot of water when they only asked for a few hundred.”


  “Three liters a day per person,” I said. “A hundred people need three hundred liters. They need three thousand for ten days. Nine thousand for a month.”


  He raised his eyebrows. “You paying?”


  “Yes.”


  He shrugged and pressed a key on his console. “Anything else?”


  I blinked. “What?”


  “I placed an order for ten thousand liters of water to be delivered to Quet on an emergency contract through the Carstairs broker at The Junkyard. It shouldn’t take too long depending on who’s docked at the moment.”


  “That was easier than I expected.”


  He grinned at me. “I’m always a few steps ahead of you. You’ve known that for a long time.”


  “Who’s paying?”


  He shrugged. “We are. I charged it to Phoenix. We’ve got the account already so we don’t need to delay for approval. The larger question is why Quet hasn’t ordered it.”


  I squinted at him. “You already know the answer, don’t you?”


  “I have a suspicion. I’m looking to get it confirmed.”


  “They’re broke,” I said.


  He shrugged. “That’s my suspicion.”


  Something about the way he was sitting there tickled a bump at the back of my brain. “You’ve got something in mind.”


  “Beyond the water? Yes.”


  “Feel like sharing?”


  He blew out a breath and flipped up a screen on his console. “This is the assay report for this system. I pulled it from the Board of Exploration files. It was never claimed. Going price was fractional credits. It’s still open. I’m not sure why this system hasn’t been claimed before this. The record is older than The Junkyard’s.”


  “What? You’re going to take the lease out from under them?”


  He blinked up at me. “No. I’m going to bankroll them.” He shrugged and looked back at the screen. “Well. Phoenix will.” He looked back at me. “You’re the majority stockholder. You feel like going to bat for me with the board?”


  “Why Phoenix? Why don’t we do it ourselves? Not like we don’t have the credits. How much are you thinking?”


  He bit his lip and shook his head. “I’m going to need to do some research once we get to The Junkyard. I’m not sure.”


  “What if they don’t want a partner?”


  He shrugged. “Well, then, I guess I move on. Not like I want to run the place, but if they’re short on water of all things, then they probably only need the capitalization to move the station forward.”


  I blinked a couple of times and shook my head. “How do you figure that?”


  “Well, logically, you said it yourself. Skimmer for water and volatiles. They’re not cheap, but they’re also not as expensive as a grinder or even a smelter. The assay shows a lot of water ice here, which makes me think they don’t have the processing unit they need to extract the water they need. Whoever had a full load in that snippet of conversation had a full load of something that wasn’t water. I’m guessing nickel ore, because that’s the highest concentration of the construction metals so it would generate the most revenue fastest. The question is what are they doing with it?” He shrugged. “Again, raw ore is worth something, but even chipping it down to a uniform size would make it worth more.” He sighed. “I should talk to Zoya.”


  “You don’t think this ship is going to work out, do you.”


  He shook his head and scowled. “On the surface, great idea, but Manchester did something stupid with it. If we can get it back to Newmar, it’ll never leave the dock again. At least not without a major refit. The Academy isn’t going to fund that. Particularly not when the cadets get back to campus and the noise starts up about the Toe-Holds and how everything the Academy is teaching is a lie.”


  “Let’s keep Phoenix out of the mix. You and I can fund it. Start a holding company of our own, maybe. Should be able to do that at The Junkyard, I’d think.”


  He raised his eyebrows. “You’d do that?”


  “Of course. Most of my credits are just sitting there waiting for something useful to do. If you think Quet is worth investing in, I’ll trust your analysis.”


  He frowned, but nodded. “Fair enough. I’ll contact the Carstairs people for a referral.”


  “Reimburse Phoenix for the water. Take it out of my account. I’d have paid for it anyway.”


  He nodded. “I can do that. We’re going to need to hire some help to manage the holding company.”


  “Good.”


  “Good? I’d have thought you wanted to keep the overhead low.”


  “I do. But there’s low and there’s low. You have a job to do for the ship. I know better than to expect you to keep your hands inside the hull, but if we’re going to start diversifying, that’s going to take more of your time. Organize it now. Find somebody who can manage it. Who can deal with the credits and contracts. That’s cheap compared to having you distracted from being cargo master.”


  “Have I been? Is this your way of being captain and telling me I need to shape up?” He grinned, but I saw a hint of worry in his eyes.


  “No, but things are getting busy. They’re going to get busier. Organizing it so that we only need to provide a hand on the throttle while somebody else pays attention to the day-to-day detail before we have to fit all those moving pieces together seems like good sense.”


  He nodded. “Fair enough. I’ll get on it.”


  “Let me know when the water should get here?”


  “It’ll be a couple of days before we know.”


  “Yeah. I expected that. I’ll message the station to let them know water is on its way.”


  He nodded and turned back to his console, but spoke before I got out of his stateroom. “Ishmael? Thanks.”


  “Pick a good name,” I said.


  He chuckled but didn’t look up.


  By the time I got back to the cabin, Ms. Fortuner had the numbers for me. I included them in the message to Quet. A ship could deliver the water from The Junkyard months before we could even match orbits with the station.


  I pressed the key to send the message and sat back, wondering how Pip would approach Mr. Gomes. I opened my engineering coursework and dug in. There were still a few stans before I had to be on watch, and I wanted to get the process moving so I’d be ready when we hit the next CPJCT orbital.


    


  We passed the incoming water shipment from The Junkyard, three days before we jumped out of Quet. Alys Giggone’s reply dropped into my inbox when we got to The Junkyard. I waited until we secured from navigation stations to read it.


  “Verbose as ever,” Pip said, flopping into a visitor’s chair.


  “What? ‘Keep me posted?’ Were you expecting more?” I asked.


  He blew out a breath. “Not really. It’ll take us some time to get to the dock. I’ve already put in for a yard availability so Natalya can get a full ship inspection.” He shook his head. “We’re going to be here for a while.”


  “We have any priority cargoes that need to be unloaded and transshipped?”


  “No. I’ve got the cargo team putting together notices to the shippers and receivers now. Mechanical difficulties with the ship are covered by our insurance so that’ll be taken care of. We’re not going to be making any friends this trip, but we won’t make any enemies either. At least I hope not.”


  “How’s the project with Quet doing?”


  “I’ve filed the documentation to acquire the lease. Paid it for the next century. I’ll give it to Gomes when I see him.”


  “How much was it?”


  He laughed. “I’ve paid more for a pallet of Clipper Ship. I also filed an inquiry with our broker here. I want to know how much trouble Quet is in before making more of a commitment.”


  “You planning on going back?”


  He nodded. “I can lease a ship, if I need to. I won’t do anything rash until I have a better feel for how it’s going over there.”


  Natalya breezed in and took the other chair, sparing Pip a glance. “We should be all right from here. We’ll need a tug to dock and another to move us to the space dock when the time comes.”


  “We’ll have a chance to clear customs and visa before the dock opens up. It’ll be at least a week after we dock,” Pip said. “Any idea how long the inspection will take?”


  She shook her head. “At least a day. Probably three. I doubt it’ll go to four. We’ll have a full complement of engineers working on it. Inspections don’t generate as much revenue as repairs, so I’m expecting to find out we have a few more problems than I’m aware of.” She grimaced.


  “Real problems or bad flux in the jimjams?” Pip asked.


  She raised an eyebrow. “They’ll make it sound better than that, but if I didn’t expect them to find something, we wouldn’t be going through the process. Some of it, we’ll need to fix before we can undock. Like the pump. The sensor blocks? Those really should be brought up to standard. Did you find me a printer?”


  Pip nodded. “Three, actually. Got the one for microcircuits but it was expensive. The other two were pretty cheap. One small, one medium. Both metal fab. They’ll be waiting on the dock.”


  “That’ll help. I can put some of the ratings to work printing up the sensor heads. We can replace some of them ourselves and save the parts and installation costs. I’ll check with the chandlery when we get in a little closer. See what we can buy in terms of replacements. We won’t need the shells and we can make a model of the guts from one of the existing units. We should be able to print most of them.”


  “The pump?” I asked.


  She nodded. “That part’s available and will get installed at the Yard. They can do all the calibration work there at the same time.”


  “Anything else we need to do to make the ship spaceworthy again?”


  “Those are the biggies, until we get a look at the emitters on the outside of the hull.”


  “Concerns there?” I asked.


  “Not really. The ship is supposed to be marginally operational. The open question is one of degree. It doesn’t really matter if a ship is going to make one jump a stanyer or one a day. The drive emitters are going to be the same. Sail and keel?” She shrugged. “Those have different grades. The technology has changed a bit in the last decade. If they had a warehouse full of old sail and keel emitters, I’d expect to see them here.”


  “If they used them?”


  She shrugged. “Depends on what they put on. There’s a range. Some of them I wouldn’t trust but all of them should have been new, even if out of date.”


  “Just like everything else,” Pip said.


  She shrugged. “No argument. What did Alys say?”


  “Keep me posted,” Pip said, his lips twisted in disgust.


  Natalya chuckled. “Sounds about right. She needs more information as much as we do.”


  “Anything changed in terms of options?” I asked. “Repair and keep going. Repair and go back. Ship the cadets home and deal with the ship.”


  She nodded. “Those are the big picture options. If the ship stays here, it leaves us a bit of flexibility depending on what the Academy wants to do with it.”


  “How so?” Pip asked.


  “Well, if we can’t sail it back, we either sell it here, spend the time and credits to refit it properly, or hire a jump tug to take it back to Newmar.”


  “Why wouldn’t we keep the cadets?” Pip asked.


  “I doubt there’s enough time. They need to be back by mid-August at the very latest. Just replacing all the sensors on the network would take a long time. If we have to dig the emitters out of the hull and replace them? More time. The Yard will have personnel to do the work, so the time in dock is minimized, but we’re just guessing right now.” She gave me a grin. “Until something else breaks.”


  I chuckled. “There’s always that. Where are we most exposed?”


  “Sail emitters right now. Keel after that. We should have enough tankage and air. What are we looking at before docking? A couple of weeks?”


  “Sixteen days before we can get a shore tie,” I said.


  “Yard availability is twenty days out,” Pip said. “Inspection only, but they’ve agreed to put in the pump. We’ll need to arrange for additional yard time after they finish the inspection.”


  “The uncertainty is killing me.” She sighed. “We’ll keep an eye on things, Skipper.”


  I shrugged. “All we can do is hang on until we can get to where the tug can grab us. Sails and keel, air and water. I’m pretty sure the chief has enough food, even if the freezers failed at this point.”


  Natalya’s eyes widened. “You did not just jinx us like that, did you?”


  I chuckled and she levered herself up from the chair. “You boys have fun. I need to go see how things are doing aft.” She gave me a wave and slipped out of the cabin.


  Pip sighed. “Think there’s more?”


  “Oh, yeah. She thinks the emitters are fine, but the truth is she doesn’t really know. They might have been good once. They might have been trash. They might be installed correctly but linked in with substandard harnesses, or hydraulics, or any number of ancillary problems.” He sighed again. “She’s taking it all pretty personally, I think.”


  “Not her fault. We didn’t get much of a chance to check the ship out before we came running out into the Deep Dark.”


  “No. I think she has nightmares about what would have happened if we hadn’t jumped into Quet.” He glanced at me. “I know I do.”


  “Yeah. That was unexpected. Busy watching one part of the ship when another part fails.”


  “Could we jump back leapfrogging station to station?” he asked.


  “I doubt it. Maybe if we can get to the High Line we could jump from system to system that way, but there’s just too much empty space between systems out here. Besides, it would take forever.”


  “That’s my assessment, too.” He shrugged. “I just needed a second opinion.”


  “You wanna buy this ship?” I asked.


  He looked up at me, eyes wide. “Buy it? I’m not even sure I want to rent it for the weekend at this point. What are you thinking?”


  “I’m thinking that if the Academy writes it off, then it’s basically salvage value. It would cost a bit to bring it up to standard, but there doesn’t seem to be anything wrong with it that can’t be fixed.”


  He frowned and blew out a long breath. “I see what you’re saying, but I’m going with ‘no’ right now.”


  “But you’re willing to put money into Quet?”


  “Yes. The numbers are better. Less of an investment, better upside.” His lips curled into a sickly grin. “My model numbers don’t hold up very well for multi-freight haulers. We’re not getting the kinds of revenue we need. Even on the higher-margin cans. No station has enough of them, and we wind up making four or five ports without moving more than 10 percent of the freight at any one of them.”


  “They work better in the High Line?”


  “That’s a good question. I have a hard time believing it, although the Lois regularly moved a third of their cans at every stop. We’re getting twosy-threesy cans per station. We have more cans and more crew. Even if Natalya souped up the capacitors, the markets aren’t there. We’d do better with a tractor.”


  “What if we hit the smaller stations? Ones that needed small lots of different cargoes?”


  He bit his lower lips and frowned into the distance. “It would require some kind of clearing house. The overhead is still pretty high, but if we could turn a dozen cans per station? That might be enough.” He shook his head, focusing on me again. “It’s possible.”


  “What about a fast packet?”


  He shrugged. “I’d have to run some numbers, but that’s how Carstairs does it.” He eyed me for a long moment. “What’s with you and fast packets?”


  I felt a knot clench in my gut at the question. Almost fear. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean you’re studying to get your engineering certificate so you could run one solo if you wanted.”


  I shrugged and looked away. “Just keeping my options open.” I’d actually shifted to studying for my engineering third officer license. Natalya had been right. The difference between the two was small, and in practice the superior license superseded the certificate.


  Pip stood and crossed to close the cabin door before coming back to his seat. “Spill it.”


  I really didn’t want to talk about it. “Spill what?”


  “You’ve always been able to talk to me. Now? Not so much.” He shook his head. “Even back when you were all torn up, you talked to me.” He snickered a little. “Well, that’s probably overstating it. You’ve never been closed off like this. Not in the beginning on the Lois. Not in the Academy. Even when you had your head up your butt for those first few stanyers on the Chernyakova, you talked to me. Mostly.” He paused, his lips screwing into a grimace. “I’m talking as your friend here. Not your boss.”


  “What do you want to know?”


  “Is it Natalya?” he asked.


  I felt the frown pushing my eyebrows together. “What about her?”


  “You and engineering officers. Have you ever have had a man in that post?”


  “Yes. It didn’t work out well, but I have. What about Natalya?”


  “You’re upset because she and I are together?”


  “What? No. Certainly not.” I shook my head. “I actually had a conversation about it with Natalya.”


  That apparently surprised him. His eyebrows shot up and he sat forward. “You did?”


  “Yeah. She wanted to make sure I didn’t have a problem with chain of command.”


  He sat back and shook his head. “We’re not on the same chain of command.”


  “Well, you are, but only obliquely.”


  He snorted. “Owner, captain, engineer? You’re going there?”


  “That is the chain of command.”


  “On the ship I’m just the cargo master. We both report to you. Not one to the other.”


  “Split many hairs?”


  He shook his head. “Deflection.” He folded his arms and squinted at me for a long moment. “Talk to me about this hobby.”


  “What? Engineering?” I shrugged. “What’s to talk about?”


  “Why? Why engineering? Why not steward?”


  “I already have the steward endorsement. And before you ask, I don’t need a cargo endorsement to run a fast packet.”


  He shook his head. “Tell me. Why are you thinking about fast packets and setting yourself up to fly solo?”


  I shook my head. “You’re making more of this than there is.”


  “You’re saying you’re not getting ready to buy yourself a packet?”


  “I’m not getting ready to buy myself a packet. I don’t intend to go solo into the void. I’m just keeping my options open.”


  “But you’re going to take the engineering third exam when we get back to Newmar, aren’t you.”


  I really didn’t want to talk about this. “Why do you ask?”


  “Hunch. Yes or no?”


  I shrugged.


  He sighed and refolded his arms. “Come on, Ishmael. Give.”


  “Maybe.” I shrugged again. “Depends on whether or not I think I’m ready.”


  “Who are you kidding? You could pass the exam with just your working knowledge of ship systems.”


  “Possibly.”


  “So you are studying engineering third, not just the certificate.”


  I shrugged. “It’s basically the same thing.”


  “And you’re not going to come clean with me, are you.”


  I sighed. “Nothing to come clean over.”


  “You have a tell when you’re lying, you know. It’s why you’ve never been any good at it.”


  He surprised a laugh out of me.


  “You’re not going to answer?”


  I glanced at the chrono. “I need to relieve the watch soon.”


  He unfolded his arms and leaned forward in his chair, bracing himself with palms on his knees. “Take a tick, Ishmael. You’re beginning to worry me.”


  “What’s so hard to understand?” I asked, feeling the anger boiling up all of a sudden, a teakettle going from cold to steaming in a blink. I fought to keep my voice under control. “I feel like studying engineering.”


  “You’re a deck officer and a damn good one. Why are you thinking about engineering?” He shook his head and plowed on. “Don’t give me this song and dance about broadening your understanding. At the levels you’re studying now? You’re as good as any engineering third officer in the High Line. Maybe in the whole Annex.”


  “I may not want to be captain. Did that ever cross your mind?”


  He rocked back a few degrees. “No. It didn’t. You want to be first mate? We can make that happen.”


  I sighed. “This conversation is over.”


  He slumped back in his seat, moving slowly, like honey rolling down. His eyes narrowed. “No. That’s not it, is it.” He frowned and then sighed. “All right.” He threw himself to his feet and rapped a knuckle on the surface of my console. “Whenever you wanna talk about her, I’m here.” He turned and headed for the cabin door, pausing with it half open and looking back at me. “It’s lonely, but it doesn’t have to be.” He left the door open when he left.


  The head of steam dissipated as quickly as it had built. He left me sitting there at my console, staring at my hands. I couldn’t talk about her. Not without saying what I wanted to say but couldn’t. “Someday.” The word eased out of me on a sigh. A promise I made to myself before digging into the engineering study guide again. I would take the engineering third exam. I’d get a stanyer’s experience and move up to second. The calendar in my head kept the time. I still had some, and I intended to use it.


  It might be all for nothing in the end, but I’d meant what I said to Mr. Jacobs back at Gretna. I’d have a problem if the opportunity came and I wasn’t ready to take it.


  Chapter 11


  The Junkyard: 
December 28, 2379


  We made it to The Junkyard’s docking gallery without anything else breaking. The tug caught us half a day out and nudged us in, easy as you please.


  “Docking clamps are set, Captain,” Zoya said. “Shore ties established.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Usoko. Secure from navigation stations. Set normal watch throughout the ship. Grant liberty as soon as we’ve established visa.”


  “Secure from navigation stations, set normal watch, liberty on visa, aye, Captain. You’ll have the first watch?”


  “Yes, please.”


  She nodded. “You got it, Skipper.”


  I unbuckled my seatbelt and headed for the brow to deal with customs and visa. I wasn’t surprised to find Pip waiting at the brow. “Think there’ll be a problem?”


  He shook his head. “No. I’m meeting our factor as soon as we clear visa. There’s the small matter of establishing our company to discuss, too, if you’re up for it.” He cast me a sideways glance.


  “Sure. I’ve got the first watch, but when you’re done with the factor?”


  “I thought we could discuss it with them. Wardroom? Cabin?”


  He caught me sideways with that. “Your Carstairs factor going to be part of the company?”


  “I was thinking more like being able to advise us on how to proceed here at The Junkyard,” he said. “Herb knows the station.”


  “That makes sense.” I keyed the lock open and walked down the ramp.


  The docking gallery wrapped a warm, slightly humid blanket around me when I stepped off the ship. A floral scent wafted in the air. I couldn’t tell if it was actually flowers or just some scented cleaner they used in the gallery.


  An older woman, brown hair shot with silver and wearing a Junkyard logo on her jumpsuit, waited for us. “Afternoon, Captain. You and your crew are granted limited visa. If you’d thumb the authorization, you can get on with your business.” She smiled and held out a tablet.


  I raised my eyebrow at Pip.


  “I cleared us while we were on approach.” He shrugged. “Figured it would be easier, but you can go through the forms if you want to check me.”


  The official grinned at me. “Carstairs is a regular. You’re riding their coattails.”


  I nodded, thumbed the tablet, and read her name tag. “Thank you, Ms. Beverex.”


  “Enjoy your stay, Captain Wang.” She gave me a friendly nod and struck off down the gallery.


  I watched her go.


  Pip nudged me. “Really? I mean, she’s an attractive woman, but your first inclination is to watch her walk away?”


  I laughed and shook my head. “She pronounced my name right. That never happens.”


  Pip shook his head. “Sure. I believe that.” He looked across the gallery and waved to a man slouched against the bulkhead opposite our dock. “Herb.”


  The man pushed off from the bulkhead and shambled across to us. “Pip. What’s this I hear about you starting another business?”


  “Herb Severant. This is Ishmael Wang. We can use your insights if you’ve got a tick or four.”


  I stuck out my hand. “Mr. Severant.”


  He shook my hand with a loose grip. “Cap’n.” He looked at Pip. “You sent water over to Quet.”


  “I did. Why? Is there a problem with that?”


  He looked up and down the gallery before shrugging. “Maybe. That the business you want insight on?”


  “If you’ve got time for a cup of coffee, Mr. Severant? We can chat a little. I can’t leave the ship right now but the wardroom is open,” I said.


  He nodded. “Could do.”


  “Welcome aboard, Mr. Severant.” I turned and walked back up the ramp into the ship. “Mr. Keen, would you log Mr. Herb Severant aboard, please? My guest.”


  “My guest. CEO privilege.” Pip grinned at me.


  Mr. Keen nodded and filled in the log entry, with a crooked grin at Pip.


  I led the way into the ship. We stopped at the mess deck on the way to pick up some coffees. The room wasn’t exactly deserted but close enough. I suspected most of the crew would be in the berthing areas, getting ready to go ashore. We took our coffee and went around to the wardroom. We had only barely settled in when Zoya made the announcement. Moments the we heard some boisterous voices passing the wardroom door.


  “Some things never change,” Mr. Severant said, toasting me with his coffee cup. “This is good coffee. Can you get more of it?”


  “We got as much as we could carry,” Pip said. “Might have a bucket or two left.”


  He took another swig and placed the cup down on the table. “You got three problems. One, this ship. You’ll be in space dock for at least two weeks. More likely three. Two, a holding company? Really?”


  Pip nodded.


  He sighed. “Three, Quet.”


  “Start with Quet,” Pip said.


  “They’re cranky neighbors. Ships going over there have problems with everything from pissy docking staff to a lack of services. Try to help them and you get crapped on. I’m surprised we found somebody to take that shipment, because they’re going to have to come back empty.”


  “New station,” Pip said.


  “Exactly. New station that’s being mismanaged. Undercapitalized. Underskilled. Buncha wannabe rocket jockeys who have no idea how to knock rocks and turn a profit.” He took a slug from his coffee cup as if to wash a bad taste out of his mouth. “I’m surprised you fell for it.”


  “Fell for it?” Pip asked. “You think they’re not out of water?”


  He shook his head. “Doubt it. Short maybe but only because they don’t know what they’re doing.”


  “Ten thousand liters should help,” Pip said.


  “How much they paying you?”


  Pip shook his head. “I don’t know why they didn’t just order it themselves.”


  Mr. Severant snorted. “Because they can’t. They used up all their credits and pissed away their good will.”


  “How bad is it?” I asked.


  Mr. Severant sighed, shaking his head. “That’s the hell of it. The system’s pretty decent, by all accounts.”


  “Board of Exploration record says it’s got a lot of water and nickel,” Pip said. “Why hasn’t it been claimed?”


  “No idea. Too close to The Junkyard, maybe. We’ve got our own supplies of raw ore and water. No need to sell it here, so it has to get shipped somewhere else.”


  “What about refined?”


  “We tried to tell ’em. Refine it and we’ll take anything they can supply. It wouldn’t be much at first.”


  “They wouldn’t?”


  He sighed. “More like couldn’t, I think. You can’t run a station on raw ore for long with only one barge.”


  Pip’s eyes widened. “One barge?”


  He nodded. “That’s probably why they’re short on water. Can’t grind the ice and the nickel at the same time. Can’t afford not to grind the nickel. Can’t survive without the ice.” He gave me a glance. “You’re not the first ship they’ve asked for water. Why didn’t you just give them some?”


  “Would have taken too long,” I said. “Without the kicker, we couldn’t maneuver close enough in less than a month. It was cheaper and faster to have it jumped in from here.”


  “So, what if they had a backer?” Pip asked. “Somebody with deeper pockets. Do they know what they’re doing over there?” Pip asked.


  Mr. Severant shrugged. “Hard to tell poverty from incompetence.” He took another sip. “This is good coffee. You brought this from the High Line?”


  “Yeah. Something our chief steward found,” I said.


  He sighed again. “Ya hate to see a station fail, but sometimes that’s what it takes to smarten some people up.”


  “How badly is their reputation burned here?” Pip asked.


  “Why do you want to know all this? You’re not thinking of bankrolling them, are you?”


  Pip shrugged. “Carstairs wouldn’t touch it. Wrong business.”


  Mr. Severant’s eyes narrowed and he settled into the chair a little more. “The person you want to talk to over there is Angela Short. There’s a guy who’ll pretend to be in charge—Jason Jayne, JJ—but Angela pulls his strings. Whatever you got going, convince her and you’re home free.”


  Pip nodded. “What about repairs? Carstairs have any pull here?”


  He snorted. “Might if this was a Carstairs ship. It’s not. Just another High Liner. That would be bad enough, but it’s the damn Academy ship.” He said it like it was a curse. Maybe it was.


  Pip sat back in his chair and looked at me.


  “How long is this going to take?” I asked.


  “Getting the inspection done and pump repaired?” He shook his head. “I’d be surprised if you weren’t in and out in a couple of days. They give you an availability yet?”


  “Yes.”


  “They’ll want you in, out, gone.” He shrugged.


  “What’s the deal with the Academy?” Pip asked. “Something against the grads?”


  Mr. Severant shrugged. “They look down their noses at us Toe-Holders.”


  “That’s changing,” Pip said. “That’s one of the reasons we’re here.”


  Mr. Severant’s eyebrows climbed his forehead ever so slowly. “You came all the way out to The Junkyard for what? Indoctrination?”


  Pip chuckled. “You might say that, but we’ve been traveling around. Our junior ratings all have to get back to pick up where they left off.”


  “They’re cadets?” Mr. Severant shook his head and grinned. “I wondered how this ship fit into the plans. You brought them out to the Toe-Holds?”


  “What better way to make them understand that the Academy line isn’t exactly steering a true course?” I asked. “Give them liberty on the station and they’re going to have a hard time going back to the classroom and hearing that it’s all ghost towns and outlaws out here.”


  He nodded and took another swig of the coffee before spearing Pip with a stare. “This your idea?”


  “No. We just got roped into running the ship.”


  “How’s that working out for ya?” His grin had a little bit of sympathy mixed with the sarcasm.


  “It’s one thing to ship with a herd of quarter shares. We’re finding out there’s a difference shipping out with a herd of inexperienced quarter shares,” Pip said. “Hindsight’s a great teacher.”


  Mr. Severant laughed at that and some of the anger seeped away. “Don’t get me wrong. Most people here have no problem scalping High Liners, but there’s a real us–them feeling here, you get me?”


  “Why so much here and not, say, Mel’s Place?” I asked.


  “We’re The Junkyard,” he said. “We handle junk. Things nobody else wants. People with nowhere else to go. They all end up here. Carstairs gave me a good job.” He nodded to Pip. “And I’m grateful for that. Most of the people here? They’re just going along to get along until they can get along to somewhere else.” He shrugged. “Dumb, most of them. Scared, all of them. The Confederated Planets Joint Committee on Terror.”


  “What have they done here?” Pip asked. “I thought this was one of the original stations.”


  “It is. Older than High Faluting Tortuga by a bit. We took all the scraps that Mel’s couldn’t use and made something out of it.” He took a pull off his mug. “Management’s been keeping the place running since they welded three cans to a head.”


  “I wondered where that phrase came from,” I said.


  He looked at me, eyes wide. “What phrase?”


  “Three cans and a head. Whenever somebody thinks they know the Toe-Holds, that’s the image they have.”


  He laughed, slowly at first but picking up steam as he went. “Good to know The Junkyard’s good for something.”


  “Where’s all this junk?” Pip asked, his head tilted to one side.


  “There are some old hulks trailing our orbit. We don’t have enough gravity to make a proper L5, but they’re back there. Some big boats, too. Mostly little ones, from what I’ve heard. Never seen them myself. They get stripped down and ferried out there. Eventually they get put through the furnaces, I suppose.” He tipped his cup and drained it. “Anything else?”


  “I need a good corporate lawyer,” Pip said. “Who would you recommend?”


  “Carstairs business or your own?” he asked.


  “My own.”


  “Carstairs uses Sheddon and Associates. If you want something closer to the vest, Fenstermacher. Debbie Jo. She’s sharp as they come and used to dealing with Toe-Holders.”


  “How is she with CPJCT?” Pip asked.


  “Likes nothing better than to stick a thumb in their eye every chance she gets.”


  “Sounds like a winner. Thanks.”


  Mr. Severant nodded. “What are you going to do, if you don’t mind my asking?”


  “I’m starting a company. I need to protect our assets.”


  Mr. Severant nodded, casting a shrewd glance in my direction. “You’re the guy who brought the Chernyakova back.”


  “Guilty.”


  “Hey, I helped,” Pip said, grinning. “Who else would have conned you into bidding on it.”


  “Conned?” I asked.


  “Talked. Talked you into it.”


  “Uh huh.” Mr. Severant stood up and offered his hand to me. “Nice to meet you, Captain. Whatever this numbnuts has you tangled up with.”


  I shook the offered hand. “Thanks. Most days I have no idea what he’s planning.”


  “Like today?”


  “No. Today I know.” I smiled at him. “We’ll see how far we get down this course. Come on. Let us walk you out.”


  I led them both out to the brow and had Mr. Keen sign our guest ashore before walking him down the ramp. “Anything we should watch out for?” I asked.


  He shrugged. “Yard is fair. Joe Slocum runs a fair shop. He doesn’t have to. It’s the only one in a billion kilometers.” He grinned at the old joke.


  “Any problems with my crew spending their credits here?”


  He laughed. “No. Limited visa. They really mean it here but strays generally get put back on the path without much fuss.”


  “Thanks for your time, Mr. Severant.”


  “You’re welcome, Captain. Just watch out for any shenanigans that one gets into.” He nodded at Pip and grinned.


  “I’ll do my best.”


  “You wound me deeply, Captain,” Pip said.


  “You just want me for my credits.”


  Mr. Severant chuckled and slouched down the docking gallery. “Good luck, gents.”


  Pip led the way back into the ship and up to officer country. “I’ll go check out Fenstermacher.”


  “I’ll let Alys know we made it and that we’re going to be here at least a week.”


  He nodded and ducked into his stateroom.


  I blew out a breath and settled behind my console. We still didn’t know much, but at least we’d docked safely and had a shipyard handy. I put it out of my mind and concentrated on letting Alys know we’d arrived.


    


  Natalya plopped into a visitor’s chair and blew out a long breath. “Yard says they can fix the pump here at the dock. They’re sending a crew in the morning.”


  “That was fast. We’ve been here less than a day,” I said. “Is it really the kind of work they can do at the dock?”


  She shrugged. “Not the way I’d have preferred it, but yes. We can test it but not under load the way they’d be able to if it was in the big dock.”


  “What’s the real problem?”


  “Our yard availability has been pushed back. A month.”


  “A month?”


  She nodded. “Something about a priority job for one of the locals. We got bumped because they took a rock through the hull.”


  I winced. “That doesn’t sound good.”


  “It’s legit. One of the system haulers that services the various mining outposts. They took a stray rock right through the bridge, the deck under it, and into the tankage below. It’s all over the newsies. Saved the crew but the station needs the ship back in service. They’re already scrambling to line up coverage for the outposts.”


  “We’re stuck here, aren’t we.”


  She nodded. “The two questions involve how do we keep the crew from going crazy for two months, and how much longer will we be caught here once we see what’s on the hull.”


  “We need passage for how many? Seventeen?”


  “Assuming they all want to go back, yes.” She put her head back, resting it on the back of the seat as she stared up at the overhead.


  “You can’t just leave it there.”


  She snorted. “A couple of them think that they’d be better off as crew here than as third years at the Academy. They’re just blowing smoke.”


  “Are they wrong?” I asked.


  She shrugged without looking over at me. “Depends on how they’re making the decision. Most of the people who got through our screening were already questioning whether or not they should continue. Going back after seeing what it’s really like in the Deep Dark?” She straightened up in her chair. “In the long run, I’d suggest that they won’t know what it’s like until they finish their programs, but I’m heavily biased.”


  “Can we get them all passage back? We’re not exactly at the crossroads of the Annex here.”


  “We’ll need Pip to answer that one. We’re about equidistant from Diurnia and Ciroda. Either one of them would have passage to Newmar.”


  “Maybe we could contract Carstairs to pull a bunch of fast packets.”


  She frowned at me a moment. “Charter them direct to Newmar?”


  “Yeah. They can cover that distance in a week, can’t they?”


  She nodded. “Unwin Eights. Yeah. Take them longer to dock when they get there than it would to cross the Annex from here.”


  “The question is whether or not they’ve got the ships available. Either way, we need Pip.”


  “Where is he?” she asked.


  “Meeting with the lawyers about starting a new company.”


  “Another one?” she shook her head. “Like he doesn’t have six already? He needs a better hobby than collecting corporate charters.”


  “Six?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. Phoenix Freight. This one.” She looked around at the ship. “He’s got some arrangement with the family company, doesn’t he? Free agent or something?”


  I laughed. “You got me. He tried to convince me he was a spy for TIC at one point.”


  Her eyes widened a little. “Was he?”


  I started to answer but took a moment to think it through. “Honestly, I don’t know. I think he might have been an informant, but on the payroll?” I shrugged, remembering Maggie Stevens. “If he worked for anybody, it was Margaret Newmar.”


  Natalya snickered and shook her head. “Hell, even Zoya and I worked for her at one time. Even if we didn’t know it then.” She shook her head again. “I’m not sure you didn’t. Are you?”


  “What? Sure?”


  She nodded.


  I laughed. “No. I’m not.”


  “Anyway. You know what this one’s about? Quet?”


  “Yeah. He’s bought the lease for the next century. Thinking that the only thing they need is a bankroll.”


  Her eyes narrowed. “And you’re the one with the wallet?”


  I shrugged.


  “You’re going to go in with him again? Seriously?” She leaned forward in her seat.


  I laughed. “I’m already in with him. What’s one more thing?”


  “You own most of Phoenix,” she said. “That keeps him on a bit of a leash. Also limits what Alys can get away with.”


  “I never thought I’d miss the Chernyakova.”


  She sighed. “Me, too. Every time I turn around there’s something not right with this boat. It’s like Manchester put together a committee to figure out the best way to screw the Academy while satisfying whatever pressure TIC and the CPJCT had on them.”


  “You think a committee?”


  She nodded. “No way one person thought of all this stuff.”


  I chuckled. “What’s your best guess?”


  “I don’t know,” she said, throwing the words like darts. “In theory, the ship is safe for limited use. In practice, it’s a death trap. It needs to be stripped to the hull plates, have the structure inspected for flaws, and then be built out again correctly. Even then it’s a pig out here. We could, theoretically, make it worth something but the Burlesons are underpowered for Toe-Hold work, the capacitor only barely performs, and I don’t even trust that the tanks are actually rated for the volume they claim.”


  I grinned. “Don’t sugarcoat it for me.”


  She snorted. “The yard seems to have a problem with working with us.”


  “The local perspective on the CPJCT is that the T stands for Terror.”


  She frowned. “That’s—” She shook her head. “That’s new. I’ve been here before. We’ve delivered a lot of refined metals with the Madoka and even before. Who’s spinning this yarn?”


  “The Carstairs broker. A Mr. Herbert Severant. The Quet deal seemed to set him off, too.”


  “I don’t know him.” She shook her head. “Not unusual since he’s the Carstairs guy. The chandlery people, I know. The yard boss, Slocum, is pretty new. I knew the woman who ran it before him. Happy to take our credits and always did a fair job.”


  “They give you a decent price on the pump?”


  “Yeah.” She nodded. “Even a break on the installation, since they can’t run the power load test at the dock.”


  “Can we leave here after the pump’s fixed?”


  She gave me a long look as her head turned to the side. “Without checking the emitters? Replacing the sensors?”


  “Yes.”


  She sighed. “There’s can and should. Can we? Yes. Should we? No.”


  “Is there some reason we can’t get in a suit and inspect them at the dock?”


  She shook her head, but her heart wasn’t in it. “We could. I’m rated for a hard suit and so is Go.”


  “But?”


  “But we’d need to pull them, bring them in and open them up for inspection, put them back, and recalibrate the network once we were done.”


  “Would it take less than a month and would it tell us what we need to know?”


  “To get underway again? Yeah. Probably. It will definitely tell us if there’s a problem with them. Not if there’s some other problem elsewhere.”


  “What about the sensor blocks?”


  “Pip’s rounding up the printers. We should be able to print the replacements ourselves and install them in almost all the locations.” She shrugged. “Assuming we can get the printer stock we need.”


  “Priority?”


  “Sail emitters and coupling. Keel emitters. We can chip away at the sensors. We’re not up to code and would fail a TIC inspection, but we’re not completely blinded.”


  “Too bad Captain Jacobs didn’t actually do the inspection. We’d be safe in Gretna right now.”


  “I don’t think they’d have caught it.” She shrugged. “We’re safe here. Maybe safer.”


  I raised an eyebrow at that.


  “Manchester doesn’t know we’re using the ship, do they?”


  “I don’t know. Why?”


  “They would if it failed a TIC safety inspection in Gretna. We can fix it here without getting them all lawyered up first.”


  “You don’t think they’d try to sabotage us to keep it quiet?”


  She snorted again. “More than they have? The corporate line is going to be ‘It’s a classroom. You weren’t supposed to use it.’”


  “Where’s Zoya?”


  “If she’s not in her stateroom, probably ship’s office.”


  “You know where Mr. MacBradaigh is?”


  “He’s ashore. Muttered something about ship’s logs.”


  “He mentioned that earlier. The log books from some of the early ships and what they can tell him about Annex history. Did he find something?”


  She shrugged. “Just that he’s taking liberty to go look. He wasn’t clear about look at or look for.”


  “Game out the emitter situation for me. Worst case?”


  She sighed. “We open them up and find them filled with substandard parts.”


  “Obsolete or actually substandard?” I asked.


  “Probably both, although Manchester isn’t known for using actual substandard parts. Before this, I’d have said they have some of the best ships in space.”


  “If this wasn’t supposed to be an actual ship, that might account for it.”


  She frowned. “Did Alys say a crew sailed the ship to Newmar?”


  “As opposed to what?”


  “If they delivered it with one of their jump-tugs, they’d be on pretty solid ground to claim it wasn’t safe to sail.”


  I shook my head and started scratching through the data on my console. It took me a while.


  “What are you looking for?” she asked.


  “Certificate of Inspection. It should have one, but I never checked to see what it’s certified for.”


  “Oh, that would be icing on this cake if it’s not certified for use.”


  I finally turned up the document and pulled it up on my screen. “This says certified for commercial use.”


  “And yet, it should have failed that inspection,” she said. “There’s no way a decent inspector would pass this ship with those sensors missing.”


  I sat back in my seat and sighed. “What’s the procedure for pulling one of the emitters?”


  “There are twelve at the bow and six aft. We should pull three from the stern.”


  “So, half of them? Why there?”


  “Stern takes less strain. They’re mostly for steerage. If I were going to short the ship, it would be there because it’s less noticeable. It can run with just one of the six if needed but it’ll wallow like a pig in mud.”


  “What about the Burleson emitters?”


  She nodded. “I’m going to yank all eight of them. They uncouple easily, and we can bring them in for inspection when we pull the aft sail nodes. That’ll tell us something, at least.”


  “What are you looking for?”


  “I learned a lot working with Maggie on the emergency collar. Emitters are stupidly finicky but also very hard to shake once they’re tuned.”


  “You think these aren’t tuned?”


  She chuckled. “Well, they’ll be as untuned as can be when we bring them in, but we’ll also be able to see if any of the circuitry is flawed. Some of the chips may be near their end of life. The boards age and heat up, especially when jumping. Any minor flaw adds up over time.” She grinned. “That’s something I can see. I’ve got my own tool box and a full set of emitter diagnostics in there with my shipsuit.”


  “How soon before you know anything?”


  “I know a lot now,” she said, a twinkle in her eyes. “But you mean about the various emitters?”


  I chuckled. “Sorry. Yes.”


  She eyed the chrono. “Go has the duty, but I can get one of the others to watch his console for a bit. If we go now, we’ll be back inside before dinner. After that?” She shrugged. “Depends on what we find. Knowing beats not knowing, every time.”


  “Let’s make it happen. That’ll tell us something, if only that it’s possible for us to get this ship back to Newmar.”


  She stood and headed for the cabin door. “We know it’s possible. What we don’t know is how probable it is. We’ll know more by this time tomorrow.”


  Chapter 12


  The Junkyard: 
December 28, 2379


  Pip and Zoya joined me on the bridge while Natalya and Mr. Go worked on the outside of the hull. Zoya had the comms frequency open on a speaker in the bridge so we could listen in on their conversation. They started aft and pulled three of the sail emitters, placing the large cylindrical parts on a cargo sled.


  “You don’t realize how big they are until you see them next to a person,” Zoya said, nodding to the two of them working at the bow.


  Pip shook his head. “I’ve never seen one pulled out of the hull.”


  We watched them moving in what felt like slow motion, Natalya directing every move before they made it.


  “Safety line on the access port.” Her voice sounded muffled inside the suit.


  “Safety line on access port,” Mr. Go answered as he reached down and clipped the line to something in the hull we couldn’t see.


  “Brace me. I’ll loosen the cover.”


  “Moving to brace you. Braced.”


  They continued like that until they’d worked down around the hull and out of sight. Pip kept swallowing and wiping his palms on the side of his suit.


  “Nervous much?” Zoya asked, giving him a gentle tweak.


  “It’s having my nose rubbed in it that makes it real,” he said. “Knowing they’re out there. How dangerous it is just walking around.”


  Zoya grinned. “It’s one thing to know it’s dangerous. Another to see it? Is that what you’re saying?”


  He nodded.


  “Is it that or because it’s Natalya?”


  He glanced at me and gave a nervous chuckle. “Yeah. Well, that’s probably part of it.”


  “Relax. We’re docked. There’s a rescue crew on standby. She’s as at home out there on the hull as she is in the wardroom.” Zoya shrugged. “She may have more time out there than the wardroom, now that I think of it.”


  “When she was working with Maggie on the collar?” I asked, trying to give Pip a chance to breathe.


  “Yeah. We had a mess. A third of the forward nacelle open to space. She and a crew of Maggie’s people worked up the prototypes and tested them in actual emergency conditions. She’s got thousands of stans in suit time. I don’t know that she’s attended that many wardroom functions in her career.”


  I chuckled and nodded at Pip. “Come on. You and I need to talk about Quet.”


  “Go ahead,” Zoya said. “I’ll keep an ear on our people outside.”


  “Thanks.” He followed me down the ladder and into the cabin. “What do you want to know?”


  I sat down behind the console. “Where are we? You talked to Fenstermacher?”


  “They’re filing some forms. We’ll need to go in tomorrow or the next day to endorse them.”


  “What are we going to do?”


  “At the moment, nothing. It’s just a corporate framework that we can use to run our various businesses separate from Phoenix, the Academy, and everything. It’s just you and me.”


  “Not Natalya?”


  “She has her own. She and Zoya both have nothing to give me guff about when it comes to corporate presence.”


  “What about Quet?”


  He shook his head. “They’re working without a safety line out there. Fenstermacher knows of them but refused to do more than point me to the newsies. Herb was right about that JJ character. He was all over the newsies a stanyer ago. None of it good. He liked to get liquored up and get into fights. Not sure what his job is over there.”


  “What’s his history?”


  “Not clear. He grew up here, worked the docks for a while, then got the notion to set up a rock shop next door.”


  I winced. “That’s not exactly a great idea.”


  Pip shrugged. “That’s where Angela Short comes in. A background in station management and a hankering for setting up one of her own. They got their credits together with some out-of-system backing and set up the station at Quet.” He sighed and pursed his lips. “That’s troubling, because I don’t know what kind of deal they have with their backers.”


  “These backers won’t like you muscling in on their deal, will they?”


  “That’s a tough call. I don’t know who they are or how patient they might be. Three stanyers isn’t a lot of time to get established. It takes at least two just to figure out how to keep it running.”


  “Done a lot of that, have you?” I asked.


  He made a rude gesture with his left hand. “If they’re looking for a payout in less than five, they weren’t really serious, but they might be looking to make the current residents forfeit in lieu of payment.”


  “You got all this from the newsies?”


  “No. I hung out at the miners’ bar and bought a few rounds for some talkative rock jockeys.” He shrugged. “Not exactly useful in terms of figuring out who’s doing what, but some good background.”


  “You’re going to need to go over, aren’t you.”


  He shrugged, then nodded. “I’m hoping to lean on you to go with me and get Zoya’s take.”


  “Zoya’s take on what?” she asked, walking into the cabin. “They’ve pulled half the emitters. Nat’s in the lock now.”


  “Quet,” Pip said. “You’re our mining expert here.”


  She chuckled and stood in her usual spot just inside the door, leaning on the bulkhead. “What about it?”


  “What’re the big red flags for that kind of operation?”


  “A start-up mining station?” She folded her arms and shook her head. “That’s the biggest red flag, right off the bat.”


  “What? Wildcatters not allowed?” he asked, turning around in his seat to look at her.


  “Yeah. Wildcatters. Or amateurs. It’s all the same.” She shook her head. “Anybody who knows asteroid mining knows that you don’t just slap a station together and expect it to support a mining operation. Small outfits? Yeah. They happen, but they fold fast because none of them have the background to know how to set it up right.” She grimaced. “And just as a point of interest, running out of potable water is a much less pleasant death than running out of air.”


  “They’re apparently a one-barge station.” He folded his hands on the back of the chair. “That seem likely?”


  “Likely. Not a good model, but people keep trying it.”


  “Why?” I asked. “If it’s not a good model?”


  “Hope springs eternal.” She shrugged. “Everybody starts out with the ‘Sure, you couldn’t make it work and the hundreds of people who tried before weren’t able to either, but I’m special and I can do it’ mentality.”


  “What do they need? Quet?”


  She shook her head. “A clue. Probably funding.” She gave him a narrow-eyed squint. “You trying to use his money to bail them out?” She nodded at me.


  “Some of it. I’m not sure how much we’d need. I don’t have all the information yet.”


  “But you bought the system lease from the CPJCT?”


  “I’ve spent more on dinner.”


  She frowned. “You going to evict them?”


  He shook his head. “I want them to succeed. I plan on giving them the lease.”


  “Not like they need it. A nice steak dinner would probably be more appreciated.”


  “Because nobody else is going to claim it?”


  “Because giving up good food is one of the shortcuts too many people make. You want to get on their good side? Buy them dinner.”


  “Long way for takeout,” he said.


  “That’s my point.” She shrugged.


  “Feel like taking a ride?” he asked.


  She frowned at him. “We have a ship to run here.”


  “How long can we keep it going?” Pip asked.


  She shook her head. “Not sure. A lot will depend on what Nat finds on the hull. We’re supposed to have the pump fixed tomorrow, aren’t we?”


  I nodded. “Then the question becomes whether or not it’s safe to get underway. If not, we’re stuck for at least a month.”


  Pip blew out a breath. “We can’t keep the crew for that amount of time. The cadets need to be back in Newmar and I don’t know how long it would take to get them all there.”


  “What about Carstairs?” I asked. “Can we charter a few fast packets?”


  He shrugged and screwed his lips into a grimace. “Probably. There’s enough time to get them here and even make a couple of round trips before the new semester starts.”


  “What about our permanent crew?” Zoya asked.


  Pip sank into his chair and stared at his boots for a while. “If we get the Chernyakova here, we can send all the cadets back together and give everybody their old jobs back. Assuming they want them. That would keep the Chernyakova sailing.”


  “Everybody except us,” Zoya said.


  He nodded without looking up. “Yeah. We can’t very well bump Beth and her crew.” He shrugged. “Well, we could but I wouldn’t want to. At least not here.”


  “What have you heard from her?” I asked.


  He glanced up at me. “She’s doing well. Abe’s finding some good cans. They picked up a nice priority bonus on their last leg into Mel’s. They should be about halfway to The Ranch again by now. We can direct them here after that, if that’s what we decide.”


  Natalya showed up at the cabin door wearing a sweat-stained hardsuit liner. “Good, you’re all here.” She came in and stood beside the console.


  “I thought you were going out for another batch,” Zoya said.


  “We’ll get to it. The suits are recharging. I looked at the units we brought in.” She shook her head. “The sail emitters aft aren’t rated for the sail plan we have. They’re toast.” She tossed a small circuit board onto the desk. “While we were out, we grabbed a couple of the Burleson emitters. That’s the main control board for one of them.”


  I frowned at the burned edges. “Did you have to cut it out or something?”


  She shook her head. “No. I took the cover off and found it hanging by a thread. Picked it out with my fingers. I don’t know what caused it to burn like that instead of just melting. That unit wouldn’t have made another jump. The others are only slightly better. We’re not going anywhere anytime soon.”


  “Can we replace them?” Pip asked.


  “Yeah. We can, but until we find out why those failed, putting new ones in is a waste of time and credits.”


  “Replace the whole unit?” he asked.


  “How far back in the chain?” She shook her head. “We lucked out to make it here. If we replace the boards and the problem is closer to the drives?” Her expression went blank for a moment. “The drives. Crap.” She shook her head and looked at me. “It’s the drives. I know it.”


  “What about them?”


  “They’re the wrong drives for this hull. They’re the same ones that went into the production hulls.” She closed her eyes and ran a greasy hand over her face, leaving a smear of dirt on her cheek. “I didn’t see it. Damn me, it was right in front of me and I didn’t see it.”


  “Take a breath,” I said. “Explain.”


  Natalya flung herself into the empty chair and shook her head. “I’m sorry, Skipper. I remember you said this was the hull design that didn’t make the cut.”


  “Zoya discovered it,” I said. “What about it?”


  “We didn’t know what might be wrong with the hull,” Zoya said. “You figured it out?”


  “Yeah.” She glanced back at Zoya. “Mass. The production hulls don’t have the extra mass. They used the right-sized drives in production, but they’re right on the edge of viability with the extended spine once the ship is loaded.”


  “We’re over the mass limit?” I asked. “I didn’t think we could jump.”


  She shook her head. “No. Not over, but so close to it the system has to push hard to meet the demand.” She nodded at the burned board on my console. “That’s the result.” She sighed and hung her head. “I’m sorry, Captain. I just didn’t see it.”


  “So they put the production drives in this hull?” Pip asked, catching up with the rest of us.


  “Yes. I’d bet on it. I haven’t seen the actual specs on the Eighty-Eights yet, but I’d bet they downsized the hull to keep from having to upgrade the drives. The cost of the bigger drives would add a significant amount to the overall cost of the ship, so they needed to lose a few kilotons of hull mass to make the smaller ones viable.” She sighed. “It’s a valid assessment. Put in the power plant you need to do the job. For the production Eighty-Eights, sure. This stock hull needed the next step up, and I didn’t recognize it.”


  “What’s that mean for the ship?” Pip asked. “New drives?”


  “Jump tug,” Zoya said, preempting Natalya. “This ship is not viable.”


  I nodded my agreement. “It’s not a matter of unplugging the old drives and putting in new ones. The entire Burleson system needs to be recalibrated and provisioned.”


  Natalya gave me a small grin. “That engineering course paying off?”


  I laughed. “Maybe a little. Even a captain knows you can’t use the wrong-sized fuse.”


  “Where does that leave us?” Pip asked.


  “Limbo for the moment,” I said. “The voyage ends here. I’ll send you a report on the state of the ship. As CEO, you’ll need to forward it to Alys. We’ll need some questions answered as soon as she can manage it. What to do with the cadets, for one. How she wants to dispose of the ship, for another.”


  “She’ll want it back in Newmar,” Zoya said, drawing our attention back to her.


  “Why?” Pip asked.


  “So she can use it against Manchester,” Natalya said. “I agree. She’s going to want the ship back there as evidence.”


  “How much of the cargo can you transship?” I asked.


  He shrugged. “All of it. Unless you want to pay for hauling it all back to Newmar. Safer to unload it here than there.”


  “Does that solve the cadet problem?” Natalya asked. “The ship is habitable. What’s the liability on towing it back with the crew aboard?”


  I shrugged. “We can put it on the list of questions. I suspect they’d want a caretaker crew aboard, but I’m not sure.”


  “What do we tell the crew?” Natalya asked.


  I took a deep breath and thought about it for a few heartbeats. “Level with them. The ship is unsafe to continue sailing. We’re contacting the Academy. We’ll inform them when we know more.” I shrugged. “Is there anything else we can say?”


  “I’ll contact the game players. We’ll have to stop the game early,” Pip said, grimacing. “My cargo people are going to be peeved.”


  “Why?” Natalya asked.


  “They have three cans for The Ranch that won’t get delivered at a profit.”


  “Anybody else have cans besides cargo?” I asked.


  Natalya nodded. “I’m pretty sure the power group has one.”


  “Propulsion, too,” Pip said. “They both liquidated here so they’re in good shape.”


  “Deck didn’t get in on the action?” Zoya asked.


  He looked back at her and shook his head. “No. There’s only the four of them and two didn’t play at all.”


  “What about stewards?” I asked. “Chief Bashar seemed pretty sold on the idea.”


  “They’re using their pantries and freezers. It’s all opaque to me. Officially.”


  “Unofficially?” I asked.


  “They’re killing it, but once they split it up, the winner’s going to be Jennifer Nunnelee, I think.”


  Natalya laughed. “That’s wonderful.”


  She seemed much too happy about that.


  “What’s the deal with her?” I asked.


  “She’s been taking a lot of abuse about not going ashore on liberty. The propulsion and environmental crew pooled their resources to go in on the cans. She refused to join them and that just added more to the teasing. If she wins the thing, that’s going to be delicious.”


  “Back to business. Are you going to pull the other emitters?” I asked.


  Natalya nodded. “Yes, I want to see if the wear pattern got distributed evenly around the hull. I’m guessing not, since this is the only one of the four that looks burned. I’d like to see if any of the others are burned as well.”


  “What will that tell you?” Pip asked.


  “Maybe nothing. Maybe something weird in their power distribution network.” She shrugged. “I’m not sure how much it matters, but the more problems we can identify, the more ammunition Alys has to shoot Manchester with.”


  Pip nodded. “I’ll put Quet on hold for the moment. We’ll need to get word to Alys and give her time to reply. After that, we’ll know more.”


  I nodded. “Nat, would you give me a technical summary of the problems that I can forward to Alys? I know what I’d say, but it’ll carry more weight coming from you.”


  She nodded. “Of course, Skipper.” She looked down at herself for a moment and stood. “Give me a couple of stans to pull the rest of the emitters and get a shower. I should have it by dinnertime.”


  “I’ll cover the comms,” Zoya said as Natalya walked out. “Bip me when you’re ready to go out again.”


  Natalya nodded and continued down the passageway.


  Pip stood, shaking his head. “I can understand Manchester being miffed, but this is potentially criminal.”


  Zoya laughed. “Potentially? The only thing saving them right now is that we’re docked. I’m guessing the Academy will sue them to recover the costs of getting the ship back to Newmar.”


  “Probably,” Pip said. “They’ll settle quietly without fuss. This would be a serious black eye if it got out.”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “Manchester knew what they were doing. I’m not so sure Alys got the memo. If they’ve covered their tracks, it’s going to be hard for the Academy to claim damages for using the ship in a manner it was never intended.”


  Pip frowned. “You don’t think she knew, do you?”


  I had to think for a moment before answering. “No. She’d never have sent us out in this ship if she’d known.”


  “You don’t sound certain,” Zoya said.


  “She was going to send the ‘best students’ in the beginning,” Pip said. “Those would have been the ones with the best connections, wouldn’t they?”


  I laughed. “You think she’d use students as a bargaining chip like that?”


  He frowned and Zoya looked away from me.


  “What? What am I missing?” I looked back and forth between them a couple of times. “You think she’d risk losing the ship and all of us for the sake of some political points?”


  “Losing it, no,” Pip said, running a hand over his mouth like he wanted to wipe the words away. “She was pretty insistent that we all join the party.”


  “What does she have against us?” I asked. “She’d be willing to kill us all?”


  “No.” He rubbed his lips again. “But we’ve got a really good track record of landing on our feet.”


  “You think she’d count on us saving the ship?” Zoya asked.


  He sighed. “It’s a possibility. I don’t know how realistic that is, but it’s possible.”


  My head started shaking even before I opened my mouth. “You don’t play games with people’s lives. I can’t accept that she knew this ship was a motorized classroom before she sent us out.”


  Pip sighed. “I don’t think so either, but we have to at least entertain the idea.”


  “To what end?” Zoya asked, spitting the words out.


  He turned in his chair for a moment before snorting and standing up to face her. “Why do you stand back there?”


  “It’s closer to the door. Why do we need to entertain the idea that Alys Giggone sent us out here to die?”


  “Because she’s on the Phoenix Freight board of directors. If she’s willing to do this with cadets, what would she be willing to do with the Chernyakova?”


  “You’ve lost it,” I said. “In the first place, I can replace her on the board with somebody else at any time.”


  “Not if you’re dead,” Pip said, turning to look at me.


  “All right. Let’s entertain the idea. How does that change anything?” Zoya asked. “Will it get us home any sooner? Will it make the ship or the crew safer?”


  He sighed and shook his head, running a hand over his scalp. “I don’t know. I’m just saying it’s a possibility. Not that it’s what’s going on.”


  Zoya shook her head. “We can entertain the idea that Natalya has faked all the engineering data, too, while we’re at it. It would be completely illogical and contrary to her very being, but we can entertain it.”


  He sighed again, scrubbing his face with his palms. “Sorry. I’m just scrambling. I don’t like scrambling.”


  “Back to the situation,” I said. “First priority is understanding just how screwed up this ship is. That’ll tell us what we need to do to get it back to Newmar or how much we can get for it if we have to liquidate it.”


  Zoya nodded. “Agreed.”


  “Pip? You’re going to have to put on your big CEO pants and tell Alys what’s happening.” I gave him a frown. “Without implying or even hinting that you think she’d be responsible for putting the ship, us, or the crew at risk.”


  He nodded. “I got it.”


  “Can you put a query out to Carstairs? See if they can assist in evacuating the cadets?”


  “We’re only a jump from Diurnia,” Zoya said. “Even getting them back into the High Line would make it easier for them to get back to the Academy.”


  He nodded again. “Yes. I can do that. It would probably be quicker to just take them back but yes.”


  “Quicker doesn’t mean cheaper,” Zoya said.


  He chuckled. “Agreed.”


  “Transship or otherwise offload the cargo,” I said. “All of it. Fill the spine with empty cans.”


  His eyes went wide as he stared at me. “Heidrun’s horns. That’s going to be expensive.”


  “I suspected as much, but good training for your cargo crew.” I glanced at the open door. “Maybe you should get on that?”


  “What about Quet?” he asked.


  I shook my head. “First things first.”


  “We can do more than one thing at a time,” he said.


  “Get the cargo moving. I’ll get a report ready for you to send to Alys.”


  He nodded and headed for the door, but stopped at the opening. “I don’t really think Alys would do that.”


  “Then why bring it up?” I asked.


  “Just to put everything on the table. Even if some of it’s bull. You never know when the unthinkable might become reality.”


  I nodded. “Cargo.”


  “On it.” He gave Zoya a nod and left. A few moments later I heard his stateroom door close.


  “That was unexpected,” I said.


  She blew out a breath and shrugged. “Hate to admit it but he’s got a point. We can consider it and reject it, but not considering it at all, no matter how unlikely?”


  “I guess I can get behind that idea. Not sure what difference it makes in the current situation.”


  “I can get behind that one,” she said. “What she did, didn’t, or doesn’t know brings very little to the table in terms of solution.”


  “What should we be thinking about that we’re not?” I asked.


  She stared into the middle distance for a moment. “Lining up the jump tug. They’re not sitting idle at the dock somewhere. We’ll need to get on their schedule. Maybe get some guidance on who they want on the ship, if anybody. Seems like they’d want at least a fire watch.”


  “Agreed. Somebody from engineering with enough knowledge to change the scrubbers and smell smoke.”


  “I’ll look up the CPJCT regs on vessels under tow,” she said. “They won’t apply out here, but will matter when we jump back into Newmar. We’ll want to make sure we’re legal. TIC is going to be looking at us real hard.” Her tablet bipped and she looked at the message. “Nat’s getting into the lock.”


  “One thing before you go?”


  She paused.


  “Why do you stand back there? Do I have bad breath or something?”


  She gave a short laugh. “No, nothing like that. I told Pip. Closer to the door. Handy at times.” She waggled her tablet in the air. “Like now.” With that she left. I heard her footsteps jogging up the ladder to the bridge.


  I couldn’t help but think it was something, even if it wasn’t bad breath. I snorted and turned to my console. I needed to organize my thinking about what to tell Alys Giggone.


    


  Natalya showed up at the wardroom for dinner looking like she’d been run through a wringer and hung out to dry. Pip and Zoya joined us. I’d be taking the overnight watch from Zoya and the others were all ashore.


  “How bad is it?” Pip asked.


  She took a long pull from her water glass. “Bad. Those first four are the worst. I don’t know why they took the brunt of the damage. Something isn’t right there.”


  “Something else,” Zoya said.


  Natalya laughed and nodded. “Yeah. The emitters are supposed to be getting an equal load. When the load shifts—” She shrugged. “Bad things. Very bad. It’s one of the problems we had to beat with the emergency collar. It’s one thing to keep the power runs consistent inside the ship. Having to connect through the hull and operate completely outside?” She shook her head and addressed the meal in front of her for a moment. “I’ll have a report for you this evening, Skipper. Pulling the last four took longer than I expected.”


  “We’ll get it,” I said. “It’s going to take a couple of days to get word to Newmar, anyway.”


  “Nothing back from them?” Zoya asked.


  “Nothing since that one message.” I shrugged and took a sip of my coffee. “I didn’t expect anything until we can tell her what’s going on. She knows we arrived safely.” I glanced at Pip. “Where are we on the cargo?”


  He grimaced and finished chewing. “We can offload easily enough. Finding enough empty ones to fill in the gap? That’s going to take some work.”


  “You need to fill all the slots?” Zoya asked, spearing a piece of chicken off her plate.


  “No, but the more we have the better. We can get by with half of the cans and still have structural integrity. Two-thirds would be better but between that and full? Not a lot of difference.”


  “If we’re not going to be maneuvering, it won’t matter that much,” Natalya said, giving him a glance and sipping her coffee. “The thrusters and sails put a strain on the hull, but the tug will be doing all the leverage. We’ll just be along for the ride.”


  “We will need a skeleton crew,” Zoya said. She looked at me. “Doesn’t need to include you, but one of us will need to be in charge of the ship.”


  “Any specifications on personnel?” I asked.


  “No. Full fire watch around the clock, but the regs are pretty loose on that. Could be as few as two people. Just so long as somebody’s awake if the tug needs to contact us.”


  “The four of us, then?” Pip said.


  “That would work, according to the regs. Is that what we want?” She looked at me with a raised eyebrow.


  “It’s going to take—what? A week to jump us from here to there?”


  “I’d guess at least a week. They don’t have long legs and we’re going to be a hell of a load on them,” she said.


  “Who wants to come along for the ride?” I looked around the table.


  Natalya nodded. So did Zoya. Pip frowned at his plate.


  “You’re thinking about Quet,” I said.


  He looked up at me. “Yes. How soon would this caravan roll out of here? Next week?”


  I shrugged. “We still have the crew to deal with. The cargo. We need to give Alys a chance to reply. We need to get on the tug schedule. I can’t see us getting underway in less than two.” I glanced at Zoya. “You haven’t got a tug lined up yet?”


  She laughed and shook her head. “No. That’s going to take some work. There’s one company here that has a jump-capable tug but I don’t have a clear read on whether it can handle a ship our size. There’s one at Mel’s, but we’d have to arrange for them to come pick us up. It’s going to be at least a week after Alys gets back to us, and that’s not going to happen tomorrow. Maybe not this week.”


  I nodded and looked at Pip. “You could probably hire a boat to take you over to Quet. Something small would be able to jump over and back in short order.”


  Pip glanced up at Zoya. “I was hoping you’d be able to come take a look.”


  She raised an eyebrow. “Really? That’s not happening while I still have responsibilities to the ship and crew here.” Ice dripped from her tone.


  “How do we shutter this operation?” Natalya asked, breaking into the conversation. “Get as many people off the ship as we can. Unload the cargo. Shut it down.”


  “We’d still need fire watch,” I said, spinning out the scenario that had been chasing its tail around my head for the last few stans. “Food service, ideally. Getting them off the ship and into a hotel would cost more than keeping them here.”


  “Keeping the ship on active status isn’t costing much, is it?” Zoya asked.


  Pip grimaced and shook his head. “Not as such, no. We could move the soon-to-be-cadets-again off to a hotel, but it would be more economical to keep them here and let them spend their own money if they go ashore.”


  “Let’s keep them aboard. At least until we plot a solid course going forward,” I said. “What would it do to the tug if we just dragged the lot of them back to Newmar with us?”


  Zoya shook her head. “Don’t know if it matters to them. Nat?”


  She pondered for a moment before shaking her head. “Too many variables. Here in the Toe-Holds, there aren’t any regulatory obstacles, but there may be in the High Line. From a structural integrity perspective, the incremental load on the hull from having forty people aboard instead of four is microscopic. The tankage alone is more. Shedding the cargo cans makes sense, but anything else? I’d want to check with the tug company to see what the experts say.”


  “All right. So, action items. Nat, you’ll give me an engineering report. Zee? Can I get a summary on your jump tug research?”


  Zoya nodded. “Of course, Skipper.”


  “I’ll collate it and give it all to Pip as CEO to forward to Alys and ask for direction.”


  “It would go better if we can make a recommendation to her,” Pip said.


  “I agree,” Zoya said.


  “I do, too,” I said. “Do we have enough to make a recommendation?” I looked around the table.


  “Barring any unforeseen obstacles, I think using the tug to get us all back to Newmar is the most viable, least risky course,” Zoya said.


  Natalya nodded. “We’ll be running without a lot of sensors, but we’ve been doing that all along. We’ve stripped most of the duds out. Easy to mitigate that risk with increased awareness and begin printing replacements, once Pip’s gotten us the printers and stock.”


  “They’re coming. Maybe tomorrow,” he said.


  “I’ll check with Chief Bashar about the food supplies, but we should have enough for a couple of months even if we don’t resupply here,” Zoya said. “I can’t imagine it will take longer than that for the actual transit.”


  “We can top off the stores before we leave,” Pip said. “I’ll terminate the game and pay out the winners.”


  “Give them an option to find their own way home?” Natalya asked. “If all we’re doing is basic maintenance and fire watch, do we need to keep everybody?”


  I blew out a breath and thought about it. “Maybe too soon to think about that. We need two crucial pieces of information. The tug schedule and Alys Giggone’s direction.”


  Natalya nodded. “We’re going to want to tell them what’s happening sooner rather than later.”


  I nodded. “Cancel liberty for 0600. Let’s get them all back aboard for the watch change and sit everybody down.”


  Zoya nodded and pulled out her tablet. “On it.”


  “One person will be delighted with the extended stay,” Pip said, casting a glance at the empty chair beside him.


  I laughed. “Yeah. Mr. MacBradaigh will have as much time as he wants, I think.” I looked around the table before focusing on Pip. “I don’t know what we can do about Quet right now. Once the cargo’s been dispersed, you’re free to go over there if you want. We won’t need a cargo chief if we have no cargo.”


  He nodded. “Let’s see how it all shakes out.”


  I finished my dinner and pushed the plate back from the edge. “If there’s nothing else? I want to get a run in before I take over the watch.”


  “Have fun, Skipper,” Nat said.


  I left the wardroom and headed for the cabin. I needed to let dinner settle a little before I hit the track, which gave me the perfect excuse to hit the engineering course.


  Chapter 13


  The Junkyard: 
January 2, 2379


  Benjamin Maxwell wasn’t even on the tertiary backup contingency plan D list of people I expected to meet at the foot of our ramp three days after we sent the report to Alys. He gave me a grin and offered his hand. “Captain. Been a long time.”


  I shook his hand and stumbled over my tongue. “Mr. Maxwell. I’m sorry. I don’t even know what the proper form of address is for an orbital commander in the Toe-Holds.”


  “Benjamin is fine, Captain. I’m on vacation and just happened to be in the neighborhood.” His smile looked completely at odds with my memory of his face. “Alys couldn’t get away to accompany me this trip. Something about the Academy.” He gave a theatrical-caliber sigh. “Heavy weighs the head and all that.” He glanced around the docking gallery. “Interesting place.”


  “Can I interest you in a cup of coffee?” I asked. “You can tell me about your trip.”


  “Love a cup. You still making it?”


  I laughed and led him into the ship. “No. Chief Bashar has me beat. Much better beans these days.”


  He nodded. “Even out here? I’m impressed.”


  I got Mr. Maxwell logged in as a guest and led him into the ship. “Pip’s ashore at the moment. Trying to arrange dispensation for the cargo.”


  “Alys showed me your reports.”


  “That doesn’t surprise me.” We stopped at the mess deck and picked up cups of coffee to take to the wardroom.


  He might have been in command of an orbital now, but his gaze never rested anywhere very long as we walked through the ship. “I saw this ship when Manchester delivered it. It looked really nice.” His gaze caught the hanging sensor wire in the overhead. “Looks can be deceiving.”


  We settled into our seats. I sat at the head of the table while he took Zoya’s seat.


  “What’s the latest?” he asked.


  “We’re still waiting for a quote from the tug company over at Mel’s Place. The local shop can’t handle a ship this big.”


  “Can’t or won’t?”


  I shrugged. “I suspect they’d love to get the job, but they specialize in jumping mining barges around the local cluster.”


  He nodded and sipped his coffee, giving it an appreciative nod. “I know this coffee. You brought it from Newmar, didn’t you?”


  “Chief Bashar’s private stock at this point, I think.”


  He laughed. “Don’t blame him.” He took a breath and let it out. “Alys is livid. She wants Manchester strung up.”


  I shrugged. “Part of it is our fault for not checking out the ship more thoroughly before we jumped into the Dark. We relied on the yard to have delivered a viable ship but never looked to see how viable it was.”


  “Would you have known what to check?” He looked around the wardroom, shaking his head. “I don’t know that I’d have done anything differently. The yard delivered it as a freighter, not as a classroom. They went to some effort to hide the reality behind a facade.” He took another sip. “How’d you find the consoles?”


  “We had a zero jump error going into the Deep Dark. Second jump out of Gretna.”


  His eyebrows rose. “Zero?”


  “No digits after the decimal point. Flat zero.”


  “That can’t happen.” He frowned.


  “Statistically improbable, but not exactly impossible.” I shrugged. “Pip called the chances about equal to spontaneously turning into a rutabaga.”


  He laughed. “How’s he doing with all this?”


  “We’re all scrambling. He’s wearing the CEO hat while we’re docked and I’m keeping him informed. We’re documenting everything as we go.”


  “Good. That’ll help.”


  “When we started looking into the jump error, I tried to re-run the numbers in the cabin. The captain’s console was locked out. When we got into it, we realized that the actual backend wasn’t the one it claimed to be. We’ve stripped those simulator chips out across the ship. It’s four generations out of date, but at least it’s not fighting to spoof something newer.”


  “Something’s wrong with the emitters?”


  “You got the report?”


  He nodded. “I skimmed it.”


  “Natalya thinks the sail emitters are configured incorrectly. Not bad enough to show up at the helm, but enough to put extra load on them. The Burleson emitters are the real problem. Every one she’s pulled in has been damaged, at least a little. Unbalanced loading. It’s a wonder we got the jump into here. She doesn’t think we could have jumped out.”


  He winced. “That would have been bad. Sailing out to the Burleson limit and then having the drives just shut down?”


  “Bad is an understatement. At least here we could have probably gotten the ship turned around with the sails. The limit’s close enough to the station that we might have gotten a tug out to catch us.” I shook my head. “I hate to think what would have happened if they’d failed on our way out of Gretna. Or somewhere in the Dark.”


  He winced.


  I took a sip. “You know they’re going to say they never intended it to leave the dock, don’t you?”


  He nodded. “That’s what they’re going to claim. They screwed up on that.”


  “The title certificate?” I asked.


  “That and they were supposed to deliver a training vessel, not a classroom. That implies a ship that can be operated safely. They blew that when they put in dummy sensors. How many are bad?”


  “Almost all of them. They left a few in critical spaces like the galley. There’s one in the cabin that’s live. The other four are dummies.”


  “I heard you ran into some TIC trouble in Gretna.”


  That surprised me. “Did Alys say something?”


  He shook his head. “Grapevine. Back channel all the way.”


  “I hope Captain Jacobs didn’t get into too much trouble.”


  “Mostly just a chuckle. I don’t know what he said to his command but it came up as a false alarm.”


  “I wish he’d done a full inspection while he was here. We might have found some of these problems before leaving the High Line.”


  He nodded and took another swig of coffee. “Possible, but I wouldn’t bet much on it.”


  I frowned. “Really?”


  “Stands to reason. Manchester got the ship certified. They had to pass a TIC inspection.” He frowned. “That’s something to look into. The safety inspections are generally pro forma, but a ship cert needs more than a nod.”


  “Think they were paid off?”


  He shrugged. “I wouldn’t want to speculate. This is going to blow back hard on Manchester. TIC is going to be in it to the hilt.”


  “What can I do for you?” I asked. “You didn’t come all the way out here to hold my hand.”


  “I’m just on vacation. Taking in the sights.”


  “What sights would you like to see?”


  He grinned. “Well, now that you mention it. I’ve got a list. Is Ms. Regyri aboard?”


  “She’s barely left engineering since we arrived.”


  “I’ve got a couple of friends with me who’d like to see the inside of this remarkable vessel. Think she’d be willing to give us a tour?”


  I frowned. “Friends.”


  “Well, more like acquaintances. Professional colleagues.”


  “One of them a forensic engineer?” I asked.


  He shook his head. “No. Nothing like that. Just a couple of people from Port Newmar.”


  “You brought a team?”


  He shrugged. “That all right with you?”


  “Fine by me.”


  “One of them’s a criminal investigator from TIC. Not like they have any jurisdiction out here,” he said.


  I chuckled. “Just happened to take a road trip with a couple of colleagues to the far side of the Annex?”


  “Something like that.”


  “You came ahead to warn me?”


  He shrugged again. “Just catching up with an old shipmate. Too bad Pip isn’t here.”


  I glanced at the chrono. “He’ll be back in a stan. Do you have to go get your team?”


  “They’ll be here in a few ticks. I wanted a bit of time to scout out the situation, maybe talk to Ms. Regyri?”


  “Wanna go aft?”


  He shrugged. “We can wait for them. Save the walking back and forth.” He leaned forward with his forearms on the table. “How are you holding up, Skipper?”


  I shrugged. “You might want ask the others. I think I’m doing all right.” I took a sip of coffee to cover my surprise at the question.


  “Not easy to have a ship pulled out from under you like this.”


  “Honestly, I haven’t given that aspect of it any thought. I’m just glad we didn’t lose the ship in the Deep Dark somewhere.”


  “Alys didn’t know,” he said, staring into his coffee.


  “Manchester did this. I don’t believe for a hot tick that Alys would have set us up if she’d known this ship was just pretending to be a freighter.”


  He looked over at me, a serious expression that looked more like the Benjamin Maxwell I remembered. “She’s beside herself over this. I had to convince her not to grab the next ship out.” His grin came back. “Only way to do it was to come myself and bring a couple of friends.”


  “One of whom just happens to be a criminal investigator. The other is what? Lawyer?”


  He shook his head. “No. High Tortuga Arbitrator.”


  “You brought a judge?”


  He shrugged and took a sip of his coffee. “TIC might not have jurisdiction here, but High Tortuga does. She’s more of a trouble-shooter.”


  “How did High Tortuga get involved in this?”


  He shrugged. “Can’t say.”


  “But this arbitrator-slash-troubleshooter just happened to come along for the ride?”


  He shrugged again and took refuge in his coffee cup.


  I took him at his word. He knew but couldn’t say. My tablet bipped. I looked at the message. “This must be them at the brow.”


  He stood up and took his coffee cup with him. “Yep, that’ll be them.”


  I took his empty cup from him and put it in the tray just inside the pantry door. “Let’s go see.” On the way I bipped Natalya to let her know company was coming.


  Mr. Bentley had two people waiting at the lock, a young-looking woman with cerulean blue streaks in her brown hair and an older man with cropped hair and bushy gray eyebrows. They both wore standard-issue gray shipsuits without any markings. “Captain. These are friends of Mr. Maxwell.”


  Mr. Maxwell chuckled. “Friends might be pushing it, but yes, they’re with me. Ellen Lindow, Austin Harrell, Captain Ishmael Wang.”


  “Nice to meet you both. Sign them aboard, Mr. Bentley. Captain’s guests.”


  “He has some equipment, sar,” Mr. Bentley said, nodding at a large carryall at the man’s feet.


  “Can I ask what’s in there, Mr. Harrell?”


  “Recording gear. Some testing instruments. Would you like to see it?” he asked.


  “Note its mass for the record, Mr. Bentley.”


  “If you’d put the bag on the scale, Mr. Harrell?” Mr. Bentley asked, indicating the marking on the deck.


  He did so and Mr. Bentley nodded. “Thank you, Mr. Harrell.”


  “That necessary?” Mr. Maxwell asked.


  “Probably not,” I said, smiling at Mr. Harrell.


  He shook his head. “No problem for me. You’ll want to check it on the way out in case I steal the crown jewels?”


  “I’m hoping you can take some of this stuff off and I just want to know how much to credit you with,” I said.


  He laughed. “No more than I brought aboard, I hope. That’s heavy enough without adding to it.”


  Mr. Maxwell nodded to me. “Shall we head aft?”


  “Mr. Bentley, I’ll be in engineering if anybody’s looking for me. Send Mr. Carstairs back when he returns.”


  “Engineering, Mr. Carstairs, aye, Captain.”


  I led them into the ship and aft along the spine. None of us spoke until we got to Natalya’s office, where she met us at the door. “Captain? What’s going on?”


  I made the introductions.


  Natalya’s eyes widened only slightly on meeting Mr. Maxwell. “Welcome to my humble abode. How can I help you? I assume the commandant’s behind this visit?”


  Mr. Maxwell nodded. “Austin’s here to document the problems with the ship. Ellen’s here in her official capacity as arbitrator.”


  Ms. Lindow smiled. “I’m not arbitrating anything, Ms. Regyri. I’m gathering information. Austin’s going to do the recording and I’ll ask a bunch of nosy questions.” She shrugged. “You’re under no obligation to answer any of them.”


  “You’ll warn me before I incriminate myself, then?” Natalya asked, grinning.


  “You aren’t the subject of the inquiry, Ms. Regyri. You’ve nothing to fear in that regard. The parties involved are the Academy and Manchester Yards in the persons of—well, that’s not important today. We’re interested in the ship and its condition as you found it.”


  Natalya nodded. “You want it in order? Or just the nearest problem?”


  “Gimme a tick,” Mr. Harrell said. “I need to get a cam going.” He dropped his bag and pulled the zipper open, pulling out a headset and what looked like a newsie cam. He tossed the cam in the air and it whirred to life as he put the headset on. He grabbed a control wand from the bag and nodded. “Just for the record ...” The cam maneuvered in front of me, a tiny red light blinking. “Captain? Would you state your name?”


  “Captain Ishmael Wang.”


  “Where are we standing?”


  “We’re in the aft nacelle of the Marva Collins.”


  “I have your permission to record in this space?”


  “You do, Mr. Harrell.”


  “Thank you, Captain.” He nodded at Natalya and his camera moved to her. “Ms. Regyri? For the record? Name and rank.”


  “Chief Engineering Officer Natalya Regyri.”


  “May I record you?”


  “Yes, Mr. Harrell. You may.”


  “Ellen? Your show,” he said. The camera lifted up and away from our faces.


  Ms. Lindow nodded. “Ms. Regyri, you report that this ship is fundamentally unsafe for use. What do you base that judgment on?”


  “The ship lacks the required safety equipment necessary for a vessel of its size. Specifically, the onboard sensor net consists of a few live sensors but the majority are dummies. They hold a circuit board that returns a steady state normal signal, regardless of the situation.”


  “How do you know this?” she asked.


  Natalya sighed. “We discovered it when we began looking at the actual ship instead of what the consoles were telling us.”


  “Can you explain that?”


  “Soon after leaving Gretna, we made a jump into the Deep Dark on the way here. We arrived with zero jump error. That’s statistically so unlikely that it’s considered impossible.”


  “Why?”


  “We calculate jump error out to thirty-two places. Sneezing creates sufficient drift to give us an error. We jumped with zero—flat zero—no decimal points. Nothing. That’s not right. We had a meeting with the captain and tried to re-run the results from the cabin.”


  “We being who?”


  “Mr. Carstairs, Ms. Fortuner, the captain, and me.”


  “What is Mr. Carstairs’s position?”


  “CEO of the holding company that owns the ship and Chief Cargo Officer.”


  “And Ms. Fortuner?”


  “Second mate Kimberly Fortuner. Astrogation.”


  She nodded. “So you tried to re-run the results?”


  “Yes. When the captain tried to tie into the astrogation terminal, he found that function locked out.”


  Ms. Lindow nodded and turned to me. Mr. Harrell’s camera drone pivoted. “Captain? Do you normally link into bridge consoles?”


  “No. On occasion, but not as a rule. It’s not a normal thing. I’m used to having access to any console in the ship from the cabin.”


  “You could have walked up to the bridge. Why didn’t you?”


  “The ship was underway. The bridge crew didn’t need to work around the captain’s presence.” I shrugged. “I wanted to re-run the numbers to see if I could replicate the impossible result.”


  “But you were unable to access that console?”


  “Correct. There are a series of control functions that the captain’s console has. In theory, every console on the ship could do any other console’s jobs. In practice, consoles are locked to specific tasks. Engineering, environmental, the bridge. Even the galley. Any console on the ship has the capability, but in most cases, that capability is locked out.”


  “How is it secured? Is this a software lock that might be subverted?”


  “No. Hardwire jumpers on the equipment.”


  “So you have to access the board directly?”


  “Correct. And then know which jumpers to pull or put in.”


  “You know how to do that?”


  “Yes. It was part of my systems training as a third mate.”


  She looked at Natalya. “And you, Ms. Regyri?”


  “Of course. Engineering isn’t just engines.” She grinned.


  “I take it you managed to get to the jumper?” Ms. Lindow asked.


  “The consoles have an unusual locking mechanism, but yes. Eventually we figured out how to get to the board and pull the jumper. We also discovered that the consoles were fake.”


  “Explain.”


  “The console displays indicated that the underlying system was considerably newer than it actually was. The system filtered all of its results through an interim interface that reformatted the data for that newer software.”


  “The actual system hardware and software is about a decade behind what it claimed to be,” Natalya said. “We believe that’s what caused the zero jump error to be displayed. We had a bad jump. One so bad that the interim interface screened it out and posted zero.”


  Ms. Lindow nodded. “And the sensors?”


  Natalya turned to me. The camera and Ms. Lindow did, too.


  “We started trying to think of why somebody would go to the trouble of putting in that interface chip. It’s a lot of effort to make an old system look modern. The obvious answer is that Manchester wanted the ship to look modern enough to Academy staff and cadets that they wouldn’t question it.” I ran a hand over my scalp. “It worked really well. Right up to the point where it couldn’t cope with the reality of actual use. We certainly had no idea or we’d never have left Newmar, let alone Gretna.”


  “How did you find the sensors?” she asked.


  “I stood on the console and pulled one off the overhead in the cabin,” I said. “It was a dummy. No sensing hardware at all. Just one little chip and an LED.”


  She frowned. “That seems like an odd thing for a captain to do.”


  “We were thinking of ways to make the ship as cheaply as possible,” I said. “There are a lot of sensor heads. Hundreds, all over the ship. If you replace 90 percent of them with dummies, you can save some money.”


  “At the expense of the crews who will operate the vessel,” Natalya said. “I ran a full diagnostic sweep on the network. Only about 10 percent of them returned the proper response. We’ve been pulling them down, intending to put actual sensors in the casings and reinstall them. I can show you.”


  “Lead on, Ms. Regyri.”


  Natalya took us into engineering and down to the main deck where Mr. MacBradaigh and the engineering crew had been stripping down the heads. Natalya plucked one from one of the tubs. “This is what came off the ship.” She held it up over her head. “When it’s installed, you just see this outer shell. It looks fine.” She turned it upside down and held it up so the camera could see. “That little chip is all that’s in there. It doesn’t do anything except say ‘ops normal’ all the time.” She reached under the bench and pulled out another head and held them up side by side. “This is a real one. I was getting ready to install it. You can see the real head has a lot of stuff in there. Its job is to sample the atmosphere, test the temperature, and scan for point sources of heat. Depending on what it senses, the little computer in it sends a message to the appropriate alarm system which shows up on the watch stander’s station.” She looked up. “Am I being too basic?”


  “No, Ms. Regyri. You’re fine,” Ms. Lindow said. “You say hundreds of these in the ship?”


  “The sensor network shows just under twenty-five hundred scattered across the ship.”


  “You were going to pull them all and replace them?” Mr. Harrell asked. “That sounds like a big job.”


  “It is. We were. We’ve only scratched the surface of it. It’s pointless now.”


  “Why is that, Ms. Regyri?”


  “Because the ship doesn’t have Burleson emitters. She can’t jump. Her sail emitters are configured incorrectly. We could, theoretically, fix those but without being able to jump? There’s no place to sail to.” She looked up at the overhead two decks above us. “Without the sensors, it’s not particularly safe to even be on the ship.”


  Ms. Lindow looked up and her eyes narrowed. “What are you seeing up there?”


  “See all those little hanging pieces of wire?” Natalya asked.


  “I think so.” Ms. Lindow looked at Mr. Harrell. “Austin? Eye in the sky?”


  The camera drone floated up and moved around for a few moments before returning.


  “They look like wiring plugs. There are a lot of them,” he said.


  “That’s where we need to replace the sensors,” Natalya said. “Without them, our automated systems aren’t completely blind, but we’ve got a serious case of digital cataracts.”


  Ms. Lindow looked up for a long moment. “What about the emitters?”


  “I can show you those, too.” Natalya took us into one of the caged workshop spaces and flicked on a light over the workbench. “Pardon the mess. It’s the maid’s life off.”


  Mr. Harrell laughed and Ms. Lindow grinned.


  Natalya walked over to the bench and snapped on the inspection light, shining a bright beam into one of the two meter long emitters open on the bench. “This is a class nine Burleson drive emitter. I’ve taken the top shell off.” She glanced up at the camera drone above her head. “Can you see this well enough, Mr. Harrell?”


  “Perfect,” he said.


  “This one came from the number six emitter array position, which is on the keel line at the bow. I haven’t done anything with this one except open the casing.” She pointed to the main circuit board. “This is the main control board that manages the power coming in from the base down here, from where it travels along the bus bar to the actual emitter unit here.” She pointed to each in turn. “The main circuit board is fine, but the emitter itself has its own control unit, and that is nearly melted out of its socket.” She pointed out the board in question, tucked into the rounded end of the emitter. She glanced up at the camera. “If you drop your camera down a bit, Mr. Harrell, you should be able to get a good view up into the nose.” She stepped back from the bench.


  The drone rotated and moved almost into the emitter housing, getting close to the front.


  “I’m seeing what looks like melted edges,” Mr. Harrell said. “Some of the integrated circuits appear damaged.”


  Ms. Lindow frowned and pulled a tablet from her holster. “Let me look over your shoulder, Austin?”


  He nodded and she pulled up the view on the tablet. “You sure this is a class nine?”


  Natalya nodded. “Relatively, yes. The identifiers are burned into each board with the 901 designator prefix on the part number. You can see it on both the board as well as the buses themselves.”


  “Relatively?” Ms. Lindow asked looking up from her screen.


  “It’s possible that somebody erased the correct part number and burned in the new one. I’m not seeing any evidence that the board has been tampered with. No uneven melting around the part numbers. Nothing to indicate it might have been tampered with. It’s also consistent with the condition of the boards. This ship should have class tens. Not class nines.”


  Ms. Lindow stepped up to the bench and peered into the emitter. “What’s the significance of that, Ms. Regyri?”


  “We believe this ship was a failed prototype hull. The current production model of the Manchester Eighty-Eight uses class nines according to the published company specification sheets. I believe that’s the correct emitter for that ship class. The problem here, and I believe—although it’s pure speculation on my part—the reason this hull configuration failed was that they couldn’t justify putting class tens on it. It’s got just barely enough more mass to require a class ten, particularly for heavy usage. The class nine works, but only when it’s not under a heavy load.”


  Ms. Lindow frowned. “That’s is all speculation.”


  “Yes. The evidence—these burned boards and the uneven power distribution to the emitter ring—indicates that the installed units are not up to the demands placed on them. The most likely cause is the mass of the ship. The math backs me on that. A ship with our mass requires a class ten for safe operation across the continuum of crew and loading variables. Class nines give a marginal performance under ideal loads and—as that board indicates—run the risk of blowing out the emitter under stress.”


  Ms. Lindow crossed her arms and frowned at Natalya. “You didn’t check that before getting underway?”


  “No. We had no reason to suspect that the ship was anything less than it purported to be. A fully functional, upgraded Eighty-Eight, presented to the Academy as a training vessel.” She sighed. “We didn’t find any of these problems as part of our pre-flight inspections.”


  “Not even the sensors?”


  “Normal pre-flight just takes a poll of the devices and their states. It looks for sensors reporting abnormalities.” Natalya grimaced. “We relied on the shipyard’s certification too much in this case.”


  “So do you bear any responsibility for the ship being here in this condition?”


  Natalya frowned and looked at me.


  “Yes,” I said. “We did not take extraordinary steps to verify that the ship’s systems conformed with its operating envelope. We believed that the Academy represented this ship in good faith when they contracted us to run it. We worked the ship for more than six months under the assumption that Manchester represented the ship fairly and completely. Because of those factors, we find ourselves stranded here with a ship that can only be returned to Newmar safely by the use of a jump tug to move it.”


  Mr. Maxwell looked like he might say something, but Ms. Lindow cut him off with a glance and a tiny shake of her head. “Thank you, Captain. As I said in the beginning, neither you nor anyone on your crew is considered culpable here.” She shrugged and glanced at the camera drone before turning back to Natalya. “You mentioned uneven power distribution to the emitters.”


  “The emitter ring needs to be balanced. Each emitter needs the same signals, the same levels of power. We discovered that some of the emitter circuits had more damage than others. One actually showed scorch marks. This one has minor damage, but a properly balanced ring should show the exact same damage. I don’t know why—or how—that happened, yet.”


  “What about the sail emitters?” Ms. Lindow asked. “You mentioned a problem with them?”


  Natalya nodded. “The control yokes were configured correctly for the mass of the hull, but the emitters themselves were the wrong size for that configuration. It would only have shown up under extreme sailing conditions. We wouldn’t have noticed at all, if I hadn’t pulled them and looked under the hood.”


  “You’re pretty young for a chief engineer,” Ms. Lindow said, pursing her lips. “Are you an expert in emitter rings?”


  Natalya shrugged and pressed her lips together. “Yes. I suppose I am.”


  “Which?”


  “Both. Young for a chief engineer and an expert in emitter rings.”


  “For the record, would you say how you gained that expertise?”


  “I’ve been working with Senior Chief Margaret Stevens for the last decade or so. I helped in the development of the emergency jump collar and have continued working with her on research into Burleson systems in general and emitter technology in particular.”


  “Could an emergency jump collar move this ship?” Ms. Lindow asked.


  Natalya pursed her lips and crossed her arms. She frowned at the deck for a few moments. “It’s possible. They’re generally deployed under emergency conditions. We could use one here, but it would be more effective, more efficient, and safer to use a jump tug.” She shrugged. “Also probably cheaper, because this ship doesn’t have one and we’d need to get one fabricated for it and installed.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Regyri. Is there anything you’d like to add?”


  Natalya stared at Ms. Lindow, a small frown on her forehead.


  Ms. Lindow raised an eyebrow and glanced at the camera drone. It might have been a trick of the light but I would have sworn she gave her head a little shake.


  “Nothing at the moment, Ms. Lindow.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Regyri.” She looked at Mr. Harrell and made a hand signal.


  The drone floated over to Mr. Harrell and he caught it out of the air. “We’re off.”


  Ms. Lindow looked back at Natalya. “That was perfect. Thank you. You did great.”


  Natalya’s eyebrows rose.


  Ms. Lindow grinned. “We’ll want to take more footage of the ship. Look at the consoles. Maybe dig into the data closet a little. I want to document just how badly Manchester has screwed this ship over.”


  “Aren’t arbitrators supposed to be neutral?” Natalya asked. “Sounds like you’ve already made up your mind.”


  Mr. Harrell chuckled.


  Ms. Lindow shot him a look but shrugged. “I’m part of the research and analysis team for this case. Manchester will get a separate team to document their response to the complaint. The two teams will submit our findings to a review board which will take whatever steps they deem necessary to satisfy the complaint.”


  “Can I ask what your qualifications are for this examination?” Natalya asked.


  “I’m a CPJCT certified senior chief engineering officer. I’ve known Maggie Stevens for decades. Personally and professionally. You’ve impressed more people than you may realize, Ms. Regyri. The work you two did on that collar is nothing short of groundbreaking. It’s unfortunate that the bigger shipyards are not incorporating that collar onto more of their new designs.


  “I’m also one of High Tortuga’s senior field operatives specializing in corporate malfeasance and corruption.” She pursed her lips and glanced back into the emitter casing. “I’d like to say I’m surprised. This is a new low for Manchester.”


  Natalya’s eyes widened a fraction.


  I looked at Mr. Maxwell. “I thought you said you hadn’t brought a forensic engineer.”


  “No, I just said one of them wasn’t.” He nodded at Mr. Harrell. “Austin’s a TIC crime scene investigator.” He grinned at me, an expression I still had trouble reconciling with my memories of him. He nodded to Ms. Lindow. “She’s the forensic engineer.”


  Ms. Lindow grinned at him. “There’s a place for you at High Tortuga, Ben. If you ever get tired of the High Line. We can always use more people like you.”


  He grinned at her. “You’d need to find a job for Alys, too.”


  Ms. Lindow shrugged as if to say “No problem.”


  Mr. Harrell tossed his camera up and caught it again. “If one of you would give me a tour? We can document as much of the problem as possible.” He glanced up at the overhead. “Those hanging wires must be everywhere.”


  Natalya chuckled. “They are.”


  I tapped Mr. Maxwell’s shoulder. “Let’s go back to the cabin. They can catch up there and I can show them the console that started this whole thing.”


  Ms. Lindow nodded to me. “I’d like to document that, too. We’ll be along shortly, Skipper.”


  Mr. Maxwell and I headed out of engineering and started down the spine. We met Pip halfway back.


  “Mr. Carstairs. A pleasure to catch up with you again.” Mr. Maxwell gave him a big smile and held out his hand.


  Pip shook the offered hand and grinned, clapping Mr. Maxwell on the shoulder. “When Bentley told me you were aboard, I didn’t believe him. Alys sent you?”


  “More like I convinced her to stay put and manage the board of trustees.”


  “How did you do that? I’d have thought she would be on the first packet out of Newmar.”


  “I just told her that managing the trustees was the more dangerous work.”


  Pip laughed and fell into step as we continued along the spine. “Do they need managing?”


  Mr. Maxwell shrugged. “They always need managing. A couple of them were a bit hot under the collar about the way Alys set up a holding company, hired the crew, and sent the ship off without so much as a ‘by your leave,’ but that was pretty tame until they found out where she’d sent you.”


  “She in trouble?” I asked.


  “No.” He shook his head. “Well. I don’t think so. She’s well within her rights as commandant to use the training vessel without contacting the trustees.”


  “What about the faculty?” Pip asked.


  We reached the cabin and I led the way in, with Pip closing the door behind us. I had only a momentary flash of awkwardness at having Benjamin Maxwell sitting in a visitor’s chair but I tamped it down with an internal laugh.


  “The faculty might be a bigger issue. I don’t know what’s happening on that front. We keep our professional lives separate as much as possible.” He shrugged. “The faculty can petition the trustees to have her removed. They could hold a no-confidence vote against her. Other than that? There’s a reason the trustees have always kept the faculty at arm’s length.”


  “Chain of command issues?” Pip asked.


  Mr. Maxwell nodded. “All the trustees are either graduates or founders. More than half of them are retired captains.”


  “No active ones?” I asked.


  “Not at the moment. It’s hard to keep active on the board from halfway across the Annex.” He gave me a squinty-eyed stare. “Why? You thinking of joining?”


  I laughed and fended off the idea with my hands. “Not on your life.”


  “He’s going to lateral into engineering,” Pip said, shooting a smirk across the desk.


  Mr. Maxwell’s eyebrows rose at that. “Engineering? You?”


  “I did some time in environmental. It’s a fascinating part of the ship.”


  He stared at me for a long moment, looking much more like the Mr. Maxwell I remembered.


  I shrugged. “Everybody said I needed a hobby.”


  Pip snickered and shook his head.


  Mr. Maxwell looked at him instead of me. “Something I’m missing?”


  “Ship only has one captain at a time,” Pip said. “That’s a bit of a problem for our skipper.”


  I felt my heart pounding in my chest. Literally felt it hammering in there. I forced myself to be calm. To let the teasing pass.


  Mr. Maxwell gave me another long look. For a brief moment, I thought he might be going to press the issue. He shook his head and blew out a breath. “I’d probably be a better commander, if I’d more grounding in engineering. I have to take their word for too many things relating to the station and keeping it in orbit.” He gave me a shrug and a sympathetic smile. “Don’t listen to this jackanapes. Do what you need to do.”


  “Oh, I intend to.”


  “As soon as he admits it to himself,” Pip said, his low-voiced jab landing with a thud.


  “Enough,” I said.


  “How far along are you?” Mr. Maxwell asked. “Pass the engineering endorsement for your master’s ticket?”


  “Not yet. I’m hoping to sit for engineering third when we get back to a CPJCT port. That would supersede the endorsement.”


  He nodded. “It’s a long way to chief engineer.”


  “I’m young.”


  He laughed. “Really? You’d push for that?”


  I shrugged. “After third, I’ll need to find a job so I can get time in grade. One step at a time. I’m trying not to get ahead of myself.”


  “You’d give up the big chair?”


  “Not any time soon.” I knew it was a lie, but I said it anyway.


  A tiny frown flashed across his face but disappeared almost before I noticed. “As hobbies go, I suppose it’s no worse than some.”


  Pip snorted and settled into his seat.


  Mr. Maxwell turned to him. “What about you? What are you doing to stay in trouble?”


  “Don’t you mean out of trouble?”


  Mr. Maxwell chuckled. “I’ve known you too long for that to be a consideration.”


  “Quet,” I said.


  Mr. Maxwell’s eyebrows rose. “Quet? What’s Quet?”


  “Next system over. Short hop. We stopped there on the way in from the Deep Dark,” I said.


  Mr. Maxwell tilted his head to one side a few degrees. “And now Pip wants to buy it?”


  “Already bought it,” I said. “They don’t know yet, I don’t think.”


  Pip shot me a poisonous glance. “I just bought out the lease.”


  “And what?” Mr. Maxwell looked back and forth between Pip and me a couple of times. “You’ve started another company on Ishmael’s dime?”


  Pip shrugged. “I put some of my own money in, thank you very much.”


  “But you’re going to do what with it?” he asked.


  “Holding company. A place the two of us can park various enterprises.”


  “Like a failing mining colony?” Mr. Maxwell’s eyebrows rose in challenge.


  “They’re not failing.” Pip grimaced. “Well, all right. They’re probably failing. There’s a lot of nickel and water there. The assay report shows high concentrations of both.”


  “Why do you think it’s gone unclaimed all this time?” Mr. Maxwell asked.


  “Not needed,” Pip said. “The Junkyard has their own belts. Most them likewise rich in both water and nickel, along with a fair amount of carbon and iron. Those belts have provided almost everything they needed since the beginning. There was no need to mine the neighboring system for materials they can get here.” He shrugged. “After two centuries of heavy mining, those belts must be getting pretty picked over. It’ll be a while before they’re nothing but rock and dust, but that day’s coming.”


  Mr. Maxwell sat back in his chair. “That makes sense.”


  Pip grinned at him. “Don’t sound so surprised. I have good ideas occasionally.”


  “So, you’re thinking an influx of credits from an investor might get them over the hump?”


  Pip frowned at that and shook his head. “That’s less certain. They already have—or had—one investor. I don’t know who’s behind that money or whether they’re still involved. I’m still looking for who owns the station. Some guy named Jason Jayne seems to be the front man, but according to the Carstairs guy here, the power behind the throne is a woman named Angela Short. I haven’t turned up any ident on the rumored investor. I leaned on Herb Severant to see if Carstairs has any local files. I’ve already queried our home office.”


  “So you’re worried that somebody already has a piece of the pie that you can’t get?”


  Pip shrugged and sat back a little. “Worried might be overstating it. Mostly I’m wondering what leverage that investor may have. The station is chronically short of water in spite of the amount of it available to them. They can’t be paying that investor back very fast. Maybe not at all. Without knowing the terms, I don’t know if the investor is just waiting for a default so they can take over.”


  “How can they be short of water?”


  “They only have one barge. They need ore to sell for credits so they’re not mining enough water.”


  “That’s short-sighted,” Mr. Maxwell said.


  Pip shrugged again. “It looks that way, yes, but nobody here really knows much about what they’re doing over there, other than being chronically short of funds. Lots of speculation. Not much current on that JJ guy and nothing on Angela Short.”


  Mr. Maxwell nodded but before he could say more, Natalya rapped on the cabin door and entered. “Your turn, Skipper. Wanna show them the console?”


  Chapter 14


  The Junkyard: 
January 2, 2379


  Zoya blinked the sleep from her eyes and took a good slug of coffee before shooting a scowl at me. “You let me sleep through that?”


  I shrugged and dug into my lunch. “I have a suspicion they’ll be back as soon as they get some of their video processed.”


  “I’ve always wanted to meet Commander Maxwell.” She put down her mug and took up her fork. “I’ve heard enough about him and now I find out he was here and you didn’t wake me up.”


  Natalya grinned across the table at her. “The TIC guy seemed really interested in the safety violations. Lindow seemed more interested in just how screwed up the ship is. Something tells me Manchester is in for some serious hurt over this.”


  “Nobody confirmed that the ship was part of a deal between the CPJCT and Manchester,” Pip said, stabbing at his salad. “They dodged that question every time I tried to steer the conversation there.”


  “Not surprising,” Zoya said. “What I’m mostly amused by is that we had TIC and High Tortuga in bed with each other.”


  Pip looked at her. “Figuratively speaking?”


  She blinked at him. “Seriously? Yes. TIC has no jurisdiction here, but they will once the ship gets back to Newmar. Smart bringing the arbitrator. This case is absolutely going to High Tortuga for disposition.”


  “Maybe not,” Pip said.


  We all looked at him.


  “You think they’ll try to cover it up?” Natalya asked.


  “Manchester would be stupid to call attention to it that way. If it was just our word against theirs, it would be cut and dried. Having both TIC and High Tortuga documenting the ‘alleged’ problems? That’s going to push them to settle as quickly and as quietly as they can.”


  “At the very least, it’ll get the ship’s cert pulled,” Natalya said. She sighed and blew out a breath. “We were so lucky.”


  “Lucky not to have wound up dead in the Deep Dark?” Pip asked.


  She nodded and smiled at him. “A little less attention? Just a smidgen less on the luck meter? We’d have been stranded between systems.” She gave him a warm look and turned back to her meal.


  Something in that look hooked itself into my chest. For just a moment I felt overwhelmed by the feeling of loss that I hadn’t felt since Greenfields.


  “You all right, Skipper?” Zoya asked, her voice low.


  I blinked a couple of times and looked over at her, automatically nodding. “Yes. I’m fine. Just remembering.” I thought I was going to say something else but got lost in her eyes.


  She smiled for a very long moment before looking down at her plate.


  I turned back to my lunch and pretended not to notice the smirk that Natalya gave to Pip. I felt like I might be tip-toeing on the edge of some emotional volcano. I needed to keep it together until we dealt with the ship and the crew. I focused on my breathing and my plate. On the next thing we needed to do. For a few moments, I couldn’t think of what that might have been.


    


  We’d been docked for almost a week when I called the all-hands meeting at 0700. The senior ratings had taken advantage of the liberty to the maximum degree. As a result, a lot of the bleary-eyed, bilious faces staring at me were theirs. The junior ratings had suddenly found religion in saving their credits, realizing that they’d be back at the Academy sooner rather than later with only the credits they’d earned so far. Pip had ended the game and paid out the winner, Ms. Nunnelee, soon after docking.


  “All right, folks. Here’s what we know at this point. As we expected, the ship will not be sailing back to Newmar. The local jump tug company can’t take the job right now, so we’re bringing in a tug from Mel’s Place. Unfortunately that’s at least two weeks out. According to the company, we can take everybody on board but it will take us a couple of weeks to get from here back to Newmar. Docking will be another problem, but Newmar has their own fleet of tugs to handle the ship. Any questions about any of that?”


  Mr. Bentley’s hand shot up. He grinned at me.


  “Mr. Bentley?”


  “What if we don’t want to go back, Skipper?”


  His question hit me with an electric jolt of surprise. “Not go back, Mr. Bentley? What? You want to stay here on The Junkyard?”


  “Well, not me personally, Skipper. But one of the ratings, hypothetically. I mean we’ll earn our salary, but I think the shares will be zero from this point forward.”


  “That’s true. Where are you going with this?”


  “I’m thinking ahead to Newmar, Captain. This ship isn’t sailing again. The Chernyakova isn’t going to take us back. All of us need to be thinking about what comes next. Am I mistaken on any of that?”


  I sighed. “You’re right about everything but the Chernyakova. I haven’t actually thought that far ahead myself. They’ll get back to the Academy eventually. All the people who are now crew will go back to being cadets and pick up where they left off. Captain Case will need replacements. Maybe they’ll be a new crop of quarter shares. Maybe not. I’m sure she’d be happy to have any of you who want to go back.” I shrugged. “It’ll still be Phoenix Freight. It’ll still pay your rank and not your job. At least, I assume so.” I looked at Pip.


  “Yes. That’s the company policy. It’ll stay company policy,” he said, raising his voice to be heard across the mess deck from where he stood near the passageway with Mr. Cartwright and Ms. Fortuner.


  Mr. Bentley shook his head. “What some of us are wondering is if it wouldn’t be smarter to find a new berth now. The market for crew is pretty crowded at Newmar. Some of us have enough set aside to retire or start our own businesses. You’ve been really good to us, Skipper, but, and I’m only speaking personally now, the idea of standing fire watches for the next few weeks doesn’t exactly sound appealing if we end up waiting for a couple of months on Newmar Orbital for the Chernyakova to come back. Even then, we’d be sailing with Captain Case, sar.” He frowned and swallowed hard.


  When he didn’t continue, I nodded. “Everything is on the table, Mr. Bentley. We have enough officers to cover the fire watch. Chief Bashar will be riding back with us.” I glanced in his direction and he nodded. “We’ll have food and coffee. It’s going to be a long, boring slog, no question. Good chance to study up. There’ll be a testing period along the way, but if nobody takes a test then, you can take it when we dock.” I took a breath and looked around the room, trying to gauge the degree to which Mr. Bentley might be speaking for the room at large. “Anybody who wants to leave is welcome to go, whether you’re going back to the Academy or not. If you want to catch a packet from here to Diurnia or Ciroda and find passage back to Newmar on your own? Just let us know.” I grinned. “It’ll be a lot cheaper to ride with us and those credits will come in handy when your tuition bill is due.” I scanned the faces again. “If you want to find a new berth? Go with my blessing and the highest recommendation I can make. Anybody interested in applying to the Academy, see me and we’ll get that squared away on the ride over.” I shot Mr. Keen a telling glance. “That trip will be the last one for the Marva Collins for the foreseeable future. I certainly wouldn’t find fault with anybody who wants to steer a course of their own choosing.”


  Ms. Fortuner caught my eye with a strange expression on her face. She gave her head a quick shake, and her expression went back to normal. I made a mental note to check in with her after the meeting.


  I took a deep breath and made another scan of the faces. “It’s been a heck of a trip. I don’t know about you, but I learned a great deal. Mr. MacBradaigh’s still out scouring the station for history.” I got a laugh with that and I waited for it to pass. “Those of you going back to the Academy have had an experience that few spacers have. I hope you’ll all take what you’ve learned and apply it to your studies and beyond. If nobody has any further questions?” I gave them a long mental five-count, then raised an eyebrow at Mr. Bentley. He grinned and shook his head. “Then we’ll start the liberty schedule again at 0800. We’ll maintain the portside watch schedule until the jump tug gets here, and then we’ll see where we are.” I gave them one last chance to speak. “Dismissed.”


  I left the mess deck followed by all the officers except Chief Bashar. I went around the corner to the wardroom and took my seat at the head of the table. Everybody took their seats, except Mr. MacBradaigh, who wasn’t aboard according to the brow watch.


  “That went better than I expected,” Pip said. “How many do you think will jump?”


  I shrugged. “Depends on how many open berths they can find, I think.”


  Zoya shook her head. “None. The cadets don’t have the connections to have somebody come pick them up or the finances to pay for passage. The senior ratings may look around, but they’re not going to find a ship that will pay them what they’re earning here. Even without a share for the next few weeks.” She gave me a crooked smile. “They’re not going to go back to the Chernyakova either. You’ve spoiled them, Captain.”


  “I caught that, too,” Natalya said. “My guess is they’ll hem and haw around for a while, settle in for a good long bitch session, and wait to see which way you’re going to jump, Skipper.”


  “Me? Why would that matter?”


  Zoya laughed and even Ms. Fortuner smiled. It was the first smile I’d seen on her face in a while.


  “They want to see if you’re going to buy a new ship,” Natalya said. “Phoenix is overdue for expansion. Beth’s doing well. She’ll only get better.”


  Pip nodded. “The shares aren’t quite what I’d expect, but they’re close enough that it might be market variation rather than the ship.” He shrugged. “What are you going to do, Skipper?”


  I shook my head and let them in on my secret. “I don’t know.”


  Chapter 15


  The Junkyard: 
January 7, 2374


  Benjamin Maxwell came back to the ship that afternoon while I still had the watch and joined me in the wardroom. I paged Zoya to join us, and Mr. Armengol brought in coffee and cookies.


  Mr. Maxwell helped himself to coffee but passed on the cookie. “I just came to say goodbye, Captain. We’re getting underway this evening.”


  “Did you get everything you needed?” I asked.


  He shrugged. “I’m trying to be a disinterested third party here. Harrell has had his head in the video since we got here. Lindow has had more than a few messages back and forth, I think. We’ve been staying on our ship, so all the comms come through our systems.”


  “You brought your own ship?” Zoya asked.


  He nodded. “Little runabout. Modified five-tonner. Glorified yacht, really. I bought it when I retired from Federated Freight. Good legs. Makes a nice getaway when Alys and I need to unwind.” He grinned. “She tried to get a boat so we could cruise off-shore, but the Academy is just too close. Wouldn’t leave us alone.” He grinned and took a sip of his coffee.


  Something about the way he said it made me envious. “Unwind? What’s that?”


  He and Zoya both laughed.


  “When was the last time you took leave?” he asked, leveling a steely look in my direction.


  I shook my head. “I don’t know. Last downtime I had was probably the last stockholder’s meeting.”


  Zoya snorted. “That’s not downtime. That’s just work in a different place.”


  I shrugged and grinned at her. “Don’t cast any aspersions. You’ve been right there with me for the last three stanyers.”


  She laughed and looked to the side. “Yeah. That’s true.”


  Mr. Maxwell gave us each a hard look. “You both know better than that, don’t you?” He sighed. “I know the pressure to keep going, but trust me. You’re cheating your crew if you don’t take some downtime.”


  Zoya nodded and sighed. “I know, but—”


  “No,” he said, cutting her off with a chuckle. “I know all the buts. Used most of them myself. Heard the rest from Alys.” He turned in his chair to face Zoya. “You’ve got a month. Where would you go? What would you do?”


  She blew out a hard laugh and glanced at me, shaking her head. “A month? You’re joking. I can’t take a month off.”


  “Why not?” he asked. He glanced over at me. “You’re next. Be thinking of an answer.”


  “I’ve got duties. Responsibilities. It’s not like he can hire a first mate to fill in for me while I’m sitting on a beach somewhere.”


  Mr. Maxwell pursed his lips and shrugged. “You could, though, couldn’t you?”


  I frowned. “Can I? Who’d take a job like that for a month?”


  He laughed. “Been a while since you’ve checked in with reality, hasn’t it? You know there are agencies that will hire out temps?”


  “Clerical staff? Laborers? Sure.”


  “Even captains,” he said. “Any of the officers. There are people who specialize in it. They don’t want the encumbrance of a full-time post, so they jump in as relief. Work a few weeks and then get back to their lives.” He paused, looking between us for a moment. “I can give you some recommendations, if you like.”


  I felt a laugh building inside, trying to bubble out. “You’re serious.”


  He took a swig of coffee and nodded. “Neither of you will need one immediately, but it’s something to think about when you get back to Newmar.”


  Zoya frowned for a moment and then nodded. “As soon as we get back to Newmar, we won’t have a ship to worry about.”


  “I hadn’t thought that far ahead.” I remembered Mr. Bentley’s question and shook my head. “I think I’ve been so focused on getting the Collins back, I haven’t let myself think about what happens next.”


  “You’re a workaholic, Ishmael. Always have been. Pip isn’t much better. The two of you are impossible.” He grinned. “You’ve got a few weeks yet, but be thinking about what you might like to do with a month off.” He glanced at Zoya. “You’ve got board responsibilities with Usoko?”


  She nodded. “Nat has RUTS to look out for, too. We always have our annual meetings in Margary at the same time.”


  He nodded. “Right after Phoenix at Newmar. I’m aware. But that means neither of you—none of you, if I include Pip and Natalya in it—have anything you need to do once the Collins gets back to dock. It’ll be up to Alys to fight with the board of trustees and Manchester.” His grin widened. “She’s already sharpening her knives and looking for sturdy clubs.”


  “Think she’ll have a fight with the trustees?” Zoya asked.


  “Oh, yeah. Rumblings already. The news about Gretna rattled some cages. I wondered about the wisdom of ‘showing the flag’ but she really wanted it to happen.” He stopped and stared into his coffee cup for a heartbeat or two. “I wonder now if she expected the backlash and wanted to get it started before the ship returned.”


  “Why?” I asked. “I’m not seeing the advantage.”


  “Maybe so she can put a spike in it before the ship comes back and they try to lock it on the docks.” He snorted. “A moot point at the moment.”


  Zoya made a little “hmm” sound. “Moot in the short term. A lot will depend on whether or not the Academy is willing to force Manchester to make the ship right.”


  He pursed his lips and shrugged. “All I know right now is that Alys is chewing hull plates over this. I honestly don’t know if she’s going to win against Manchester. Even if this ship will ever undock again once it gets back to Newmar.”


  Zoya sat back in her chair, a frown wrinkling her forehead.


  “What are you thinking?” I asked.


  “I’m thinking it would make a great project for the Academy.”


  I was a little behind, but Mr. Maxwell saw it right away. “Using the engineering cadets to do the work?”


  She nodded. “Break the CPCJT stranglehold on using 3D printers. The sensors could all be replaced that way. It would take forever, but nothing like firsthand experience in finding out what goes into a ship than having to actually put stuff into one.”


  “What about the consoles?” he asked.


  “That’s an interesting question.” She stared into the middle distance. “The system as it sits works. It’s not the newest. It’s not even really current, but it works. Upgrading it would be another good project. Might be good for the deck division. Firm grounding in the avionic systems. Having to work with the engineers to scope out cable runs. Figuring out what the right upgrade should be? Might not be the newest, prettiest.”


  He smiled at her and nodded. “Feel like coming back to the Academy?”


  She shook her head. “No. Natalya might be interested in leading the engineering project, but no.” She glanced at me, almost a nervous look. “I’m looking forward to a master’s license and need time in grade.”


  He nodded and shrugged. “Figured.”


  “Kim Fortuner might,” I said.


  They both looked at me.


  “Ms. Fortuner?” he asked.


  “Yeah. She ran systems for us ever since we got the 
Chernyakova. Worked through the refit.”


  Zoya shook her head. “What makes you think she’d leave the crew?”


  I shrugged. “We’re all going to leave the crew, aren’t we? One way or another. Once the ship gets back to Newmar?”


  Her frown deepened but she didn’t push the question.


  “You’re suggesting that Alys turn this lemon into lemonade?” Mr. Maxwell asked.


  “Yes,” Zoya said. “Squeeze Manchester for the funding. Get a lump sum payment in compensation. Use those credits to pay for the extra instructors, supervisors, materials. Whatever’s needed.”


  He settled back in his seat and nodded very slowly. “An effective PR campaign could make that useful for Manchester and help them dodge the big damn hammer that’s swinging in their direction right now.”


  Zoya shook her head. “They’ll dodge it anyway. Some poor stooge in management will get the ax publicly. Some high-level VP will get slapped—and maybe demoted—quietly. It’s going to take more than this to derail Manchester. What’s TIC going to do? Shut down their yards? They’d just move all their operations to the Toe-Holds where it’s cheaper and easier anyway.”


  “High Tortuga is talking about freezing their assets.” He floated that little balloon across the table.


  Zoya’s eyes widened. “That would get their attention, but the potential backlash could damage High Tortuga.”


  “Yes. It could. They’ve built their reputation on staying neutral no matter what. This would be a departure, if they followed through on it.”


  “What’s their upside on it?” she asked. “Do they have some larger plan in the works?”


  Mr. Maxwell shrugged and emptied his coffee cup. “Ellen hasn’t said. At least not directly. The holding company—HTHC—is looking at a few of the bigger players with a bit of a side-eye these days.” He paused and looked across the table at her. “Usoko’s one of the big players.”


  She drew a deep breath in through her nose, loud enough for us to hear. “Ah, yes. All right. The ethics watchdogs. We’ve been completely transparent with HTHC. We pay an auditing firm to run the books every other stanyer. The pay gap between highest and lowest paid was a hundred times. I think it’s still that.” She looked at me. “The highest paid employee earns no more than a hundred times the lowest paid. Stockholders get the dividends, but even those are capped. It was something my grandmother established way back when she was the highest paid employee.”


  “Is that what HTHC is worried about?” I asked.


  Mr. Maxwell shook his head, then shrugged. “Not entirely. They’re concerned about companies that get too big. Economies of scale effectively keep competition down. They’re looking at Manchester because so many of the hulls currently in operation came from there. They’ve effectively cornered the market on freighters. Even edging out Unwin on their own Barbell market because of the licensing agreements.”


  “Be fair,” Zoya said. “Unwin is making bank on fast packets and tractors these days. They were able to move their large ship operations to maintenance work and specialize in the new, smaller, more agile hulls. They’re financing that on the back of the license fees they earn from Manchester.”


  He nodded. “Granted. If I’m reading my tea leaves correctly, Tortuga’s still worried that so much of the freight moves on Manchester hulls.”


  “Maybe I should take up shipbuilding,” I said. I meant it as a joke but both Zoya and Mr. Maxwell turned to look at me.


  Zoya frowned a little but Mr. Maxwell’s eyes narrowed a little.


  “You’d give up being captain?” Zoya asked.


  “Of course. It’s just one of the jobs on the ship. I think I could be satisfied as first mate under the right captain.” I had to force myself not to look away from her. “Even an engineer, I think.”


  “You’re joking about shipbuilding, but I can see you succeeding there,” Mr. Maxwell said after a too-long moment.


  His response surprised me. “What? I don’t know the first thing about building ships.”


  He shook his head. “No, but you know ships and the people who sail in them. You’d do what any decent shipyard exec would do. Hire the expertise you need. If you carry forth the same perspectives there as you have here, I bet you’d be competing with Manchester within a decade.”


  “Same perspectives?” I shook my head. “What? You mean treat people right?”


  He shrugged. “You’d be surprised how rarely that happens.” His tablet bipped and he checked the message. “I need to get moving. I just wanted to touch base one last time. Anything Alys can do, she’ll do. This is an Academy problem, not a Phoenix Freight problem.”


  “Thanks. I’ll do whatever we need to. Getting on the jump tug’s schedule will give us a timeline. It’s longer than we’d like, but we can live with it.”


  Zoya and I stood and walked him out of the ship. At the foot of the ramp, she shook his hand. “Safe voyage, Mr. Maxwell. Maybe we can have dinner at Newmar when we get this settled.”


  “The four of us will have to get together some evening.” He offered his hand and I shook it. “Safe voyage, Captain.”


  “Same to you.” I felt like I might have choked a little on the words. My brain had a little difficulty processing the phrase “the four of us” and I couldn’t think of anything else to say.


  He glanced between Zoya and me for a moment, a frown flittering across his forehead before disappearing behind a smile. “Thanks.” He strode off down the docking gallery.


  She looked at me. “You’d give up being a captain?”


  I had a hard time meeting her eyes so shrugged it off and turned back to the ship. “Yeah. You know. For the right opportunity.”


  “Like shipbuilding?” she asked, a lilt of amusement in her tone.


  I laughed at that and risked a glance over at her. “It was supposed to be a joke.”


  She looked back over her shoulder and shook her head. “He didn’t think so.”


  “I’ll let Pip drive the company. I’m not much on that level.” I nodded to Ms. Heath at the console. “Thank you, Ms. Heath.”


  “That was your first first mate, Skipper?” she shook her head. “Sorry. That sounded better before I said it.”


  I laughed. “Yeah. He was first mate under Alys Giggone back in the day.”


  “So, it’s true he’s married to her, sar? Did she send him out here?”


  “As far as I know, yes. They’re married. As for him coming out here?” I shrugged. “I suspect there was some discussion. He’s currently the commander of Newmar Orbital. He had an easier time getting away for a few weeks than she did, apparently.”


  “Politics,” Zoya said. “The Academy is going to be a political tornado over the next few weeks. That’s her ship to steer. The orbital? I’m sure Mr. Maxwell has people he can delegate to. He’s never more than a few days away.”


  Ms. Heath’s eyes widened for a moment before she nodded. “That makes sense. I suspect some serious s—stuff is going to hit the fan over this.” She glanced up at the ship all around us.


  “Nice save,” Zoya said with a grin. “And yeah. You’re right about that.”


  I headed into the ship, Zoya trailing behind. We both stopped at the mess deck to grab coffee. She followed me all the way up to the cabin and took up her normal post inside the door, sipping her coffee and looking at me. I settled behind the console and took a deep breath. The coffee must have been fresh; the aroma caught my attention. I got a good snoot full before taking a sip. “Something I can help you with?” I looked over at her.


  “What are you going to do when we turn the ship in?” She looked perfectly at home standing there, shoulders braced against the bulkhead, her coffee cup hooked comfortably in her left hand.


  I took a deep breath and another sip of coffee before setting it aside. I leaned my elbows on the console and folded my arms. “I think I’ll go on vacation.”


  She snickered. “You think Pip’s going to let you get away with that?”


  “Yes. Pip won’t be there.”


  Her eyebrows rose at that. I took a moment to appreciate just how elegant she was. She made a simple gesture like lifted eyebrows into something astonishing. “Where will Pip be?”


  “Quet, I presume.” I shrugged and reached for my coffee, trying not to think about her that way. “Or chasing the next shiny thing to grab his attention.”


  Her quiet laugh made me smile in spite of myself. “He is a bit of a magpie, isn’t he?” She sipped her coffee.


  “What about you?” I asked. “Given it any thought?”


  “I still need to get some time in grade to qualify for the board.” Her lips twisted into a sideways grin. “I hope I don’t have to buy a ship to get it, but Mr. Maxwell’s talk of temp services suggests an alternative.”


  “I’ll still put you in as soon as you’re eligible.”


  She nodded. “That kinda requires you to have a ship and be captain, doesn’t it?”


  She stumped me with that. I hadn’t considered that aspect of it. “I don’t know. Does it?”


  She bit her lips together until she had to open them to take a sip of coffee. “Actually, I don’t know the exact regulation. I would have thought so, but being beached for six months won’t help.” She looked away from me, glancing at the bulkhead as if just seeing it for the first time.


  “I was thinking about picking up a fast packet,” I said.


  Her gaze snapped back to me. “I thought you were going on vacation?”


  I laughed and sat back in my chair. “I don’t know how to do that. Vacation. What do you do? I mean, how does that work?”


  She shook her head and gave me a grin. “You’ve never had a vacation?”


  “I’ve taken a few days off here and there. Usually between things. I haven’t since—” I took a deep breath. “After I sold the company, I spent about a week at Port Newmar. Just doing tai chi and therapy.”


  She nodded. “Not exactly a vacation.”


  “Have you? Had a vacation, I mean?”


  She laughed and looked down at her coffee cup. “Not in a very long time, no. Not since before the Academy.”


  Natalya popped into the cabin. “Skipper, I—” She noticed Zoya standing beside the door and looked back and forth between us a couple of times. “Sorry. Am I interrupting?”


  “No. We’re just talking about not taking vacation,” I said.


  She glanced at me but stared at Zoya for a moment too long.


  Zoya shrugged and held up her coffee cup like a shield.


  “Did Ben have anything new to share?” she asked, looking at me again. “I heard he was aboard.”


  “No. Just saying his goodbyes. He’s leaving this evening.”


  She looked at Zoya. “You got to meet him, finally? He live up to your expectations?”


  Zoya chuckled and shrugged. “He’s much nicer than I expected.”


  “He’s changed a lot since the old days,” I said.


  Natalya grinned. “Being married agrees with him, huh?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe he just found where he’s supposed to be. I was just a rating then. I have no idea what he might have been like in real life.”


  They both laughed at that.


  “Are you different when there are crew in the room?” Natalya asked.


  “Yes, of course.”


  “No. You’re not. You might be a little bit more formal. Usually you’re conducting business, but you’re still Ishmael Wang,” Zoya said.


  The warmth in her voice made me swallow hard. I reached for my coffee cup again and took a slug. “What are you going to do when we get the Collins back to Newmar, Nat?”


  Natalya shrugged. “Depends on what they want to do with it, doesn’t it?”


  “Zoya suggested that the ship would make a great hands-on learning experience. He seemed to think that was an interesting idea.”


  She blinked a couple of times. “I’d thought of it, but would they do it?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe. Get Alys to get the credits from Manchester and use them to finance a new faculty member or two. It would take some serious credits and probably some yard time to put the ship right, wouldn’t it?”


  Her focus shifted to the deck as she shook her head a few times. “Yeah. At least that. Is it worth saving, though?” She looked at Zoya. “What do you think?”


  Zoya shrugged. “I think it would make an interesting classroom, but it would need a lot of curriculum support to be worth shipping cadets up from the surface. They’d have to be learning something here in a way that they couldn’t do in a classroom on the ground. Refitting the ship? That’s not something you can do on the surface.”


  “Who’d run it?” Natalya asked. “They’d need to find ...” Her voice trailed off as Zoya grinned at her.


  “I might have mentioned your name,” Zoya said. “You’ve got the background for it.”


  “I don’t know anything about teaching.” The look of horror on her face was almost comical.


  “Bullshit,” Zoya said. “You teach every day. You’ve taught everything from how to change a water filter to management and logistics to your people back there. You rebuilt that damn scout at least twice. You made yourself crazy working with Manchester on the Madoka. If you aren’t the single most qualified person in the Western Annex for this job, I don’t know who would be.”


  “Maggie Stevens,” Natalya said, not missing a beat.


  Zoya shook her head. “I love her dearly and she’s a great engineer, but she’s focused on drives. She’s good with the rest of the job and she’s got decades of experience doing it, but she’s not the person best suited to help a bunch of cadets learn how make the jump from cadet to engineering officer. You are.”


  Natalya’s jaw hung open a bit. “I’m—not sure.”


  “I am,” Zoya said. “What were you thinking you were going to do? Follow Pip to Quet and be a station engineer out there for a start-up mining op?”


  Natalya glanced at me for a moment before shaking her head. “I hadn’t really thought that much about it. Getting the ship and crew home to Newmar. I figured we’d all figure it out on the ride back.”


  Zoya shrugged. “That’s true. We’ll have plenty of time to think about it. I hope there won’t be much else to do.”


  Natalya’s chuckle sounded almost evil. “You may have just jinxed us. There’s always studying.” She glanced at me. “The captain here’s going for his engineering third ticket when we get back, aren’t you, Skipper?”


  “The thought crossed my mind, yes.” I shrugged. “Depends on how I feel about the material by the time we get there.”


  She snorted. “I said it before. I’ll say it again. I bet you could pass the engineering third exam right now. You remember third mate. Did you need to know a lot of stuff that wasn’t basically a rehash of Systems 250 from the Academy?”


  “Well, I had my specialist rating in systems before I went to Port Newmar, so that class was mostly review.”


  She grinned. “Study the parts about fusactor care and maintenance. You’ll need to know how to monitor functions and keep them going, but anything else will need a higher level license. The rest is environmental with a smattering of drive theory.”


  “Thanks for the tip.” I smiled at her. “I’ll factor that in. Any outside reading you’d recommend?”


  She shook her head. “Don’t read anything but the material they give you. After you have the ticket, you can go read and learn that everybody’s got a different opinion.”


  I laughed.


  “I’m only half joking,” she said.


  “What were you going to say before we derailed you?” I asked.


  She looked confused for a moment before nodding. “Oh, yes. I heard from the jump tug company. They confirmed we can take as many of the crew as we want. They said they normally only deal with a fire watch detail on the vessel under tow.”


  “CPJCT requires a six-person fire watch on a ship this size,” Zoya said. “We’ll need to designate some people.”


  I shook my head. “What are we going to do underway?”


  They both looked at me.


  “That’s a week, maybe ten days? Chief Bashar will have to keep the stewards on duty. What do we do with the rest of them?”


  “We’ll need to keep watches in engineering,” Natalya said. “We’ll be operating at reduced power, but we need to keep the grav plates running. Environmental will run full watches, just to be on the safe side.” She grinned at me. “Deck’s the only division not required to be on duty. What are you going to do about it?”


  Zoya smiled. “We’re going to man the bridge just as if we were underway. If something happens to the tug, we’ll need to have somebody on the bridge.”


  I nodded. “True. It was rather a silly question, wasn’t it.”


  They both nodded.


  Zoya pushed off from the bulkhead and headed for the door. “I’m going to take a nap. I’ve got the overnight.”


  “We’ll keep the partying down,” Natalya said, crossing to plop into a visitor’s chair. After a moment, I heard a stateroom door close and Natalya speared me with a stare. “Vacation? What’s that about?”


  “We were just talking about what to do when the Collins doesn’t need us anymore. You’ll have a place, I think, if you want it. Zoya needs to keep her clock running so she has time in grade for her master’s license.”


  “You think Pip’s going to come back out here to Quet?” she asked.


  “Yeah. I do. He wants Zoya to go with him to look over the operation.”


  She shook her head. “He hasn’t said anything to me about it.”


  “Me either, but once he gets an idea in his head?” I shrugged. “It’s hard to get him to move on.”


  She snorted. “Ain’t that the truth.”


  I grinned. “Maybe something else will attract his attention by then.” I paused and glanced over at her. “Would you go to Quet with him, if he went?”


  She sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly, all the while looking at the corner of my console. “He hasn’t asked me. We haven’t really talked about what happens next.” She looked up at me. “I guess we both thought we’d have another few months before we’d need to deal with it.”


  I opened my mouth but realized what I was about to say and snapped my jaw shut.


  She gave me a little laugh. “What was that?”


  I shook my head. “I just realized what I was about to say was completely ludicrous.”


  “Hit me. I could use a good joke.”


  “I was about to say something like ‘You’ll always have a job with me.’ Then I realized I may not have a job to offer you. Even if I did, you’re the owner and CEO of your own company. I should be asking you for a job.”


  I thought for a heartbeat that she might laugh, but she frowned. “You’d work for RUTS?”


  “Unless we buy another ship, there’s no room for me at Phoenix.” I thought about it for a few heartbeats. “Which might happen.”


  “Pip’s already working on an order for a couple of tractors,” she said. “One of those could be yours.” She sat back in her seat and tilted her head to one side. “But you knew that. You’ll need an engineering second officer ticket for that, won’t you.”


  “I’ll need a stanyer’s experience to move from third to second.”


  She nodded, just a tiny nod, very slowly. “Because somebody else will be captain.”


  I shrugged. “Maybe.”


  “You could always be first mate.”


  “Tractors only need a second,” I said.


  She gave me her twisted grin and shook her head. “But Phoenix pays your rank, not your job. Not much difference except the pips on your collar is it?”


  I shook my head. “I wouldn’t be comfortable in the same division. I can manage moving to engineering. Different path. Different decisions.”


  “Lots of engineering chiefs go on to become captains.” She shrugged. “Once you’ve been running the mechanical bits, stepping into the overall management isn’t that much.”


  “Frederica deGrut had a master’s license but worked as a cargo chief.” I shrugged. “That’s the thing. Barring the unforeseen, I’ll live long enough to become a chief engineer if I want. Even a cargo master. Honestly, I think I’d go for chief steward before cargo.”


  She nodded. “Why? You don’t like cargo?”


  “I like it fine. We made it a team sport on the Agamemnon. It worked out very well.” I paused to let my thoughts settle. “I started in steward. I could see myself ending there. I like the work. I like to cook. Managing the process of feeding the crew feels better to me than managing the cargo.”


  She nodded again. “I can see that.” She raised an eyebrow. “It’s lonely, though.”


  “Are we going there?” I asked, feeling a grin sliding my mouth sideways.


  She blew out another breath. “Funny thing about making chief. I spent so much of my focus and time and attention and effort on pursuing it, I didn’t let myself feel much. I always had an engine room to see to. Something that needed fixing. Something that needed maintenance. Something that needed an upgrade. Something. Something. Something.” She sighed and shook her head. “I never missed not having someone until suddenly I was chief engineer on a ship that didn’t need me to keep it running. Maggie had set it up. It was beautiful. Only thing I missed from the Madoka was the extra capacitor, but we’d have had that soon enough.


  “It was like I’d spent my entire adult life pushing a rock up the hill and then, suddenly, I was at the top and the rock rolled away from me. I didn’t have to push. Pushing was actually a bad idea. For the first time—maybe in my life—I took a deep breath and looked around. I never felt alone until then.” She grinned and looked down at her hands, fingers fidgeting in her lap. “Then I noticed Pip. It was hard not to. He crushed so hard on Zoya the first time he met her. She thought he was kinda creepy, but she’s never had somebody crush on her like that before. I sometimes wonder if she ever had a crush. Ever had somebody who wasn’t family. You know?”


  I nodded. “You two covered a lot of ground for a lot of stanyers.”


  She nodded. “So many people thought we were a couple. Some probably still do. I suppose in a way we are, but not that way. It made it easier in some ways. It shielded both of us from unwanted attention.” She shrugged. “A two-edged sword. Shielded us against wanted attention, too. Not that it mattered. We’ve both been pushing our respective rocks up the hill ever since we left the Academy.” She sighed and looked aft toward Pip’s stateroom. “He’s such a little twerp sometimes, but he makes me laugh.”


  “Me, too, but I’m not going to start a relationship with him.”


  She laughed at that. “You already have one, but it’s more like mine with Zoya. You know people think you’re a couple, right? If one of you shows up, the other isn’t far behind.”


  “I figured. Maybe I’ll go to Quet, too.”


  She shook her head. “No. I think this will break up the team if he follows up on it.”


  I raised my eyebrows at that. “Really?”


  She shrugged. “Would make sense. If he throws in with the mining op out there, won’t he go all in?”


  “No. I suspect he’ll throw money at them. Get them to sign a contract to pay it back over time, or maybe get some kind of discount arrangement with them.” I shook my head. “He’s too much of a wheeler-dealer. Which is odd since he hates this multi-freight business.”


  “The deals are too small. He calls it ‘penny ante’ business,” she said. “He misses the big cans.”


  I snorted. “He’s just pissed that his model doesn’t hold on multi-freight haulers. I think it’s sour grapes.”


  “I think he figured out why.” She pursed her lips. “Something about the cargo mix. We’ve not been picking up the right cans.”


  “Really? When did he arrive at that conclusion?”


  “Yesterday? Day before? Recently. He got some kind of data dump from Carstairs home office and has been up to his armpits in the math ever since. I’m still not sure he’s got a good solution yet. He keeps cursing the small cargoes.”


  “The Lois always swapped out a good number of cans at each stop. We’ve only been turning one or two of them.”


  “He’s complaining about that, too.” She shrugged and gave me a sharp stare. “But my point was that you’ve got an opportunity to do what you want as soon as we get this ship back to Newmar.”


  I laughed. “Isn’t that my line?”


  She shrugged and grinned. “Yeah. Probably, but you and I both know what I’m talking about. Do you need me to spell it out for you in words small enough for a captain to understand?”


  I shook my head. “No. Not necessary. I agree with you.”


  She stood up, pushing herself to her feet with a sudden thrust of her arms. “In that case, I suggest you start talking to your first mate about more than what ship she’s going to work on next. She’s going to sit for the captain’s board one of these days, and they’re going to give her a ticket. You’re kidding yourself if you don’t think she sees what you’re doing with this engineering thing—and here’s the thing, Ishmael.” She paused to press her index finger against the surface of my desk. “You’re acting like you’re the only one involved. Like you’re going to make some noble gesture without asking if it’s actually noble. If it’s something you need to do or just something you think you should do. You know the old golden rule thing? Do unto others? Stupid-assed idea from the Middle Ages or something.”


  I nodded. “I’ve heard of it.”


  “It doesn’t work for masochists or sadists. The reason those people get together is to treat each other the way the other wants to be treated.”


  She startled a chuckle out of me. “You think I’m a masochist? Or a sadist?”


  “You’re not listening. It doesn’t work for them. It doesn’t work for a whole lot of people. It only works if everybody agrees on how they want to be treated but—it may come as a shock to you—that’s pretty much nobody. The problem is that you don’t know how somebody else wants to be treated until you ask them. Until you talk to them. Until you open yourself up to having to tell them the same thing about yourself. Sure, some modicum of empathy and compassion can get you a long way, but when you stop pushing that rock up the hill and start looking for somebody to admire the view with? You’re going to need to know if the person beside you likes the view, and the only way to know is to ask.” She sighed and shook her head. “Your call here. We’ve got three or four weeks before we’re back in Newmar. I’d hate to see you make a mistake.”


  “The captain is never wrong,” I said, giving her a small smile and fighting to calm the pounding in my chest. “But I listen to good advice.”


  She smiled and winked at me. “I knew I liked you.”


  Chapter 16


  The Junkyard: 
January 9, 2380


  Pip finished clearing the cargo in a couple of days. That left him and his gang with nothing to do, so his two cargo hands went aft to engineering to help with the ship’s sensor net. They had a regular production line set up in engineering main, turning out the sensor circuit boards with the new printers.


  We finished breakfast mess and Pip looked around the table. “Anybody need anything from me?”


  “Like what?” Ms. Fortuner asked. “A raise?”


  He laughed. “I’d like to take an extended leave. There’s nothing for me to do. The cargo’s taken care of. All the messages have been sent. Unless somebody needs me for something, I want to go over to Quet.”


  “You found passage?” Natalya asked, looking over at him.


  “I can get it. There’s a packet that makes the run over and back every week. If I take the next one over tomorrow, I can be back in ten days.”


  “Shallow well?” Ms. Fortuner asked.


  “Small ship, but yes. Turns out Quet is out on the rim. Makes it easy to get in and out.” He looked at me. “Any problem with that?”


  “Not from me.” I looked around the table at all the heads shaking. “Safe voyage.”


  “Thanks. I’ll get packed.”


  “You’re already packed,” Natalya said, grinning at him. “I thought you wanted Zee to take a look with you.”


  He glanced at Zoya and shrugged.


  “We talked about it,” Zoya said, taking the last sip from her coffee cup. “Two things. One, he’s going to be able to see if anything big is wrong as well as I can. They’re not going to air their dirty laundry, but if it’s piled up, he’ll get a whiff. Two, I still have a watch to cover.” She shrugged. “When he gets back, we’ll be down to a day or two before the tug’s due. I’m not taking a chance that I’d miss it.”


  “She’s right,” Pip said. “Timing is too close. If I don’t make it back in time, I can get passage back myself and I have no shipboard duties that would suffer from it.” He nodded to Zoya. “Thank you, by the way. I appreciate the insights.”


  She nodded. “Welcome.”


  He looked back at me. “I’m just going over to check it out. I’ll give them the lease and sound them out on their investor. See if there’s anything there for us. If I find something, we can go back in force after we get the Collins back to Newmar and she becomes Alys’s problem again.”


  “Anybody seen Mr. MacBradaigh?” Ms. Fortuner asked. “He hasn’t caught a meal with us in days.”


  I frowned, trying to remember the last time I’d seen him.


  Natalya shook her head. “Once we docked, I let him off sensor duty. He wanted to dig into the station’s history.”


  Zoya pulled out her tablet and consulted it. “He’s not come back to the ship for the last three days.”


  Ms. Fortuner leaned over to look at Zoya’s tablet. “That seem odd to anybody else here?”


  “Does he have the credits for that?” Mr. Cartwright asked. “It’s not cheap here.”


  Natalya gave a little shrug. “It’s not cheap anywhere, but if he got stuck into a good source, would he even notice?”


  “He’s not that bad,” Ms. Fortuner said.


  “You’re worried about him?” I asked.


  She shrugged. “He always came back to the ship at least once a day. Backed up his data. Charged the batteries.”


  Mr. Cartwright nodded. “True. He’s had me burning a separate glass just for his data so he can take it with him when we get back.”


  I pulled up my tablet, punched out a quick message to him, and hit send. “We’ll give him a bit before we send out the bloodhounds.”


  Kim smiled at me. “Thank you, Skipper.”


  “Anybody have anything else before I declare breakfast over and retire to the sumptuous cabin so generously provided by the company?”


  Mr. Cartwright laughed. Everybody else just grinned so I stood. “In that case, you know where to find me.” I’d no sooner reached the cabin when Kim knocked on the door frame. “Nothing yet.” I grinned at her. “That was quick.”


  She laughed a little and looked down at the deck a moment. “Do you have a tick, Skipper?”


  “Come in. Close the door, if you would.”


  She walked in, closing the door behind her before taking one of the visitor seats. She took a deep breath and blew it out. “Thanks. I wanted to talk to you about my future.”


  “I’m happy to listen.”


  “I was hoping for a little guidance.”


  “You’ve got a speech prepared? Lay it out for me, Kim.”


  She chuckled and looked down, shaking her head. “No. No speech.” She swallowed hard and then looked up at me. “I don’t want to do this anymore.”


  “Do what? Be second mate?”


  Her eyes widened a little but she shook her head. “No. It’s the Collins. I realize that none of us will be working on her much longer, but Mr. Bentley made an excellent point about the crowded job market in Newmar. It’s tough to get a third mate’s billet there. Second mate is only slightly easier.”


  I nodded. “So, what are you thinking? Staying here to look?”


  She shrugged. “That’s certainly one of the more attractive options, but I’d need to find another ship that made the run to the High Line every so often to keep my time in grade. If I just stayed out here, it wouldn’t matter but—” She sighed. “There are a lot of second mates.”


  “You’re afraid of the competition?”


  “No.” Her answer came too quickly and she frowned. “Well, maybe. I thought we’d be sailing long enough for me to get my time so I could move up. Now it looks like all bets are off the table. We’re just filling time until we get the cadets back to the Academy, and then we’re going to be scattering to the ends of the Annex.”


  “How can I help?”


  She sighed and gave me a half shrug and a sheepish smile. “I don’t know. Tell me you’re going to get a new ship and we’ll be able to stay together? It feels like a bad breakup where the other person says ‘It’s not you. It’s me.’”


  “And you just got this position, so you’re worried you won’t be able to find another?”


  “That’s part of it.” She shook her head. “I was a third mate for stanyers. Even before joining the crew in Breakall. I began to think I was the oldest, most senior third mate in the Western Annex.”


  “I doubt that. Some people like the job.”


  “You’re missing my point, Skipper. I bummed around on a lot of different ships as a third mate. Most of them had no time for me. I had experience as a third so they didn’t have to tell me things. They didn’t have pay attention to me at all. Whenever I talked to other thirds, and even some seconds, they all said the same thing. Suck it up. That’s just the way it is.”


  I frowned. “Nobody on this ship, I hope.”


  She shook her head. “No, not here. Not on the Chernyakova. Having Tom be willing to swap with me was unexpected. He was willing to do something I’d never heard of before, just to give me a hand.”


  I paused, trying to get my thoughts in order. “I thought you were going to tell me you’re leaving. You had an odd look on your face on the mess deck that day when I told the crew.”


  She shrugged. “At the time I thought maybe I would. Now?” She blew out a breath. “Sorry, Skipper. I’m a mess. Don’t wanna go, but we’re gonna go somewhere else when we get back to Newmar, aren’t we?”


  “I’m taking a month off,” I said. “I don’t know about anybody else.”


  She laughed and sat back. “I haven’t had a vacation in a long time.” She drew in a deep breath and folded her arms. “Getting beached made me afraid I’d get beached again, I suppose.”


  “Trauma can do that.” I shook my head. “You probably scraped by then, didn’t you?”


  “Scraped is a good word for it.”


  “Realistically, how long could you go now without getting another berth before it got tight?”


  She shook her head. “I don’t know.” A little laugh escaped her throat. “Seriously. I don’t know. Depends on where and what I did. A long time. A very long time, if I was careful.”


  “So. Factor that in. If you’re anything like me, part of what has you jumping at shadows is the unknown. You still don’t know what’s coming, but you’re much better equipped to handle it now, aren’t you?”


  She frowned and looked down. “Yeah. I suppose, from that standpoint. I just don’t want to get beached so long that I can’t get back on a ship.”


  “You’ll have multiple offers, I suspect. Zoya has a fleet. Natalya’s fleet is growing. Even Pip’s looking at tractors to add to Phoenix.”


  Her eyes widened. “Is he really? I know he talks a good game, but he seems more like the kind of guy who tosses an idea out to see if anybody likes it. If they do, he moves on it. If they don’t?” She shrugged. “He just moves on.”


  I laughed. “Yeah. You’re not wrong there. He’s changed a lot in the last few stanyers.”


  “Yeah, he has. Natalya’s had a big influence on him. I was glad when he got over his fixation with Zoya.”


  “Fixation is a good word. Apparently he met her—Natalya, too—back when they were working on getting that mining station put back together. He was pretty surprised when they walked in the door back at Port Newmar.”


  “Small universe,” she said. She paused and gave me a sly grin. “So? You and Zoya?”


  I felt the most amazingly cold stone fall in my gut as the heat ran up the back of my neck. “What about us?”


  She shook her head. “Just wondered what you were going to do. You’re going to take a vacation. What’s she planning? Has she said?”


  “I think I got the idea of vacation from her.” I paused, trying to play the conversation back in my head. “Or maybe it was Natalya teasing us that we never took time off. It got me thinking that a little downtime before diving back in might be a good idea.” I shook my head at her. “Not that it’s the right answer for you. Just seems like a good idea to take a bit of time when I’m not worrying about the job. The job I have. The job I want. Anything.” I shrugged.


  She shook her head back at me. “You can’t take time off any more than I can, Skipper.” She stood. “Anyway. Thanks for listening.”


  “Pip generally has dibs on that chair, but you’re welcome to come wrestle him out of it any time.”


  She laughed. “I don’t know. He’s a wiry little cuss. I’m not sure I could take him.”


  “Sometimes what matters is the fight,” I said.


  She nodded and headed for the cabin door. “Can’t argue that, Skipper.” She paused halfway out. “Good luck with yours.”


  I sat there looking at the open door for a few moments. I felt empty. Like something vital had drained out of me. I don’t know that I helped her any. Replaying the rambling conversation in my head didn’t help.


  The day was coming when I’d be leaving this ship and crew. I’d still be majority shareholder in Phoenix. Natalya and Zoya both had companies of their own. Pip would wheel and deal. Kim would figure it out by the time we got to Newmar again. Mr. Cartwright would find his way. I felt bad for him. Unlike the rest of us, he hadn’t had multiple voyages to build up a nest egg. The cadets would go back to the Academy. Our senior ratings would land on their feet. The competition for berths at Port Newmar was tough, but none of them needed to get another job, probably for the rest of their lives. They’d all get glowing recommendations from me, if they wanted them, and Pip’s tractors would need crews.


  Running the roster in my head reminded me of Mr. MacBradaigh. I checked my messages but he hadn’t checked in. The time stamp said it hadn’t been a stan since I sent him the message, but it still gave me pause.


  I checked the chrono. Mr. Cartwright would have the watch at the top of the hour. I headed for my civvies. We’d been docked for a week and I hadn’t gotten off the ship. Time to fix that.


  Chapter 17


  The Junkyard: 
January 9, 2380


  The docking gallery at The Junkyard seemed almost familiar, but the bulkhead facing the locks wasn’t the normal blank metal. The entire length of the gallery as far as I could see in either direction was a long mural—a cartoon depiction, as if the solid bulkhead were a window into space. I stopped at the foot of the ramp and just stared up at it. I spotted places where the artist—or artists, maybe—had incorporated the dock’s actual fixtures into the design.


  “Like it?”


  I turned to see a man in a station jumpsuit standing beside me, staring up at the mural. “It’s wonderful. How long did it take to do?”


  He shook his head. “No idea. It was here when I got here five stanyers ago. Once a stanyer a crew with sponges and soapy water washes it down. The whole length.”


  I looked down the gallery. It seemed to go on forever. “What is it? Half a kilometer?”


  “The gallery?” He shrugged. “Something like that. It extends into the other docking galleries, too.” He pointed to the lock. “This your ship?”


  “Not mine mine, no, but I work there.”


  “That Brady guy? He’s one of yours?”


  I frowned. “MacBradaigh? Big bear of a man. Black hair.” I lifted a hand to show how much taller than me.


  “Probably him. You might wanna send somebody to fetch him.”


  “Where is he?”


  “Med bay. Sector four.” He pointed back the way he must have come from. “Take the second left. Keep going until you get to the Sector Four sign. Med bay’s just around the corner.”


  “You are—?”


  “Hiram Wolk.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Wolk. We’ve been looking for him.”


  “Livy said to tell you he’s fine. Just a little scattered.”


  “Livy? One of the medics?”


  He nodded. “Oh-livi-ya.” He put extra weight on the last syllable. “Pendergast. She goes by Livy. She’ll fill you in.”


  “Thanks.”


  He gave me a jaunty salute and ambled on down the gallery.


  I went back aboard and had Mr. Jenson page Mr. Cartwright to the brow.


  It took less than a tick for him to make it from wherever he’d been. “Skipper?”


  “A man named Hiram Wolk just told me that Mr. MacBradaigh might be in the med bay in sector four. I’m going there now to find out what the story is. If you’d log that, Mr. Jenson?”


  He nodded and sat down at the console.


  “You want somebody to go with you, Captain?” Mr. Cartwright asked.


  “I think I can manage. I just wanted to let somebody know what happened.”


  They both nodded and I headed back off the ship. I didn’t exactly run, but I didn’t slow down until I got to the sign for sector four. When I cleared the passageway and stepped into the plaza, I spotted the caduceus sign literally around the corner. The door opened to my touch and I went in to the smell of soap, floor wax, and antiseptics.


  A gray-haired woman in a medical jersey stood up from her console and gave me the once-over. “Hiram found you?”


  “Yes. You have Mr. MacBradaigh here?”


  “That’s how you say that. Thank you.” She nodded. “He’s here.”


  “Mr. Wolk said he’s a bit scattered?”


  She shrugged. “I try to keep the messages simple for Hiram. He’s a good lad, but can get distracted easily. You’re from the Marva Collins?”


  “Captain Ishmael Wang. Hiram caught me as I was leaving the ship or I’d be in uniform.”


  She waved a hand. “We don’t stand on ceremony much. Come on back. We’ll see if he recognizes you.”


  “What’s wrong with him?” I asked.


  She shrugged. “Mostly exhaustion. He’s been hanging out in one of the bars for a few days. He’s massively dehydrated, which happens if you drink too much, but I didn’t find a lot of alcohol in him. He claims to be from some officer academy in the High Line when he’s not talking about being on your ship. The bartender got tired of him haranguing the customers and booted him out. Security picked him up, got an ID off him, and brought him here a couple of stans ago.”


  She opened a compartment door and walked in. “Mr. MacBradaigh?” She did a good job of remembering how I said it.


  Mr. MacBradaigh lay shirtless in an autodoc with the upper lid open. The bottom held him in place. His eyes flickered open and he blinked a couple of times. “Captain?”


  “What are you doing here, Mr. MacBradaigh? You haven’t been back to the ship in three days.”


  He blinked a few times. “No, that can’t be right. I was there yesterday. I uploaded a tranche of data, got a good night’s sleep. Even had breakfast with you and Ms. Usoko.”


  “That was three days ago.” I looked to the medic. “Tox screen?”


  She shrugged. “Routine. Nothing significant.”


  “My pad. Where’s my pad?” Mr. MacBradaigh started looking around the room. “My notes.”


  The medic opened a locker. “Everything you had on you is in here. Easy.” She reached in and pulled out a battered tablet. “This looks like it’s seen better days.”


  His eyes widened and his mouth opened. “What happened to it?” He held out hand and she gave him the device. He rubbed his palm across the face and turned it over. “It looks like it’s been through hell.” He pressed the power button and the device went through its start-up sequence. “Still works.” He looked at the medic. “How soon can I get out of here?”


  “Is now soon enough? I was only keeping you until I could hand you over to somebody who knows ya.” She shot me a grin. “That would be you, Skipper.”


  “I’ll take him directly back to the ship.”


  “I’ll leave it to you, then.” She keyed the autodoc open and left.


  Mr. MacBradaigh seemed caught between having to put down the tablet and getting dressed. In the interest of my own comfort, I held out my hand. “I’ll hold that for you while you get some clothes on, Caoimhin.”


  He nodded and handed it to me. He stuck a paw into the locker and pulled out his civvies. “I’ve been gone three days?”


  “Unless you somehow got past the brow watch coming and going, yes. We were beginning to worry.”


  He buckled up his trousers and pulled on a shirt that I could smell even over the med bay astringents. He sniffed himself and shrugged. “Sorry about that. I seem to have lost track of more than time.” He turned a beatific smile in my direction. “But I found—Maude love me—I found the motherlode.”


  “Let’s get you back to the ship, get you into some clean clothes. A shower. Maybe get you something to eat and drink. You can regale us over lunch.”


  He nodded and finished doing up his shirt before holding out his hand. I gave him back the tablet and held the door open for him. He started out strong but slowed as we got to the front.


  “Watch him for the next day or so. He’s suffering all the signs of physical exhaustion. I’m kinda surprised he’s walking. Don’t be surprised if he crashes.” She held out a tablet. “Release form. You’re Captain Ishmael Wang of the Marva Collins?”


  I nodded.


  “Thumb here.”


  I did.


  “Thanks. No charges made to the ship. First one’s on us.” She grinned again. “Keep him away from alcohol, chocolate. Any sweets really. His glucose numbers are screwy.”


  “You’re not diabetic, are you, Caoimhin?”


  He shook his head. “Not that I know of.”


  She frowned and nodded. “Treat him as if he is. If he passes out on you, glucose tab. You should have some in your med kit.” She held up a finger. “Wait.” She rummaged in a drawer behind the counter and pulled up a strip of foil packets. “Here. One of these. You got an autodoc on that boat?”


  “We do.”


  “If he passes out, get him in it. It’ll keep him from croaking on you.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Pendergast . I’ll take him straight back to the ship.”


  “Nothing personal, Mr. MacBradaigh, but I hope we never meet again.” She smiled.


  He looked taken aback at first, but caught the implication after a moment. “Yes. Right. Same.” He shrugged. “Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome. Get on with ya before you keel over again and I have to get a crew to get you back into the pod.”


  I opened the outer door and ushered the big man out. “We’ll get it all squared away on the ship. You’ve got a couple of weeks before we get back to Port Newmar.”


  He looked at me, aghast. “No. I can’t leave. There’s too much work to do.”


  I thought he might run, but he just shook his head and shambled along beside me. He kept pulling his tablet out of its holster and running his hand over the surface a couple of times before putting it back.


  We were almost back to the ship, walking along beside the mural. He kept looking up at it. “It’s unreal.”


  “What? The mural? Yes. Did you learn anything about it?”


  He nodded. “That’s what started me on the path. I managed to find the station historian and he let me into the archives. They’re massive. You have no idea.” He looked up at the mural. “It took three people just two stanyers to do that. It’s almost a kilometer long when you add in the other docking bays.”


  “I knew there were other bays. They all have a mural?”


  “Yes. No. Well, yes, but they all have the continuation of this mural. It’s brilliant. If you start down at the far end of our gallery, you can trace the story along the whole length. It picks up again on the small boat dock just past the chandlery.” He stopped walking and pointed to a small figure in a cartoon space suit. “That’s Wild Bill Cecil. He founded this station. It tells the story of his life all the way from his first discovery through all the other systems he found until he decided to settle here.” He shook his head. “And that’s just the first few meters.”


  “How old is it?”


  “About a century. A little less. They started it shortly after he passed as a memorial to a long life lived well. He was a centenarian himself. Well past, from some of the things I read.”


  I started walking again, trying to get him to move along.


  He stood looking at the mural for a few moments before resuming his shamble. His breaths seemed to be a bit labored.


  “You doing all right there? I can get a cart.”


  He shook his head. “Not necessary. I’m—I’m just tired. Whatever they gave me in the autodoc seems to be wearing off.”


  “We’re almost there.”


  He nodded and put his head down, looking at the deck as if trying to make sure his feet landed in the right places.


  We got back to the ship without incident and got him logged back aboard.


  “I’m going to restrict you to the ship, Mr. MacBradaigh. Just for a couple of days until we’re sure you’ve recovered.”


  He nodded. “I appreciate the concern, Captain. I’ve plenty to do.”


  “Mr. Jenson, if you’d make a note in the log? Mr. MacBradaigh is restricted to the ship for the next two days.”


  “Restricted to ship, aye, Captain.”


  I left him in his stateroom and headed back down to the lock, but Zoya caught me in the passageway.


  “He all right?”


  “Medic didn’t seem too concerned. He’s lucid enough, if a bit rambly. I’m not sure what triggered the medical intervention. He got kicked out of a bar and security took him to the med bay. He may be diabetic but it might be that he just forgot to eat or drink.” I shrugged. “He hadn’t realized three days had passed. At least that’s what he says. I’ve restricted him to the ship.”


  She nodded. “Poor guy. This trip has been a trial.”


  “Eh. I don’t know. He seems pretty upbeat at the moment. Claims he found a huge storehouse of historical information. That mural outside? He claims it’s the story of the founder’s life.”


  She smiled and it lit up the room. “I heard it continues on the other docks, but haven’t seen it all.”


  “I think he has. The station also has a historian who maintains an archive. He didn’t go into much detail, but that might have been where he lost at least part of the time.”


  She sighed. “He’s always had a propensity for being monomaniacal. Something he shares with Pip.”


  “Well, he’s back now. I’m not sure how much he’s aware of what’s going on.”


  “How about you?” she asked.


  The question stopped me. “What about me? Am I aware of what’s going on?”


  Her lips twitched a little. “Are you all right?”


  “I’m fine. I was heading out to see the sights. I haven’t been off the ship since we docked a week ago.” I paused a moment. “Have you?”


  She shook her head. “I’ve been circulating.” She grinned. “I’m almost afraid to go ashore for fear of what I might find broken when I get back.”


  “Has there been anything new that I don’t know about?”


  “I don’t think so.” A frown flashed across her face for a moment, so fast I wasn’t sure I’d seen it. “But something just occurred me. The autodoc.”


  I caught her drift immediately. “That’s a really expensive piece of gear that wouldn’t get much use on a ship that stayed docked.”


  She followed me down to the closet that passed for a medical bay. I flipped on the lights and stared at the unit mounted to the deck. “How do we even test it?”


  Zoya pursed her lips and shook her head. “There’s a diagnostic routine, but I don’t know that we could trust any result. If it’s programmed to flash the lights and report ops normal? How would we know?”


  I crossed to the unit and pressed the cover release. Both covers opened and the interface lit up. “I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.”


  She laughed. “I’m gonna be honest here. I’m not getting in that thing.”


  I keyed the interface to bring up the diagnostic routines and kicked off the base diagnostic. The “Stand Clear” warning flashed three times. I’d expected that and had already taken a step back. The machine hummed and began tilting and swiveling. The doors opened and closed, then opened again. Each of the instrumentation panels lit up for a moment before going dark. After less than a tick the humming stopped and the diagnostic results showed on the monitor. I read down the list and sighed. “Yeah. I’m not sure how much I trust it but at least it’s telling us one thing.”


  She stepped up behind me and leaned over my shoulder. “What’s that?”


  I pointed to the message flashing in red. “Warning: Unit lacks sufficient critical supplies. Do Not Use.”


  She cursed, her breath brushing my ear and I became aware of just how close behind me she stood.


  I turned my head a couple of degrees to look at her, and she stepped back with a shrug. “Sorry, Skipper.”


  “Don’t be.” I almost said something inappropriate but managed to clear my throat with the words still in it. “I wonder if we can get this resupplied, or at least checked out by a competent tech, before the tug gets here.”


  “Seems like somebody here must be maintaining their systems. Wouldn’t hurt to ask. Want me to check around, Skipper?” She took a full step back, almost out into the passageway.


  “If you would. Maybe check with Natalya. It’s part of the ship’s hardware. She may have a physical diagnostic she can run on it.”


  She nodded. “That makes sense. I’ll do that.” She looked at the unit again, leaning over to get a good look. She was so close. I had to make myself lean away. “Yeah. I’ll check with Nat.” She stepped back into the passageway. “You’re still going ashore?”


  “Yeah, I thought I’d stretch my legs while I had a chance.” I paused for two very fast heartbeats. “Mr. Cartwright has the watch. Why don’t you join me?”


  A smile broke like dawn across her face. “I’d like that. Gimme a minute to check with Nat and change into civvies?”


  “I’ll check in with her while you change.”


  She nodded. “Fair deal.” She turned and trotted up the ladder to officer country while I pulled out my tablet. She came back before I’d finished sending the message and had to wait for me.


  I hit send and shook my head. “I should have gone up to the cabin and used the keyboard. I didn’t realize I was going to send such a long message.”


  “Probably shorter than I’d have sent.” She nodded toward the brow. “Shall we go?”


  I nodded and headed that way, dodging around a couple of the engineering crew coming the opposite way.


  “Hey, Mr. Verde,” Zoya said, stopping them as they passed. “Where’s the best food on station?”


  He stopped and turned back. Mr. Go looked back as well. “Depends on what you want, sar. Steaks at Grill Me. There’s a pasta place next door to it. Great lasagna but it’s all about the noodles there.”


  “If you want noodles, there’s a ramen joint in sector three,” Mr. Go said, frowning. “I don’t remember the name but if you head down toward the chandlery, third left—Violet, I think. Follow it to sector three and follow your nose.”


  “Dumpling bar next door? That one?” Mr. Verde asked.


  “Yeah. That one.”


  Mr. Verde grinned at us. “Both good, but you’d never know looking at the outside.”


  “Those are usually the best,” Zoya said. “Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome, sar. Enjoy.”


  They headed away from us and I led the way to the brow.


  “Mr. Jenson. We’re going ashore. Should be back by dinner time.”


  He logged us out with a grin. “Have fun, sars.”


  We walked off the ship and headed down the gallery, Zoya’s long legs giving me a workout as I had to speed up a little to keep pace with her.


  She glanced at me after just a few steps and slowed with a grin. “Sorry. All that talk of food got my engine revved.”


  I grinned back. “Not a problem. I’ve been hitting the track pretty regularly. Just faster than my normal pace. Don’t feel like you need to slow down to favor the old man.”


  “I’m good with going slow as long as I’m going somewhere I want to be.” She gave me a look that said she might not be talking about the walk.


  “Like making captain?”


  She laughed then shrugged. “That, too.” She glanced at me out of the corners of her eyes. “I’ve been working toward it for so long, I guess I never thought about what would happen when I got it.”


  “You’ll get it. I have faith in you.”


  “Thanks. I’m less worried about getting put up than getting through, to be honest.”


  I raised an eyebrow at her. “Getting through?”


  She shrugged. “I’ve heard stories. People who get put up but don’t get a board. Sometimes, ever.”


  “The machinery does seem to move at its own pace, sometimes.” I shrugged. “One step at a time. What do you want for lunch?”


  She smiled at me. “That’s why I like you, Ishmael. You’re always thinking of food.”


  “Not always.” I grinned at her, my heart beating a thousand times a tick in my chest. “Not always.”


  She grinned back. “I’m open to suggestion. What did you have in mind?” The tip of her tongue stroked across her bottom lip, just a flicker.


  I shrugged. “Steak seems more like dinner to me. Pasta too heavy. I’m up for dim sum or ramen. Either one.” I glanced at her. “Or maybe we see something we like better on the way?”


  The lights from the overhead seemed to dance in her eyes. “I like that. Let’s head up to sector three and see what happens.”


  I nodded, not trusting my voice, and picked up the pace a bit. I wasn’t sure where we were going, but I had no doubt we were going somewhere.


  Chapter 18


  The Junkyard: 
January 9, 2380


  The Violet passageway led us through sector two, a mostly retail area with everything from clothing to electronics to furniture and art. As we strolled, we passed an electronics shop. “We’ll need to stop there on the way back. I need to pick up a gift for a friend,” Zoya said.


  I nodded. The aroma of coffee wafted in the breeze, but I couldn’t tell where it was coming from. “Maybe we can find the coffee shop.”


  She laughed and we continued on.


  Sector three turned out to be a smorgasbord of tastes. Ramen and dim sum. Pizza and burgers. Fried chicken and sushi. All cheek-by-jowl in small shops surrounding a plaza filled with plants and benches. I spotted a small stage set up at the center with a couple of musicians with guitars. I couldn’t tell if they were setting up, taking down, or just on a break.


  I touched Zoya’s arm and nodded to them. “There’s your musical entertainment.”


  She looked and smiled. “We’ll see if they’re still there after lunch.”


  Mr. Verde had been right. I could follow my nose, but I had difficulty making up my mind about which of the alluring aromas drew me the most.


  Zoya took my arm and physically dragged me to a hole in the wall place with a bowl and crossed chopsticks painted over the door like a pirate skull and crossbones. “Here. This is the one.”


  I laughed, and she let go of my arm as if just realizing she’d grabbed it. “Looks interesting.”


  She looked up at the sign over the door and chuckled. “I have to wonder what made Mr. Verde pick this place, but it’s no wonder he doesn’t remember the name.”


  “You’d have thought he’d remember the sign.” I laughed.


  “Maybe he did and didn’t want to say.” She pulled the door open and held it for me. “Seniors first.”


  I walked in, laughing. “You’re going to play the age card now?”


  “What? You’re the senior officer here.” She had a look of pure innocence on her face—for about half a second, before bursting into laughter.


  I shook my head at her and nodded to the host, a smiling woman with black hair and dark eyes. “Two, please?”


  She nodded. “This way.” She led us into the narrow dining room. An open pass-through at the far end let patrons see the kitchen crew working over bubbling pots. It looked hot and steamy. She seated us at a booth about halfway down the dining room with a smile and a wave. “Have you been here before?”


  “No. First time.”


  “Welcome. Always glad to see new faces.” She pointed to a large board above the pass-through. “Choose your noodle. Choose your broth. Comes with three vegetables and a protein. Extras cost extra, but very tasty.” She grinned and waved a server over before leaving us.


  A young man wearing a pocketed apron around his waist came up even as we were settling across from each other on the booth. “You know what you want?”


  Zoya looked up at the board and I turned in my seat to see. “Wheat noodle, chicken shoyu, celery, mushroom, pods, and roast chicken.”


  He scribbled something on a tablet using a stylus and looked at me.


  I scanned the massive board not recognizing half the items on it. “Same.”


  He made another notation. “Tea?”


  “You have a good black tea?” Zoya asked, shooting me an amused little smile.


  “Black, white, green. Normally we serve a standard black tea but some customers prefer green or white.” He flashed a smile. “We have a printed card for that if you’d like to see it.”


  She shook her head. “Black tea is fine.”


  When he looked at me, I nodded. “Yes, please.”


  He made the notes on his tablet and scurried off.


  I straightened in my seat, looking at Zoya. She still had that little smile. “You had an order before I had even figured out what I was looking at.”


  She shrugged. “Two of the food vendors that moved into Zvezda Moya were ramen shops.” She looked around. “A lot like this one. It must be a standard configuration somewhere.”


  I glanced around. “Form follows function. Restaurant, one each, small footprint, specialty kitchen. We ate at one on Dark Knight with a similar configuration, didn’t we? “


  “Tagaytay. I remember, but it was Mel’s Place,. You had the chicken adobo and I got inasal chicken. It’s where we learned about the vineyards.” She looked around the place. “You’re probably right about the layout. I never thought about that.”


  “You remember all that?”


  She shrugged and leaned back from the table as our server brought tea and small, handle-less cups.


  “Be right back.” Good as his word, he returned before I’d finished pouring the tea and placed huge bowls of noodles, vegetables, and shredded roast chicken in broth. The aroma reached down and curled my toes with anticipation.


  “Need anything else?”


  I looked up at him. “What’s the name of this place?”


  He raised his eyebrows. “Chopstick Bowl, why?”


  I shrugged. “I want to be able to send my crew members here. I wanted to know the name.”


  He smiled and nodded. “Just tell them Violet to third sector and follow their noses.”


  I picked up my chopsticks and grinned. “Thanks.”


  “I’ll check back in a few ticks.”


  “It’s certainly straightforward—and now I know where Mr. Verde got the directions.” Zoya grinned and plucked a chunk of mushroom from the broth, popping it into her mouth.


  It took me a couple of tries to get my chopstick muscles moving again. It had been a while since I’d used them and they balked at the first few attempts at picking up the slippery chunks of mushroom. The skill came back fast enough. At least I didn’t embarrass myself by dropping a chunk of celery in my lap. I followed Zoya’s lead on etiquette and enjoyed the slurpy goodness.


  Zoya grinned at me across the table, a wad of noodles halfway to her mouth. “This is really good.”


  I couldn’t help but notice the glow in her eyes. It reached across the table to me and snagged my breath. I nodded because speaking seemed too difficult.


  She took a break and leaned back from her bowl, using a napkin to wipe her lips and chin. “So, what are you going to do?”


  I finished slurping up a hank of noodles and wiped the residue. “Do about what?” I sat back and took a sip of the tea.


  “About any of it.” She shrugged. “Pip? Natalya? Pip and Natalya? The ship?” She paused and arched an eyebrow. “After?”


  “After we get back to Newmar?”


  She nodded.


  I blew out a breath and bought a little time with my tea cup. “Pip and Natalya? Nothing for me to do there. Each of them has their own course to steer.”


  She smirked. “Folksy but not what I meant.”


  “What did you mean?”


  “Have you considered what a merger of Phoenix and RUTS would mean?”


  She could have splashed her bowl of noodles in my face and I might have been less surprised.


  “Clearly not,” she said. “You’re the majority stockholder. You’d have veto power over it.”


  “Why would I veto it?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe you wouldn’t. Maybe the terms of the merger would be attractive. What would it take for you to sell?”


  “Fair market value for my shares, I suppose.” I set my chopsticks aside and picked up my tea cup. “You’re really asking if I’m still emotionally invested in it, aren’t you?”


  She shrugged one shoulder and pursed her lips. “Maybe. I don’t know.”


  “You own part of RUTS?”


  She shook her head. “My name is in the company, but I only have a small stake in it. Nat wanted me to take a chunk of stock but I refused it. Usoko Mining has 10 percent of it but Natalya has sixty. The rest is floating around. My grandfather has some.”


  “Why do you want to know?” I asked.


  She pulled in a breath and looked away from me as she let it out. Like she might be weighing her words on her breath. She looked back. “I’m trying to figure out what I want to do. After.”


  “I thought you wanted to keep racking up time in grade toward your board.”


  She took a sip of tea before nodding. “I did.” Her eyes widened a bit. “I do. Being captain has always been the end goal.” She leveled her gaze at me. “You made me think about what happens after that.”


  “It all seems so logical, doesn’t it?” I asked, picking up my chopsticks again and leaning forward. “Get the ticket, find a ship, profit.” I dug in and grabbed some noodles. It gave me an excuse not to look into the dark pools of her eyes.


  She snickered and dug into her own noodles again.


  We both gave our full attention to the food for a few moments.


  “I could be first mate for a long time yet.”


  I glanced over at her and shrugged. “You could, but I doubt that’s going to happen.”


  “You think what? The Usoko name will open doors?”


  I shook my head and put my sticks back on the rest. “No. Well. Maybe. Usoko might open doors, but your experience will carry you through. I get that you want to rise on your own merits. I think your merits outshine the name.”


  “What? Dinking around the Toe-Holds? Running freight for a company I’m part owner in?”


  I laughed and sat back, reaching for my teacup and finding it empty. I poured tea for both of us while I spelled it out for her. “No. You graduated high in your class. Within the first few stanyers of graduation you worked for High Tortuga, helping them to create the network of ships that allowed the Annex to expand—even if it’s not expansion of the High Line. You took a disaster and turned it into one of the key stations in the Toe-Holds, attracting new business like Manchester, which pulled in Mellon-Merc and Pravda. You’ve worked your way up from third mate to first, transitioned to a new ship, started a new company—twice—and continue to perform at a level that is excellent in every parameter. None of that will go unnoticed by the people setting up the captain’s boards. You’ll get a board as soon as a captain submits your name as eligible. They’ll have a board of senior captains lined up sooner than you’ll be able to reach them.”


  She gave me a little self-deprecating laugh. “Not how I see it.”


  “How do you see it?” I put the teapot down and picked up my chopsticks again, fishing around in the remaining broth for lost pieces of chicken.


  “I graduated, disappeared for about three stanyers, worked on a company project for another stanyer, then took a job as third mate on a ship that my friend owns until somebody pried me off it and put me on yours. I just followed you over to the Collins.” She shrugged. “Yeah, I got good marks from my old skipper, but what else was he going to do? I could have had him fired if I didn’t like what he said on my evaluations.”


  “You could have, but you wouldn’t have.” I plucked a piece of celery from the broth, but it slipped back into the bowl with a little splash. “I appreciate that the board might not know that, but you can’t have me fired and your current performance reviews are all superior. I’d rank you higher, but that’s as high as they go.”


  She nodded and stirred her own bowl with her chopsticks. “Thank you for that.”


  “Thank you. You had big shoes to fill and you surpassed them. Al’s a legend.”


  “That’s what I’m worried about.” She grimaced and popped a chunk of chicken into her mouth.


  I stopped trolling the broth and looked at her. “What is?”


  “Al’s a legend, but she couldn’t get a board.”


  I nodded and looked down. “Yeah. I tried. She retired before I could put her in again. But you’re not Al.”


  She blew out an exasperated breath. “She qualified ten times over. Some asshole blacklisted her along the way. You know that.”


  I sighed. “Yeah. Probably.” I looked over at her. “You think you’re already blacklisted?”


  She seemed to retreat a little, one of the only times I’d seen her back down. “Usoko isn’t the most respected name in the Annex. We’ve made a few enemies.”


  “Maybe, but you’ve made some powerful friends. Maggie Stevens, for one. Alys Giggone, for another. You can’t tell me those two women don’t have your back.”


  She sighed and picked up her tea. “It’s all moot if I can’t get time in grade.”


  “You’re worried about getting another berth?” The question genuinely shocked me.


  “I could probably buy a ship, but that kinda defeats the purpose and puts me back in the situation where the performance reviews are suspect.” She put down her tea and cupped the noodle bowl in her hands, lifting it to slurp the broth directly.


  I sat back and watched, rolling the conversation around in my head.


  She noticed me looking. “What? Not exactly wardroom etiquette, but considered polite here.”


  I laughed and shook my head, following suit. “I know. I’m just thinking. That’s why you want to know what I’m going to do next.”


  She shrugged one shoulder and lifted her bowl again.


  “You’d follow me to another ship?”


  She raised her eyebrows so she could look at me without lifting her head. “I’d follow you anywhere.”


  I swallowed hard, hiding my face behind my bowl. The broth stroked across my tongue and palate. Her bald, bold statement had stabbed me, and I needed a moment to recover. I put the bowl down. “Pip’s talking about getting a tractor for Phoenix. If I take it, you’d come as first mate?”


  She put the empty bowl down and nodded. “Of course. You’d bring me on as first?”


  “Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”


  “Tractors only need a second mate.”


  “Only need a second mate. Nothing prevents a captain from having a first mate instead.”


  “They only need an engineering second. You’d bring Natalya as chief?”


  “If she wants to come. I’d probably have to tie Pip up to keep him from the job, but then he’d fire me and I’d have to buy a tractor of my own.” I sighed in mock despair. “It would get messy. Easier just to let him aboard.”


  “Nat would come with him.”


  I nodded. “Yes. I suspect so.”


  “Who’d you invite from the current ratings?”


  “Bentley, Jenson. Maybe Heath.”


  “What about Heath, Bentley, and Keen?”


  “Sure. We only have four in deck to choose from. Why Keen?”


  She shrugged. “You’ve had him as your helm. I thought you might prefer him. Bentley and Jenson both have specialist ratings already.”


  “I’m trying to convince him to go to the Academy.”


  She rested her elbows on the table and leaned in, her eyes alight. “See, I’d put Jenson forward for that.”


  “I wouldn’t argue.” I shrugged. “I’d put all of them up. Bentley’s got enough flexibility to be great. Jenson’s got the background for it. Heath? She’s got grit. She’d do well, there. Same with Keen.”


  Her lips lifted at the edges and her smile warmed me more than might have been appropriate. “I wouldn’t argue against any of those cases.”


  I shrugged. “I guess it comes down to who wants to go to the Academy. If they all go? We’ll just have to find another group of ratings.”


  She tilted her head to one side. “That prospect doesn’t bother you?”


  “No. Actually delights me. I should start filling out those forms when I get back to the ship.”


  “We should ask Nat about her gang.”


  “Yeah. That’s a good idea. I’m not sure all of them are ready but certainly Go and Verde, if they’re so inclined.”


  “Really? How well do you know them?”


  “They’ve been with me since Breakall. Go is a solid crewman, not just a good engineer. Verde, too. They’re stable influences in engineering berthing, I think.”


  “Bell?”


  “I think Mr. Bell is happy as a grav tech. Penna has a feel for environmental. I wouldn’t discourage them if they wanted to go. They’re both at or near the top of their games.”


  She shook her head and grinned. “How do you know them that well?”


  “I don’t, really. I’m just running on gut at this point. Maggie thought highly of the whole engineering gang. We split them pretty evenly across the two ships. What interactions I’ve seen or been part of make me trust whatever it is they want to do.”


  “What about Kim? She came to see you, didn’t she.”


  “Yes. She did. She’s worried about finding another second mate slot. She needs time in grade to bump up to first.”


  “I know that feeling.” She grinned at me. “She won’t have any trouble.”


  The server came over. “Anything else I can get you?”


  Zoya shook her head. “Nothing for me.”


  “Just the tab, I think.” I flexed my thumb.


  He pulled the tablet out of a pocket in his apron and offered it to me.


  I added a tip and pressed my thumb to the appropriate block.


  “Thank you, both.” He gave us a big smile and stood back so we could leave.


  When we stepped out into the plaza the musicians were in mid-set, the amplified sound filling the open space without being intrusive. Zoya stopped for a moment to listen.


  When they finished their song, I pointed to a bench. “We don’t need to get back right away. We can listen for a bit.”


  She shook her head, grinning and turning toward Violet. “Tempting, but I want to check out that electronics shop.”


  I fell into step with her. “Let’s do it.”


    


  Avi’s AV smelled of dust and packaging tape. The shop turned out to be much larger than it looked from the sector two plaza. One whole section of the store consisted of listening stations, while another held a variety of devices—some of which I recognized, like speakers. I couldn’t guess at the functions of the rest. Several patrons circulated in the aisles while a few staffers in identifying smocks observed.


  Zoya scanned the entry for a moment before striding deeper into the maze of shelving. She walked up one aisle and down another, occasionally checking the store’s signage. Eventually she came to a rack of what looked like high tech ear muffs and stopped.


  One of the staff stepped up to her. “Can I help you?”


  “I need a headset. Good range. Lightweight. Adjustable noise cancellation.”


  He nodded. “Wired or near field?”


  She pursed her lips for a moment. “Wired, I think.”


  He smiled at her. “Many people swear by it. I’m a near-field guy myself.” He pointed out three of the sets. “These have the best sound control including an inline noise suppressor. You can filter out some or all of the background with a slider.” He tapped them each in order. “Cheapest. Good value. High end.”


  “Differences?” she asked.


  He pointed to each of them in turn. “Cheapest. Cheap materials. Narrowest frequency response. High end. Solid gear. It’ll stand up to heavy use. Frequency response for days.” He shrugged. “Well. Not cheap but they sacrificed the physical materials a bit to get better guts. The shells are a little less solid. Headband a bit less resilient. Padding in the cups isn’t quite as dense. That kind of thing.” He shrugged again. “They sound great for the price.”


  “High end? Worth it?”


  “Music or just general listening?”


  “Primarily music.”


  “Yes. If you’re an aficionado, high end. Totally worth it. I can demo them for you if that helps.”


  She shook her head. “High end.” She grinned at him. “Sometimes the expensive units aren’t the best sounding.”


  He laughed and nodded. “Yeah. That’s true. We’ve got some of those things here. What can you do? Some people place more value on label than performance.” He opened a cabinet under the display and pulled out a box. He checked the number on the box with the tag on the display. “Yeah. Not our best seller but easily our best headset. Anything else?”


  “I need a player to go with it. Something small. Easy to use for a new audiophile.”


  “Not you, I take it?” he asked.


  “No. Gift for a friend.”


  He glanced at the box in his hand, a little frown creasing his forehead.


  “Something wrong?” she asked.


  “No. Just thinking somebody’s going to get spoiled. They’ll never be able to listen on cheap headphones again.”


  She smiled. “That’s perfect. Keep that mindset. I need a player that will match.”


  “Lucky friend, but I’ve got just the thing.” He turned and walked to a counter in the back. Several dozen small devices in various configurations hung on a peg board behind the counter. Placing the headset on the counter, he pulled a unit off its display and put it down beside the box. “This one.” He turned back to look at the display for a moment then shook his head. He put the first unit back and selected another. “No. This is the one. There are more expensive ones but they’re not worth the price. There are cheaper ones but—” He shrugged. “Nothing like this for performance. How much do you like this friend?”


  “A lot.”


  He nodded and tapped the unit. “This one. Easy to use out of the box. Simple controls, but it has a secondary interface with a frequency equalizer. It has the jacks to plug into a whole room system and the oomph to drive it. Great battery life. Excellent storage capacity that’s expandable with common chips. Handles every audio file type known. Even some of the antique ones.” He laughed. “Personally I’d just convert them to something modern but this unit will handle them.”


  Zoya grinned. “Sounds perfect.”


  “You need two so you can keep one for yourself?” he asked.


  She laughed. “No. I love my Ideki. It’s been with me forever.”


  His eyebrows rose. “You have an Ideki? What model? 4140?”


  She shook her head and laughed. “No. 1321.”


  “The J model with the extra inputs?”


  “That’s the one. I use it with my keyboard.”


  “This one’s portable.” He tapped the unit on the counter. “You could take your recording with you.”


  She grinned at him. “No. Nice try, but no.”


  He shrugged and grinned back. “Can’t blame a guy for trying.”


  “No fault on your part. It’s your job. Now, music? I need a beginner library.”


  He sighed. “What’s this friend like?”


  “No idea.”


  His eyebrows rose at that and he glanced at me. “What if they don’t like music?”


  Zoya shrugged. “We’ll just have to find out, won’t we. I saw you have listening stations?”


  He nodded. “We can set up a session for you. Sample the collection and see what you like.” He warmed to the idea slowly but something about it had set him off. “It’s pretty extensive but I have to warn you, we don’t have the hottest new music.”


  She screwed her lips into a grimace. “I’m less worried about current than good. You understand?”


  He nodded. “Got it. Come on. Let’s get you set up at a station and you can browse.” He held up the two packages. “You want to settle this? You can use these headphones to listen with. See if you like them.”


  “That’s probably a good idea.” She glanced at me and I finally understood what she was doing.


  “Wait. I thought this was a gift for your friend.”


  She shrugged and gave me as coquettish a look as I have ever seen. It made my heart thump and my brain skip a beat. “You’re my friend, aren’t you?”


  The clerk held his hand up to hide his mouth but his eyes laughed for him.


  I sighed and looked away. “I’m your captain. You can’t give me expensive presents.”


  She looked at the equipment on the counter. “Expensive is relative, isn’t it?”


  I glanced at the clerk and nodded at the gear. “Would you consider that stuff expensive?”


  His eyes widened as he tried to gauge the probability that his sale was about to evaporate. “Compared to what?” His voice almost squeaked.


  “Would the average stationer walk in and buy that on a whim?”


  He shook his head, giving Zoya an apologetic look. “No. An audiophile? Yes. The average stationer probably listens to music on their PDA on crappy near-field earbuds.” I got the feeling he might be suppressing a shudder.


  “How much?” I asked. “That gear. How much?”


  “Five hundred credits. Almost six. Plus or minus. Two-sixty-five for the headset. Just over three for the player.”


  I blinked at the price. “For an entry-level sound system?”


  He shook his head. “No, sir. This is not an entry-level sound system. We could do that for half that. Maybe two hundred.” He nodded at the equipment. “This is good stuff. It’s not cheap knockoff or substandard components. It’s high quality equipment for a serious listener.” He sighed a little, pursing his lips.


  “All right. Let’s start over. My friend thinks I need a hobby and she really likes music. I mean really, really likes it. She thinks I’d like it too, and I trust her judgment, but I have zero background in it. If I wanted something that would let me explore that world with her, what would you recommend?”


  He settled back on his heels a bit and frowned. “There are a range of choices. I’d go simple solid, medium quality. Something that’d let you could see whether music was something you could add to your life.”


  “Add to my life?”


  “Yeah. Like. When would you listen? How would you listen? Some people sit back in a chair and close their eyes, letting the music wash over them. Some people have it on like a background soundtrack in the movie of their life. Some people like to actively listen, the same piece over and over to discover the nuances hidden in the tracks between the notes. Some do all of that. Some find their own thing. My mother only listens to music when she’s knitting.” He shrugged. “This would be overkill for her. She’d be just as happen with her PDA and crappy buds.” He chuckled. “Actually, she is, now that I think of it. I’ve offered to get her something nicer but she complains that she’d have to find it first.”


  “So this equipment?”


  He frowned at it. “It’s a good starter. It’s flexible enough that you could add to it. Powerful enough that you probably wouldn’t need to.” He glanced at Zoya. “It’s not Ideki. That’s expensive. Thousands, not hundreds. But it’s good. Very good.”


  “You’d recommend it?”


  “Yes.” He drew the word out.


  “Say more. There’s something there.”


  “Here’s the thing. I get people in here all the time wanting equipment. Usually they buy something cheap. It fails. Or it sounds crappy. Or, well, fill in the blank. They don’t take the time to think about what it is they’re doing or why they’re doing it. They regret it.”


  I nodded. “With you so far.”


  “You’re a beginner. Honestly, more of a beginner than I usually see. You don’t already have a collection. Don’t have a music habit.” He grinned. “But you’ve got an advantage that most people don’t.” He looked at Zoya. “A guide.”


  I smiled at her frowning face.


  “So would I recommend this to somebody walking in off the street looking for ‘something I can listen to while I’m working at the grinding plant?’ No. That’s not what this is for. Would I recommend it to you, given what she’s said? Yes. If you can swing it, yes. I can get you a pair of headphones that aren’t quite up to this level of frequency response. A player that’s perhaps a little simpler. Cut the price by a couple hundred credits. I don’t think you’d be as happy with that as this.” He shrugged. “Yes, I get a commission. The difference would be about six credits to me.”


  I flexed my thumb at him. “I’ll take it.” I turned to Zoya’s frown. “Yes, I know. You wanted to do something nice for me.” The thought warmed me so fully that I felt like I needed to unbutton my shirt. “You have. You brought me here. You asked the right questions. Questions I wouldn’t have known to ask. You picked out the equipment that you think I’ll need to join you in music. I am grateful beyond words. I would love to join you and this makes it possible.” I swallowed the words I wanted to say but couldn’t.


  Her eyes grew wider the longer I went on.


  I shrugged. “I just can’t have you buying me expensive presents before I put you in for your captain’s board. When you’re a captain? When you’re not on my crew anymore? You can buy me a tractor if you like.” I grinned.


  She laughed. “Pip’s going to buy you a tractor.”


  “Probably.” I shrugged. “You can buy me some music, if you like. Something to listen to on my new sound system.”


  “You need some speakers?” the clerk asked.


  I shook my head. “Not practical aboard the ship. I don’t want to bother the neighbors.”


  “You have neighbors?” He clearly hadn’t made the connection.


  I jerked a thumb at Zoya. “She lives next door. She has her own music to listen to. She doesn’t need mine coming through the bulkhead.”


  She laughed and he shrugged.


  “Can’t blame a guy for trying.” He handed me a bundle that weighed less than I’d expected. “Let’s go find you something to listen to.”


    


  We left the store with my new equipment and a collection of music that I had no idea how to classify. Some of it I recognized from music my mother played decades before. Some orchestral pieces. Some vocalists. Some pure electronics. Some of it I didn’t have names for. Zoya helped me find things.


  “I hope I didn’t offend you,” I said, strolling beside her down Violet.


  She sighed. “I was a bit miffed at first. First, at you for stepping in. Then at myself for not realizing why that was necessary.” She glance at me. “Sorry. Having big stacks of credits made me lose sight of the larger world.”


  “I’m touched.” I swallowed hard, wanting to say more but knowing I couldn’t. “Thank you for taking the time. For sharing this with me. It means a lot.”


  “Thank you for wanting to join me in my obsession.” She grinned at me.


  I couldn’t tell her I’d be happy to join her in any obsession she cared to name, but I grinned all the way back to the ship.


  Chapter 19


  The Junkyard: 
January 14, 2380


  The jump tug finally showed up in system. We still had a week before it could grab us, but the end of our long purgatory was in view. Mr. MacBradaigh spent every moment he could get in The Junkyard’s archive. I let him go with the proviso that he join us for breakfast each morning.


  Personally, I’d taken to sitting on the bridge with my new music player and headphones for as much as half a stan at a time. Sitting there, quiet. Listening to the music. Breathing. The music let my mind drift. Sometimes it made my toes tap. I remembered dancing at Infinity with Alicia Alvarez.


  Going out with the crew wasn’t forbidden to officers, but I’d lost the habit somewhere over the decades. I wasn’t sure I could even do it anymore. Zoya showed me how to interface my tablet and audio player so I would get any alerts in my headphones. I found it meditative. I also discovered that I could carry the device when running. Pounding along wearing the bulky headset wasn’t the best idea so I went back to Avi’s to get a pair of near-field earbuds specifically designed for running. It added another dimension to my run, giving my workout the sound track of a holodrama.


  The tug had docked at the station for replenishment before Pip’s ship jumped back from Quet. I’d already written a request to delay departure but he squeaked into dock with a few stans to spare. He breezed aboard with his customary grin, plunking himself down in his favorite visitor’s chair in the cabin.


  “Miss me?”


  “It’s been pretty quiet. I’m glad you’re back.” I lifted my chin. “You gonna tell me or am I going to have to work for it?”


  “That Jason Jayne guy is a hoot. He’s one of those men who’s sure he has all the answers, and he does. Maude love him. He’s got answers to everything. Unfortunately, he has no idea what questions they go with. He’s also their only barge skipper, so they’re kinda stuck. Angela Short is a magician. She’s keeping the station going with good wishes and bubblegum. She manages Jayne like he’s precision equipment and not a can of loose rocks rolling around on the deck. And it works.”


  “Funding?”


  He grimaced and looked away. “Not happening. I gave them the lease. They’ve got a funding partner who’s giving them a trickle. It’s an exclusive arrangement. We’d have to go find them and buy out their contract. It’s not worth it.” He shook his head. “It’s a screwy situation. Short knows the station isn’t sustainable, but their partner won’t fund them at the level they need. My sense is that she’d love it if we tossed them a few mill so they could expand the mining op. The station itself is big enough to handle it. The platform could support five or six barges as long as they didn’t need to dock at the same time. The system assay shows concentrations of nickel and water. Some good amounts of trace and rare earths, too. Their ops support that assay, but—” He shrugged.


  “You know who’s holding the purse strings?”


  “Company I’ve never heard of. Zubin and Associates. Offices over on High Tortuga.”


  That raised my eyebrows.


  He shook his head. “Not part of the High Tortuga Holding Company. I checked that. They lease space on the main station over in the Far Shores.”


  “So they can be close to the money?”


  He sighed. “That’s probably not true in any meaningful way, but what they have is the shortest comms time in the Annex because everything goes through the comms arrays at the Far Shores.”


  “Not everything,” Natalya said, strolling in and plopping down beside him. “Heard you’d come crawling back.”


  He grinned. “Miss me?”


  “Yeah, yeah. Tons. Don’t know how I survived.” Her sarcastic tone belied the warm smile she flashed in his direction.


  “Not everything?” he asked.


  “Yeah. At least not right away. In the beginning, sure. Everything went to the comms systems in the Far Shores. A while back, that system became untenable because of the number of systems involved. They couldn’t get enough couriers in enough places fast enough. They built some processing hubs scattered around the Western Annex. So messages from here to Diurnia, say. They go to the local hub and bounce to Diurnia from there, because Diurnia is also served by the same local hub. There are shuttles that run between the hubs and Far Shores. All the comms traffic gets there, eventually, but it’s possible that a message could get from here to Diurnia in less time than it would take to get to an office at HTHC.”


  He frowned. “That’s good to know.”


  “Well, it’s just what I’ve heard. I couldn’t actually talk about work Zoya and I did there.”


  “Of course. Rumors. I understand.” He looked at me. “We’re ready to scoot?”


  “Local tugs are probably en route.” I glanced at the chrono. “Navigation stations at 1500.”


  “Did anybody leave while I was gone?”


  “No. Everybody’s hanging tight until we get to Newmar. I sent a report to Alys on our condition and itinerary. The tug is going to take whatever’s left in the owner’s account and maybe more. I haven’t heard back.”


  He shrugged. “She’ll get it back from Manchester, one way or another.”


  “You have any word from the Chernyakova?”


  “Nothing since I’ve been gone. Last I heard they were hauling a can of frozen food from The Ranch over to Zvezda Moya.” He shrugged. “Beth seems to be taking to the Toe-Holds pretty well.”


  “After a career in the High Line? I’m not surprised,” Natalya said. “She’s got to be loving the Chernyakova’s long legs and the Toe-Holds’ shallow gravity wells.”


  He nodded. “So it would seem. She reported a few incidents with her quarter shares. Scrapes with the local constabularies. Her people didn’t get into nearly the amount of trouble ours have, though. We haven’t had any problems here?”


  “Mr. MacBradaigh went missing for three days. Turned up in a med bay. Dehydrated. Exhausted. Pretty loopy.” I shrugged. “We kept him aboard until he recovered and made him report in regularly, if he went ashore again.”


  “He say what happened?”


  Natalya snorted. “He doesn’t know. He thought he’d been gone a day.”


  “Something nefarious?” Pip asked.


  “Time stamps on his research notes say he worked for almost seventy-two stans straight. A bartender called security on him for bothering the customers. They put him in the autodoc and topped off his fluids. He came back and slept the clock around before begging to go back out.” I shrugged. “He’ll have time on the trip to sort through some of it. He’s got Mr. Cartwright backing it up to glass for him, and he’s filled two disks already.”


  Pip’s eyebrows shot up. “That’s a lot of data.”


  “It might be the source material for the definitive history of the Toe-Holds,” Natalya said. “Somebody here got smart early and started salvaging ships’ logs. They’ve put them in a database indexed by date and location. Wanna know if some ship was ever at Mel’s Place? It’s there.”


  Pip blinked a few times. “Only thing missing would be the corroborating entry on the station traffic logs.”


  “Lots of captains apparently made extensive notes about the station and what they did there.” I shrugged. “My logs would be less informative.”


  Pip shook his head. “You really need to lean into that ship’s log thing. History in the making, and you’re logging arrival and departure. You’ve no sense for the dramatic.”


  I laughed and Natalya pushed to her feet. “This is well and good, but I need lunch. You guys coming?”


  I glanced at the chrono and followed her lead, coming around the desk.


  “Lemme drop my bag in my stateroom. I’ll be right down as soon as I water the plants.” Pip hefted himself up and started for the door.


  Natalya rolled her eyes and left.


  “She’s really glad to see me,” he said, looking back over his shoulder at me. “How are you and Zoya doing?”


  I started to say something like “What do you mean?” but “I think we’re doing pretty well” came out of my mouth.


  He stopped at the cabin door and stared at my face for a long moment. “Really?”


  I shrugged, not really wanting to put feelings into words.


  “That’s all you’re going to say? ‘I think we’re doing pretty well.’ Just gonna leave it there?”


  “Yeah. Just gonna leave it there. That all right with you?”


  A slow smile crept over his mouth and up to his eyes. “Yeah. Leaving it there is fine with me.”


  “You mind getting out of the way? You have to water your plants and I want some lunch.”


  He nodded and stepped out into the passage, still looking at me. “I’ll—uh—see you at lunch.”


  I pulled the door closed behind me and dropped down the ladder, heading for the wardroom. I just hoped he wasn’t going to do something embarrassing. I sighed. It was Pip. Of course he would.


  In spite of my concerns, lunch went smoothly. Pip kept giving me odd glances throughout the meal but regaled us with tales of Quet, and nobody else seemed to notice.


    


  I called an all-hands meeting at 1330 to make sure everybody was on the same page.


  When I stepped onto the mess deck, Mr. Bentley said, “Captain on deck.”


  “As you were.” Nobody had moved but the forms got followed. I took my normal speaking position in the middle of the mess deck. It forced me to turn around a lot to look at the crew seated behind me, but I preferred it to standing at the galley end where half of them had to turn around.


  “Here’s how I think it’s going down. I’m calling navigation stations at 1500. The jump tug will meet us just outside of the station’s traffic pattern.” I glanced at the chrono. “They’re probably getting underway right now. The station tugs will move us out there and hand us off. This won’t be like a normal passage. The jump tug will come in under the bow. We won’t be able to see it from the bridge but it’ll be there to set up the jumps. They have an auxiliary unit that will operate at the stern, again, snugged up to the keel. Both will lock on. Between them they’ll be our motive power. Our role aboard is fire watch and maintaining power. We’ll continue our watch rotations but at no time should we be maneuvering, firing up the kicker, any of that. Once they’re latched on, we’re all just passengers. That doesn’t mean we have nothing to do. The tug crew believes the transit to Newmar will take two weeks from our first jump. Most of that time will be recharging their capacitors and adjusting for jump errors. The course they’ve set will be mirrored on the bridge so we’ll know what’s happening. I’ll warn you now, it’s not a straight line. The course zig-zags to jump around nebulosity and known debris fields. Some of the burn times will be extensive. We shouldn’t notice them any more than we’d notice our own.


  “That’s about fourteen days, possibly more, for you to learn as much as you can from this exercise. Sleep, eat, stand your watches. Study if you have something to study for. It’s a good chance for you to ask any of us about life as an officer, about our specialty areas, anything, really. After eight months, you should be pretty well versed in the ‘weeks of watches interspersed with a few stans of fun’ doctrine.” That got a few chuckles. “If you’re not questioning your life choices by now, you’ll do well in your careers.”


  I looked around at some of the senior ratings. “Also a good time for any of you who aren’t already going back to the Academy to see me or your watch section lead about going.” I gave Mr. Keen a pointed look. “For some of you, I’m going to strongly suggest that option.” I looked at Mr. Bentley and surprised Mr. Verde and Mr. Go by including them in my gaze. Natalya grinned at the back of the mess deck and gave them each a look of her own.


  “What happens when we get back to Newmar?” I asked. “Some of you will pack your kit and head back to the Academy. The rest of us will pack our kit and go somewhere else. Probably. It’ll be up to the commandant and the board of trustees to deal with the ship.”


  Mr. Bentley raised his hand and grinned.


  “I haven’t asked for questions, Mr. Bentley.”


  “Are you going to, Skipper? Ask for questions?”


  I heaved a dramatic sigh, which got a few more chuckles. “What’s your question, Mr. Bentley?”


  “What are your plans, sar?”


  I looked around the mess deck at all the faces turned toward me. “Right now? I’m planning to take some time off. Maybe as long as a month. It’s been a few stanyers since I’ve had more than a long weekend off the ship.”


  “You’re not planning on going back to the Chernyakova, sar?”


  “I’m not planning on it, Mr. Bentley, no. Captain Case is doing well. They’re continuing their cruise and will head back to Newmar on their own schedule. I’m not sure what will happen after that. The options include sending her back out with more cadets or ending the Phoenix Freight contract with the Academy. I don’t know which is more likely.” I looked at Pip. “Mr. Carstairs? Any insight on the Chernyakova?”


  He shook his head. “It’s still too far out. We haven’t gotten definitive word from the commandant yet, but we also haven’t asked. I suspect a lot will depend on what happens when all of you return to campus.” He looked around at the junior ratings. “If she thinks it was worthwhile to continue, perhaps she’ll convince the trustees to go along with her. If not, I suspect this experiment will end and we’ll have to figure out what to do from there.” He shrugged. “A lot will depend on what Captain Case and her people want to do. I have no insight on that.”


  “Anything else, Mr. Bentley?” I asked.


  “Thanks, Skipper. Not at this time.”


  Ms. Freano raised a hand.


  “Yes?”


  “Questioning our life choices, Captain? Are you suggesting that going back to the Academy is optional?”


  “Going back to the Academy is always optional, Ms. Freano.” I shrugged. “Leaving has a high penalty, but staying may be more expensive. Some of you went there without really understanding what you were letting yourselves in for. It may not seem like it now, but you all have a much better grasp of what your lives will be like after graduation. How many of you came from spacer families before you went to Port Newmar? Show of hands.” Most of the hands went up. “Now, how many grew up on ships or spent significant amounts of time specifically on ships?” Almost all the hands went back down, leaving only a couple still in the air. “I’m going to put you on the spot. Feel free to decline the question, Mr. Brooke. Has this voyage changed your view about becoming an officer?”


  He put his hand down and shook his head. “Not really, Captain. I still want to finish up at the Academy, become an engineering third.” He looked at Natalya and Mr. Verde. “I will say it’s given me a lot to think about. Growing up on a family ship? It’s not the same thing as joining a company. Gram and Gramp aren’t in charge.” That got a few chuckles. “I never really looked at it before, but I’m probably not going back to the family ship as an engineer. I’m going to have to find my own way—which I knew going in, but I’ve got a new appreciation for what that’ll look like.”


  “Thank you for that, Mr. Brooke, and for not thinking of me as your grandfather.” Several people laughed at that but they settled down as I turned around to look at the people behind me. “That’s exactly the kind of thinking I’d like you all to do as we head back to the barn at Newmar. We’re only one ship. One crew. There are hundreds—perhaps thousands—of ways that companies and ships get organized. Most don’t pay for rank, but only for job. We pay for rank for reasons that make sense to us as a company. New management may change that.”


  Pip straightened up at that. “Hey, now. Don’t be counting me out.”


  I laughed. “Just saying, at some point, the company may change hands.” I shrugged. “Commandant Giggone may dissolve the holding company and fold the ship back into the Academy’s facilities ecosystem. You may decide you want to spend your effort elsewhere.” I looked around at the crew again. “And that’s kinda the point. Everything changes. Sometimes slowly. Sometimes fast. Our plans got derailed pretty darn quick once we discovered that the ship is not safe to fly under her own power.


  “But the important nugget that I think you should be meditating on is how you’ve changed over the last few months. If you think you haven’t, you need to rethink that.” My brain stuttered and shut down as I scanned the room and saw Zoya standing in the back beside Mr. MacBradaigh. I probably looked at her for a few heartbeats too long before turning to look at Pip and Natalya, both of them with grins. I swallowed and cleared my throat. “Now. Does anybody have any questions?” I looked at Mr. Bentley with an eyebrow raised.


  He shook his head and nobody else raised a hand.


  “In that case, let me remind you that we’re going to navigation stations shortly. Dismissed.” I turned and marched off the mess deck with officers falling into line behind me.


  I heard a couple of tablets bip behind me as I let them into the wardroom. I looked back to see both Pip and Zoya with their tablets out. Zoya’s face had gone flat, completely blank. She stood frozen, staring at the device. Pip’s lips twitched. He looked up at me just as mine bipped. I pulled it up and checked the message. I sat down, rather heavily as my knees seemed suddenly too weak to hold me.


  “What is it?” Natalya asked. “Dare I ask?”


  I blew out a breath and looked at Zoya. “You’ll need to grab and run.”


  She stiffened her spine and nodded, once. All business. “I’ll grab a bag and be off the ship in half a stan, Skipper.”


  “What the hell?” Natalya asked, eyes wide as she looked around at us. “Off the ship?”


  “There’s a Carstairs packet inbound,” Pip said. “Should be docking tomorrow. You can be in Margary in a week. I’ll make sure they know it’s a priority.”


  Zoya nodded. “Thanks. Much appreciated.”


  “Margary? Somebody wanna share?” Natalya asked.


  Zoya drew a breath. “I have to be in Margary in ten days. I’ve been summoned to a captain’s board.”


  “How’s that even possible?” Ms. Fortuner asked. “I thought you had to have some more time in grade.”


  Zoya shook her head. “I don’t know. I thought I still had six months to go before I was even eligible.”


  “How do they expect you to be in Margary on such short notice?” Mr. Cartwright asked.


  “The notice is over a month old,” Pip said. “At least my copy is. It’s taken a while for CPJCT to get around to forwarding it to us out here.”


  I shook my head. “Doesn’t matter. Grab a class A, your toothbrush, and scoot. Figure it out once you’re there. I’m sure there’s an explanation. Good luck.”


  She gave me a look and might have said something more but glanced around at the others and nodded. “Thanks, Captain. I’ll catch up with you in Port Newmar.”


  “I’ll look forward to it. Now go.”


  She turned and strode from the room.


  It felt like a part of me went with her. Like a steady background noise suddenly stopped, leaving my ears ringing in the silence. I took a breath. Everybody else found their seats as Mr. Armengol came in through the pantry with coffee and little cakes. “Compliments of the chief, sars. Enjoy.” He ducked back into the pantry and closed the door.


  “What do we do now?” Mr. Cartwright asked when the ensuing silence had gone on too long.


  I glanced at the chrono. “We go to nav stations at 1500. The tugs will take us out.” I shrugged. “We continue.”


  “Without a first mate?”


  “It’s not required in a vessel under tow. Only a fire watch. We’ll have that. We’ll need to fiddle with the watch schedule.”


  Pip raised his hand. “I can take a section. There’s no actual ship handling. Fire watch only needs an officer.”


  “Doesn’t even need that, does it?” Ms. Fortuner leaned in a little. “Just somebody with enough seniority to direct the fire watch. Mr. Bentley could handle the deck division responsibility.”


  “Let’s keep it simple.” I nodded to Natalya. “Engineering will have the heaviest load maintaining the power plant and environmental. Steward is next. Deck division is minimal and cargo is nonexistent, so having Pip fill in for second section isn’t an issue. If deck takes over the fire watch responsibility for the ship and we bring Pip and his cargo people over, that’s more than enough bodies to cover the ship’s fire watch rotations.” I saw nods around the table. “Run fire watch from the bridge instead of engineering. They’ll still have to run VSI for environmental purposes, if only because we don’t have enough sensors replaced yet.”


  “VSI?” Mr. Cartwright asked in a small voice.


  “Visual Site Inspection,” Ms. Fortuner said. “There are stations around the ship that require actual bodies to visit them on a regular schedule.”


  Natalya nodded. “It’s a rite of passage for environmental watchstanders. Finding their way through the ship in the right sequence without getting turned around and lost.”


  His eyebrows rose. “Lost? On the ship?”


  “It’s possible.” I shrugged. “New crew especially. By the time you get to be an officer, one hopes that ‘getting lost’ becomes ‘impromptu inspection.’”


  Everybody laughed. Natalya passed the plate of cakes around, but I stood. “Sit tight. I want to catch Zoya before she leaves.”


  Natalya gave me a smile and a nod. Pip just smirked a little.


  I left the wardroom and climbed the ladder to officer country, meeting Zoya at the top of the ladder with a satchel over her shoulder and a frown on her face. “I’m sorry about this, Skipper.”


  I swallowed hard and nodded. “I just wanted to wish you good luck. We’ll be fine. Pip’s taking over second section fire watch. It’ll keep him busy.”


  She looked me in the eyes and gave her head a little shake. “I don’t know how this will go.”


  “How do you want it to go?”


  “I don’t even know how it’s possible.”


  “CPCJT at its finest. You may get there and discover the board won’t see you. You may not pass the exam.” I pressed my arms against my sides to keep them from doing something inappropriate. “Somehow I doubt that.”


  “How soon will I know?”


  I shrugged. “It’s CPJCT. You’ll may know immediately or six months later.”


  She smiled and gave a breathy laugh. “I should get moving.”


  I nodded. “I’ll wait for you in Port Newmar. We can figure out what to do there.”


  “Try to keep the team together, huh?”


  I shrugged. “Not sure how that’s all going to play out. We’ll have to burn that bear when we cross it.”


  She laughed again. “Pip’s been a terrible influence on you.”


  “He’s an idiot, but he’s our idiot.” I swallowed hard and stepped out of her way. “You should get moving.”


  She nodded and dropped down the ladder. She looked up at me, a tiny smile tilting her lips and crinkling the corners of her eyes. “Thank you. See you in Port Newmar.”


  I snorted. “I haven’t done anything. See you there.”


  She turned and strode away, leaving me standing at the top of the ladder staring after her.


    


  At 1500 I went up to the bridge and called the ship to navigation stations. It felt odd not having Zoya run through the undocking process. I found myself wanting to give me the orders, if only in my head. In spite of the weirdness, I managed to get us undocked and pulled back without breaking anything. The captain’s chair stayed empty while I worked the watchstander’s station. It took the better part of five stans for us to get lined up with the jump tug and get it latched on. Chief Bashar had made up boxed lunches for dinner. There really wasn’t much we could do other than coordinate with the local tugs until they cast us off. The handoff to the jump tug went without incident, and at 1950 I made the announcement to secure from navigation stations.


  Since I had the first watch, I settled into the station and worked with Mr. Keen and Ms. Martinez as they went through the fire watch version of environmental’s VSI. They even used a lot of the same stations, just different key codes. We all knew—or at least, hoped—it was largely busy work. The regs required a pass once per stan, which left lots of time for them to hang out on the bridge to keep me company.


  They kept me from looking back at The Junkyard.


  Pip relieved me at 2345 with a smile on his face and a cup of coffee in his hand. We went through the changeover easily. He may have been cargo chief, but he knew how watches worked. I had to give him that. He stopped me before I stepped away and leaned over. “She’s going to pass, you know.”


  “I know. Did they tell you how she’s qualified?”


  He shook his head. “I got an owner notification as employer of record. I’m surprised you didn’t get one.”


  I frowned. “Who else was copied on that message?”


  “No idea. Blind copy to me. I didn’t even know Zee had gotten it.” He shrugged. “The CPJCT moves slowly and in mysterious ways. Who are we to question?”


  A sigh rolled out of me without conscious thought. “I thought we’d have more time.”


  He clapped me on the shoulder, a tight smile on his lips and a knowing look in his eye. “There’s a lesson there, Captain.”


  I chuckled and nodded. “Always is.”


  “One good thing.” He shrugged. “You’ve got a couple of weeks with pretty much nothing to do but study for your engineering test.”


  I held up my tablet. “Already on it. Mr. Keen is working on spec/2 ship handler. I think Ms. Martinez felt a little left out so she started working on able spacer.”


  He grinned. “They can take away our books but they can’t take away our knowledge.”


  “That’s profound. Something you read?”


  “Yeah. Probably.” He shook his head. “We’ll have some decisions to make when we get to Port Newmar. There’s little enough for us to do until we get there and have better information.”


  “Yeah. Doesn’t make it any easier.”


  He shrugged. “Never is.”


  I gave him a nod and dropped down the ladder to the cabin. Pip wasn’t exactly an idiot, for all the teasing he got about it. He never had been. I had to admit he’d changed a lot since Natalya and Zoya had joined the ship. Calmer. More thoughtful. Still crazy at times, but less frenetic. Like he’d found something he’d been missing. He wasn’t running around looking for it anymore.


  I sat down at my console and pulled out the music player and headphones. I cued up some background music and dug into the engineering manual. The chrono clicked over to midnight but I wasn’t ready to sleep just yet.


  Chapter 20


  Deep Dark: 
January 31, 2380


  The jump tug took the better part of a day to get us lined up and out to the Burleson limit. The first jump just took us a little way out to get clearance for a longer one. Once we had some momentum built up from their kicker, we coasted through systems while their capacitors recharged and the course corrections reshaped our path.


  When I reviewed our course on the bridge, I was surprised by the sheer number of jumps. The wisdom of it escaped me until we were halfway through the voyage. Even large jump errors on very short jumps required little by way of correction. The jump tug crew knew their business and I was best served by letting the pros handle it—or perhaps learning from it.


  Eight days into the trip, Pip wandered into the cabin, lips pursed and frowning. He dropped into the visitor’s chair and looked over at me. “Gotta tick?”


  I nodded. “You’re wearing the owner’s hat today?”


  “Yes. What do you want to do about Phoenix Freight?”


  I sat back in my chair and folded my hands in my lap. “What are my choices?”


  “Two basic choices are ‘nothing’ and ‘something.’” He shrugged. “We can continue as it is. Beth Case on the Chernyakova. Done.”


  “I thought you wanted to get a tractor to go for some of the smaller Toe-Holds.”


  He nodded. “That’s part of ‘something.’ Lots of options under that heading, more complicated.”


  “I’m open to ‘something.’ What’s on the menu?”


  He started ticking ideas off on his fingers. “We expand our fleet by adding tractors and crews. Or by adding another Barbell. We shutter the operation and sell the Chernyakova. We acquire or merge with another company.” He lowered his hand. “Those are the obvious options. We have a holding company that’s nothing but an empty shell now. That gives us options alongside Phoenix Freight, like getting into production. Like getting into freight brokerage. We don’t have to be sailing around all the time. That’s just what we know best, so it’s the default action.”


  “I’m with you. What happened to opening a school for spacers in the Toe-Holds?”


  “Still on the table. Could be part of the holding company. I’m not convinced it’s the answer to the unemployment problem in the High Line. The Toe-Holds appear to have solved it, but I’m not sure how. I need more research.”


  “Mr. MacBradaigh might have some answers.”


  His eyebrows rose at that. “I hadn’t thought of that. I bet you’re right. He knows education and he’s the Annex’s current expert on all things Toe-Holds.”


  “Has he surfaced? He’s been locked in his stateroom since we got underway.”


  Pip chuckled. “He’s really distracted by the data analysis. He talked to Mr. Cartwright about it the other morning when you had watch during breakfast. I’ve offered my expertise in structural equations, but he’s still trying to categorize and find big-picture history stuff like timelines.”


  “Think he’s going to have a curriculum ready?”


  Pip shook his head. “Not by the time we dock. Maybe by the time the next semester rolls around. We weren’t supposed to be back until this academic year ended but we’re going to show up partway through the semester. I have no idea what Alys is going to do about that.”


  “Would she have to do anything?”


  “I’d think so. We’re giving back a bunch of cadets with no class assignments, maybe no housing. It’ll be way too late for them to enroll in classes but there’s still weeks to go before the semester break.”


  I rolled that reality around in my head for a moment. “Mr. MacBradaigh.”


  “What about him?”


  “They become his research assistants. They were there. They’ve seen it. Some of them have good insights on what’s happening out there and, if nothing else, they can help him categorize and identify all the artifacts he’s collected. A few weeks with them all sorting through and organizing it could break him free to do the high-level planning and organization needed to put a course together.”


  Pip stared at the toes of his boots for a moment or two, nodding slowly. “That’s a good idea. I’ll mention it to him and drop a line to Alys when we get comms back.”


  “It’s weird, isn’t it?” I asked.


  “What is?”


  “No comms. I’m used to a day or two without in the Deep Dark, but we’ve been isolated for over a week now. I doubt that we’re missing anything. Still. It feels weird to me.”


  “I suppose.” He shrugged. “I never gave it much thought. I just keep queuing up messages to be sent when we find the next buoy.”


  “The next buoy is going to be Newmar. I checked the course. We’re not jumping into any other occupied system.”


  “I noticed that, too. I have to admire the amount of work that went into mapping out all these jumps. I wonder if they’d share their charts with us. Might be useful to be able to move all around the Annex without touching.”


  “Carstairs doesn’t have that kind of chart?”


  He chuckled. “I suspect they do, but it’s fragmented across all the ships in the fleet. Everybody has their own favorites—either by serendipity, old surveys, or handed down from previous skippers.”


  “We’re not answering your question.”


  He nodded. “It’ll come around again.”


  “What do you want to do?” I asked.


  “For starters, I don’t want to boot Beth. As far as I’m concerned, the 
Chernyakova is hers for as long as she wants it.”


  “You haven’t said much about it. How’s she doing?”


  He grinned. “You’ll find out at the next stockholders meeting, but you’re going to be pleased with the dividends.”


  “I’m good with that. What else?”


  “Well, that leaves us beached unless we do something else. Buying a new ship is certainly within our means as a company.”


  “You’re dancing around it.” I leaned forward on the console and smiled. “What do you want to do?”


  He looked down for a moment before looking me in the eye. “Merge with RUTS.”


  “How’s Natalya feel about that?”


  “She’s the one who put the idea in my head.”


  “Are you two going to be making a permanent commitment? Personally, I mean?”


  He sighed and examined the bulkhead beside him for a few heartbeats. “Permanent is kinda relative, isn’t it? We’ve got a lot of unfinished business to clear up with this ship and the Academy. None of us knows how this is going to shake out.” He paused for a few more heartbeats then looked at me. “Long term, though? Yes. Almost certainly.”


  “You’ll have to sell it to the board.”


  “Yes. I think that’s doable. What do you want for your shares?”


  I shrugged. “Never thought about it.”


  “Yeah. I understand that. Maybe give it a think. You have veto power over any deal because you own the majority stake. I’m not going to try to force you to do anything you don’t want to do.”


  “We’ve always worked pretty well together. I’m not opposed to doing something that we both can agree on. Merging with RUTS makes a lot of sense, even without you and Natalya being together.” I grinned. “Maybe even in spite of you and Natalya being together.”


  He blinked a couple of times and then laughed. “Yeah. If we were to break up, we’d still have to work together.” He shrugged. “I’m trying not to borrow trouble. It’s a small universe, but the Annex is still pretty big. I’m pretty sure I could find a place in it.”


  “I’d take a stake in RUTS.” I shrugged. “I don’t need credits.”


  “That’s all? Don’t want a ship? A job?”


  I shrugged. “Separate deals. We could talk about employment opportunities if and when the deal gets done.”


  “Natalya has a ship for Zoya.”


  I frowned. “You know something.”


  He nodded. “Nat put her in for a captain’s board as CEO of RUTS and cited her time as first mate on the Melbourne Maru way back when they first graduated, along with her time commanding the Zvezda Moya development, along with the stanyers as first mate on the Madoka and Chernyakova. Added together, she was overdue.”


  I chuckled. “I hadn’t considered that company owners or CEOs could put their people forward as well. I kept thinking I’d be the one.”


  “It’s always been the CEO of Carstairs for us. Besides the individual, CEOs and owners are the people most likely to know about somebody’s overall career.” He drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. “She’s going to get it.”


  I nodded. “I know.”


  “That’s why you’re studying engineering, isn’t it.”


  I nodded again.


  “Tough row to hoe. You’re lagging behind and will need time in grade to move up to be her engineer.”


  “True. Depends on where she decides to go. What she decides to do.”


  “Meaning?”


  I pulled in a deep breath. “Meaning, I’m not sure if there’s even a future that includes us working together. I don’t want to get too far ahead of myself until we can figure out what each of us might want.”


  He nodded. “That’s fair.” He played with his fingers for a moment, looking down at them. “You know we’re all rooting for you?”


  I frowned. “Rooting for who? Me?”


  He shrugged. “The two of you. It’s been interesting watch you two dance around each other ever since she joined the crew.”


  A wash of anger, or maybe embarrassment, swept over me. “What do you mean?”


  He sighed and shook his head. “Nothing. I was an idiot. Still am, I guess. I’d built her up from that first meeting out at UMS17. When she joined the crew, it took me a few months to shake it.” He grinned. “Natalya wised me up. It would never have worked out between us.”


  Something in his tone slapped my face. “You’re not an idiot. We tease you about that, but we need to stop it. I’m sorry it’s gone on so long and I’ve been doing it.”


  He shrugged one shoulder and smiled. “It’s not a big deal for me. Sounds weird, but I know it’s done with love. Thanks, though.”


  “I’m gonna go with thank you. You deserve better.”


  He laughed at that. A real multiple ha-ha laugh. “Maude help any of us if we get what we deserve.” He calmed down and shook his head. “When you and Zoya get to be on equal footing, I just hope you remember us little people.”


  “She’ll be a captain in her own right soon.”


  He nodded and stood. “Maybe then you can finally step up to her level. You’ve let your difference in ranks hold you back long enough.” He headed for the door. “Anyway, I just wanted you to be thinking about what happens after we dock. Maybe we’ll merge. Maybe not. We’re at one of those funky crossroads where things could break in multiple directions.” Halfway out, he stopped and looked back. “Knowing what you want before things get crazy will make it easier for you to pick the path that gets you closer.” He stepped out into the passage and headed for his stateroom.


  Cookie’s original advice came back to me. “Pick a path before somebody picks one for you,” I said, muttering into the empty room.


  I glanced at the chrono and figured I had time for a run before dinner mess.


    


  Pip’s words stayed with me through the run and echoed in the wardroom during dinner. Mr. MacBradaigh seemed quite happy to discuss his findings, and I let conversation go on without a lot of prompting on my part.


  Natalya leaned over during dessert while a three-way conversation flowed among Mr. MacBradaigh, Ms. Fortuner, and Pip. “You all right, Skipper?”


  I nodded. “I think so, why? Do I look sick?”


  A little grin broke loose on her lips. “Distracted. I hear Pip talked to you.”


  “Got me thinking.” I lowered my voice a bit more. “I hear you had some hand in getting Zoya her board?”


  She grinned. “I knew she wasn’t counting all her experience. I put her in before we left Newmar. I’m honestly surprised it came through so fast.”


  “You couldn’t have told me?”


  “Six months ago?” She shook her head. “I wasn’t sure how things were going to work out between you two. I mean I knew how I thought it would go, but I wasn’t really sure where either of you stood until you started studying engineering.” She sighed and gave me a sappy grin. “So romantic. I didn’t know you had it in you, Skipper.”


  I chuckled. “We’ll see how things go when we all get back to Port Newmar.”


  She nodded and returned to her crème brûlée.


  Chief Bashar had begun pulling out all the stops as we got closer to the end of the voyage. The crème brûlée was only the latest in a series of more complex desserts and main courses.


    


  Fifteen days. It took fifteen long days to jump what amounted to halfway across the Annex. On the scale of voyages, it really wasn’t that long, but the lack of comms for that amount of time made me realize just how much I relied on the ability. I had a lot of time to think about it and realized it wasn’t the actual lack of communications. It wasn’t that we hadn’t received or sent anything since leaving The Junkyard. We regularly traveled weeks getting into and out of the gravity wells in various systems and passed almost no traffic to or from.


  It was that we couldn’t. Being aware of the lack made it all that much more tedious in ways I hadn’t anticipated.


  When we made the final jump into Newmar, the comms relay went wild. Tablets around the ship kept bipping as messages from friends and family that had been queued for days all got delivered in the same three-stan window. I knew more would arrive as the news that we’d returned reached the planet, but it felt like the ship itself let out a long breath as we re-entered the universe from our long exile.


  I got a message from the jump tug skipper. We still had four more weeks of maneuvering in the system before we’d be close enough for the locals to send out ships to tow us into the dock. I read the message and chuckled.


  Mr. Keen looked up from his table. “Something funny, Skipper?”


  “Four weeks until we can get close enough for the tugs.”


  He shrugged. “I’ll be ready to take that exam by then.”


  “You sure you won’t change your mind about going to the Academy?”


  He looked at me with a cheeky grin and nodded. “Positive, sar. First, I don’t need to. I’ve got enough saved up to retire. I’ll get my spec/2 in ship handling when we dock and leave all the messy management stuff to others.” He went back to his tablet.


  “What’s the second reason?”


  He blinked over at me for a few heartbeats. “Oh. Well, you’ll need a crew for your next ship. I can wait until you figure out what it is.” He shrugged as if it were the more obvious of the two reasons.


  “What if I don’t take another ship?”


  He shrugged again. “I can’t see you in a desk job, Skipper.”


  “Being captain is a desk job, Mr. Keen.”


  He shook his head and looked down at his tablet again. “Yeah, but the desk moves around, sar.”


  I had to give him that point and smiled as I went back to the engineering third officer study guide. I felt confident that I could pass it. Not a lot had changed since I’d worked in the Lois’s environmental section, so I felt quite confident there. I was less confident in the fields section, and I wouldn’t get any hands-on practice before the test.


    


  A week into Newmar, Pip came up to the bridge when I had the watch. Mr. Keen was on his rounds and Ms. Martinez stayed on the mess deck when she wasn’t actually needed. “I heard from Alys.”


  I couldn’t read his expression in the faint light of the bridge equipment. “Good news?”


  “Manchester is fighting her over the ship. She’s got the Academy’s legal team working on it.”


  “They’re claiming it wasn’t suitable for service?”


  He shrugged. “She didn’t say. We’re to dock up and preserve as much evidence as we can. Natalya’s been running diagnostics, grabbing more video, digital images. Anything she can think of that we haven’t already done yet.” He shook his head. “We still have to live for the next three weeks. Given what we’ve found, I’m surprised we made it all the way to The Junkyard before things started crapping out.”


  I sighed and looked at the dangling wires above me. “I’m kicking myself for not looking more closely at the ship.”


  “Don’t kick yourself too hard. This boat was built to look right. If Manchester leans into that ‘It was only a classroom’ argument, almost everything we’ve seen would support it.”


  I shook my head. “No. That’s not true. If it were supposed to be a classroom, they wouldn’t have made it jump capable. They wouldn’t have put the wrong size emitters or the wrong sail configurations. The consoles?” I shrugged. “That’s the least of it. The interface failing probably saved us.”


  “That and the dead fuel pump.” He scratched his ear. “I don’t know. Environmental seems to be doing its job. We should be able to keep breathing and have water. Chief Bashar hasn’t had any problems with the galley, has he?”


  “Not that he’s mentioned. Hard to screw up a pantry.”


  “Well, the freezers. You willing to bet they’re not actually rated for the subzero temps they’re supposed to keep?”


  I chuckled at that. “No. That wouldn’t make much difference in the short time we’ve had them running.”


  “Swapping out the contents of most of them every port helped, too.” He shrugged. “Take out the old stuff and put in new. Not a lot of time for a substandard freezer to damage the goods as long as it kept them frozen. I’m pretty sure the chief would have noticed if it hadn’t.”


  I suppressed the urge to ask if he’d heard from Zoya. “Any more thought on what we’ll do with Phoenix?”


  “I’ve been talking to Nat.” He shrugged. “Merging the two companies makes a lot of sense. They’re getting two new tractors from Unwin in a few months. Earmarked for Toe-Hold service only. They probably won’t see the High Line again after they’re deployed.”


  “Won’t that limit them too much?”


  He screwed his lips into a grimace. “I think she’s planning on using Madoka to keep a central supply warehouse in Zvezda Moya. The tractors will cover the distribution from there. If they’re not spending half their time getting into and out of the High Line, they can move a lot of freight. Using bulk haulers to keep the warehouse full?” He shrugged. “It’s actually pretty brilliant. Wish I’d thought of it.”


  “Isn’t that what Carstairs does with Port Lumineux?”


  He shook his head. “Not really. Fast packets don’t need to mess around much in the High Line and they don’t carry very much to begin with. They get in fast, get out fast. The High Line doesn’t slow them down as much as a hauler like this one. Or a Barbell.”


  I saw his point and couldn’t disagree. “Think she’s going to stay with the ship and do the refurb?”


  “I don’t know.” He shook his head. “Alys hasn’t responded on that item. It’s going to be her call before Nat gets involved. She may just stick the ship up Manchester’s waste exhaust and leave it.”


  I laughed at the image but shook my head. “No. Too wasteful of what might be an asset. Even as a classroom, it’s got more value to the Academy than simply a bargaining chip in some kind of corporate-level maneuvering.”


  “Probably right.” He shrugged. “I’m glad we have comms back, but I’d like it better if more people were talking to us.”


  I couldn’t disagree with that, either.


  Chapter 21


  Newmar: 
February 17, 2380


  We were about halfway to Newmar Orbital. I stood looking out at the point in space where the planet showed as a faint pinprick in the velvet night. I tried not to think of where Zoya was in the process. I had to assume she’d made it to Margary in time. I couldn’t imagine why Margary, but with RUTS and Usoko both there, it made as much sense as anywhere else. The CPJCT moved in mysterious ways. She would have had her board about the time we were making the last few jumps into Newmar. I remembered the day of mine. Having Fredi kick my butt into gear, racing to the test. Not knowing if I’d passed the test. Then the board itself. The only captain I knew was actually a TIC officer who also just happened to be a qualified captain.


  “Need anything, Skipper?” Ms. Martinez asked. “I can make a coffee run.”


  I glanced at the chrono. “Thanks, Ms. Martinez. I’ll pass for now. I’ll grab a cup when Ms. Fortuner relieves me.”


  She smiled and nodded but hung out at the top of the ladder for a moment. “Can I ask a question, Captain?”


  “I reserve the right not to answer, but sure.”


  She looked a little derailed by the answer but nodded. “Did you always want to be a captain?”


  I turned and rested my shoulders against the cold armorglass. “You mean, when I was a little boy growing up?”


  She nodded.


  “No. Actually I never had any kind of ambition at all. I just wanted to—” I stopped and looked down, trying to remember. After a few moments I shook my head. “I don’t know what I wanted. I was a land rat. Born and raised. Spent most of my early years living with my mother in the university enclave on Neris. A confluence of lucks—some good, some bad—took me off planet and I joined the crew of the Lois McKendrick as a mess deck attendant.” I shrugged and gave her a grin. “The rest? Just happened.”


  She frowned. “You make it sound like you just stumbled into it, sar.”


  “In a lot of ways, I did. Commandant Giggone pushed me to the Academy. I worked my butt off and graduated someplace in the middle of the class. I worked my way up through the fleet until one day I got sent to a captain’s board.”


  “Like Ms. Usoko?”


  “More or less, yes.”


  “Think she’ll get it?”


  I nodded. “I’ll be very surprised if she doesn’t.”


  “Because of her name, Captain?” Her voice barely carried over the bridge.


  “You think that because she’s the heir to Usoko Mining?”


  She shrugged one shoulder. “There’s a lot of favoritism in the system.”


  “I can’t argue that. Let me ask you a question.”


  She nodded.


  “You’ve seen her around the ship. Interacted with her on occasion?”


  She nodded again.


  “What do you think of her as an officer?”


  Her eyes widened. “Um. I’m not sure I should be answering those kinds of questions, sar.”


  “I won’t ask you about me, but you’re in training to become an officer. You must have some notion of what you think an officer is, perhaps should be.”


  Her head bobbed in a shallow nod. “True.”


  “Has that view changed since you’ve been aboard?”


  Her shoulders drooped a fraction and she looked down at the deck between us.


  “You don’t have to answer if it makes you uncomfortable, Ms. Martinez.”


  She shook her head a couple of times before looking at me again. “I don’t mind. I was just thinking that it has changed and it surprised me.”


  “For the better or worse?” I grinned.


  She laughed, just a small chuckle. “Some of each, sar?”


  “You can talk to me about it if you want. You don’t have to.”


  She chewed her bottom lip a little and frowned. “It’s much more lax than I expected.”


  “Lax?”


  She shook her head. “At the Academy there’s all this hierarchy and chain of command and discipline. Really emphasizing like we’re going to be graduating into the Core Worlds Navy or something. Orders come down. You do them.”


  “I remember. You think that doesn’t happen here?”


  She looked away from me for a moment. “Maybe. You’ve never ordered me around. None of the other officers, either. There’s no question we’re supposed to be doing something, but it’s not like ‘Hey, you. Do that!’ You know what I mean?”


  “I do, Ms. Martinez. The Academy has its roots in the military, in spite of the fact that it’s a really good college. All the physical training. Marching. It’s in their DNA. It serves a purpose. Having been out here now, do you know what it is? Can you see it?”


  She frowned in my direction but not at me. “Not really, Captain.”


  “We’re a team. Does that help?”


  She blinked slowly. “A team?”


  “Sure. Every team has a coach. A captain. Some people have particular roles. Some are just muscle. Some have specialized skills that allow them to do things more efficiently. Some have more experience. Some less.”


  “Yes, sar, and I can see how that works from the top looking down. From the bottom looking up?”


  “Yes, the team metaphor breaks down in practice. You know why?”


  “It’s not a game?”


  I nodded. “It’s not a game. There are no time outs. There’s not a bench to sit on. Everybody plays all the time. So people with few skills and little by way of background are on the field with people with decades of experience and a lot of instruction. The key element is that those on one end of the scale need to trust the people on the other. Have you had the leadership course yet?”


  She shook her head. “No, sar. Third year.”


  “There’s a unit in there about ‘Never give an order you know won’t be obeyed.’ It’s kind of a mind-zip after all the chain of command, follow orders, rah-rah stuff.”


  “I’m not following.”


  “I can’t order you to do some things. It would be very bad for you and for me if I did.”


  “Because I’d have to do it or because I wouldn’t?”


  “Lots of reasons. The key here is that you have to trust that I would not order you to do something you cannot—or would not—do.”


  “Well, of course, sar. Why would you?”


  “Exactly. So what do you do if I give you an order that makes absolutely no sense to you? Something that you would not do on your own if given the choice.”


  She frowned. “Do it, I suppose.”


  “Why?”


  “You gave me an order. I’m supposed to obey them.”


  “Are you? Why?”


  “Well, you’re the captain, sar. You’re in charge.”


  “Now bring in the other part.” I smiled at her.


  “The other part?”


  “The trust part. What do you trust me to not do?”


  She frowned, the furrows obvious even in the low lighting on the bridge. “Not to give me an order I can’t or won’t follow.”


  “Put it together now. Why do you follow that order to do something that seems nonsensical?”


  “You gave me an order. I’m supposed to obey them.” She paused. “I trust that you won’t give me an order I can’t or won’t follow.”


  “There you go.” I shrugged. “You have to learn to follow orders. It’s not normal behavior. Aboard a ship you might not have time to debate them. It’s true whenever lives are at risk, and getting underway is always a risk.”


  She nodded. “I’m with you so far, Skipper. What’s that got to do with the team thing?”


  “As an officer, you’re going to be put in the position of giving orders as well as taking them. You’re going to be trained in shipboard management, among other things. You’re going to be one of the specialists on the field and since everybody plays at the same time, that means we’re going to have people who don’t know all the nuance. People who need to obey orders even when they make no sense. The Academy teaches you how to follow orders. It shows you how to give orders. As you progress through the program, you learn how to give orders yourself. An upperclassman can’t order a junior to take a life-threatening action, can they?”


  “No, sar. Strictly forbidden.”


  “What if they do anyway? As an underclassman, what’s your response?”


  “Refuse an illegal order, sar.”


  “Then what happens?”


  She sighed. “Depends on the upperclassman. Some will then give a legal order as punishment. Like a hundred push-ups or something.”


  I sighed. “Sad, but I remember it that way, too. It didn’t happen very often.”


  “No, it doesn’t, sar. Makes it all the more aggravating when it does because you know they’re acting out because they can.”


  “Yeah. I remember that part, too.” I smiled at her. “To get back to your question about why being aboard seems lax. What do you think now?”


  She shook her head. “I’m not sure. We’ve gone all around the hangar here.”


  “We have.” I shrugged. “Do you think we should be more authoritarian? More like the Academy?”


  She frowned. “I guess not, sar. It wouldn’t make sense, would it?”


  “You tell me. Should we do morning PT in the spine, maybe?”


  “Physical training?” Her eyes grew wide. “Why in the world?”


  “Well, strong bodies, strong minds? Maybe because I say so? That’s kinda the rationale they give at the Academy, isn’t it?”


  She snorted and bit her lips between her teeth. “Yes, Captain. Pretty much.”


  “It’s helpful in the long run, but we don’t do it on this ship. I can’t vouch for every ship, but there’s another little piece of advice you’ll get next term. Never order somebody to do a job you can’t do yourself.”


  She blinked at that. “How’s that possible? Can you do everything on the ship?”


  I sighed. “No. I can do anything in the deck division. Probably anything in cargo. I know a lot about engineering, particularly environmental. I know what not to touch back there.” I grinned at her. “I could handle steward if push came to shove, I think.” I let that sink in for a moment or three. “That’s why I have department heads like Ms. Regyri and Ms. Usoko. I won’t order them to do something I can’t do, but I don’t need to. We all know what needs to happen so I could ask Ms. Regyri to top off the potable water. She knows how to do it and will find somebody who can handle it.” I shrugged. “I wouldn’t because I know she’s already taking care of making sure we have fuel and water. I could probably figure out how to do it if I needed to, but I wouldn’t be as efficient at it as somebody who did it as part of their regular duties. Same with anything on the ship. Making coffee. Getting a cargo. Plotting a course. You with me?”


  She nodded.


  “I wouldn’t order anybody to tear down a Burleson drive or flush the fusactor. I don’t know how to do it. I suspect Ms. Regyri does—and could—but even she’d defer to a specialist. One of the keys is knowing where those limits are. Knowing what’s reasonable to ask and where you step over into fantasy. I can ask you to walk to engineering, but I can’t ask you to fly there. The longer you’re working as part of the team, the more you’re able to identify what the limits are. What’s an order that won’t—or can’t—be followed.”


  “And I have to trust you not to give me an order that’s over the line.” She nodded. “If you do and I don’t, then you have to make me do a hundred push-ups?”


  “Yes. That doesn’t just undermine my standing with you, but with every member of the crew who witnesses it. Just like at the Academy when some upperclassman starts throwing their weight around. You respect them less, but so do their peers and yours.” I shrugged. “Running a ship. Any organization, really. Even the Academy. It’s all built on reputation. You can’t really control what people think about you. You can only control what you do. Some people will always find fault. Some never will. Most will only remember the last thing you did, for better or worse. If a captain has a reputation for being abusive, they’ll drive off crew members and have a harder time getting replacements.”


  She nodded. “Thank you, Captain. That’s helpful. I think.” She paused and shrugged. “I may have to think about this a while.”


  She made me laugh. “Yeah. Ruminate a little. You can always come back to talk it over.”


  Her tablet bipped. “My cue. Thanks again, Skipper.” She started down the ladder but stepped back to make way for Mr. Keen to come up.


  Mr. Keen watched her go and shook his head. “You mean all that, Skipper?”


  “Yes. Why? How much did you hear?”


  “Would you order anybody to do a hundred push-ups?” He grinned at me.


  “If I did, I suspect I’d have to do them right alongside. It would mean I broke one of my rules and gave them an order they couldn’t or wouldn’t obey.” I shrugged. “I’m the captain. I’m supposed to know better.”


  “Can you do a hundred, Cap?”


  I laughed. “That’s a good question. I suspect the answer is no but I’d give it my best shot.”


  He nodded and gave me a side-eyed glance as he logged the end of his fire watch pass. “Can you really do everything on the ship, sar?”


  “Not well, but I could probably muddle through should the need arise. I know the people who can and I’d lean on them to do it.”


  “So you don’t order them to do it?” He folded his arms and leaned against the console. “That always struck me as weird.”


  “If you heard that, you also heard that the department heads handle a great deal of the load. I can’t run this ship by myself. There are too many moving parts. Too many different jobs that need to be done for one person to do them all. The only times I order Ms. Usoko to do something are established routines like navigation detail. I can do—and have done—all the jobs in the deck division, including hers. The rest of the time, we’re a management team. Mr. Carstairs, Chief Bashar, Ms. Usoko, and Ms. Regyri are my vice presidents and we work together to reach our common goal. Orders aren’t necessary.”


  “What if you don’t share the goal, though, Skipper?”


  “Then somebody would need to leave. Maybe that would be me, but more likely it would be the department head.” I shook my head. “There’s no reason to keep a job you don’t like or work for a captain you don’t respect.”


  “Even here?”


  “Especially here. Anybody who doesn’t like it can leave. Ratings sign the Articles, but I’d never enforce them if somebody wanted off. Having a disgruntled crew member is just asking for trouble.”


  “Like Jacobs?” he asked.


  “Mr. Jacobs could have left the ship any time he wanted to quit. The price he’d pay for quitting? Yes. That would have been large but out of my control. It might still be, although I suspect Commandant Giggone may have bigger problems than one rogue cadet. I don’t know if that counts for or against Mr. Jacobs.”


  He nodded and looked out over the bow. “You think I could hack it at the Academy, sar?”


  “Yes.” I left the one word laying there on the deck to see if he’d pick it up.


  He looked back at me. “That’s it? No caveats or provisos?”


  “You’re already ahead of the game compared to many.” I shrugged. “ You can afford the tuition. That’s going to make it easier for you to focus on the program. You won’t need to take out loans or deal with financial aid.”


  “There’s more to it than credits, sar.”


  “True. It won’t be pleasant. You’ll have your work cut out for you in the classrooms and on the parade ground. You’ve got an advantage there, as well.”


  “How so?”


  “You’ve developed self-directed learning skills. You know how to study and how to take tests. Time management. Self-discipline. All those skills you need to succeed in working up through the ratings will stand you in good stead at the Academy.”


  He frowned. “I thought they had instructors.”


  “They do. They’ll be very helpful, but the students who take ownership of their learning do better than those who wait for the instructors to tell them what to do next.” I shrugged. “You’ve got a lot of advantages, but an advantage doesn’t mean you can skip something. Just means you’re going to be better at it than the average student.”


  “Push-ups?”


  I shrugged. “Sit-ups, too. Along with various other forms of physical abuse. Running a lot. I didn’t say it would be easy. You just asked if I thought you could hack it.”


  He grinned and nodded, turning to look out over the bow again. Newmar was only a pinpoint of light, but it drew us onward.


    


  Four days out from Newmar, Pip and Natalya came into the cabin and claimed their seats, staring at me like I should know why they’d arrived. “To what do I owe the honor?”


  Pip shrugged. “Alys hasn’t gotten back to me about what her plans are.”


  I raised my eyebrows and shrugged. “Won’t matter, will it? The cadets and Mr. MacBradaigh will go back to the campus. We’ll beach the crew, including us.”


  “None of them wanted to go the Academy?” Pip asked, looking back and forth between Natalya and me.


  “Mr. Keen is still on the fence. Mr. Jenson and Mr. Bentley are planning on taking their respective tests when we dock and then hanging out to see which way the wind blows for a few weeks.”


  “They’re hoping you’re going to need a new crew,” Natalya said. “Verde and Go are planning on hanging with them, if the scuttlebutt is accurate. I thought Bell would bite, or maybe Schulties.” She sighed and shook her head. “We’ve spoiled them.”


  Pip chuckled.


  Natalya settled back into her chair. “You ready for your engineering exam?”


  “I think so.” I shrugged. “I’ve scheduled the third mate test for the day after we dock.”


  “You think you’ll be free by then?” Pip asked.


  “Why wouldn’t I be?”


  “Maybe Alys has plans.”


  “She hasn’t shared them. I can’t be expected to read her mind. There’s no reason to expect she’ll need me.”


  “It’ll take a few days to get the caretaker service going.” He raised an eyebrow. “You’ll still be captain here.”


  “Probably. Doesn’t matter. I’ve worked up the portside watch rotations for a week. I have that day off. We’ll be dropping back to three sections with the cadets leaving the ship.”


  “You going to kick them off?” he asked.


  “What do you mean? We’ll be docked. That’s the end of the voyage. They’re free to head back to the Academy.”


  “That’s what I’m getting at,” he said. “We don’t have any word from Alys on this. Any word on any of it. How are they getting back down? Who should they report to? What accommodations have been made for rolling them back into the student body? None of it. As far as I can tell, our job is to dock up and wait for instructions.”


  I sighed, leaned back, and rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands. It all felt so convoluted. So complicated. “I’m sorry. This is just ridiculous.” I leaned forward and started typing a message on my console.


  “What are you doing?” Pip asked.


  “I’m writing to Alys for disposition instructions for the cadets.”


  “I’ve done that.”


  “But she hasn’t answered.” I looked over at him. “Has she?”


  “No, but we have what? Four more days before we dock? Three and a bit?”


  “Yes.” I felt an irrational level of anger building up in my chest.


  “Give her another couple of days. If she doesn’t respond, I’ll prod her again as CEO. It won’t matter anyway since we can’t dock any sooner.”


  I stared at my screen for a moment and pushed the anger down to examine later. “That’s fair.” I killed the draft and sat back.


  “What about the Phoenix merger with RUTS?” I asked, looking mostly at Natalya. “You really behind this. Or has he brainwashed you?”


  She grinned at me and shot him a side-eye look. “Well, I’ll own it. I asked him about it in passing. What he thought of the idea. If Phoenix is getting into tractors and RUTS is, too? Maybe we’d be better served combining the fleets.” She gave him another glance. “He’s glommed onto the idea and won’t let it go.”


  I leaned my elbows on the desk. “What’s the end goal of this merger?”


  “For me, it’s efficiency,” Natalya said. “We’ve got Unwin building some tractors optimized for Toe-Hold use. They’ll still pass inspection in the High Line, but they’ve got the double capacitor design that I put on the Madoka and the next tier of Burlesons. They’re a little more expensive than stock, but they’ll make up for it in Toe-Hold trade by bringing a lot of the stations that are three jumps apart down to two.”


  “It’s still coming down to jump error, isn’t it?” I asked.


  “It is, but the tractors have an advantage because of their keels.”


  “Oh, the stronger engines on the ventral side?”


  “Exactly. Without the mass of kickers, they’re able to change vectors much faster without all kinds of gyrations. The kickers are good but the tractors are just so much more efficient.” She glanced at Pip. “I think you’d like tractors. You never had one, did you?”


  “No. After the Academy it was all packets until we got the Chernyakova. Now this one.”


  “They’re beasts in the engineering department.”


  “They still overengineered in environmental?” I asked.


  “Yeah. I looked at the design and it’s on a funny boundary. If you scale it back to fit the smaller crew, it’s not any cheaper because it costs almost the same for the smaller units. They don’t need as much power and environmental to support the right number of crew, but the smaller units are more expensive to build.”


  Pip gave her a frown. “Any idea why?”


  “I suspect it’s because it’s such an odd demand profile. Making things smaller eventually becomes more expensive and tractors are right on the cusp. They need enough power to jump their cargoes, which gives them way more than they need to support the smaller crew. The effect just cascades through the design.”


  He nodded. “Got it. They’re more expensive to build and don’t provide much by way of improved efficiency.”


  I leaned forward and braced my forearm on the console. “I’m not opposed to the merger. Any thought about how it might work? Pool the resources into a new company? We get any advantage from having only one board?”


  Pip grinned. “Fewer board meetings. Granted it’s not a lot but we cut them in half.”


  Natalya looked back and forth between us a couple of times. “You’ll need to convince the Phoenix board, though, right?”


  He nodded. “Yes, but with the backing of the majority shareholder, it shouldn’t be too tough. I can’t see Alys forcing a hostile takeover.”


  “It’s not like we could buy stock that they’re not willing to sell.” Natalya frowned.


  “You could buy my shares and become Phoenix’s owners, if push comes to shove.”


  They both looked at me.


  “You’d do that?” Natalya asked.


  I shrugged. “It makes sense for you two to be running the combined company. One way or another. As majority shareholder, they can’t force me to do something I don’t want to do—or prevent me from doing what I want. I wouldn’t be majority stockholder in the combined company, nor should I be.” I shrugged again. “I don’t want to burn any bridges, but I don’t think it’ll come to that.”


  “What do you want?” Natalya asked, her voice going soft and a smile trying to break out on her lips.


  “What I want is to get this ship docked safely. After that? I’m pretty open, but it’s going to depend on a lot of factors beyond my control.”


  She gave me the slightest of nods. “Fair enough.” She turned to Pip. “Where’s Zoya?”


  “She jumped out of Margary two days ago on a Carstairs packet,” Pip said. “She should be inbound any day now.”


  I mentally plotted the course and nodded. “We’ll beat her to dock but only just barely.”


  He nodded. “That’s my thinking, too.”


  “Do you know if she had plans for after?” I asked.


  “After what? After getting the Collins back? I don’t think any of us has thought that far ahead.” She shrugged.


  I had but I didn’t contradict her. “What else we got?”


  They looked at each other and shrugged. It gave me a funny feeling because I remembered doing that same thing with Pip. Same expressions. Same shrug. It made me laugh a little inside and made me happy for them.


  She frowned at me, just a little tightening of her forehead. “Pip, could you give us the room?”


  His frown went deeper than hers but he nodded and stood. “Of course.” He pulled the door closed on his way out.


  I smiled at her. “You’re going to tell him after anyway.”


  She grinned back. “Maybe. Maybe not. Depends.”


  I folded my hands together on the top of my console and waited.


  “You’re not going to make it easy, are ya.”


  “No. I don’t know what to say. I don’t really want to say anything until I can talk to her.”


  “How’s the studying coming?”


  “Didn’t we just talk about this?”


  “Humor me.”


  “I think I’ll pass. If I can get the engineering third, that actually supersedes a captain’s engineering endorsement, doesn’t it? I thought you told me that.”


  She nodded and scrunched back in the chair, folding her arms and giving me a lazy smile. “You’d still need engineering second for a tractor.”


  “I’d need a year’s time in grade to go for that. What is it for engineering first? Two?”


  She nodded and just stared at me. “What’s your end game? Best case? You and Zoya sailing off into the proverbial sunset?”


  I snorted out a laugh. “No. That’s not even—I mean. No.”


  “Talk to me, Ishmael.”


  I shrugged. “I think Zoya and I might have a future together. I hope so, but she’s got things to do, places to go. With any luck, brand new stars to exercise.”


  “Your point?”


  “I won’t get in the way of that.” I sighed. “Once we get rid of this albatross—” I glanced around at the ship. “She doesn’t need my help, but she might like my company. If she does, we’ll need to figure something out. I’m just doing what I’ve always done. Trying to open as many doors as I can. I don’t have to use them all.”


  “If she doesn’t?”


  I sighed again. “Well, that’s a different door, isn’t it? Still a door. I won’t know until I can talk to her without my stars getting in the way.”


  She shook her head. “That’s your excuse? Your rank?”


  I shrugged. “You think it shouldn’t be?”


  “She told me about the music store. You wouldn’t let her buy you that player.”


  “I couldn’t. I thought I was going to be putting her up for her captain’s board.”


  “Why? Optics? You’re afraid somebody’s going to come back at you over it?”


  I shook my head. “Back at her. She deserves to be respected for the captain she’ll become. Not one who bought her way into the board.”


  Natalya’s eyes challenged me over a wry smile. “Or slept her way to the recommendation?”


  “Or that.”


  She shook her head. “Sometimes you’re incredibly naive. You don’t think people are going to say her name got her the board anyway? That the captains doing the review were swayed by her wealth?”


  I sighed. “No. Actually, I think there will be some who think that. I didn’t want to add to it.” I grinned at her. “You beat me to the punch on putting her up. How did you know they’d accept that time in grade?”


  She shook her head. “I didn’t. I figured if they turned that one down, you’d put in the next one.”


  “How’d you know to put in the request? Even Zoya didn’t think she had enough time in grade.”


  “The boards are just as political as everything else in the CPJCT. They turn their heads away from the Toe-Holds, but the captains know just how important the Toe-Holds are. UMS17 was huge. Not just for Usoko but for every station in the Toe-Holds. As the person in charge of the transition to Zvezda Moya, Zoya’s profile went through the roof. When she turned around and gave the Usoko management over to the professionals to run after her grandmother died, it went even higher. Shortly after we started RUTS, I made sure to document her prior career in the company archive so I’d be able to pull it when the time came.” She shrugged. “I knew a few senior captains through my connections with Maggie. I ran it past a couple of them and got a positive response, so? I used the company archives to document her experience and put in the forms.”


  I felt the rightness in my gut and sighed.


  “What’s that for? I thought you’d be happy for her.”


  “Oh, I am. That was a happy sigh. She’s going to make an excellent captain. One I’d be happy to sail under.”


  She played with her fingers for a few moments, giving me a look from under lowered brows.


  “What’s that look?” I asked.


  “So? You wouldn’t even entertain the notion of a relationship with her because you’re the captain and she’s first mate. You’ve got the chain of command wrapped around your neck and it’s choking the life out of you, but you’re willing to swap positions with her and hope you can have a relationship? Putting her in the hot seat instead of you?” She raised her eyebrows. “Isn’t that a little hypocritical?”


  A bitter chuckle escaped from me. “Yes. Yes, it is. I’m not blind to that.” I patted a short tattoo on the top of the console and stared at the backs of my hands. “I don’t know if she’s even open to a relationship. With me or anybody else. It might not be something she’s interested in at all.” I looked up at her to see if she’d say anything.


  “Keep going.”


  “I’m studying engineering to give us some room. We can’t both be captain. For her, getting her stars is the culmination of a life-long dream. I want to be with her, but I want to give her the space she needs to be captain. I’d happily be her first mate.” I snorted. “Second, third. Helm? Whatever. Doesn’t matter. Engineer? That gets me out of the deck division, but nobody’s actually outside of the captain’s chain of command.”


  “So engineering gives you space? Really?”


  “You know as well as I do that the engineering division has its own sphere of operations on the ship. Yes, I’m in charge of the ship as a whole, but I’d no more argue with you about engineering than you’d argue with me about bridge watches.”


  “That’s true.” She gave me a wry grin. “It’s not a universal trait among captains, but it’s certainly true with you and me.” She tilted her head to the side. “What about this fraternization policy hang-up you have? You’d be fine mixing it up with engineers but not deckies?”


  I sighed. “Yes. There’s a lot more nuance than I’ve been willing to accept. I learned that the hard way.”


  “But you’ve pushed her away for stanyers now and you expect her to what? Understand it was just business?”


  “Actually, I don’t know. Really. I have no idea. I know one thing and only one. As soon as we’re clear of this ship and its responsibilities, everything can go on the table. I can talk to her without jeopardizing her career. We’ll be on equal footing and can decide whether or not we have a future together and what that future might be.” I sighed. “Whether or not we can move forward as a couple? I hope so. I really do.” I bit back on a few more things that struggled to get out. Things I wanted to say to Zoya and Zoya alone. “Either way, nothing happens until we can have a conversation where neither of us is bound by external considerations beyond what we bring to the discussion.”


  “She’s only after you for your money, you know.”


  If Natalya had reached across the console and slapped me, I wouldn’t have been surprised, but that statement caught me completely flat-footed.


  She stood and shook her head. “Joke.” She gave me a grin. “You’ve got a long way to go, but I think you’re on the right course.” She left me sitting there, slack-jawed as she left.


  My brain kept twisting her “joke” around in my head. What part was the joke? That Zoya might be after me? Or that the reason was my money? The latter seemed the more obvious, but the former gave me pause. I thought Zoya and I could have a future. A relationship that went beyond professional. I leaned back in my chair and looked up at the overhead.


  Was I protecting her?


  Or myself?


  I’d lied to Natalya. I did know more than one thing about Zoya. I knew that the days she’d been gone felt like the longest in my career. That not seeing her—not being with her—felt like I’d cut off part of me.


  She’d been right to call me a hypocrite. It pained me to think that Zoya might feel the same way. I shook my head. What did I fear more? That Zoya might feel I’m a hypocrite? Or that she’d have no feelings at all?


  I sighed and headed for my running shoes. I’d pound the track and listen to some music. It might break the fugue in my mind or at least exhaust me enough to let it go for a while.


    


  I relieved Mr. Cartwright at 1945 but he hung around after, working at the systems console. Once both Mr. Keen and Ms. Martinez went on their rounds, he turned to me. “Do you have any advice for me, Skipper?”


  “Regarding what?”


  “Well, I was hoping to have a full year’s time in grade by the time we got back. Looks like that’s not happening.” He shrugged. “I’m at a bit of a loss at this point. How do I even find a job? The station has a listing of open berths, but none of them are for a third mate.”


  “How many for second mate?”


  He frowned. “I don’t follow, Skipper.”


  “You thought you’d come back and have time in grade for second mate so you could take the test and become a second mate, right?”


  “Well, yes.”


  “Had that happened, would you be any better off?” I shrugged.


  He turned back to his console and tapped a few keys. “No.” Defeat sounded loud in his tone.


  “Rich?”


  He turned back to me. “Captain?”


  “You’re coming into a port where the Academy releases third mates into the wild by the hundreds. There are more third mates leaving the Academy every semester than there are ships built in a stanyer.”


  He grimaced. “Yeah. I understand supply and demand, but I thought second mate would be easier.”


  I shrugged. “Probably is. First mate is the hard one.”


  He frowned. “Why’s that?”


  “Time in grade? You only need what? One stanyer to go for second? Two to go for first?”


  He nodded.


  “So every time a third moves up, it opens a third mate slot. Every time a second moves up, it opens a second mate. Right?”


  “Yes.” He chuckled a little.


  “So, how soon can a second mate move up?”


  He shrugged. “Whenever a first mate does.”


  “How long is that?”


  He brain caught up with the math and he sighed, dropping his head forward to stare at his lap. “I hadn’t considered that far ahead.”


  “It’s not all that bad.”


  He looked up. “How so?”


  “Well, big ships like this one all require a full set of mates. Smaller ships like the tractors don’t have a first mate requirement so first mates generally work on the big ships. Which doesn’t mean firsts don’t work on tractors as first mates so they get time in grade. They just need an owner who’s willing to pay for a first when they only need a second.” I grinned at him. “Point being, you find jobs when you make connections. You already know three business owners who have ships and one who is actively expanding her fleet. Ask Pip. His family runs packets, but you’ve heard him in the wardroom. He might know a gal who knows a guy who has an opening. Natalya’s talking about getting new tractors out of the yard soon-ish.”


  He frowned. “Who’s the third?”


  “Zoya.”


  He blinked. “Does she have ships? I thought it was Usoko Mining.”


  “Somebody has to cart that ore and metal around.” I shrugged. “I know they have haulers. I don’t know how many or where they are. She might be able to point you in the right direction to look. Even through the Academy placement office, you’re a better candidate than a boot third fresh off the parade ground. You’re senior to anybody who hasn’t graduated yet. You’ve got my recommendation, but once word gets around about this ship, you’re going to have no trouble getting another job.”


  He pulled in a deep breath and nodded. “Thanks. I was getting a little panicky there.”


  “I don’t blame you. Trying to reformulate a plan on the fly is no fun. Focus on getting your second mate ticket. You may have to be a third mate for more than the minimum time in grade but when the opportunity offers itself, you’ll be ready to grab it. In the meantime, just keep plugging.” I paused. “Do you have enough credits to get through a few weeks?”


  He nodded. “Probably a few months. Even after covering my loan payments.”


  “Keep an eye open. Don’t panic. Transient quarters are cheaper than permanent party if you want to stay on the station.”


  He nodded. “You have any plans yet, Captain?”


  “Beyond getting this boat docked and everybody off safely?” I shrugged. “Still thinking of taking some vacation.”


  He nodded again and stood from his console, heading for the ladder. “Thanks, again.”


  “If I hear of anything, I’ll let you know.”


  He grinned at me over his shoulder as he left the bridge. “Much obliged.”


  I stared out over the bow. The pinprick of light had resolved into a tiny disk. Still easy to miss unless I was looking for it, but definitely getting closer. I checked the long-range scanners but still didn’t see anything looking like a fast packet coming into the system. The thought felt like an itch I couldn’t reach. The ship would get here when it got here. I couldn’t hurry it along. Just having it in the system wouldn’t answer any of my questions. I certainly wasn’t going to have that conversation over comms.


  It would have to wait until later when we could both be in the same room at the same time, preferably without witnesses.


    


  I was sleeping when the message came in. We still had another day before the jump tug cut us loose and the local boats towed us into the orbital for docking. I’d come off the midwatch and slept through breakfast. I scanned the headings on my comms screen before heading down to the wardroom. Chief Bashar and his crew always kept some breakfast sandwiches and coffee stocked there. He’d have fed me if I asked, but that wasn’t something I’d be willing to do under the best of circumstances. I grabbed a sandwich and coffee around 0900 and took them back to the cabin.


  I settled into the routine of reviewing reports and incoming messages. Mostly confirmation copies generated by routine ship’s business, even a ship bound for the lock and possibly impound. It still needed supplies.


  About halfway down, I spotted the message from Zoya. I popped it open to read, my heart in my throat. “Wasn’t as bad as I thought. No news yet. Arrival midday on the 10th. Save me a seat at dinner. Z.” The message carried a date stamp that was only a couple of stans old.


  I took a deep breath and let it out. Another couple of days. Checking my repeater, I saw the fast packet on the long-range plot. I eyeballed the approach and wondered if they’d really make it that soon. Either way, we’d arrived in the same system.


  I finished off the sandwich in a couple of bites and checked the chrono. Pip had the watch. I didn’t have to go back until 1600. I grabbed my player and shoes and headed for the track.


    


  I called the crew to navigation stations for the handoff and final run into the dock. The jump tug took us almost all the way in, leaving only the last few kilometers. I still had the main console for whatever small orchestration we needed. Mostly I wanted people strapped in just in case.


  I needn’t have worried. The orbital sent an extra tug to help with maneuvering and we nudged into our dock with barely a bump. The locking clamps sounded loud in the quiet ship when they latched on. I made the log entry and picked up the mic to make the announcement.


  “All hands. This is the captain speaking. Secure from navigation stations. Set normal watch throughout the ship. I’ll declare liberty after I’ve had a chance to speak with Commandant Giggone. Those of you continuing on to the Academy should be packed and ready to debark by 1500 hours. Stand by for further orders. Thank you for your diligence and hard work. Good luck with your studies. That is all.”


  Mr. Cartwright looked over from the systems console. “I relieve you, Captain.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Cartwright.” I made that notation, too, before heading for the brow. I dropped down the ladders and walked past the mess deck. The ship felt subdued, as if it knew this might be the end of the line.


  Mr. Bentley had the brow watch and nodded to me. “Orbital security and the commandant are outside, sar.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Bentley. I expected them both.” The lock started cycling open before I reached it. The cold air rushed up the ramp as I walked down to meet our welcoming committee.


  The security officer nodded and had me thumb the arrival notice. “We don’t get many ships docking with no cargo.”


  I laughed. “Probably fewer with no engines.”


  He chuckled and nodded, giving me a little two-fingered salute to his cap. “Welcome back, Skipper.” He turned and wandered off down the docks.


  Alys stepped up and gave me an Academy-proper salute.


  It surprised me so, I was a beat late in coming to attention and returning it. “What’s all this?”


  She smiled and nodded at the lock. “You brought them all back. The ship, too. Well done, Captain. I’m grateful.”


  “Cabin or wardroom?” I asked.


  She nodded. “Wardroom. Can we get Pip and Natalya?”


  I nodded and climbed the ramp with her half a step behind. “Log Commandant Giggone aboard if you would, Mr. Bentley?”


  “Of course, Captain. Welcome back, Commandant.” He tapped a couple of keys and nodded. “Commandant has been logged aboard, sar.”


  “Thank you. Page Mr. Carstairs and Ms. Regyri to the wardroom, if you would?”


  He tapped a few more keys. “Done, sar.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Bentley.” I led the way into the ship and stopped at the empty mess deck. “Coffee?”


  She helped herself to a mug and I followed suit before continuing on to the wardroom.


  “Everybody getting ready to abandon ship?” she asked, as we climbed the ladder to officer country.


  “Yeah. We’ve not been able to make any kind of disposition decisions yet.” I may have cast her a sour look before remembering to clamp it down.


  She snorted and took a seat at the foot of the table.


  Pip bustled in with Natalya in his wake. “Sorry. I had some messages from Beth that I needed to respond to.” They plopped into their seats.


  “She have any problems?” Alys asked.


  “Advice on choice of port. They’re docked at Mel’s. Not sure if they needed to come back early by way of Dark Knight or continue with a cargo over to High Tortuga.”


  “What did you tell her?” Alys asked.


  “Keep going until further notice. Was I wrong?”


  “No. High Tortuga will be a real education for them. They’ll probably have to head back this way after that to get back in time.” She took a sip of her coffee and seemed to gather herself. “First. Thank you. All of you. Above and beyond. Second. I’m sorry. This should never have happened.” She sighed. “As you might imagine, I’ve got legal sharpening their pitchforks and collecting torches.” She looked at Natalya. “That video was brilliant. Eventually, we’ll sit down and laugh about it. Right now, we’ve got three things to deal with. First thing, getting the cadets back down to the Academy. They’ll have dorm space. I’ve set up a lab for Caoimhin. They’ll be assigned as his research assistants. From what I understand, he’s got years’ worth of work to do and only a few weeks’ worth of time to do it.”


  “Do they have the knowledge to help him?” Natalya asked. “Data analysis isn’t a normal part of the curriculum, is it?”


  She chuckled. “No. It’s not but I’ve got a second team gearing up to help them. Archivists, catalogers. People who know how to organize stuff. They’ll establish the procedures. Cadets do the grunt work until they can sync up with the curriculum.” She took another sip. “Second thing, disposition for the remaining crew. That’s more problematic. You couldn’t get them to enroll?”


  Natalya glanced at me and I shrugged. “We tried. Mr. Bentley would be my first choice but he’s just independent enough to fight me on it.”


  Alys snorted. “Reminds me of somebody.”


  “Mr. Jenson is comfortable as helm and has no desire to move up. He’ll probably make spec/1 as soon as he can take the exam. He’s also wealthy enough that he’ll never have to work again if he doesn’t want to.”


  “I’ve got a similar situation in engineering. The people I’d recommend are too rich to want to go. They’d rather retire,” Natalya said.


  Alys shook her head and grinned. “You’ve got to stop spoiling people. I’ll never get new cadets at this rate.”


  “Mr. Keen is still thinking about it. He’s been my helm for the last few months. He’s studying for his spec/3 and has turned me down a couple of times but keeps coming back to me with questions.” I shrugged. “Probably depends on how he does on the test and whether or not he can get another berth before the next enrollment cycle.”


  “You’d recommend him, though?”


  “Yes. He’s a little younger than the others, but I think he’d grow into it nicely.”


  She nodded.


  “What about the ship?” Pip asked.


  Alys sighed and scowled into her cup. “That’s the third thing. I’ve got ship sitters lined up. How soon do you want to leave?”


  “You don’t look happy about it,” he said.


  She shook her head. “I’m not. The trustees are looking for my head on a platter over the expense. The revenue from owner’s share will cover it, but they thought they could have those credits for their own pet projects. Now they can’t do whatever it was they couldn’t agree on to begin with.” She grimaced. “I’ve seen first-year cadets with more sense than this group.”


  “Anything we can do?” he asked.


  Alys straightened in the chair and shook her head. “No, and that makes it even worse. I roped you into this boondoggle, sent you out in a deathtrap, and now I don’t even have the wherewithal to make it right.”


  Pip shrugged. “Not like we didn’t know going in. Or like we don’t have our own resources.”


  “Zoya’s due tomorrow?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Her ship docks around 1230.”


  Alys shot me a nod and then scanned across us. “Let me throw it back to you. How do you want to do this?”


  Natalya blew out a breath and looked at Pip.


  Pip glanced at me with raised eyebrows.


  “Pass the buck much?” I asked, feeling a laugh growing in my chest. “You’re the CEO.”


  He shrugged. “All right. The ship would make a great class project for whole classes of engineering students.”


  “A study in what not to do?” Alys asked, a bitter tang in her voice. “Ben mentioned this. Spell it out for me?”


  Pip nudged Natalya. “That’s your cue.”


  “Most of what’s wrong with the ship is the way it’s outfitted. The hull? Seems fine. Structurally, it’s sound even if it’s a failed design.”


  Alys’s eyes went wide at that. “Failed design? What do you mean?”


  “We believe this hull is a prototype for the new Eighty-Eights. It didn’t make the cut because the hull has too much mass to be operated economically.”


  “Because it needs the next bigger Burleson?” Alys asked.


  “Yeah. And the next bigger Burleson is expensive. Gross tonnage problems caused by the shape of the hull and not by the cargo capacity. The production design shaved off that extra mass. This particular hull will never be a good hauler.”


  “That’s why they gave it to us,” Alys said. “Makes sense. Where is this going?”


  Natalya looked up at the dangling wiring. “Giving engineering students a chance to correct the flaws? That’s priceless experience. A lot of those problems would be ridiculously expensive if done in a yard, but you could charge tuition for the work as a class project.”


  Alys stared up at the wiring for a long moment. “That’s supposed to be an environmental sensor, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah. Only about 10 percent of them are live. I’m not sure we even satisfy CPJCT regulations for a habitable environment at the moment.” Natalya shrugged.


  I nodded. “Another reason to get everybody off the ship as soon as possible. Today would be good.”


  “How are you covering this?” Alys asked.


  “VSI running with parallel fire watch. We’re replacing automated systems with human ones,” I said.


  Pip nodded. “We need to get off the ship. Phoenix can put everybody up, if the Academy can’t, but that would be a PR nightmare.”


  “It’s already a nightmare.” Alys shook her head. “It took some arm twisting, but we can get the cadets all back to the surface by tonight. They’ve got dorm space set aside and their IDs are still good. They can pick up the stuff they have in storage tomorrow. I can get cottage space on campus for you. How many ratings does that leave?”


  “Eleven, I think,” Pip said. “You counting Kim, Richard, and Karim in your cottage planning?”


  Alys pursed her lips and frowned but nodded. “I think there are enough empty at the moment. Zoya will need one when she gets here tomorrow.”


  “We can double up,” Pip said.


  “Oh, you and Ishmael?” She glanced at me. “Yes. That would help.”


  “No,” Natalya said, reaching over to take Pip’s hand. “Pip and I.”


  Alys stared for a moment before nodding. “All right. That works, too.” She looked at Pip. “The rest of the crew?”


  “We’ll see who wants to do what. A dozen people? Phoenix can handle that.”


  “Richard and Kim may need help finding new berths,” I said.


  “They’re covered,” Natalya said. “RUTS has two tractors coming out of space trials. One next month, a second the month after.”


  Alys’s eyebrows climbed even higher on her forehead.


  “Back to the classroom idea,” Pip said. “You’ll need an engineering chief resident to lead that project.” He held up their joined hands. “Like Nat.”


  Alys nodded. “I can see that. What will you do?”


  He shrugged. “Not sure. Hard to make plans when you don’t know what’s happening.” He left a barb in that aimed directly at Alys.


  Alys nodded. “Yes. Let’s work on the assumption that we use the ship as a classroom and get cadets to refurbish it, if Manchester won’t make it right.”


  Pip shook his head. “Not what we mean. We mean, get Manchester to finance it. Don’t go after them for the rework at all. Don’t give them the chance to refuse or—worse—cover it up. Hit them for the cost of doing it.”


  Alys settled back in the chair, slowly coming upright as a smile bloomed across her whole face. After a few moments she sucked in a heavy breath and blew it out. “We’ve got a lot to do.”


  “Plan on getting the caretakers here in the morning,” I said. “Line up the shuttles to offload the cadets this afternoon and evening. The rest of us will stay aboard until the caretaker crew shows up. That’ll give us time to sort out who’s going where. We can reconvene at the Academy when that’s settled.


  “One thing. Chief Bashar? He needs a place at the Academy as a trainer.”


  Alys nodded. “I’ll make that happen.”


  I shrugged. “Then let’s be about it.”


  Chapter 22


  Newmar Orbital: 
March 9, 2379


  I called an all-hands meeting on the mess deck to lay things out to the crew before Alys got away.


  “Cadets, if you’re not packed now, get packed. You’ll go down in three shuttles.” I looked at Alys. “Commandant?”


  She looked up from her tablet. “First shuttle docks at 27S at 1545. Second at 29S at 1630. Last one back in 27S at 1800. They’ll take you down to the Academy landing field. You’ve all got rooms in Lafferty. You’ll be too late for evening mess so grab something to eat here before you go. Tomorrow, report to Holyfield to pick up your stored gear. Your shipsuits will serve as uniform of the day until you can get your gear back. Anybody gives you guff, send them to me.”


  I checked the chrono. “You’ve got about a stan. Anybody going back down is dismissed.”


  Mr. Jacobs stood, coming to attention. The rest of them grinned and waited for a heartbeat. “Cadets. Aten-hut!”


  They all stood, facing me.


  “Hand, sa-lute!”


  Every one of them snapped a salute. It took a moment for me to register it. I came to attention and returned it, releasing them.


  They filed out in good order. Mr. Jacobs waited until last. “Thank you, Captain. From all of us.” He turned and marched out.


  Alys looked at me, a small smile dancing in her eyes.


  I had to clear my throat before I could speak. “The rest of you will spend the night aboard. Mr. Carstairs will make arrangements for housing tomorrow. If you want to go down, you can. If you want to stay up here, that’s an option. Work it out with him. Mr. Bentley?”


  He grinned and stood. “I didn’t ask a question, Captain.”


  “I’m just getting ahead of it. What’s your question?”


  Everybody laughed and Mr. Bentley shrugged, looking back and forth between Alys and Pip. “What about the transition for us?”


  Alys started to say something but Pip cut her off. “Phoenix will cover your housing and pay you per diem for a month or until you get a new job. After that? You’re on your own. Let me know if that’s a hardship for any of you.” He got a round of chuckles for that. “You’ll need to clean out your lockers and be ready to move ashore by 1000 tomorrow. The caretaker crew will be here to take over the fire watch at 0800.” He paused and looked at Alys who nodded. “You’ll be sharing a rent with somebody. If you have a preference, pair up and tell me. Failing that, may the Random Number God have mercy on you.”


  Ms. Heath raised a hand and I nodded to her. “Is it true you’re not getting another ship, Captain?”


  I’d expected the question but had no good answers. “Not right away, Ms. Heath. If you’re waiting to see if I need crew going forward? I haven’t got anything planned for the next month except vacation, and I haven’t even planned that with any degree of specificity. I’m planning on not working and that’s as far as I’ve gotten.” I looked around the mess deck. “Anybody else?”


  Chief Bashar leaned in the open galley door. “A moment when you’re done, Skipper?”


  I nodded. “Of course, Chief.” I looked around, turning in place to make sure I checked behind me. “Then, let me just say thank you. It was an experiment that might have gone horribly wrong but you stuck with us and for that good deed, you’re being beached.” I shrugged. “Anybody who needs a reference, contact me. Everybody here has my full support in whatever they choose to do. Dismissed.”


  Nobody moved other than shifting to other tables, but they settled in to their coffees and began putting their heads together.


  I crossed to the galley and followed the chief as he backed out of the door frame.


  “How do you want to handle meals, Skipper?”


  “You can clear out the wardroom. Anybody who wants to eat aboard will have to use the mess deck. That’ll cut down the load a bit. We’ll need dinner tonight, breakfast tomorrow. After that?” I shrugged. “Not really your problem. Can you and Mr. Franklin handle that?”


  He snorted. “Mr. Franklin could probably handle it on his own.”


  “You’ve got a cottage waiting at the Academy. Expect a call from Alys Giggone.”


  His eyebrows rose slowly. “The commandant? About what?”


  “An instructor post. She said she’d make that happen. What that’ll look like is between the two of you.”


  He blinked and took a moment. “What about the galley and stores?”


  “Clean it up as best you can. Don’t worry about the pantries or freezers. Pip’s still CEO and he’ll clear them out. Probably sell the contents, if I know him.”


  He laughed. “And probably turn a profit.”


  “I’ll be ashore for dinner tonight. You’ve missed all the other officer shindigs and I feel bad about that, but plan on dinner with us tomorrow night. Pip’s organizing it.”


  He shook his head. “Don’t feel bad. Comes with the territory. Maybe you can make it up to me on the surface. There’s a fish house in Port Newmar I want to try.”


  “You’re on. I’ll check in with you in the morning.”


  He nodded.


  I left the galley and headed for the cabin but Alys stopped me outside the wardroom. Everybody stood from their seats when I entered.


  “As you were. What’s going on?”


  Alys took her seat at the foot of the table and I sat at the head. “Thanks,” Alys said. “Caoimhin? I’ve set up a lab for you and assigned four people to help you with indexing and cataloging your finds. The captain says it’s a large collection?”


  He snorted a laugh. “Large doesn’t begin to describe it. I’ve got three glasses full already.”


  Her eyebrows shot up. “Merciful Maude. How confident are you that you can pull a curriculum out of that?”


  He started to say something but stopped, pursing his lips. “I can pull a major course of study out of it, I think. A single course?” He shrugged. “Getting it sifted down as a kind of overview? Introduction to Toe-Hold Space?” He blew out a breath. “I’m going to have to cut out so much, but it can be done.”


  “My sense is that everything we’re teaching is wrong.” She tilted her head to the left. “Am I wrong?”


  “No. You’re not wrong. We might want to talk to Beale over in History to revamp the History of the Western Annex series.”


  “What are you thinking?”


  “Adding another unit to the sequence. Starting it sooner with the 101 first year.”


  “Increasing his department headcount?” she asked.


  He nodded. “Never met a department head who didn’t want more people.”


  She laughed. “All right. We’ll talk about it when we get down there. The cadets will be your responsibility until the semester break when they’ll cycle back into the program. You all right with that?”


  “Yes. They’ll be most helpful. All of them have seen the same things I have. Getting their perspectives.” He nodded. “Oh, yes.”


  “All right.” She looked around the table. “Natalya, Pip? I think you’re set for the moment?”


  They glanced at each other before nodding.


  “Richard? I understand you have some concerns?”


  His eyes widened and he shrank back in his seat, as if he might hide in his chair. “Commandant?”


  “The captain tells me you’ve got some concerns about getting another berth?”


  He glanced at me and shrugged. “I’m still a boot third. I was hoping to get back with a stanyer’s time in grade so I could take my second mate exam.”


  “The Academy has open reqs for third and second mates. You and Ms. Fortuner can probably get your choice of billets there, but the solution might be closer than you think.” She looked at Natalya with raised eyebrows.


  Natalya leaned forward. “RUTS has two tractors coming off the lines in the next two months. You’ve both got jobs if you want them and haven’t gotten anything better before then.” She shot me a wry grin. “I’m going to be looking for skippers and engineers, too.”


  Alys shot Natalya a curious look. “Won’t you take one?”


  Natalya shrugged. “Depends on what we can work out here. I’m serious about being willing to lead the effort to repair the ship, if that’s where the Academy goes.”


  “Oh, of course.” Alys shook her head. “Everything’s going so fast. Details seem to be sliding out my ears.”


  “Besides, tractors only need an engineering second. I’d be overkill and taking a berth from somebody who might need it more.” She glanced at me again.


  “Why does she keep looking at you like that?” Alys asked.


  I shrugged, but Pip answered. “Ishmael’s been studying engineering.”


  Alys laughed. “Really? Captain’s not enough for you?”


  “They told me I needed a hobby.”


  She frowned and sat back in her chair. “All right. For now.” She looked around. “Anybody know what Zoya’s planning? Where is she, anyway?”


  “She’s coming in tomorrow around 1230. Carstairs fast packet from Margary,” Pip said.


  “Margary? What?”


  “Just before we undocked at The Junkyard, she got the summons for her captain’s board,” I said. “She took a packet direct to Margary from there while we brought the ship back.”


  “You didn’t mention that.”


  I shrugged. “Wasn’t particularly germane, was it?”


  Alys sat back a little more in her chair, her gaze flickering around at each of us for several heartbeats. “I didn’t think she had the time in grade. How’d she get a board?”


  Natalya grinned. “I put her in based on her time as first mate on the Melbourne Maru and commanding the UMS17 rebuild.”


  “You?”


  Natalya nodded. “Sure. I had standing because of RUTS. I also had all the documentation, including the TIC reports on the Melbourne Maru. With that, all the command time she had building Zvezda Moya, and then the time here? She had more than the minimum.”


  Alys looked at me. “Did you know this?”


  “No. I would have submitted an affidavit in support but I wasn’t asked.” I shot Natalya mock scowl.


  Natalya grinned back. “Wasn’t needed.”


  “How’d she do?” Alys asked.


  Natalya shrugged. “No word yet.”


  Alys pulled her upper lip in between her teeth. “Anybody know what she’s planning?”


  “Vacation as far as I know,” Pip said, flipping a glance in my direction. “She wasn’t too forthcoming about any plans before she bolted off to Margary, and we haven’t heard much from her since.” He shrugged.


  Alys’s lips formed a tight smile that crinkled the corners of her eyes. “Indeed.” She leaned forward, patting a tap-a-tap-tap rhythm on the table. “Anybody have any anything else for me?”


  I looked at Pip, who glanced around the table. “Nothing here at the moment.” He shrugged. “You’ll be here tomorrow evening? Dinner?”


  She frowned, her gaze working the tablecloth in front of her. “No. I need to get back down to the surface. Tonight, probably on the last shuttle.” She looked up at him. “You planning a blowout?”


  “Dinner for us.” He glanced at me again. “Last hurrah before breaking up the band.”


  “Don’t forget to ask Karim. He’ll be clear after breakfast tomorrow,” I said.


  He nodded and pulled out his tablet. “Reminds me I need to dispose of the pantries and freezers.”


  “Leave them for the moment,” Alys said.


  He looked up at her, eyes wide.


  She grinned. “Don’t look so surprised. You’re not the only player at this table.”


  He laughed and put away his tablet.


  She took a moment to look each of us in the eye. “Nothing?” She stood. “Thanks. From one perspective, this has been a—well, not catastrophe—but certainly not the outcome we expected. From another, broader perspective, it’s been an unparalleled success. The cadets you’ve brought back have had more experience in the last ten months than they’re likely to see in the first two stanyers of their careers. I’m really anxious to see what they have to say about it in the debriefing.” She looked at me. “Jacobs will be offered the opportunity to finish. I got a nice letter from the judge recommending it.”


  “You think he’ll come around?” Ms. Fortuner asked.


  “He’s going to get counseling. Mandatory. I can’t guarantee he’ll finish the program, but we’re going to give him the chance to redeem himself.”


  Ms. Fortuner pursed her lips and nodded, looking down at the table.


  “He’ll make it,” Natalya said.


  We all looked at her.


  “What? He was in my department. You think I don’t pay attention?”


  “You sound pretty confident,” Alys said. “Anything you can share?”


  “Something about having his father show up, ready to kick butt and take names. I don’t know if it was something he said or just the fact that he did it. Made a big impression on the man. Knocked a chip off his shoulder or something. Maybe made him realize that his actions have consequences he won’t always be able to predict.”


  “That’s possible. Time will tell.” Alys looked back at me. “Anything I can do?”


  I shook my head. “I think we’re covered for the moment. We’ll clear the decks as much as we can. You’ll want to reset the captain’s key sometime tomorrow.”


  She nodded. “It’s on a checklist. You’ll have captain’s access for the rest of the week. After that, we’re moving the ship to long-term mooring. The caretaker crew will have your names so you can still access the ship, but you’ll have to ring in.”


  “Sounds good to me.”


  With a nod, she stood. “In that case, let me get moving. If you could make sure all the cadets make it to the shuttle docks by 1530 so we can get them checked in?”


  “You have them assigned to a particular shuttle?” Pip asked.


  “No, but all the shuttles have the full roster, and they’ll coordinate to make sure everybody’s accounted for. I’d rather not have them wasting time hunting down lost sheep.”


  Pip nodded. “Fair enough.”


  I stood and walked her out to the brow.


  She didn’t say anything until we got off the ship. “You wanna tell me what’s going on with you and engineering?”


  I shrugged. “They said I needed—”


  “A hobby. Yeah. I got that. Engineering isn’t a hobby.” She frowned at me. “Level with me.”


  I took a deep breath and looked down the dock, torn between the two forces of “none of your business” and “concerned friend.”


  She put a hand on my upper arm. “What the very hell? Look at me.”


  I turned back to her. “You can’t have two captains on a ship.”


  Her eyes narrowed as she stared into my face. “Really? That’s all it is? You’re not having doubts about being in command?”


  I blinked a couple of times, derailed by her response. “What?”


  She shook her head and dropped her hand. “You had me worried.”


  “Worried? About what? I’m not following.”


  She shrugged and her lips twisted into a wry grin. “Sometimes, when a voyage goes horribly wrong? Captains can blame themselves. Make them question their life choices.”


  I chuckled and looked down at the deck, running a hand over my scalp as if to brush away the idea. “First, I can think of a lot of ways this voyage could have gone much worse.” I looked back at her. “Hindsight, there were things we should have done. A good shakedown cruise before taking on the cadets, chief among them. We depended too much on Manchester. On it being a new ship without considering what ‘new ship’ actually meant. That’s on me.” I shook my head. “But, no. It’s got nothing to do with questioning my life choices. At least not those choices.”


  “Good.” She grinned at me. “An honest self-evaluation can be good for you, if it’s for the right reasons.”


  “I’ll be seeing Mal Gaines while we’re here.”


  “Where will you go on vacation?”


  I shrugged. “We’ll need to be here for our annual stockholders meeting. That’s coming up soon.”


  “Yeah, it is, but you didn’t answer the question.”


  “I don’t know. I’m not committing to anything right now.”


  “Engineering third, huh? You have any aptitude for it?”


  I grinned at her. “I did all right in environmental.”


  She laughed. “True. You’re still better in the big chair.”


  I shook my head. “Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe it’s just that I’ve had more practice there.”


  “Possible.” She shrugged. “It’s a tough spot you’re both in.”


  “I know. Getting off the Collins. Dissolving the chain of command? That opens up a lot of conversations that we couldn’t have.”


  She shook her head. “You could have had a lot of conversations without them straying into problems.”


  I shook my head. “I didn’t trust myself.”


  She laughed. “Oh, dear. Well, I think you’re going to make a great team, however you wind up sorting things out.”


  “I just hope we can.”


  The grin never left her face. “You trust her?”


  “Of course.”


  “Then you’ll sort it out.”


  “Will she trust me?” The question slipped out before I realized it.


  Alys laughed again and shook her head. “Oh, dear boy. You might think about taking a couple of months. I’m not sure one will be enough.”


  “What? Why?”


  “You’ve got it bad.” She shook her head. “Good luck with getting it sorted out.” She turned on her heel and headed off down the docks toward the lift.


  I watched her go for a few moments before returning to the cabin.


    


  I took over the OOD watch from Mr. Cartwright so he could go to dinner with Pip and Natalya. The ship seemed especially quiet with so much of the crew gone. We tossed out the watch schedule I had planned and divvied up the work among the few of us left. I used the time to pack up the cabin. It took me the better part of five minutes. For some reason, I seemed to have trouble settling down.


  I pulled out the music player, dialed down the noise suppression so I’d be able to hear any alerts, and settled into the captain’s chair on the bridge. The view of the traffic passing aft, the stars beyond, always soothed me. I picked a playlist of old tunes from the turn of the century. I’d read some of the notes about it, but didn’t understand much of the jargon. I knew nothing of harmony or tonality or syncopation. Gazing aft with the music washing over me and letting my mind wander seemed sufficient.


  After we disposed of the ship and discharged our duties, there would be time to think about what could be. Even though I knew it was too soon, I couldn’t help visualizing what might be. I kept trying to rehearse things I could say, things that I wanted to say but wouldn’t. Fear? Perhaps. The whole thing felt tangled and fraught with obstacles. Could we find an entry point to start to talk about all the things we’d avoided? Or would we—would I—continue to hide them?


  I took a deep breath and let it out, trying to release all the expectations and fears. All the anticipation—both joyous and dreadful.


  The playlist came to an end so I pulled out my earbuds and made a pass through the ship. We still didn’t have enough sensors. Engineering still ran VSI, and we had the messenger of the watch running a truncated fire watch patrol. The job was almost done but still not finished.


  I didn’t want to relax my guard and have it all go bad at the last minute.


    


  The caretaker crew showed up at 0730 and I almost felt let down when I passed the figurative baton. Ms. Fortuner, Chief Bashar, and I were the last off. Mr. Franklin had gone as soon as he’d finished swabbing down the galley after the breakfast mess. Pip had everybody else settled in the orbital’s transient quarters, thanks in no small part to Benjamin Maxwell’s aid. Few of them chose to move to the surface, for one reason or another.


  We walked down the ramp for the last time, the three of us, and stood on the dock looking back as the lock levered closed.


  “That might have been the shortest job I’ve ever held,” the chief said, grinning.


  Mr. Fortuner nodded. “I think mine was thirteen months.”


  “I’ve got an exam coming up. We’re all at the Higher Up, aren’t we?” We headed down the dock toward the lift.


  “You only have one trunk?” Ms. Fortuner asked, grinning. “I thought captains traveled in style.”


  “Yeah. I’ve been running from one ship to the next almost nonstop for way too long.”


  “Would you give it up?” she asked.


  “What? Being captain?”


  “Being a spacer.” She shrugged. “Captain’s just a job. You’re a good one, but even the good ones move on. I bet Commandant Giggone was excellent.”


  I nodded. “I thought so.”


  “Past tense?” the chief asked, a little smile at the edges of his lips.


  “Well, she’s not a captain any more. I learned a lot from her. Probably lessons I didn’t know I’d learned. Some I may have to unlearn.”


  “Really?” Ms. Fortuner seemed just slightly scandalized.


  The chief saved me by leaning over toward her. “I’ve been around a lot of captains. More than a dozen. I’d have to go look at my jacket to see how many exactly. They all had one thing in common.” He paused and looked over at her.


  She nodded, clearly interested in what he had to say.


  “They all did it differently.” He smiled at her. “The lesson I took from that is that being captain is as much art as science. You have to find what works for you, with your personality, with your conscience. Not all of them actually seemed to give it much thought, but those who were better? They all stopped once in a while to check in with themselves.”


  I chuckled. “Yeah. I’ve only known a few. Only served under three. Alys, Leon Rossett, and Frederica deGrut.”


  The chief stepped forward and pressed the lift call button as we came up on it. “You served under Rossett?”


  “Yeah. Just before he was cashiered.”


  He gave me a little squint. “You must have been—what? Boot third mate?”


  “Yeah. Freshly minted. Grassy green.”


  “He still have that prick Burnside with him?”


  “Yeah.”


  Ms. Fortuner’s eyes went round.


  The chief chuckled in her direction. “What? You think I shouldn’t talk trash about bad officers?”


  “I just didn’t expect it,” she said. She gave him a little grin and a shrug. “I’ve led a fairly sheltered life.”


  “There are bully mates out there,” he said. “They don’t usually last that long, but it’s harder to push them into an airlock if the captain gives them cover.”


  She looked at the chief. “Was he? A bully mate, I mean. Not pushed into an airlock.”


  The lift doors open and a pair of chattering spacers came off, seeming oblivious to us as they passed.


  Ms. Fortuner led the way in with the chief and then me. There was plenty of room for us and the trunks, but if anybody else wanted in, it would get crowded pretty fast. I pressed the button for six.


  “When I knew him, Burnside was a sadist and a misogynist. He saw the women in his crews as fair game for whatever he wanted. Just one of the perks of being an officer.” The chief shook his head. “Rossett gave him all the cover he needed. I never understood why.”


  “Rossett had his own issues,” I said. “Burnside covered for him until the whole thing collapsed.”


  Ms. Fortuner leaned forward, eyes wide. “What happened?”


  “Burnside got injured and confined to the autodoc when the ship docked. He couldn’t cover the captain’s incompetence and things went pear-shaped pretty fast. Geoff Maloney fired them both. As far as I know, neither worked as spacers again.” I shrugged and the doors opened on deck six. I dragged my trunk off the lift and turned down the promenade toward the hotel.


  The chief came up alongside me and gave me a hard look. “You’ve come a long way, Skipper.”


  I sighed. “Feels like a lifetime ago but I’ve still got a long way to go.”


  He grinned. “You’re on the right path.”


  I looked back at Ms. Fortuner bringing up the rear. “What do you think? You going with one of Natalya’s new tractors?”


  She looked up, almost startled at the question. “I don’t know. Probably.” She bit her lips together and gave me a sly smile. “Kinda depends on what happens between now and then, I think.”


  The chief looked at her, eyebrows rising. “You expecting something?”


  She shrugged. “Just keeping my options open.”


  He looked back and forth between us a couple of times. “See. This is the downside of being in the galley all the time. I never get caught up with the gossip.”


  “Well, he’s gotta go take an engineering test. How about you and me have lunch, Chief? I can fill you in.”


  I shot her a scowl but it only made her laugh.


  “You wanna tell me before she does?” he asked, leaning over toward me.


  “Nothing to tell.”


  “Yet,” Ms. Fortuner said. “Nothing to tell yet.”


  The door to the hotel opened on its own and I stopped just inside. “Something you know that I don’t?”


  She pulled in a deep breath and gave me the broadest smirk I’ve ever seen. “Maybe.” She drew the “may” out in one long syllable. “Chief? Lunch?”


  The chief grinned at me and nodded. “On me, Ms. Fortuner. I know a place up on seven. You like sushi?”


  “You’re talking my language, Chief.”


  I sighed dramatically enough that Pip might have been proud, had he been there. “Honestly. The respect I get.” I shook my head and headed for the front desk.


  They both laughed and fell into step behind me.


  “He’s kinda prickly today, isn’t he?” the chief asked.


  “Nah. He always gets that way just before he starts a new project.”


  “A new project? As engineer?”


  She chuckled. “Lunch. I’ll dish it all up.”


  “I can hear you, you know?” I said, glancing back.


  “I’m counting on it,” Ms. Fortuner said. She nodded at the desk. “The clerk’s free.”


  I sighed and slid forward to get checked in. For some reason, Ms. Fortuner’s teasing made me feel a lot better. I still had a couple of stans of testing to deal with. I checked the chrono. Only 0830. I should be done by 1100 hours. Plenty of time.


  “Captain? Can I help you?”


  I realized it was the second time he’d asked. “Oh, yes. Sorry. Ishmael Wang. I should have a reservation.”


  Ms. Fortuner snickered behind me.


  “I can’t wait for lunch,” the chief said.


  I sighed and pressed my thumb to the tab.


  “Thank you, Captain. Follow the blue stripe. It will take you to your room.”


  I shot them one last scowl, which did nothing to smother Ms. Fortuner’s grin or the amused look on Chief Bashar’s face. I faced front and put my head down to follow the blue stripe before they saw the smile that I couldn’t seem to hold inside any longer.


  Chapter 23


  Newmar Orbital: 
March 10, 2380


  I reported to the testing center on the oh-two deck a few ticks before my appointment. The clerk behind the Murdock name tag smiled at me when I presented my credentials and waved me through to the testing area. “We don’t get many captains taking engineering officer tests. Endorsements, yes. Going for third officer? You’re the first I’ve seen.”


  “My crew thought I needed a hobby. I was going for the endorsement, but my engineering officer pointed out the benefits of engineering third.”


  He gave me a look that was equal parts skeptical and amused.


  “Thank you, Mr. Murdock.” I stepped into the booth and sat down, taking a moment to adjust the seat. I wasn’t nervous in the normal sense of jittery stomach or overwhelming sense of uncertainty. The tension in my shoulders told a different tale. I took a deep breath and shook the tension out of my hands before pressing the start key. The instruction screen lit up and I began.


  It had been a long time since I’d taken an actual test. Not since getting my steward cert for the Iris. Before that, the exam prior to my captain’s board. Before that, it had been my first mate exam more than a decade earlier. I spent too much time overthinking the first couple of items but fell into the rhythm as I worked through the familiar content. The last question surprised me only in that I expected another, but got the score page instead. I’d missed a couple of questions, but passed well above the cutoff. I could now add engineering third officer to my list of credentials.


  I stood and went back to the front desk.


  Mr. Murdock looked up from his screen. “Congratulations, Skipper.”


  “Thanks. Can I see the items I missed, Mr. Murdock?”


  “Of course.” He tapped on his screen a few times and looked up. “You have a tablet I can send it to?”


  I pulled it out of the holster and turned on the near-field receiver. “You should see it now.”


  He nodded and pressed another key. My tablet bipped and I accepted the message, pulling the output up.


  I mentally kicked myself. The two items I’d missed were obvious flubs. I sighed and shook my head. “I knew those answers, too. Just didn’t pick the right one.”


  “Congrats, Captain. Your record now shows you’ve attained the rank of engineering third officer. You’ll be able to get the collar pips for that at the chandlery immediately, but you can only wear one set at a time.” He grinned at me.


  I smiled back. “Thank you, Mr. Murdock. I figured as much.”


  He nodded. “I’ve forwarded a copy of the results to your ship. Is there anything else I can do for you?”


  “Nothing else today. Thank you.”


  “Safe voyage, Skipper.” He turned back to his console.


  I left the testing center, holding the door open for a pair of spacers—one mechanic and an able spacer—looking wide-eyed as they entered. I wondered if their expressions reflected their anticipation of the coming ordeal or finding a captain holding the door for them. I suspected the former but the possibility of the latter made me grin.


  I checked the chrono and blinked. “Crap.”


  I picked up my pace. The test had taken longer than I thought. Zoya’s ship would be docked by the time I got to the lock. While I was careful not to run—starship captains do not run except as exercise—I was grateful that my frown and purposeful stride scattered the small clots of people in my path. The lift opened as I came around the bend. I skated into the car just as the doors had started to close, causing them to reverse for a heartbeat before closing again. I was grateful for the small mercy of finding it empty, and I punched the key for the docks. Several times, in fact, even though I knew once was enough.


  I took a deep breath and blew it out, wiping my palms on the sides of my thighs.


  The lift took forever to crawl the one level up to the docks and I thought the doors would never open. Eventually they parted enough for me to walk out and I turned to port, heading for lock 15 and the fast packet Esmerelda. When I passed 13, I could see 15 in the distance. I made myself stop between 13 and 14. Nobody stood outside the lock. I couldn’t even tell if the ship had docked. The chrono showed 1148. If they’d been on time, they wouldn’t have docked yet. I looked around but only saw the normal dock workers and assorted spacers I’d expect to see on the docks.


  I walked up to lock 15 and checked the telltale. “Esmlda.” It listed a departure date but it showed they’d docked early—while I’d still been finishing up the test. I sighed and pressed the lock call button.


  The lock levered opened and one of the oldest spacers I’d ever seen ambled down the ramp wearing a nondescript shipsuit without any rank insignia. Bald, except for some patches of white fuzz along the sides of his head and around his jawline. Deep wrinkles around his eyes made deeper by his smile. He nodded, his gaze taking in my name badge. “She said you’d be by.”


  “Zoya Usoko?”


  “Who else you expecting? Left me a message in case you showed up.” His lips twitched a little and I forced myself to wait for him to tell me. “She’ll meet you at the hotel.” His eyebrows flickered and his smile deepened.


  “What hotel?” The question bubbled out of me.


  “Beats the hell out of me, Skipper. She’s been running our comms ragged for the last two days. You’d know better than me.”


  I stared at him for a moment, trying to process what he’d said. “How long ago did she leave?”


  “Long enough to be well into her second beer by the time you get there.”


  “Thanks.” I spun around and walked—starship captains do not run except as exercise. All right. I strode. Purposefully. My heart hammered in my chest for no good reason.


  He laughed and shouted after me. “Hurry, boy. She’s waiting there for you.”


  His words echoed weirdly in my head but I pushed them aside and focused on getting back to the lift and up to deck five.


  Eventually the lift arrived, I got on, and the lift crawled up to the right deck. I pushed between the doors before they were even open and took five long strides toward the hotel before I made myself stop and step to the side of the promenade to take a few deep breaths. I tried to rehearse a few greetings in my head. “Hi, Zoya. How was your trip?” or maybe “Hello, Ms. Usoko. Fancy meeting you here.”


  My brain shut me down at that point. It just refused to process. I swallowed and walked the last few meters. When I stepped through the automatic doors into the lobby, it seemed like every head in the place turned to look at me. Mostly what I saw was Pip and Natalya talking to Zoya not far from the front desk. Pip saw me first and nudged the other two.


  Zoya turned then and smiled. It wasn’t one of those flashy, cheek-stretching, white-toothed smiles. Just a regular “glad to see you” one that crinkled her eyes and warmed my heart.


  “Oh, good. He’s finally back,” Pip said. He wasn’t particularly loud, but I heard him from halfway across the lobby.


  I crossed to them, not quite sure where to put my hands. My arms felt like weird, oversized sausages. It was a wonder I didn’t trip. I nodded to Zoya. “Good to see you.”


  She smiled and gave a little shrug. “Good to be seen. These two have been trying to fill me in on what I missed.”


  “Wasn’t much. Long ride, but we made it. How was the board?”


  “Wait. Wait.” Pip stepped in and shook his head. “No. Long conversations need proper logistical support, and she’s just arrived.”


  Natalya nodded. “Let’s give her a minute to catch her breath and get settled, shall we?”


  “You’re still in uniform,” Zoya said, as if noticing it for the first time. “Something official?”


  “I’m now an engineering third officer.”


  Her eyebrows went up fast. “When did this happen?”


  “A few ticks ago. I stopped by your lock on the way back. The watch told me you’d gone on to the hotel already.”


  “Martin? White hair, scruff? Looks older than Margaret Newmar?” Zoya asked, her grin threatening to crawl off the side of her face.


  “Yeah. That’s the one.”


  “He’s a doll. Everybody’s granddad on the trip over from Margary.”


  “Uncle Martin?” Pip asked. “Martin Carstairs?”


  “Yes. That’s him.”


  Pip laughed. “He’s skippered the Esmerelda since before my father was a cadet. I wasn’t paying attention. I’ll have to stop by. Maybe take him out for dinner. How’d you make out with him?”


  She shrugged. “Fine. Great guy. Lots of stories. We made it over in less than two days. Took longer getting to the dock.”


  Pip chuckled, an evil sound. “He’s constantly getting fined for jumping too close to the orbitals, but he just pays the fines. I don’t think TIC knows quite what to do with him, but he knows his way around the Western Annex like nobody else.”


  “You were saying ‘logistics’ a moment ago,” Natalya said, elbowing Pip to the side. “Give the woman a break. Come on, Zee. I’ll show you to your room. You two?” She nodded at the hotel dining room. “Get us a table. We’ll be right back.”


  Pip nodded. “I like this plan.” He looked at me as they walked away. “You wanna get into civvies, first?”


  “Not necessarily.”


  He led the way into the restaurant and held up four fingers to the approaching host.


  “This way, gentlemen.” The host ushered us to a table on the far side of the sparsely populated dining room. “Can I get you started with anything? Need menus?”


  “You must have Clipper Ship Lager,” Pip said, sliding into a seat.


  “We do.”


  “You can bring me one of those while we wait for our dates.”


  The host smiled. “For you, Captain?”


  “Black coffee for now.”


  He nodded. “I’ll have Cindy bring those right over.” He scooted away, waving a hand signal to somebody out of my line of sight.


  Pip sat back and gave me an up-and-down look. “How are you doing?”


  “It’s been a long morning. I passed. Didn’t ace it, but I passed.” I wiped my hands on my thighs and had to force my leg to stop jittering under the table.


  He shook his head and smirked as the server—presumably Cindy—brought our beverages. “Can I get you anything else?”


  Pip pointed to the empty seats. “We’re waiting on a couple of people. We’ll want lunch menus when they get here.”


  She nodded. “Of course, sir. I’ll keep an eye out.”


  “What are you planning with Zoya?” he asked, taking a pull off his beer.


  I fiddled with my coffee mug and shrugged. “Planning? That would imply that I thought I could plan anything without at least talking to her first.” I took a sip and sighed. “That’s the hell of it. I hate not being able to plan. Even when the plans are bad. The only thing I can plan now is ‘talk to Zoya’ and I don’t even know if I can.” I shot him a side-eyed grin. “Or should.”


  “But you’ve gone and made yourself an engineer.” He sipped his beer, raising his eyebrows. “That’s planning.”


  I shook my head and stared at the table, finding it difficult to even look at him directly. “That’s filler. Costs nothing. Means nothing. A little time. Something to dream about, maybe.”


  He leaned forward to get in my face. “You realize it’s stupid? Right? You know that?”


  He surprised a chuckle out of me. “Stupid?”


  “Yeah. That whole train of thought. The whip you beat yourself with.” He shook his head and sat back. “Based on a flawed assumption driven by a limited sample of a broad population.”


  I started to object but buried my face in my coffee mug.


  “You know that.” It wasn’t a question this time.


  I nodded.


  He nodded back. “Good. First step in solving any problem is defining it correctly.”


  I looked over at him. “I thought it was admitting you have one.”


  “Semantics. I’ve always thought that ‘admitting you have one’ thing was facile. Lots of people see lots of things as problems. They admit they have money problems, but attribute it to spending rather than income.”


  I frowned at him. “They have more control of spending, don’t they?”


  “That’s the problem. That’s an assumption. Maybe the problem isn’t how much they’re spending or what they’re spending it on. Maybe it’s that they’re being exploited. Maybe they’re in the wrong job or working for the wrong people. Maybe they’re not working enough.” He shrugged and watched me out of the corners of his eyes as he took another long pull from his beer.


  “You’re just trying to distract me.”


  He nodded. “Is it working?”


  I laughed. “Yeah. Against all odds, I think it is.” I took a sip from my coffee. “I never asked you about Natalya.”


  He leaned forward, putting his forearms on the table. “What about her?”


  “How’d you two manage to get together?”


  He shrugged. “I don’t know.”


  I scoffed. “You don’t know?”


  “Yeah. Just seemed like the right thing. We’re both Toe-Holders at heart. Neither of us comfortable in a rigid hierarchy.”


  “So you both went to the Academy to join one?” I asked, grinning.


  He chuckled. “I went to satisfy my parents. You know that.” He shook his head. “Of all the positions on the ship, cargo master is the least confining. Even captain is worse.”


  “I can’t argue that.”


  “Natalya saw the opportunity to achieve two goals. Enhance her skills and knowledge in engineering and get those things certified by the dominant regime.” He looked at me as if daring me to challenge him.


  I shrugged. “That was smart.”


  He nodded and chuckled a little. “It was. Then she nearly botched it by spending her first few stanyers after graduation in Toe-Hold limbo.”


  “Didn’t that lead to RUTS getting formed?”


  “Yeah, but look at it from her perspective. Hard to maintain or enhance that certification by serving the Toe-Holds. She got enough credits from Madoka Usoko to start her own company, but still had to hire people to do the jobs above her so she could demonstrate her time in grade by doing the jobs she was already qualified for.”


  “Zoya’s command experience counted.” I looked over at him. “That was one of the things Natalya put her in for.”


  Pip nibbled his lower lip for a few heartbeats, a frown on his forehead as he stared at the middle of the table. “Yeah. That’s curious. Completely at odds with what I believed should happen.”


  “Did you know?”


  He shook his head. “No. Surprised me, too. The implications of that are pretty staggering.”


  I glanced at him, my coffee cup halfway to my mouth. “Surprising? Sure. Staggering?”


  He nodded and turned sideways in his chair to look at me. “It implies that the Toe-Holds are not as opaque to CPJCT as they pretend.”


  “We knew that. How is this different?”


  “The High Line needs the Toe-Holds more than the Toe-Holds need the High Line. Right?”


  “Yes.”


  “But the High Line has always maintained that anything outside of CPJCT jurisdiction doesn’t really matter. By counting Zoya’s work at Zvezda Moya, even recognizing it as part of her time in grade, they’re acknowledging officers who’ve worked in the Toe-Holds can be recognized.”


  I frowned. “How is that different from what we’re doing? We spend most of the stanyer in the Toe-Holds. They’re counting our time in grade when we’re in the Dark.”


  “Yes, but we always touch base here at Port Newmar. We’re not disappearing into the void for months on end before resurfacing.”


  “Like when Nat and Zoya did with UMS17?”


  “Exactly. It’s possible the board didn’t question it because of her name. Or for political reasons. Or—” He shook his head. “Or I don’t know.” He took a sip of his beer. “But my perception that time in the Toe-Holds didn’t count for seniority with the CPJCT took a serious hit when they accepted her time as first mate on a ship that hails from the Toe-Holds as well as her station management.”


  I nodded, looking around to see if Natalya and Zoya were coming. “I can see that. What’s that got to do with Natalya nearly botching it?”


  “Because the reason they came up for air, as it were, was because they wanted to get their time in grade registered with the CPJCT on a recognized ship. She said they both thought they needed to do that at the time.”


  “What changed her mind?” I asked. “Something must have if she put Zoya in with Toe-Hold experience.”


  “Changed my mind about what?” Natalya asked, slipping into the chair beside Pip and across from me.


  “About time in grade earned in the Toe-Holds.” Pip frowned. “When you came out of the Toe-Holds after Zvezda Moya, you said you didn’t think your time there would matter.”


  She shrugged. “Oh. It was more a matter of what we thought we needed. I put Zoya up for captain with that experience just to see if they’d deny it. I didn’t really expect them to accept it.” She shook her head. “We’re still having a dinner tonight, right?”


  Pip nodded. “All the officers. I booked a room for us up at Freddie’s.”


  She glanced sideways. “Here she comes.”


  I turned to see Zoya coming in the back way, seeming to dance between the tables in a zig-zag path to avoid the chairs and the few patrons in her path. She wore a jewel-red shirt under a black leather bolero and a pair of jeans. When she smiled, something relaxed in my chest and I took a deep breath.


  She came around our table and slid into her chair, nodding at Pip’s almost empty beer. “I see you didn’t waste any time.”


  “Waste not, want not.”


  Cindy appeared at Pip’s elbow. “Ready to order? A drink while you look over the menu?”


  Natalya pointed at Pip’s glass. “Clipper Ship?”


  Cindy nodded. “Yes. Would you like one?”


  “Sure.” She grinned at Pip. “Bring him another. That one will be gone by the time you get back.”


  Cindy grinned. “Of course. And for you?” She looked at Zoya.


  “Coffee for now.”


  “I’ll be right back.” She headed for the back.


  “You haven’t told us about your board,” Pip said.


  “Test in the morning. Interview in the afternoon. They asked a lot of questions. I gave a lot of answers. Kate Jonuska came over from Big Rock. We had dinner after it was all over.”


  “Who was on the board?” Natalya asked. “Anybody we know?”


  Zoya shook her head. “Three senior captains I’d never heard of. One of them was Saltzman. One, Consolidated. The last, retired.” She looked at Pip. “What’s the status of the Collins holding company?”


  He shrugged. “Effectively defunct in all but name, I think. Unless I miss my guess, the ship will be Exhibit A in a fraud suit between the Academy and Manchester.”


  Natalya pursed her lips. “That’s never going to see a court.”


  Pip shrugged. “Probably not. Regardless, the ship is out of commission until it can pass inspection.”


  “I’d still like to know how it passed the first time,” Natalya said.


  Cindy showed up with two beers, one mug, and a coffee carafe. She off-loaded the beers, poured coffee into the empty mug and offered to fill mine. I took the offer and accepted the full mug back. She looked at Zoya. “Do you need anything for your coffee?”


  Zoya took a sample sip and shook her head. “This is fine. Thank you.”


  “You know what you want to order yet?”


  “We’ll need a few minutes,” Pip said. “Do you have a lunch special today?”


  Cindy shook her head. “We had a lunch special. It turned out to be more popular than the kitchen anticipated. Sorry.”


  He chuckled. “Just weighing options. Thanks.”


  Cindy nodded. “I’ll give you a few.”


  “How do you think you did?” Natalya asked.


  Zoya shook her head and grimaced. “Who knows? The written test felt good. I didn’t feel snarled up by any of the questions. Nothing felt tricky.”


  “And the actual board?” Pip asked, leaning forward.


  She grimaced again. “The retired captain, Litton, kept hammering me about Usoko. Not sure what his beef was. I don’t think he liked the fact that I’m sitting for captain and not the board chair there.”


  “The other two?” he asked.


  “Farkas from Consolidated. Nice woman. A bit older than Beth, I think. Seemed really interested in Zvezda Moya and my time flying haulers, mostly from the administration standpoint. I didn’t get the same adversarial sense that I got from Litton.” She paused to take a sip of coffee. “Grieg asked a lot of questions about working on the Chernyakova with you lot.” She gave me a glance. “He seemed quite interested in you, Skipper.”


  Cindy interrupted by showing up with her tablet ready. She went around the table, taking orders. “I’ll get these right in. Shouldn’t be long.” She left a smile in her wake.


  Zoya looked around the table. “What are the plans? Do we have any?”


  Natalya shook her head. “We’re waiting for Alys to get back to us on the Collins. We recommended they set it up as a learning lab and have the students do the refurb work.”


  “And stick the cost of the program to Manchester,” Pip said, grinning around his glass of beer.


  Zoya shot me a glance. “You still planning on a vacation?”


  “Yeah. I haven’t made any actual plans beyond ‘I’m taking a vacation.’ I figured I’d take a day or two. See what I might figure out once I wasn’t worried that the ship would come apart around us. Not much has changed since you left The Junkyard. You still planning to take a break?” I asked, paying more attention to my coffee cup than it probably deserved.


  “Uh huh.”


  “They’re so cute,” Pip said.


  Natalya sighed. “Hush, you.”


  I laughed and leaned back in my seat, shaking my head. “You two aren’t helping things.”


  Natalya just grinned.


  I looked at Zoya. “When we get done here, maybe you and I could take a walk around the promenade?”


  “You mean without them?” She nodded across the table, a little smile working on the edges of her lips.


  “Yeah.”


  She nodded and the smile bloomed. “Maybe you can give me tips on managing obstreperous officers in case I pass the board.”


  Pip laughed. “You’ve got the better handle on it, I think.”


  She looked at him. “Well, Mr. Smartypants, what are you planning on doing? Nat’s waiting on the Collins. I happen to know she has a couple of tractors coming out of the yard soon if that falls through. The captain is going on vacation. What about you?”


  He shrugged and glanced at Natalya. “I’ve still got some responsibilities for the Academy holding company. I don’t know whether Alys wants to dissolve it or keep it to manage the refit.”


  “Assuming she does the refit to begin with and how she does it,” Natalya added, carving another bite off her sandwich. “She may just let High Tortuga and Manchester duke it out while she holds a basket to catch any credits that fall out of their pockets in the struggle.”


  Pip leaned back and picked up his beer glass. “I figure we got about a month before I have to commit to something.” He took a sip. “After that?” He looked at Natalya and smiled. “I guess we’ll just have to see.”


  Natalya smiled back.


  Zoya snorted. “And they called us ‘cute.’”


  I looked over at her and began to believe that maybe there could be an “us.” I couldn’t help the smile that broke out on my face and didn’t see the need to stop it. “They’ve had more experience.”


  “How long have you two been you two, anyway?” Zoya asked.


  Natalya shook her head and shrugged. “I don’t know.” She looked at Pip. “What do you think?”


  Pip shrugged back and turned to Natalya, fluttering his eyelashes and giving her his best cheesy smile.


  Natalya answered with a backhanded smack on the arm. “Stop that. Quit screwing around. Serious question.” Her scowl looked real enough to me.


  Pip straightened up and shrugged again, settling back in his chair. “It just kind of happened.” He glanced at Zoya and me. “I can’t think of a point where I thought ‘Oh, Nat and I should be a couple’ or even ‘could be a couple.’ It just happened slowly over a couple of months.” He looked over at her. “And before I even knew it, I couldn’t imagine not being able to talk to her.”


  “Well, there was that one morning,” Natalya said, her eyebrows doing push-ups on her forehead.


  “Stop.” Zoya held up a hand. “I do not need to hear about how you woke up together after a night of drunken debauchery.” She had her face turned away from Natalya but I could see the grin from my angle.


  “Actually. That was a different morning, but sure. Whatever.” Natalya sighed.


  Cindy returned with a tray full of food and started dealing them out around the table. She smiled when she finished. “Anything else I can get you?”


  Pip looked around at us for a moment before shaking his head. “I think this will hold us for a bit.”


  She nodded and stepped away, leaving us to our food.


  After a few ticks of paying more attention to our lunches than each other, Zoya straightened up in her seat, lifting her coffee cup. “Anything happening on the merger?”


  Natalya gave Pip a glance and shrugged. “I think it’s a go.”


  Pip nodded, washing a mouthful of lunch down with his beer. “We’ve yet to break the news to the various boards of directors, but it makes a lot of sense.”


  Zoya looked at me. “You’re on board with this?”


  “I am.” I took a sip of my coffee. “It makes a lot of business sense, and I want to take a break. Maybe think about what I’m going to do next rather than just taking the default action.” I tried to control my trepidation over whether or not Zoya might feature in that future.


  A tiny grin escaped one corner of her mouth. “That’s what you plan to do on this hypothetical vacation? Think about it?”


  I gave her a short nod before filling my mouth with the last of my club sandwich so I wouldn’t say anything else stupid.


  Natalya shot me an amused half-grin. “We’ll need to sit down with some accountants and a legal team to sort it out, but we’ve agreed in principle. We’ll figure out who gets what in terms of Phoenix stock.”


  “You’ll buy it out?” Zoya asked, swiping a french fry through a puddle of ketchup on her plate.


  “Buy it out. Trade it for like value in RUTS.” Natalya shrugged. “I think we’ve got the necessary capitalization to make it good with the Phoenix stockholders without incurring a whole lot of debt.” She grinned at me. “Thanks to Ishmael.”


  Zoya looked my way. “What did you do?”


  “Agreed to take RUTS stock for my share in Phoenix. I don’t need the credits or the headache anymore.”


  “Saves RUTS a can-load of credits,” Pip said, pushing his empty plate away. “Doesn’t dilute their share value.” He shrugged. “Not what I’d have done.”


  Zoya laughed. “You’re the one driving this boat, aren’t you?”


  He tossed a quick glance at Natalya. “Not really.”


  Zoya raised an eyebrow in Natalya’s direction. “You?”


  Natalya shrugged. “It’s more of a case of what do we want to accomplish together. Merging the two operations makes a lot of sense from a management standpoint.”


  “What would you have done?” Zoya asked, looking over at Pip.


  “Half credits, half stock.”


  “I’m taking all stock,” I said. “There’s enough RUTS stock available that I’m just swapping one set for another. My personal balance sheet doesn’t change.”


  “You still carry too much liquid,” Pip said, frowning at me. “You need those credits to be working.”


  I shrugged. “They will be. Eventually.” I glanced at Zoya. “Depends on what I decide to do when the dust settles.”


  “Pay the check, Pip,” Natalya said, interrupting whatever Pip had intended to say. “Let’s leave these two to sort out their differences, shall we?” She stuck the last piece of sandwich into her mouth.


  Pip flexed his thumb in Cindy’s general direction and nodded. “I like this plan.” He finished his beer, then pressed his thumb to the tab when Cindy presented it. “Thank you, Cindy.”


  “Thank you for coming in.” Cindy stepped back and let Pip and Natalya stand. “Will you be staying? Can I get you some dessert?”


  I looked at Zoya and we both shook our heads. “We’re good. Thanks.” I stood and turned toward the promenade.


  Zoya stood and nodded. “You want to get into civvies first?”


  I shrugged. “I’m good.”


  She fell into step beside me as we left the restaurant.


  I reached up and fingered my collar. “I’m authorized for engineering third now. I suppose we could swing by the chandlery so I can pick up a set of collar pips.”


  She frowned at me as we walked through the hotel’s main door and out to the promenade.


  We walked along for about a tick. Nothing about it felt comfortable and I didn’t know where to start.


  “Just say it,” she said.


  “You think we might be us someday?” I asked, the words tumbling out.


  She sighed and side-eyed me. “I don’t know.” Her lips screwed to the side of her face. “Can you actually talk to me like a person?”


  My brain stuttered. “Like a person?”


  She looked at me. “Yeah. You know. Like a real person instead of a member of your crew. You talk to Pip like a person. Even Natalya, although not as much as Pip.”


  I shrugged. “Pip and I have history.”


  She nodded. “I talk to Nat differently, too, but we’re not on the same chain of command.” The look she gave me wasn’t pleasant.


  “Are you angry? Am I on the wrong track?”


  She frowned, turning away to look at the deck in front of us for a moment as we strolled along.


  I waited, afraid I’d made a colossal blunder.


  “Yes. Maybe. In that order.”


  The sandwich turned into a rock in my gut. I took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “My apologies. Should we return to the hotel?”


  She wheeled on me, her shoulders squared and her weight balanced like she might be going to take a swing at me. “Can you talk to me like a person and not an employee? If you can’t, then you’re definitely on the wrong track.”


  Her response caught me flat-footed. I almost wanted to take a step back but the desire to step closer stopped me. “I’m terrible at this.” I sighed, trying to let all the baggage fall away. “I didn’t used to be. I used to be able to see people as people.” I stopped, swallowing the words. “Natalya said I’d wrapped myself in the chain of command and it was choking me.”


  Zoya’s scowl relaxed as she smiled. “Fearless, that one.”


  I nodded. “Didn’t make her wrong.”


  “No.” Zoya’s head gave a little shake. “No, it didn’t. That’s why we’re having this conversation now. We couldn’t have it before?”


  I sighed and looked down at the space between the toes of our boots. “Not while we were on the same ship.”


  “Not while I was in your precious chain of command?”


  I looked up and nodded. “Yes. I was afraid to.”


  “Afraid to? Afraid of what? That you might prejudice my career?”


  “Yes. That I might like it too much to be able to let you go.”


  “Let me go?” She frowned. “What do you mean?”


  I realized that people were having to walk around us and nodded toward the bulkhead, shifting my weight to take a step closer to it.


  She looked up and followed me. “I’m waiting.”


  I shrugged. “You always wanted to be a captain. I didn’t—wouldn’t—get in the way of that. Yes, I was worried that I might prejudice your career.” I looked away from the intense stare she leveled at me. “I was more worried about the structural reality of having you get your stars.”


  She sighed. “There can be only one captain.”


  I looked back at her. “Yeah. If you’re going to be the captain? How can we have a future?”


  She frowned, her eyes narrowing. “That’s why you took up engineering.”


  I nodded.


  “I knew it.” She shook her head. “You ass. You’d have had a relationship with Natalya but not me?”


  I shrugged. “The chain doesn’t bind that tightly in that direction. It just never happened.”


  “You don’t get to pick like that. That’s not how it works.”


  “Yeah.” I sighed and looked away again. “I know. My mother used to say something like ‘The heart loves who the heart loves.’ I got that tangled up on the Lois.” I shook my head. I wanted to say more but didn’t quite dare.


  “And you think what? You love me?” Her voice didn’t carry the same whip-crack of anger. “I’m the consolation prize because Natalya picked Pip?”


  The idea startled me so much, it left me speechless for too long. I shook my head. “No. Not even. No.” I took a deep breath, trying to settle the galloping horse in my chest.


  “No, what? No, you don’t think you love me?” She sounded amused, which confused me even more.


  I looked into her eyes for a few moments and let the sight calm me. I sighed and sagged against the bulkhead, letting it hold me up. I looked down and drew in a deep breath, letting it out slowly before I looked back up at her. “I don’t know what we might have between us. We haven’t really had a chance. I don’t really know what a relationship looks like. A real one. This is all new to me. I’d hoped that when we got here and off the ship, we’d be able to figure it out together. That is, if you’re interested. I’m not assuming you are but—” A nervous laugh bubbled out of my chest. “But I’m not even sure how to ask.”


  “How about you just ask?”


  “Do you think we might have a relationship that’s not wound up in the chain of command?”


  She shook her head, grinning. “No. No, I don’t.”


  Her grin killed me. I couldn’t interpret it so I looked away.


  “I don’t think either of us is capable of that.” She moved to stand in front of me, getting into my face. “A better question might be ‘Do you think we can have a relationship in spite of it?’” She smiled at me and gave a little nod. “Yes. I think we could. Maybe. It wouldn’t be easy. We’d probably trip each other up all the time. But yeah. I’m willing to try, if you are.”


  Her words bathed me in warmth. For some reason, one phrase stuck in my head. “Either of us?”


  She chuckled. “Yeah. You don’t think you’re the only one with hang-ups about that, do you?”


  “I’m not following.”


  “Why do you think I always stood against the bulkhead?”


  “You mean, in the cabin?”


  “Yeah. Where else?”


  I shook my head. “I thought it was so you’d be closer to the door.”


  The right side of her mouth curled up in a grin. “Yeah. It was my reminder that I needed to keep my distance from you.”


  I frowned. “We didn’t seem to have any trouble going out to lunch together. You didn’t need distance then?”


  She shrugged. “Did you?”


  “No.” I shook my head. “Although I did frequently want less.”


  “Less?” Her eyebrows rose and her grin turned to challenge. “Like how much less?”


  “I don’t know.” I felt myself sliding into a more comfortable place. “Maybe holding hands? Arm in arm?”


  “Hip to hip?” she asked, an smile playing with the corners of her mouth.


  “Yeah. That, too.” I gave her a little challenge of my own. “What about you? You didn’t seem to have any trouble sitting across the table from me.”


  She shook her head. “No. No trouble at all.” She stepped back half a pace. “Shall we stroll a bit? Try it out? See if we like it?”


  I pushed off from the bulkhead and offered my arm. She was a little taller, but when she wrapped her arm around mine, she just seemed to fit.


  We walked along for a while like that. Each step felt right. Even when we tugged each other a little when we didn’t step at the same time or in the same way. It didn’t take long for those little tugs to be more purposeful, as when she drew me to look in the window of a music store or I pulled her toward a clothing store.


  “You need clothes?” she asked. “Are you secretly a clothes horse?”


  “I was just thinking my civilian wardrobe is a little thin these days, and if we’re going to be on vacation together, I’d like to look good.”


  “Are we? Going to be on vacation together?” She hung on my arm, pulling me closer to her.


  “Maybe. I purposefully didn’t make any plans until I had a chance to talk it over with you. I’m not really good at this vacation thing and hoped you might have some suggestions.”


  She laughed and looked away. “We’re a pair. I have no idea how. Or what.” She shrugged. “We need a handler.”


  “What? Somebody to tell us where to go?”


  She gave a short nod.


  “If we ask Mr. Jacobs, I suspect he’d be happy to tell us.” I thought about it for a moment. “Mr. Bentley might, for that matter?”


  She laughed and tugged on my arm. “No. Neither of them. Bentley’s hanging on to the idea that you’ll have a new ship in a month and he’ll be able to get aboard.” She shrugged. “Jacobs has come around. He’s done some serious questioning of his life choices and come up with new answers, I think. Natalya can do that to a person.” She leaned back a bit, not letting go of my arm but looking at me. “What’s your idea of a fun day?”


  I gazed at the mannequins in the window. One wore a dressy-casual outfit of gray slacks, pale blue shirt, and a camel jacket that owed more of its cut to business than military influences. Another wore jeans and a long-sleeved slate pullover with vertical ribbing. “Sleep in. Savory breakfast. Good coffee.” I shrugged and a little laugh escaped. “I stall after that.”


  “Sounds like a good start.” She pulled me along, bumping at the hip. “What about environment? Station? Planet? Warm? Cold?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t think about that.”


  “You were born on a planet, though, right?”


  I answered without thinking. “Yeah.” I shook my head. “No. I actually don’t know.”


  She laughed and tugged on my arm. “You don’t know?”


  “I was pretty young at the time.” I grinned at her. “I think I was born on Diurnia, but I don’t know that for sure.”


  “It’s not on your birth certificate?”


  “Diurnia’s a Confederation system. It just lists the name of the medical facility. I don’t know if it was down on the planet or up on the orbital. I thought it was the planet. I have some vague shadowy memories of being little-little and walking in a park holding my father’s hand.” I shook my head. “My parents separated just before my fourth birthday when my mother took the job at Neris. I grew up on Neris. I remember the trip over, but only because it was long and boring and I had to stay in our stateroom most of the time.”


  She tilted her head to one side. “What do you remember about growing up?”


  “Dry. Dusty. The system primary kept things warm but the planet had very little axial tilt so we didn’t have things like seasons. I learned about them in school, but had a hard time imagining what that would have been like.” I shrugged. “I guess I still don’t know. Port Newmar was the only place I spent much time on the surface. The seasonal effect is pretty mild from what I understand.” I shrugged. “Your turn. Were you born on an orbital?”


  She nodded. “Margary Orbital. I was lucky not to have been born on the barge, apparently.” She grinned at me. “I don’t remember it. My first memories are of Big Rock. Running through the passageways.”


  “Did you have other kids to play with?”


  “No. Did you?”


  “Yeah. A few. We lived in the faculty enclave so I didn’t see much of the workers. Not all the faculty were old fogeys. Some were young parents like my mother.”


  “But no friends?”


  “No. Not really.” I frowned. “I remember a few names. Some of the faces. You didn’t get close to people. They moved away and you lost them.” I laughed. “I think Pip was my first real friend, and he just never really goes away.”


  She laughed. “Natalya and I have been joined at the hip since the Academy. Before that?” She shook her head. “Being on the bridge at twelve limited my social circle.” She gave me a wry grin. “I’ve never regretted it, but I’d be lying if I said it hasn’t made making personal connections somewhat difficult.”


  “You seem to do all right on the ship.”


  “Well, yeah. The ship is really the only thing I know. When Nat and I lived on Dark Knight, that was the first time I had to deal with rent and groceries and everything.”


  I nodded, feeling the truth of it. “We live in a bubble. Or maybe a bunch of bubbles.”


  “You ever wonder what it’s like? Not being a spacer?” She stopped to look at the menu posted outside a restaurant.


  “You hungry already?”


  She chuckled and shook her head, moving on and taking me with her. “Just looking. Might want to try it someday.”


  “What? Not being a spacer?” I grinned at her and she shook my arm. “I wasn’t a spacer until I joined the Lois. I remember what it was like.”


  She nodded. “What do you think of the ocean?”


  “I never saw one before Port Newmar. Did you?”


  She shook her head. “No. I never felt wind on my face until I was—I don’t know—nine? Ten?” She shrugged. “What about mountains? Forests?”


  I shook my head. “Neris had some mountains, but I never saw them except as icons on a map. I’ve seen pictures. They look—rocky.”


  She laughed. “Yeah. St. Cloud has some pretty spectacular landscapes. I saw a documentary about it once.”


  “I’ve been to the system. Never went down to the surface.”


  “You have whelkies, though, don’t you?” She looked at me. “More than one?”


  I pulled out the shearwater and held it in my hand. “This is one of them. I had a dolphin before this one.” I swallowed a sigh. “I gave that one away.” I tucked the whelkie back in my pocket.


  She nodded and pulled me along, looking into the next window on the promenade—another clothing shop, this one for women. The display highlighted pants and blouses in various colors and styles. We didn’t linger very long before continuing on our circuit.


  “What would you like to do?” I gave her arm a squeeze. “What would your ideal day be?”


  She shook her head. “That’s the thing. I’m not sure I know how to take a day off. I’ve always been working toward the next thing. The next step. The next ship. The next promotion.” She sighed. “I’m afraid I’d get bored if I didn’t have something to work toward.”


  “What about your music?”


  She frowned. “What about it?”


  “Ever want to just sit around and play music all day?”


  She laughed and shook her head. “No. That would be pretty boring after the first couple of stans.”


  I chuckled. “What do people do?”


  “Real people, you mean?” She grinned at me and shrugged. “Judging by our crew’s off-duty habits? Eat, sleep, drink.” She paused to give me a sideways grin. “Screw.”


  I laughed, but I had a bit of a hard time catching my breath hearing her say it. “You’re right there. You think that’s a bad thing?”


  She shook her head and looked away for a moment. “No. Not at all.”


  I swallowed hard but the words came out anyway. “Would you like to?”


  She stiffened a little, but gave me a little grin and a sly side-eyed glance. “What? Eat? Sleep? Drink?” Her gaze flicked to my lips before staring into my eyes. “Screw?”


  I flexed the shoulder she hung from. “Any of those? All of them?”


  She bit her lower lip and shrugged, looking away. “We just had lunch.”


  “We’re almost back.” I nodded to the hotel entrance.


  She stopped, pulling me to the side and turning to face me. “Cards on the table. Person to person. No chains of command. What do you want?”


  I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, staring into her face. “I want to see if we have a future together. Something besides captain and crew.” I reached up and brushed a fingertip over her cheekbone, marveling at the warmth of her skin. “What do you want?”


  “Short term? I want more lunches and dinners that aren’t in the wardroom,” she said, a faint smile curling the corners of her mouth. “Maybe some quiet time in the same room. Find some live music once in a while. Somebody to talk to when it gets cold out there.”


  I blinked at her rapid response. “You’ve given this some thought.”


  Her faint smile widened into a grin. “And you haven’t?”


  I looked away down the promenade and sighed. “I wouldn’t let myself go there.” Looking back at her, I gave her an apologetic shrug. “I didn’t want to assume you’d be open to it.”


  A grimace flashed across her face for a split second. “Well.” She shrugged and blessed me with a small smile. “At least we’ve established we’d both like to see this where this goes, haven’t we?”


  “We have.”


  She nodded and took my arm again, pulling me toward the hotel entrance. “Good. I think we’ve reached a tentative agreement in our negotiations then, haven’t we?” I caught a sideways glance and her grin.


  Her playful side delighted me. “We have. What’s the next item on the agenda?”


  We crossed the hotel lobby, arm in arm, heading toward our rooms.


  She hugged my arm a little more firmly, looking down at our feet. “You’ll laugh.”


  “Maybe. But with you. Never at you.”


  “I haven’t gotten a lot of sleep the last few days. I need a nap before we face the others over dinner.” She looked over at me as if looking for some kind of judgment.


  “Too keyed up over the results of your board?”


  She shook her head.


  We’d arrived at my door and I pulled out my keycard. “What then?”


  “Wondering if you and I could have a future together.” Her voice was so quiet in the carpeted hallway, it felt almost like a whisper. Or a prayer.


  “How do you feel now?”


  Her dark brown eyes gleamed as she smiled. “Hopeful. You?”


  I took a tick to consider it, feeling a kind of languor spreading through my chest as I gazed into her face.


  “You’re taking a long time to think about it,” she said.


  I drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Savoring it. Hopeful seems appropriate, if a bit too sedate. Maybe overwhelmed by the possibilities. A bit afraid that it might all come crashing down.”


  Her eyebrows bounced up at that. “Really?”


  “You said ‘cards on the table.’”


  “I did.” A yawn seized her and she turned her head away, covering her mouth with the back of her hand before looking back at me with a sheepish grin. “I’m sorry. That’s not a reaction to you. I really need some sleep.”


  She looked so remorseful I couldn’t help but grin at her. “Go get your nap. We can talk later.” I slid the card through the lock and pushed the door off its latch.


  “Ishmael?”


  I turned back to look at her.


  She leaned in, one hand on my shoulder, turning me more toward her as she brushed her lips across mine. She pulled back a little, looking into my eyes.


  I tilted my head a little to get a better angle and gave her the kiss back.


  “We can talk more later? When I’m more awake?” she asked.


  “Of course.” I grinned at her, feeling her breath on my face. “We still need to figure out this vacation thing.”


  Her lips twitched in a fleeting grin. “At least.” She looked at my mouth and her tongue flicked over her lower lip as she took a half step back. “I, ah, better go get that nap.”


  “Think you can sleep now?”


  She nodded. “Yes.” She half turned away, heading down the corridor before giving me a shy glance. “You’ll be around later?”


  I nodded into my room and grinned. “You know where I live. You’re welcome any time.”


  She glanced around as if seeing it for the first time, then laughed. “Pip put us in adjacent rooms.”


  I shrugged remembering some of Natalya’s comments. “Maybe Nat had something to do with it.”


  She nodded. “That’s at least as likely.” She paused, seeming reluctant to move. “They make a good pair.” Another yawn took her and she gave a little embarrassed laugh as she looked away.


  “Go nap. We’re in no hurry, are we?”


  She seemed to relax a bit, her shoulders losing some of the tension as she glanced back at me. “No. Not anymore, I guess.” She smiled and headed down the hall.


  I slipped through the open door into my room. It closed behind me with a loud snap of the lock. I brushed my lips with the tips of my fingers. After a few moments, I heard her moving around on the other side of the wall, and then silence.


  I dug out my player and headset before stretching out on the bed. I wanted to savor the afternoon and let myself believe that it might just be the beginning.


  Chapter 24


  Newmar Orbital: 
March 10, 2380


  The host at Freddie’s took Zoya and me into a small dining room. Pip and Natalya lounged comfortably against each other on adjacent chairs along the side of a round table set for eight.


  Natalya elbowed him. “I win.”


  Pip gave us a sour look. “You had to show up early? Why? You can’t have burned out all that tension in a single afternoon.”


  Natalya chuckled when Zoya and I just grinned at each other.


  Zoya shrugged and led the way to chairs across from Natalya and Pip. “I think we’re off to a good start.” She glanced at me with a smile.


  I smiled back and nodded. “We are.”


  Pip laughed. “I’ll just bet you are.”


  “They are.” Natalya picked up her wine glass and toasted Zoya. “I haven’t seen you that relaxed since we moved out of the apartment with the heated spa tub at High Tortuga.”


  Pip narrowed his eyes at me a little. “Figured out where you’re going on vacation?”


  We took our seats and a server popped in to take our drink orders. Zoya grabbed the wine list. She turned it toward me and pointed to a bottle of riesling. “This one?”


  I nodded. “Perfect.”


  She held the list for the server. “A bottle of this for now?”


  He nodded and smiled. “Of course. I’ll have that right out.” He strode off.


  I shook my head. “No. We didn’t decide where to go. Turns out neither of us knows how to do this vacation thing.”


  “I remember them. Vacations.” Natalya squinted up at the overhead. “Long time ago. Mostly shrouded in the sands of time.”


  Pip laughed. “You people need to take better care of your mental health.”


  “Where would you go?” Natalya asked.


  He picked up his beer glass and looked into it for a moment. “St. Cloud, I think. They’ve got these rocky islands in the northern hemisphere. Quiet. I always thought it would be a good place to go and listen.”


  The way he said it made us all look at him, Natalya’s mouth open a little and Zoya had a grin.


  “What?” he asked.


  “You never said anything about that before,” Natalya said.


  He shrugged. “I’m not sure how you’d even do that. Company planet and all.”


  “How could you find out?”


  He looked over at her. “I don’t know.” He shook his head a couple of times, his eyes focused over her shoulder. “I need to make some inquiries. Why? Would you like to go?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess it would depend on the circumstances.”


  “Would give you something to do,” Zoya said.


  They both looked at her, clearly not following.


  “Do we look like we need something to do?” Pip asked.


  The server came back with the wine and did a little fussing with it before Zoya took a sip and nodded him away.


  She poured some for me and put the bottle down before answering him. “If Nat gets caught up in the refurb project, you’ll need something to do during the day. Maybe start up a travel bureau.”


  Nat settled back in her chair with her glass and grinned at him. “There ya go. Use the Carstairs network to visit all the wild places around the Western Annex. Run tours.”


  Zoya shrugged and took a sip of her wine. “Wouldn’t have to be just the wild places.”


  I leaned toward her, drawn by the simple comfort of being with her. “Maybe some of the more sophisticated places,” I said. “Art tours of the Toe-Holds. You wanted to help people? Set up an artist colony at Dark Knight. You could probably work something out with Kondur.”


  “Toe-Hold tourism?” He grimaced. “Isn’t that Plunkett’s Junkets’ schtick?”


  Zoya leaned forward. “No, he’s right. And Mel’s Place has a wonderful music scene, too. Singers. Songwriters. Musicians. Interstellar tourism seems to be doing well with DST’s Icarus fleet. Work out something with Christine Maloney to run some of those Higbee boats out to Mel’s for a music festival.” She took a sip of wine and gave my lips a sly glance. “Even if that didn’t work, the Confederation systems are all open. Start setting up some venues. Long term. Short term. Event. Location.” She shook her head. “At least see what’s there. With your connections, you’d be a natural to link them up with patrons.”


  Natalya nodded, looking over at him. “That’s not a bad idea.”


  He squirmed a little. “No. It’s not.”


  “Then what’s the problem?” she asked.


  He shrugged and returned her look. “It would be a lot of travel.”


  She wrinkled her nose. “Some.” She sipped her beer and cast a knowing grin at Zoya and me. “You could do a lot of work just with comms. Get things lined up. Get some plans in place. That could probably take a few months.” She shrugged again and leaned toward him, laying an arm across the back of his chair. “You’d probably have to go away once in a while, but you’d have a place to come back to.” Her eyebrows flicked up and down a couple of times.


  I thought for one breathless moment he might take her up on the offer right there at the table. “So what did you two do this afternoon?” I asked, leaning on my elbows and smiling at them.


  Pip cleared his throat and straightened up. “I, for one, got some work done.” Pip gave Natalya a comically disapproving side-eye. “Somebody I won’t name did her best to distract me.”


  The host brought in Chief Bashar, followed by Ms. Fortuner and Mr. Cartwright.


  “Welcome,” Pip said. “I asked Caoimhin, but he’s already elbow deep in his data and sent his regrets.”


  “I’m not surprised,” Ms. Fortuner said. “He was pretty excited when he found out the commandant had assigned him assistants.”


  Chief Bashar took the seat next to me while Ms. Fortuner and Mr. Cartwright took the empty seats on the far side of the table.


  The host went to stand behind Pip and leaned over. “Shall I send in the staff, sir?”


  “Yes, thank you, Marcel. Everybody’s here who’s coming.”


  Marcel nodded and waved a hand at somebody just outside. It took very little time for the servers to take orders for our meals and provide appropriate beverages before leaving us to our own devices.


  Pip lifted his refilled glass. “A toast to new beginnings.”


  We all raised a glass and drank.


  Zoya grinned across the table at Natalya. “Thanks to Nat for putting me in before I was actually eligible.”


  Natalya shook her head. “The board thought you were. That’s the only opinion that matters.”


  Chief Bashar nodded. “So true. So very true.”


  Pip looked over at him. “You heard from Alys yet?”


  He gave a small frown, glancing at me. “Not yet.”


  “You will.”


  “If the trustees endorse the plan to turn the Collins into a dockside practicum for engineering, they’d be foolish not to put a late-semester steward course there.” Pip grinned and took a sip of his lager. “You might be thinking about how you’d teach a dozen cadets in that galley. It could be brilliant.”


  Natalya nodded. “You could feed the engineering crews doing the refurb work.”


  Pip leaned in to look at Mr. Cartwright. “How’s the job search going, Rich?”


  He smiled at Natalya. “Knowing I’ve got a job with RUTS has taken a lot of the pressure off. I hope you won’t mind, if something comes my way before your tractors are ready.”


  Natalya laughed. “No. Absolutely not. Grab what you can and hold on. You and Kim both have a place if you need it.”


  Ms. Fortuner lifted her glass with a nod. “Thanks, Nat.” She looked at me and then Zoya. “You two still going on vacation?”


  Zoya nodded. “Planning on it.”


  Ms. Fortuner gave her a sly smile. “Have you agreed on where you’re going yet?”


  Zoya shrugged. “Not yet. We’re trying to convince Pip to start a travel agency.”


  The chief leaned in to grin at us, each in turn. “Which one of you’s in charge?”


  Zoya said, “Neither.”


  I said, “Both.”


  Their laughter felt good.


  Zoya gave my hand a quick squeeze. “Neither one of us has much experience with this vacation thing.”


  “Travel agency?” Kim asked.


  Pip shrugged, but Natalya nodded. “He’d be great at it. He’ll need something to do if I’m tied up with the Collins.”


  Pip shook his head. “I’m cargo. I wouldn’t know where to start.”


  Natalya elbowed him. “That never stopped you before.”


  We laughed at his grudging nod.


  The servers brought our meals and we settled in to give them our attention for a while. Dinner progressed as it always had. Nat and Pip provided much of the entertainment while I sat back. It wasn’t the wardroom. I didn’t need to be in charge. Zoya’s warm presence beside me and the good food seemed sufficient to the moment.


  With dessert behind us and the wine almost gone, Pip sat back and looked around the table, gathering our collective attention. “Thank you, one and all. Chief? You’re new to the party, but your presence on the Collins and steady hand in the galley made a huge difference to our success.”


  Chief Bashar smiled at him. “Just doing my job. I have to say it was enlightening to see the way you traded stores.”


  Pip snorted. “You drove that. All I did was green-light it.” He looked over at Mr. Cartwright. “Rich, you may be a boot third mate but thanks for stepping up every time we asked. Morale officer. Training officer. Systems. Excellent work.”


  Mr. Cartwright colored a bit under the scrutiny but nodded. “Thank you for the chance. When the commandant tapped me for this job, I didn’t know what to expect.”


  “None of us did,” Pip said. “Even if we had, none of us could have expected what we got.” Everybody laughed at that. “Kim? Second mate. Never second class. Stay in touch. Wherever you end up.”


  “Thanks, Pip.” She looked at me. “Thank you, Skipper. You took a chance on me at Breakall. I won’t forget it.”


  “Thank you.” I shrugged. “You were the one taking the chance on a broken-down hulk.”


  She frowned. “The Chernyakova wasn’t that bad.”


  Pip snorted. “He wasn’t talking about the ship.”


  After the chuckles petered out, Kim asked, “So, we’re really breaking up the team?”


  Pip and I shared a nod.


  “More or less. At least for now. Some of us are moving on together.” I glanced at Zoya. She gave me a smile in return.


  Pip sighed. “It’s the nature of the beast. I thought we’d be running the Chernyakova for a lot longer. It didn’t work out that way. From a company perspective, it makes sense to merge Phoenix with RUTS. Nat’s got an excellent management team in place.”


  “You could join them,” Natalya said, giving him a sour look.


  He laughed and shook his head. “Not happening. RUTS doesn’t need me stirring the pot. Your team is solid. I’ve got nothing to bring to that table.”


  “You’re going to merge with us. You should at least have a seat on the board.” She looked across the table at me. “You, too, Ishmael. Zoya’s already on the board so you’ll have to be there anyway.”


  “Wouldn’t that be a problem?”


  “No. Adding Pip is a problem.”


  Pip nodded. “Which is why I’ve turned it down.”


  She gave him a solid elbow in the ribs. “It’s a problem because adding one makes it an even number. We’d have to change the rules so that the chair only votes to break ties or something.”


  “That’s not a bad idea,” Zoya said.


  “No, it’s not, but having Ishmael join would keep it odd.”


  Pip snickered. “I can’t argue that.”


  She elbowed him again and everybody laughed. “We’d still need to change the bylaws, but it’s an easier fix.”


  Rich looked at Kim. “Is this making sense to you?”


  She shrugged. “High finance. They’re always doing stuff like this. I had no idea we’d be here now when we left Breakall on the 
Chernyakova. I just wanted a job. I have to admit, I never expected I’d wind up rubbing elbows with the rich and obscure.” She shot me a cheeky grin.


  “Hey, Zoya’s famous,” Natalya said. “Heir to the Usoko fortune.”


  Zoya snorted. “And who made the cover of three different trade journals in the last four stanyers?”


  “Three?” Pip asked looking at her.


  Natalya grimaced. “Ships and Cargo doesn’t exactly count. What’s their circulation? Twelve?”


  “Thousand?” Kim asked.


  “People,” she said.


  Mr. Cartwright sighed. “At least I can say I know you.”


  Pip grinned over at him. “And that, Mr. Cartwright, is enough to open doors.”


  He looked around the table at us, the skepticism practically dripping from his chin.


  Chief Bashar nodded. “He’s right, Rich. It’s amazing how often phony name droppers get ahead. You actually know these people. Worked with them. Practice saying things like ‘When I served with Ishmael Wang ...’ and ‘I remember when Zoya Usoko ...’” He grinned. “I know I will be.”


  I laughed. “I’ve already put a recommendation in all your jackets.”


  Zoya nodded. “I did, too. If you ever find yourself needing an introduction somewhere, just let me know.”


  Kim nudged Mr. Cartwright. “I’m not in their league but I’m in your corner too, Rich.”


  He smiled and looked down at his plate as the color worked up his neck. “Thanks. Everybody.”


  The servers came back in to clear away the empty dishes and used utensils. Their leader looked around at us. “Can we get you anything else? More wine? After-dinner cocktail? Anything?”


  Pip looked around at us. Nobody seemed inclined to answer, so he shook his head. “I think it’s time for the tab. Thank you.” She handed the tablet to him. He added a bit to the total before pressing his thumb down. “We’ll get out of your way shortly.”


  She took the tab. “No problem, sir. You’ve got this room for the rest of the evening if you want it.”


  He picked up his beer glass and looked around again. “I’m going to finish my beer, but if any of you have someplace you’d rather be? Have fun. Safe voyage.” He lifted his glass in a toast to the room.


  Mr. Cartwright stood, shaking his legs out. “Thanks, everybody. I think I’ll go walk around a little.”


  Ms. Fortuner looked up at him. “Hold on a tick, Richard.” She picked up her wine glass and emptied it before standing. “Didn’t want to waste that.” She chuckled. “But I’ll join you, if that’s all right.”


  “Sure.” He looked a little nonplussed by the idea but didn’t object when she fell into step with him as they left the room.


  “Any bets?” Pip asked.


  The chief laughed, shaking his head as he stood. “Not me. I’ll leave you people to plan to take over the galaxy in private.” He held his hand out to me. “Thanks, Skipper. I owe ya.”


  I stood to take his hand. “You don’t owe me anything. Good luck with the new posting.”


  “You keep saying that like it’s going to be true.”


  “I’ve known Alys Giggone a long time.”


  Pip stood and came around the table, his hand extended. “Karim. It’s been a pleasure. I suspect we’ll see more of each other before it’s all done.”


  The chief grinned. “You going to sell off those supplies?”


  Pip shrugged as he pumped the chief’s hand. “Maybe. Maybe not. We’ll see how this all shakes out over the next week or so. Nothing’s going to spoil in that amount of time, is it?”


  “You might want to clear out the ready cooler.”


  Pip nodded. “Good tip. I’ll make a note.” He pulled out his tablet.


  The chief waved and sauntered out, leaving the four of us alone.


  Zoya stood and took my arm, and Natalya came around the table. We stood back while the staff cleared away the mess.


  “What are you two kids going to do?” Pip asked, looking at us as Natalya took his arm.


  Zoya shrugged and looked at me. “Nothing planned. What about you?”


  Pip sighed and looked at Natalya. “I’m kind of at a loss.”


  “Nothing we can do about the business right now, is there?” Natalya asked.


  “No. I’ve got a meeting scheduled with Alys day after tomorrow down on the surface. Nothing beyond that.”


  She grinned at him. “I have some ideas.”


  He grinned back and started for the door. “Looks like you two are on your own. Don’t do anything we wouldn’t do.”


  Natalya laughed and looked back at us as they left. “They won’t.”


  Zoya shook her head and we started to follow in their footsteps. “She sounded pretty sure of that.”


  “She’s probably right.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  I looked over at her and laughed. “Can you even think of something they wouldn’t do?”


  She laughed and hugged my arm as we walked. “Not really.”


  We walked out of the restaurant and headed for the lift. “What do you think we should do now?”


  She reached over and brushed my lips with hers. “I think we should stroll around the promenade like real people and forget everything else for a while.”


  “You don’t want to plan our vacation?” I started walking away from the lift.


  She walked with me, our hips bumping. “We can do that like regular people, can’t we?”


  “Do regular people have vacations?”


  She chuckled. “I don’t know. I only think I know what regular people do.” She looked at me, hugging my arm tighter. “I’m almost certainly wrong.”


  “Do you remember when you and Natalya lived on Dark Knight?”


  She nodded, tilting her head and frowning a little. “Yeah. Why?”


  “What would you have done then, if you could have done anything?”


  She puckered her lips and shook her head. “We could have done anything then. I just would have needed to get the credits from my grandparents.”


  “But you didn’t. Why not?”


  She shrugged. “Felt like cheating somehow. I wanted to do it on my own.”


  “What about now?”


  She looked over at me, a slow smile blooming over her entire face. “Now I want to do it with you.”


  I had a little trouble with my voice for a moment. “Anything in particular?”


  She gave me a sideways glance. “We still haven’t ironed out the vacation thing.”


  “Any parameters we should consider?”


  She sighed and turned her gaze toward the shop windows as we strolled by. “Location, obviously. Probably needs to be something in system or we’ll spend a lot of time traveling.”


  “True.”


  “Activity. Something active?” She looked over at me. “Rent a boat and go sailing?”


  “Sounds confining.”


  She puckered her lips and sighed. “True. Something out of doors, at least?”


  I nodded. “Probably best. We’ve spent a lot of the last decade in one can or another.”


  “True.” She tugged on my arm. “Help me out here. When you think ‘vacation,’ what comes to mind?”


  “Any kind of break in the routine, I suppose. Lounging on the beach? Travel to foreign and exotic places?”


  She laughed. “Like we don’t travel to foreign and exotic places all the time?”


  I grinned at her. “There’s that. What about music?”


  She frowned at me. “What about it?”


  “Are there any concerts you’d like to attend?”


  She sighed and shook her head. “I have no idea what might be going on. I’m never here long enough for it to matter.”


  I grinned at her. “You know who we can ask?”


  “Virgil?”


  “I was thinking Pip, but Virgil’s probably a better choice.”


  We took a couple of steps before she stopped, her eyes widening. “No. They might know what’s going on up here, but down there? We need to visit Margaret Newmar.”


  “Not Alys?”


  “We could ask her, but if anybody knows what’s happening on the planet named for her family, I’d bet on Margaret Newmar. She probably already knows, but if not she’ll certainly know how to find out.”


  “Do we even know what to ask?”


  She took my arm again and we continued our leisurely stroll around the promenade. “So far we’ve got ‘something on the planet where we can move around without running into a bulkhead.’”


  “We’re awful at this.”


  “We are.” She shrugged. “I think I’d like to be waited on.”


  “What? Like the wardroom?”


  “Yes. If we’re going on vacation, my idea of a good time doesn’t involve cooking or cleaning.”


  I grinned at her. “I don’t know. I’m a pretty fair hand in the kitchen.”


  “I had enough of it at Dark Knight when we started.” She shrugged and gave me a rueful smile. “Never really got the hang of it more than we needed to keep the place sanitary and put food on the table.”


  “Seems reasonable to me. So, we’re looking for some kind of hotel or resort?”


  “Resort sounds promising. Not like we can’t afford it,” she said.


  I had to chuckle. “I’m still new to this whole thing.”


  “What? Us? Or having credits.”


  “Well, yes. That there appears to be an ‘us’ feels both unreal and wonderful.” I looked over at her. “I keep waiting for the messenger of the watch to wake me.”


  She grinned at me. “Honestly, I figure it will take weeks, if not months, before I hear back from the captain’s board.” She looked away. “What would you have done?”


  “What do you mean?”


  She pulled me over to a display of women’s shoes in a shop window, looking at me in the reflection of the glass. “Would we be having this conversation, if I had gotten my stars?”


  “I don’t know. Perhaps not this one, but one very similar.”


  “There’s no chain of command binding us now,” she said. “But what happens when there is?”


  I felt caught in her gaze. “I hope we can define the terms in our own favor.”


  “You’re not worried that you’d taint a future board?”


  I shrugged, turning to look directly into her eyes. “No. If I learned nothing else over the last few months, I learned that where I sit on the ship matters less than who’s sailing with me.”


  “You think it would be easier if you were engineering instead of deck?”


  I tugged her along the promenade as I thought about it. “No. I think I’m about done with big ships. They seem to require too much that I’m not willing to do any more.”


  “You think it’s the size of the crew?”


  I winced. “I don’t know.”


  She sighed and hugged my arm, just walking beside me for a few steps. “You’re a mess, you know?”


  I laughed. “I know. Between worrying about what some hypothetical future captain’s board might think about you, what some potential crew might find problematic in their officer corps”—I looked over at her—“and wanting to have more of a relationship with you than ‘coworker,’ I’m feeling a bit stretched in directions that don’t seem to work. At all.”


  She grinned at me a moment before looking away at the next shop window.


  “What do you want? Other than your stars?”


  She looked back at me. “I’m not sure I want them anymore.”


  Her words shocked me so much I almost stumbled. “What? You’re kidding.”


  She shrugged but didn’t look away. “I had a lot of time to think between The Junkyard and Margary. Something you and Pip asked me a while back. ‘What next?’ Remember?”


  I nodded.


  She took a deep breath and blew it out, pulling me along to resume our stroll. “When I was younger, I thought being a starship captain would be the greatest thing in the galaxy. No longer bound by a single system. Being able to sail around. See new places. Meet new people.”


  I smiled. “See distant stars up close?”


  She chuckled. “Something like that. In hindsight, I had no idea about the Toe-Holds and only the vaguest notions about the actual Western Annex. I never imagined what it was really like. Just that it was different. New. Sailing the same route between two mining outposts and the same smelter? Over and over and over?” She shrugged and glanced at me. “I thought being able to go someplace else would be so much better.”


  “Were you wrong?”


  She sighed. “Yes and no.”


  I strolled along with her, passing a couple of shop fronts and a restaurant, waiting for her to gather her thoughts.


  “I had plenty of time to think about Pip’s question on the way to Margary. I realized that being captain won’t give me more agency. I can already do almost anything I want.”


  “Almost?”


  She glanced at me. Yeah. Almost. After Zvezda Moya I had about enough of having authority. When I was twelve, authority seemed like enough but I didn’t consider the responsibility that comes with it. Needing to account for and take care of a few hundred people? What if there wasn’t enough food? Or water? Or—Maude help me—air?” She glanced at me again. “And then there’s Pip and Natalya.”


  That surprised me. “What about them?”


  She sighed. “You had a break from Pip, right? After the Acacemy you two went your separate ways. Took different paths.”


  “Yeah. Looks like we’ll go our own ways again.”


  She nodded. “Exactly.”


  The credit registered with me finally. “But you and Nat have been together since the Academy.”


  “Yeah. It feels weird enough that whatever happens next, she won’t be in the next stateroom over. I won’t have her to brainstorm with.” She paused, seeming to look at the menu posted on the bulkhead beside us. “I’m happy for her. Don’t get me wrong. She and Pip belong together. Like they were made for each other. It just feels weird after almost twenty stanyers.”


  We walked along a bit more, almost back around to Freddie’s. “Do I hear a ‘but’ in there?”


  “No. Well, yes. Just seeing them together.” She looked at me. “Made me realize that I wanted more than just the stars, more than the license. When Pip asked ‘What next?’ it was like a bomb went off in my head.”


  “You think we might be what’s next?” I asked.


  She nodded, not looking at me. “I think I knew that first night back in Port Newmar.” She cast a shy smile at me. “You have quite a reputation around the High Line and an even bigger one in the Toe-Holds. I might have been a bit star-struck when Maggie told us who we’d be meeting. I had a couple of days to get used to it, but it all went out the window when you opened the door.”


  I laughed. “I’m a lot less impressive in person? Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”


  She laughed with me, tugging on my arm again. “No. Well, yes, but no. Until then you were some kind of mythical being. Rising from the Academy to an early captain’s board and then commercial success with Icarus.” She waved her hand through the air in front of us like she was pointing out some kind of marquee. “You went on to do some amazing things in the Toe-Holds. Nat and I only got the edges of it, but hearing the stories from Kim and Tom, talking to Al and Maggie during the turnover . . .” She shook her head and looked at me again. “You know you can do no wrong on Dark Knight, right?”


  “Extenuating circumstances,” I said with a shrug.


  “So, there I am, ready to meet Ishmael Wang himself. Potentially going to work for him, with him. Captain of his own fate. Larger than life.”


  “And you got me instead?”


  She laughed. “Yes. In a manner of speaking. You weren’t two meters tall with sparkling eyes, oozing style and charismatic leadership.”


  I gave her a mock scowl. “Don’t sugar coat it for me.”


  She looked worried for a heartbeat before she saw I was kidding. “You were charming and gracious. Seemed completely at ease with the whole awkward thing with Pip. You had the same easy way with Maggie Stevens that Nat does.”


  “Completely at odds with your image, was I?” I asked, faintly amused at her observations but warmed by them nevertheless.


  “Yeah. A bit.”


  “And shorter than you expected?”


  She laughed again. “Yes. Sorry.”


  I didn’t think I’d ever get tired of hearing that laugh. “Don’t be. Luckily height isn’t one of my vanities. Hair used to be. I had a great spacer buzz when I started.” I ran my free hand over my nearly naked scalp, grinning at her.


  She looked puzzled for a moment, blinking at me.


  “I outgrew it.”


  She rewarded me with another bubbling laugh and a shake of my arm. “Anyway.” Her tone turned serious again as we continued past Freddie’s for a second lap around the promenade. “Seeing Pip settling down. Seeing him with Natalya. Made me realize I wanted that, too.” She glanced over at me. “Not something I ever let myself think about before. The stars were my grail and devil take the hindmost.” She sighed. “Not like I haven’t had opportunities, but I shut them down. Just like I tried to with you.”


  “I thought I’d found it once,” I said, paying too much attention to the mannequins in the store window as we passed them again.


  She nodded. “I can’t imagine what that must have been like.”


  “I’d be lying if I didn’t still think I was somehow responsible. If only I’d not let her back into my life, she wouldn’t have died.”


  “But you’d never have had what little time you had, either, would you? Is that better?”


  I shrugged. “Might have been for her.”


  She pulled me to a halt and turned me to face her. “Furtner always said, ‘Pay attention to what’s in front of you.’ Right now, for me, that’s you. That’s us. Or what might be us. You must know what happened in Greenfields was not your fault, don’t you?”


  I nodded. “Yes.”


  “I’m not her. Never will be.”


  I felt something in my chest loosen. “No. That’s a good thing.” We reached the lift again and I pushed the call button. “So? We need to find a resort? Do we care where? What do we want to do there?”


  She shrugged. “Walk on the beach? Dining and dancing at night?”


  “Someplace quiet?”


  The lift doors opened to an empty car and she led the way in. “Maybe someplace that has quiet but also noise so we can choose. We get an awful lot of quiet on board ship.”


  I pressed the button for deck five. “Do we? Or is it just so constant we don’t hear it anymore?”


  “Fair enough. How about hear different things?”


  “All right. I can get behind that.” The doors opened on five with a half dozen people waiting to board. They stepped back to let us out and we filed off between them.


  She took my arm again for the short walk to the hotel lobby. “Is this all right?” She shook my arm. “I’m not really a touchy-feely person but I can’t seem to stop.”


  “Oh, yes. This”—I nudged her with my elbow and grinned—“is perfectly fine with me. Feel free, any time.”


  When we got back to the hotel she drew me over to the desk clerk, who looked up at our approach. “Good evening. How can I help you?”


  “We’d like to take a vacation planetside. How do we find out what’s available?”


  “Do you know what you’d like to do? Activities? Amenities?”


  She glanced at me. “What do we want?”


  “Good food. Some decent music. Someplace we can get some downtime for about a month.” I shrugged. “Someplace we’re not going to be thinking about ships, the Academy, or jobs.”


  He gave us a little chuckle and nodded. “There’s a lot to choose from down there. We have some affiliates I could recommend, but the Port Newmar Tourist Bureau is probably your best bet. They’re on the station net.”


  “Where did you go for your last vacation?” Zoya asked, leaning on the desk with her elbows.


  “We went camping. Rented a motor home and took a scenic drive along the coast between Barclay and Stonington. Took about a week. We just puttered along.” He eyed us. “You’re looking for something more like a couples getaway?”


  Zoya and I looked at each other and nodded at the same time.


  He grinned. “It’s a bit off the path, but look up Sunset Lagoon Resort and Hotel. It’s a big name for a hidden gem of a place. It’s on Trydon Cay and you’ll need to arrange travel from Port Newmar over to Clifton, but you can get a shuttle out to the island. Not easy to get to, but if I were going, that’s where I’d go.”


  “Thanks,” Zoya said. “We’ll give it a look.”


  She followed me down the passageway toward our rooms. “Is that what we want? A couples getaway?”


  I stopped at my door and keyed the lock. “Well, we want to see if we can be a couple, right?”


  She nodded.


  “Let’s look up this tourism bureau and see what looks good.” I pushed the door open and beckoned her with a nod. “Something’s bound to catch our eye.”


  She followed me in, pulling her tablet out and taking a seat at the desk. I took the easy chair in the corner and followed suit.


  “Port Newmar Tourist Bureau?” she asked.


  “You look there. I’ll see what I can find out about this Trydon Cay place.”


  Chapter 25


  Trydon Cay: 
March 23, 2380


   Zoya sat on the rocks and stared out over the ocean. A chilly onshore breeze ruffled her cropped black hair. I lounged beside her, wondering if I’d ever get used to seeing her beside me.


  “You’re doing it again,” she said without looking at me.


  I chuckled and looked away. “Sorry. I can’t help it.”


  She looked over at me then, smiling and cuddling up to my side. “For an old man, you’re pretty cute.”


  I grinned back at her. “Who you callin’ old, missy?”


  She reached up and kissed me soundly. We’d long since gotten beyond the chaste brushes of lips in passing. Settling back, she put her head on my shoulder and we looked out at the waves again. “What’ll we do next?”


  “Getting bored?” I asked. “We’ve just been lazing around for the last week and a half.”


  “Well, the deep sea fishing was fun.”


  “True. Have we been through all the music venues yet?”


  “Yes, but there’s a new trio coming to the Fin and Fluke tomorrow night.”


  “We can do that,” I said.


  She looked up at me. “Think we have a future yet?”


  “I do.” I shrugged. “Not sure what it might be yet, but yes.”


  She nodded. “Me, too.” She looked back out to sea. “We made a good choice with this.”


  “We did, but we’re lucky it’s off season. This place apparently gets pretty busy between May and October.”


  She chuckled a little. “Credits count. I can’t imagine that many people want the Sea View Suite for a week at a time.”


  Remembering the eye-watering nightly room rate, I had to agree. “You have to admit, it’s pretty spectacular.”


  “Beats the heck out of officer country.” She sighed.


  I glanced over at her. “That a satisfied sigh? Or an ‘I’m bored’ sigh?”


  She shrugged without looking at me. “Perhaps some of each.”


  “We’re paid through the weekend. Do you want to find someplace else?”


  “No.” She chewed on her bottom lip for a moment before glancing at me. “You haven’t had any word yet?”


  I shook my head. “I probably won’t hear. Pip might, as owner. Nat, since she put you up for it.”


  “You’re captain of record. Didn’t Fredi deGrut give you your license?”


  “She did, but she also put me up for it.” I shrugged. “I don’t know how it works in general.”


  She nodded and snuggled a little closer. “I can’t help thinking about it.”


  I chuckled. “The downside of not having a ship to distract you, I suppose.”


  “True.” She turned her face to me and kissed me. “You’re a pretty good distraction, when you put your mind to it.”


  I wrapped my arm around her and pulled her tight against my side, returning the kiss with interest. “Thank you. I’m doing my best.”


  She gave me a wicked grin. “That’s your best, Captain? Perhaps you need more practice.”


  “Back to the subject at hand. What do you want to do?”


  “We haven’t ironed out what we’re going to do, yet, have we?”


  I looked back out to sea and leaned my head over to rest against hers. “You’ve wanted to be a captain your whole life. I’ll do whatever I need to.” I craned my neck around to look at her. “So long as you’ll let me be with you.”


  “I’m not a captain yet.”


  “You will be soon.”


  “You say that like it’s a given.”


  I pulled my head back so I could look into her eyes. “Yes. It’s a given.”


  “I’d have to wait at least six months before I’m eligible for another board.”


  “You’ll get it this time.”


  “You sound pretty sure.”


  “I thought a lot about what Nat said. It’s politics. The CPJCT is not going to want to alienate Usoko Mining by failing you.”


  She frowned. “You make it sound like my name is more important than my qualifications. You don’t think I’d get it on merit?”


  “No, I do think you’ll get it on merit, but I can’t dismiss the notion that Nat’s application went through—at least in part—due to the politics of it.” I shrugged.


  She grimaced. “You’re probably right.” She turned and looked out over the waves again, lying back and supporting herself on her elbows. “What do you think about a tractor?”


  “One of Natalya’s?”


  She shook her head without looking up. “One of ours.”


  “Does Usoko have one?”


  She scowled up at me.


  “You’re suggesting we buy one?”


  “Buy one. Build one. Get a fixer-upper from The Junkyard?” She shook her head. “I don’t know.”


  “So, you could be captain. I’ll be what?”


  She grinned at me. “Cabin boy?”


  I pretended to consider the job. “I guess that would depend.”


  She straightened up, turning to sit cross-legged beside me. “Depends on what?” Her crooked grin made me want to kiss it off her face.


  “Does the position pay well?”


  She gave a dramatic sigh, her chest arching back with the effort. The light pullover she wore stretched nicely, showing off her assets. “Sadly. No. Pay will be miserably small, but ...” She leaned toward me, her eyelids lowering. “But the fringe benefits are pretty good.” She arched an eyebrow.


  I cleared my throat. “Medical?”


  “Autodoc. Why? You think you’ll need it?”


  I laughed. “You’re killing me, but I’ll die happy.”


  She laughed with me and crawled onto my lap, wrapping an arm around the back of my neck. “Seriously. Tractor. We’d have to hire an engineer until you could get the time in grade and move up to engineering second, if that’s what you want.”


  “It’ll need a crew. Three deck watches. A cargo officer. At least a second and third mate and you’d have to stand bridge watch.”


  “You could be second mate,” she said. “We wouldn’t need another officer.”


  “No.” I shook my head. “On a tractor? That’s not going to happen.”


  She frowned. “Why? Some stupid chain of command thing?”


  I kissed the tip of her nose. “Watch schedules. Three officers. One of them is going to be on watch all the time.”


  Her eyes widened. “Yeah. That’s not going to work with the helm.”


  I tilted my head to the side. “The helm?”


  She shrugged. “We agreed that we’d only do it on the bridge if we were alone.”


  I laughed and hugged her to me. “What about a fast packet?”


  “What about it?”


  “With you as captain and me as engineering third, we wouldn’t need to have all the extra people.”


  “What would we do with a packet?”


  “I don’t know. I also have my steward’s endorsement. Depending on the ship, we could carry passengers and freight.”


  “What about the bridge?” she asked.


  “We could lock the door.” I waggled my eyebrows at her.


  She laughed into the side of my neck, her hot breath on my bare skin.


  I lifted her chin so I could look into her eyes. “Why don’t you want to take one of Natalya’s tractors?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. It just seems too much.” She shook her head. “I can’t explain it. I just want it to be ours.”


  “I thought you were going to say ‘mine.’”


  “I almost did.” She kissed my chin. “But my heart corrected my tongue before I could finish.”


  “Sappy much?”


  Her languid smile made me sigh with pleasure. “Packets seem like a tough business. You know that niche better than I do. What do you think?”


  I sighed and looked up at the ceiling, trying not to think of the warm woman draped over my body. “Upsides? Cheap to buy. Cheap to run. Low overhead. Moves fast around the Annex. Downsides? Can’t carry much mass or volume. Ultra-high-value low-mass cargoes aren’t that common. Pip has the connections to make one work. Do we?”


  She grimaced. “And tractors?”


  “Tractors have a natural market in the Toe-Holds, but even in the High Line. Higher initial cost. Higher operational overhead, but the cans are common. Three of them let you grab one high-value can and augment it with a couple of cans that aren’t great without losing credits. We never had trouble finding cargoes for the Agamemnon, although we needed to be careful about grabbing high-priority cans. Jump errors can be costly.”


  “So, if we had a tractor, we’d have more cargo opportunities.” She twitched her lips side to side a couple of times before planting a short kiss on my mouth. “We’d have fewer opportunities for hot monkey love on the bridge.” She grinned at me.


  “Hot monkey love? Really?”


  She reached down and found me under the thin blanket. “You complaining?”


  “No, sar. That cabin boy position still available?”


  She gave me a little squeeze. “Your credentials seem to be in order, but I think you need to pass the performance review.” She grinned as she squirmed her butt a little on my growing discomfort. “You seem to be up for it. How about we go back to the room and you can show me what you can do?”


  “You’ll have to get off first.”


  “I can live with that,” she said, clambering to her feet and holding out her hand to help me up.


    


  We met Natalya and Pip for dinner at Finnegan’s on the waterfront at Port Newmar. The early April breezes carried an air of tidal flats and felt chilly after the warmer days we’d spent at Trydon Cay. The maître d’ showed us to their table near the windows, with a postcard view of the small boat harbor.


  “Sorry. Are we late?” Zoya asked as we settled in with them.


  Pip shook his head. “We got done with our business early.” He nodded at his glass of beer. “Barely put a dent in it.”


  “So? How was your trip?” Natalya asked, eyebrows raised.


  Zoya and I grinned at each other.


  “That good?” Nat asked.


  Zoya nodded. “Yeah. Very relaxing. Lovely place. Nothing and nobody moves fast there.”


  Pip gave us a teasing grin. “You two seem to have.”


  Natalya rolled her eyes. “They’re not moving fast. Just catching up.” The smile she gave both of us felt good. “Good timing getting back while we were all planetside.” She turned to look out the windows. “Can’t argue this view.”


  Pip flagged down a passing server, Max, according to his name tag, stepped up to the table. “We’re all here now, Max.”


  “Excellent. Are you ready to order?”


  Zoya picked up the wine list. “What’s the house white?”


  “Local sauvignon blanc. Nice blend of fruit. Not as sharp as a reisling, but pairs well with the grilled mouta.”


  She looked at me and I nodded.


  “We’ll have a bottle, please?”


  Max grinned. “Of course, ma’am. Appetizers? Chef has some grilled shrimp skewers tonight. A little bit of butter and garlic. Very simple.”


  Pip looked around at us and we nodded around the table. “Sounds good.”


  “Very good. I’ll be right back with your wine.” He slipped away.


  “So what brings you down here?” Zoya asked. “I figured you’d both be wheeling and dealing in orbit still.”


  Pip snorted. “Hurry up and wait. We ran out of things to do up there a week after you left. Living in the cottage on campus beats the hotel all hollow.”


  “I needed to come down to meet with the faculty planning committee,” Natalya said, with a long-suffering sigh. “Two-hour meetings to say ‘hello’ and schedule a planning meeting for the planning schedule meeting that should happen next week or the week after. Maybe.”


  Max came back with our drinks and distributed them around the table. “Anything else right now? Your meals will be up shortly.”


  Pip shook his head. “We’re good, I think.”


  Max nodded and disappeared.


  While our attention focused on the by-play, Natalya pulled a large white envelope out of her jacket like a magician pulling a rubber chicken out of his sleeve. She placed it flat on the table in front of Zoya. She grinned and picked up her beer, tilting it in a silent toast before taking a long pull.


  “What?” Zoya said. “That can’t be what I think it is.”


  Pip picked up his beer and shrugged. “What do you think it is?”


  “That can’t be my ticket already.”


  “It’s been a month,” Natalya said. “Only one way to find out.”


  Zoya picked the envelope up like it might have a bomb in it and pulled the top open, sliding the heavy master’s license out far enough to see her name emblazoned in the middle. She stared at it for a long, long moment. “It can’t be real.”


  “There’s only one thing you can predict about the CPJCT,” Pip said. “They never do what you expect.”


  “It’s real,” Natalya said. “I got the notice while you were on vacation.”


  She slid the license back into its envelope and closed the flap. She took a deep breath and blew it out before looking around for a place to put the certificate. “You would give it to me here. What if I spill dinner on it?”


  “I can hold it for you if you want,” Natalya said, holding out a hand.


  Zoya shook her head. “No. No, it’s fine.” She kept looking around for a place to put it, at a loss until Pip reached under the table and pulled out a rectangular box, offering it to her.


  He grinned at her. “Frame with magnetic hanger. You can put it in there.”


  She took it and managed to slide the envelope into the box, stashing it beside her chair.


  “While you’re collecting, you may as well have these.” I pulled a small box out of my pocket and slid it across the table.


  She froze, staring at the box for more than a few heartbeats before looking at me. “You knew?”


  “Nat told me a couple of days ago. It killed me to not say something.”


  She reached out and flipped the lid of the box open to show a pair of gold stars. She gave a jerky nod, then looked at me with narrowed eyes. “When did you get these?”


  “Right after I made captain.” I grinned. “They’re used, but I polished them up for you.”


  “Wait, you’re giving me your stars?” she asked, eyes widening.


  “Sure. I have some others, but I won’t be needing them for a while. I can always get more.” I smiled at her. “So can you. Now.”


  She brushed the ball of her thumb across the small surfaces, swallowing hard. “Thank you.”


  “They’ll look good on you,” I said.


  Max came back with the wine and glasses, interrupting the moment, and giving Zoya a chance to breathe again while he fussed with the wine.


  She’d regained her composure and smiled, perhaps a little sheepishly. “Thank you, all.”


  “You’re welcome.” Pip lifted his beer in a toast. “To our newest captain.”


  I clinked my wine to his glass and Natalya tapped from the other side.


  Zoya took a deep breath and let it out. “So. How do things look here?” She looked around the table. “Other than frustrating faculty meetings?”


  Pip leaned back, and picked up his beer glass. “I figure we got about another month before I have to commit to something.” He took a sip. “After that?” He looked at Natalya and smiled. “I guess we’ll just have to see.”


  Natalya smiled back at him.


  Max came back with our shrimp, interrupting us by distributing plates and taking orders before slipping away again.


  We gave the shrimp some attention before Natalya looked up at us. “So? You two? I’m gathering that the vacation was a success?”


  “They look happy,” Pip said, polishing off the last of his appetizer and wiping his mouth with his napkin.


  “They do,” she said. “Can we put this tippy-toe business behind us and admit that you two are together?”


  I looked over at Zoya. I couldn’t help the smile that broke out on my face and didn’t see the need to stop it.


  Zoya smiled back and nodded. “I think so.” She turned the question back on them, settling back in her chair.


    


  
Three Weeks Later

    


  The broker—a Mr. Leon Trane, according to the sign on his office and the business card in my hand—shook his head. “It’s kinda rough. I’ve got a line on a newer hull if you’re serious about getting a tractor.”


  Zoya shrugged. “I’m not afraid of ‘kinda rough.’”


  I fought a grin and tried to keep a professional mien.


  Natalya elbowed Pip.


  “All right. Don’t say I didn’t warn ya.” He cracked the lock and led us into the darkened interior. The emergency lighting cast everything in an eerie, amber glow. The air smelled a little dank but wasn’t the funk I expected. He crossed to the console and tapped a few keys. The lighting came up revealing the badly worn deck coating.


  Natalya scuffed her boot on a piece of the decking. It came free and flopped over. She shrugged. “Yeah.”


  “You’d like to see another ship?” The broker’s eyes lit up.


  “No. I want to see the rest of this one.”


  He nodded, leading the way into the ship.


  The mess deck and galley looked familiar.


  I ran my hand over the long mess deck table. “This the original?”


  “Far as I know. Why?”


  “A lot of them break up the table into two seating areas,” Pip said.


  “I understand that’s an option at the yard.”


  “Ours all came with a single table,” Natalya said.


  Pip nodded.


  I surveyed the galley, making mental notes of the condition of the appliances. The ready pantry had been cleaned out to the hull plating. Even the shelving was gone. The freezer unit had been shut down. The door, left open to air out. “How long has this ship been empty?”


  The broker pulled up a tablet and looked something up. “We got the listing a little over three months ago. The vessel itself has been docked here for a stanyer.”


  “Any liens on it?” Pip pulled up his own tablet. “Docking fees outstanding? Mechanics’ liens?”


  The broker shook his head. “No. There were, but we cleared them when we took the listing.”


  Pip snorted. “Funny how they’re willing to settle for fractions of a credit when the probability of getting paid approaches zero, isn’t it?”


  The broker chuckled and shrugged. “At some point, you have to take your lumps on a bad deal. Better a little bit of something than a large pile of nothing.”


  Zoya looked at me. “Seen what you need to see here, Ishmael?”


  “Yup. Crew berthing, then engineering?”


  The broker looked at me, his eyebrows rising. “You’re familiar with this design?”


  “My first command was a tractor.”


  He looked back and forth between me and Zoya, but didn’t comment. I could see him trying to sort out which of us was the captain.


  He led us into crew berthing. The metal bunk frames held nothing by way of bedding. The lockers opened to my touch, but the hinges squeaked.


  The broker cleared his throat. “Little oil will fix that.”


  Natalya snorted and walked over to the lockers, peering at the bulkhead behind them and the deck below. “Yeah. They’ll need to be replaced.”


  The broker’s eyes widened. “Really?”


  She leaned on the end locker and the whole unit slid five centimeters across the deck. “They’re just standing there. Not even attached. We could tack them to the bulkhead easily enough, but replacing them with new, clean ones would be better.”


  She went into the head, but turned around and came back out almost immediately. “Engineering?”


  The broker pursed his lips and nodded.


  He took us out and down the ladder.


  The emergency lighting hadn’t shifted and the amber lighting didn’t reveal much. Zoya looked at the broker, eyebrow raised.


  He shrugged. “Sorry. I honestly do not know how to turn the lights on down here. Different circuits.”


  I crossed to the switch box at the foot of the ladder and opened it. The lid came loose in my hand. It surprised me so much I nearly dropped it on my foot. I heard a click behind me and a circle of white light illuminated the panel.


  “That better?” Natalya asked. “I thought I gave you one of these.”


  “I left it in my other pants.” I reached in and threw the three breakers that controlled the engineering main overhead lights. “That enough?”


  Natalya’s light clicked off. “Yeah.” By the time I got turned around she was halfway down the compartment. Every once in a while she stopped and flashed her pocket light into the dark corners. She came back and stopped in front of the engineering workstation. After a cursory examination, she swiped three fingers across the screen, leaving three visible stripes in the dirt. She grimaced at Zoya and gave a little shrug.


  “Officer country?” Zoya asked.


  The broker nodded and started up the ladder. I killed the lights and followed them up.


  The central corridor down the middle of the ship brought back memories. I stood for a moment looking up at the distant overhead.


  The broker stopped about halfway up, looking back at me. “Something, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah. That’s true.”


  He continued up the ladder. “Never did understand why they left this big a volume empty.”


  “Mass,” Natalya said. “The hull’s shape gives it the strength it needs. Adding additional bracing inside doesn’t improve it. Just adds mass.”


  He stepped off onto the upper deck. “You worked on tractors, Chief Regyri?”


  She shook her head looking around at the arrangement of staterooms. “No, but I’m familiar with the design. I’m having four new ones built.”


  He froze in place for a moment. “And you need a fifth?”


  “Not me. This is for her.” She jerked a thumb at Zoya. “She needs a hobby.”


  He frowned. “A hobby?”


  “Yes, Mr. Trane. A hobby.” Zoya gave him a pleasant smile. “Something to do in my spare time.”


  “I see.” Clearly he didn’t but he didn’t let that get in his way. “All the officers’ staterooms are on this level. Captain’s cabin in the bow two on either side of the—ah—canyon.”


  I opened the door to what would have been the second mate’s stateroom. Like the crew quarters, it was stripped to the metal. The decking wasn’t quite as worn but still needed more work than a little paint to bring it up to acceptable.


  Zoya glanced at me. I nodded toward the cabin door. She grinned and headed for the bow. When she tried the door, the knob didn’t turn.


  “Oh, sorry. Yes. That’s locked.” He dug around in his pocket and pulled out a keycard, sliding it across the reader a couple of times before the lock released with a snap. He stepped back and nodded.


  Zoya opened the door, stepped into the cabin, and froze in the door jamb. The light reflecting off the orbital’s outer shell lit fell through the open door, lighting up the deck and outlining her in silver. “That’s what you meant.” She looked at me over her shoulder. “I didn’t understand.”


  Natalya crowded in behind her and they both cleared the door so we could enter.


  The floor plan looked a lot like I remembered, complete with the small conference table I’d removed from the Agamemnon.


  Zoya wandered into the sleeping cabin, trying the light switches. Running the water in the head. I followed her in. She glanced at the bed and gave me the tiniest of smirks before going back to look out at the station. “This must be spectacular underway.”


  I stepped up beside her, nudging her shoulder with mine. “It is.”


  She looked over at me and grinned a little before turning back to Mr. Trane. “Bridge?”


  “Data closet,” I said. “It’s on the way.”


  Mr. Trane didn’t seem too happy with that request but he stopped at the double doors tucked under the ladder up to the bridge. He used a key card to release the doors, opening them wide to show the racks. He stepped back. “It’s rather dark. I’m not sure what you’re looking for.”


  I nodded and stepped into the gap, reaching for the light switch hiding just inside the door. I snapped it on, illuminating some very dusty racks, half of which looked suspiciously empty.


  Zoya stepped up and looked over my shoulder. “Looks a little sparse, doesn’t it?”


  “A bit.” I stepped into the crowded closet and scanned until I found the main system controller. I flipped the latches and pulled it open, angling my head to read the board ID. “Nat? IEG-1070? What’s that, Model 18?”


  She blew out a noisy breath and pulled up her tablet. “IEG. No. Their numbers are screwy. Model 19, but it’s rated lower than an Integrated Modules 17.”


  “So, newer but worse?” Zoya asked.


  “Yeah. Newer isn’t always better.”


  Mr. Trane tapped the hand rail on the bridge ladder. “If you’d like to see the bridge?”


  Zoya nodded. “In due time, Mr. Trane.” She pulled out another drawer. “This looks pretty picked over.”


  “I think there’s a viable core, but I wouldn’t trust navigation.”


  Mr. Trane cleared his throat.


  “So, the listing for this vessel is what, Mr. Trane?” Pip asked.


  Zoya moved stepped back into the passage. I followed, flicking off the lights and closing the doors.


  “The buyer is asking five hundred.”


  Pip chuckled. “Thousand?”


  Mr. Trane took a deep breath and shook his head. “Million, Mr. Carstairs.”


  “Let’s see the bridge,” Zoya said.


  Mr. Trane let us up the ladder into the bridge. We didn’t need to add lighting. The reflected light from the orbital gave us plenty.


  Zoya drifted around the consoles, running her hand over some of them, leaving streaks and kicking up particles that danced in the light. She pursed her lips and raised an eyebrow in my general direction.


  We’d practiced before visiting Mr. Trane. The shrug I gave her accompanied by a tug on my left earlobe told her what I thought.


  She nodded and looked at Pip. “Mr. Carstairs?”


  Pip blew out a well-practiced sigh. “Up to you.”


  “Ms. Regyri?”


  Nat looked down at the tablet in her hand and flipped through a few screens. “Scrap value. I wouldn’t trust those drives. I shudder to think what the tankage looks like.”


  Mr. Trane turned on her, frowning. “Excuse me?”


  She looked up from her tablet and holstered it. “The system was gutted. Happens a lot when you don’t want anybody seeing the maintenance logs. Whoever did that doesn’t know that the drives maintain an internal buffer. The fusactor needs a flush and alignment. That’s normal. What’s not normal is letting it go five stanyers. The Burlesons haven’t been aligned in six. You say it’s been docked here for about a stanyer? Where was it docked before that? It hasn’t been operational in closer to four. Tankage is messy at the best of times. The potable water will need some serious flushing, assuming the valves haven’t frozen up. Same with fuel. I can’t tell how much might be there without the system, but I’d be surprised if the tanks weren’t vented before somebody hung a ‘for sale’ sign on it and walked away.” She shrugged. “Frankly, I’m surprised the scrubbers are working as well as they are. It’s the only piece of equipment that we’ve seen that isn’t coated with dust.”


  Mr. Trane shrugged. “Fair enough. Are we done here?”


  Zoya nodded. “I’ve got some other ships to look at.”


  He turned and headed down the ladder. We fell into line behind him and followed him off the ship.


  He stopped at the dock and offered Zoya his hand. “Sorry this wasn’t a good fit for you, Captain Usoko.”


  She shook his hand and shrugged. “I haven’t crossed it off my list yet, Mr. Trane. It has potential, but not at a half a billion credits.”


  He shrugged. “I’m just the broker. I can take an offer to the seller, if you want to make a serious one.” He shot that last at Pip who seemed intent on his tablet and missed the dig.


  “Half a bill is right out,” Natalya said. “I can add a fifth ship to my flight for something under a hundred million. That ship?” She nodded at the lock. “It’ll have to be gutted and rebuilt from the hull in.” She looked at Zoya. “You’re basically buying the hull.”


  Zoya nodded and looked at Pip. “Pip?”


  Pip frowned a little at his tablet before putting it away. “Scrap value on that would be about six hundred thousand. Recycled metal isn’t as valuable as you’d think and that’s all it’s good for. Demolition and refit would be closer to twenty million, if you can find a friendly yard.” He grinned at me. “Someplace that wanted to exceed expectations, for example.”


  Zoya noted the by-play with a frown but didn’t interrupt.


  He blew out a long breath and shook his head. “I wouldn’t offer more than eight hundred thousand. The cost of towing this to a yard on top of the refit costs? In the end you’ve got an old ship with shiny new innards.”


  Zoya watched Mr. Trane while he watched Pip. When Pip finished, she said, “Sorry to have taken up your time, Mr. Trane. There’s a big gap between five hundred million and one.”


  He looked around, taking a moment to look at each of us. “A small pile of something is better than a large pile of nothing, Captain. Make me an offer. I’ll send it to the seller.”


  “I’ll give you a million. As is. We take possession and assume the docking and maintenance fees.” She tilted her head a little bit to the left.


  He frowned, glancing at Pip. “I’m not complaining but that’s more than he said.”


  She shrugged. “Petty cash. What’s your cut on the deal?”


  “Eleven points.”


  She glanced at Pip who twitched his nose. Natalya coughed. I just smiled at her.


  “Tell you what, Mr. Trane. One point one. You get a hundred. They get a million.”


  He frowned. “Our rate is 11 percent.”


  Zoya shrugged. “I’ll give you one ten. If I were the seller? I’d be more likely disposed to accept a seven-figure offer than six. You carve it up however you like.”


  “They’re asking a lot more than that.”


  “A small pile of something, Mr. Trane.”


  He sighed and glanced at the lock before looking around at all of us again. He pulled out his tablet and started punching keys. “If you’d give me a moment?”


  “Of course,” Zoya said.


  He walked off down the docks still punching keys.


  “What’s it really worth?” Zoya looked at Pip.


  He shrugged. “It’s an Unwin hull. Not a Manchester copy. It’s only about fifteen stanyers old. I don’t know how it got so run down so fast.” He looked at Natalya.


  “Hulls are pretty resilient,” she said. “It’s got at least another thirty stanyers. Probably more with adequate maintenance.”


  Zoya pursed her lips. “You’re serious about gutting it?”


  “Oh, yeah. Keep the basic hull and structures. Tankage can be flushed easily even if the lines have to be re-plumbed. That’s one of those tasks that happens a lot. The Burlesons aren’t really that bad, but you’ll want to tune this for the Toe-Holds, won’t you?”


  Zoya grinned. “Of course.”


  “Then the basic power systems need to be replaced. This is a standard High Line setup. You’ll need to upgrade, starting at the fusactor all the way out to the emitters.”


  “What about systems?” Pip asked.


  Nat shrugged. “We could take it up to Model Thirty, but Twenty-Two works fine and it can handle the latched capacitors without any trouble. It’s not as gee-whiz spiffy, but it’s solid.” She looked at me. “What do you think?”


  “Yeah. Twenty-Two. We could probably go to Twenty-Five cheaper. The Twenty-Two is common but a lot of companies standardized on the Twenty-Fives.”


  Natalya nodded. “Yeah. I didn’t think of that.”


  Zoya looked at Pip. “Refit? How bad did you try to scare him on that?”


  He shrugged. “You’ve got room to wiggle.”


  “What’s the upper limit?”


  He shrugged and glanced at Natalya. “Probably twenty?”


  Natalya thought it over for a couple of heartbeats. “Yeah. You’d get a good ship for around fifty at that price.”


  Something in the way he said “twenty” made me give Pip a hard look. “What are you planning now?”


  He gave me the classic Innocent-Pip look. “Me?”


  “You. I know that look.”


  Zoya and Natalya both turned toward him.


  He shrugged. “I may have bought a yard.”


  “A yard of what?” I asked a split second before his meaning hit me. “A shipyard?”


  “I said you’d need a friendly yard.” He shrugged.


  “I thought you were talking about the Unwin yard at Breakall.”


  He shrugged.


  I had to pull my jaw up from around my waist somewhere. “You didn’t buy that one, did you?”


  “Oh, heavens, no.” He shrugged and looked down at his tablet. “They wanted too much.”


  Natalya stepped up to him. “What did you do?” Her tone smacked of hull plates and naughty children.


  “I bought out that little shipyard here in Newmar.”


  Zoya’s jaw dropped along with mine.


  Natalya frowned, her narrowed eyes seeming to bore into him. “Why?”


  He shrugged. “It was for sale?”


  “I will beat it out of you,” she said.


  “They specialize in small and medium craft. It’s one of the backdoors into the system. It has three ways to work on tractors and two more that handle shuttles and mining barges.”


  “You bought the shipyard,” Natalya said.


  “How?” I asked, raising my eyebrows.


  “Well, when I say ‘I bought the shipyard,’ I mean ‘we.’” He shrugged again. “The new company was just sitting there. I gave it something to do.”


  Natalya rocked back on her heels, her frown relaxing around the edges. “You bought it so you’d have something to do here in Newmar.”


  “That, too.” He grinned at her. “I didn’t want to get too far away from you, and I know you’re going to expand that tractor fleet.”


  Natalya shook her head. “Everybody’s going to be expanding their tractor fleets.”


  He grinned. “Yeah. Probably.”


  I crossed my arms and scowled at him. “How much is this going to cost me?”


  “Nothing.”


  I waited.


  “Well. Nothing more than you’ve already tossed in the kitty. I got a development loan to cover the purchase. Silas just wanted somebody to take over so he could retire.” He shrugged. “I got a good deal.”


  “You’re going to need to find one closer to Zvezda Moya, aren’t you?” Natalya asked. “That’s where most of my tractors will be.”


  “Eventually. Probably.” He shrugged. “For now, you’re here and I’m not keen on being halfway across the Annex.”


  “Manchester’s already in that system.” Zoya frowned. “You know Kate, don’t you?”


  “Jonuska? Yes. In passing,” he said.


  “Reach out to her. And Demetri, too. There may be a better place for a second service center than under Manchester’s shadow.”


  Natalya’s eyes widened. “You think they’d retaliate?”


  “No, but I think they’d fuss if Usoko allowed a second yard.”


  I grinned. “Quet.”


  Pip frowned. “I thought you didn’t like Quet.”


  “I didn’t say that. Quet’s on the verge. If you can’t help them directly because they’ve got this silent partner, maybe you can help them indirectly by putting in a smelting operation to go with a small shipyard.”


  Pip stared at me for a long time, the gears in his head almost making bumping sounds against his skull. “Expansion.”


  “See how you like running one.” I shrugged. “Maybe adding another one makes sense. Carstairs must need a lot of yard time with all the fast packets they’re running. Having a friendly yard in the Toe-Holds can’t hurt.”


  Mr. Trane came back, a frown pulling his eyebrows down. “They’re willing to come down, but the best I could do was ten million.”


  “They came down from five hundred to ten?” Pip’s voice all but squeaked.


  “What?” Mr. Trane looked around at us. “You’re low-balling this deal into the gutter and didn’t expect it to work?”


  Pip glanced at Zoya and shrugged. “They’re your credits to spend.”


  Zoya looked at me. “They’re our credits.”


  I shrugged and nodded. “Yeah.”


  She held her hand out to Mr. Trane. “Thank you. We’ll take it.”


  He gave her a sour look. “You’re not going to try to meet me somewhere in the middle?”


  She shook her head. “No. Ten million is a good price. We’re going to have to do a lot of work on it and it’s still going to be a used ship in the end. Your sellers must have known that asking price was completely out of line.” She kept her hand out and raised an eyebrow. “You must have known, even if they didn’t.”


  He nodded and shook her hand. “My job is to present the deals.”


  “How many people passed because of the price?” Pip asked.


  He gave Pip a quizzical look, eyes narrowed and head tilted. “How would I know that?”


  “Kinda my point.”


  Mr. Trane sighed and nodded. “We haven’t had many parties interested in it.” He looked around at us. “Can I ask why you are?”


  “I want a ship we can play with,” Zoya said. “A ridiculous asking price didn’t scare me. If you’d stuck to it, I’d have walked away. Just because I could have paid it is no reason to do so.”


  He chuckled and shrugged. “That’s fair, I guess.”


  “When can we take possession?” she asked.


  “Don’t you want a certified inspection?”


  She shrugged. “I’m buying the hull. If that’s bad, we’ll scrap it and try again.”


  He pursed his lips. “Fair enough. You’re buying it as is, so I guess it depends on how soon you can transfer the credits.”


  She pulled out her tablet and tapped on it a bit before turning the screen to show him. “Ten million credits in escrow pending delivery of title and owner keys. Will that suffice?”


  He squinted at her screen. “High Tortuga Holding Company?”


  “I didn’t think using Usoko Mining would be as trusted.”


  He blinked. “You’re that Usoko?”


  “Didn’t you check us out before agreeing to show the ship?”


  He shook his head. “I didn’t think anybody from Usoko Mining would need a used ship dealer.”


  She grinned. “That’s Natalya Regyri, CEO of RUTS. He’s Philip Carstairs and—yeah—those Carstairs. The handsome guy over there is Ishmael Wang.” She smiled at me. “He and I are going in on this deal together.”


  Mr. Trane looked a little shell-shocked. “Well, let’s adjourn to my office. I have the documentation and keys. You can take the ship this afternoon.”


  “Lead on, Mr. Trane.”


  He started down the dock, still shaking his head. “Can I ask what you’re going to use it for? I would have thought you’d all have ships already.”


  “Oh, we do,” Zoya said. “Ishmael and I are starting our own little hauling company.”


  I stepped up beside her. “My last crew thought I needed a hobby.”


  Mr. Trane looked over at me. “Buying a ship? Starting a company? That’s a hobby?”


  “Well, yes. That’s a hobby.”


  He looked at me with that same shell-shocked expression. “If that’s a hobby, what do you call a business?”


  I grinned at Zoya. “I hope she’s going to be a full-time job.”


  Zoya grinned back and took my arm. “I’ll hold you to that.”


  Mr. Trane looked at us and shook his head, but wisely offered no commentary.


  Epilogue


  Newmar Yards: 
November 28, 2380


  We stood in the visitors’ gallery as the tugs pulled the ship from the space dock. Pip grinned at us. “What do you think?”


  Zoya glanced over at him and grinned. “You’ve got a good crew. I never would have seen you as a shipyard owner, but I have to admit, they did a heck of a job on her.”


  “You still haven’t named her yet. Are you going to keep the old one?”


  I shrugged. “I keep thinking of names that I don’t want.”


  “You haven’t mentioned them.” Zoya grinned at me. “Afraid I’ll like one of them?”


  “No.” I bumped her hip with mine, still watching the ship ease into space. “They’re just dumb.”


  “Tell me one.”


  “Dead Beat,” I said. “Lost Cause.”


  She pushed my shoulder to turn me to look at her. “What are you thinking? You think this is a bad idea?”


  I laughed and leaned in to kiss her. “No. I told you. Dumb names. Nothing like I want. It’s like my brain’s doing everything it can to cross off all the bad names until it gets to the good ones.”


  “Music.”


  We both turned to look at Pip. “Music?”


  “Zee likes music. Ish likes Zee. Something musical.” He shrugged. “You’re welcome.”


  Zoya and I stared at each other for a minute.


  She got the first one in. “Jazz.”


  “Not bad. Improvisation. We’re going to be doing a lot of it.”


  She grinned. “Melody.”


  “Song.”


  “Solar Clipper Song?” she asked.


  “Yeah. No?”


  She shrugged. “Maybe Night Song? Dark Song?”


  We looked out at where the tugs were snugging the ship up to the docking gallery.


  I shrugged. “I could go with Jazz.”


  She shook her head. “Too big an idea. It’s a little ship.”


  “It was your idea.”


  “Yeah, but I’m allowed to change my mind.”


  “Fair. How about Symphony? We’re going to be making beautiful music with her.”


  Pip coughed. “Sorry. That was just too sappy. Even for you two.”


  Zoya gave him a halfhearted back hand. “Shouldn’t you be bothering Nat?”


  He shrugged. “She’s got the cadet orientation this week. She’s tied up on the Collins.”


  “Down Beat,” Zoya said, looking at me. “It’s the first note.”


  “First note?”


  “Yeah. When a conductor starts up the orchestra? The first note is the down beat. Also the first note in a measure but I’m thinking of the conductor. He starts the musicians playing with a downward stroke of his baton.”


  “That little white stick?” Pip asked.


  “Yeah. The little white stick.”


  I looked over to find her smiling at me. I got lost in her eyes for a moment. “You’re thinking this is just the beginning?”


  She shrugged. Her lips curled into the crooked little smile that I loved so much. “Yeah. I think it might be.”


  Pip chuckled. “That’s it. I’m out. You two have a cabin you need to christen. Think you can find the right lock. Or are you going to be disrupting my crew by snogging in the passageways?”


  I leaned forward and brushed my lips over hers, just a teasing promise. “You’ve got another ship lined up for that dock, don’t you?”


  “Yeah, why?”


  “Maybe go tend to that? I’d hate to cause you distress.”


  Zoya returned the favor. “He’s just envious. Nat’s busy with the cadets.”


  He laughed and clattered away down the ladder. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  “He doesn’t know we already christened the cabin, does he?” she asked.


  “Unlikely. I’m pretty sure we were the only two on the ship at the time.”


  “When does the caretaker crew come aboard?”


  “Did you hire one?” I pulled back a little to see her face better.


  “No. I thought you did.”


  I grinned. “Nope. We should go aboard and make sure nothing happens to the ship while it’s docked, don’t you think?”


  “Check out the bridge?” She waggled her eyebrows. “The galley?”


  “Engineering?” I asked.


  “You have that kind of stamina, old man?”


  “Hey, I’m not even a decade older than you. Let’s not go playing the age card, shall we?”


  “You didn’t answer the question.”


  I shrugged. “We’ll need to eat sometime.”


  She laughed and pulled me to her. The kiss promised a lot and left us both scampering through the yard’s passageways, hand in hand.


  When we got to the lock, I stood back and waved her forward. “Captain.”


  She took a deep breath and let it out. She keyed the lock and stepped back as it levered open. “We’re really doing this.”


  “Well, thirty-five million credits says we better be.”


  She laughed and reached out for my hand. “That’s not what I meant.”


  “I know.” I took her hand and we walked up the ramp together.


  
    About the Author


    
      Nathan Lowell has been a writer for more than forty years, and first entered the literary world by podcasting his novels. His science-fiction series, Trader’s Tales From The Golden Age of the Solar Clipper, grew from his long time fascination with space opera and his own experiences shipboard in the United States Coast Guard. Unlike most works which focus on a larger-than-life hero (prophesied savior, charismatic captain, or exiled prince), Nathan centers on the people behind the scenes—ordinary men and women trying to make a living in the depths of space. In his novels, there are no bug-eyed monsters, or galactic space battles, instead he paints a richly vivid and realistic world where the hero uses hard work and his own innate talents to improve his station and the lives of those in his community.


       


      Dr. Nathan Lowell holds a Ph.D. in Educational Technology with specializations in Distance Education and Instructional Design. He also holds an M.A. in Educational Technology and a BS in Business Administration with a minor in marketing. He grew up on the south coast of Maine and is strongly rooted in the maritime heritage of the seafarer. He served in the USCG from 1970 to 1975, seeing duty aboard a cutter on hurricane patrol in the North Atlantic and at a communications station in Kodiak, Alaska.


       


      He currently lives in the plains east of the Rocky Mountains with his wife and two children.

    


    
       


      Read more at Nathan Lowell’s site.

    

  


 



  The Golden Age of the Solar Clipper


  
    
      
        	
          Traders Tales


          Quarter Share
 Half Share
 Full Share
 Double Share
 Captain’s Share
 Owner’s Share


          Smuggler's Tales


          Milk Run
 Suicide Run
 Home Run



          Seeker's Tales


          In Ashes Born
 To Fire Called
 By Darkness Forged
 


        

        	
          SC Marva Collins


          School Days
 Working Class
 Hard Knocks
 



          Shaman Tales


          South Coast
 Cape Grace
 Finwell Bay
 



          Dark Knight Station: 
Origins
 


        
      

    
  


  
Fantasy


 
    
      
        	
          Tanyth Fairport Adventures


          Ravenwood
 Zypheria’s Call
 The Hermit of Lammas Wood

        

        	
          The Wizard's Butler


          The Wizard's Butler
The Wizard's Cat*

        
      

    
  


  * Forthcoming

cover.jpeg
S[.' MARVA COLLINS
'Bﬂﬂl(s






