
  
    [image: ]
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  Boson Books by Atk. Butterfly


  
    

    

  


  
    Space Rescue One

    Rust Bucket

    Attack Butterfly

    Dust Bunny

    Paravoid

  


  
    

    

  


  
    

  


  _______________________________________


  
    

    

  


  The "Rust Bucket" Universe Volume 1


  
    

  


  Rust Bucket


  
    

    

  


  by


  
    

  


  Atk. Butterfly


  
    

    

  


  ______________________________________


  
    

    

    

    

    

    

    

  


  
    BOSON BOOKS Raleigh

  


  
    

  


  [image: ]


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    Published by Boson Books

    3905 Meadow Field Lane

    Raleigh, NC 27606
  


  ISBN 978-1-886420-50-2


  An imprint of C&M Online Media Inc.


  Copyright 1998 Atk. Butterfly All rights reserved


  
    For information contact

    C&M Online Media Inc.

    3905 Meadow Field Lane

    Raleigh, NC 27606

    Tel: (919) 233-8164

    e-mail:boson@cmonline.com

    URL: http://www.bosonbooks.com

  


  
    

  


  Cover art by Joel Barr


  
    

  


  The best things in life aren't always shiny or new


  
    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

    

  


  


  Chapter 1


  
    

  


  
    "Dismissed. . ."
  


  
          That final word hung over me for a moment before I fully comprehended everything. That final word meant the end for me getting into space as anything other than a paying passenger. The Commandant of the Space Academy was dropping me from the rolls. I stood there speechless for a few moments until Sergeant Clark gently took me by the arm and guided me out of the Commandant's office.

  


  
          "Son, you all right?" he asked.

  


  
          I looked at him, still speechless with a painful lump in my throat. My eyes weren't yet watering enough for a tear to fall.

  


  
          He said, "Come along with me, Dave. It's not the end. We'll have some coffee or whatever and talk it out before you start packing. Then I'll give you a hand there, too."

  


  
          I allowed him to guide me to the Dining Facility. We went over to the coffee dispenser and he filled two cups of coffee. While I wasn't looking, or maybe I was without paying attention, he took out a small flask and poured just a capful of whiskey into each cup. He pressed one cup into my hands and continued to guide me by the elbow over to a table where we sat down on hard plastic chairs. He managed to get me to take a sip. The unexpected touch of whiskey choked me for a moment, but it was enough to break through the pain in my throat. I suddenly came to life again and started realizing what happened and where I was and why.

  


  
          "Sarge, I could understand being dropped because my grades or my behavior were poor, but to be dropped because they're cutting the military strength doesn't make any sense. Please, explain it to me so I can understand. Isn't seventh out of four hundred good enough to stay in?" I begged.

  


  
          He replied, "Son, I know how you feel. I agree with you that it's not fair, but neither of us makes the rules. What's more, they're not playing by any rules we can afford. They're playing politics and money. The people that told the Commandant who to drop didn't look at your grades or behavior. They looked at your family."

  


  
          "My family?" I said puzzled. What did they have to do with my being in the Academy?

  


  
          The sergeant said, "You're not a rich family's son. Maybe I should say you're not a rich enough family's son. Even some of them couldn't play the game. If there was a war going on, those rich kids would be the first to leave. You wouldn't be able to see them go for all the dust they'd kick up. But there's no war and when that's the case, then the Union suffers because we get a bunch of officers who bought their commissions. If a war breaks out, we'll be scrambling to get enough candidates in and through in time to make a difference."

  


  
          "What about the courts? Can they do anything?" I asked.

  


  
          "You have the money?" he asked.

  


  
          I answered, "No, but I was hoping that maybe one of the special lawyer bureaus would take my case if you think it's possible."

  


  
          Sergeant Clark said, "The cold hard truth of it is that by the time they win the case for you, you'll be too old to enter. Every family with a kid who was behind you will be hiring lawyers to present briefs just to be sure that it's not their kid that you replace. The only ones who will sympathize with you will be those who have kids ahead of you in each of the four classes. By the time you beat some of these families down, a new class will have started. You'll have new families out to protect their status. My advice is not to bog yourself down with a court case. Even if you got lucky and got back into next year's class, you'll have to repeat the first half of the year and you'll be ostracized by just about everyone in the class. You'll be lucky if you didn't get booted out because of sabotage by some other rich kid whose friend you replaced. Even if you made it through to graduation, you'd get the dirtiest of assignments where you wouldn't be able to advance in rank. That's no way to start a career. You'd be resenting it even more by then. I don't mean to say you're not going to resent it now. I know I would in your non-skids."
  


  
          I said, "Then what should I do? I put all my educational efforts into getting into space."

  


  
          He replied, "There's where I can help you. I'm going to write down a name and address for you. You can get a job in space with this woman on my recommendation. I'll have that ready for you by the afternoon. Even without my recommendation, just a transcript of your grades here would convince her to give you a job. She runs a freighter service. The pay's good. With what you know and can do already, you'll get into space within a week."

  


  
          "A freighter?" I asked.

  


  
          He replied, "Don't knock it, son. They see more action than nine-tenths of these cadets ever will. That's why the freighter companies pay so well. These rich families don't know it, but they might have done you a favor. With your brains and skills, you could be breaking some of them in ten years."

  


  
          "Why aren't you working for a freighter company?" I asked.

  


  
          He said, "We're talking about getting you into space, not me. Whether you decide to check them out or not, that's up to you. The recommendation and a copy of your transcript will be ready for you this afternoon, regardless. It's the least I can do."

  


  
          "Okay, I'll think about it," I said, as I took another sip of the laced coffee.

  


  
          The sergeant said, "That's all I'm asking you to do. I'll also make out a list of things that I strongly recommend you get if you don't already have them. That'll be with the other papers. It'll probably be the most important sheet of paper you'll have until you have the items. Some of them won't make sense to you, but you'll need them or you'll figure out when you need them at the right time. That I'm sure of."

  


  
          We finished drinking the coffee. Then the Sarge and I went over to the billets to start packing my gear. I think he wanted to help so that he could see what I might already have that he could recommend later to me to ditch or keep. While we packed, he made a few more recommendations right then on things to get rid of. A few items were sentimental, so I kept them anyway. The others, I took his advice on and dropped into the disposal. If nothing else, I earned credits for recycling those items. The extra credits would help tide me over a little longer until I had a job.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Later that afternoon, I stopped by Administration, picked up the papers that the sergeant prepared for me, and stuffed them into my pockets. It felt strange to be wearing civilian clothing again and to use my pockets for anything other than my card-keys and identification card. I was still in the habit of putting my cigarettes and lighter inside my socks on the inner portion of my ankles. I was about to leave the compound when I reasoned that I should at least take a look at the items the Sarge recommended I purchase. After all, I still had privileges at the exchange shop until midnight. Prices were definitely lower there than at the civilian stores.
  


  
          I placed the duffle bag down, rather than stand there and hold it in the heavier gravity that we trained in. If nothing else, I was stronger than when I entered two and a half years ago. I pulled the papers out of my pocket and went through them to find the one with his recommendations. I don't know why Sarge insisted on using paper instead of committing it to disk. Certainly, there was no need to make a paper copy of my transcripts. Surely, they'd be available over the Universal Internet to any employer who desired to see them.

  


  
          The list seemed a little strange. An everlight I could understand. I wondered about getting a Fresnel lens. At least the Sarge listed next to it a size that he recommended. I wasn't sure about the pocket knife. I hadn't had one of those since I was a kid. The marker and note pad seemed downright antique in nature. I wasn't even sure if anyone still sold those. There were other items such as a thermal blanket, thermal canteen, web hammock, and waterproof shoulder pack. I could see some use for a few of those items if I went camping, but in space? If I took the job he recommended, those items didn't appear to be very useful. Rather, if I got the job, should I decide to apply for it. However, if there was anything about the Sarge I could say in his defense, not that he ever needed anyone to defend him, it was that he never recommended or said something without good reason in the two and a half years I'd known him. Then I got to the last item and almost couldn't believe it. Sarge recommended that I purchase a projectile weapon. I'd only seen those in old movies and museums.

  


  
          Needless to say, every item, if I had or bought it, would fit inside the shoulder pack. Buying them certainly wouldn't hurt my credit balance, especially if I purchased them in the exchange. Because the items cost so little, I decided to go ahead and purchase them.

  


  
          The only items I couldn't purchase in the exchange were, of course, the projectile weapon, marker, and note pad. It wasn't because they didn't carry weapons, but because it was so old-tech as were the other two items. I even decided that I'd get the shoulder pack with the separate holster for a weapon. It would help balance the load once I purchased the weapon. I left the exchange and put the new items, still in their packaging, inside the shoulder pack and adjusted it to fit before slipping it on. Then I made my way to the entrance, though for me it was the exit, of the compound. I left the academy for what I figured was probably the last time unless I had a chance to stop by and visit the Sarge to either thank him or just look him up as a friend.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Outside the entrance, I paused to look at the recommendation for a job along with the name and address. I figured on using that as my starting point. I wandered over to a public terminal and spoke in the information to begin a search of the company and the owner, Penelope Wayte. I was astounded to find out moments later that neither was listed. I'd never heard of a company or person not being listed in the directory. Hell, even the Mafia was listed in the directory, so why shouldn't a business or person be in it? I tried cross-referencing it by the address that Sarge wrote down and still couldn't locate it. If I decided to apply, I would have to do so in person. Even that was unusual. I thought that I would be able to apply using the terminal, but not in this case.

  


  
          At least, it wasn't far from the Academy. For someone in my shape, it was a short easy walk. There was no need or reason to hire a Yellow. Besides, there would be stores and vendors along the way where I might be able to purchase the last few items remaining on my list. I started walking in the direction of the Pennyweight Shipping Company. My language background wasn't so bad that I didn't recognize the obvious play on words with the owner's name. About two blocks from the academy entrance, I came across one of those ever-present surplus stores and went on inside to browse. They had, believe it or not, a selection of arms second only to a museum.
  


  
          "What can I do to you, son?" asked the salesman, an old thin man of about sixty or older with thinning hair.

  


  
          I answered, "I'm looking to purchase a projectile weapon."

  


  
          "Don't get much call for them. What caliber do you want?" he asked.

  


  
          "I'm not sure. Let me check." I pulled out my list to see if the caliber was listed.

  


  
          The salesman's eyes seemed to know just because of that. "Never mind, son. I know what caliber you want. Thought I'd never see another one of those lists. How is the Sarge these days?" he asked.

  


  
          "In good health. You know him?" I asked.

  


  
          "Yes, I do," he said, pulling a box from under a counter. He looked at the shoulder pack I had, walked over to another aisle, pulled a different shoulder pack off a shelf, and brought it back with him. "You'll need this size and style to accommodate this weapon. I'll trade you even for the packs as a favor to the Sarge, not that it'll ever make us even."

  


  
          I sensed then that there was a story behind that man's reverence for the Sarge. However, I decided it wasn't my business to pry into the man's personal affairs.

  


  
          "Nope! There ain't no way I can ever repay the Sarge for saving my son's life. You'll get the gun at wholesale price, too. Go ahead and take your gear out of that pack. Put it in this one. Did you get everything on the list?" he asked.

  


  
          I replied, "Not quite. I couldn't find the . . ."

  


  
          He said, "Marker and note pad. I don't think hardly anyone else besides us still carries those. They'll be wholesale, too. Now I'll show you how to use this antique. It packs a wallop for such an old weapon, but someday you'll be thanking Sarge for recommending you buy it."

  


  
          We went into a back room where the old man showed me how to use the weapon and then to take it apart, clean, and reassemble it. He wouldn't let me pay or leave with it until I showed him I could do as he had. Then he went about making sure I had everything stored away inside the pack, putting the pistol in its holster that was concealed by the pack unlike the other pack where it was visible.

  


  
          "Yep," he said as he rang up the purchases and finished with everything including my permit for a concealed weapon, "that kind of pack is the kind that will do you a lot of good. Don't ever forget to keep it in good condition. I was on an expedition once. We used those to float a wounded man across a river. Always keep your canteen in the front half. That way you can use the straw to drink while you're walking and keep your hands free."

  


  
          Before I left the store, he had exchanged three more items for what I bought with different models which he thought to be superior. Even though one item was used, he looked and sounded so sincere that I let him do it without argument. I guess it was also because one of the items he exchanged equally was a better item than I purchased. He wasn't trying to cheat me, I could clearly tell. As I left, he wished me good luck.

  


  
          I spent more time inside the store than I planned on, but it was still before supper. I saw no reason not to go on ahead down to the Pennyweight Shipping Company to see what they were like. I only got about two more blocks when I entered into an area that had been off-limits while I was a cadet. Now I was free to enter. At my own risk, of course. I didn't feel like walking around the area that was poorly policed and where almost anything was legal or likely to happen. I wasn't thinking about my haircut marking me as a cadet. On the other hand, I hadn't received my cadet ring yet. It would be forwarded to me, so I guess I looked more like a first-year washout than anything else. However, none of those things occurred to me as I entered the area.
  


  
          I barely went a block when I found myself being faced by two tough-looking thugs. They seemed determined to shake me down and force me to transfer credits, not to mention stealing whatever I carried of value. I guess it would have been different had I been a washout as they thought, but I wasn't. I was a third-year cadet. That meant I was conditioned and trained already in several forms of combat. Nor did they teach us to fight fair at the Academy. We used padded robots so that we could throw real punches and kicks at any and every vital area we could reach. Also, I was wearing my steel-cap insert non-skids. It didn't even occur to me to pull the ancient .50 caliber pistol I was then carrying.

  


  
          It was hardly a fair fight as I indicated. One of them put his body in the way. The second man tried to come from behind while the first one did his best to keep me busy. As soon as I felt the second man's hand on my shoulder, I ducked down and swept my arm back to hit him in the groin. He backed off as quickly as he could while doubled-up. I jumped up from my position, leaving my duffel bag on the ground, and planted a steelcapped kick into the ribs of the first man, knocking him over backwards onto his ass. His hand clutched at his ribs. I was sure I broke at least one. I hadn't held anything back as I made that kick. It was meant to maim, if not kill. I hadn't held anything back on the first man, either. He was still clutching himself while tears of pain fell down his face. I picked up my stuff and resumed walking away. As I left them, I could hear the two of them saying something about not seeing a ring on me while trying to blame the other for making a bad choice of victims. I know that three years ago, it wouldn't have taken but one of them to make me shit in my pants and hand over everything.

  


  
          As I continued walking through the area, the way in front cleared considerably as news of the skirmish travelled faster than light speed. No one was sure what year I was anymore, but they didn't want to tangle with me. Evidently, the word about the reduction in force hadn't reached the zone yet. However, they were hardly expected to be interested in such matters. By the time I reached the opposite edge of the off-limits area, I could make out the space port. As well, I was only two more blocks from the Pennyweight Shipping Company. I considered stopping for something to eat since it would be supper time soon, but decided that I didn't want to have to wait until morning to check them out. The fact that they weren't listed in the directory had grabbed my curiosity and squeezed it until I had to find out about them to relieve the pressure.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I expected to find a rundown, seedy-looking building because of the lack of a listing, but the building wasn't much different from any other building on the block. I guess that made me more curious since they seemed like the other shipping companies from the outside. I entered the plain brick building and walked up to the office counter.

  


  
          "You the guy with the package to ship?" asked a man without looking up at me.

  


  
          I replied, "No, sir. I came here to learn about your company and possibly put in an application for a job."
  


  
          He looked up at me, noticing the shoulder pack and my haircut almost immediately. "Let me see your transcripts, son."
  


  
          I reached into my pocket, pulled out the paper copy of them, and handed them over along with the recommendation from the Sarge. I didn't mean to hand that over yet, but forgot to pull it out, along with my list.

  


  
          He looked through the sheets of paper and handed me back the list without asking about it. He looked at the recommendation and then looked back at me. "Okay, Dave Oden, come on around the counter and take a seat there," he said pointing at a bench.

  


  
          I did as he instructed and then waited almost an hour before he came back to get me.

  


  
          He said, "This way. We'll interview you now. Seems like we might have a position for you, if you're interested."

  


  
          I almost started to explain that I really wanted some information about the company first. However, I decided that I should find out what the position was before I bothered to waste anymore of their time or mine since I did need a job. He showed me to an office with the Pennyweight logo displayed outside it. I noticed the date of establishment and saw that it was an old company. It wasn't likely named for the owner unless she was over a couple of hundred years in age, which was highly unlikely, despite an average life span of a hundred and fifty for people to look forward to. After all, their logo showed a Clipper ship that was commonplace for the time they were established. It only made me wonder more about why they weren't listed in the directory. I walked into the room, expecting to see an old, if not ancient, woman. Instead, there was a rather young woman, probably not more than my own age of twenty-five. Before I had a chance to speak, she started talking.

  


  
          "We've got an opening on our gun ship. You qualify. You want the job?" she asked.

  


  
          "Not that I'm particular, but what is the opening?" I asked.

  


  
          She said, "We're not like the Navy. Our gunners also perform other duties. You might be taking care of recycling, farming, navigation, piloting, or anything else that needs to be done."

  


  
          Something inside me said take it, so I said, "Yes ma'am. I'll take it." I wondered why I didn't bother asking about the company's background or how come they weren't listed in the directory. All I knew was this was a civilian gun ship that regularly escorted company ships into places where there was no law and usually no navy to protect them. If anything, the Sarge was right about seeing more action than most of the navy personnel would see. I thought that I would actually wind up on a freighter. In a way, I was right as well. If the cargo was small and valuable enough, then the gun ship would double as a freighter and go out alone.

  


  
          "Jim, get him a badge and a belt with a stinger." Then she turned to me and said, "You'll have a locker inside this building to stow away your gear. Take only what you absolutely have to have. At least, you're prepared for what the job entails. Sarge prepared you properly. Welcome aboard. I'm Penelope. Don't ever call me Penny unless something's wrong. I'm assigning you to the Thurman. It don't look like much, but it don't need to. You have any trouble finding us?"

  


  
          I answered, "No ma'am. Just walked out the Academy entrance, turned left and kept walking until I got here. Only stopped to pick up a few items."
  


  
    "You walked?" she exclaimed.
  


  
    I answered, "Yes ma'am."
  


  
          She said, "You're either foolish or over-confident. I don't like either of those. We worry a lot. Business is cutthroat and there's no room for either. I'm surprised that you didn't get mugged in the off-limits area. It's off-limits to our people as well, unless we have a delivery inside there."

  


  
          "Yes ma'am. I understand." I decided not to tell her that I had injured two men making my way through the off-limits area. I didn't want to be labeled as a bragger. It was bad enough what she thought of me so far.

  


  
          Jim came into the office and handed me a badge and gunbelt with a stinger already holstered in it. The stinger was a typical commercially-sold, small, handheld, charged-particle weapon which could recharge itself. I went ahead and put them on, using Jim as my model on how to wear them properly. Then I went with him out of the office and picked up my gear. He showed me to the locker room where I left most of the gear from my duffel bag, taking only a change of clothes with me. He pointed out what I thought was a dark copper-colored ship that was my assignment.

  


  
          I walked on by myself over to the ship. The closer I got to it, the more I could tell that it wasn't copper colored. It was rust I was seeing!

  


  
          I couldn't believe that I'd signed onto a company with a ship like that. I stared for a moment at my second major disappointment for that day. It was a very old patrol ship bought from the Navy as surplus. I doubted that it could hold its own in an even fight with another ship almost as old as it. I was wrong about that. From the looks of things, once I got inside it, it looked like it couldn't beat a ship older than it. I was almost sure that I was going to be on runs where there wasn't any real danger to be faced. After all, nobody in their right mind would send that rust bucket out to face some of the current state of the art ships out there in the space lanes. They would dance circles around it. Then they'd tear it apart with their pea shooters just for kicks.

  


  
          I checked in with the officer on watch and got my assignment before I went to eat. Once inside, I was shown my gun station first and then my assignment. It was about what I figured it would be for the most junior man aboard. I was in charge of the recycling. That was a pleasant description for what was otherwise called taking care of the garbage. Lastly, I was shown where to bunk down. Now I knew why the Sarge listed a web hammock. I would need it for more than just camping.

  


  
          Anyway, I didn't have to leave the ship to get a meal. Once I was hired, I was entitled to eat in the onboard dining facility. I expected the food to be as bad as the shape of the ship. Incredibly, the food was great. It was actually better than what the Academy gave us as cadets. I also had duties to perform starting right after supper and began recycling the garbage. There were two ways of handling it. One for planet surface use and one for in space. I knew both because of my Academy training.

  


  
    

    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

    

  


  


  Chapter 2


  
    

  


  
    We lifted off three days later. Regardless of what I thought of the Thurman, or 'Rust Bucket' as it was called by everyone, its engines had kick. We zipped up into orbit, with more vitality than I thought the Rust Bucket had in her, and checked ourselves out. Considering the gravity of the planet we were on, I realized that the interplanetary engines must be a heck of a lot better than I realized. They were. In fact, they were even better than I suspected from our lift off.

  


  
          I wasn't worried about the FTL engines. FTL, of course, meant faster than light. That was a necessity for flight between star systems. However, the FTL engines couldn't be used safely for lift-off or interplanetary flight where there were too many objects to run into, not to mention the heavy traffic on the trade routes. During the time we would be between star systems, we and the freighters would be safe since no one could fight yet at those speeds. No one could even find anyone else moving at those speeds. If someone did happen to catch a glimpse, it was just that, only a glimpse. Whoever you saw would be too far away before you could react, even with computer assistance. It didn't do any good to shoot at anyone then since their ship's speed was much greater than anything fired at them.

  


  
          It was inside the star systems where the interplanetary engines were important. They were absolutely vital if we were to be able to maneuver and defend the freighters we were escorting. At interplanetary speeds, it was very possible to see, aim, and fire at each other.

  


  
          One of the first things we did during our orbital checkouts was to test fire the weapons. For that, I had to report to my gunnery station. Before we even fired the first shot, we practiced reaching our gun stations over and over again from the most inaccessible portions of the ship that could be arranged by the First Officer. He gave us places to go and waited until we were there. Then he sounded battle stations and expected us to be in our stations within seconds. I think I must have practiced getting to my gun station from at least five different places about the ship. Each of those I must have done about four or five times apiece.

  


  
          Then we finally went to target practice. Just to make that harder, we had to go through the battle stations drill again for each shot. We were expected to not only race to our stations, but to line up the right target and get in a shot. That was somewhat different from the Navy. There, battle stations meant getting to one's position. No one fired until the order was given. On our ship, battle stations wasn't ordered unless we intended to fight. We weren't in the position of being in a fleet where we could fire from strength. We were firing to get in the first shot and make it count, because every return hit on us made us that much weaker. Our only chance of survival rested in getting in the first and last shots of any battle. If we were to simply report to our gun stations, then the order was simply "man your battle stations."

  


  
          Anyway, I wasn't aware of the firepower of some of the weapons on board the Thurman. In space, the impact that some weapons have isn't felt in the ship when they're fired. The targets, put out by another ship for us, didn't give evidence of what was used on them either. What I saw through my monitor and view port didn't give me any knowledge of what else the Thurman carried. Had I been watching from outside or from some other ship, I would have been impressed with what the ship carried, which wasn't immediately visible until various plates slid out of the way. The rust was more of a disguise than an indicator of the ship's condition.
  


  
          Shortly after our drills and target practice, we departed orbit and met up with the company ships that we were escorting. Then and only then did we learn where our destination would be and what we were guarding, if it was hazardous enough that we needed to know. We were going to planet Adriena with a cargo of toxic chemicals. That meant that we would give the cargo ships a wide berth. We would avoid scorching them with our engines if we had to maneuver in order to protect them.

  


  
          Chemicals were a favorite target of pirates and unscrupulous shipping companies who didn't mind stealing when they couldn't get cargoes of their own to haul for a fee. Not only that, but in such cases, they usually stole the ship as well, leaving the crew to drift about space in their suits or a life capsule. Most of them weren't foolish enough to kill the crews and make them that much more desperate to fight against the seizures. For that reason, the companies had to have gun ships to escort their important cargoes. Fortunately, the pirates that existed were few and far between. However, the companies that would steal travelled the same shipping lanes. Just our gun ship's presence would keep the other companies honest, though. Pirates, if encountered, would actually have to be fought.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We were out four days on a six-day run escorting the freighters when we had our first action. I was in the laundry cleaning my second set of clothes, standard mesh undies and overslicks. The mesh underwear mostly kept the overslicks from sticking to our skin so that it could breathe and perspire properly. The overslicks insulated us against sudden changes in temperature and prevented us from snagging equipment and switches.

  


  
          The drills paid off as "battle stations" was announced. We scurried to our assigned gun stations and fired at the oncoming pirate. We scored a few hits and drove him off before he could do anything to us or our convoy of ships. It wasn't as easy as during the drills, even though the drills were practiced with the ship performing evasive maneuvers, because the target was performing them as well. In practice, the targets were stationary. Regardless, from that one encounter, I could tell that the Thurman was more than a mere rust bucket. The ship was very much alive and able to lash out with enough punch to deal with the pirates. My initial impressions dissolved to be replaced with a pride in the ship I was assigned to.

  


  
          We stayed on Adriena for a week to pick up cargo so that the freighters wouldn't be returning home empty and earning no credits. The return trip was much less eventful since the freighters carried back less valuable cargo.

  


  
          When I got back to planet Beulah, I discovered a bonus in my paycheck because the combat videos disclosed that my gun station made two hits on the pirate. I was already appreciative of what Sarge had done for me. He'd gotten me into space in a job where I mattered. Oh, I know, I was still responsible for recycling, but someone's got to do it or we'd all be living in filth and disease while out in space. Besides, having that position entitled me to extra shower time.

  


  
          Probably showering was the only thing I had to get used to in the Thurman. The shower was a sealed and scheduled room. That meant that whoever was assigned to take a shower had to take it then with whoever else was assigned. Unlike the Navy, we had a whole lot of women on board and not just a few. Fully over a third of the crew was female. Being entitled to a double shower allowance each day because of my job, it was almost inevitable that I would have to share one of my scheduled showers with a woman.
  


  
          If I hadn't acquired such an aroma that I didn't need one of my showers, I could have possibly skipped that one since I wasn't used to taking a shower with a woman. Needless to say, the first shower was difficult for me because of my initial embarrassment. However, she and I did our best to ignore each other and get our showers taken. Then we left the shower after the dryers pulled all the water back from the enclosed room to dress ourselves in our mesh undies and then our overslicks. By the third day, I was quite used to seeing and showering with Wellesley so that I no longer felt embarrassed. I wasn't sure how she felt about it though. She never said a word.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We barely spent two days back on Beulah before we went on another convoy escort job. The trip was started in the same way as before. We spent the first few hours practicing battle stations and shooting at targets before we left orbit and picked up the convoy to do our job. The five-day trip was uneventful. Not once did anything threatening approach us. The turnaround took only one day before we were escorting the freighters back. Needless to say, there weren't any bonuses in our paychecks for that trip.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We were back on Beulah for only two more days before we shipped out again, following standard practicing. It was another trip to Adriena. Wellesley and I were in the shower when the call to battle stations came. We both ran naked from the shower to our gun stations and began fighting the pirate off. That one was more determined. We actually destroyed him, utterly and completely rupturing the hull, in order to protect our convoy. We took one hit ourselves, but quick reaction from the crew kept the damage isolated to the section which was hit.

  


  
          Unfortunately, it meant that Wellesley and I spent the next two days naked. We couldn't get to any of the crew quarters to get a change of clothes since the hit was on the showers leading to our quarters. If nothing else, I was glad that we practiced battle stations each time before we joined a convoy. Otherwise, Wellesley and I might both have been casualties. We endured a bit of ribbing about being nudists from Echo, one of the members of the Union of Planets whose citizens were all nudists. However, it was good natured in tone and not meant to harm. Of course, people didn't get too close to me after spending a day working in recycling, either.

  


  
          Because of the damage, our ship spent the turnaround time on Adriena being repaired. The company replaced our lost clothing so that we could enjoy some shore leave. We were quite the heroes when we arrived on Adriena because of the fact that we actually destroyed a pirate. Our company received salvage rights on the destroyed ship because we were responsible for its destruction.

  


  
          We received just as warm a reception back on Beulah when we returned with a new shower unit installed and other repairs so that we could use the crew quarters instead of sleeping in the corridors. Because of our action against the pirate ship, everyone received a bonus from the company for its destruction and salvage value. The combat videos revealed that I had more hits on the pirate. My check included a bonus for those as well. Suddenly, I was starting to really put some credits of a significant nature into my account. If I ever decided to quit, I'd have enough credits to kick about for almost a year before I would be in dire financial straits. It was a good feeling to know that I had that many credits to my name.
  


  
          For a while, the trips to Adriena were almost boring because we didn't have anyone opposing us. Our reputation preceded us. No pirate wanted to tangle with us. Even though the Adriena run was becoming tamer, we still practiced with the same degree of vigor before each run. I guess we made about seven or eight runs before the salvaged pirate ship was commissioned as another escort ship in the company fleet.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    When the newly commissioned Edmund was placed on duty, it took over the Adriena run while we were switched to the Gabriel run. It didn't run as often and it took longer, so our ship being larger was the logical choice since we were capable of carrying the necessary logistical supplies in order to escort the freighters our company sent to Gabriel and back.

  


  
          As with any new additions to anyone's fleet, some of the experienced personnel were reassigned to the Edmund. New hires were brought in to even out everything on both ships. Suddenly, I wasn't the junior crew member any longer. I still had the same gun station. However, I moved up from recycling to hydroponics. It was still an odorous job so I still had entitlement to a double shower allowance. Of course, the shower schedules were modified to reflect the gain and loss of personnel. I no longer showered with Wellesley during one shower and a man during the other. Now, both of my shower partners were women. At least, I was no longer embarrassed by sharing the shower with a woman. The first time showering with each of them, one of whom now had my old job, wasn't a problem at all for me.

  


  
          Because of the many new crew members, we spent several days in space going through our paces, practicing evasive maneuvers, gunnery, emergency procedures, and the like. The Edmund spent the same time out there with us. On occasion, we mockbattled with her, winning two of three, the last two after being embarrassed by our overconfidence in the first mock-battle. She wasn't the same ship anymore that we first defeated for real. She had legs on her now and gunners who used to be some of ours, so she had teeth as well. Not only that, but she was being allowed to rust gracefully on the outside much like our ship. I decided then that the rust was merely a disguise meant to convey a false impression to anyone we fought.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Our first trip to Gabriel was uneventful, if only because the return trip would be the one with the valuable cargo. If nothing else, it gave us an opportunity to become familiar with the layout of the area in between Gabriel and Beulah. Of course, it would look slightly different coming back, but we knew where some of the likely places for an attack would come from.

  


  
          On the return trip, we went to battle stations, but the pirate never got within range and veered off from us. I took my chances on a hit anyway and got a bonus for what would have been a clear hit had the pirate been in range. At least, I learned then that it didn't matter whether or not it was in range. It only mattered that we chased it off or destroyed it. My actions got me recognized on review of the combat videos. I was moved to a more powerful gun, one of the hidden guns that were mostly the reason for our defeating the pirate ship before. Even though I suspected that we had more powerful weapons on board, I didn't know that we had anything like the Mark III duals on board.
  


  
    They were state of the art, dual-barrelled, swivel-mounted, high-powered, chargedparticle weapons, even for the Navy.

  


  
          My actions and the fact that the company was still getting both ships stabilized in personnel resulted in my new gun assignment. It also resulted in a pay increase to my normal salary, even though I was still in hydroponics. If nothing else, I was moving up gradually within the command structure, then being considered a gunner second class instead of third class, handling one of the older Mark II singles.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We shipped out again after a week in port and went to Gabriel again. As before, the trip there was uneventful since the cargoes weren't anything all that valuable. Regardless of their value, we practiced diligently before we left.
  


  
          While we travelled to Gabriel, I went through some unexpected mail I received from the Sarge. He had sent me some textdisks to study with a short note explaining that if I wanted to eventually captain one of those gun ships, I should finish learning what I would have picked up in my last year and a half at the Academy. It certainly gave me something to do during my few off hours. The first few times I started going over the material, it almost seemed alien, since I had been away from the Academy for so long by then. It actually took me a couple of days to get back into the habit of studying and learning. I hadn't given it any thought until the package arrived, but the Sarge had been right about everything up to then, so I decided it was worth the effort to learn the material.

  


  
          It only took a few trips back and forth between Gabriel, along with the shore leave, for me to finish up the half-year I had been deprived of from my third-year classes. I even sent the lessons, that the work entailed, back to the Sarge for him to critique or grade, if he was so inclined. If nothing else, I wanted to let him know that I was actually doing the class work from the textdisks and trying to learn. He didn't send me any remarks about how well I was doing on the work until I finished that half-year of classwork. Then I got a note saying that the fourth-year textdisks would be forthcoming and encouraging me to keep up my efforts because I wouldn't be disappointed.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Not too long after that, I got promoted to Gunner First Class and moved to a Mark III quad because of my gunnery skills. We had another skirmish with a pirate whom we destroyed. The combat videos revealed that not only had I hit the pirate, but that it was my shots that destroyed him. The bonuses I got were enough to swell my credits to where I could leave my job and not do anything else for the next two years. There was also another salary increase with the promotion. I was feeling real good about myself and applied myself even more to my books. It was starting to look very possible for me to someday be the captain of a gun ship. Certainly, the Sarge had been right in stating that I would see more action there than anywhere else. Not only that, I felt good about what I was accomplishing.

  


  
    

    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 3


  
    

  


  
    The Navy announced the discovery of a new planet along with the important discovery of the first intelligent alien life form. Because of the discovery, diplomats went into action. They soon started negotiations to put trade agreements into effect and work out various problems and such that diplomats normally do. If nothing else, the entire galaxy, let alone the business community, was abuzz with the news. Every business saw a chance for profit in dealing with those new people who weren't too unlike ourselves in biological terms. Save for their blue skin and the fact that they weren't as technologically advanced, they were just like us in temperament, personalities, and the placement of vital organs.

  


  
          Of course, they were far off the beaten path, so any company having business dealings was going to have to use a shipping company that had armed escorts available, especially if the cargo was valuable. Because those discovered people were new to all this, it meant that some commodities suddenly became more valuable simply because the Blues, as they became known commonly, were willing to pay for those things with cargoes that were just as valuable to us. Pennyweight Shipping Company got one of the cargo runs that were granted by both governments. That meant that the Thurman was going to have to include a run to their planet once each month in addition to our run to Gabriel.

  


  
          Even though the Blues were very much like us, they still had major cultural differences. Shore leaves on their planet wouldn't be happening until the differences were fully understood and we could be briefed properly so that we wouldn't create a diplomatic incident. If nothing else, it meant that some of the other crew members would be forced to save some of their pay that they would have otherwise spent on having a good time. For me, it made no difference. I spent very little time on shore when not in space. I was trying to complete my fourth-year classwork.

  


  
          Because of my studies, I was granted an upgraded badge that allowed me to do some of my work on the bridge of the Thurman while it wasn't involved in a critical procedure. I imagine that it was probably the Sarge's efforts again that got me that privilege since I didn't tell anyone in the company that I was studying. I only know that I got a call while on Beulah to report to Jim in the office and he asked for my badge. For a moment, the look on his face betrayed nothing. I thought that I was being fired. I took off the badge with some reluctance and handed it over, thinking that my world was about to crumble, again. I was about to take off the gunbelt and return it as well when he held out his other hand with the upgrade badge while he smiled at me. Then he only said, "Wear it in good health. We're rooting for you." I felt more embarrassed then than I had the first time in the shower with Wellesley. I numbly accepted the new badge and placed it in position carefully as if it were made of delicate, expensive crystal before saying thanks and returning to the ship to resume my studies.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Somehow, I expected it to happen and I wasn't wrong. Our company received the salvage rights to the second pirate ship as well. It took a few months for the ship to be recovered and then rebuilt into another gunship. Of course, part of what I expected to happen was for us and the Edmund to have to transfer some of our crew members over to the new ship in order to man her with some experienced people. I almost got selected to go to the smaller ship, but for some reason I wasn't. I wouldn't have objected since it would have been an opportunity for me to work with another size gun ship and perhaps pick up some more education along the way. It might have led to a more rapid promotion for me. Instead, our ship gave up the lion's share of personnel to help man the new ship, though I stayed on board the Thurman. We saw a whole new influx of personnel to replace those people who moved over.
  


  
          She was commissioned as the Theodore and took over the Gabriel route since it was a shorter route. We faced both her and the Edmund in mock-battles, winning three out of three, even when it was two to one. I guess it was when she was commissioned that the company's fortunes took a turn for the worse. The Theodore only lasted three months before it was taken by pirates. From what we learned later, she was captured almost without damage because they managed to get some people on board as part of her new crew.

  


  
          When she was lost, our ship resumed working the Gabriel route as well as the monthly Blues route. To say that we were hustling all the time to keep both routes running smoothly was an understatement. We also went through a personnel adjustment to make sure that we didn't have anyone unsavory on board who might have slipped through at the same time. I'll admit I didn't mind seeing one or two of the personnel, whom we had, given the boot. They didn't strike me as caring about the work they were doing. I think our efficiency went up as a result. Certainly our morale improved after the devastating loss of the Theodore. But it wasn't the end to our problems.

  


  
          The former Theodore was later fought by the Edmund. Both ships were damaged, though the former Theodore, then a pirate, escaped without taking any of the Edmund's convoy. It did put the Edmund into repairs. We were once again covering all the routes. For the next three months, we sweated it as we covered all the routes as best we could while seeing some valuable cargoes go to other shipping companies because we couldn't cover them all. Then the shit really hit the fan.

  


  
          We were three days out on the Blues route when the former Theodore showed up again. We immediately went to battle stations. I had just gotten out of the shower with Sarah. We were each clad only in our mesh undies when the alarm went off. We dashed off as we were. I had a premonition or gut feeling then that we were in for a bad one again as I reached my Mark III quad and slipped into the gunner's seat while hitting the exposure button that slid the panel out of the way. I was firing at the former Theodore immediately. My second shot hit her, damaging her badly. At the same time, I felt the vibrations of a hit from her on our ship. I only hoped it wasn't the shower again, not that I was naked this time, but I was nearly so. My fourth shot also hit the former Theodore squarely. It was enough, I noticed, to damage her engines so that she wasn't going to perform any more evasive actions against us. I felt a couple more vibrations in the Thurman from more hits before my sixth shot hit and ripped the former Theodore apart, stopping them from shooting and hitting us anymore. Battle stations ended. I pressed the exposure switch to shut the panel that hid the Mark III quad from sight. Then I made my way amidst some smoke back to the shower area, which thankfully wasn't hit, and put the rest of my clothes on beside Sarah who was actually putting on more than I was.

  


  
          "Last time we were hit," I said to her, "they hit the shower. I had to do everything on board for two days without a stitch of clothing on. I guess I got lucky this time that they didn't hit the shower again."
  


  
    She nodded and continued dressing.
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We weren't so lucky that time. We were moving at full speed, though the engines weren't running. We couldn't steer or use the engines to reverse the thrust so that we could stay with the convoy. The onboard intercom was in shambles. It took almost a half-hour for the news to reach us all that we were trying to effect repairs. In the meantime, we were headed away from the convoy, whether we wanted to or not. The best we were able to do was notify the convoy by lightbeam radio of our condition and wish them the best of luck as we started working desperately on the damage.

  


  
          The lead freighter sent back a message wishing us good luck and letting us know they'd inform the company of our actions. There was no way they could possibly catch up to us. Interplanetary engines like ours were too expensive to put on every ship. We were going at a speed they couldn't even hope to match, so there was no way for them to have sent one or more of themselves along with us to help out with the repairs. I was already beginning to wish the showers had taken the hit again.

  


  
          For myself, I had considerable work to do in hydroponics if we were to survive over a long term. My job was crucial for such events as that. More than one ship's crew died for lack of food when they had almost everything else. Anyway, hydroponics wasn't in too bad a condition because of the battle. Most everything stayed in place. What little that spilled was easily taken care of by me over the next two hours. My report to the Captain indicated that we were in good shape and could depend on our hydroponics to see us through for long term survival.

  


  
          The other reports weren't as encouraging. It took almost two days to get the repairs to some of the ship's systems made. The rest of the needed repairs would require us to set down somewhere to make them if we were to make our way back to our world. We still didn't have steering but we did have some control of the engines so that we could adjust our speed. I also learned that we lost half a dozen lives in the battle. It might seem cold-hearted, but we recycled their bodies into the ship's recycling system. Had we been able to return to our port immediately, we would have kept the bodies for next of kin. However, we weren't in that condition. Under the prevailing laws of space, we did what we had to do. Thankfully, I wasn't in recycling any longer, but the next time I saw Sarah, I could see a difference in her attitude and behavior. She appeared shocked, saddened, and maybe a little haunted.

  


  
          Having control over our speed was the only thing that kept us alive for the next week as we dodged a few asteroids by adjusting our speed so that they passed us safely. There was only one direction that couldn't be avoided, but the chances of a perfect head on collision with an asteroid were very small. All of us pitched in to work on what repairs could be made while still in space. Eventually, after a week, we had enough repairs made so that we would be able to take advantage of the next planet we came across that had a breathable atmosphere and set down to finish our work. All we needed was a planet with a breathable atmosphere and it had to be along our current course. That wasn't to happen as soon as we wanted.

  


  
          By the time we had full engine control, we were already out of the known or explored areas of space and those were newly explored at that. Our navigator did her best to keep track of our course. I found myself helping out during my spare time when I pursued my studies. We were almost another four weeks out before we sighted a suitable planet and started slowing down to take advantage of it.
  


  
    I have to admit, I've not quite seen a pilot as good as Frank in getting the Thurman down to where the tiny thruster jets could be used to give us maneuverability. Even so, it was one of the scariest landings I've ever made. That was just the prelude to what would happen to us. The Thurman shook and rattled more than it ever did as Frank eased the ship down from orbit with little or no maneuverability to land just shy of a swamp in a small, or so it seemed from above, clearing surrounded by the swamp, a river and forest.
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The first thing that Captain Marble did was have atmosphere testing equipment sent out to make sure our readings from space were correct. We didn't want to go out and find out too late that there was also poison in the otherwise breathable atmosphere which would kill us. If worst came to worst, we could probably lift off again, provided we were careful and lucky.

  


  
          When she got the readings, the Captain put our plans into action. Frank was concerned about the ground being too soft. For that reason, a lot of us were issued axes and chainsaws. We went to the forest to start chopping away to get enough logs to build a supporting structure to keep the ship upright for launch.

  


  
          It wasn't that we couldn't launch the ship from its side, but to do that, the ship would have to be let down or fall. Since we didn't have the tools to build anything capable of supporting the ship and easing it down on its side, the only way for that to happen was for it to fall. In the ship's current condition, a fall would probably maroon us by causing major structural damage that we had no way of repairing. As it was, we knew we would be on the planet for several months just to repair the damage to the steering. That was going to be difficult to do by itself because of our landing. The only advantage the upright landing gave us was the ability to use all our shipboard weapons to defend ourselves with.

  


  
          It took us the better part of a week to cut the timber and then erect it into a protective scaffolding around the ship. After that, some of us returned to our regular tasks and helped out with the repairs when we were free. For myself, I still had hydroponics to take care of each day. Being on a planet didn't end that responsibility. However, there wasn't as much effort needed to care for them.

  


  
          Week by week, we watched the repairs being made with tools meant for lighter tasks while the rest of us maintained the remainder of the ship and performed guard. This planet wasn't exactly our best choice for landing. It was inhabited by wildlife that was varied and widespread. There was a resemblance to some wildlife of other worlds and some that was distinctively unique to the planet. Somehow, DNA or whatever seems to have gotten around to many of the hospitable worlds. Somewhat similar creatures have evolved to meet each planet's environment. This planet had a heavier gravity than Earth, but lighter than Beulah. For that reason, we didn't feel much hampered by it. The wildlife was obviously used to it and moved quite fast. More than once, the Mark II singles had to open up on some creature that ventured too close and scare it away. We held off on using the heavier weapons. After all, we didn't want to barbecue the creatures. Although the Mark II singles were capable of doing the same thing to the wildlife, it was also capable of being used at a lighter setting so that it could just sting and drive them away. It wasn't unusual each day to hear the whine and sharp crack of one of the Mark II singles being used to keep the area clear.
  


  
          Gradually, the engine cones were repaired. It became time to move on to the more difficult work of repairing the steering fins and stabilizers for atmospheric flight. To repair some of the damage to them, we actually had to remove some of the plating around them after breaking through the fused portions with our torches. It was a good thing we did. Over half the wiring that controlled them was likewise melted and fused into small puddles that had solidified on the insides of the plating. To repair the controls to the fins and stabilizers, we had to use the last of our remaining supplies of repair parts and wire.

  


  
          Finally, after four months of repair work, the ship was once again ready for flight back into space. I think a lesser crew would have given up long ago and either perished in space or not tried to lift off again from the planet we were able to land on. The scaffolding was removed enough that we could launch. Then we all took our places and prayed as Frank started the engines and rechecked the steering before we jetted off with almost as much vigor as we were used to having.

  


  
          We knew the course and headings which we would have to take to get back home. If nothing else, we knew that we would be paid well for all the time we spent keeping the ship together and returning it, not to mention the bonuses for the pirate ship we recaptured, so to speak. If we returned, we would be entitled to that pay whether the company salvaged the pirate again or not. Considering that we had been gone so long, it wouldn't have made much sense for the company not to salvage and refit the former Theodore to take our place.

  


  
    

    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 4


  
    

  


  
    Evidently a lot can happen in five months as we were to learn. Aside from the Blues, our Navy discovered another alien race, not so human and not so friendly. We were unaware of it as we lifted off. We also didn't know that we would have to cross a battle zone to get back home. We were only one week away from the planet that we made repairs on when we picked up coded messages from our Navy's ships. We couldn't understand what was happening since we weren't privy to the codes they used. The only thing we did know is that when we tried to send them a message, in case they were looking for us, they replied for us to shut up and get the hell off the combat channel.

  


  
          We weren't immediately alarmed since the Navy was known for having frequent war games, much as our company had regular practice each time we lifted off from a planet or mock-battles when a new ship was added and personnel changes had to be made. For that reason, we continued on our course back to Beulah right straight into the combat zone. All the while, coded messages continued to be overheard with regularity.

  


  
          While we were on the planet making our repairs, I finished the class work from the textdisks. I had the material ready to mail to the Sarge when we returned to Beulah. Without anything else to take up some of my slack time, the messages represented a challenge. Because of my own background, I worked on the messages for the hell of it and sheer curiosity using one of the recreational computers. I didn't think that I had a chance of breaking the codes, but as luck would have it, I did manage to figure out a few of the words in the messages. That was enough to worry me. I took my findings to Captain Marble as soon as I had something.

  


  
          "Yes, Dave. You said it was important."

  


  
          I said, "Yes, Captain. I've been playing around with some of the Navy messages on the computer just to fill my time. I don't think they're involved in war games. I think they're in a real shooting war with someone."

  


  
          She looked at me carefully to see if, perhaps, I was trying to pull a joke on her for the amusement of the crew. It wouldn't have been the first time. Once, the crew hid her clothes while she showered. She threatened to have them all naked if her clothing wasn't returned. However, she seemed to pick up my sense of urgency or danger. She replied, "Okay. I'll keep it in mind. Keep me informed if you manage to learn anything more from the messages."

  


  
          I replied, "Yes, Captain, I will."

  


  
          It was a very short and to the point conversation. I continued to work on the messages during my spare time. Evidently, she kept my warning in mind, putting us on "man your battle stations" when she spotted the signs of firing weapons in the area in front of us the following day.

  


  
          As we headed into that area, thinking or hoping that it was only a war game, we were all at our gun stations. The ship was secured against breaches in the bulkheads, should it turn out to be for the worst. It was practically the worst as we entered almost directly between the two forces. Our Navy wasn't getting the best of that particular battle. I later had my own suspicions about why our forces were doing so poorly. I only know that the bridge suddenly announced battle stations, adding, "Fire only at nonNavy ships!" as if they needed to. For the second time during that mission, I was glad that Frank was at the controls. From what I understand, others were glad that I was at the controls of one of the two Mark III quads. We were closer to the alien vessels than any of the Navy ships. Frank jinked us about as he evaded the shots from the aliens at us. We were a complete surprise to them when our ship suddenly sprouted gun ports and the guns we sprouted were heavy weapons within their effective range. I wasn't at a lack for targets as we swept through the center of the battle, covering the asses of our Navy that was trying to break off the engagement and retreat when we arrived. I doubt that we would have survived, if it hadn't been for Muriel at the lightbeam radio, communicating with the Navy squadron. She convinced them to wheel about and take advantage of the enemy's sudden confusion.
  


  
          We weren't looking for a fight when we entered into that area of space. Since we were there and it was too late to change our course without being destroyed, we had to fight. My first two shots took out one of the alien ships that was roughly equal to ours in size. Then the rest of the alien fleet, which outnumbered our side's squadron three to two, began to worry about us instead of the Navy. By then, Frank was really doing his best evasive maneuvers and shooting was quite difficult to do.

  


  
          It wasn't that we didn't have computers helping to keep the guns trained on the enemy ships, but the constant movement and various electronic tricks that each side employed required a human operator to do the actual firing. The radar and computerassistance given to aiming the guns couldn't aim them at the vital areas. Those only placed the guns on where the bulk of the target was. Despite hundreds of years of computer usage, it still took a person to pick out the key points in order to knock out the target. Even more so when one considers that these were alien vessels. We were aiming based on intuition, something that computers simply don't have.

  


  
          Our only advantage in shooting it out with the aliens was that we were passing in front of them. Only a few of their weapons could be aimed at us until we were directly in front of them. Otherwise, they might have hit some of their own ships because of their own battle formation. Before we got directly in front of them, Sam and I managed to each hit a second alien, also equal in size to us, and disable it completely. It dropped behind the advancing alien ships while no more weapons' fire came from it.

  


  
          We crossed the worst part with a vibration that shook us enough to let us know we sustained a hit, but damage crews went to their posts and took care of whatever it was. Meanwhile, I was zeroing in on another ship bigger than us and managed to hit the ship four times before it stopped firing and dropped behind. It was the first ship I ever saw rupture apart completely in space. Sam on the other side was having more luck than I was. He picked up a total of three and a half kills to my two and a half. Had any of us known that our job could put us into the Navy whenever called upon, we would have stayed and fought with the fleet against the remaining alien ships. As it was, when we finished crossing between the two forces, our Navy was once again attacking the aliens head on with an equal number of ships, while we continued on home to Beulah. What would have been a defeat for our Navy became a partial victory, but only because our combat videos couldn't be ignored and they had to share the credit with us. After all, we went in suddenly and unexpectedly, slaughtered one third of the alien ships, and then left just as suddenly.

  


  
          We still had three weeks of travel to reach Beulah. I had a lot of work to do in the hydroponics during that time. The only major hit we suffered was right in that area. I managed to salvage half of the hydroponics and keep us from starving during the last three weeks.
  


  
          We finally put in at Beulah, each of us a few pounds lighter, and already celebrated heroes for our action at the Battle of Three Star as it became known. The Thurman went through a month of repair to fix what we hadn't been able to on that other planet and what damage we subsequently suffered at Three Star. Consequently, I took my first real shore leave in half a year and hand-delivered my completed fourth year class work to the Sarge in person.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Sergeant Clark said, "Dave, you did well out at Three Star. I've already seen the Navy combat videos. I understand you were manning one of the Mark III quads. Both of them did outstanding shooting."

  


  
          I replied, trying to be modest, "Thanks, Sarge. I didn't give it much thought at the time. I was just trying to save us as best I could."

  


  
          "Well, you obviously did your part. Well, do you regret taking my advice?" he asked.

  


  
          "No. Not at all. Why?" I asked.

  


  
          He replied, "Because you've got a couple of major decisions to make soon. The Thurman is big enough and good enough that the Navy will probably activate you as one of theirs."

  


  
          "They can?" I asked.

  


  
          He said, "Yes, they can, in a time of war. They'll probably leave Pennyweight their other gun ships because they're too small for extended deep space time and battles with heavy warships. You have to decide if you're going to remain with Pennyweight and whether you're going to still be on the Thurman or one of the other gun ships. You've got enough seniority and rank to ask for and get a transfer to the other gun ships. If you leave the company, then you can probably come back at some other time after the war. Most likely, no one will comment about that. If you stay with Pennyweight and take a transfer, I don't think anyone will comment, either. Anyway, after the raw deal the Space Academy gave you, no one is going to get upset over you refusing to join up when the Thurman is called for. But this is your big chance to get into the Navy and maybe, just maybe, get your commission. Once you get that, you'll be able to leave the Thurman when the war's over and be assigned to a permanent warship if you want. If you don't want to pursue a career in the Navy, then you'll be able to deactivate, just like the Thurman will, and return to work as a civilian for Pennyweight. Basically, you're now in a win-win situation. Almost anything you decide will result in you being in a good position when the war's over. Some results are just better than others. I'm very glad you went to the effort to maintain your studies and did the class work."

  


  
          "It was interesting work and gave me something else to do with my spare time," I replied.

  


  
          "It did more than that," he said with a look of guilt on his face.

  


  
          "What?" I asked.

  


  
          He said, "I cheated a little by forging your signature on the application for remote training. You're credited with what you took. It doesn't get you a commission, but your bosses at Pennyweight signed the appropriate papers, and certified that they acted as your instructors. So don't admit that you did the work on your own, though I know that you did. You can thank Penny, Jim, Captain Marsha Marble, Sarah, and a few others later for their support. I know that Sarah wasn't in a position of rank, but she watched you doing the work. She let the others know that you were actually doing it on your own without help and without looking up the answers, not that I couldn't tell from the class work I've already seen. I still can't understand how you missed the question on the Faraday cage."
  


  
          "I did?" I replied in astonishment.

  


  
          He said, "Yes, but that was the only one on that particular assignment. Otherwise, everything you turned in to me will be graded and posted with your other grades from the Academy. That ought to get you a boost when it comes time to hand out commissions to people who deserve them for the work they did."

  


  
          I asked, "Why did you call Miss Wayte, Penny? She tells all of us not to dare use it."

  


  
          He replied, "That will soon change for you. She's very pleased with how you worked in the past two years. If you stay with the Thurman, doubtless the Navy will be impressed with your record as well. You might get that commission to Ensign yet. You'll still be behind your own class in rank, but they don't have what it takes to survive in a real navy, especially a navy at war. If you stick with the Navy, you'll probably pass them in a couple of years. Maybe you'll be able to influence what happens inside it in the future."

  


  
          "Is that really possible?" I asked.

  


  
          He answered, "It is, if you aim for it. Mind you, you're going to feel discouraged by some of the more senior officers when they see that you didn't finish the Academy. By the way, I have your class ring for you. You paid for it, so it's legally yours. I don't think that anyone can tell you not to wear it. It's not your fault that you didn't graduate with that class."

  


  
          I accepted the class ring and slipped the box into my shoulder pack after taking a quick look at the gold ring with the fiery red stone in the center.

  


  
          He said, "That's a wise decision, Dave. Don't flaunt it in their faces. They might think you have something to prove. They don't realize that you and a lot of others already proved it at Three Star. That damn bunch of rich kids almost gave the Navy a black eye for their conduct in that battle. Those ships were mostly commanded by members of the class ahead of you. It also had a purge to keep the rich kids in no matter what the cost. They had the other force caught by surprise and ran when they saw that they were outnumbered instead of attacking with fury and decisiveness. Yellow bastards! You and your ship saved their hides and the Navy. The fact that your one welltrained ship took out six of the enemy proves that it's training and guts, not credits that makes a force formidable. By the way, don't listen to any of them if they complain that your ship took a powder after taking out six enemy ships. You weren't in the Navy yet and weren't obligated under any laws to remain there. If anything, they were obligated to protect you, despite your guns, because you were the civilian ship. Remember that if any of them slimy bastards opens his mouth. They should have been doing their job in the first place by attacking instead of running. When you came on their screens, they should have warned you out of the area while there was still time for you to do so."

  


  
          I replied, "I'll remember and thanks for the advice, Sarge."

  


  
          He said, "I know you'll remember. I'll be seeing you soon before you go anywhere."

  


  
          "You will?" I asked not having decided to visit again while on this shore leave.

  


  
          "Yes, probably more than once," he said. "Don't worry. It'll be under good circumstances. Of that, I'm sure."

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Sarge was right about the circumstances being good. Our ship and crew were awarded with medals of bravery from the Navy in partial recognition of us taking part in the action at Three Star. It was also because we didn't make a stink about being the civilian vessel that should have been protected at any cost instead of us saving them. Sarge was present when we were lined up and presented our medals. Mine included two gun blossoms and Sam's had three for the ships we actually took out with our own personal gunfire.

  


  
          It was when the third week of repair was complete and the end of repairs was in sight that the Navy publicly announced plans to draft all the large civilian warships. The Thurman was going to war. Additional equipment arrived to be installed in her during that last week of repair. Right after I heard that announcement, I was called into the office.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I reported immediately, unsure of what I was needed for. Jim motioned me into the boss's office and had a smile on his face when he did. Whatever it was, I knew it was pretty good news. I walked into the office and saw the Sarge for the third time in that shore leave of mine. Rather than acknowledge him first, I paid attention to my boss who was the one who asked for my presence. "Yes ma'am," I answered.
  


  
          Penny said, "Sit down, Dave, after you shut the door."

  


  
          I turned and closed the door and then took the seat she had indicated.

  


  
          "Good," she said. "As you know, we've been conspiring behind your back to help you and you haven't disappointed us a bit. We can only do one more thing for you, but we need to know if you intend to stay with the Thurman if it's drafted."

  


  
          "Ma'am, I just heard on the news that it is being drafted," I replied.

  


  
          "You might have heard it on the news, but it hasn't been announced officially in orders to me that I know of," she said while she held up a sealed envelope from the Navy Department in her hands.

  


  
          Sarge spoke up, "I think you should go ahead and let Penny know of your decision, Dave."

  


  
          I said, "Well, ma'am, I was thinking it would be nice to get the commission that I worked hard for. After all, when the war is over, I'll probably be able to become inactive and return to work here, a little more knowledgeable and valuable to the company."

  


  
          She said, "That's good, Dave. So, am I to take it that you're going to definitely stay with the Thurman?"

  


  
          "Dave," said the Sarge, "Penny needs a definite yes or no answer. That's going to determine what she does next."

  


  
          I answered, "Yes, ma'am. I'm not running out on my ship."

  


  
          She smiled and seemed relieved at first. Then she opened her desk drawer while she asked, "Let me have your badge, Dave."

  


  
          I was shocked. For a moment I thought that I had given her the wrong answer. I unpinned my upgraded badge and handed it over, feeling that I had let her down. When she had the badge, her other hand pulled out an officer's badge and passed it to the Sarge. He reached over and pinned it on my overslicks for me before he took my hand and congratulated me on being the Thurman's newest navigational officer and senior gunner.
  


  
          "Now what do you say, Dave?" asked the Sarge, who seemed to sense my shock. "By the way, you can call her Penny now. She'll probably give you the boot if you don't."

  


  
          "Thank you, Penny," I managed to stutter out.

  


  
          Penny said, "No, the thanks is all yours, Dave. You got us two ships, even if it was the same one twice and you kept our other ship whole or nearly so. You put forth the effort when others didn't and you didn't buckle under to minor setbacks such as having to walk around naked for two days. You're the kind of person we can trust to take care of our property while it's in the hands of the Navy. Being an officer of ours will give you a little more weight and authority. It'll also give you a chance to get a real commission from the Navy and not just a temporary one based on your civilian rank. After that, it's your decision and your life. Meanwhile, you're still on board one of our ships and helping to protect our assets, so you'll continue to receive a partial pay from us until the Thurman is returned." She then opened the envelope and remarked, "Oh my, oh my! Isn't this something! The Thurman has been drafted by the Navy and is to report in two weeks for duty. Isn't it lucky that you were promoted before the official orders arrived?"

  


  
          Sarge and Penny both laughed. I finally understood how they had just helped me beat the system partially. Now it was up to me.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    As a newly commissioned company officer, I also got to take them to dinner, along with Marsha and Jim. I was now on a first name basis with the company officers and managed to pick up a little more information about the Sarge which only made me more curious about why he wasn't in space. Evidently, he had been in space before and done a number of things for a number of people. But it didn't answer why he wasn't in space now. Before the dinner was over, Sarge whispered to me that I should also take Sarah out as my date and some of the other crew members for a dinner tomorrow. I promised him that I would, especially since I had to report the day after to the naval base for additional orders and instruction on the Navy way to do things while the Thurman was being finished.

  


  
          I did take Sarah as my date along with other members of the crew to a dinner the following evening and found myself awarded the Pennyweight Best Buns award by my friends before the dinner was over. Someone had thoughtfully taken an image of me during the time that I was naked for two days and put the image on an engraved plaque.

  


  
          I learned that night that a lot of the crew were switching over to the other gun ships along with, to my surprise, all of the other officers including the Captain. In Sarah's case, I could understand her reasoning for not wanting to be involved in more bloodshed. The Captain and some of the officers, I learned, weren't going because the company didn't want to give up its most experienced officers. The company was hoping that I would stay on board because I would represent their interests and the Navy transfer would be to my benefit as well.

  


  
          So, technically, I was going to be the Captain of the Thurman for the last two weeks of repair until a Navy captain took over from me. Between the reports that I had to do at night and the training I attended during the day, my last two weeks were full. There was no longer any time for me to see anyone other than waving at them as we passed while going about our tasks.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I received my temporary commission as an ensign in the Navy the day the Thurman was drafted. Only already assigned officers could receive a commission, so the subterfuge that Penny and the Sarge went through was well appreciated by me. I was a half-year behind my classmates, most of whom were now lieutenants of one degree or another. Only a few of them were still ensigns.
  


  
          Two weeks later, I turned over the command of the ship to a captain who had only been a year ahead of me in the Academy, but about three hundred positions below me in grades. I felt fortunate that he didn't realize that I knew about him, having taken the time to research each person assigned to the ship. He didn't bother looking up my background or he might have felt suspicious of my date of rank. He might have even taken steps to block me. As it was, regular naval personnel took over almost all the bridge functions. I went back to being in charge of the ship's weapons systems as well as being the best gunner on board.

  


  
          The only difference was that I was then an ensign and had to do things the Navy way. The single most important thing about the Navy way was that "battle stations" didn't mean that I could start firing as soon as I saw the enemy. I then had to wait for the Captain to order fire before my gun or any of the other guns could open up. Fortunately, most of the time, they announced it as "man your battle stations," so I didn't forget myself and start firing as I had been in the habit of doing.

  


  
          Of the forty men and women who used to man the Thurman for Pennyweight, only ten of us were still with her. About the only thing we had in common with the regular naval personnel was that both groups called the Thurman a rust bucket because of the outer coating of rust. I think that we would have had to go out and scrape the rust off and paint the ship had there been time. However, the public was screaming to have combat ships on the line in space. Rust was apparently a minor inconvenience that the higher ups weren't going to wait on for removal. Also, the captain didn't get both groups to mix well, leaving the showering schedule as his first officer planned it which meant that all of us from Pennyweight were sharing our showers together.

  


  
          Because the captain put his own regular people onto the bridge, I went back to hydroponics instead of being an alternate navigator. Frank was our only group member still on the bridge, but he wasn't an officer. That meant that everyone of the other nine Pennyweight personnel looked up to me to keep them informed as to what was happening. I relied on Frank to fill me in on things that weren't covered in the daily staff meeting that I attended. I, in turn, used the shower schedule to pass the word on to two others of our group. They passed the information on to the others. At least, our group usually knew what was going on, despite the captain's usual inept performance in keeping his crew informed so that they could still perform the mission in case of an emergency. At any rate, we didn't ever let our ship down.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 5


  
    

  


  
    One week out of Beulah, we went into our first action. It was almost as bad as Three Star started to become. Actually, it was worse than Three Star because our squadron did retreat when we had equal odds against the aliens. I wasn't ashamed of my ship, but I was ashamed of my Navy for allowing such ineptitude to exist within itself. We only lost one ship and didn't destroy, let alone damage, any enemy ships. But the worst part of the shame was that the ship we lost, we lost while running with our tails tucked between our legs. I wondered why I wanted to become a part of the Navy in the first place. Regardless, I continued to refer to my textdisks to keep myself fresh on current naval doctrine, some of which was outdated compared to what could be done with a few ships in the right place at the right time, no matter how much it sickened me. About the only thing that was good to come out of that lost battle was that the Commander in charge of our ships was forced to resign. Another of the inept captains from the eleven remaining ships became the new squadron commander. It wasn't an improvement.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We ran from our next battle, even though we outnumbered the enemy eleven to eight. About the only good things were that we didn't lose any ships and we did lose another commander. My own captain was given the title of commander and the first officer moved up to become the captain. He wasn't any better, though he at least knew the names of most of the crew. That was my first opportunity to move back up onto the bridge, but he preferred to work short-handed rather than trust a former civilian officer to know how to do things. It didn't matter to him that I came with the ship. Had he done his homework, he'd have discovered that the ten of us from Pennyweight had more decorations than the rest of his crew put together. We were authorized to wear them, but we didn't. None of us saw any reason to call attention to ourselves. We also knew the ship a lot better than he or anyone else on board.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Our third battle, if those were battles, we actually engaged with the enemy, all two ships of him. Despite outnumbering the enemy five to one, we managed to get one ship shot up while only destroying two enemy ships. The Thurman got credit for one and a half kills. The bad thing about the results of that battle was that it enhanced the reputation of our former captain. He bragged that the Thurman did so well because he had left a trained crew behind while the squadron's success was due to his leadership. When the combat videos were reviewed, the one and a half kills were strictly by the guns that Pennyweight personnel manned.

  


  
          It was at those battles that I first analyzed the enemy movements and procedures. I didn't consider myself a genius, not even near it. However, I was a good student and I picked up on things fairly well. One thing I observed was the enemy's apparent consternation at how our ships were fleeing. If we didn't change our tactics soon, we were going to run into a trap fairly quickly and regret the reduction in force of two years ago in spades. Not that I felt over-confident, but I did feel at times that I could have defeated the entire squadron with only the company's three gun ships, before any of them were upgraded, such as the Thurman had been. Against leadership like what we had, it would have been a picnic for me and a slaughterhouse for them and I was nowhere as good as Captain Marsha Marble. I felt that she could have done it with less than three ships.
  


  
          Nonetheless, we kept our mouths shut and went about our jobs. Meanwhile, I insulated myself with the regular Navy personnel by knowing about all of them and making sure that some of the things that should have been done by the Captain and First Officer were taken care of. It wasn't long after the third battle that most of the regular Navy personnel began coming to me for information.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Our fourth battle was another retreat against only eight enemy vessels. One of our ships was shot up, but managed to stay with us and went back to port for repairs. Our Squadron Commander was allowed the one mistake, so no more command reassignments were made. Meanwhile, our squadron of nine ships was sent back out on another mission.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Our fifth battle was the most disastrous of them all to that time. We lost three ships, one of whom was the Squadron Commander's ship. The idiot decided to charge the enemy at the last minute and forgot to inform the rest of us to attack with him. There wasn't enough of him left to pick up. The Captain who took charge saw what happened and gave the order to retreat. That was when we lost two other ships. Of the six that returned to base, only four were deemed capable of going out, one of which was the Thurman. Of all the damned luck, the Captain of our ship was given the position of Commander of the Squadron. I could only rely on our gunners to do their job in case that moron proved to be as inept as our late commander. I refreshed myself as to his class standing, finding he had been right behind the former captain. I really wondered where in hell were our better officers?

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    While in port, I learned from others that other squadrons were having the same problems, some of them even worse than ours. Only the fact that we actually outnumbered the aliens in total warships to begin with was keeping us alive in that war. I could see that if things kept going the way they were, we wouldn't enjoy that advantage much longer.

  


  
          I didn't know that there were things happening quietly behind the scenes. Some of which were going to affect me greatly in the future. A few would affect me sooner than others. Most of them were good, because there were people in the higher command structure who were wondering the same as I. They wanted to know why the hell we were losing when we clearly outnumbered the enemy and had weapons and ships just as good, if not better. The war shouldn't have lasted the four months that it already had.

  


  
          While the other two ships were being repaired at breakneck speed, I got my first promotion and became a lieutenant junior grade. I was still behind most of my classmates who were already lieutenants. A few were already lieutenant commanders. One, I learned, was actually a commander and under consideration for the rank of Captain. I was still the junior officer on board the ship, but at least I had achieved something. I also knew the ship and its personnel better than any other officer. Because I was still the junior officer, I remained in hydroponics.

  


  
          Because of our poor showing, I hoped that the other two ships would be repaired before we went out again, but such wasn't to be. We left port before they were ready as a four ship squadron. Our ship was in the lead when we came across an enemy scout that we proceeded to blow to pieces. I didn't need combat videos to know whose gun tore the scout to pieces, but I kept my mouth shut when it seemed that everyone was trying to claim credit. It was just as well for their attitude of superiority wasn't to last long. The scout managed to get off a warning message despite the fact that we dispatched him to his grave in record time for Navy units. It was nowhere near what the company ships could do, but that was apples and oranges. Our ships should have sent a message at that time, as well, since our position was known to the enemy and given out information to our forces that might have helped.
  


  
          We continued on to our patrol area, too confident within our command structure for our own good. We ran into eight heavy ships of the alien forces who proceeded to tear into our squadron from ambush. Only the fact that Frank was piloting kept us from being hit at first. I also pulled my first insubordination by announcing "battle stations" the old way. The Pennyweight personnel understood my meaning immediately and fired at the eight enemy vessels as Frank did his best to evade their shots and continue on. We lost two of our ships outright while the other ship was damaged heavily. Somehow the other ship managed to stay by our side as we fought our way through the ambush and out beyond them. At that point, we were cut off from our base when the Commander of the Squadron called me to the bridge.

  


  
          "By what authority did you give the command for battle stations and open fire?" he demanded angrily.

  


  
          "By what authority do you have the gall to even demand to know why I bothered to save this ship and your hide?" I answered just as angrily, upset that he had taken us into a trap and was too frozen in his command chair to give the orders for us to open fire. "Right now, you can court-martial me, though I doubt that you'll be able to explain it when the combat videos are processed. You can do that or you can take credit for saving what little command you have left and I'll keep my mouth shut when we get to port."

  


  
          He looked at me with almost the same frozen behavior that I learned of on the way to the bridge. Evidently, he must have decided to back off and take what credit could be salvaged from the whole mess. At least, if we could get back, we could report losing two ships and destroying two in the ambush, provided that the other ship with us could make it back. I didn't wait for his decision and walked out on him, leaving him to ponder his own fate, now that he was still alive, while I went back about my duties. To make it even worse, the moron didn't have the sense to try to chew me out in private, so our conversation got around to the rest of the ship in no time at all.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    At the staff meeting the next morning, our situation was discussed a little more rationally.

  


  
          "We're here in the Lima Juliette Quadrant. The Avenger is heavily damaged with casualties equalling almost half her crew. Any suggestions, gentlemen?" the Captain asked.

  


  
          "Yes," I answered. "Have them land on a suitable planet to make repairs. If they can't, then we'll land to pick up their personnel. Their ship can be recovered later for repairs by Navy salvage teams. In their condition, they can't defend themselves. We can't afford to be tied down to them in space when we need to be fluid in battle. That's the only way to give their personnel the best chance for survival and the Navy the chance to re-use their skills."
  


  
    "But we'll be alone. . ." he almost whined in reply.
  


  
          "We already are alone. They're out of action as it stands right now. They couldn't defend themselves against a scout, let alone a light or medium class warship. They're down to fifty percent of their personnel on their feet, two weapons stations operable, and less than forty percent maneuverability. They're barely able to keep us with us. If they try to do maneuvers at higher speeds, I doubt that their structure will hold together. I doubt that they want to provide cover for us to escape when they don't even stand a chance of survival," I answered.

  


  
          The Commander stared ahead, becoming frozen again in the face of aggressive action that required a decision. Having another ship next to us must have registered in his mind as still having a force. To me, we were alone even if there were twenty Avenger's in similar condition next to us. Quickly, the acting Captain of our ship chimed in with the same recommendation that the Avenger set down on a suitable planet. Even after the acting First Officer added his agreement to my recommendation, the Squadron Commander remained frozen. I left it to them to take action with the ship's surgeon to have the Commander removed and later placed under sedation. That happened within two hours after the meeting dissolved, rather than adjourned.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I was called by the acting Captain to the bridge shortly after the Squadron Commander was taken to his quarters. "What would you really do? Leave them on a planet or pick them up?" he asked.

  


  
          I said, "It would depend on whether there were any enemy vessels around. Do a complete sweep around the selected planet for enemy forces. Land the other ship and then ourselves as soon as they're on the ground. Then transfer their people over here. We can use all the personnel we can get. We're going to need to have personnel manning our battle stations around the clock once we're alone. We try that now, we're going to wear ourselves out. With their ship's complement on board, we just might make it. If we run into any enemy vessels, we announce battle stations and go after them with guns blazing. No more pussyfooting. We don't wait for them to shoot first. We already know that we're at war. The advantage lies with the side that shoots first and the most. If the odds are too great, then we get the hell out of Dodge, but not without leaving a calling card that might slow them down."

  


  
          "Do you really think that will work?" he asked.

  


  
          I answered, "I don't know of any better way. I'm certainly tired of slinking back to port with my tail between my legs."

  


  
          He dismissed me then. I returned to my duties unaware that others, who knew how I had been performing duties that he and the first officer should have been doing, were advising him to do as I suggested. In fact, the first indication I had that he adopted my suggestion was when the alarm for landing positions was given. It was a sloppy personnel transfer, but it was still completed before we could be caught on the ground with our overslick pants around our ankles. When we were back in space, I went forward to the bridge and sought out the acting Captain.

  


  
          "Yes, Lieutenant? What can I do for you?" he asked.

  


  
          I replied, "I want to assign some of these personnel to gun stations and get those who don't know how to shoot trained as much as possible before the enemy finds us or we find the enemy."

  


  
          "Is that all?" he asked.
  


  
          I answered, "That's all. I just want us to have the best chance possible. You run the ship. I'll just run the guns."

  


  
          That appeared to appease him, in that I wasn't questioning his authority and merely wanted to make sure his ship was ready for action. He nodded and I went about getting the personnel roster that came over with the men. At least, I picked up three good gunners and assigned them to places that were in need. The rest of the personnel started their first lesson as soon as I could get their attention a few minutes later. Soon everyone of them had a new battle station and someone was at each battle station the entire time. I didn't expect them to become good shots with virtually no real training such as practicing with the weapons. If they only put out fire in the right direction, we stood a chance of coming through that mess alive. After all, we were then alone so anything they shot at was going to be an enemy ship.

  


  
          I also got some hooks installed in the hallway next to the Mark III quad that I manned and slept there using my web hammock. It was high enough that it was out of the way. As well, it didn't interfere with ordinary movement that would have been by me in the first place since there was nowhere else to go other than the gun station from that hallway. It also freed up a room where more hammocks could be installed to take care of the additional crew members we then had.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    As I expected, the surviving enemy ships were trying to find us. They didn't find the damaged ship, but they did find us. That time there was no complaint when I ordered "battle stations" over the ship's internal communications system. Almost all of our weapons started blazing away at the enemy just as he got into range. We had the satisfaction of seeing one more enemy ship destroyed before we managed to evade the others.

  


  
          Our ship was still cut off from our port, but at least the odds were better. It was then only five to one. The aliens were still in hot pursuit, but we were out of range. That was when I was called back to the bridge.

  


  
          "Well, we've done something I guess, but how do we get out of this?" the acting Captain asked.

  


  
          I replied, "We don't for the time being. We take them on a merry chase through this solar system and look for opportunities to chip away at them. If we can manage to get two more of them off our tail, then we should attack."

  


  
          "Attack three of them? Are you crazy?" he asked.

  


  
          I answered, "Not at all. Our gunners are good enough to take out one or two of them on the first pass. By then, they'll be so frightened of us, we'll be chasing them."

  


  
          "What kind of opportunities are we looking for?" he asked.

  


  
          I said, "Anything that looks dangerous. Find an asteroid field or a comet tail and we'll make them wish they'd never seen us before. Just tell me when one of the pilots spots something he considers dangerous. I'll give you my suggestions then. If you don't like them, you can always ignore them, especially since we're out of range."

  


  
          He considered what I said, then nodded before waving me away. For my own part, I was glad that those conversations were taking place on the bridge where they were continually recorded. If nothing else, I made sure that the recorders were always functioning on the bridge. After all, Frank wasn't always on duty.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    It was about six hours later when I was called to the bridge and told that we were approaching an asteroid field picked up on our long range sensors.

  


  
          I said, "Good! Have Frank take over as pilot. He'll know how to handle this from the pilot's seat of responsibility. Have your other pilots observe him so that they'll know how to use this in the future. I'll put on the best gunners. With luck, we'll take out two, maybe three, of the enemy ships. Then we'll go after them and chase them back to where they belong."

  


  
          "Are you sure?" he asked with a very frightened look on his face.

  


  
          I replied, "I'm sure that we're not going to survive unless we take them out. Sooner or later, they'll wise up and call for reinforcements to cut us off and surround us. We either take them out now or face even more of them later."

  


  
          I guess my last statement convinced him. As with the other officers before him, he wasn't thinking things through. The enemy was only winning when they got the odds in their favor. Here we were, easy to get odds against. Our captain wasn't thinking about the fact that the enemy had reinforcements closer than we did. The acting Captain called for Frank to take over and the other pilots to gather round. I left the bridge and started putting the best gunners on every gun station. I called back to the bridge about two minutes later to let Frank know that we were ready. Our gunners were briefed on what to do. Hopefully, we could convince the enemy that we had taken hits and half our weapons were out of action. Then when we presented the inactive side, I expected the enemy ships to flock close to that side and we'd then give them a surprise.

  


  
          We approached the asteroid field and changed course so that we weren't going into it. Instead, we were staying on the edge of it with only one side of our ship facing all five enemy ships. No matter what happened, Frank maneuvered so that the same guns were always in firing position against the enemy until we convinced them that we were hurt. With our turning maneuver, the enemy was able to change course and cut down the gap between us and them so that both sides were more or less just within effective firing range again. Frank started his maneuvers while we kept up a steady rate of fire. He looped and shifted sideways, jinking the ship but always keeping the same one side of the ship facing the enemy. We must have kept that up for almost five minutes before we reached a point that Frank judged was just right to make it appear like we had to leave our position or be destroyed by the asteroids.

  


  
          Frank announced over the speakers, "Leaving the asteroids. Enemy ships taking up pursuit. Be ready on command to open up with everything."

  


  
          We all waited for the enemy ships to get into position on our supposedly blind side while two of them tried to keep us busy on our good side at very long range. Frank waited until the other three ships were tightly together, then hit the reverse thrusters so that we suddenly dropped speed. We came alongside the three enemy ships with our bad side blazing away at them before they were quite ready. It was almost impossible for us to miss as they were in tight together and unable to maneuver without colliding into each other. Only one of them was able to turn away as we successfully destroyed one target and saw the other suffer heavy damage from the debris and our firepower. By then, the other two ships were trying to close the gap now that we had attacked. We dropped speed again, creating an angle of fire for them that let some of their own shots hit on the damaged enemy vessel to complete the job of destroying it.

  


  
          We, on the other hand, weren't idle. We took advantage of our new position behind the enemy to cross the 'T', as the old sailing ships of Earth used to do, right behind the engines of the two approaching enemy vessels. We managed to give them both hot enemas, leaving them both disabled in space without engine power. With them unable to maneuver, the remaining undamaged enemy ship took off suddenly as it realized that the battle was even. We recrossed the 'T' behind the two disabled vessels, pummeling them with more fire, highly accurate fire since we didn't have to do any evasive maneuvers because they couldn't hit us back. One enemy ship ruptured from stern to bow and the other went silent completely as our shots skewered both ships, depriving them of an atmosphere.
  


  
          Then Frank took up the chase on the escaping vessel that made the mistake of running in the direction we wanted to go ourselves, namely towards our port, though we were several days away from it. We had slightly more speed than the enemy vessel had, probably due to better maintenance and the few hits we managed to get on the other ship before it pulled away. Even with our better speed, we weren't catching up to it easily. It was going to be a long chase, I could see. I started letting some of the other gunners take the positions for awhile so that our best gunners could get some rest. I went up to the bridge where the sudden change in our situation had become infectious among everyone there. They were urging the scheduled pilot, who had just relieved Frank of the controls, to do his best to catch up to the last enemy ship. I stood beside the acting Captain who actually smiled for the first time and put his hand on my shoulder in a friendly manner.

  


  
          "You were right. We could take them. Will we catch this one?" he asked, no longer afraid.

  


  
          I said, "I'd like to see us make it a clean sweep. If we do, then that's one less trick that the enemy will know how to do. Frank, what do you think he'll try to do? Slingshot around a planet?"

  


  
          Frank answered, "Yeah, Dave. You thinking about doing it from the other side?"

  


  
          "Why not? It works real well on pirates. These aliens aren't any better. Just more of them is all or there were a while ago," I said, getting a lot of smiles from others on the bridge who overheard my comment.

  


  
          Frank went over to the pilots and explained the maneuver so that when the enemy ship tried to pull it, whichever of our pilots was at the controls would know what to do. I left the bridge and notified all the gunners about what to expect, reminding them to start shooting the moment they saw the enemy ship in range, no matter what gun station they had.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    About an hour later, Frank spoke over the communications and said, "He's trying to slingshot away. Get ready, folks!"

  


  
          I watched as the man handling my gun station looked back at me as if to give it up. I shook my head and said, "No, you need to have some fun, too. I'll watch."

  


  
          He smiled and turned his attention to watching for the enemy ship. We cut across on the other side of the planet and caught the enemy as he was about to slingshot away with greater speed than he otherwise would have been able to manage. I watched with pride as the man I told to have fun managed to hit the enemy vessel squarely on the third shot and watched it rupture suddenly.

  


  
          The pilot moved us around the dead enemy hulk and back onto a course for our home port.
  


  
          I reported back to the bridge and caught a round of applause from the acting Captain and the rest of the bridge personnel. I felt embarrassed for a moment and quickly recovered with, "Hey, guys! Don't forget, it was a team thing. In fact, I didn't even shoot that last ship. That was one of the gunners from the Avenger." I then walked over to the acting Captain and asked, "Well, what now? You want to go hunting or return to port?"

  


  
          For the first time, there was actually some enthusiasm in his face as he contemplated his options. We were successful, no matter that we had lost two ships and left one on another planet. We had accumulated nine kills for the two destroyed ships. That was better than any previous outing. Of course, I knew in the back of my mind that I would probably face a disciplinary proceeding when we got back. I wasn't too anxious to return, even though I knew we couldn't stay out too long with more people on board than we were meant to handle. Unfortunately, I could see that he realized that we had personnel who needed to be returned to port for reassignment, even if we were making good use of them. Plus, some of them were wounded. They really needed better attention than our on board surgeon was giving them.

  


  
          "I think we better get back to port before we run out of supplies, not that it hasn't been great kicking butt for a change. Navigator, plot a course for home and pass it on to the pilot. Set course as soon as you have the information. So, Dave, is that what you prefer to be called?" he asked.

  


  
          I answered, "It's just an old habit among some of us who used to run this ship for Pennyweight Shipping. Sometimes it's just handier to call someone by whatever lets you know that you can rely on him and vice versa. Other times, it's whatever is quickest to get someone's attention."

  


  
          He replied, "I see. You and your people got anymore tricks up your sleeves?"

  


  
          I answered, "We might. Mostly, it depends on the situation. We're used to being in situations where we don't have a whole squadron to support us and we have to protect a convoy. Of course, protecting a damaged ship is another thing entirely since it can't maneuver out of the way in an emergency. I wish we could take the other ship back, but it's probably in too deep for easy removal. Besides, I've heard from some of the crew that it was worse off than reported."

  


  
          He said, "Really? I'll have to look into that. Anyway, I'll try to support you when the Squadron Commander is taken ashore. I'm sure when he comes out of sedation, he'll likely press charges. But I think that our results will figure handily in your defense."

  


  
          I replied, "Thanks, Captain. I appreciate that."

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I didn't expect him to live up to his word and I was right. When we arrived and the Squadron Commander was taken ashore, it didn't take more than an hour for the Shore Patrol to come to the Thurman to escort me off.

  


  
          When the trial started the next day, the charges were that I had removed the Squadron Commander from his position and put the acting Captain in charge. I beat those charges handily partly by wearing my decorations on my uniform when I appeared in front of the court and, more importantly, by having Frank pick up the appropriate video tapes from the bridge recorder and entering them into evidence. Those, along with the combat videos, showed that I was busy fighting and not running the ship or any conspiracy.
  


  
          Instead of me spending time in the stockade, the Squadron Commander was forced to resign as being physically unfit. The acting Captain was charged with perjury among other things. He spent the rest of the war in the stockade instead. Had any of the regular Navy officers taken the time to learn about the ship they were assigned to, they might have learned about the bridge recorders on the Thurman that weren't standard equipment on Navy vessels.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 6


  
    

  


  
    The combat videos provided an insight to others that I wasn't aware of until just before the Thurman was ready to leave port. That's when we received special orders while I was promoted to Lieutenant and made acting Captain of the Thurman, again. I looked at the special orders and grinned when I called my crew together and informed them all of our mission. I said, "Well folks, we've been given permission to search out the enemy wherever we can find him and take him on as we see fit. We're fighting alone and we'll have some extra equipment arriving along with a few extra gunners just so we can do our best."

  


  
          Frank came over and said quietly, "At least someone in the Navy knows how to use something that works."

  


  
          I nodded in quiet agreement as we checked out the Thurman from top to bottom to be sure that we were ready. For the first time in the war, I wasn't in charge of just the hydroponics and the guns. I was then responsible for everything, no matter how great or small. If nothing else, I had excellent mentors while at Pennyweight to emulate as I went about my duties. Before we lifted off from port, I informed the Port Commander of my intentions to hold a drill in orbit before departing into deep space. I didn't want them to launch an attack against us when we blasted away with our guns.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    When we reached orbit, we spent three hours going through drills and teaching the regular Navy personnel the difference between the Navy way and the Pennyweight way. Since we were on our own, there was no need for us to be slow on the draw. We weren't likely to be endangering any other vessels because of our fire, at least not any that we were worried about. We cut the time for responding to "battle stations" in half using the same method the company used of preparing the men and women by making them find their way to their stations from the most inaccessible locations possible.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Now that we were on our own, we got together and discussed what would shake up the enemy the most. The meeting was casual, maybe too casual for some of the regular Navy officers still on board. Regardless, it wasn't their show anymore, it was mine. I ran it the way I felt would include the most personnel into making the ship successful in its mission.

  


  
          The meeting wound up with a resounding resolution to carry the fight to the enemy's home as closely as possible. We knew where their home world was, so we plotted a straight course for it, determined to take them by surprise. It was my intention to make them release some of the pressure on the rest of the Navy by sending their best ships after us. We were going in against their strength, pure and simple. We weren't going to simply snipe around the edges. That would have been too little, too late. What our people in the other squadrons needed most was time. I meant to give it to them.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Along the way, Frank drilled the other pilots in his style of reckless piloting. At least, that's what they thought it was at first. After awhile, they slowly became converts to his methods as they gained more skill and confidence in their own ability. They also appreciated having the leeway to make maneuvering decisions for me since passing commands took time away from reactions that should be automatic in a fluid situation like ours. We didn't need that type of command structure and couldn't afford to use it. Had we been leading a squadron, then the structure would have been too important to toss out.
  


  
          Some of the gunners took up the idea of having their hammocks situated near their gun stations. It meant that they were only away from them to shower and eat along with a few other human needs. When they saw that I approved of their arrangements, more of the gunners followed them in adopting that idea. I wished that we had been given a few more gunners, but with almost all of them sleeping right at their stations, I felt more confident about the amount we had.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We got our first chance for action two days out from port when we ran into an enemy scout. We blew him apart before he could get a message off to any of his forces. That single engagement was more important than anything else for improving the confidence of the crew. I remembered to immediately give the entire crew a well done for their efforts and told them they did it right. I was more pleased that we surprised the scout and kept him from announcing our entrance.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Seriously, I expected to run into an enemy squadron before we reached the enemy's home planet. Instead, we discovered that our enemy was too weak to mount a sufficient defense of his home planet and an offense at the same time. They were obviously making do with what they had, much as I was. We went in boldly, having managed to cross several days worth of space without another encounter of enemy warships. Likely, they knew by then that something had happened to the scout manning one part of their line, so I didn't think that our return would be as uneventful when we finished up.

  


  
          We swept in towards the planet, taking out the satellites that surrounded the planet and disrupting their communications more than we knew at the time. Then we took up an orbit and began plotting targets for our heavier weapons. On our second orbit around the globe, we started firing at the targets, doing our best to take out only the targets of military interest or value. We left their civilian areas alone, seeking to destroy their capacity for war and not strengthen their will to fight on. Each time we circled their world, we managed to locate more military targets and destroy others while our long range sensors kept alert for returning enemy warships. We managed to circle their planet for over a day before the long range sweeps indicated an armed response to our presence and it was formidable. No fewer than ten warships responded to our intrusion and they were coming at us at full speed.

  


  
          "Break orbit and set course for Gamma Delta quadrant," I ordered, seeking to take the ten warships, if they chased us, farther away from our own regions of space. At least, it would be ten fewer warships facing our Navy. I hoped that it would make a difference.

  


  
          "One ship assuming orbit. The other nine are in pursuit," the sensor operator announced.

  


  
          I nodded and added, "Thanks. Let's keep them interested in us. This is ten fewer facing our Navy. Keep our speed matching theirs so that we maintain our distance. Keep me informed of their activity."

  


  
          Our ship sped off, remaining just out of maximum range of their weapons and our own effective range. Either of us could take a shot at the other, but the effects of a hit would be so negligible that I wasn't worried. At that range, they would barely be able to disturb the rust on our outer hull.
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Two hours later, the sensor operator announced, "Two ships trying to take a slingshot speedup at us."

  


  
          "Thanks. Frank, what are our options on this?" I asked.

  


  
          Frank said, "We can do the same, but we'll lose the other seven in our dust."

  


  
          I ordered, "Okay, battle stations!" I was determined that we would fight the two ships trying to get within effective range. If we could damage or destroy them, then we'd probably discourage the others from trying to split up. We'd also cut down the odds against us to only seven to one instead of the current nine to one.

  


  
          A few minutes later, I was aware of sounds going through the ship as our guns leaped into action at extreme range to fight off the two incoming warships. We also felt the vibrations of a hit every so often despite the pilot's efforts to do some evasive action while maintaining our distance over the other ships. We could have pulled away from the two ships with our slightly better engines and greater speed, but I didn't want to lose the other seven enemy ships. I wanted to keep them all in pursuit and away from the Navy.

  


  
          About ten minutes into the shooting, there was an announcement from one of the gunners followed by a ragged cheer as one of the two enemy ships that slung itself closer to us took a direct hit that severely damaged it and put it out of action. If nothing else, we had just lowered the odds to eight to one. Only one enemy ship was still within range. It was now receiving our total firepower as the duel continued. About three or four minutes later, another cheer went through the ship as the other enemy ship was destroyed, rupturing completely in space. That was one ship that wouldn't see action for a long time. The repairs to put that back into operational use would be lengthy.

  


  
          "Damage assessment!" I ordered, now that the shooting was over and our personnel could move about freely through the sealed bulkheads to check everything.

  


  
          Slowly the damage estimates came back to me while I pondered how they might affect us. There was little damage done to us. Most of the damage was in the flight steering that we would need for going through an atmosphere. For the moment, that wasn't important. Worst came to worst, we could return, take an orbit around our home port, and let the Navy send a repair crew to make initial repairs in space before we tried to land. I noted the damage down in my log and checked on the situation of the seven alien ships that continued to dog us.

  


  
          At least, we didn't have any casualties among the fifty men and women who made up our crew. I felt that was good in and of itself. No casualties made the current situation much more tolerable.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We came to another location where the enemy could have used the slingshot effect of a planet's gravity to increase speed. None of the enemy ships tried to take advantage of it. For the time being, they were content to stay together. That bothered me. I figured that all seven would try to use it that time. Then we would have sped up to maintain distance. My best guess was that there would be other ships waiting somewhere ahead of us to catch us in a trap where they would have outrageous odds against us. Of course, the good thing about that was that it meant that the enemy had even fewer ships opposing our Navy directly.
  


  
          "Navigator, I want a course change to the Gamma Echo quadrant," I announced. "Execute when ready. Communications, let me know when the chase ships send out messages."

  


  
          The slight change I was asking for would barely be perceptible at first to our pursuers. I wondered how soon they would notice the change and try to notify a blocking force. An hour later, I got my answer.

  


  
          "Enemy ships communicating," the communications officer announced.

  


  
          I said, "Fine. Navigation, plot a course back to the Gamma Delta quadrant. Communications, let me know when the enemy communicates again."

  


  
          I had a plan that might work in that situation. If I could get the enemy to notice our course changes quicker, then we could continue to make those barely perceptible course changes. That would make both our pursuit and the blocking force wonder what was happening. If I was lucky, the blocking force would become confused at the constant changes about where they should be and start disbelieving the pursuers. Then, if I was real lucky, my ship would pick up the blocking force before they spotted us. We could then make a radical change in course to throw them into real confusion.

  


  
          The game continued for almost the entire day, with us making slight course changes back and forth between the two headings. The pursuers were getting better at picking up on our course changes as we got the interval of changes down to a half-hour. I couldn't have asked for a better position when we picked up the sensor readings of a blocking force of ten ships waiting for us far ahead. We were near a planet that was absolutely perfect for us to perform our own slingshot maneuver and Frank was at the pilot's controls.

  


  
          I ordered, "Frank, slingshot us back at our pursuit. Battle stations! Navigation, give Frank a course to take after the slingshot."

  


  
          Our ship dove at the nearby planet at the last possible moment. Then we rode the circular path around the planet, letting the planet's gravity toss us out in the opposite direction at a greater speed than what we could do otherwise on our own engines. Because we were far enough ahead of the enemy, they probably didn't know that we had detected their blocking force yet, since they only knew of its approximate position while our sensors had just given us its exact position. With luck, they might forget to notify the blocking force that we had changed course suddenly, especially as we were going at extreme speed towards them with every weapon on board blazing away at them. If they forgot to notify the blocking force, one of them might be even more unlucky and draw fire from their own ships in the blocking force.

  


  
          We caught them off guard, nonetheless. I suspect that their leader probably figured I would take my ship away from both forces instead of attacking my pursuers as I was doing. His ships' crews must have been in a relaxed state during the chase, as I hoped they would be. When we emerged from behind the planet coming back at them directly, only our own weapons were blazing. There wasn't a single weapon on the seven chase ships returning our fire. Then Frank moved us into a position where not all of them could return fire because of their formation. The first few weapons that could respond to us were limited to only those with a line of sight on us while the enemy's pilots tried desperately to limit by evasive maneuvers the damage we were inflicting on their ships. Their formation didn't allow them much discretion in movement without increasing the danger of collision among them. Because of that, most of our shots were hits, since we had a bigger overall target to aim at than the enemy had firing at us. I felt our ship vibrate once from a hit, but I was able to observe multiple hits from our weapons on the enemy ships before we sped past them. Then we performed a quick Tshot on their rears before they could react again as a formation.
  


  
          The T-shots did the most damage and destruction to the pursuit. Two of their ships were disabled when we hit their engines, leaving them helpless and unable to maneuver. Those two continued right on towards their own blocking force. At least one of them received fire from their own force that we could still monitor with our long range sensors. The other five were totally confused because one of the two must have been the flagship. Frank must have sensed it and looped back for another T-shot approach. Our gunners were able to destroy one more ship completely before the remaining enemy ships got coordinated and sped out of range quickly.

  


  
          As I saw their ships get out of range, I issued orders again. "Navigation, plot a course for their home planet. Time to visit them again. Damage reports!"

  


  
          It turned out that I hardly needed to issue the order for damage reports. Already, reports were coming in about the one hit we suffered. We had lost most, if not all, of our water supply. That meant we would have to get the water tanks repaired and refilled before we could engage in long term fighting again. I rechecked my personnel records and found what I thought I remembered. We still had a former member of the Avenger on board. "Gunner Thompson, what was the condition of the Avenger's water tanks?" I asked over the internal communications. My answer came almost immediately over the intercom.

  


  
          "They were still intact, sir."

  


  
          I ordered, "Navigation, change course to the Avenger, instead. I want full speed and I want to lose any pursuit. We'll find them later."

  


  
          I watched the long range sensors as Navigation and Steering went about their tasks of plotting the necessary course and losing our pursuers. Within six hours, we lost all pursuit.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 7


  
    

  


  
    The following day, we arrived at the planet where the Avenger had been set down. We landed near enough that we could almost spit out the hatch at the other ship and hit it. Immediately, repairs were made to the water tanks while some attention was given to the atmospheric steering. When the tanks were resealed, we put hoses between the two ships and pumped as much water as we could from the Avenger to the Thurman. It took almost four hours to accomplish those tasks. Then we sealed ourselves back up and jetted into space again. Because of our recent action, I saw no need for test firing or battle station drills.

  


  
          I said, "Navigation, set a course for their home planet. This ought to be a surprise for them to see us back so quickly. They probably saw us lose our water supply and think we went home. They won't be expecting us back for a week."

  


  
          I went to my cabin and turned in for some more rest. Even though I was just sitting in the command chair, I was still using energy. I couldn't afford to become so tired that I was useless to my ship. I got about six hours of rest before Frank knocked on my door and woke me up.

  


  
          Frank said, "We're approaching the enemy home planet, Dave."

  


  
          "Thanks," I said. I got up, dressed in my overslicks, and then made my way to the bridge. When I got to the bridge, one of our cooks was there with a meal for me and some hot coffee to help me really wake up. "Status?" I asked.

  


  
          My First Officer replied, "One enemy ship just disappeared behind the planet. No other ships in range of sensor equipment."

  


  
          Navigation replied, "Ship on course for the planet as instructed."

  


  
          "Okay," I answered, "plot a course to come around the planet head on at the enemy ship with a slingshot effect. I want to surprise him at high speed. Battle stations!"

  


  
          All the bridge functions turned to their tasks. Frank slid into the pilot's seat because he was coming on duty as scheduled. He took the course corrections and applied them, keeping the enemy home planet between us and the other ship for as long as possible until we were finally close enough two hours later to start the maneuver I asked for.

  


  
          Our ship plunged into the atmosphere, using the planet's gravity to increase our speed. Frank brought us up under the enemy ship. It wasn't expecting to be attacked from below. Our gunners caught the enemy ship completely by surprise and blasted her out of orbit. Our ship then shot away from the enemy planet. We took our time in adjusting our speed before returning to the planet to establish an orbit. Then we resumed where we left off from our last attack of the enemy planet.

  


  
          The communications officer said, "Sir, just got a communication from Headquarters. They say whatever it is we're doing, to keep it up. It's helping them a lot."

  


  
          I said, "Put that on the internal communications and repeat it to the whole crew. They deserve to know how well they're doing."

  


  
          The communications officer smiled, then switched over to the intercom and repeated the message again to the crew. Even though the bulkheads were sealed, I could have sworn that I was able to hear cheering.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    It didn't take as long for the enemy to respond to our bombardment of their home planet that time. We had barely been at the task for six hours when long range sensors picked up incoming enemy vessels.

  


  
          "Christ almighty!" exclaimed the sensors officer. "We've got incoming at us. It looks like there's about twenty of them!"

  


  
          I ordered, "Navigation, set up a course for the nearest large planet from here. Jean, I want a slingshot around that planet when you get to it."

  


  
          "Where to?" she asked.

  


  
          I replied, "Back to their home planet. I want to create a traffic jam. They're nice enough to provide enough ships to make one. I'm going to take advantage of it."

  


  
          "Right sir," she responded.

  


  
          A few minutes later, navigation provided the course to the pilot. We peeled off from the enemy planet and took off with twenty enemy ships changing course to pursue us.

  


  
          I didn't really have to do that. After all, we had successfully destroyed or disabled seven enemy ships already on that mission. That was more than whole squadrons had managed up to that time in the war. However, the message from Headquarters inspired me to take the extra chance and risk that came with it. If I could get another enemy ship or two and get away, then the odds would continue to improve. If nothing else, the enemy might start leaving a sizable force around his home planet. That would also improve the odds for our Navy. At least, it would buy them more time to get some worthy officers into the right positions where we could start winning major battles. It was at that moment that I decided that Headquarters could use a morale lift as much as my crew.

  


  
          I ordered, "Communications, inform Headquarters of the score so far. Tell them we have verifying combat videos."

  


  
          Instantly, the communications officer went ahead and sent a message to Headquarters letting them know of the damage and destruction we had dealt out to the enemy so far. I could tell there was a lot of pride in his voice as he listed the tonnage of the ships disabled or destroyed followed by the types of ground targets that we bombarded from orbit.

  


  
          They might not believe our report back at Headquarters, but I doubted that. After all, they knew we were doing something since we were relieving the pressure on them. Also, it didn't matter that we were giving away our position since the enemy home planet and twenty enemy ships could track or see us directly. We certainly weren't giving away any information to the enemy unless he was trying to keep his own losses secret from his own military for their morale benefit. For that reason, I didn't instruct Communications to send the information encrypted. That was information I wanted everyone to know about. It would also give our position to our forces, so they would be able to determine that we were actually in the area of space right next to the enemy home planet. That would be another reason not to doubt us before the combat videos could be seen.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Within an hour, we approached the planet where Jean would do the slingshot maneuver. We went into a U-turn and went back at the pursuing enemy ships head on. They couldn't fire at us effectively, but we had lots of time to fire at them until we reached them. Already, their force was confused as we headed at them in what must have seemed like a suicide charge to them. I was playing inter-galactic chicken and banking on them backing off for fear of losing more than I could. Before the Thurman reached the enemy ships, the traffic jam I envisioned started to become a reality. As we carefully flashed by within the center of their large formation, our guns were free to shoot everywhere. They had to hold off on their own fire for fear of missing us and hitting one of their own ships at almost point blank range. They were still getting themselves reorganized when we passed out of their formation on a direct course for their home planet.
  


  
          Sensors reported, "One ship hit by our weapons and disabled. It's crashed into another ship of theirs and caused heavy damage!"

  


  
          I said, "Let everyone know that. Communications, pipe that out to both crew and Headquarters. Give them a running commentary on the battle until we get clear."

  


  
          "Yes sir!" he responded as he started to give a description of what just transpired.

  


  
          I added hastily, "Oh, make sure you don't say what we're going to do before we do it. Turn off the transmitter when I'm giving orders. No sense in sharing our plans, is there?"

  


  
          "No sir," he said as he beamed a bright smile at me.

  


  
          I was going to make the enemy wish he had left some more of those twenty ships of his back at his planet. We were well out in front of the enemy ships that still chased us. I saw the opportunity to embarrass them by making another quick bombardment sweep of the enemy home planet before passing the planet into space on the other side. That would be enough to shake up their entire command structure.

  


  
          "Navigation," I said, watching to see if Communications shut down the broadcasting before I continued, "plot a course to take us into the atmosphere and then straight out the other side. No slingshot this time. They'll be expecting that. Gunners, be ready to bombard military ground targets as we pass."

  


  
          The Communications officer didn't say a word until we entered the enemy planet atmosphere. Then he did his best to keep up with the targets our gunners were firing on and give a running commentary on them. Then almost as quickly as it began, we zipped back into space and continued on past the planet. The Sensors department picked up the enemy ships trying to execute a turn to catch us in a broadside with the most weapons possible. Only problem for them was that we weren't there. By the time they figured out that we had gone straight, they were too far behind to do more than follow at long range sensor distance.

  


  
          "Communications, get ready to send the following message in code. Thurman to Headquarters. Have eighteen enemy vessels in pursuit at long range sensor distance. Will lead on merry chase to your choice of ambush site. End message. Get that off right away. Let me know when they decide where and when to do it. Send our position every hour as long as we're still within visual or sensor range of the enemy."

  


  
          "Right away, sir!" the communications officer replied.

  


  
          The message was sent a few moments later. Then we continued to lead the enemy ships away from their home planet. I figured that their own command wanted our hides badly for attacking their planet three times and disabling or destroying nine ships. I had little doubt about whether those ships would follow me to the ends of space. I knew we'd hit them in their pride. They also couldn't afford to let us get away or we might be able to influence the rest of our Navy to do better against them by our example. Even rich kids can learn to overcome their disadvantages, I knew.
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    It was almost five hours later when we received the message from Headquarters that an ambush was impractical at the time due to operational considerations. I accepted the news calmly, having expected that as a possible reply. It was solely up to us to take care of the eighteen ships chasing us. Even if I could split them, there would be too many of them to take on in a slugfest. Three, I felt was worth an attempt, but not more. I knew both my ship's limitations and mine. We weren't immortals who could shrug off whatever the enemy dished out.

  


  
          "Okay, staff meeting in five minutes. Come there with ideas," I said before I went to the Dining Facility and got myself something to drink. Then I made my way to the Planning Room where some of the officers were already seated. A few started to stand up when I arrived, only I motioned them to keep their seats. We would have enough to go through without wasting energy on politeness at that time. I waited until the last of my officers showed up.

  


  
          I said, "You all know our problem. The odds are eighteen to one. If we keep on this course, there's a chance that sooner or later, they'll manage to notify someone ahead of us to form a welcoming committee. I need ideas, no matter how wild they are. This is the time to speak freely. We're not concerned with careers here, we're concerned with our lives."

  


  
          Lieutenant Sorenson suggested, "We could pull another slingshot maneuver to get more speed."

  


  
          "Hold on a moment, I want our off-duty pilots here too. They'll have ideas to add." I pressed the intercom switch and said, "Off-duty pilots to the Planning Room." Then we waited for another minute or two for three pilots to show up and join the meeting. Then I gave them the purpose of the meeting as they found seats. Then I motioned to Lieutenant Sorenson to repeat his idea.

  


  
          "No good," said Frank as the other pilots nodded in agreement. "They'll actually be able to cut the distance to within firing range when we perform the maneuver. We might be moving faster than them and eventually out distance them again, but we run the risk of having them cut our engines and steering to ribbons during that brief moment. Then they'll be able to maneuver until we're at their mercy."

  


  
          I asked, "What's our chances of pulling a stunt like we did to that last ship? By that, I mean we could dive into the atmosphere of a planet, circle the globe, come up under them, and exit behind them while we try to shoot their asses off?"

  


  
          "Depends on how far behind they are when we circle the globe and how long it takes us to do it inside the atmosphere. With the right size planet, it could be done, but they'll have the advantage of being in space already and probably be able to turn and keep up with us," Frank answered.

  


  
          "What if we stay in the atmosphere for more than one spin around the globe? Would that do any good?" I asked.

  


  
          Frank looked at me for a moment and appeared to be in deep thought as if something was occurring to him. I decided not to rush him for an answer. He finally looked up and gave his answer. "I looked at the repairs we made on the atmospheric steering. We should have enough maneuverability in an atmosphere to fight them like an aircraft. I think our craft is more airworthy than theirs are. We might just have enough of an advantage to do something there, but we really need to reduce the odds before we attempt such a maneuver. I can't sign on to that idea with eighteen of them on our tail."
  


  
          I nodded as I accepted his judgment.

  


  
          Jean spoke up and said, "I'd like to take them into an asteroid field. There's too many of them to hold a formation and dodge asteroids at the same time."

  


  
          Frank was already nodding in agreement.

  


  
          I asked, "Can we make it ourselves?"

  


  
          Frank was the one to speak on that issue. "Yes, provided our gunners help us dodge some of them by keeping our path clear."

  


  
          Lieutenant Kruler asked, "Won't the enemy be able to use our trail to follow us?"

  


  
          "Nope," replied Frank. "The asteroids will be shifting behind us. They'll have to blaze their own trail if they want to keep up with us. That or dodge at an even slower speed."

  


  
          I asked, "What about the chances of one of them leaping around the asteroid field to meet us on the other side?"

  


  
          "No problem," answered Jean. "We'll still be able to monitor them on sensors. If they do, they'll have to be able to figure out where we're coming out. There's no way for them to all be in the right spot at the right time. Maybe two of them, but shouldn't our gunners be able to take care of that many?"

  


  
          I asked then, "Are there any other suggestions? If not, then I want long range sensors to find me the biggest, baddest asteroid field imaginable and give the coordinates to navigation to plot a course for. Don't even wait for an okay to change course. I want us going there as soon as possible. Just don't put us in range of those ships to get there. The meeting is over. Those of you not on duty, get some rest. Pass the word among the crew, especially the gunners, about what we're going to do." I said that while looking my officer in charge of gunnery dead in the eyes. "Also, tell them that they've done an outstanding job so far and we're going to come out of this in good shape."

  


  
          Normally, I would have told the crew personally, but my officers were still lagging behind in confidence and taking care of their personnel. I wanted to force them to meet with their people and explain things to them. If they explained it wrong, then they would learn how not to do it and I'd help them clear up the misunderstanding.

  


  
          I think the crew sensed what the officers were trying to say and figured out the missing parts for themselves. At any rate, none of them came complaining to me later about what they were or weren't told. At least, it was a start for some of my officers in being concerned about the crew. My own guess is that they probably thought taking care of the crew and ship was not getting them shot up, but you can't win battles unless you takes chances and acceptable risks. My own knowledge of military history told me that one individual or unit in the right place at the right time with the right weapons could hold off overwhelming odds and even win. There was even one recorded case of a lone soldier holding off and killing over three hundred soldiers in a lengthy battle because he had all three factors in his favor. I was determined that we were going to be one of the successful recorded cases of a unit being in the right place at the right time with the right weapons.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Fortunately, the sensor operators realized that I didn't want to turn around to reach an asteroid field, so they concentrated on finding one ahead of us that we could reach without giving up our lead over the enemy ships. It took us over a day of travel before we finally spotted one and changed our course to drive for it at full speed. Because of the distance to it, we were able to make the course changes in small increments so that our change in course wasn't immediately apparent to the aliens in pursuit of us. By the time they realized our intentions, it was too late for them to make up any of the distance between us. Nor did they get in a few free shots while we slowed down to enter what must have been the grand-daddy of asteroid fields. It had everything we wanted. It was thick, wide, and deep. It wouldn't be easy for any pursuing ships to cut us off at the other side.
  


  
          To make things easier for us, everyone went on duty as soon as we slowed down and entered into the asteroid field and a few of the enemy ships tried to take extremely long range shots at us. Our gunners blasted anything that the sensors and navigation agreed was a threat while the pilots helped each other to keep an eye out on what was practically next to the ship.

  


  
          Navigation reported, "Rock on the port side!"

  


  
          "I see it! No problem!" the pilot replied.

  


  
          "Gunners, rock at starboard, one kilometer distance. Take it out!" navigation ordered.

  


  
          Every so often, one or more of the guns opened up on an asteroid. They either blasted it into dust or managed to carom it off into another direction. The sensors were being monitored by three people. One was keeping track of the enemy ships while the other two kept track of the asteroids.

  


  
          Sensors reported, "Enemy ship hulled by asteroid!"

  


  
          That was grateful news to learn that one of the enemy ships had been destroyed by their inability to negotiate the asteroid field. Of the eighteen ships pursuing us, eight had followed us in. The other ten were trying to circle the field to keep us trapped inside where we would eventually fall prey to one or more of the asteroids or the enemy's brethren. So far, we were lucky that the only thing hitting us was dust. I wasn't aware that part of our rust coating was being scraped off and polished to a bright sheen.

  


  
          "Rock on the starboard side!"

  


  
          "Gunners! Rock on starboard, two kilometers distance. Take it out!" navigation ordered.

  


  
          Because most of the asteroids were coming at us from the starboard side, I was tempted to change course and go with the flow, but I felt that would make it easier for the aliens in pursuit. If I decided to do anything, I'd go the other way. I knew that my gunners were better and could handle oncoming rocks, but I didn't dare take that chance because sooner or later we'd become too fatigued to keep up with it all.

  


  
          A sensor operator reported, "Enemy ship hit by asteroid! Oh! There she goes! She's out of control! Scratch one more alien ship!"

  


  
          That was two the asteroids took out for us. Now the odds were improving. I wondered just how long I could force my ship and crew to stay inside the asteroid field before the odds went the other way?

  


  
          Reports continued to move about the ship as everyone cooperated in spotting and either dodging or destroying the asteroids that threatened us.

  


  
          "Rear gunners! When you're not shooting targets given you by navigation and sensors, shoot at some of the asteroids to starboard as we pass. Maybe you can deflect some of them backwards and start a chain reaction for the enemy ships to dodge," I called out over the intercom. At least, it was something for the more rearward gunners to do since they weren't able to reach out for the targets as well as the forward gunners. Quite a few times, their shots were blocked by other non-threatening asteroids.
  


  
          Now the vibrations felt through the deck of guns discharging went on almost nonstop as the rear gunners started shooting at any and all asteroids in an attempt to start a chain reaction of moving asteroids. An hour later, their efforts were rewarded when another enemy ship was hulled by an unexpected non-threatening asteroid that shifted its course because one of the asteroids our gunners shot caromed into it leaving them too little response time. The odds were definitely improving.

  


  
          I wondered if I should gauge when to get out of the asteroid field on my own perception of my gunners' alertness or when the enemy gunners started making mistakes. If mine started making mistakes first, it wouldn't matter. It would probably be too late then. If it was the alien gunners, then it would definitely be time to get out. However, by doing so, I would probably be saving some of the alien ships that were still able to follow us out.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Sensors reported, "Alien ship hulled! No! Two alien ships hulled!"
  


  
          "Take us out!" I ordered knowing that our gunners must be nearing the limits of their own endurance since the alien losses were so close together. "Shortest distance to the edge!"

  


  
          I could only hope and pray that we wouldn't have too many of the ten alien ships outside the asteroid field on hand to greet us. Then it occurred to me that we could pull the same trick going forward. "Forward gunners! Try to knock some of the asteroids out of the field in front of us! Let's give the enemy plenty of targets to shoot at when we clear the field."

  


  
          Now all the guns on the Thurman were firing continuously, again, as our gunners blasted some asteroids that threatened us and shot other asteroids with the intention of knocking them into the enemy's path. It wasn't long before I heard comments that indicated that our efforts were having some success.

  


  
          A sensor operator reported, "Enemy ship hulled!"

  


  
          We had lost another pursuer behind us. If anything, we were lowering the odds and probably the aliens were wondering why in hell we were firing all our weapons the way we were. If anything, I imagine they must have thought we were either crazy or becoming too fatigued and almost done for. Whichever or whatever they thought, their outer group moved away from the asteroid field as more rocks came tumbling out to interfere with their tracking of us. Inside, we only had three alien ships remaining of the eight that went in with us. Meanwhile, one of our communications officers was broadcasting what was happening as we posted more death and destruction on the scoreboard. Whether we actually shot the ships or not, we were claiming credit because they were destroyed trying to get to us and no one else. That gave us fourteen kills so far.

  


  
          Frank and the pilots surprised us all at the last moment when they turned the Thurman to go with the flow of asteroids just before we would have exited the field. We went past the waiting alien ships to emerge outside their formation. It provided a T-shot on one of them for our alert gunners. The T-shot damaged the alien ship enough that it wasn't able to continue the pursuit. It was also too close to the asteroid field to remain intact for very long. We were still in long range sensor distance of it when it was ruptured from a direct asteroid hit.
  


  
          When we exited, only a few of the alien ships were pointed in the right direction to take up the pursuit. They caused more accidents to the three alien ships still in the asteroid field because they had to slow down to avoid a collision as they exited where we were supposed to. One of them was hulled in the process as well, so only two of them made it out.

  


  
          A lot of our crew turned in then for rest. We did our best to get back out of range while we maintained a brief exchange of fire with the few alien ships that managed to stay in contact with us. Only because our pilot kept us near the edge of the asteroid field was it possible for us to keep the aliens from getting a solid hit on us. Our ship spiraled the asteroid field so that we were almost always just beyond the horizon, leaving plenty of rocks between us to absorb some of their shots while other shots missed completely. Still, I felt a few slight vibrations in the hull from some glancing hits. Unfortunately, the same rocks sometimes deflected or blocked our own shots back at the enemy. Only a few hits were announced over the intercom.

  


  
          Even though the pilot was following the curvature of the asteroid field, he was also doing a spiral so that we wouldn't run back into the other ships farther behind us. Of course, I knew it was only a matter of time before they realized what we were doing and tried to take a shortcut.

  


  
          I ordered, "Navigation, find us a planet for a slingshot maneuver. Pass it along as soon as you have one."

  


  
          The minutes ticked away as we sweated out our situation. I knew that, sooner or later, the aliens had to figure out what we were doing to keep ourselves from being shot. After all, I already had the solution, why didn't they? Were their officers as bad off as those in our own Navy?

  


  
          Finally, I overheard the navigator passing on a course correction to the pilot for the slingshot maneuver. Then I noticed the sudden shift in course as we jetted out at full speed to reach a planet where we could pick up greater speed to outdistance our pursuit. It exposed us for only a moment or two. The aliens didn't know what we were doing before they changed their course as well and their gunners found us again. Of course, we had to dodge a bit more to avoid hits, but they were also in the open. Our gunners reminded them who the better shots were as another announcement of a destroyed enemy ship went over the intercom while the communications officer sent it out for the universe to learn.

  


  
          Right then, I could imagine that almost every ship and crew on both sides was probably listening to our commentary in order to learn first hand how the battle was shaping up. Somehow, I sensed then that there were a lot of prayers being said for us as we continued to fight against odds of eleven to one after having destroyed or disabled seventeen enemy ships. I wasn't sure what the aliens were thinking in a situation like this. Probably some of them were coming up with the answers before their brethren who were actually in the pursuing ships and cursing them for being so stupid. I guessed that's what I would have been doing in their positions. I know I thought much the same thing when the Thurman was part of a squadron performing similar acts of stupidity.

  


  
          At least, we only had a few of the enemy ships close enough to fire at us. That meant we didn't have to pay attention to as many with our own return gunfire as we otherwise would have had to. The moments slid by as we got closer to the planet to make our slingshot maneuver.
  


  
          A sensor operator reported, "One of them is going around the other way to cut us off!"

  


  
          "Okay," I replied, "let's make this an abbreviated slingshot. Is that possible, Jean?"

  


  
          Jean said, "Yes, but not as effective."

  


  
          I replied, "Then do it. I don't want to give free potshots to the enemy."

  


  
          A few minutes later, we were in the gravitational pull of the planet. Then we were screaming outward at a faster speed than our engines could provide. The enemy ship that tried to cut us off missed us by a wide margin and fell behind quickly. Only the second and third enemy ships behind us were able to pick up on our direction and match us to remain in pursuit. The others were too far behind to be of much assistance or they were totally out of position. Then the odds were only two to one. We were just slightly out of range of one of them. The other nine enemy ships were no longer a consideration in our calculations.

  


  
          For the moment, I was satisfied to let most of my crew rest some more from their ordeal inside the asteroid field and exchange very long range shots with the leading alien ship. I almost forgot about taking care of myself when my First Officer came over and relieved me, motioning me to get some rest. As I went to my cabin, I thought that my officers might just become officers yet that any ship in the Navy would be proud to have on board. They were actually starting to think and act like officers. Finally, they knew what it was like to really be at high risk and that the crew would support them as long as the officers gave support in return.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I woke up about seven hours later, still feeling tired, but otherwise ready to take on whatever challenges we faced. I went back onto the bridge. Before I could ask for the status, my First Officer was giving me a status report. "We've got one casualty. We lost a gunner and a Mark II single. Otherwise, no significant damage to report. We're still maintaining the same distance as before between us and the two remaining ships."

  


  
          "Okay. Has Communications broadcast that information about our damage?" I asked.

  


  
          She replied, "Uh, no sir."

  


  
          I said, "Okay, have them do so. We're going to be honest, but don't give the gunner's name out. I think this will have more effect than we might be able to see out here as far as the Navy is concerned. They ought to know that it's not a picnic and that we have sustained some damage. It'll also make us more believable to the enemy instead of them waiting for their own units to report that we told the truth. I want the enemy to believe us completely before we finish with them. It might make it possible for us to later pull the wool over their eyes in a clinch."

  


  
          She smiled as she instructed the Communications officer to go ahead and report our own damage in the clear. A moment later, the Communications officer was doing as she instructed. Around the bridge, there were lots of smiles, even though we were still being pursued by two enemy ships.

  


  
          Doubtless, the enemy must have been wondering what we were up to since we had attempted all sorts of tricks when there were nine times as many of them. Surely, they must think we had more damage than we were owning up to or we would have turned on our pursuers by then. Obviously, I wasn't going to announce to the enemy that I was taking a nap to freshen up or that I was waiting for a more opportune time and place to strike again. After all, I wasn't through with their ships.
  


  
          I ordered, "Navigator, locate a large planet suitable for a slingshot maneuver and pass the coordinates to the pilot. Rendall, when we get to the planet, don't do a slingshot. Take us around and bring us up under either of the two enemy ships. Navigator, let me know when you have a suitable planet for me to announce battle stations. I want to give the crew some more rest."

  


  
          "Yes sir," she said.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
     About an hour later, the Navigator announced, "Suitable planet ahead. We'll be there in another hour, Captain."

  


  
          "Thanks. Battle stations!" I announced.

  


  
          About the ship, everyone stirred back to life, except for the few rear gunners who had continued to take long range shots at the closest enemy ship. For them, nothing was different, other than they knew it would soon be at close range. The hour it took for us to reach the planet seemed to take longer than the hour it took for us to find the planet.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Then it seemed that the planet appeared to fill the sky as we dove for it in what appeared to be a slingshot maneuver. The closest alien did his best to follow us in while trying to see where we were going to emerge from the slingshot. If he overshot or undershot our own course out, he'd lose us completely and be unable to do a thing about it. That was part of what I was banking on.

  


  
          As we circled the planet, our sensors kept operating to keep track of both the alien ships until one was blocked by the curvature of the planet. Only the closest one was still in sensor range and still at extreme gun range. Meanwhile, we had picked up some speed. Then the sensors picked up the second alien ship as it neared the planet and tried to see where we emerged, not knowing that we hadn't and were using the massive planet to hide ourselves. We streaked underneath him as our communications picked up a message from the other alien ship telling the one above us that we were underneath. His message was too late to do any good as our gunners picked off the second ship from below, leaving him totally disabled. Then our pilot pulled us out of the planet's gravitational field to pass in front of the disabled alien ship and off into space. The other alien was forced to follow in our footsteps exactly or risk crashing into the disabled ship. He wasn't able to make up any distance once we lengthened the distance between us because we hit the higher speed first.

  


  
          For the time being, we were completely out of weapons' range for him and us. Our gunners were all able to get some more rest while we led the one remaining ship on a chase as our communications sent out another message telling of another enemy ship destroyed. I had thought about reversing the engines to take him on suddenly in a surprise maneuver, but I wanted to try to find some more of the enemy ships. We had left too many of them behind us. There was no telling what lay in front of us. We had been in unexplored territory for several days by then. From the way the enemy was behaving, they didn't know the territory any better. Besides, the ship behind us was matching us maneuver for maneuver too well to be handled by an inexperienced captain and crew. I imagined that they were probably thinking of some of the same things I was.

  


  
          "Navigation! How long would it take for us to reach their home planet again from here?" I asked.

  


  
         It took a few moments for Navigation to come up with the answer. "Two days."

  


  
          I said, "Plot a course to a suitable planet where we can do another slingshot to their home world. We're going on the offensive again. I want to really embarrass that guy in back of us."

  


  
          There were smiles on the faces of everyone around the bridge as they glanced back to see what I was doing or thinking of, even though I had just spoken my mind. All I could do was return their smiles with one of my own.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Three hours later, we executed another slingshot maneuver. Shortly after we came out of it on course for the alien home world, the ship behind us started broadcasting to everyone of our intentions. I smiled as I sensed the welcoming party that would await us.

  


  
          I said, "Communications, send the following coded message to Headquarters. Now is the time to strike the enemy home world. End message."

  


  
          The looks on most of their faces changed as they tried to comprehend what I was up to. I went ahead and answered their stares. I explained, "If the enemy has broken our code, then they won't start pulling back to their planet to keep us away. They'll do their best to stop any attacks away from their world and we'll get a message that our folks can't put together a strike. If our people say they're on the way, then we'll know that the code is still secure and we're headed into a meat grinder. We'll turn aside just before it's too late. We might be brave, but we're not stupid. I want to know why they've thrown so many ships at us and our people couldn't put together an ambush before."

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
     We continued on for several hours before the coded reply came to us. Headquarters was still saying that they couldn't do it because of the border situation.
  


  
          I said, "Communications, send the following in the clear. Code broken. Enemy is reading messages. End message."

  


  
          Jean asked, "Are we still going in to attack?"

  


  
          I replied, "Why not? They're keeping their ships at the border. Most of them, anyway. What's eighteen or twenty ships to us?"

  


  
          There was some restrained laughter as my poor attempt at humor.

  


  
          Then I said, "I want this to be like a drive-by shooting on old Earth a long time ago. I want us to be going by so fast that we're nothing less than a blur and so close that they think we're going to hit them. Then I want to break back to our side and pick up the new codes. I think we deserve a few days off in port. Besides, the combat videos might prove useful to our people."

  


  
          Suddenly, there were lots of smiles again on the faces of my bridge personnel.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    

  


  
    Almost a day and a half later, we successfully managed to do another slingshot and pick up just a little more speed than before. We buzzed by the alien home world and shot off every gun we had at anything we could see. About the same time, the alien ships defending the planet tried to shoot at us. At least one of their shots went at their own planet, doubtless causing problems for one of their officers later. Our own shots were directed at the alien ships since there really wasn't enough time to place shots against the planet itself and restrict the destruction to military installations. I was unable to see us or them score any hits on the other. At any rate, I know they missed us, just barely.
  


  
          We swept by their planet with one ship still in pursuit of us. I'm sure, the captain of that ship must have been wondering what we were going to pull next. I'm sure he expected us to pull something. After all, we had attacked his home planet or the forces around it four times by then.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Our ship managed to come up fast behind one of the alien squadrons patrolling the border area where most of the fighting was occurring. They barely had any warning from the pursuing ship. Our guns were already firing at the tails of the squadron and scoring hits before we caught up and flashed by them quicker than they could respond to our sudden attack. Then we were no longer separated from our port by enemy ships. The pursuit dropped off once the enemy ship's captain realized that we could now call in reinforcements.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  


  Chapter 8


  
    

  


  
    The combat videos revealed that we also took out one of the ships in the border squadrons as we broke out of enemy territory. Our score was one casualty for nineteen enemy vessels and a host of ground installations. I thought that we would be in port for two days at most, but the engineers who repaired our ship insisted on doing it carefully. We spent a week on the ground while most of the other battle reports continued to be much the same as before.

  


  
          Not long after our combat videos were viewed, the whole crew was summoned to Headquarters and received decorations for their action against the enemy. For my own part, I was also promoted to Lieutenant Commander. It was still a temporary commission, but I was finally achieving parity with the members of my own academy class in rank. I had certainly surpassed them in achievements.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I thought that the repairs were taking too long and went to investigate after five days of waiting. I discovered that the Navy was replacing our Mark III duals with Mark III quads to increase our firepower to the rear. That was a welcomed discovery for me. Had the Thurman been a little larger, we might have been given some Mark IV quads. They were new and longer ranged than the Mark III's and would have been a very welcome addition to the ship.
  


  
          As well, our ship was very distinctive because of its half rust and half shiny exterior, courtesy of our stay inside the asteroid field. All that dust hitting the ship had scoured the rust off one side so that the ship appeared to be of two colors. I went back to Headquarters and suggested that some of the other ships our size ought to be painted to look like us just to confuse the enemy as to where we were, considering how badly we hurt the enemy. That was when I got the news I considered to be bad news. The next time I went out, I would be part of a squadron. I felt devastated almost at once when I heard that. That was the rest of the reason for us not being sent out sooner.

  


  
          About the only thing good from the whole deal was that I was still the Captain of the Thurman. I still had the same crew, minus some of the extra gunners I took along before. The rest of the mission was doomed to disaster from the moment it was conceived by the moron who suggested it. How anyone thought that three ships could move into enemy territory and repeat what we did was irresponsible to me in its organization. What someone thought would happen was that three ships would do three times as much damage and destruction. Evidently they hadn't learned from our reports how we actually performed our mission. We didn't have to coordinate group movements while the enemy did. Now we were voluntarily tying one hand behind our back and trying to do the same thing. I knew right off that it couldn't be done in the same way. I also expected my ship to get most of the attention because of our two-tone coloration.

  


  
          I went about briefing my officers and crew, telling them that we couldn't start blazing away at targets until we got the go ahead from the squadron commander. I didn't tell them of my other plans. Those could be considered insubordination or desertion, though I wasn't going to be running away from a fight. My only thoughts were to get my ship in the open where we could fight the way we knew how to fight best, with the best chance of both survival and success. I figured as long as they didn't know ahead of time, I could give them that chance.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We lifted off on the eighth day after our arrival and assumed the left wing of our three-ship squadron. As before, there was no practice by the squadron of battle stations or testing of the weapons. Aboard my ship, I had my crew do dry runs to battle stations without firing. At least, I did that much to help my crew.

  


  
          The squadron commander, Captain Jingle, couldn't have been more aptly named. Everywhere we went, we jingled, so to speak. The fool couldn't stop using the communications to keep the squadron in tight with each other, instead of keeping our presence hidden. We were met at the border by an enemy squadron of ten ships. I evaluated the situation, ordered my pilot to charge full speed ahead, and gave battle stations as we cleared the rest of our squadron. Almost immediately, Captain Jingle was on the communications channel expressing his anger and outrage at my insubordination, ordering me to return to formation.

  


  
          "Cut the communications off. I don't want to hear him blather anymore. Anyone disagree?" I asked as I looked around at my bridge personnel.

  


  
          No one made a comment, but there were a few smiles while the vibrations from our own weapons were being felt throughout the ship as the pilot performed evasive maneuvers to keep us from being hit. Somehow we managed to punch through the enemy squadron taking out one of them as we passed by. Then we swept in on their rear to T-shoot several more of them. Meanwhile, I looked at the sensor array and saw what was happening to the other two ships of the squadron. They were holding their precious formation and trying to maneuver as a team while just about getting their collective asses shot off. Worse yet, they were only being attacked by two of the original ten enemy warships. The rest of them were in pursuit of us as I expected they would be.

  


  
          I ordered, "Communications, advise Headquarters that we have left the squadron facing two enemy ships and are drawing off the other seven enemy ships away from them. Then cut communications again."

  


  
          The communications officer went about her duties and then nodded when she finished.

  


  
          I then said, "Navigation, set course for the enemy home world. They're overdue for a visit."

  


  
          Then there was cheering as the bridge crew realized that I wasn't ducking out on a fight. They knew then that I was looking for a fight.

  


  
          I said over the intercom, "Gunners, resume normal battle instructions. Good hunting and good shooting!"

  


  
          We weren't in the clear yet, but the enemy ships behind us still had some catching up to do. We had damaged some of them already, but not enough to keep them out of the fight. The only advantage we had was that they were still trying to catch up with us. They wouldn't be able to do more than broadcast our position since we were too far ahead for them to fire on us. That left me with a dilemma. I couldn't attack the planet with seven ships behind me and an unknown number of ships in front of me. That would be a trap we would be unlikely to escape. To attack the planet successfully, we would have to either fight off the pursuit or lose them. I preferred to fight, especially since we had additional firepower.

  


  
          Then I saw the solution looming up ahead on our sensor screen. "What's that?" I asked.

  


  
          Jean said, "Asteroid or comet. I'll know when we get closer."
  


  
          I replied, "Good, Jean, steer for the asteroid or comet, pull in behind it, and do an emergency stop. Gunners, be prepared for a full stop. You'll have lots of targets flashing by pretty soon."

  


  
          "You really want a full stop?" she asked.

  


  
          I answered, "A relative stop in relation to it. I want the enemy to lose us with their sensors and visual sight behind that object. When they pass, I want you to turn to starboard and hit full speed again as quickly as possible so that we can shoot them in the ass."

  


  
          She nodded as I smiled at her to try to convey to her that I had full confidence in her instead of calling for Frank to come on duty. I felt he had done a good job of training our pilots to be just as good as him. Sooner or later, I had to let the other pilots have my confidence.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    It was a close call when Jean slid us by the asteroid. She threw the engines into reverse to bring us to almost a full relative stop behind the asteroid before the enemy ships flashed by. Our guns shot them as they passed all around us. Their own forward speed carried them on by to where their own gunners were unable to return fire as we surprised them. Then Jean was putting us back into motion and taking us to starboard so that one side of our ship faced the enemies' engines before they got out of range. I was able to see two of them rupture from direct hits on the engines. By the time the enemy squadron was able to turn to chase after us again, we were again at full speed while there were only four of them.

  


  
          "What now, sir?" asked Jean. "Back to the enemy planet?"

  


  
          "In time. We still have four aliens to shake off first. I don't want us caught between two large forces when we go in. You got any ideas?" I asked.

  


  
          "Yes, you ever tack an old sailing ship?" she asked.

  


  
          I said, "No, but I think I know what you intend to do, so do it. Gunners, get ready for a new maneuver."

  


  
          Jean turned the ship and the four aliens turned with us, only they didn't see our speed change since the turn masked it. They suddenly overshot. Then Jean pulled in behind them for a second time as our gunners raked the engines of the four alien ships. Two were put out of commission right then while a third was heavily damaged, though still in operation. The fourth managed to evade our shots while Jean tacked the other way and then gathered speed again. We came in behind them again. Our gunners shot at the targets again. The heavily damaged ship ruptured into space. The remaining ship was damaged severely so that it had no engines. Only its weapons were keeping us away for the moment. Jean calmly let the enemy ship move away, slipped our ship back in behind him, and our gunners finished him off.

  


  
          "Good work, Jean!" I exclaimed.

  


  
          She said, "Well, I thought it was going to work out differently. I guess this isn't the same as sailing."

  


  
          I replied, "Don't worry about it. You made it turn out fine. Now resume course to their planet. We have a social call to make."

  


  
          "Yes sir!" she said enthusiastically.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We were able to avoid other enemy ships, circle the enemy planet by a wide berth, and then begin our attack from the opposite direction. That was enough to offset the lack of surprise that our attack lost when the enemy squadron broadcast our intentions. We took out one of the circling warships that protected the planet. Then we dove down into the atmosphere to fire quickly at a couple of ground installations before coming up under another enemy warship. We blasted it while it was still looking for us amidst all the ground clutter that its sensors were picking up. Then we used their planet to give a slingshot effect on our ship's speed and jetted out between two other enemy warships, watching one of them hit the other because they were so intent on hitting us. Other warships then started chasing after us.
  


  
          "We've got five, no six after us, Captain."

  


  
          "Is that all? I'm insulted," I said in a tone of false dramatics that picked up a lot of laughter from the personnel on the bridge. "Okay, let's lead them on a chase. Maybe they'll trip over each other." There was some more laughter as our people knew now that we were better than the aliens. All we had to do was hope the Navy could get the rest of its act together.

  


  
          Our ship sped outward with the six warships chasing after us just out of range.

  


  
          "Communications, have you broadcast the score yet to Headquarters?" I asked.

  


  
          "No sir. I've kept them cut off."

  


  
          I said, "Okay, go ahead and give them the score. Tell them that we'll do what we can out here for the time being."

  


  
          "Yes sir."

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    About five minutes later, the Communications officer said, "Sir, they want us to arrest you for insubordination, desertion, cowardice, theft of government property, and some other charges. What should I do?"

  


  
          I answered, "Tell them you'll take their request under advisement until we're clear of the current situation. You did advise them that we're being chased by six ships, didn't you?"

  


  
          "Yes sir."

  


  
          I then said, "Okay, then tell them that you'll pass that message on to the First Officer. In the meantime, give them a message for me. As far as insubordination, Captain Jingle didn't give us any instructions when the enemy was facing us and about to pound our faces in. Tell them that Captain Jingle brought the attack upon his squadron by broadcasting our presence. I was forced to take action to give our squadron the best chance for survival. I don't consider it cowardice or desertion to run with seven enemy ships on my ass and then pick them off one by one. As far as stealing government property, no such thing has occurred. This ship is still Pennyweight Shipping Company's property. I'm still an employee of that outfit and will take care of and return their ship to the best of my ability after I use it for the purpose in which it was intended to be used. If there's any other charges, they'll have to stand in line behind six alien warships right now. Give them that message."

  


  
          The Communications officer turned to the microphone and gave them a raspberry in reply. Then she looked at me and said, "Sorry, sir, but I couldn't remember all that. I'm sure they'll understand our meaning."

  


  
          I didn't even bother trying to stop the rest of the bridge personnel from cheering her action. I was sure they were going to become good officers if we could all avoid being convicted upon our return. Instead, I turned my attention back to the six ships pursuing us. "Okay, status," I responded, at which point everyone began rechecking.
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We were headed back towards our own territory. I wondered if the other ships of our squadron had held up against the two enemy ships that stayed behind. "Communications, I need to know what the outcome was for the rest of our squadron. Are they still there or did they retreat or what?" I asked.

  


  
          "They're still there, but no good to anyone," she replied.

  


  
          I understood immediately. They had been destroyed when they were only facingeven odds of two ships. Had we stayed, we'd still be there too, unless the enemy chose to carry us off as a trophy. "Okay, Navigation, give us a course away from our territory and the enemy home planet. Let's take these aliens on a ride. At least, it'll be six fewer facing the Navy."

  


  
          I sat back and watched my bridge personnel go through their tasks and get the ship moving away from our territory and out toward unexplored space. The wide turn we made let the enemy ships catch up slightly to where they were just barely out of range. I wished we had just one Mark IV quad on board. We could have torn them apart from that range with that weapon.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Hours later, I looked at the sensor scope and saw what was ahead of us. "Is that a planet with a moon?" I asked.

  


  
          "Yes," the sensor operator answered.

  


  
          Already, I could sense an opportunity coming at us. I said, "Take us between them and circle the planet. I want us to whip out of there on this side of the moon and to whip around the moon back on them. Gunners, battle stations. Everyone else keep alert."

  


  
          Rendall piloted us right through the gap between the planet and its moon and then hugged the atmosphere of the planet as we dove in and circled it. The planet and moon were hiding us temporarily from the enemy's sensors. The question was what would they do in their reaction? I was hoping that they would all follow. Regardless, if they all didn't, some of them were either going to have to slow down or head in other directions either around the planet or the moon. With six of them, they could easily cover all the angles, but they would also have to give up one of their advantages, namely having numerical odds over us. In an even battle, I felt we could take anyone of them.

  


  
          "Ship ahead!" shouted the sensor operator.

  


  
          One of the enemy ships tried to stay outside the area between the planet and moon. They had to almost stop to do so. We were heading at them fast with the planet temporarily hiding us. When we got in range, our gunners opened up on the enemy ship. With everything of ours concentrated on it, it was destroyed before it could maneuver evasively. We continued on past over to the moon and hugged it even closer. We almost ran into one of the enemy ships that was travelling the other way. Neither of us hit the other with our shots and the alien ship broadcasted that it found us. At least, that was my guess. We crossed on around the moon and came up behind the other four enemy ships that were trying desperately to move as a unit formation to counter our sudden appearance. Our gunners got off a number of good shots, destroying one and damaging another quite heavily. I began liking the odds a lot better.

  


  
          The sensor operator announced, "Alien ship coming up behind us!"

  


  
          The other ship we passed without hitting had circled the moon and was trying to get us from behind.
  


  
          "Dive for the surface of the planet!" I ordered.
  


  
          I didn't need to say that. Rendall was already doing just that action, keeping us behind the other alien ships. That allowed our gunners to continue pouring a heavy concentration of fire on them. Another of the alien ships was destroyed, rupturing and spilling its contents into space. Then the heavily damaged ship went silent and couldn't finish its turn. It headed towards the moon at high speed. There were only two of the enemy ships left. I considered the battle even at that point.

  


  
          Then the Thurman vibrated throughout from a hit. It was a bad hit, I could tell. Regardless, the crew moved to damage control while the gunners continued firing at the two enemy ships. We were still behind one and saw it become silent as our shots hulled it and let its atmosphere out, killing the crew most likely. I felt another bad vibration. Rendall suddenly dropped our speed so that the remaining enemy ship was suddenly more in our gunners' sights. Then we felt heavy vibrations hitting our ship as we pounded away at the other ship. Then the other ship went on by and out of range for either of us to shoot at each other.

  


  
          "Status!" I said.

  


  
          Reports of damage and casualties were already coming in. The engines and steering were damaged. Two of our Mark III quads and one Mark II single were destroyed. Their gunners were dead. Two sections of the ship were hulled and lost their air, killing some more of the crew. Response from the helm was difficult to control because of the engine and steering damage. With the reports came recommendations that we land somewhere to make repairs.

  


  
          "Sensors, what type of planet atmosphere is below us?" I asked.

  


  
          The sensor operator reported, "Breathable, slightly less gravity than Earth. Should make repairs and liftoff easier."

  


  
          It was more than I could hope for. I said, "Okay, Rendall, take us down to the best spot you can find." Then another report came in that we were losing water. To that I added, "Try to place us near a fresh water supply. Communications, quit broadcasting the score."

  


  
          Then it was up to Rendall to get us down safely in one piece so that we could make repairs.

  


  
          "Enemy ship entering atmosphere!" shouted out the sensor operator.

  


  
          I ordered, "Keep tracking them! If my guess is right, they're going to make repairs, too!" I wondered how many of the aliens were on board their vessel. We only knew that they looked like gorillas, though not as big, and had the disposition of rattlesnakes.

  


  
          Thinking of rattlesnakes reminded me of my home on Earth when I was a kid in the western part of the American continent. I wondered what my mother was doing right then. She was probably worried about me, especially if Headquarters had publicly announced that I was to be arrested for all the charges they told my crew to arrest me for. I could only hope that she was able to hold up under any public outcry. I wished my father was still alive. He would have comforted and protected her by absorbing all the media flack. He'd also know that I did what I did for a good reason. None of my family had ever disgraced ourselves. I certainly wasn't ashamed of what I did so far. I didn't consider myself to be the savior of our race, but I knew that I was doing the right thing, even if others didn't see it the same way. For the moment, I would let people call me whatever they wanted. The combat videos could tell the true story later.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 9


  
    

  


  
    The landing was rough, much rougher than usual, and it wasn't Rendall's fault. It was to his credit that we didn't fall apart completely. Sensors gave us the information about the alien ship. It landed almost three hundred kilometers away from us. As soon as we were down and stabilized, I ordered, "Gunners on the Mark II singles, remain on station! Everyone else to your repair parties. Let's find out how badly we're hurt and start fixing it. Sensors, recheck the atmosphere for poisons."

  


  
          "Already did, Captain. Atmosphere is safe," responded Lieutenant Sorenson.

  


  
          "Good job!" I commented to her. "Okay, then let's go out and take a look. Did you also get a direction on the nearest water supply?"

  


  
          "No need to. Rendall put us down real close to one," she responded.

  


  
          "Good job, Rendall!" I said.

  


  
          I stepped outside the ship after strapping on my shoulder pack. Several other officers and pilots went along with me. What we saw wasn't very encouraging. Half of our tail assembly was missing. It was bare structure metal left. Anyone inside those areas had been blown out into space. The engines and steering had absorbed some of the shock and minor damage, but it wouldn't have needed to be more than another meter towards the engines to have disabled us completely. Where we were at the time, we would have surely crashed into the planet's surface just as that one alien ship did onto the moon of this planet.

  


  
          Frank was already looking at the ground texture. I could tell that he wanted a scaffold for the Thurman. From what I could tell of the ground, I did too. Work was started on that first while I went about ascertaining more of our damage and casualties. We lost our rearmost guns and five gunners were dead. We also lost one of the cooks. The water supply was leaking out. There was no doubt that we would have to repair that soon and then start filling it by hand. There wasn't enough hose to reach the water that we could see not far from us. That was necessary if we were to keep the hydroponics going. Right then, every drop was being diverted there to keep it going. The proximity of water made the ground dangerously soft. That was also why Frank and I wanted a scaffold around the ship.

  


  
          While the work on the scaffolding proceeded, Frank and the other pilots looked more closely at the engines and steering to see what they had to deal with. They would start work on those as soon as possible to give us mobility if it was needed. I walked over to see what Frank's thoughts were.

  


  
          "Rendall did a good job. We're not taking off though unless we can get this fixed. We're going to have to scrounge a lot of equipment and parts from all over the ship," he stated.

  


  
          "Let me know in case it's needed elsewhere. Is it that bad?" I asked.

  


  
          Frank said, "It's a miracle we didn't buckle when we touched down. The scaffolding isn't just to keep the ship from toppling because of the ground. We've got two major beams exposed and damaged. I don't know how they're holding the ship up."

  


  
          I looked at where he was pointing. The damage was very visible. "Will firing the Mark II singles be too much vibration for the frame?"

  


  
          Frank replied, "I don't know. I'm sure the Mark III's are too much. Better have the Mark II gunners be real good with their shots and only when necessary until we get the scaffolding up. We're going to build that immediately, now that we know what we're facing."
  


  
          "Okay, Frank. You know what needs to be done," I replied. I then went over to the ship's surgeon and conferred with him.

  


  
          "They'll be back on duty in about two days. Just a broken arm for him and cracked ribs for her. That's the only injuries we have. The others I found are dead," he replied.

  


  
          I replied, "Okay. Can you start a detail to bury the dead? I'll hold a service when you're ready."

  


  
          He replied, "Sure. Give me a few more minutes."

  


  
          A few minutes later, I conducted a very simple ceremony honoring our dead as they were buried not far from the ship.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Already, the cooks were making do with what they had and fixing a meal for the crew. I could see that a meal would help their morale and spirits and didn't push for anyone to do much of anything other than the scaffolding and water tasks. Those were the two priority projects. Without them, we were dead meat. While the meal was being served, I called my officers together and discussed our defense.

  


  
          "We're going to have to stay on the defensive," I said.

  


  
          "Why?" asked Lieutenant Sorenson.

  


  
          "Because the Ape-oids are about three hundred kilometers away and they'll probably launch a raid on us. We have several choices. We stick to the ship and get the work done or we divide our force, send out our own raid, and try to do the repairs at the same time. I don't like dividing our force. Here we have our heavier guns to help defend the ship as long as we get the scaffolding in place soon enough that the vibrations from firing guns won't cause it to topple. To get the scaffolding in place, we need to use all our personnel. As much as I want to stop the enemy, our needs here are more important. If they get their ship fixed first, then we can expect a fly-over with a bombardment that will leave us marooned here, if not dead," I answered.

  


  
          Lieutenant Kruler suggested, "We ought to at least see how bad off they are. Maybe we could slow down their repairs if they appear to be in front of us."

  


  
          "That's a good suggestion. Do you want to go with me?" I asked.

  


  
          "Yes," he answered.

  


  
          I said, "Okay, I want one more person, but it can't be you, Lieutenant Remm. As First Officer, you'll have to stay here and keep things together. You'll have to make sure that the sensors and Mark II singles are manned continually."

  


  
          "I'll go with you," replied Lieutenant Sorenson.

  


  
          I said, "Fine. Be ready to leave in half an hour. First Officer, we'll be gone for a week or two considering the distance. Most likely we'll not be able to do anything to them on this trip. We'll figure out exactly where they are and how bad off they are, as well as how many of them are in that ship. Once we know that, we'll return and decide if we need to launch a ground attack in strength. Make sure that everyone keeps their sidearms with them at all times. Does anyone have any questions about what they're supposed to do?" I looked around at my officers and they all seemed to be aware of their tasks. "Good. We're going to draw enough Trats for two weeks."

  


  
          "Ugh," Lieutenant Sorenson said, "I forgot how awful travel rations are and that we'd be using them. I suppose I can eat them for two weeks though."
  


  
          "Also draw a stinger rifle to complement your sidearms for our expedition. I'll see you both in half an hour," I said as I got up from my meal and went to draw my own Trats and stinger rifle. As I got up, I realized that almost everything inside my shoulder pack might be useful finally. Was this what the Sarge envisioned when he advised me to buy these items? If so, he was almost clairvoyant. I went inside the ship to the Dining Facility where they gave me enough of the concentrated travel rations, which almost no one liked. They were largely tasteless and required lots of willpower to eat. But they did provide more than enough protein, fats, nutrients, and whatever else the human body needed to keep going in such situations. They weren't too bad if you took along some salt, pepper, and other spices to perk them up. I placed the Trats in my shoulder pack and saw that I still had plenty of room. I went ahead and filled my canteen, then placed it in the front of my shoulder pack so that I could access it while on the move.

  


  
          Then I rechecked my weapons. My projectile weapon, an ancient .50 caliber automatic pistol, had enough ammunition for me to fire it and reload once. The bullets were the most expensive part of the weapon system. I still wondered why the Sarge advised me to buy it. It was quite unlike our stingers which didn't run out of ammunition. They were rechargeable while not in use and would pick up energy from just about any light source. Even while firing them, they were constantly recharging themselves from light sources. Also, they had a longer range than the antique pistol. The stinger rifles packed even more punch and range besides being rechargeable like the regular stingers. I went ahead and drew a survival knife with the rifle and clipped it onto my gun belt, along with a directional finder and communications pack.

  


  
          Once I had all those items, I went on back out of the ship and waited for the two lieutenants to join me. They weren't far behind me with all their gear ready. As soon as they came out of the ship, we rechecked our directions and left the ship to make our way to the enemy location. This would likely be my first chance to see the Ape-oids up close and in person, so to speak. We had all seen their pictures in the briefings, but none of us had seen one up close as we probably soon would.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    At least, we had a goodly-sized clearing for the Mark II singles to cover. Anyone trying to approach the ship would be visible for almost half a kilometer. Of course, it meant that the ship was clearly visible, but it had weapons and its hull would protect it from most light weapons. It would need to be attacked either with overwhelming odds to capture it or heavy weapons to destroy it. While there were a few chinks in our armor where the damage was being repaired, I felt the rest of the ship would give my crew adequate protection from whatever the planet might have in the way of animal life.

  


  
          I led the way across the clearing after checking the directional finder. Lieutenant Sorenson followed me and Lieutenant Kruler brought up the rear. Each of us was still wearing standard issue overslicks, mesh undies, and non-skids, along with shoulder packs. The load we carried wasn't particularly heavy or bulky. I had seen pictures of what soldiers used to carry into combat. I wondered how they ever managed to handle all that gear.

  


  
         We walked straight through most of the brush. Our overslicks easily resisted the worst of it since the overslicks were made of Tevlarian. The Tevlarian was resistant to a lot of things besides being thermally protective. It actually made it possible for us to move faster through brambles and thorny brush because it was impervious to the thorns and stickers and very slick. Almost nothing stuck to it. The overslick pants could be sealed to the overslick shirt to create a moisture and thermal seal. Yet another seal could be made at the collar of the overslick shirt to add an overslick hood with protective face shield for the worst of situations.
  


  
          Our non-skids had a top covering of the same material while the soles were quite the opposite. They gave traction on almost any surface, even ice and oily surfaces, plus they had a bounciness to them that helped absorb shock and were lightweight. Grippers at the top of the non-skids made it possible to attach the overslick pants to create a seal between them. That was useful when trying to keep liquids out of the non-skids and create thermal barriers against inclement weather.

  


  
          I estimated that we were probably making about six kilometers an hour as we moved through the sparse forest and brush. We could have moved faster, but I didn't want to run into anything without any chance to respond to it properly. I doubted that any of the wildlife was much of a threat, but I preferred to be cautious. At least, I noticed, the other officers were moving as easily and quietly through the forest as I was. I was glad that they picked up and remembered their first year academy lessons properly.

  


  
          Almost every cadet complained about the amount of time spent on field exercises during the first half-year when they wanted to get into space. Just about everyone of them had to have it explained to them that they might have to land on an uncharted or unexplored planet to discover a new life form, so being capable of moving silently and quickly was important to them. Then just about every cadet applied the effort to achieve the necessary abilities. The second half of the first year was devoted to not leaving a trail, survival instruction, and hand-to-hand combat. Usually a lot of trainees didn't make it through the first year because of the physical rigors. After all, they had to do it on an inhabited planet with the heaviest gravity of all the human inhabited worlds. Of course, the first year wasn't all physical training. There was also a lot of textdisk work, but most of that was carried out in the field while the cadets were being conditioned. So, if nothing else, a cadet was in excellent physical condition when he or she graduated after four years.

  


  
          Additionally, they were in the top of the educational strata since they had to have a college degree before they could even enter the Academy. Academically, cadets were inferior to no one. They had chosen fields from college and another from the Academy. Theoretically, every cadet was qualified to do more than just military drills. That was the way it used to be until rich families sending their kids to the Academy began bribing public officials to change the rules so that they could get in with degrees that made absolutely no sense for military use. After all, what was the Navy going to do with a real estate consultant or stock broker? The Academy had been in the habit of accepting college graduates with degrees in biology, electronics, physics, math, and languages, for example, because they saw a need for those fields in the exploration, research, and development of space.

  


  
          Then the reduction in force came about. The rich families bribed more officials to keep their kids in the Academy so that their kids could continue to get into the Navy and send home information about new discoveries before they were released to the public. Consequently, a number of rich families were in on the ground floor, so to speak, when any newly discovered planets were opened up. And I had six of those rich kid officers on my ship along with forty-three enlisted crew members when we left port. Now, I had only twenty-seven crew members, seven of whom were from Pennyweight Shipping Company. I was going to miss the two Pennyweight personnel we lost in the battle.
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I kept us moving almost until night when we finally stopped after covering almost thirty kilometers of straight line distance. We had been in sparse forest the whole time since leaving the clearing where the Thurman was. Rather than leave ourselves open to wild animals of all descriptions, we climbed one of the trees and set up our hammocks. I took the first watch for three hours. Each of the others took their turn after me. The animal calls during the night were chilling to the bone. Even so, we were tired after our full day and sleep came easy.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    At the end of the fifth day, we knew that we were only about twenty kilometers from the alien ship. Then came the hardest part of the mission. We had to find it. The forest was thicker and more densely packed with brush. Visibility was hampered greatly. I could visualize us walking right by the clearing without spotting it or the alien ship. I mentally debated splitting up to search as we got closer. I decided against that. It wasn't for lack of confidence in the other two officers' abilities on the ground, but for security in case the Ape-oids were maintaining patrols. I was also unsure what type of sensor arrays they had. Could they pick up a person walking near their ship as we could? Their technology was nearly as good as ours, so I had to suspect that they did have that ability. It meant that we would have to approach very cautiously and be alert to anything that seemed out of the ordinary.

  


  
          So far, we had maintained communications silence with the Thurman. We would only break our communications discipline if we were spotted. There would be no rescue party if anything happened to us. The ship and the rest of the personnel were the reason for this mission. It wouldn't do them much good to keep sending out people to be lost.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    On the morning of the sixth day, we moved out on the last leg of the mission to the alien ship. That day we were using hand signals exclusively. They were the same signals taught to us at the Academy, so there was no need to suddenly invent anything. I moved out in the lead while the other two officers adjusted their distance appropriately for the type of contact we expected to make. Kyle, Lieutenant Kruler, wanted to take the lead, but it was my job and I wasn't about to shirk my duty. As I moved forward, I was just barely in Lieutenant Shirley Sorenson 's sight. She was just barely visible to Kyle who brought up the rear. I kept us at a slower pace so that I would have a chance to spot any traps or sensors that might have been placed by the Ape-oids. I'll admit that it was unlikely for them to put them out that far, but none of us knew enough about the Apeoids to know just how they behaved or acted in such circumstances.

  


  
          We got to about a kilometer from the enemy ship when I spotted the first sensor device placed haphazardly in the brush to detect movement. If nothing else, it reassured me that we were getting closer and not walking past the ship without spotting it. The wire that ran to it even gave us the direction to go to reach their ship. When I saw the sensor, I backed off immediately and gave signals to Shirley to back off. Kyle automatically stood his ground when he saw Shirley backing up and watched to see if I appeared. When I could see him, I gave him a signal indicating that a sensor was in place ahead. He then knew that we needed to back off to make our plans.
  


  
          For a moment, I wondered how I was going to communicate the amount of information I wanted to give them in light of the circumstances. Then I remembered the marker and note pad that the Sarge put on my list. Suddenly, I had a way to communicate quietly and get my meaning across without question.

  


  
          We backed off another twenty meters where I pulled out my marker and note pad much to the surprise of the two officers. I doubt they had seen such items other than in old movies, if they watched any. Quickly, I wrote down what we should do in light of the sensors surrounding the enemy ship.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Silently, we moved forward again through the dense forest and brush. We picked up brush and tucked it into our belts to break up our outlines. Each of us looked for more sensors, figuring that the enemy didn't have an unlimited supply of them to put out. When we found a second sensor, we then knew where the blind spot was. We quietly moved to that point between the sensors before we started forward again, still alert for more of the sensors.

  


  
          We didn't have to go but a quarter of a kilometer before we reached the edge of the clearing where the enemy ship was located. We sat quietly just inside the forest for about two hours and watched their activity to get some idea of how well they worked and how many personnel they had. Shirley recorded images of the enemy ship as it was being worked on by the Ape-oids.

  


  
          I was a little surprised to see that they had a lot more personnel on board their ship than we had. Using only the number of personnel I saw, we were outnumbered about three to two. One thing I noticed was that they were sending out hunting and gathering parties to get food. I guessed that they lost their provisions in the battle.

  


  
          We got back up and made our way along the edge of the clearing to another location where Shirley got different image angles of the alien ship. Then we went farther along the clearing's edge to get the last angle so that we had an image of the entire ship's surface area.

  


  
          We spent about three hours watching and taking images before we left the edge of the clearing to make our way back to our ship. By nightfall, we were back where we stopped the previous night. Though I was eager to get back and take a look at the images, I knew that hurrying was the surest way to make mistakes and could lead to disaster for our mission. We went ahead and set up for the night in the same tree.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 10


  
    

  


  
    The next two days were as uneventful as the five days spent travelling to the enemy ship. The third day was totally different. It provided another surprise for me as to the Sarge's choice of items for me to buy.

  


  
          We were in our usual order when a creature we hadn't seen before emerged in front of me. I stopped while Shirley and Kyle stopped just behind me. I began to circle around the strange creature when it advanced on us. We were already spread out because I was leading us around the creature. We all fired with our stinger rifles and were astounded to see that the weapons had no effect on the creature. It just shrugged off the electrical bolts that we shot at it. Then it leaped at us and landed on Kyle. He was yelling from the pain of the electrical shocks that it gave him and then passed out. Shirley pulled her knife and slashed at it only to be shocked when she came into contact with it. For a moment, I wondered what to attack the creature with when I remembered the antique projectile weapon I carried, reached under my shoulder pack, and drew the weapon from the hidden holster. I aimed at the creature's head and fired one shot. The shot, at that range, couldn't miss. The creature suddenly went into convulsions as the bullet apparently began to short circuit its brain and internal organs. It collapsed at Shirley's feet onto the ground and died.

  


  
          Shirley looked at me and then at the strange antique I held. Her eyes went large for the second time during that mission as she continued to look at the gun and then the dead creature. "Thanks," she said. "What is that?"

  


  
          "It's an old projectile weapon. A friend of mine suggested I purchase it as survival equipment. I've been carrying it around for years now, wondering if he was just a trifle too cautious or distrusting of modern weapons. Except for testing it when I bought it, this is the first time I've had to use it. Are you okay?" I replied as I bent down to check out Kyle.

  


  
          "Yes. That creature really carries a wallop of a charge. It's no wonder our stinger rifles didn't bother it. We were practically feeding it," she said.

  


  
          I said, "So I noticed. Kyle's taken a bad shock. His hands and face are burnt. We'll need to treat him some now and then carry him back. I reckon he's going to be in a great deal of pain when he comes to."

  


  
          We treated Kyle with our medical supplies from the three shoulder packs. Then Shirley and I went about treating her hand before we made a stretcher to carry Kyle on. Kyle was lucky that he was wearing his overslicks. They insulated most of his body from direct electrical shock and burns. Only the exposed areas of skin were burnt. To carry him, we used his hammock and two saplings that we cut down with our knives. Then we resumed our movement back to the Thurman. Of course, our movement was slowed considerably as we had to carry Kyle. It would depend on him as to whether we had to carry him the rest of the way. Once more, I was glad that he and Shirley were in peak physical conditioning.

  


  
          Kyle came to a few hours later with a groan. We set him down and gave him some water and rechecked his wounds.

  


  
          "How are you, Kyle?" I asked.

  


  
          "Awful. Did you kill that whatever it was?" he asked.

  


  
          "Yes, Dave shot him with a projectile weapon," said Shirley.

  


  
          "A what?" he asked.
  


  
          "Show him, Dave," said Shirley.
  


  
          I pulled the antique weapon from the hidden holster and held it out for a moment before placing it back.

  


  
          "I thought those were found only in museums or the movies," he said.

  


  
          I replied, "Nope. There's a place two blocks from the Academy that sells them. Never knew just when I'd need it. I bought it on the recommendation of a friend. The old man who runs the store won't sell you one unless you test fire it, take it apart, clean it, and reassemble it in his presence. He believes in a person being responsible for and knowledgeable about such weapons."

  


  
          "You mean you have to learn all that before you can go to his store?" Kyle asked.

  


  
          I said, "Oh, no! He taught me himself while I bought it. It just took an hour extra. I'm glad now though that I spent that hour."

  


  
          "You aren't the only one," Kyle admitted while letting out another groan.

  


  
          Shirley asked, "You going to be able to walk or do you expect Yellow service back to the ship?"

  


  
          He said, "Me? You've got to be kidding. Just give me a hand up and, if you don't mind, pack away my hammock since I'm a little clumsy in that department right now. I'll walk you both into the ground to get back."

  


  
          "That's the spirit!" I said as encouragement.

  


  
          We helped him up and repacked his hammock in his shoulder pack since his hands were both bandaged. His stinger rifle had to be slung over his other shoulder. Then we resumed our movement, only Kyle was now in the center since he couldn't handle a weapon.

  


  
          That night we helped Kyle into a suitable tree to spend the night. I switched shifts with him for night guard duty.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The next morning, it was a little harder getting Kyle out of the tree than it was to get him into it. He was feeling better, so we were moving along at almost our best pace again after we ate breakfast. Along the way, we talked about the electrical creature, comparing it to electrical eels on Earth and how we might fight another one if we had to. We kept the stretcher poles as a precaution, in case Kyle became sick or developed any after effects later. We decided that the wooden poles were probably the best thing we could use to fend off an electrical creature without getting shocked. I hoped that none of those creatures had shown up at our ship. They would have been helpless against it, in all likelihood.

  


  
          I had no such hopes for the Ape-oids. I wished them all the bad luck and misfortune they could get. It wasn't because I hated them. On the contrary, I felt no hate for them. They were simply the enemy who attacked my people when we tried to approach them diplomatically as we had with the Blues. If anything, we weren't looking for a war. We were more interested in exploration, trade, and bettering ourselves.

  


  
          The fact that our Navy was armed wasn't because we wanted to fight but to defend ourselves against the terrors of space and unexplored planets. Had our Navy been solely for the purpose of fighting, I'm sure we would have had a lot more ships and bigger guns than were on the ships. What was on the ships was mostly to fend off asteroids and for shore defense against wild animals. At least, that's what the weapons had been used for before. Of course, the weapons were used against pirates, but that wasn't exactly the same as preparing for a war. I will admit that our Navy spent a lot of time talking about tactics and strategy, but that was again mostly for use against pirates and because some long range thinkers said that we might someday come across a downright hostile race. None of us imagined the someday would come so soon.
  


  
          So, I didn't hate or fear the Ape-oids. I respected them for having achieved as much as they had and for their obvious abilities. I wished they would become our friends and not remain enemies. The moment when they were willing to lay aside the weapons and embrace us as fellow intelligent beings, I would gladly do the same. But until that moment came, I would fight them with all the ferocity and skill I could muster.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    It took us only a half-day longer to return to our ship than it had taken to get to the alien ship. I was glad to see that everyone was alive and well. Immediately, I called a meeting, described the electrical creature, and warned everyone that firing a stinger was useless. After the meeting, several crew members went to secure more wooden staffs for use in fending off the electrical creatures should any appear.

  


  
          The surgeon took a look at Kyle's wounds and took him to the sick bay where the surgeon treated him with more medicines and re-bandaged him. Shirley took the recorder, plugged it into the computer, and started analyzing the images. I joined her a few minutes later, along with the rest of my officers.

  


  
          "Well, so far, I've figured out that their communications are in shambles. It's right here in this image," said Shirley.

  


  
          "That's a plus for us. That means they can't call in reinforcements to help them or to finish us off," I remarked. "What else have you spotted so far?"

  


  
          "From the looks of it, they're in worse shape, but they've got more . . . manpower? I'll use that term for now. Anyway, they're working faster than we are. This could be a real drag race to see who gets off the planet first," Shirley replied.

  


  
          "Looks like their weapons are half-gone," said Lieutenant Grade. "If we get off first, they're not going to be able to oppose us."

  


  
          "Yes, but they only need one heavy weapon if they get off the planet first," I reminded him.

  


  
          "I know," he said.

  


  
          "Their sensors are shot to hell and back," replied Lieutenant Mike Andor. "Look at what they're using to cover the ship with."

  


  
          "Do you think that their space sensors are just as bad off?" I asked.

  


  
          He said, "Absolutely. See that opening into the ship. Zoom in on that opening, Shirley. Thanks. See! The whole panel is off as I thought. The circuit boards are in pieces. They've jury-rigged what they've got out so far. In fact, those sensors might not even work."

  


  
          "You mean we did all that skulking for nothing?" asked Shirley.

  


  
          "Probably," replied Mike.

  


  
          "Okay, what else can we see about their condition?" I asked although I was seeing much of what they were. I wanted to be sure that they were contributing and gaining more confidence. Besides, I might have missed something.

  


  
          Mike added, "I don't think they can bombard us from the atmosphere or space. They're not going to be able to target us. Maybe if they come over real low so that their gunners can aim manually, but then they're going to be in easy range for us to return fire. I'd suggest that we man one or both of the Mark III quads in the front of the ship."
  


  
          I said, "Okay, Mason, go ahead and put gunners on the two Mark III quads as well. The scaffolding is up now and repairs are proceeding decently from what I could see when we got here. You all did a pretty fair amount of work while we were gone. Remember to pass on these remarks to your people. They'll appreciate hearing them and they'll work better. I trust that we've got everyone working?"

  


  
          "Yes," replied Lieutenant Mason Grade. "The two injured people are working as gunners on the Mark II singles part of the time and fetching tools the other part."

  


  
          I remarked, "Good! Don't give them any time to feel sorry for themselves. Okay, you all know your jobs and you're doing them well. Keep it up. Anyone who wants to look at the images some more is welcome to. If you have any more comments, let me know." I left them and went out to check on the crew and see that everyone was in good spirits and condition. I was pleasantly surprised to find that my officers had performed exactly as I wished them to do in my absence. I expected a few minor problems and omissions or other mistakes. There weren't any. They had earned completely the praise I gave them. I also took advantage of much of the remaining daylight to take another look at the completed work.

  


  
          The scaffolding was completely in place. Most of the water tanks were sealed or nearly so. We still had to get more water into them, but what was left in them wasn't leaking out any longer. The hydroponics were recovering from the near fatal loss of water. I could see that we would be able to continue our mission if we could get the rest of the repairs completed. The only thing that worried me was the condition of the beams that made up part of the backbone of the ship. They needed to be reinforced somehow and there was little material to do it with. Those beams could give way when we tried to launch or land if we successfully launched without cracking up. It was definitely a miracle that we managed to land in our condition.

  


  
          The scaffolding was taking off a lot of the pressure on those beams. I shuddered to think what might happen when the scaffolding was removed just before launch. The sudden shifting of weight might be enough to make those beams give right then and our work would have all been for nothing. That didn't even begin to approach the problems we might encounter when we started working on the steering and engines. They would have to be fixed so that they wouldn't be the cause of a major structural failure as well.

  


  
          I was about to go into the ship to take a shower, my first in weeks, when I remembered that we couldn't take any showers until all the water tanks were completely sealed and refilled. I spotted my First Officer, Lieutenant Majel Remm, and walked over to her. "What are we doing for showers? Is the lake safe for bathing?" I asked.

  


  
          "Yes. We keep guards handy for bathing. I was just going over there myself. Care to join me?" she asked.

  


  
          "I guess so. We'll be in sight of the ship," I replied.

  


  
          "The guards have short range radios. We're also covered by one of the Mark II singles. It's really quite the way to end the day," she added.

  


  
          We walked together to where I finally noticed that several of our crew were already gathering and starting to undress to bathe.

  


  
          "Has anything dangerous been spotted in the water?" I asked, remembering my experience with the electrical creature.

  


  
          She said, "Not a thing. The water's crystal clear. The guards have a clear visual area far beyond where we swim and bathe. We haven't been taking any chances. Anything comes near, we get out of the water. So far, only small fish and crustaceans have been in the water where we go. Most of them scurry away from us."
  


  
          I replied, "That's good. I'd hate to think that we were letting our guard down at the wrong moment. You did an excellent job, Majel. If we get back and I'm not convicted of anything, I'll be glad to put a letter of commendation into your personnel record. I hope you get your own command soon."

  


  
          She said, "Thank you. I think I've learned more with you than I did in four years at the Academy. I hope that they don't convict you. You seem to be the only one who knows what to do and when to do it."

  


  
          We reached the edge of the water. Like Majel said, there were guards covering the area, plus we were in sight of one of the Mark II singles and the now manned Mark III quad. We both undressed and entered the water, leaving our clothing and shoulder packs on the shore near one of the guards.

  


  
          The water was delightful, especially after almost two weeks without a shower or bath. Along the way to the enemy ship, we found small streams to refill our canteens from, but nothing suitable for washing more than our hands and faces. The lake, on the other hand, was deep enough not only for bathing, but for serious swimming and diving. As well, it was crystal clear, much like the condition most of the rivers and lakes on Earth had been restored to.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    At least in the last couple hundred years, our people had done serious reclamation work on the rivers and lakes of Earth. Part of it was accomplished by recycling everything, including the particulate matter from smokestacks and run offs. A lot of effort was put into creating products using those previously discarded wastes and the environment started to improve naturally on its own.

  


  
          Part of it was also influenced by strong laws that people put in place to make industries comply with those efforts. Industries were required to have their Chief Executive Officers and other high up officers live at or on the sites where their factories were located, usually downwind or downstream. Having themselves and their families among the first to be exposed to any harmful effects from the discharges went a long way towards making them take immediate and drastic action to reduce the discharges and come up with products that used the discharges. Because of that effort, there were lots of people proud and happy to live near industrial sites if only because those sites were among the safest and cleanest on Earth. The industries benefitted greatly because of their efforts. Environmentalists quit opposing them when they wanted to build new plants at new locations because of the cleaner air and water the plants discharged into the environment.

  


  
          It created more jobs as an environmental industry grew up and prospered. It provided only the finest equipment to factories, and eventually to small businesses and homes, for keeping the environment clean. With its development, joblessness went down to some of the lowest levels ever seen.

  


  
          Meanwhile, accumulated knowledge concerning ecological balance was applied to each discovered planet. There was no spoilage, to speak of, to their natural environments. Now, man came and retained the natural beauty of each planet, except where cities were built. Even then the discharges from those were carefully regulated and cleaned. Of course, people hadn't solved all the problems. We still didn't treat ourselves better at times, but that was usually an individual choice and not the result of unfair laws.
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I went into the water with the grace and ease I picked up in the Academy. It wasn't enough to be able to move through the countryside silently and skillfully. One had to know how to do the same in the water. That was also taught at the Academy during the first half-year. A cadet had to be able to approach a goal either way, as silently and quickly as possible. The academy had good instructors who taught the necessary skills for doing those things. Each of the instructors had been to other worlds. Some had been in the very situations they taught the cadets to handle. The Sarge was one of those instructors and, for some unknown reason, he and I had become more than just instructor and student. He was more like a personal mentor and friend. Each time I found myself doing some of these things, I could visualize him telling and showing me how to do what he was instructing. Now most of those actions came naturally to me. I practiced them even when it wasn't necessary.

  


  
          I still remember the exercise when we had to wear small metal jingly bells and sneak up on our goal without being heard or seen. It was one of the hardest exercises we ever faced even though it was one of the simplest. More than a few cadets spent time retaking that exercise in order to do it right. I had to go through it twice to pass. Others had to go through it as many as five times to pass. But, now I could walk around with a pocketful of metal objects and there wouldn't be the slightest sound coming from me.

  


  
          In later courses, some of us reminded ourselves about sound and light discipline by putting one of those jingly bells next to the communications microphone and light switches. Of course, some cadet graduates, from what I had seen thus far in the Navy, hadn't learned the lessons of maintaining sound and light discipline at the proper times.

  


  
          I swam about enjoying the water for almost an hour and then picked up my clothing and shoulder pack to walk back to the ship where I could put on my other change of clothes as others were already doing. As Captain, I no longer had to do my own laundry, but I still did it myself most of the time. To me, it was only appropriate to allow it to be done for me when I was extremely busy. If I had time, I would do it myself, if only because it helped me to rub shoulders with the rest of the crew and remain aware of what their concerns were.

  


  
          Majel caught up to me a moment later, also carrying her clothing and shoulder pack in her hands. "I can do your clothing for you with mine."

  


  
          "Oh, I don't mind doing my own. It keeps me in touch with reality," I replied.

  


  
          She said, "Okay, but if you change your mind, just let me know. It's really no problem to throw your clothing in at the same time."

  


  
          I replied, "Thanks. I'll remember that."

  


  
          "Do you have a boy or girlfriend?" she asked suddenly.

  


  
          I was totally unprepared for the change in topic. I looked at her for a moment to see if I could discern any reason in her face for her question. I couldn't see anything about her that might be a tipoff as to her reason for inquiring. I answered, "Not really. I've gone on a few dates in the last few years just before the war, but nothing since. I guess I've been more concerned with putting my career together. Any particular reason for your question?"

  


  
          She answered, "Just curiosity. You seem to be awfully involved with what you're doing. I wondered if you had a personal life and how you handled it for my own educational benefit. I was hoping to get some advice from you on how to keep the two separate. Since I hadn't seen any pictures of anyone in your cabin, I knew that I'd have to ask."
  


  
          I replied, "Well, there's no one right now in my personal life. It's not that I haven't met anyone whom I would like to have a long term commitment with, but that I've been dedicating myself to getting started. After all, I'm still young and ninety is still a long way off before I have to retire. So, I guess I'm not the one who can give you that kind of advice. You have someone in mind?"

  


  
          She said, "Not yet, but it's been something that I thought I should start thinking about. Either I'm going to make a career in the Navy or get married or something. Of course, I might decide to do several things. I just wondered if you had any knowledge of the pitfalls to avoid."

  


  
          I replied, "Absolutely nothing more than what they said at the Academy during the first year. Keep your relationships friendly and loosely held so that each person has enough freedom to expand."

  


  
          "That was wise advice," she said. "I followed that one while at the Academy and, of course, used an implant. Then when my first boyfriend washed out, I was able to go on instead of sulking and flunking out. He seemed to follow it too, because he didn't ask me to give up my position in the Academy when he washed out. I didn't find anyone quite like him the rest of the time, although I still enjoyed sex occasionally. How about yourself? Did you indulge yourself while at the academy?"

  


  
          I answered, "Uh, no. I was trying to keep my mind on my studies and learn enough discipline to handle more than one task at a time."

  


  
          "You seem to have learned that discipline pretty well," she replied.

  


  
          I said, "Well, thanks. I still have to work at it sometimes, but it comes easier now."

  


  
          She stated, "You could have fooled me about that. I thought you had that part mastered. You sure seem to know everything about the ship and crew. Do you have to spend a lot of time doing that?"

  


  
          I replied, "Not really. It's just a matter of doing it right the first time. That and a little refresher occasionally so it's fairly easy to keep up with. The hardest part now is making the decisions. It seems that more and more, now, I'm learning that the smallest of decisions can have a great impact on someone living or dying."

  


  
          "Really?" she asked.

  


  
          I said, "Quite so. Whether I have my breakfast on time or not can influence whether I make a correct decision at a later time."

  


  
          "Well, I suppose so. Have you made any wrong decisions?" she asked.

  


  
          I said, "I'm not sure. That's the absolute worst part of it. Not knowing in some cases whether a decision is right or not. Some decisions continue to haunt me later when there's no way of changing them. I wonder if zigging instead of zagging would have ended in a better or safer result. But there's no way to know a lot of times."

  


  
          "You sound as if you could use some sympathy or consolation. I could come to your cabin later if you like," she said.

  


  
          I looked at her face and felt a bit threatened by what she was proposing. Right then, I didn't need any conflict of duty. It was going to be difficult to tell her no because I could see everything she had to offer and her body offered a lot. I'm sure I could have accepted her offer because she was my First Officer and we worked closely anyway. It wasn't uncommon either for affairs to occur, either in the Academy or the Navy, but I wasn't ready for one. However, my position in the Navy was tenuous at best. It might not be an offense or admissible in a later court proceeding that I had an affair or even a one-night stand with my First Officer, or anyone else in my ship for that matter. However, it could be used to show that I wasn't paying attention to my duties if something went wrong. Had she asked to share my bed back at our home port, I'm sure I would have accepted. Many of those affairs and one-night stands occurred there. I answered, "Thank you for the offer, especially since you are so tempting to me, but I feel that I must decline for now."
  


  
          The look of disappointment was clearly visible in her face as we reached the ship where she let me enter first because of my rank. I went to my cabin and right to bed instead of putting on the change of clothing since I usually slept naked anyway.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The work continued to progress over the next couple of weeks. The water tanks were finished. Our efforts were concentrated on the structural frame, steering, and engines of the ship. We weren't filling up the water tanks yet because none of us, least of all myself, wanted to put any additional stress on the frame. The amount of water to be added could have easily made it bend. The more we thought about that, the more we realized we had been lucky to lose most of the water before we landed.

  


  
          Everyone continued to get drinking water and bathe at the lake. It was a nightly ritual for the crew to go to the lake in two shifts. One shift remained on guard and did a few other tasks while the other shift enjoyed themselves for an hour getting themselves and their clothing clean.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The engines were easily fixed since they weren't that badly damaged or loosened. The steering was the next easiest, but the frame continued to elude our best efforts. We threw everything we knew at solving the problem. The best solution we could come up with was to reinforce the two damaged beams with logs. That solution worried the pilots who would have to steer the ship through the atmosphere. They weren't concerned with the weight, but the aerodynamics. The weight of the logs we thought of using was in no way as much as what was lost from that area of the ship. They weighed far less, but their placement would create aerodynamic disturbances that would compound the steering.

  


  
          I finally resolved that debate by stating, "Okay, we'll use the logs, but we're also going to have to return to port. We won't take any risks unless we're spotted and have to fight. That means we'll have to be satisfied with what we've accomplished so far. We're not even going to attempt to do a flyover of the aliens three hundred kilometers away to destroy their ship, even if it looks like they'll be able to get back off the ground. We're also going to fill the water tanks only halfway. That should give us an additional margin of safety for lift off. Any questions or comments?"

  


  
          I looked around. There were a lot of disappointed faces on the officers and crew members as they realized that we were going to end the mission. I wasn't really aware why they were so disappointed, either. They weren't worried about the mission so much as they were concerned about what would happen to me. It hadn't occurred to me that everyone was that concerned about me, although I had received an inordinate amount of offers of sex during the last few weeks. I actually had to ask one woman to leave my cabin when I walked in and found her naked and waiting in my bed for me.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Work resumed on the frame to put the logs into place. It was finished in only a couple of days. It wasn't a pretty sight, but the work was done well. The logs were tightly in place and fit up against the frame almost like a glove on each side of both beams. We used logs that reached from one exposed bulkhead to the next so that the entire beam was protected. There wasn't any of the two beams showing except on the edges. The cables we used were tightly stretched and cut into the wood slightly. However, the sleeves we made to keep the cables from cutting through the wood entirely were holding up. The cables themselves were kept from making large bulges that would cause additional steering problems themselves.

  


  
          When that was finished, all the pilots inspected the work and made their estimates of how the steering would be affected. They accepted the work based on the fact that they knew they only had to make a single take off and, perhaps, one landing. As well, they were aware that we might have to go through some evasive maneuvers in space, but that part of the risks didn't worry them at all. In space, the shape was largely unimportant. It wouldn't affect the maneuverability as long as the frame continued to hold up and the engines were capable of being used fully.

  


  
          Once the pilots accepted the repair, everyone worked at carrying water to fill the water tanks halfway. With what we had to carry water, it looked like we would be taking off in a week or less. Despite the lighter gravity, the water we carried seemed heavier than it was. The trail to the lake from the ship was easy to see since there was a continuous stream of mud after the first day where water had sloshed about and spilled a little from each container onto the ground.

  


  
          By the second day, the muddy trail was a little wider and slippery, even though everyone was wearing non-skids. After all, non-skids were meant to be used on surfaces where the slippery portion was usually very thin or very hard, such as ice. They wasn't anything at all non-skid about our non-skids when it came to thick, slippery mud by the end of the second day.

  


  
          The third day saw us making a slight change in our path after a few personnel went slipping and sliding in the mud to land on their asses or faces to the amusement of most everyone else. Shirley managed to get some images of the unlucky participants of the Mud Follies, as we called it. We voted that night on who did the most spectacular dive into the mud. I thought Frank did the best job, despite the fact that he was among the most agile and balanced individuals on the ship. But he only came in second. He was beat out by Jean, another pilot, who also had a superb sense of balance no matter where or how she was positioned. We didn't have the time or materials to make up a plaque for Jean, but the image was preserved anyway to be used, we hoped, when we got back to port.

  


  
          The fourth day saw us nearing our goal of filling the water tanks halfway.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 11


  
    

  


  
    The morning of the fifth day, the roaring sound was picked up almost as soon as the sensors went off. I heard the sensors first and knew instinctively what it meant. The aliens had taken off. They were probably going to try to take us out. Then the roaring sound came to my ears, followed a split second later by the four gunners on duty blasting away at the alien craft as it passed overhead firing down at us.

  


  
          The ship shook. I knew we had been hit. Then there was the sound of an explosion some distance off. I knew that the aliens wouldn't be leaving after all. There was only one sound like that and that was when a Mark III quad hit its target in an atmosphere.

  


  
          Already, our ship was tilting. I rushed out of my cabin, not because I was afraid of dying, but to find and see what the damage was specifically. It was a moment later, as I reached my cabin door, still naked, that I heard and felt the rumbling of the ground as the alien ship plowed into the ground not far away.

  


  
          I got outside the ship and looked at it. The hit had been at one of the worst places possible. Namely, the aliens managed to hit right where we had repaired the frame. The logs around one beam had been shattered and knocked away from the beam. Without that support, the weight of the ship and the hit on the beam itself combined to finish breaking the beam so that the ship was now tilted and placing additional stress on the remaining beams. Only the nearness of the scaffolding was preventing the ship from tilting any further and breaking the ship in two.

  


  
          Slowly I realized that I was being joined by others, most in the same state of undress and some in only their mesh undies. They were staring at the same damage and wondering if we could repair it. It certainly looked bad. We would have to raise one portion of the ship somehow to return the ship to some state of balance for launching. That was a necessity or we would crash if we tried to lift off. As I looked around at the others, I could see a lot of depression and tears in their eyes. They had worked hard. We were so close to leaving, even if we were ending the mission. At the same time, there were a few people who actually seemed cheery about the damage and that confused me. One of them was my First Officer.

  


  
          "Okay, let's all go about getting dressed and then get breakfast. We've got work to do soon and we all need to prepare ourselves if we're going to succeed," I announced to get everyone back into a positive frame of mind. The damage appeared insurmountable, but I was sure we had enough brainpower to solve the problem even though it might take us a couple of months. At any rate, I wasn't going to let any of my people give up yet.

  


  
          I walked back into the ship, certain that my weight and movement inside wouldn't add to the damage since the scaffolding was doing its job. I went to my cabin, unaware at first that I was being followed until I actually reached my cabin and my First Officer stopped at the door.

  


  
          "Dave?" she said.

  


  
          "Yes. What's up?" I asked.

  


  
          She asked, "Would you like to reconsider my offer since it looks like we're not leaving and they won't be able to court-martial you?"
  


  
          Finally, I knew why she seemed so cheery. The offers of sex from so many others before then made sense to me as well. It was all the efforts of individuals to reward me for what I had done or what they thought I had done for them.

  


  
          "Uh, what makes you think that we won't be able to get off this planet?" I asked.

  


  
          She said, "Well, we don't have anything to lift this much weight so that we can put more logs onto the frame, let alone straighten out the beam."

  


  
          "I think we do," I replied as I finished pulling on my mesh undies and started on my overslicks.

  


  
          "Huh? Do you know something I don't?" she asked in surprise.

  


  
          I replied, "No, but I'm not ready to give up either. I think it can be done and that we can do it. After all, the ancient Egyptians did heavy lifting with less than we have. This is child's play compared to what they did. We're just too used to thinking about it in different terms. But before we do this, we've got one other thing to do. You're going to have to take over for awhile. I'm taking a patrol over to the alien ship to check for survivors. It's too close now to ignore. I don't want them bothering us while we're working if there are any survivors. I could be taking about half the crew with me. The only people not going with me for sure are the people already injured."

  


  
          She said, "Oh, I guess so. We should check in case there are some alive. They might want to attack still."

  


  
          I said, "Yes, they might. You better go about getting your breakfast. Thanks again for the offer. I must admit, you are very tempting to me, but I've got other things that have to be attended to right now."

  


  
          She stepped out of the way as I passed her naked body. It was very tempting to have her, but I knew that it was still the wrong time. I knew we could get the ship repaired and back into space.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    While everyone ate a quick breakfast, complicated because the cooks had to deal with a slight tilt, I brought up the subject of the mission I was forming. Quickly I stated, "I need volunteers to go with me to investigate the Ape-oids ship. We'll be checking for survivors to make sure that they don't attack us. If there's only one or two, we'll attempt to take them prisoner for intelligence purposes to take back with us. If there's a lot of them, we'll either disarm them and keep an eye on them somehow until we leave or we'll have to kill them to protect ourselves. Not everyone can go. If we have to kill them, then I don't want anyone who might have a problem with their conscience later. It might not be right to just kill them outright, but I will order it to protect the lives of everyone here unless they're willing to accept and honor a truce in exchange for their lives. Regardless of the circumstances, I would like to take one or two of them prisoner if any are alive."

  


  
          I grabbed another bite of my breakfast while hands went up everywhere among the crew and officers who wanted to volunteer for the mission. Then I started selecting volunteers to go with me.

  


  
          The surgeon came over as I got another bite or two. He said, "I'd like to follow close behind in case my services are needed by a few of their survivors or if there's a fight."

  


  
          "Okay. Shirley! Pick one more volunteer to accompany you and the Doc. You'll stay far behind us, but close enough in case you're needed. Got that?" I asked.

  


  
          Shirley nodded and went to select one more volunteer.

  


  
          The surgeon replied, "Thanks, Captain. We'll be ready whatever happens."
  


  
          I replied, "If it turns out that most of them survived and they start kicking the hell out of us, you get your butt back to the ship to take care of the people here. Are my orders understood, Doc?"

  


  
          He said, "Yes. I understand. Take care of the largest group or whatever logic you're using."

  


  
          I said, "Doc, if too many of them survived and they're armed, you won't be able to get to us in time. You'll only have one responsibility left. That's my logic."

  


  
          He said, "I see. Okay. In that case, I'll return to the ship."

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    A few minutes later, my group of volunteers and myself were drawing stinger rifles from the ship's armory. We checked ourselves and rechecked each other before we finally walked back outside the ship. We then started for the alien ship, visible a few kilometers away by virtue of the smoke that still rose from it. I know that the amount of time I had delayed in starting out had probably given any survivors enough time to get away if they were so inclined, but I wasn't about to rush my people over to what might have been a hastily constructed trap. By now, the Ape-oids might be thinking that we thought them to all be dead. They might even think that they had successfully killed us. They might be getting careless in that case. Of course, if there were only a few injured survivors, we might have already delayed too long to save any of them with medical assistance, that is if Doc could successfully treat any of them. I doubted that he had any knowledge of their anatomy or physical needs.

  


  
          We had to skirt around most of the lake to cross where several shallow streams emptied into it. Then we reached the other side of the lake and made our way through the forest to where the alien ship crashed. It took us almost a half-hour to get there. When we could see some of the debris from the alien ship, we slowed down deliberately so that we wouldn't walk into any hastily prepared traps.

  


  
          There were survivors. They were quietly waiting in the wreckage of their craft. The odds of that many survivors wasn't unlikely because of their low altitude and airspeed. What surprised me was that they managed to survive the subsequent explosion and fires inside their ship.

  


  
          Only a few of them were armed. We dealt with that group first, taking cover and rushing them from different angles while others of our group provided covering fire. There were a few without weapons who had taken positions at other locations. They leaped out to engage in hand-to-hand combat with us at the last moment just when we finished taking out the last of the Ape-oids with weapons.

  


  
          One of them leapt out at me before the last of the armed Ape-oids fell. I was glad for my physical conditioning as I managed to step back and fire my stinger rifle point blank at him. His hands clasped about the barrel of the stinger rifle, keeping me from using it on another Ape-oid who followed him. I released my hold on the stinger rifle and reached for my stinger in my holster. The Ape-oid was remarkably fast, but mostly he had longer arms than I was used to. He managed to knock the stinger out of my hand just as it cleared the holster. I think he was just as surprised when he realized that I had longer legs as my foot lashed out and hit him in his hairy chest, knocking him onto his back. I reached into my hidden holster and pulled my antique projectile weapon. I flicked the safety on it and pulled the trigger. The sound of my gun discharging caught everyone's attention because it was so unusual and made them all pause and look. The Ape-oid I shot died as the bullet hit him in his chest where his heart must have been. The rest of the Ape-oids suddenly found themselves facing too many weapons at one time and slowly raised their hands over their heads.
  


  
          The battle was over that quickly as we took the three remaining Ape-oids prisoner. The handcuffs we brought along, in case we found survivors to take prisoner, were used to secure them. Then we marched them back to our ship. A few of my volunteers remained behind while Doc was sent to the wreck to see if there were anymore survivors who might be saved and to take care of two wounded personnel of ours. I felt lucky that we didn't have any of our personnel killed. Had the Ape-oids had a few more weapons, the battle might have been more costly to us.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Once back at the ship, each of the Ape-oids was locked in a different room to keep them from communicating with each other. Each had a guard the entire time to keep them under constant observation. I thought about trying my hand at interrogation, but decided that I didn't know enough about how to do it right. So, I didn't attempt to interrogate them, let alone learn their language or teach them ours. For the time being, a few simple instructions would have to suffice. We would turn them over to Headquarters when we got back to port.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Frank came over to me a little later. "Dave, I've taken a look at the other ship. We can use some of their framing materials to repair ours and then put a skin back on. There might not be anything underneath the skin, but at least we won't look as damaged as we are. Could make a difference if we're spotted."

  


  
          I said, "Okay. Take what you need from the alien ship. Also, I want you and whoever you take with you to be alert to anything that might be of value to intelligence. Documents, logbooks, textdisks, and so forth. Be careful of booby traps. They had enough time to rig up some and we haven't combed through anything yet. So far, all we have are prisoners. There might be some more of them alive over there. Do not take chances and do not take the other pilots with you."

  


  
          He replied, "Thanks, Dave." Frank left to get some assistance and go over to the alien ship.

  


  
          I went back outside to look at the Thurman again and see if I had any new ideas of how to raise part of the ship without causing more damage so that we could repair the broken beam. As I walked outside, my mind was thinking of a fulcrum. It was one of the easiest ways to move a large weight, but it also depended on us having a long enough log and counter weight to lift that much. We could also take rope and try to pull the ship back the other way, but what I could see was that we might have to try each method and then combine them if each one wasn't successful by itself.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    It turned out that I didn't have to solve the problem. Kyle solved it. His solution was even easier than I thought it would be. His proposal was to take a log which just barely fit between the remaining space and then drive a wedge between it and the bulkhead to force the bulkhead back up. Drive a second wedge to force it up a little more. Then substitute a slightly longer log next to it and keep working at the problem with the wedges until the gap between bulkheads was back at the proper spacing. Instead of requiring almost all of us to do the task, his method would only require a few people at a time.
  


  
          Frank found enough material at the alien ship to replace the now broken beam and brought it back with his volunteers. They also found enough metal sheeting to replace what was lost from our outer hull. It might not look pretty when finished, but it would give us back more aerodynamics and that could be important to our success.

  


  
          It took almost a week to get the spacing between the bulkheads back to the proper amount. Then the broken beam was removed and the new material was used in its place. When it was welded into place, the logs were removed from the other damaged beam and it was reinforced using the pieces left over from the broken beam. Once the beams were replaced and repaired, the logs were removed completely. We waited a day to see if they were going to hold. The next day, the crew started replacing the missing outer hull with the metal sheeting. That also took a day to do, but when it was finished, the Thurman looked like a whole ship again. Some more of the sheeting was used to cover over where the Mark II single had been destroyed.

  


  
          We spent two more days putting water into the tanks to be sure we had enough to last until we reached port. Finally, the scaffolding was removed while everything was picked up and stowed away as we prepared to leave.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 12


  
    

  


  
    Frank was the designated pilot, not so much because I thought he was the best, but because the other pilots thought he was the best. The nuclear isotope engines were powered up. We listened to them for unusual vibrations for a few minutes before Frank nodded that he was satisfied while saying, "We're as ready as we're going to be."

  


  
          "Okay, Frank, launch," I replied.

  


  
          Frank put the engines to turning out full power. We lifted off with a kick that snapped us back into our seats as the Thurman reclaimed its rightful position in the heavens. The ship went into orbit where we held our first battle stations drill in quite a while. It lasted almost two hours before all the officers were satisfied. I was satisfied with the drills after only an hour.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    A day later, we came upon an enemy scout. We blasted him to bits just as he began to broadcast his message.

  


  
          "Communications, why aren't we giving the score? Our Navy needs its morale lifted. Mason, good shooting back there!" I said.

  


  
          I listened as Shirley broadcasted the score again, even though it gave away our position. Meanwhile, we were moving towards our port at top speed. I hoped that the message had an impact on both sides of the war.

  


  
          "Captain! I've got a message from Headquarters!" Shirley said.

  


  
          "What's their message this time? Am I still under arrest?" I asked.

  


  
          She said, "Yes sir, but they also said welcome back."

  


  
          I replied, "Give them my thanks. We're glad to be back."

  


  
          That time, Shirley didn't give them a raspberry. She quickly brought them up to date on what happened.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    A day later, we blasted one more scout. Evidently, he didn't believe that we were still alive when he saw us and started broadcasting instead of taking evasive action. Then we entered into familiar space and arrived at our port a day later.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I had expected the Ape-oids to really mount an effort to stop us after Shirley told Headquarters that we had three prisoners. For some reason, only the two scouts were in our way. We had to make a side landing with the Thurman because we didn't want to damage the ship or lose the prisoners if the repairs didn't hold up. For that, Frank was again the designated pilot.

  


  
          When we made the landing, I quickly understood why the other pilots let Frank have the task. It was the first time I was in a ship that made such a landing. It was quite a scary sensation to see the terrain flash by so quickly. When the ship lost its momentum, we were practically at the exact point where Frank intended for us to be. The ship was almost directly beside the river vessel that quickly dispatched divers to attach floatation and lift devices to the hull. Then the Thurman was towed a short distance to shore where a crane was used to lift the ship onto land.

  


  
          A lot of crew members and officers shook Frank's hand that day as we left the Thurman for a repair crew to take care of. A truckload of Shore Patrol came rolling up to where we were. I thought at first that they came there for me, but they took charge of our prisoners instead.
  


  
          A little bit later, a Shore Patrol officer showed up and walked over to me. "Captain Oden?"

  


  
          I said, "Yes sir, I'm he."

  


  
          He said, "Sir, you are restricted to base during the time you're under arrest. Because we're at war, you'll be allowed to keep your weapons, especially since you've been quite good at using them on the enemy. You're to report to Headquarters immediately. I believe your trial will start tomorrow. Good luck. I hope you win. If you like, I can give you a lift over to Headquarters now."

  


  
          "Thanks. I accept your offer of a ride," I said as I followed him to his vehicle.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I walked into Headquarters where the Fleet Admiral was trying to look at me as if he was impartial. To me, he looked like he was caught in a dilemma. He was obviously caught between having to discipline me and congratulate me. I tried not to make his job any harder. "Captain Oden reporting, sir," I said as I saluted.

  


  
          He returned my salute and then said, "Sit down. Smoke if you want. I suppose you know the dilemma you're in?"

  


  
          "Yes sir," I replied although I knew it was he who was really caught in the dilemma.

  


  
          He said, "You'll have your choice of legal representation. The trial will be tomorrow unless that's not enough time. I can grant you an additional forty-eight hours if you need the time. I must say, although you produced results, you're not sitting in a very good situation. Had the other two ships already been destroyed, this proceeding wouldn't be happening. I'd be congratulating you for extraordinary initiative. However, your squadron commander was still in charge. What you did can be construed by others as leading to his death and the death of the men and women aboard those other two ships."

  


  
          I replied, "Yes sir. I understand that. I'm just grateful that I'm the only one being charged. It was on my order alone that my ship left the formation. No one else knew about it ahead of time."

  


  
          "I believe you. I've done some research on you with people who know you. If nothing else, they tell me that you're honest. Did you have this in mind before you left port?" he asked.

  


  
          I replied, "I'm sorry, sir, but I can't answer that type of question until I speak with my legal representative."

  


  
          He said, "You are the sharp one. I hope we don't convict you. I'd like to have another dozen officers like you out there."

  


  
          I said, "Well, sir, there's six more on my ship now. They weren't much to speak of before, but they are now."

  


  
          He replied, "Really? Superb! You won't mind then if I spread them among some other select ships?"

  


  
          I answered, "No sir. I just hope that being associated with me doesn't hurt their careers. By the way, Lieutenant Remm is actually ready to command a ship. I recommend just that. If I'm not convicted, I'll put it in writing since it won't hurt her chances then."

  


  
          "I'll remember that. But, we're getting away from you, son. Do you have anyone in mind whom you would like to represent you at trial?" he said.
  


  
          I replied, "No sir. I'll take my punishment if it's due. I'm not going to wiggle out, even if some of the charges are bogus."

  


  
          He said, "If I weren't the Fleet Admiral, I'd represent you myself, but then everyone else would be accusing me of influencing the trial judges."

  


  
          "I appreciate your feelings, sir, and your confidence," I responded.

  


  
          He said, "Okay, then let's at least grant you the forty-eight hours continuance. I want you to think it over some more. See if you can get some legal representation. I'd rather have you out there instead of in a stockade. If nothing else, go get yourself laid and relax. You earned it. I'll feel a little better if you are convicted in knowing that you received some minor consideration. As of now, the trial will commence at 0900 three days from now. Dismissed."

  


  
          I got up and saluted sharply, receiving a salute just as sharp from the old man. Then I turned around and left his office. I really didn't expect that anyone could get me off the charges, whatever the final tally of charges turned out to be. The only things I could claim were that I kept alive most of my crew, brought in three prisoners which I found out shortly afterwards that no one else had done yet, and destroyed more ships than any other warship in our Navy had. That was hardly the kind of evidence to enter against the charges they were sure to bring up. As I walked out of the Headquarters building, the officers and crew of the Thurman were waiting outside for me.

  


  
          Majel came up and asked, "Well, what's going to happen?"

  


  
          I answered, "I'm to appear before a court-martial in three days at 0900. Until then, I'm free to roam about the base and keep my weapons in case of an attack. No one else is going to be charged since it was on my orders that the ship left the squadron formation."

  


  
          "That's not fair!" she said. "I ought to go inside there and give them back my commission if they're going to railroad you."

  


  
          "No!" I said firmly. "You are needed by the Navy. I wouldn't be surprised if you found yourself in command of a ship real soon. I think the rest of the officers are going to find themselves in demand soon as well. You're among the best in the Navy now and they need you while this war is on. I'd hate to think that I put all that effort into helping you achieve that only to have you throw it away. I'd be real disappointed if you did."

  


  
          "Who's representing you?" asked Mason.

  


  
          I answered, "No one."

  


  
          "Now, who's throwing away a career?" he asked.

  


  
          I felt shocked for a moment, but his words rang true. I was giving up instead of fighting, even though I knew I was guilty. I had premeditatedly planned to leave the squadron. I couldn't admit that even if I didn't intend on doing it when I did. I had planned on doing it a little later, but the circumstances forced me to do it then or see us all probably die. "Do you have a suggestion, Mason, about someone to represent me?" I asked.

  


  
          "Yes sir. I will," Mason replied.

  


  
          "You know what this can do to your career if they find me guilty anyway?" I asked.

  


  
          He said, "I know what will happen to both of us if I lose. But, I haven't lost any trials yet."

  


  
          "How many have you handled?" I asked.

  


  
          He answered, "None, so my record is riding on you."
  


  
          I had to laugh along with the others who picked up on his joke.
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Mason, Frank, and I, along with others who wrote out their sworn affidavits, in case they had to ship out before the trial, began putting my case together. If nothing else, we had lots of bridge and combat recordings to present as evidence on my behalf. Because they used Tamp-a-pruf video tape, they were fully admissible as evidence.

  


  
          Majel came to me and made her offer once more. "Dave, now that we're back and you've got some free time, you want to take me up on that offer I keep making?"

  


  
          I surprised her. "Yes, right now I'd very much like to accept your offer. Who knows? In a few more days, I may be behind bars for a ten-year sentence."

  


  
          "It's only five," she answered.

  


  
          "Ten in wartime," I reminded her.

  


  
          Majel asked, "When do you want me? We could go to your quarters now, if you'd like."

  


  
          "Sure. That sounds good to me," I said as I accepted her hand in mine while we walked to my quarters.

  


  
          We arrived at my quarters a few minutes later and started taking off our equipment and clothing. As I looked down at her shoulder pack, which seemed new, I noticed a hidden holster with an automatic pistol in it.

  


  
          "I see that you've been shopping," I remarked as I pointed at the shoulder pack.

  


  
          She said, "Yes, he was such a nice man. He thought some sergeant had sent me to him. I explained to him that you had one and it saved your life against an electrical animal. You were right. He made me test fire it, take it apart, clean it, and then reassemble it before I could leave the store. He even traded me shoulder packs even up. This is a much better model than what I had, so I gave him a kiss for being so nice. He said it was the first kiss he had in years and wished me good luck and long life. When I walked out, Kyle was walking in. I guess I know what he went after, too."

  


  
          "I guess so."

  


  
          She asked, "Who's the sergeant? The old man said that you were sent to him by a sergeant."

  


  
          I answered, "Sergeant Clark at the Academy."

  


  
          Majel exclaimed, "Oh! I remember him! So, he sent you. By the way, where did you get the marker and notepad? Shirley told me how you used one."

  


  
          "You didn't get those while you were in the surplus store?" I asked.

  


  
          She said, "You mean the same old man? Great! I'll go by again and get those. I'll even give him another kiss."

  


  
          Then Majel was kissing me as we fell onto the bed as a prelude to making passionate love to each other.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We were lying in bed, smoking a cigarette after some of the greatest sex I'd had in a long time, when we heard a knock at the door. Before I could get up and put something on, Majel said loudly, "Come on in!"

  


  
          Kyle opened the door to see us both naked on the bed. He turned to leave and close the door, but Majel called him back. She exclaimed, "Oh, get your ass back in here! You've seen me and Dave naked before. Besides, we're not doing anything now!
  


  
          He said, "Well, I didn't want to intrude. Anyway, I was going to look for you next anyway. I found out that you didn't get a marker and notepad, so I picked up one of each for you when I got mine."

  


  
          She said, "Oh poo! I was going to go back and give the old man another kiss for being so nice."

  


  
          He said, "Yeah, well, the old man told me that Sergeant Clark at the Academy was the one who sent Dave there and I really came to see Dave. Sergeant Clark wants to appear as a witness or as your legal representation if you don't have any yet. Since Dave has a representative already, I thought he'd like to know that the sergeant and some other folks from the Academy are going to appear as witnesses for him."

  


  
          I said, "Thanks, Kyle. I appreciate that, but I don't think they'll do much good. All they can testify to is my character. I hardly think that will matter much. By the way, did you get your projectile weapon?"

  


  
          Kyle smiled as he pulled his shoulder pack forward slightly to show the handle portion of his new weapon snugly fitted into his holster. "I've got to go back to see him again when the rest of the bandages come off to do the cleaning. He trusted me on that."

  


  
          I replied, "Good. I know you will."

  


  
          "I also picked up some more ammunition for your pistol. It was the least I could do," said Kyle as he brought over a small box of bullets that I knew cost quite a bit. Then he pulled out the notepad and marker and handed them over to Majel who stuck her tongue out at him.

  


  
          "Majel, you can still go back and visit him. Just buy something different." I leaned over to my shoulder pack and pulled out the old list that the Sarge gave me before turning back to her. "If you don't have some of these items, then buy one of them. These are the items that the Sarge recommended that I buy." I handed her the list and she started looking through it.

  


  
          Then she smiled as she reached an item that I figured she didn't have. "Thanks, Dave," she said before she leaned over and kissed me soundly on the lips.

  


  
          "Gee, I'll have to get some more lists if this is the attention I get," I replied. I deserved the smack on the ass that she gave me a moment later.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 13


  
    

  


  
    I showed up promptly outside the court room at 0845 on the morning of my trial. Lieutenant Grade was beside me. We were both in our uniforms with our decorations in place. He was a bit surprised to see how many I had already.

  


  
          "It's not fair to put you on trial. You've got more decorations than ten other officers," he said.

  


  
          I replied, "I broke the rules. At least, they think I did as you keep drilling into me."

  


  
          He said, "That's right. Remember, you're innocent until proven guilty. That applies even in the military and they can't make you testify against yourself. Just answer the questions that I don't object to. You'll be okay then."

  


  
          The rest of the crew was also behind us in their best uniforms with their decorations on. Many of them had a number of decorations, a few as many as I had. Of course, those were usually Pennyweight Shipping personnel. Just as Mason and I walked into the courtroom, some other people arrived who I didn't know about yet.

  


  
          The trial started promptly at 0900 and stopped at 0920 when a messenger arrived from Headquarters. He delivered a message to the senior officer convening the court-martial. The senior officer showed the message to the other two officers, then ordered the charges dismissed, and stated that the trial was adjourned.

  


  
          Mason and I were both shocked to hear the charges dismissed suddenly, seemingly without reason. However, neither of us was going to argue with the results regardless of how it came to be. We got up as the trial judges left the courtroom and then turned around to leave.

  


  
          I was astonished to see Sarge, Penny, and a few other people were sitting behind us the whole time. I gladly shook their hands and walked out of the courtroom with them.

  


  
          "Any idea why they dismissed the charges?" I asked Sarge.

  


  
          Sarge said, "Could be that the enemy convinced them not to convict you. I heard some rumors this morning that one of the prisoners finally broke. He talked about everything. I'm not sure how they broke the prisoner. Frankly, it wouldn't surprise me if they threatened to put the two of you in the same locked room."

  


  
          His remark got a laugh from just about everyone there, except me. I was still anxious to know why the charges were dismissed.

  


  
          Sergeant Clark said, "Look Dave, just accept it as a gift from heaven or whatever. Obviously someone in the right place recognizes talent and knows that the Navy needs officers like you. You've weathered some of the worst that you'll have to go through. Someday, you might learn why the charges were dismissed. If you do, you'll understand why by then. You'll probably also be high enough in rank then to do the same thing when it's called for in someone else's case. Well, I've got to get Mr. Cunningham back to his store."

  


  
          Suddenly, I realized that the old man from the surplus store was also standing there. He was old and stooped over and easily hidden behind some of the other people standing around me. When the Sarge stood aside to help the old man, I noticed that Mr. Cunningham, as I now knew him, wasn't just an old man. He was wearing an admiral's uniform. I promptly saluted at which point he returned my salute before saying, "I'm retired and still entitled to wear this. Thank you for the salute. You've turned out exactly as my son-in-law said you would. I'm proud of you."
  


  
          "Your son-in-law?" I said, quite puzzled.

  


  
          "That's me," said Sarge. "I married his daughter before I knocked her up." Then he walked with the retired Admiral over to a vehicle and left.

  


  
          None of us knew at the time that massive public opinion was firmly on my side. We were all, for the most part, much too busy to pay attention to the news war coverage on the Universal Internet. I was actually quite unaware that the news media was following my exploits quite diligently with all the resources they could spare. They were even blanketing space with small remote transmitters to get any images possible of the actions we were involved in. I felt I was just doing my job in the best way I knew how. I wasn't trying to become the media's dashing, darling hero. That happened totally by coincidence. Because of that, the Navy decided that it couldn't afford to let me be found guilty. As well, the top brass decided that I would become more involved in the war effort than I could imagine right then. I really can't blame them for taking advantage of the prevailing circumstances.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Before I forgot my promise, I sat down before lunch and wrote out a letter of recommendation for Lieutenant Remm. I hand-delivered it to the Fleet Admiral who appeared to expect me. He accepted the letter without comment and smiled as he returned my salute.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The retired Admiral's remark stuck with me for the rest of the day, even throughout the celebration we had that evening. It brought back to mind questions I had a long time ago about a company and a person who weren't listed in the directory. They were connected to the Sarge and he was connected to a retired Admiral. Something told me that Pennyweight Shipping Company might have been listed at one time and probably did legitimate business, but I then had a feeling that the company did some other things as well. Even though all those people had shown up as if there was going to be a trial, not one of them seemed surprised by the results or how soon they came about as I stood outside the courtroom receiving everyone's congratulations.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 14


  
    

  


  
    The Thurman underwent extensive repairs because of the severity of the damage. Our repairs had held up. The maintenance and repair people had some nice comments about how well she had been fixed for a combat repair job. I felt a lot of pride in that and went about writing other letters of recommendation and commendation for the other officers who served with me. Only Doc was still listed with the Thurman. The rest of the officers were transferred to other ships a few days after the trial. Majel got her own ship. She spent one night with me before she left. I wrote a message of encouragement in her note pad for her just in case she got into some situation where she needed to use it.

  


  
          Majel also forgot to notify Headquarters that she was going to hold a drill in space with weapons firing. She would have got her ass shot off if her communications officer had been any slower in answering the port commander about what they were doing. Despite that error, the idea began taking hold throughout the Navy that weapons should be tested upon reaching space as the six officers shared information with other officers.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Two weeks after we got back to the port, I noticed that the Thurman was almost finished. Part of it was still under wraps, so I took a peek. I was pleased to see that the Mark III quads lost from the rear were replaced with Mark IV quads. It was a dream come true. When I talked with the repair crews, I learned that it was possible because everything that prevented them from being installed before was gone because of the hit we took. As I walked out, I overheard another voice question why an old rust bucket like the Thurman rated a pair of Mark IV quads. I could only lift up my head in pride when it came to hearing the old rust bucket moniker.

  


  
          I also received a list of my new officers that day and picked up their records. I could see that I would have another six officers to change in their thinking and attitudes. Likewise, the new enlisted replacements reported in. I went over to meet them. They were all fine impressionable men and women whom I could see would fit in fine with the rest of the crew.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Majel brought her ship in the following day. She was beaming with pride as her squadron announced that they kicked butt. I went to have a drink and supper with her and learned that all my former officers were in the same squadron. They helped coordinate the efforts of the squadron and gave some of their ship commanders enough backbone to attack instead of retreating. Only one ship of ours was lost while the enemy lost three and retreated. That was more like the Navy I wanted to be in.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The following day, I learned that I was promoted to Commander. It was still a temporary commission and not a regular commission. It was also an unexpected jump in grade as I had forgotten the Sarge's comments about rich officers leaving the service. I didn't know at the time that we were short handed on officers. As such, I was being given a squadron and expected to come up with a way to make my methods work for a team. I felt like I was done for. I had already dodged two court-martials in my short career. At that moment, I felt like I'd rather face a third than try to adapt my, or rather the Pennyweight, techniques to squadron tactics.
  


  
          For once, I didn't know the answer. My only thought then was that there might be a historical precedent long forgotten, so I began doing research. My new officers arrived. I put them on the same project after telling them what I expected of them aboard my ship. I also sent them to the surplus store with a list of items to buy after inspecting their equipment.

  


  
          Meanwhile, the work on the Thurman was nearing completion. I knew I had very little time left or I would have to improvise. To increase my chances for success, I also talked with my crew to find out if any of them had ever read or heard of such things as I wanted to do.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The following day, the ships for my squadron arrived as the new squadron assembled. I went over even more personnel records with ten other ship captains, one of whom would be captaining my ship since I was the squadron commander. At the same time, I explained how we had been so successful. I soon had them doing research on how to adapt the technique to squadron level.

  


  
          We were scheduled to go out a few days later. It was beginning to look as though I would have to run the squadron in the same old stodgy way. That was suddenly changed two days before we were scheduled to leave when Frank came running up with a book on Admiral Nelson. He excitedly showed me the chapter on the Battle of the Nile. I read it with interest and grinned when I finished. That was the answer I was looking for. I quickly called together every officer from every ship and outlined my plans for running the squadron in the same manner.

  


  
          I stated, "This is the way we're going to exploit the enemy. If a Captain of a ship sees an opportunity to hurt the enemy, he will take it on his own individual initiative. If you have ideas, you will express them. We're only as strong as we make ourselves. If we see the enemy, we will charge! Do I make myself clear?"

  


  
          One captain asked, "What if we're outnumbered?"

  


  
          I replied, "I don't care! We will charge and make them think that there are more ships behind us just out of their sensor range or convince them that we either have a secret weapon or are mad dogs who shouldn't be messed with! When the enemy sees us, I want to see him turn tail and run, even if he has thirty ships to our ten! I want every ship to practice battle stations immediately upon getting into orbit! I want the crews drilled until their times are acceptable to me! When we see the enemy, I want all our ships to be firing at the enemy before the enemy gets off the first shot!"

  


  
          "What if he sees us first?" another captain asked.

  


  
          I answered, "I don't care! I want our crews so good that we can still beat them to the draw! I can only tell you that if you do it my way, you stand a very good chance of returning to port alive. If you continue to do it the way it's been done, you'll be returned to port in a body bag if they can find enough of you. We will add one more drill once all ships are in orbit. We will practice doing a charge. When I am satisfied, we will then move out to our patrol sector and take command of it completely and utterly!"

  


  
          Despite my grandstanding and theatrics, I could see that a lot of the officers, especially the ship captains, were afraid of making a mistake. I only hoped that I wasn't making a mistake. If I was working with my old officers in charge of their ships, I would have felt a whole lot more confident about whether it would work or not. They had picked up the fever of winning with enthusiasm. These officers hadn't as yet. They were too used to losing.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The following day, I reported to the Fleet Admiral my plans for scrambling my squadron in the afternoon for a practice drill ahead of time. I wanted to get my squadron into shape.

  


  
    ***

    The notice went out to scramble my squadron. I watched as the officers and crews did

    their best to reach their ships and launch into orbit. My ship led the way and then

    waited in orbit for the rest to catch up.

  


  
          "Gentlemen, that wasn't good enough. What if our port was under attack by the enemy? We're going to land and try this again," I said over the communications system.

  


  
          All ten ships went back down to the surface. Then I had all their crews and officers dispersed around the port. With help from the Fleet Admiral to keep them honest and in place, I then called another scramble. We watched, as well as timed them, to see how fast they could get to their ships and launch into space.

  


  
          I radioed, "That's better gentlemen. Now I want each ship to pull in front of mine, go into battle stations, and fire upon the targets before returning to the port. I am trusting you to run your ships correctly. That means your gunners are not already at their guns. When you announce battle stations, your gunners are to race for their gun stations and fire at the target as soon as they have it sighted. I do not want synchronized volleys!"

  


  
          One by one, I called the ships to take part in the practice before I sent them back to the port. I ended with my own ship.

  


  
          "Captain, call battle stations," I said over my shoulder to the officer sitting where I normally sat. Then I looked at my watch and timed the drill. "Not bad, but next time, I want to hear you call battle stations as if you meant it. Show the crew that you've got a pair, excuse me, make them think that you've got a pair of balls. You got that?"

  


  
          "Yes Commander," the female officer replied.

  


  
          I said, "Good! Do it again."

  


  
          She replied, "Yes, Commander. Battle stations."

  


  
          I timed the exercise, knowing that my crew was the best and that the watch was unnecessary. Mostly I wanted her to be ready to speak with greater authority and decisiveness.

  


  
          I said, "That's better. Turn off the intercom. Now Lieutenant, just for my benefit, I want you to say 'Battle Stations' with force. We're not going to run the crew ragged when all I want now is to hear you say it like you mean it."

  


  
          "Battle stations," she said.

  


  
          "Again!" I shouted.

  


  
          She said, "Battle stations."

  


  
          "Louder and forceful! Just like I'm talking to you!" I shouted.

  


  
          "BATTLE STATIONS!" she shouted back at me.

  


  
          I smiled and said, "Excellent! You almost convinced me that time. That's the way I want to hear it. You'll do fine. Now take us back down to the port."

  


  
          She said, "Yes sir."

  


  
          "What?" I asked.

  


  
          "YES SIR!" she shouted.

  


  
          I replied, "Much better. Let me and everyone else know that you always mean what you're saying. Do that and you'll do well."
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    When we got back to port, I conferred again with the Fleet Admiral to arrange another scramble at night.
  


  
          Just after one in the morning, the scramble notice went to all the officers and crews. That time, I saw them struggle against sleep and make a decent showing as each ship got into orbit. Then once they were there, I sent them the message to line up in our formation and yelled out over the lightbeam radio, "Charge!"

  


  
          It was ragged and awful as the ship captains hesitated about sending their ships forward even though it was just a practice.

  


  
          I radioed, "All ships, have all your pilots gather at the communications system. Notify me when ready."

  


  
          After a few more minutes I was notified that all the pilots were gathered. I launched into my second angle of attack on the problem. "Okay pilots, you're going to have to help out here. I happen to know that your ships were chosen because of the overall piloting skills on board each ship. When the officers hear the command for the charge, you're going to have to give them the edge that they need. Remember, one of the problems with squadron commands is the interval between receipt of orders and their implementation. You don't have to wait for your captain to repeat the order, although I want him or her to do so. When you hear my voice over the communications say charge, I mean just exactly that. I want every ship in the line to suddenly jump out at the enemy, as if he were really there in front of us. I want the gunners to be firing at the same time, so communications officers who are listening in, make sure the squadron commands are also piped into your ships where the gunners can hear. Pilots, if you see an opportunity to slip behind an enemy ship without running into another of ours, than I expect you to take that opportunity and give your gunners a field day. If your captain spots something or has a plan of some sort, then take his orders. It is okay to ignore my orders in such situations. You are then taking individual initiative. In a fluid battle situation, that is okay. Let me change that. It is more than okay. It is the right thing to do. You all got that?"

  


  
          Each ship's pilots responded that they understood.

  


  
          "All right, all ships on line. Forward." The line of warships lined up to one side of my ship. When they looked more or less even, I yelled into the microphone, "Charge!"

  


  
          That time I was almost pleased when all ten ships suddenly leaped out into space to tear into the pretend enemy in front of us. We practiced over and over for several hours giving every pilot a chance to experience the freedom of being able to jump the gun over receipt of my orders and the captain's repetition of them.

  


  
          I didn't bother taking the ships back to port. I communicated with Headquarters and received clearance to take my patrol out to our sector and left a little early. Along the way, we practiced some maneuvers since we had left port early. Most of the maneuvers were ragged at first, but with practice, the crews of each ship improved.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    When we got to the border, there was a lone enemy scout in range. We lined up and I gave the charge command to the ships. It was still ragged, but very effective nonetheless when all ten ships charged at the one scout who started blabbering over his communications to his headquarters. Too late, he tried to escape. He was torn to shreds by the firing weapons from ten ships. I don't think I ever saw a ship torn into so many pieces as that one scout. Whatever salvage rights might have existed for that ship weren't worth using because the pieces were so small.
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    A day later, a large squadron of enemy ships showed up to challenge us as we moved along our patrol area in a file. I gave the command for a turn towards them so that we presented a single line of ships beside each other with our noses pointed at the enemy. Then I yelled charge at the other ships. As we charged, I watched to see how many of the ships responded to what they were supposed to do.

  


  
          At first, it looked like all ten ships were charging, but the raggedness of our line made it possible for me to count them a moment later. Only nine of my ships were charging at the twenty ships I figured were ahead of us. There wasn't any time to determine what the tenth ship was doing. We were charging at full speed towards the enemy. Every gunner who could see the enemy was firing whether in range or not.

  


  
          Aboard my own ship, the new Mark IV quads got hits first long before any of the other weapons had any effect. The Mark IV quads on some of the other ships were also making hits. Our behavior, together with the longer ranging weapons, forcefully changed the enemy's collective mind about offering battle. They suddenly retreated leaving two disabled ships behind to be completely destroyed by all our weapons when they got into range of all our weapons a few moments later.

  


  
          When the enemy retreated, I sounded the recall and stopped the charge. Then I looked about for my tenth ship and communicated with it. I said, "Captain Bleyer, you will move your ship next to mine for the rest of this patrol. If your ship fails to charge the next time I give the order, one of my gunners will sizzle your tail for you. I do not appreciate a ship not taking part in the fighting. I have given specific instructions for each ship's captain to use individual initiative to fight the enemy, not to avoid fighting. There is a difference. You and I shall talk more in private when our patrol is over."

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We patrolled our sector for a week without further opposition or challenge before we returned to our port. When all ten ships were back on the surface of the planet in port, I observed the behavior of all the officers and crews. Nine ships' crews and officers had caught the enthusiasm for winning that I was trying to impart. They were only disappointed at not being permitted to chase and complete destroy the enemy squadron we met head on. The crew and officers of the tenth ship, that of Captain Bleyer, looked ashamed of their conduct from that one engagement. I called all the ships' crews and officers together for a debriefing.

  


  
          I stated, "Most of you did real well. Some of you still need improvement. One individual, however, disappointed me. He and I will talk about this in private. But for the rest of you. I want you to understand that these tactics we are using are nothing new. They've merely been forgotten for a long time. You all saw for yourselves that the larger enemy force retreated when they saw our mere nine ships charging at them with everything blazing away. That's how we will defeat them and end this war. Not one of the enemy tried to challenge us when they saw how purposeful of intention we were. Be aware that our enemy is not dumb or committed to only one way of behavior. He will try to change his tactics in order to win. We will not let him win. He doesn't know yet of our ability to move independently when the time comes to do so. Turn in your combat videos and enjoy your shore leave. You earned it. Captain Bleyer, if you will accompany me. We have business to discuss. I want your officers and pilots in attendance as well."
  


  
          I walked off with ten men and women following me. I entered into a building where debriefings were normally held. I waited until the group following me was fully inside and the door closed before I lashed into him. I said to his face, "Captain, if you so much as ever even think of retreating again, I will have you court-martialed for cowardice! I would have understood you running away if your ship had five enemy warships picking on it alone. In such a case, I wouldn't blame you at all. Such was not the case. Now I want you to look around at your other officers and the pilots to see how much shame they have in their faces for their ship's conduct. It's evident to me how they feel. First Officer, if Captain Bleyer does not comply with his orders the next time, you are to take over immediately. The pilots are to ignore his commands and follow yours. Is that understood?"

  


  
          They were a little hesitant in answering, so I repeated, "Is that understood?" with a little more emphasis.

  


  
          The second time, they answered with a little more emphasis of their own.

  


  
          I continued my bullying, saying, "Understand this. This war shouldn't have lasted longer than three months. Our Navy outnumbered the enemy initially by three to one. Our Navy squandered away half of its initial advantage because ships didn't respond to the situation in a positive manner by attacking forcefully against the enemy. From now on, our squadron will do nothing less than attack in a forceful manner against the enemy. In order to do that, I need the complete cooperation of every ship in the squadron. I will accept nothing less than that. You are all dismissed."

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The patrol wasn't an outright success in my opinion, but to Headquarters, the combat videos told a different story. They were impressed to see the combat videos from nine ships charging at the enemy who outnumbered us. They were impressed with the three destroyed ships we accomplished without a loss. They were impressed with the way we caused eighteen enemy ships to retreat from our smaller number. They were impressed enough that they asked my squadron to cut its shore leave in half and return to space.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The next patrol didn't resolve any of the problems since we were completely unopposed in our sector for the week we spent in space. We returned back to port, disappointed only in not having anything to show for all our time in space. Otherwise, there was no lack of pride in the squadron. Every man and woman was beginning to realize that we were becoming the best squadron in the entire Navy.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 15


  
    

  


  
    Our squadron's practice at scrambling to take off from port paid off sooner than I thought it would. I had reasoned that it was only a matter of time before the enemy tried to bombard our planet much as my ship had attacked their home planet before. They managed to break through the squadron patrolling the border. Four ships made it through and hot footed it to Beulah to launch an attack on Headquarters.

  


  
          Communications discipline was being relearned throughout the Navy once again. Now the problem was that some ships were forgetting to send vital information when it was needed. They were trying to avoid giving away their position, even when their position was already known because they were in direct combat. Such was the case with the four enemy ships when they broke through the squadron at the border.

  


  
          The first warning we had was when Headquarters sent the scramble alarm, that my squadron used before, just as soon as the planet's sensors picked up the four hostile ships approaching. Since I hadn't asked for a scramble drill, I knew that it was the real thing and that it was up to my squadron to actually defend the planet.

  


  
          As the crews of my squadron raced towards their ships, I hollered, "This is not a drill! This is a real attack on Beulah!" They seemed to run harder and faster for their ships when they heard me holler that. My ship took off first. The sensor operators quickly picked up the locations of the four enemy ships. We didn't wait for the rest of the squadron to arrive. We charged immediately at the four oncoming ships.

  


  
          While I let my pilots and Captain handle my ship, I then turned my attention to the other ships of the squadron. A few seemed hesitant and unsure of what to do. I took the communications system and hollered back at them, "Captains, use individual initiative!" A few moments later, I was pleased to see two ships leap out in our direction to take up battle with the enemy. Then slowly, and one by one, the rest of the ships' commanders realized that was part of what they had trained for and that we outnumbered the enemy if we were all together.

  


  
          By that time, my ship was already engaged with the four enemy ships and scoring hits with its longer ranging Mark IV quads. By the time our other weapons were in range, the other two ships to first respond were also scoring hits with their own Mark IV quads. The enemy was the one who was then hesitant and ready to flee. We didn't give them the chance to flee as enough of my squadron finally arrived to totally destroy the four hostile ships, thus ending the crisis.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I drilled the squadron for an hour before we returned to the port where we were met by a cheering Headquarters' staff along with various ground personnel. I called all my ships' personnel together and gave them a quick debriefing before I let them get besieged by the crowd of people wanting to congratulate them on their efforts.
  


  
          I was able to smile proudly as I told them, "You did a good job of getting into space quickly. Some of you continued that fine performance by responding immediately to the crisis by attacking forcefully and aggressively. You may not have noticed it, but the enemy wasn't prepared for us to respond in so aggressive a manner. Because we responded together, they didn't have a chance to even get away. This won't be the last time they try this. If you use the tactics we're learning right now to our full advantage, then I can assure you that you will be giving yourselves the best chance for survival and helping to shorten the war significantly. That's all for now. Dismissed!"
  


  
          Most of the men and women from the ships cheered themselves over their performance. They knew they did a good job and were happy to have all the attention the ground personnel were giving them a few moments later. I let them enjoy their celebration and reported to Headquarters where the Fleet Admiral was waiting, apparently for me.

  


  
          He said, "My boy, come in and sit down. Light up if you want! Your squadron did a superb job out there last night!"

  


  
          I replied, "Thank you, Admiral. Most of them did a good job. A few need more practice and confidence. It could have been real bad if there were more of the enemy present than there was."

  


  
          "Regardless, you're inspiring other squadrons to do better. Fewer of them are retreating than before. Of course, we're losing more ships, but we're also destroying enemy ships in the process. How soon do you think your squadron will be ready to attempt an attack on their home planet?" he asked.

  


  
          I said, "Truthfully, two months, Admiral."

  


  
          He looked at me, as if to study my face, before saying, "I'll give you one month to get them ready. You'll have full authority to move personnel around as you see fit. No questions asked by Headquarters and no one here will end-run you. Have you made any progress with Captain Bleyer?"

  


  
          I answered, "Not enough. He's still the weak link. His ship was the last to respond to the attack. They didn't even get close enough to use their Mark IV quads before the enemy was destroyed."

  


  
          "I see. Are you considering taking disciplinary action then?" he asked.

  


  
          I replied, "No sir. He hasn't done enough in my book to warrant disciplinary action of that severity. The only thing I afraid of is that he'll get his crew killed before he actually does."

  


  
          He said calmly, "Then you should consider replacing him."

  


  
          I said, "I am. Right now isn't the time to do that. What I'm thinking of doing is transferring him to my ship and putting my ship's captain in charge of his ship."

  


  
          "Do you think you can trust him with your ship?" he asked.

  


  
          I answered truthfully, "No, but at least I won't feel guilty about not doing something for the men and women aboard his current ship. If he still manages to screw up, at least I'll know about it immediately and can take some action."

  


  
          "Fine. Do what you think best and good luck. Will you join me in a celebration drink?" he asked.

  


  
          "Yes sir. I'm honored," I said as I went ahead and lit up a cigarette before accepting a drink from the admiral.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    My squadron adopted the name of the Mad Dogs Squadron. It was more inspiring than being called the 21st Squadron. I continued to drill them with scrambles into space and battle stations and charges in space. We practiced our formations until we could move quickly as a formation. Then I gave them scenarios where they were slowly forced to think about how to recognize an opportunity and take the initiative for the good of the squadron. I wasn't fooling myself that they would all be successful when they tried it for real. I could only hope that we would become so fearful to the enemy that he would be the one making mistakes that would make it easier for my squadron to capitalize on, whether we were acting together or on individual initiative.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Four days after my meeting with the Fleet Admiral, I made the switch in ship captains and put Captain Bleyer on the Thurman. Then I had him where I could keep an eye on him and not have to worry about him losing a ship with all its personnel. He wasn't pleased with the transfer, but my own ship's captain who went over to the other ship was pleased to learn that I had that much confidence in her. Before the transfer took place, I spoke with my new First Officer, Lieutenant Millie Ostengard.

  


  
          I said, "Millie, I'm switching my ship's captain with Captain Bleyer. He's not shaping up over there. I'm not going to live with a guilty conscience for failing to give the men and women of that ship an even chance of survival in the next battle. Keep an eye on Captain Bleyer. If he tries to do anything behind my back, relieve him at once. If necessary, have him sedated and locked up."

  


  
          "Yes sir. Anything else?" she asked.

  


  
          I answered, "Yes. If he has to be taken off the bridge, you're to assume the captain's position immediately until the crisis is over. Somehow, we'll muddle through this and keep everyone in one piece. We're going back on patrol in a few days. Be prepared. That's when it's likely to hit the fan."

  


  
          "I will. Is this because you don't trust him or because you trust me?" she asked.

  


  
          I answered her truthfully, "It's because you're a better officer. If he doesn't shape up, I want a better officer behind me. So, yes, I do trust you more. I know that you won't let me down. Keep this to yourself. I don't want this going out among the squadron. Those men and women need all the confidence we can give them. We're almost at the point where we'll be able to go out as a squadron and attack the Ape-oids' home planet again, this time to hurt them badly. By that, I mean even worse than this ship did before by itself. This, too, you're to keep to yourself."

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We went out on patrol again three days later. We faced a lone scout. I gave the order to charge. Captain Bleyer didn't repeat my command to my ship, although we still charged since the pilot acted on my instructions anyway. While the scout was being blasted apart, I turned around and looked at Captain Bleyer.

  


  
          "Why didn't you order the charge?" I asked.

  


  
          He replied, "You already said it and the pilot was already acting on it."

  


  
          "I don't care. Are you the ship's captain or not?" I asked.

  


  
          He yelled, "Apparently, I'm not, you raving lunatic! Why bother asking me? You've already taken my command away from me! I'm just extra baggage on board this ship! Run the ship yourself! You and this damn rust bucket deserve each other!"

  


  
          With that he left the bridge in a huff. I called for the First Officer to take charge.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    When we got back to port, I pulled the bridge video tapes of the incident and consulted with the Fleet Admiral.

  


  
          He said, "Well, boy. Technically, you've got him for dereliction of duty. He didn't turn over the bridge to anyone else. He did it during a battle which makes it even worse. You going to prefer charges?"

  


  
          I replied, "I'd rather see him resign instead of in jail. I'd like you to apply pressure on him to do just that. Otherwise, I'll press charges."

  


  
          "Why don't you want him to face charges?" he asked.
  


  
          I said, "Because if he should get off too lightly and be reassigned, he'll get good men and women killed. Getting him out of the service is the best thing that can happen. His reputation will be unsullied and people will still be alive. That's the best I can do for him under the circumstances."

  


  
          The Admiral said, "All right. I'll call him to my office and apply pressure. I'll let you know if you have to follow up with charges."

  


  
          I replied, "Thank you, sir."

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Hours later, Captain Bleyer came up to me, furious about the fact that he had been threatened with being charged with dereliction of duty. Instantly, I sized him up for the type of action he was prepared to do. I figured that he would probably get himself worked up enough to take a swing at me. I was right.

  


  
          I explained to him, "Captain Bleyer, you failed as ship's captain to perform your duties. Then you absented yourself from the bridge without putting a replacement on the bridge. That's dereliction of duty, no matter how you look at it. I don't want to see you court-martialed, if only to save you the embarrassment. I know you're rich enough that it won't affect you on the outside since you don't have to go looking for a job. However, I figured that your country club friends might like you a little better if your service career was unblemished. I suggest that you take the opportunity to resign and not disgrace yourself further."

  


  
          He yelled, "You lying son-of-a-bitch! What proof do you have of what you said I did? I can get every officer on that bridge to swear that I did no such thing!"

  


  
          I replied, "You're wrong. The Thurman is a civilian gunship on loan to the Navy. As such, she has a few features not present on Navy ships, such as a bridge video recorder. Your entire display of behavior is on Tamp-a-pruf video tape. It doesn't matter how many officers you convince to perjure themselves, you won't win. You'll be disgraced and thrown out of the military. You could even possibly be given some jail time."

  


  
          He swung his fist then. I was ready to duck. Then I backed off and looked at him for a moment to see if he was going to try to follow up. When he did, I struck back. He hit the ground and smiled back at me.

  


  
          He sneered, "Striking an officer is a court-martial offense, too. Now we'll see who's thrown out of the service!"

  


  
          I turned on my heels and left him there gloating. If nothing else, I had to report the incident. I did so by going directly to Headquarters where the Fleet Admiral was still in his office.

  


  
          I said, "Sir, I just had to punch Captain Bleyer when he came at me for the second time. Both times, he missed with his punch. I backed off from him after he threw and missed with his first punch. When he came at me a second time, I reasoned that no amount of backing up would stop him, so I decked him with one punch. I imagine he intends to press charges for striking an officer. I will counter his charges right now by charging him with attempting to strike a superior officer."

  


  
          He said, "All right. Seems like we can't keep you away from courtrooms. No matter. I know how to deal with him. Don't worry about a court-martial. You should have taken the opportunity to hit him a few more times, though. No more severity in the penalty for that even if you did have to face a court-martial. Go on about your duty. I'll see Captain Bleyer shortly. He'll be off base before the day is through. You have my word on that."
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    True to his word, the Fleet Admiral did get Captain Bleyer off the base and out of uniform before the day was through. From what I understand now, the Admiral managed to walk in front of a basketball and get a bruise on his face. Then he met later with the Captain and told him that he was going to be charged with striking a superior officer, namely the Admiral himself. Furthermore, the Admiral's aide was going to testify that he saw Captain Bleyer punch the Fleet Admiral. In essence, the Fleet Admiral convinced Bleyer that more than one could play at the game. Bleyer would spend a guaranteed ten years in a military prison, where money wouldn't do him any good, unless he had Bleyer's resignation of his commission in hand within an hour. The Fleet Admiral had Bleyer's resignation in hand within ten minutes. Bleyer was off the base within the hour.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 16


  
    

  


  
    I moved Millie up to become Captain on my ship and had a new officer brought into the squadron to replace her as First Officer. We still had two weeks to practice and plan for what I knew was to happen. No one else in the squadron knew that we were going on that mission in less than two weeks. They still believed that we would be doing routine patrols for quite a while. Regardless of what they knew, the Mad Dogs Squadron was making a name for itself. Our personnel were able to walk about with pride wherever they went. They had met the enemy several times and won. No other squadron in the Navy at that time could boast of winning all their engagements. Even when the extra rations were put on board the squadron ships, I didn't tell anyone that we would be leaving the next day, not for an extended patrol as they were guessing, but for the home planet of the Ape-oids.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    My squadron captains and I, along with the other officers, had gone over various ancient naval battles and the tactics they used in preparing for the mission we were now on. For a change, we didn't scramble into space. I handed each officer a sealed envelope before he or she boarded his or her ship with instructions not to open it until I ordered it opened.

  


  
          Then I led the Mad Dogs Squadron into space where each ship did a test drill of battle stations and fired its weapons. We then set course for what was our usual patrol area, doubtless with every ship's captain wondering what was in the envelope. When we reached the patrol area, I communicated to the ships to open the envelopes. We continued on past our patrol area and headed at top speed for the Ape-oids home planet to attack and destroy as much of their military as possible. While we moved through space, we maintained strict communications discipline. Not one word was passed over the lightbeam radios from any ship.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The Mad Dogs Squadron swept into the near space of the enemy home planet and found itself facing only three heavy warships detailed to protect their planet because of my previous successful attacks on them. My squadron drew up into a line formation as we moved toward the enemy home planet. The three heavy warships turned towards us and communicated with the rest of their fleet to come and offer assistance. I yelled, "Charge!" over the lightbeam radio to all the other ships of the squadron now that our presence was known.

  


  
          With our new Mark IV quads on each ship, we were first to fire. We immediately scored hits on the three enemy ships. It was an easy victory despite the fact that the three alien ships didn't retreat. They stubbornly tried to resist the unfavorable odds of my ten ships to their three. It was exactly the kind of initial skirmish I anticipated as we destroyed those three ships completely. We swept past their battered hulls to the enemy home world to begin a systematic bombardment of the military installations.

  


  
          Five ships of the squadron remained on orbital patrol against enemy reinforcements from other areas while five ships went into the atmosphere to destroy each and every military installation we could find. I had all the ships take turns at patrolling and bombarding so that they all got in some practice and gained more confidence. We had almost a full day to bombard the military installations before enemy ships from other locations in space finally showed up to defend the planet from attack.
  


  
          All ten of my ships regrouped as soon as the patrolling ships picked up the incoming enemy ships on long range sensors. We were fully lined up before they got into range and moved out toward them with every intention of facing them down and destroying them, even though there were twenty of them to our ten. Just before any of their ships got into extreme weapons' range, I ordered the charge. I was pleased to see all nine other ships abreast of mine as we went into top speed and fired our weapons. It didn't matter to me that the enemy was just barely out of range. I wanted my ships to score the first hits, even if they only caused minimal damage. We were outnumbered. Any damage we could inflict on the enemy was to our advantage.

  


  
          Because of our longer range Mark IV quads on each ship, we caused the first heavy damage to the enemy ships before their own weapons could affect us even minimally. By the time we were in range of their weapons and also of our remaining on board weapons, two of the enemy ships were permanently disabled. The odds were turning in our favor. The heavier Mark IV quads only became more effective as the range decreased. We had more impact on the enemy than his ships were having on us. We were receiving only light damage compared to the heavy damage we inflicted on him.

  


  
          As two more of the enemy ships were destroyed or disabled, one of my ships was likewise destroyed. Still, we charged at top speed as our shots' accuracy continued to tear at the heart of the enemy squadron. Then two more of the enemy ships stopped firing as their hulls were penetrated fully by our weapons fire. Some more of my ships were hit, but they all pressed forward. We continued to use whatever weapons were operational against the remaining ships of the enemy squadron.

  


  
          Then we were suddenly into a melee situation as both squadrons came up to each other. The training I put my squadron through of using individual initiative paid off. I was able to notice that some of the ships of my squadron took advantage of opportunities to slip behind some of the enemy vessels, where the enemy's guns couldn't reach, and put massive T-shots on the enemy. Quickly, in the space of less than a minute, three more enemy ships were out of action as the odds continued to improve in our favor. One more of my ships was destroyed, but the remaining enemy ships were already doomed as the rest of my ships ganged up on the enemy. The massive firepower of the Mark IV quads at extreme close range instantly disabled or destroyed any enemy ship hit by them.

  


  
          It seemed to end almost as suddenly as it began. I realized that none of the enemy ships were returning fire and sent the order to the ships to regroup. After a few moments, the squadron was regrouped. We quickly checked the two ships we lost and found no survivors. The bodies and combat videos were taken off and put in storage. Then to prevent the enemy from using the two ships, we fired a salvo of heavy weapons at them to destroy them so completely that they couldn't be salvaged and used against us later. Then we did the same for the enemy ships, firing enough salvoes at them that there were only small pieces of metal floating about. We passed the enemy planet once more and fired a parting shot at them before we withdrew to return to our part of space. Then we returned to our home port to turn over the combat videos to Headquarters, so they could analyze how well the training had gone and whether to make the rest of the Navy do things differently.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The men and women of our ships were jubilant when we touched down and handed over our combat videos to show how much damage we had done to the enemy in one raid. From that moment on, I knew I had a squadron that could perform effectively as a team as well as individually when the situation called for it.

  


  
          The Fleet Admiral called me to his headquarters office later. I went in to see him smiling and obviously pleased.

  


  
          "Have a smoke. Care for a drink?" he asked as he took two glasses from the shelf.

  


  
          I said, "I guess a small one would be fine."

  


  
          He smiled and said, "Good. I hate to celebrate alone. I've seen some of the videos from the combat your squadron was in. I'm impressed. I've had my ears to the ground and found out where you got the idea. Eighteenth century sailing ships and Admiral Nelson. I looked it up. It was good reading. I made it an order for all the other squadron leaders to read it. I don't think they'll catch on by themselves. They're too much into the habit of losing. Now the problem is how to get this old way of fighting back into use throughout the whole Navy. I'm sure you don't want to go through two months of training just to get nine more ships capable of functioning right. Am I correct?"

  


  
          I replied, "Yes sir. This is hard work. It might be better to take some of the officers serving on those ships and give them their own commands. Then take the current ships' captains and make them squadron leaders. That way, you'd get nine squadrons instead of one within the same two month period. They won't be as successful and I sure wouldn't send them against the enemy home world until they're more experienced. But they will be more successful than what we experienced in the past."

  


  
          "So, you're still going to be instructing another nine ships, but you're giving me a way to get nine, I take it, squadrons reformed?" the Admiral asked.

  


  
          I said, "Yes sir. I realize you're leaving me the one experienced crew to show the others how to do everything. I appreciate that."

  


  
          He said, "It's not for that reason. I don't want to risk losing your services. I may be called selfish for doing that, but right now only you and the people you trained are having any success. It's the only success we've had since winning one battle at the beginning of the war. You had a part in that one, too, as a civilian I remember. Yes, your ship put the naval squadron to shame when you waltzed right between both forces and took out six of the enemy by yourselves with less firepower than the whole squadron had. You managed to embarrass them into attacking and winning that battle. Then they reverted back to how the Navy has been until you took over your ship and showed them how to win. Right now you're the most important asset this Navy has. Until you create enough leaders to win this war, I'm going to back you to the hilt and let you get away with a lot. Hell, I'd even let you get in bed with my own daughter if I thought it might make you more effective."

  


  
          I replied, "I appreciate the compliment, sir."

  


  
          He replied, "Compliment, my ass! It's the damn truth! But, at the same time, I don't want you to overwork yourself. So take a week off. Give yourself and your crew a rest. Then you'll have nine more ships while we stay busy with what you've given us so far. Get yourself laid and drunk or whatever you do in order to keep from burning out. I want you ready to work in a week. I'm also promoting you to Captain. I'm sorry that it's still a temporary commission, but it's the best I can do for now."

  


  
          I realized that I had finally caught up completely with my class and passed most of them in the process. Only a few members of my class had made captain yet. The few that had been promoted to captain made it on their own merit, but they weren't having the impact on the Navy that I was. The only thing lacking in my progress was that my commission was temporary while theirs were regular commissions. I wouldn't be completely satisfied with my own progress until I achieved a regular commission, the same commission I would have been granted if I hadn't been dropped from the Academy by the reduction in force. Sergeant Clark's prophetic words about officers leaving the service came back to me then. That's when I realized some officer resignations were contributing to my rapid rise in rank. It wasn't solely attributable to officer losses in battle or my ability.
  


  
          "Yes sir. Thank you, sir," I responded.

  


  
          He said, "Good! Now go give your crew the week off and get yourself some rest and whatever."

  


  
          I stood up and saluted sharply, receiving a return salute from the Fleet Admiral that was just as sharp. Then I turned around to leave his office and saw a beautiful woman, dressed very seductively, standing in the doorway.

  


  
          "That's my daughter," the Fleet Admiral said. "Annie, I don't suppose you've met Captain Oden. He's the young man in charge of the Mad Dogs Squadron that just tore new assholes into the Ape-oids a few days ago. He's the same Captain who was in command of the Thurman when it did the same thing a few months ago."

  


  
          "Hello, Captain Oden," she sighed in a silken voice so soft and light that it floated on the breeze.

  


  
          I said, "Hello, Miss Reason. I'm pleased to meet you."

  


  
          She walked by me, managing to let her baby-soft body come into full contact where possible with mine, before taking a seat facing her father.

  


  
          I said, "If you'll excuse me, Admiral, Miss Reason, I need to see about giving my crew shore leave." I turned back to the door and exited. I could imagine having her in bed and took a deep breath for a moment as I walked back to my ship's area and called my crew around.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I stated with a broad smile, "The Fleet Admiral is pleased with the mission results and you are on shore leave for a week. We'll be training a new group of ships and crews afterwards. We'll show them how to use our tactics in practice and in real battles, if we can find some enemy ships willing to be our targets."
  


  
          The men and women laughed at that remark and then waited for me to say something else.

  


  
          I went on, saying, "In my own opinion, you did an outstanding job. I can only say well done and enjoy your shore leave. Dismissed!"

  


  
          They cheered suddenly and then dispersed as each went his or her own way to start enjoying the week off.

  


  
          For myself, I thought about Admiral Reason's comment concerning his daughter and her sudden appearance, especially considering how seductively she was barely dressed. The tight skirt with a slit up one side that exposed her leg all the way to one hip and the nearly translucent blouse with the plunging neckline was enough to stiffen any young man. Certainly, I had felt something when she brushed by me and it wasn't just her that I felt moving.

  


  
          For my own time off, I decided to visit some of my old friends, particularly the Sarge. I hadn't seen him in months and it was time to visit him socially instead of because of business. I went inside the ship and put on my shoulder pack before I left the base and took a Yellow to the Academy.
  


  
          Along the way to the Academy, I decided that after visiting him, I would drop in on Pennyweight Shipping Company and visit Penny, Jim, and some of the others. They were among my most supportive friends. I wanted to let them know that they were still my friends. I also decided to drop in on retired Admiral Cunningham. It wasn't because I needed anything from the surplus store, but he had been supportive of me and a social call seemed appropriate then.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 17


  
    

  


  
    The Sarge took a break in his work and talked with me. He could see the excitement in my eyes. Before I could tell him about my promotion to Captain this morning, he was telling me.

  


  
          He said, "So, you're a full-fledged Captain now. Congratulations, Dave. I know you'll continue to advance. Of course, the rest of the promotions won't come quite as fast until you've accumulated experience at more jobs. But, I've no doubt of your abilities and neither should you by now. I take it that this is merely a social call?"

  


  
          I replied, "Yes, Sarge. I guess nothing gets by you. I'm not going to ask how you knew already about the promotion. Someday, though, I expect you to reveal how so that I can improve myself just a little bit more."

  


  
          "Sure, son. Now, this is a social call, isn't it?" he asked.

  


  
          I said, "Yes, Sarge. I mostly just came to visit and let you know that I'm doing well and to see if you're doing likewise."

  


  
          He said, "I'm touched. Well, this is part of how that kind of information is picked up. Just make social calls and read between the lines. There's a wealth of information that people give out without realizing it. If you hadn't made Captain, I would have judged from the excitement in your eyes that you fucked the admiral's daughter. Have you seen her yet? Ain't she a piece?"

  


  
          I was shocked for a moment. Sarge actually seemed to know just about everything that was actually going on. "Uh, yes. I saw her for the first time this morning as I left the Fleet Admiral's office. She is, uh, very attractive."

  


  
          "From what I've heard about her, she's good in bed and likes military men," the Sarge said.

  


  
          I replied, "I wouldn't know. I haven't heard that. I believe you, but I've been busy for the most part."

  


  
          He said, "I understand. Mind you, if she offers herself, go ahead and take her up on it. I know the Fleet Admiral. He's not going to get upset about something like that. He gave up long ago on trying to tame her down to more refined behavior."

  


  
          We sat and talked about several topics, including how the Academy was now putting through cadets with the proper credentials, especially since rich families were keeping their kids out because of the shooting war that was going on. Additionally, the Navy was losing a number of rich kid officers who were resigning daily to save their hides. Now that some of the squadrons were going into combat, with combat rather than retreat in mind, they didn't want to see their rich asses shot off. Sarge advised me to expect a new batch of officers soon that would be moving up quickly and be more worthy of the positions they would hold.

  


  
          That was perhaps the best news he could give me. It inspired me to really work at improving the tactics I was developing so that they would work properly. I didn't want to let down these new officers who held the same ideals as myself. They were the kind who joined a Navy they felt proud of. They did so to accomplish something, not for personal enrichment and fame.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    My visit with retired Admiral Cunningham was pleasant and less informative. He especially appreciated having someone drop by just to socialize, even though business was three times more active for him than before. He was selling a projectile weapon to virtually every officer now. That much was evident to me the moment I walked into the store. Almost half the stock of projectile weapons he carried was no longer there. It wasn't the only item that was selling fast. He told me that the note pads and markers had run out once. He had to find another surplus store on Earth to get more on stock until more were produced. I was amazed to learn that they were still manufactured.
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Afterwards, I stopped by Pennyweight Shipping Company, where they were also aware that I had been promoted to Captain. I was tempted to walk through the off-limits area to get to the company, but remembered that I was still a Pennyweight employee, so I used a Yellow to get around the off-limits area instead of walking the short distance.

  


  
          We drank some coffee together while they brought me up to date on how the company was doing. They had lost a few freighters because of the war, but otherwise they were holding their own against the pirates and the other companies. The Edmund and Theodore were both still running fine and keeping most of the freighters protected in space. We all wished for the war to end. Then I finally left to return to base, catching a Yellow for the last leg of my trip.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    That night, another return raid was visited on our base. When the scramble alarm was given, I responded to my ship despite being on leave. I was pleased to see that almost my entire crew and its officers were there as well. Only a few who were off base at the time were missing. We took off immediately, most of us undressed or partially dressed, but dutifully manning our stations regardless. When we reached space, some of the other ships that used to be part of the Mad Dogs Squadron were also there. One hollered out over the radio, "Here comes the Rust Bucket! Now we're going to kick some butt!"

  


  
          We formed up and charged immediately at the three enemy ships that managed to slip through the border. There were enough of us in space to defeat them easily without incurring heavy damage or casualties ourselves. At least that time the warning was passed on from the border patrol in space about the three ships breaking through.

  


  
          The Thurman returned to port along with some of the other responding ships. Two of the other ships' captains stayed behind to conduct practice with their crews because they were dissatisfied with their response time. We landed in our area. I left the ship, wearing only the bottom half of my mesh undies, and returned to my quarters where I was about to get in bed when the alert first happened.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    As I walked in the doorway of my quarters, I didn't bother turning on the light. I shut the door and made my way to my bed, stopping only to remove the last of what I was wearing before lying down on the bed only to suddenly discover that there was someone else in it. I could tell it was a woman almost instantly because of the contacts of her body against mine. I started to reach for the light switch near the bed.

  


  
          She said, "Don't bother with the lights. Just snuggle up to me. We'll light up the room in our own way."

  


  
          I recognized the soft voice as that of the Fleet Admiral's daughter. "Uh, do you make it a habit to get into someone else's bed when they're not around?" I asked.

  


  
          She said, "I knew you'd be back soon when you finished defending us. If I hadn't been wearing such a tight skirt, I could have caught up to you and gone along with you into space."
  


  
          I said quite sternly, "No, you wouldn't. I will not take a civilian into battle where I would be placing him or her in jeopardy."

  


  
          She said, "My father wouldn't have minded."

  


  
          I replied, "He might not, but I do. Just as I mind someone deciding that they can have their way simply by jumping into my bed. It's different if I ask or the other person asks and I say yes. Now I suggest you get up and go home. I'm tired and I'd rather get some sleep right now." With that, I went ahead and turned on the light so that she could find her clothing and leave. She looked very disappointed as she picked up her clothing and carried it with her before she realized that she should put it on first before walking outside. Then she just slipped everything on into place and walked out the door without closing it. I turned out the light. Then I got up to shut the door before returning to bed.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The next morning, I got up and dressed before leaving my quarters to have breakfast at the base Dining Facility. To my surprise, Miss Reason was still outside my quarters, sitting against a porch pillar, asleep. I stopped and looked at her for a moment before deciding that she needed to be woke up. Surely, she wouldn't want to be seen that way by everyone who might walk by, I thought. I touched her lightly on the shoulder and gently shook her. "Miss Reason, it's morning," I said softly.

  


  
          She opened her eyes and blinked them a few times as she looked up at me before yawning once.

  


  
          "Good morning. Did you sleep out here all last night?" I asked.

  


  
          "What do you care if I did?" she asked petulantly.

  


  
          I replied, "I don't know what I care. I'm just a little concerned is all. After all, you're the daughter of an admiral. I thought that maybe you wouldn't want to be seen like this, sleeping outside a bachelor's quarters."

  


  
          "Perhaps you're right. What are you doing now?" she asked.

  


  
          "I'm going to breakfast. You ought to go home and have some breakfast as well and maybe get some more rest before you get up to face the day. A fresh change of clothes would do you good as well," I suggested.

  


  
          "Why? Aren't these revealing enough?" she asked.

  


  
          I said, "Sure, but they make you look like a prostitute instead of a refined lady."

  


  
          She kind of dropped her mouth open for a moment before she decided not to say anything in reply and closed her mouth.

  


  
          I assisted her to her feet before I walked away to get breakfast. When I left the Dining Facility, she was waiting outside the doorway in an even more outrageously revealing outfit.

  


  
          She said, "I don't care if you think I look like a prostitute. I like dressing this way. If you can't stand it, I'll start walking around naked."

  


  
          I replied, "I don't think the Shore Patrol would like that. They'd probably arrest you."

  


  
          She said, "No, they wouldn't. They know me and I've already done it before."

  


  
          It was my turn to be caught with my mouth open for a moment before I replied, "Okay. You probably could get away with walking around naked, but what's the point in doing it? What does it get you?"

  


  
          "Attention," she said. "I want attention. I know that much about myself. I know that much about everyone. It's no secret. Everyone likes attention. You get it the same way my father gets it. You work hard to be better than anyone else. So, why is it wrong for me to want some attention for myself?"
  


  
          I said, "I guess there's nothing wrong with getting attention. Since you know what you're doing, then I guess you can dress just about anyway you want."

  


  
          "I've got a hover. You want to spend the day with me?" she asked as she changed the subject quickly.

  


  
          "Doing what?" I asked. "Going to bed with you?"

  


  
          She replied, "You don't have to although I want you. Just kicking around though for the day would be fine if I can't get you in bed."

  


  
          "I see. What do you do when you're just kicking around?" I asked.

  


  
          "It depends. You have any particular interests besides swimming, hunting, military battles, getting promoted, and making money?" she asked.

  


  
          "Sounds like you've been doing research on me," I answered.

  


  
          She said, "So? You research everyone of your officers and crews. I know. I've seen you get their records before."

  


  
          "You have?" I said, a little surprised since it had been awhile since I last picked up personnel records.

  


  
          She replied, "Yes. I even know how Daddy got Captain Bleyer out of the service."

  


  
          Out of my own curiosity since I didn't yet know, I asked, "How?"

  


  
          She answered, "Daddy stepped in front of a basketball deliberately to get a bruise. Then he confronted the captain with his aide as a witness and told him that he was going to charge the captain with striking a superior officer if he didn't resign within an hour. Daddy told him that the aide would swear to seeing it happen. Daddy told me the captain gave him the resignation inside of ten minutes and left the base before an hour was up. That's how."

  


  
          I said, "I see. Clever of your father. I appreciate him going to that length."

  


  
          She said, "Not as much as he appreciates what you're doing."

  


  
          "Oh? Are you here because he sent you?" I asked. I immediately realized that she wasn't from the shocked look on her face. "Okay, I'm sorry. I thought that only because of something he said to me in his office once about you. I didn't mean to insult you by saying that you're just his present to me. To show you I'm really sorry, I'll take you up on your offer to just kick around for the day."

  


  
          "You will? For the whole day?" she exclaimed.

  


  
          I replied, "Yes, I will. I try to always keep my word."

  


  
          She replied, "Great! Come on! We'll get my hover and drive around for awhile. I'll even let you drive since everyone tells me I drive like a banshee out of hell."

  


  
          I was about to correct her on the old saying, but decided that I had insulted her enough and didn't want to wind up owing her anymore apologies. I walked along with her, trying not to notice the stares she received because of the tight shorts she wore that had high leg openings up to the hips on both sides and the blouse that was simply tied at her midriff without any of the buttons in the matching buttonholes. Only the nipples of her breasts weren't showing and those were quite obvious through the thin fabric of the blouse. She was very tan. So much that I doubted she had any tan lines on her body. If she did, then she would have had to wear something even less than what she was wearing now in order to get them.

  


  
          We walked across half the base to reach her father's quarters where her hover was parked. She tossed me the ignition card and we got into it. I placed the card in the ignition and the engine powered up. As soon as it lifted, I put the hover into forward and drove forward a little to see how well it handled. Then I stopped and asked, "Any particular direction?"
  


  
          She answered, "No. Not yet. Let's just drive wherever you want to for now. I want to feel the wind and sun on me."

  


  
          I went ahead and drove. After awhile, she pointed. I went ahead and drove in the direction she pointed. It wasn't long before she directed me off the base where the sentry saluted snappily at me as I drove out.

  


  
          For most of the morning, I kept the hover on the main roads going where Annie pointed. After awhile, we were on the main highway where the speed limit allowed me to really open up on the hover as we flew along. Somewhere along that road, Annie went ahead and untied her blouse to let the wind and sun hit her chest fully as I continued to drive. The blouse fluttered back against the seat beneath her arms as she held them up behind her neck to support her head which she tilted up to catch the wind and sun on it as well. Her long blond hair fluttered and whirled about in the breeze as we went on down the highway. We must have gone on like that for most of an hour before she looked back at the scenery and then pointed at a turnoff.

  


  
          I slowed down the hover for the turn and followed the secondary road for awhile until she pointed again at another turnoff onto an even less travelled road. I slowed down more as I took the road. Soon it ended beside a lake fed by a waterfall. In the center of the lake was an island.

  


  
          "Drive over to the island and stop," she said.

  


  
          I drove the hover across the water over to the island and stopped. I barely felt the hover touch the ground when she bounded out of the car. She took off what she was wearing and dove into the water.

  


  
          "Oh! It's great today! Come on in!" she shouted at me.

  


  
          I was looking around, wondering where we were and what she was up to.

  


  
          "Oh, go ahead and strip! Nobody's going to see us and if they do, they'll be naked, too! And I won't try to rape you!" she hollered gleefully.

  


  
          I had promised to just kick around with her for the day, so I went ahead and undressed and jumped into the water. I thought that with a waterfall feeding into the lake that the water would be chilly. Instead, it was warm and very pleasant as she stated it to be. A few moments later, she was swimming on her back underwater beneath me so that I could look down at her and see everything she had to offer. I could tell several things right then about her that I wondered about earlier. She didn't have a single tan line that I could see and she didn't have any pubic hair. Evidently, she kept hers shaved off. I wasn't sure if I liked seeing a woman without pubic hair or not. However, it also make me wonder whether she was a true blond.

  


  
          When she surfaced, she said, "If you're wondering whether I'm really a blond, the answer is yes. You have that puzzled look on your face. I've seen Daddy with that same strange look before, so I know how to recognize it. And no, I'm not a virgin. I've been with men before and I've liked it each time. Oh yeah, I'm taking precautions, but I'd be willing not to in your case if you change your mind."

  


  
          I felt then like she had been reading my mind. She had just answered the only thing I didn't know about her so far that puzzled me. I was also curious about why she knew so much about me. I wondered how much more she knew.
  


  
          She said, "You swim well for someone from an area where they don't have much water."

  


  
          Right then, I knew that she had been doing research on me. "Do you do as much research on every man you meet?"

  


  
          She replied, "No. Just the one I'm interested in. The other men I had were mostly for experience."

  


  
          Right then and there, I realized she had an agenda and I was it. She wasn't looking just to get laid by me. She was looking for something more. The only thing I could think of was a long term commitment, otherwise why else would she be so agreeable to my not wanting to have sex the way she tried to do last night? I stopped swimming and merely treaded water as I let my thoughts sift through the information I now had about Miss Annie Reason.

  


  
          She asked, "Did you know, Captain Oden, that if the war ended today and you stayed in the military that you'd could become an enlisted non-commissioned officer just like Sergeant Clark, only with more rank than him?"

  


  
          I was surprised that she knew of the Sarge. I asked, "What do you mean just like Sergeant Clark?"

  


  
          "He was an officer before with a temporary commission just like yours. Didn't you know that?" she asked.

  


  
          I shook my head as I answered, "I don't do research on my friends ordinarily. I accept them on their attitudes and personalities alone."

  


  
          She said, "You ought to look up his record. It's interesting reading. He rose to Lieutenant Commander fighting the pirates when they were real bad. He was mostly responsible for wiping them out. Then when most of the pirates were dead, the military downsized. He stayed in the service and became a sergeant."

  


  
          Suddenly, I realized that Annie was a storehouse of information. She might even have information about some of the other things I'd noticed before. She had certainly told me a few things that I didn't know about.

  


  
          "What do you know about that court-martial that ended suddenly with a dismissal?" I asked.

  


  
          She looked at me and shrugged her shoulders before allowing herself to sink into the lake for a few moments. She came back up and looked at me. "I'm going to work on my tan. Want to sit with me and talk? Otherwise, feel free to swim all you want. Don't worry about anyone coming around and saying anything. This is my property. In fact, I've got signs all around it saying that people are welcome only if they enjoy it naked."

  


  
          "I didn't see one at the road," I said.

  


  
          "It probably fell down. We'll stop on the way out to put it back in place," she said as she stepped out of the water and lay down on the grass covering much of the island.

  


  
          I kept learning things about her, such as her claim to own the land and lake we were enjoying. For once, I was thinking about doing some research just to see how much she said was true. Just for the heck of it, I went ahead and stepped out of the lake and sat beside her on the grass.

  


  
          She said, "Don't block the sun. I don't want to look like I'm two-toned."

  


  
          I went ahead and lay down beside her. "Have you ever heard of a company not being listed in the directory?" She ignored my question as if she knew the answer and couldn't tell. I went ahead and asked, "Well, how about a person not being listed in the directory?" She still ignored my question as if she also knew that answer.
  


  
          Both times, her facial expression gave that much away. There was no surprise about such a thing to her. Anyone else I had mentioned it to had registered some surprise on their face when I mentioned it. If nothing else, she was guaranteed of having my company for the next few days because of what she knew, even if she wanted to come out here everyday and walk around naked. It wasn't going to bother me. I could walk around naked with the best of them.

  


  
          After awhile, she turned over on her stomach to let her back get some of the tanning rays of the sun. She said, "You better turn over now or you'll get a sunburn that you'll regret."

  


  
          I followed her advice and rolled over onto my stomach. I wasn't sure how she timed herself, but eventually she sat up and slapped me on the ass.

  


  
          She said, "Time to get up or you'll be in pain all night. You've had enough sun. Go get dressed."

  


  
          She got up herself and went over to the hover and dressed. I took her advice again and got dressed in my clothes. It was then that she surprised me by pulling a picnic basket out of the storage compartment. She walked over to some trees on her island and set the basket down in the shade. I followed along. By the time I caught up, she had lunch for two set out. We ate lunch together, silently, each of us alone with our own thoughts. Was she trying to make me fall in love with her? Or was she merely wellprepared in order to get and keep attention? I noticed that she hadn't bothered tying the blouse. It fell beside her breasts so that her nipples showed. If nothing else, it was distracting as I tried to think everything through.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We drove back to the base as the afternoon got hotter. The breeze felt good and I envied her ability to wear her clothing in such a manner. She didn't bother tying the blouse together until we were just a short distance from the gate. I decided not to comment on what she did or didn't do as to her appearance. The sentry snapped a sharp salute at me as we entered onto the base.

  


  
          We went to supper together and the conversation was light for the most part. Then I drove her home and walked back to my quarters, stopping by a terminal on the way. I looked up her name. Truthfully, I was just a little surprised to find that she did own the property she said she owned and on which I helped her re-erect a sign stating nude visitors were welcome. She wasn't wealthy, but she did own that and some other property, enough that she could be said to be well-off. She certainly wasn't going to wondering where her next meal would be during her life.

  


  
          Then, out of curiosity, I looked up Sergeant Clark. Everything she said about him was true. His decorations exceeded even what I had earned so far. It was very interesting reading to find out about the Sarge.

  


  
          I don't know what made me look up the retired Admiral, but when I tried, he wasn't listed. Even his son wasn't listed for some reason. I also wasn't able to find the Sarge's wife's name listed, either under the Sarge's or the retired Admiral's last name in the directory listing.

  


  
          For some reason, the mystery I stumbled into was getting larger instead of solved. It had expanded to where there were four people I knew of who weren't listed in the directory as well as the one company. Out of curiosity, I looked up Fleet Admiral Reason's directory listing and everything appeared to be normal.
  


  
          Then I looked up my own and spotted an oddity. I was listed all right, but there was no reference to my being an employee of Pennyweight Shipping Company. It simply showed that I was a civilian with a temporary commission on duty with the Navy.

  


  
          I next thought to look up the Thurman. Perhaps there was a cross-reference by way of the old Rust Bucket. It wasn't listed, not even as a ship drafted into the Navy. When I looked up the Edmund and the Theodore, they were missing from the registry of ships in the directory as well. Other ships from other companies were fully listed showing their company names, crew and officer lists, and other information such as tonnage and so forth. But there wasn't a single reference to the Pennyweight Shipping Company or any of its personnel except those of us who were serving with the Navy. Each of us was listed as a civilian on duty with the Navy.

  


  
          I wished I had thought to look up myself before the war began. Would I have been listed then? Was I invisible to society for awhile without knowing it? If I was, then why was I invisible then? Why were these other people, ships, and the company invisible?

  


  
          It didn't make any sense. None of the business we conducted was done surreptitiously that I knew of. I had seen cargoes loaded and unloaded, just like other ships at the ports. No special precautions, other than what the other shipping companies did, were used by Pennyweight. People didn't come on board for only one trip and disappear. The only people we got rid of were those we believed unsavory, but mostly we felt were untrustworthy. We hadn't been issued any secret codes or weapons. Our weapons were just like all the other companies. Our building was about like the other companies. Some of our people had worked for the other companies and some of ours later worked at some of them. It seemed like an ordinary business, except that it wasn't listed in the directory.

  


  
          I finally went on to my quarters and fell asleep with most of those same questions attacking me. I must not have slept well at all that night. Annie noticed in the morning.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    When I got up and walked out of my quarters, Annie was waiting with her hover next to her. "Want a ride to breakfast? You look tired, like you could use a lift."

  


  
          She handed me the ignition card and took her place in the passenger seat. She was dressed much like yesterday, except the clothing was of different fabrics and colors. As well off as I knew her to be, I reckoned that she could afford to wear whatever she wanted and have as many wardrobes as she wished. I powered up the hover and drove carefully to the Dining Facility.

  


  
          "Did you check to see if what I told you was true?" she asked.

  


  
          I replied, "I won't lie to you. I did."

  


  
          She said, "Good! I like a man who speaks honestly when he can."

  


  
          It didn't take long to reach the Dining Facility where I stopped the hover. I wondered what Annie was going to do while I went in to eat, but she took my arm and went inside with me. There were lots of stares, but no comments as we walked together to the serving line where I found out that she was eating in the facility as well. She produced a card to the cashier and had no problem getting served. We sat down together at a table and quietly ate. At least I tried to. I almost choked on some of what she said.

  


  
          "I suppose you found more missing people, didn't you?" she asked as I almost sputtered a mouthful of food onto the table. "I'm sorry. I guess I should let you finish eating first. Did you check your own name?" she continued saying anyway. I started to sputter again. She finally shut up like she said she would and we managed to finish eating. We left the facility and got back into the hover.
  


  
          "Where to?" I asked.

  


  
          "Same place, if you don't mind," she answered.

  


  
          I drove us off base, finding the highway where I put the hover into high speed. She went ahead and removed what she was wearing instead of just untying her blouse. I had to work extra hard to keep my eyes and mind on driving.

  


  
          With a few reminders from her about the turnoffs, we reached her property again where she bounded out of the parked hover to dive into the water. I didn't wait to be reminded by her to join in, removed what I was wearing, and dove in after her a few moments later. She came along beside me a few moments later and asked, "How many people did you find missing?"

  


  
          "Four," I answered. "I suppose there's probably more. I also didn't see my employer listed with my name. I'm just a civilian on duty with the Navy."

  


  
          "So?" she replied as if that was nothing new to her.

  


  
          "So, can you tell me anything about it all?" I asked.

  


  
          "No, I can't. But if you want to fuck, I can do that!" she exclaimed as she tried to change the subject.

  


  
          "Would that make a difference?" I asked.

  


  
          She replied, "No, but it would feel good to both of us."

  


  
          That day and the next few days of my shore leave were the same. She didn't get me in bed. I didn't get any answers from her.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Annie dropped me off at my quarters in the evening after we spent almost another entire day on her private island doing nothing other than swimming and sunning ourselves, besides having a picnic. She slid over into the driver's seat. "You know you've only got tonight and tomorrow night before your leave is over. I'd gladly sleep with you and there'd be no obligations incurred."

  


  
          I finally surrendered as I lifted my hand and pointed with my thumb towards the door.

  


  
          The hover dropped suddenly to the ground as she yanked the ignition card out. She bounded out of the hover onto the porch and into my room. She was barely inside the room when what little she was wearing flew off in different directions across the room before she leaped onto the bed and turned over to offer herself.

  


  
          I was far behind her as I entered the room and went about undressing more methodically after shutting the door.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    In the morning, we lay in each other's arms as light from the windows filtered through the curtains so that we could see each other's naked body fully. If nothing else, she was good in bed. But she was something else, though I wasn't sure what or why. She apparently knew the answers to questions I had and wouldn't answer them.
  


  
          "Well, how was I compared to Majel?" she asked innocently.

  


  
          I felt my blood boiling almost immediately. Majel had been a long time ago. I hadn't mentioned taking her to bed at all. It was something that wasn't listed in a directory, either. Just how long had Annie been watching me?

  


  
          She seemed to sense immediately that she had said something she shouldn't have as one hand went to her mouth. Annie started to get out of bed in a hurry.
  


  
          "No, you don't! Now you're going to answer some questions," I said as I grabbed at her and kept her on the bed.

  


  
          She lay back down and looked up at me as if deciding whether to tell me something or yell rape.

  


  
          "It's not going to do you any good to yell rape as often as we've been together and because you were seen entering my quarters freely last night and taking your clothes off to jump into bed," I stated. "You ought to wait until the door is shut before doing things like that."

  


  
          "I suppose so. You want answers and I can't answer them. Haven't you gotten that through your thick skull yet?" she replied.

  


  
          "Maybe, but you went too far when you asked me to start comparing you to Majel. How do you know of Majel? That was a long time ago, supposedly long before you researched me, wasn't it?" I asked.

  


  
          She answered, "Not really. You caught my attention then, but I waited to see how far you were going at first."

  


  
          "I think that I would have noticed you around then if only for the way you dress. I know I watched everyone around me then because of how things were. I never saw you. So, how did you know?" I asked.

  


  
          She said, "I've got my ways. This base is full of information to anyone wanting it. I didn't have to observe you directly to learn about you. You've been the talk of the base since you got here."

  


  
          "Is that so? What do people say about me?" I asked.

  


  
          She said, "They wondered about you since you're the only temporary commissioned officer in the Navy."

  


  
          "What? Weren't any of the other shipping company gun ships drafted?" I asked.

  


  
          She replied, "No. Only yours."

  


  
          "What else was said about me?" I asked.

  


  
          She said, "Oh, some people thought at first that you had it in for the officers. Then they saw the change in the officers serving with you and what you tried to do for Bleyer. They even thought you had it in for the Navy until you started winning all those battles. Some thought you only wanted the glory and fame, but you didn't say a word about your victories and that deflated them. You didn't even go around chasing after women. A few people thought you preferred men until you bedded Majel. I was glad you didn't. Now, most of them don't know anything for sure about you. Only a few of us really understand you. So, of course, I've heard about you and kept up with your career. I'm also surprised I have so little competition."

  


  
          "Okay, so there's a gossip net through the base. So, why did you wait to see how far I was going? What's that supposed to mean?" I asked.

  


  
          She said, "I wanted to see if you were going to remain true to yourself or fall apart over feet of mud. Hey, if I'm going to offer myself up for more than just casual sex, I want the man to be as close to my ideals as possible. You want to be a father? No problem. Just tell me and I'll stop using protection. I'd love to have your child. You don't want to marry me because I'm wild? No problem there, either. You decide that you do, I can live with that as well. In fact, I'd prefer it. I'm not stupid enough to get in the way of a juggernaut and expect it to change course, so I'll accept what I can get. Hell, I got more attention from you this week than from anyone in my whole life!"
  


  
          I asked, "What's your father think about this? I mean your wanting to have a child of mine out of wedlock?"

  


  
          She said, "He's got nothing to do with it. I'm my own person and I live as I please. Now are you going to do something now that you're on top again . . . or are we going to get up out of bed, which I hope we don't since it took me so damn long to get you here in the first place!"

  


  
          I acceded to her wishes and made love to Annie once more before we finally got up and went to breakfast. We didn't go to her property that day. I wanted to check into things and get a head start on the next day when I would be back on duty.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 18


  
    

  


  
    A week later, I was once again in space with my new Mad Dogs Squadron as we left port to take our turn patrolling the border. As we approached the border, a single enemy scout ship spotted us and started leaving in a hurry while broadcasting our position to the rest of its fleet. We managed to pick up two words the scout mentioned that we could understand. The scout was saying something about the "Rust Bucket" over and over again. To me, the voice saying it sounded frightened.

  


  
          Nothing approached our sector during the entire week that we patrolled the border. My squadron returned to base, having performed numerous drills and practices of battle tactics while on patrol. We spent a week on the base before we shipped out again to the border on patrol.

  


  
          Again, a solitary enemy scout spotted us as we approached the border. He left in an awful hurry broadcasting something about the "Rust Bucket" over and over to his fleet. The second time it happened, an idea formed in my mind about how we could sucker the enemy and another one for how we could fool him into trying something stupid.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    When we returned to port, I went immediately to Headquarters to speak with the Fleet Admiral. He was pleased to see me.

  


  
          "How is the new squadron performing?" he asked.

  


  
          I answered, "Well, but they haven't been battle tested yet. The enemy keeps running off before we can even get close enough. That's part of why I'm here. I have a few ideas I want to pitch to you."

  


  
          "Sure. Have a seat. Care for a drink?" he asked.

  


  
          I shook my head.

  


  
          He said, "Anyway, go ahead and light up. I understand that you charmed the pants off Annie during your shore leave."

  


  
          My face must have given me away for the Admiral said, "I'm sorry. That was a poor choice of words on my part. I'm not worried if you two fooled around or not. That's between you and her. I just meant to say that she's still floating on cloud nine or whatever because of the attention you gave her. She hasn't brought another man home or looked at one for all I know. She still walks around naked at home, but at least she puts a robe on now when I have visitors. Whatever you did to her, I appreciate it. Go ahead and give me your ideas."

  


  
          I began my pitch, saying, "Sir, I noticed that when we approached the border the last two times for our patrols, the scout didn't hang around just out of range like they did before. He got the hell out of Dodge, so to speak, when he saw my ship. I'm fairly certain of it because the scout was broadcasting both times and saying something. There were only two words that I was able to distinguish that he repeated over and over again. He said 'Rust Bucket' and there was fright in his voice. Anyway, since my ship is the only ship around that's ever been openly called a Rust Bucket. . ."

  


  
          He said, "I hope you're not offended by that. If so, I'll . . ."

  


  
          I quickly replied, "No, Admiral. I call the Thurman a 'Rust Bucket' myself in an affectionate manner. It doesn't offend me at all. Nor does it offend any of the other personnel with me from Pennyweight Shipping Company. We called her one there, too. But it does seem to be the only ship openly called that. That's what gave me the idea. I'm suggesting that some of the other ships might be allowed to rust or be painted to look like rust. It would confuse the enemy. He wouldn't know which ship was the Thurman. It might also give me more of a chance to slip up on him if he can't recognize my ship so easily."
  


  
          He said, "I wish it was that easy, but Pennyweight asked that the hull of the ship be left as is except for repairs while the Navy has regulations about its ships' hulls."

  


  
          I said, "I see. Then I'm going to have to figure out a way to sneak up on the enemy, even if I have to leave the Thurman behind once or twice."

  


  
          "Yes, of course. You can transfer your flag aboard one of the other ships and then take your position. Are you going to switch crews as well?" he asked.

  


  
          I said, "I haven't made that decision yet. I'm leaning toward not changing crews. It will give the other crew more confidence if they know I'm willing to step on board their ship without my own gunners and pilots."

  


  
          He exclaimed, "Good for you, son! Of course, you could have your ship standing out of sensor range to come in if things start to go bad."

  


  
          I said, "That's true, but I don't want the other officers or crews to think that I've got to have my ship nearby to bail me out. If I go out in that manner, then the Thurman is remaining behind or it can go on some other mission."

  


  
          He said, "I see. You really don't want any of your people to lose their confidence. I wish this problem had been spotted before we rebuilt the squadron. I hate risking you like this, but I suppose you know the risks as much as I do. Do what you feel you have to, son. Take care of yourself."

  


  
          I replied, "I'll do my best."

  


  
          He asked, "By the way, how do you like Annie? Is she, uh, no, I shouldn't ask something like that. Never mind."

  


  
          I replied, "Yes, she is, sir. I think I know what you were about to ask. She's a great gal and she's beginning to grow on me."

  


  
          He said, "She does have that way about her. Anyway, take care and good hunting."

  


  
          I saluted the Admiral, receiving his snappy salute in return, before I turned and left his office. I wondered if I should have answered his question about Annie. I felt sure he wanted to know if she was better than Majel. Truthfully, Annie was better in bed than Majel. But, truthfully, both women had different reasons for getting into bed with me. Majel's was more of a repayment than anything else. Annie's reason was personal and for attention. Annie was willing to do a lot of things for attention and do them well, if not better than anyone else.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    A week passed before we returned to patrol our border area. The squadron was surprised to learn that the Thurman wasn't going to lift off with us at all. I moved my meager belongings off the Thurman onto the Cagney. Captain Ellen Shaw was totally surprised to see me enter her ship and take my station on the bridge as I didn't announce the change until I actually made it about five minutes before launch.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    When we approached the border, there was an enemy scout waiting. That time, he didn't get frightened and run off. His broadcast seemed quite normal, I guess, for an Ape-oid. I waited for him to finish his broadcast while my squadron got closer to his ship until we were just out of range. When he finished, I yelled charge through thelightbeam radio at the other ships. The nine ships of my squadron leaped forward at top speed at the enemy scout with our weapons blazing at him. He must have forgotten to broadcast what we were doing as he tried to get out of the area fast to save his skin. He wasn't fast enough to get out of range of the Mark IV quads that even at extreme range were too much for a scout ship. We pummeled his ship into small pieces before returning to our normal patrol area to engage in on board drills and ship exercises in tactics while remaining totally alert to any enemy intrusion of our sector.
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I suspected that his loss would be investigated. Some other enemy ships showed up the next day. They must have looked at us carefully before they decided to move closer. I waited until they were just barely out of weapons range before I yelled charge at my squadron. We swept outward at the enemy squadron with our weapons blazing. For some reason, the enemy squadron held their position as we moved into extreme weapons range where our heaviest weapons scored hits on some of them.

  


  
          Then we were in normal weapons range and the battle began in earnest. By then, my squadron was committed to the battle. The officers and crews were enthusiastic about beating the enemy if only because of what they did to the scout the day before. Scoring the first hits on the enemy didn't hurt the morale of my officers and crews, either.

  


  
          It wasn't as easy a battle as others before it. The enemy must have thought that they were fighting an ordinary squadron that had enough of retreating or had been inspired by the other victories. I don't think they knew I had been training that squadron personally or that I was on board a different ship. Regardless, the officers responded the way I wanted them to. Two of them managed to use their individual initiative to slip behind some of the enemy ships and rake them with T-shots, completely penetrating one ship's hull and rupturing the other ship. The rest of my ships fought more in a slugfest type of battle with the enemy getting the worst of it because we got in the most shots and hits before we got into the enemy's range.

  


  
          One of my ships was ruptured completely before the battle was over. Aside from some heavy damage to two ships and light damage to the others, we acquitted ourselves well by destroying the enemy squadron completely even though the initial odds had been ten to nine in the enemy's favor. Our two heavily damaged ships were sent back to port. The Thurman was sent out to take their place until the patrol was over since I didn't want to be shorthanded by four ships.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    When we returned from patrol, the squadron got a taste of what a victory celebration was like. There was no going back for them at that point. As much as I would have liked to take them to attack the enemy home world, there wasn't enough time. Qualified battle-hardened crews and officers were in short supply. They were needed elsewhere to protect our borders and populations until we had enough to make a difference in the outcome of the war.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    When I got to my quarters that night, Annie was waiting outside my door for me. She smiled and pointed her thumb at the door as I once did to her. I returned her smile and opened the door for her to enter. As before, she didn't bother with waiting for the door to close before she undressed and plopped onto the bed. She said, "Daddy was real pleased with what you did this week. He thought you were never going to skipper a ship other than that old Rust Bucket. He'd like to see you pacing the bridge of a cruiser and commanding a twenty-ship squadron. I would, too."
  


  
          "Oh?" I said, a little surprised that her father had disclosed such information to her.

  


  
          "Yes, he said you remind him of himself when he was a little older than you. He figures that you should advance to a heavy cruiser within six months. From there, you could become a Commodore."

  


  
          I said, "Really? That's interesting. I didn't think that Commodore's could hold temporary commissions."

  


  
          "They can't?" she said in surprise.

  


  
          I answered, "No, they can't. Not in our Navy at the present time with the regulations in place now. This is as far as I can go unless I receive a regular commission."

  


  
          She said, "I'm sorry to hear that."

  


  
          Annie sounded quite sincere when she said it and I believed her. On the other hand, commanding a cruiser with a twenty-ship squadron did have its advantages. It might very well be a stepping stone to achieving my goal of a regular commission. Then I would have the choice of making a career in the Navy or not at a later time.

  


  
          I said, "Well, I guess I'll visit your father at work tomorrow to see what he has to say officially about me taking command of a cruiser. I'll admit, it does sound interesting."

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    In the morning, I drove us over to Headquarters in her hover. She waited outside while I went in and talked with the Fleet Admiral. When I came out a little later, I was holding a set of orders that would send me to another planet to take command of a cruiser and the twenty-ship squadron it was a part of. I hadn't thought of that before. When I showed her the orders, she was thrilled at first, then shocked and disappointed to learn that I would be leaving.

  


  
          "I didn't know that you'd have to leave to take a cruiser," she said, trying to hold back tears.

  


  
          "I didn't either, but I should have realized it beforehand and warned you since we don't have any cruisers here. I thought I was only leaving the Rust Bucket and not you," I said truthfully. "If it makes any difference, I'll give you all my nights until I ship out."

  


  
          "Would you? Would you spend one in my room?" she asked.

  


  
          "In the Admiral's home?" I said, almost frightened at the prospect. I thought, sure, the Admiral had told me he didn't mind if I bedded his daughter, but to do it in his own home? Would that be throwing the affair into his face?

  


  
          She replied, "Sure. He won't mind, especially since it's you. He's said more than once to me that I should bring you over for a meal. Well, breakfast is a meal and it would make me very happy. Almost as happy as having your child which is another thing I want to talk about."

  


  
          I could see the pitch coming already. She wanted to have my child in case I was killed and didn't come back. Then she would have a piece of me to hold onto for awhile. "What about a child?" I asked.

  


  
          She asked, "Would you mind terribly if I stopped using protection to have a baby by you? I'm not asking for marriage and I'm not trying to make you feel like you have to come back to me. I know you might yet meet someone other than me whom you could fall in love with. But, you've really gotten to me and I'm about ready to settle down even if you're not. Plus, I don't want to do it behind your back."
  


  
          "You would, wouldn't you?" I asked.

  


  
          "Yes," she admitted in a girlish voice.

  


  
          I said, "Well, I've already promised you every night until I ship out, so since you've already admitted that you'd probably do it anyway, I'll give you my blessings for now. I won't get upset if you get pregnant with my child."

  


  
          Annie practically leaped on me as her arms circled around my neck and she planted kisses on me. For a moment, I thought she was going to take me in the hover as we sat outside Headquarters.

  


  
          I drove us back to the Mad Dogs Squadron area and broke the news to everyone in the squadron. I let the Thurman's Captain take over the squadron and her First Officer took over as ship's captain. A new officer would be assigned later to bring them up to strength. Then I removed my few items from the ship and returned to my quarters with Annie where we spent part of the afternoon in bed.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Two nights later, I spent the night at her home in her bed. As I entered the home, her father greeted me from the living room and waved me on by as Annie led me away to enjoy her sexual delights. In the morning, he said nothing about our night together as we all sat at the same breakfast table. Instead, he chatted amiably about my upcoming assignment among other things.
  


  
          "Looking forward to the cruiser, son?" he asked.

  


  
          I replied, "Uh, yes sir."

  


  
          He said, "Well, I know that you'll do well. Just remember that they don't turn as fast. They make up for that with the wallop they carry. You'll get used to it real quick. You remind me of myself a long time ago. Hell, six months of cruisers and you should be commanding a heavy cruiser, if I'm any judge of men. I know that my daughter is."

  


  
          "Is what, sir?" I asked.

  


  
          He answered, "A judge of men. You're the first man she's brought home overnight and kept this long. I'd say she's got her eyes and hooks on you. Pretty soon, you'll probably have to call me Dad."

  


  
          I replied, "Oh . . ."

  


  
          I realized then that Annie was capable of stretching the truth, if not of telling some downright deceitful lies to get attention. I wondered if she had been using any protection the entire time and was already pregnant. I decided to confront her after her father left for work.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We saw her father off a short time later. Then she threw off her robe and tried to seduce me on the kitchen floor.

  


  
          "Enough already. Have you been taking any protection at all during the time since you first got me in bed?" I asked.

  


  
          "No," she admitted guiltily.

  


  
          I said, "I thought not. Your house of lies toppled at breakfast this morning. I'm the first man you've had at your home according to the breakfast conversation."

  


  
          She said nervously, "Well . . . in bed, but not the first man I've brought home."

  


  
          "I see. Just a little stretching of the truth. Okay. Can I believe anything else you told me is the truth about how you feel?" I asked.
  


  
           She said, "Yes. Well, I do love you. At least, I've fallen in love with you."

  


  
          "I guessed that much. Are you pregnant already?" I asked.
  


  
          It was obvious from her face that she was. She didn't have to answer, but she did. "Yes, and it's your baby. I've known for a few days now. You were on patrol when I found out. When Dad said you didn't take the Rust Bucket up with you after he told me about how the aliens are so afraid of that ship, I was scared that you wouldn't be coming back in one piece. When you did, I knew I had to give you a choice about the child or have an abortion. I was going to tell you when you got to your next assignment since you're leaving now. I didn't want to make my whole time with you into a lie. I've never taken any protection when I fooled around with anyone. This is the first time I got pregnant. Because it's yours, I didn't want you to think that I was trying to do it behind your back."

  


  
          "I see. You sure do like to live dangerously. I suppose you would like me to marry you?" I asked.

  


  
          She said, "Yes, well, no. I meant that part, but it would be nice if you did, not only for my sake but for Dad's. He respects you a lot and is looking forward to you asking me to marry you someday."

  


  
          "Is that why he took the basketball in the face?" I asked.

  


  
          She replied, "No. He didn't know my feelings then. He did that because it was the right thing to do in his opinion. He didn't want to see a brilliant career crushed by someone who didn't play fair. He looked at it as leveling the playing field. I never lied about anything I told you about him or anyone else for that matter. Only about my feelings."

  


  
          I said, "I see and I think I understand. Unfortunately, having a family isn't part of my plans yet. I've already stated that I wouldn't get upset if you got pregnant with my child since you sounded like you wanted to bear it. I'm going to stand by my statement even if you had already made the permission moot. I can't marry you because I don't want someone saying that my next promotion was the result of being related to an admiral. What I've accomplished is earned by my own effort. It always will be while I have anything to say about it. I take what comes to me and I don't cry over the bad. I didn't go crying to the Admiral to bail me out. What I did was merely make a report on what transpired, though I appreciate what he did."

  


  
          She said, "Daddy warned me that you would probably feel this way. He said he did at your age. I hope you don't hate me."

  


  
          I said, "No, Annie. I don't hate you. I guess I'm flattered that you want to carry my child, but I can't put aside my own principles. Not now. Especially not now. Maybe in a year or two, I'll return with my goals achieved and ask for your hand, if you'll have me. And like you said, maybe I'll meet someone that I'll fall madly in love with and marry her instead. I can't guarantee the future. I can only build towards it."

  


  
          "I understand. I will have the baby then since you still don't mind. You'll be welcome to visit our child anytime you desire. I do hope you decide someday to return and marry me, but I'll understand if you don't. It's not your fault that you're in this predicament. It's mine and I'll carry the burden. Will you stay with me today?" she asked.

  


  
          "You still want me around even though I just said I wasn't going to marry you now?" I asked.
  


  
          She replied, "Not only that, I still want you to have me as much as you want while you're still here. Besides, if you should get a leave later and come back to visit, I'll probably be too fat to fuck."

  


  
          I decided that if we were going to part as friends, then I shouldn't just break the relationship off abruptly. I felt somewhat of a bastard for not marrying her, but I gave in to her desires and continued to take her until shortly before I shipped out.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 19


  
    

  


  
    I reported to the naval base on Echo, a small planet with a more Earth-like gravity than Beulah. I reported into the Headquarters there and was warmly received by the Fleet Admiral of that sector. He had received an electronic letter from Fleet Admiral Reason and was well-versed on what I was going to try to accomplish. Not only that, but he had seen first hand some of my handiwork already in the person of Commander Majel Remm, who was doing her best to carry on in training some of his officers. However, she was skilled in individual ship training and not in the refinements I made to squadron training and attack. Her work on Echo was the only bright spot in the whole defense.

  


  
          He said, "Captain Oden, I've taken the liberty of giving you a suitable cruiser, just overhauled with four Mark IV quads, four Mark III quads, two Mark III duals, and four Mark II singles. She has a fitting name considering your own last name. The Valhalla is all yours, along with the other nineteen ships of her command. Because this is a larger squadron than what you've been working miracles with before, I'm going to ask you how long you need to get ready instead of giving you a deadline."

  


  
          I thought for a moment about the fact that the last squadron took a week, then a week of patrol, another week off, and then the successful patrol where we defeated a slightly larger squadron. Then I spoke. "Sir, I'll have an effective squadron ready in one month. Have I got full discretion and authority?"

  


  
          He replied, "Wouldn't have it any other way. You'll either succeed or fail on your own merits. If you fail, then I'll ship your ass off to where you came from. If you succeed, then I'll personally pilot your ship for a month."

  


  
          I said, "I appreciate your candor, Admiral, but I hardly think that you'll need to pilot my ship for a month. I'll settle for being shown where the enemy is most of the time and where the personnel records are kept for all the officers and crew members. I also wouldn't mind having Commander Majel Remm as one of my squadron ship captains. She'll give me an extra resource to draw upon when I want something demonstrated. Also, what's the rest of the squadron ship types? How many of what do I have? I don't want to go out badly mismatched."

  


  
          He said, "You do try to cover your bases. All right, you've got Majel. Your squadron has three light cruisers. The rest are destroyers much like you're already used to. Nothing lighter."

  


  
          I said, "Fine. Also, Commander Remm may want to take some of her crew with her."

  


  
          "You don't want her ship?" he asked.

  


  
          "What's she got?" I asked.

  


  
          He answered, "She's been working with the regular destroyer class ship like you're used to."

  


  
          I replied, "No. I intend to put her in a light cruiser, so she'll probably want to take along some of her personnel."

  


  
          "All right, it'll be arranged. One month, huh? I'm really looking forward to this. Do you still do weapons testing on orbit?" he asked.

  


  
          I answered, "Almost every time, sir. Gives the crew some reassurance that their weapons are functioning as well as getting some of the nervousness out of their systems. Now, sir, if you'll give me directions on where to find my squadron, I'll get started."
  


  
          "What about the records?" he asked.
  


  
          I replied, "I'll start with those after I see the ships. I want to get started on any modifications or repairs that might be necessary. In all likelihood, they're in fine shape. But sometimes, things get overlooked and I don't like that. I want every man and woman out there to have the best chance for success and survival I can give them."

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The Admiral furnished me with a driver and a hover because of the distance between the 17th Squadron and Headquarters. I arrived at the squadron site and poked around the ships, going in one and out after looking at everything I could get into. Not once did anyone challenge me, although it was kind of obvious that I wasn't an Ape-oid. Still, they weren't acting professional. They needed shaking up and then some building up.

  


  
          The Admiral was right. My last name and the name of the cruiser did go together. I figured on using it, if necessary. I couldn't call the 17th Squadron the Mad Dogs. I had left that squadron behind along with the Rust Bucket. This squadron needed something just as bad-ass sounding. Something they could live up to. Valhalla was a Viking term, so I punched up the Vikings on a terminal and did a little quick reading. It didn't take me long to find the perfect name for the 17th Squadron. I wanted something that implied we were crazy and would charge anything. Berserker fit the bill perfectly. My new squadron would become the Berserker Squadron.

  


  
          As I continued to look around the ships, I spotted small deficiencies that wouldn't make any difference in the performance and others more serious, yet somehow overlooked. Those last ones were the ones I would concentrate on.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I found the officers at their recreation hall not far away from the ships and walked in among them. Not one of them recognized me at first. Either they hadn't seen my image, despite the fact that the Navy showed it off nearly everywhere, or they didn't know that I was their new squadron commander. I decided to get tough with them first. I walked into the center of the recreation hall where they had gathered, reached into my hidden holster, removed my antique projectile weapon, and pointed it at the ceiling of the one-story building. I released the safety and pulled the trigger. I got their attention immediately. Everyone stopped and stared at me as if I was crazy. That's what I wanted them to think.

  


  
          "Gentlemen, ladies! I presume that you are the officers of the squadron outside! I see that most of you are present! That's good! I hate repeating myself! I am Captain Dave Oden, your new squadron commander! Inside of five minutes, I want everyone of you standing beside your ship with your crews lined up behind you! I do not mean five minutes and ten seconds! I do not mean five minutes and five seconds! I do not mean five minutes and one second! Move out!" I ordered loudly.

  


  
          I stood out of the way as close to a hundred officers hurried to the exits to get out of the building and over to their ships. I watched out the window to see which ones went after their crews as instructed and which ones didn't. I wanted to know who could follow orders. Individual initiative could start the next day. I made note of the faces of the male and female officers who ran to get the crews and tried to determine if there was any communication among the officers to split the tasks. If so, I would give them credit for teamwork. As soon as the last officer was out of the building, I made my way to the exit. I continued to watch as I casually walked over to the ships at a pace that would get me there in four and a half minutes.
  


  
          The officers apparently didn't make their instructions clear to some of the crew members about being in line in precisely five minutes. Most of the officers from the recreation hall were standing at attention beside their ships, but only a few of their crews were present. I looked at my watch. When the five minutes were up, I fired a second round from my antique weapon into the air where it would fall harmlessly. Almost everyone stopped and stared when they heard the sound from my gun.

  


  
          I ordered, "You and you! Come over here! Everyone else, remain exactly where you are! Don't you dare move one muscle closer to those lines or I will shoot you!"

  


  
          The two officers came over to me and stood at attention. From the looks in their eyes, I felt sure they believed I was a mad man.

  


  
          I said, "I want everyone behind me to line up into one formation and I want you to have them run around this field once. Then I want them brought to me to hear some encouraging words. Move out!"

  


  
          I watched the two officers organize the men and women into a formation and then start them running around the landing field. I estimated that it was a distance of a little over three kilometers. That would keep them busy for the next fifteen to twenty minutes. I walked over to the first ship.

  


  
          I instructed them, saying, "At ease. There's no sense in standing at attention as long as you pay attention. There are certain deficiencies inside this ship that I already know about because I inspected it personally before I rushed you out of the recreational hall. Find them!"

  


  
          Then I walked to each of the other nineteen ships and gave the same instructions to the men and women standing beside each ship. I finished giving them something to do with several minutes to spare before the other group finished their run around the field. I went back to where I stood before and waited for them to return. It gave me enough time to smoke a cigarette.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The two officers brought the formation back and stopped it in front of me. I stepped forward and then used my loudest and most obnoxious voice to drive home my point.
  


  
          "Men and women! If this base had been attacked, you would be dead right now! You would be dead because I would have taken off without you. The back blast would likely have done you in! In the future when I tell the officers to scramble the crews, you will stop whatever you are doing, grab what you can, and run the way you are! I don't care if you arrive on board naked! You'll have plenty of time to get dressed on board! Do I make myself clear on this one point? You are to drop whatever you are doing, grab what you can, and start running for the ships! To make it easier for you in the future, the ships will soon not be in this formation any longer! My name is Oden! Captain Oden! It was pointed out to me that the Valhalla, my flagship, is somewhat of a coincidence since Odin was a Viking god! I don't expect you to be anything less than true Vikings when we meet the enemy and destroy him! In fact, I don't expect you to be anything less than the worst of the Vikings and they were called Berserkers! From now on, this is the Berserker Squadron! If you don't know what a Berserker Viking was, I will tell you! They were Viking warriors who went into a frenzy when they went into battle! Their enemies feared the Berserkers the most of all the Viking warriors because the Berserkers would charge into combat regardless of the odds and win! That is what we will soon be doing! We will be winning and we will do it every time! Not just once, but every time! Now get to your ships and help the others find the deficiencies that I've already found! Move out!"
  


  
          I left it to them to tell the others how horrible a person I was and about the new squadron name. I gave them a half-hour to find the deficiencies and then went on board my flagship first. I was met by the ship's captain who reported to me with what he and the others had found so far. It wasn't complete, but they found the major deficiencies I had discovered.

  


  
          I gave a hint of a smile as I said, "Good! Now get someone out here working on those deficiencies. Have the First Officer start supervising the work. You stick nearby me. I have other ships to review."

  


  
          We left the ship after he turned over the ship to the First Officer. We went to the next ship. The captain of the light cruiser met me after one of the crew members spotted me and hollered for him. He gave his report of deficiencies.

  


  
          I replied, "That's not good enough, Captain. You missed two. Have your First Officer keep looking for them and coordinate with maintenance to have everything fixed. Meanwhile, you tag along with me for the time being."

  


  
          We left for the next light cruiser. Again, there were some deficiencies not found yet and I gave the same instructions. Eventually, I had all twenty ships' captains in tow as I left the last ship.

  


  
          I turned to them and said, "Gentlemen, ladies, follow me to the recreation hall where we can discuss some things in private so that you need not be embarrassed in front of your subordinates."

  


  
          I led them to the hall where I first saw some of them. I let them stand in a semicircle around me and started on them with everything I expected of them.

  


  
          "How many of you know the names of every officer and crew member on your ship?" I looked around and there wasn't a single hand raised. "You will by tonight. You will go to Headquarters and draw every personnel record for every officer and crew member and bring them back here. Then you and I will go over them. If you think it's hard, remember, I have to know all twenty of the ships' officers and crew members. You only have to know them for one ship. Next question, how many of you regularly inspect your ship thoroughly?"

  


  
          Again, I looked around. There were a lot of red faces, but no hands. "From now on, you will conduct a thorough inspection of your ship once each week and prior to launch. You will report any deficiencies to me, no matter what the cause or how small. To tell you the truth, I don't care how they came to be. I want them found and fixed. Is that clear?" I looked around to see most of them nodding their heads in agreement. Most of them still looked like kids caught with their hands in the cookie jar.

  


  
          "All right. Move out! I will see you here in two hours with every personnel record."

  


  
          The ships' captains left in a hurry to get to Headquarters and pick up the records. In the time they were gone, I went out to the ships again and instructed the First Officers to make sure that everyone got supper at the appropriate time, but to keep them working until eight that night.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Two hours later, the captains were back. Each carried an armful of personnel records. I assigned each one to a different table inside the recreational hall and started them going over the records of every man and woman. Slowly, we went through the records until supper when I allowed them to take a break. After supper, we returned to the recreational hall to resume our work on the personnel records. I didn't tell them that I wouldn't be able to remember that many names, but I did want to impress upon them that they needed to at least know their own crews and not just their officers. We finished up slightly before midnight when I let them secure the personnel records and retire for the night.
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The next day, I didn't mention the personnel records until noon when I asked my ships' captains how many of them returned the records they borrowed. I slowly made my point to them about taking the initiative to do things without being told.

  


  
          Majel arrived that afternoon and I asked her which light cruiser she wanted to command.

  


  
          She exclaimed, "You're kidding? A light cruiser? Oh fabulous! Just whichever one you want me to take."

  


  
          I replied, "Fine. You're going to be hampered by a ship's captain who isn't going to like having his ship taken over by you, but he's going to have to put up with it because I want someone who knows how I expect people to do their jobs. Have you seen how the squadron tactics are working out yet?"

  


  
          She said, "No, but I've heard of them and read everything I can about them. So, it really works?"

  


  
          I answered, "Yes, but it's not perfected. You're the kind of person who can make the difference in getting this system to work right. I'll be leading the Berserker Squadron and you'll be in the center. It's an opportune location for someone with your knowledge of how a single ship can attack. It's simple to envision. You follow the squadron until you see an opportunity develop in the tactical situation that will favor us if someone gets to it. When you see the opportunity, then you ignore the rest of the squadron and lead whoever follows behind you to take advantage of the battle. Did you read about Admiral Nelson at the Battle of the Nile?"

  


  
          She answered, "Yes. So, it works just like that?"

  


  
          I replied, "Mostly. There might not be anyone following you, but you'll have the knowledge that you're not doing anything wrong when you break formation to give us a better advantage in a battle. If the ships following you do stay with you, then it gives us additional opportunities to try out some other things. For now, we're going to try to keep everything simple. We'll do charges, scrambles from the planet surface, test firings, battle station drills, and so forth. I'm on the Valhalla. When you pick the light cruiser you want to work on, send the captain of that ship over to see me. I'll explain what's going on so he or she won't feel threatened."

  


  
          Majel kissed me lightly on the cheek before she walked off with her pilots and a few gunners behind her.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We went into space the morning of the day after Majel arrived. It just barely gave her time to learn everything she could about her light cruiser and the men and women aboard it. I finished plotting out where I wanted the ships to land when we returned and gave a copy to each ship's captain before launch. The new landing positions would minimize the running distance for everyone when we started scrambling exercises.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We arrived in space where I had each ship start running battle stations drills. With twenty ships, it took all morning to finish. Then we spent the afternoon practicing the charge. I made note of which ships were slow to respond.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    That night about one in the morning, we held our first scramble. The time wasn't as good as I wanted, but the men and women knew one thing for sure. When I said for them to run as they were, they ran as they were. A lot of them forgot to even grab more than their stinger and gun belt. I didn't say a word as long as they were present. When we got into space, we immediately went into formation and went through battle stations drills again before practicing how to charge as a squadron some more.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We returned slightly after noon that day. That gave the men and women a chance to grab their clothing and get dressed before we worked on the ships again to locate more deficiencies, now becoming apparent.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The next scramble saw a few less people naked on board after we launched. Most of them wisely put a set of clothes on board and didn't worry about trying to find their clothes in the dark. Again, I didn't say a word when almost all of the men and women came running to the ships in only their mesh undies or naked. Their time was significantly better. Each time we went out into space, I made it a habit for every ship to conduct a battle stations drill and test fire their weapons.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The next scramble was in the daytime and proved to be just as difficult for them. They expected to be scrambled during the night and fell into it as a routine. Their time wasn't as good as it should have been for getting the ships off during the day.
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The fourth scramble was for real when an enemy scout managed to get by the border patrol and began checking out the bases on Echo. One crewman was killed when we lifted off to meet and destroy the scout. I didn't have to make my point anymore about what I would do in a real emergency, especially since the crewman was from my ship. I even knew we were short one man when we lifted off. It was the crewman's misfortune to be late and too near the ship's engines when we lifted off and went into our first combat.
  


  
          The first combat with the scout wasn't as bad as I feared it would be. The squadron managed to attack immediately although it consisted of only a few ships in position at that moment. Regardless, the rest of the ships' officers and crews were able to observe those of us who were in position move without hesitation towards the enemy to blast him out of space. While we were in space, I still required every ship to go through its battle stations drills and conduct a mock charge before we returned to port.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Because of the one death, we moved my ship, which would always try to launch first with or without me, to a location a little farther away so that anyone not on board the other nineteen ships would have some warning to get the hell out of the way. That was our only change because of the loss of the one crewman.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    A week later, I asked for a patrol sector to take my squadron to for more practice and hopefully the chance to have an actual engagement with the enemy. Headquarters gave us a sector where there was a chance of an engagement, but where there hadn't been much activity during the war. I accepted it and returned to the squadron. I started them off by giving them a morning scramble to the space ships. Then I followed up with a quick battle stations drill and mock charge before we left Echo and went to our sector.
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    It was a complete surprise to everyone that we were actually on patrol for a week. We moved about the sector in formation with complete communications silence. In doing so, we surprised another scout the following day who was trying to slip into the area around Echo to gather information. The enemy scout was surprised to see twenty ships facing him and tried to turn away as he broadcast what he found in a previously unoccupied sector.

  


  
          Since our location was known, I broadcast a quick warning to the ships' captains about what might happen in the next two days.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Majel's gunners managed to have an impact on the gunners in the rest of the squadron. By the time we went to this sector, nearly every gunner was sleeping near a gun station to lessen his or her reaction time. By then, most of the crew members knew that there were certain things that I didn't care about as long as they were performing their duty. During my inspections of my own cruiser, I even found one woman naked while manning her weapon. I discovered that the only time she even bothered to get dressed was when she left to relieve herself or get a meal. I remembered a moment later that she was originally from Echo, a planet in the Union with legalized public nudity and the same planet we were stationed on. About all I could do was shrug my shoulders and cut her a little slack, especially since she was the second best gunner on board. Compared to her, I was third.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    A day and a half later, the enemy squadron I expected was picked up at the far edge of our sensors. There were roughly as many of them as my own squadron. I was a little happy about that. So far, two scouts weren't much of an accomplishment. We moving forward toward the enemy to get our heavy weapons into range first, then I shouted charge over the lightbeam radio. Then I turned the radio over to the Communications officer to broadcast the outcome of the battle as it happened.

  


  
          For once, every ship responded almost at the right time in the right direction. The Berserker Squadron moved out at top speed with our guns blazing whether a particular gun was in range of the enemy or not. Our Mark IV quads began getting hits almost immediately. The constant practice had helped a number of the gunners get used to firing them. Now they were seeing hits. The enemy suddenly turned and ran before we could destroy any of them. I thought for a moment about stopping the charge and decided not to. They were still in range and in our sector. As long as those two conditions existed, we would show them that we weren't going to back down for any other reason. Because they had to execute a turn, the distance between them and us shrank almost to where the Mark III guns could have some effect. We managed to concentrate enough firepower on one trailing enemy ship and destroy it before I called back to Headquarters to determine if pursuit was permitted. I liked my new Fleet Admiral even more when he answered back, "Go get them!"

  


  
          With our guns still blazing we left our sector and continued to chase after the enemy ships, picking off another of their trailing ships. Suddenly, Majel peeled off from the formation taking three following ships with her. Then I saw the trap the enemy tried to spring that Majel spotted. At the same time, the retreating enemy tried to turn again, placing themselves at our mercy for a while as we continued to pound away at them, taking out two more of their ships. I had to rely on Majel to lead her ships to defeat the trap while I concentrated on the bait. By then, every officer on the bridge was caught up in the excitement as they scored more kills than in the entire portion of the war they had been in up until then. With the lessened distance, our Mark III gun systems began having effect, although we were also in enemy range as well. We still had the initiative and poured on our firepower as we continued to charge straight at them. Suddenly, the enemy ships that had been the bait lost their will when two more ships almost disappeared from the concentration of hits. They started to scatter, every ship for itself. That was their last mistake as we almost caught up to them, destroying three more as they tried to turn. My ships' captains finally understood about taking individual initiative and started peeling off after individual targets.
  


  
          At that point, I had no more control over the course of the battle and settled back while I let my ship's captain do his job. I watched as he went after what must have been an enemy heavy cruiser, charging at it, going at top speed with every gunner on board being directed to concentrate on the one ship. I felt some hits on the ship, but he was too much into the excitement to worry anymore about dying or losing someone on board to a hit. We looked like we were going to crash into the other ship when the pilot used a little initiative of her own to move us just a bit and avoid it while every gun on board fired almost point blank at the enemy ship. Then before we even reached the back of the enemy ship, it became completely silent as some of our shots penetrated the hull of the enemy at critical places and destroyed it completely.

  


  
          I stated loudly, "Good work, Captain! Remember to tell your crew that they did well."

  


  
          "Yes sir, Captain Oden! Thank you!" he replied.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The battle was over inside another hour as we finally regrouped and tabulated our losses. We took out nineteen enemy vessels including the two scouts for only three of our own. It was a little heavier loss than I wished, but still a damned good result. Eight enemy ships managed to escape. We knew we had a squadron that could take the war to the enemy and in less than two weeks of training!

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
     We returned to our sector for a few more days before we returned to base. At the base, the Fleet Admiral was on hand to welcome us back and offer his congratulations.
  


  
          He said, "Captain Oden, welcome back! We heard the battle as your communications broadcast it. That was a superb effort! I take it that they're now ready."

  


  
          I replied, "Yes, even though I'd like to spend another week or two with them to polish up the rough edges and get the last Captain into action on his own."

  


  
          "One Captain wasn't in it?" he asked.

  


  
          I explained, "Only one ship's captain. I had to temporarily replace him with Commander Remm for the purposes of demonstration and control. I'd like to see him in action on his own, plus I imagine if there are any replacement ships and crews, I should get them trained as well before I leave this squadron."
  


  
          He nodded and said, "Okay, I understand you now. That makes sense. I'll have Headquarters get onto the assignments immediately. I'm looking forward to having this squadron ready in two more weeks."

  


  
          I replied, "Yes sir. They will be ready. They behaved well out there and I'm proud of them."

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The replacements arrived the following day. I moved Majel to a different light cruiser, so she could continue to get experience, as I promised I would do after the first battle to the Captain of the ship she was on. That went some extra distance for me in keeping everyone's respect as we trained the three new ships in squadron tactics mixed with individual initiative. The week was filled with more inspections of ships, learning about the crews, scrambling, battle stations drills, and mock charges before we went on another patrol.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The patrol sector was another lightly used sector. It was rare for enemy units to be spotted in it. Our squadron went to it and spotted a single enemy scout that left immediately before we could get anywhere near it. I could tell that most of the bridge personnel were disappointed at the enemy ship escaping. We patrolled for the entire week without encountering any action. Instead, we had to content ourselves with more drills and mock charges.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Upon return to the base, I spoke at length with the captain of my cruiser to give him pointers on how to keep the new ships and crews in top preparedness and what to do if they seemed discouraged or hesitated when an actual battle started to develop. He listened very attentively and took notes. Then I turned over the Berserker Squadron to him and wished him luck before Majel and her people returned with me to Headquarters to receive another assignment.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    "I'm sorry to hear that the sector didn't provide any action for training purposes. Do you think they'll be all right without that?" the Fleet Admiral asked.

  


  
          I replied, "It would have been better if I were there to get them more thoroughly indoctrinated into a battle situation, but this will still work out well as long as the squadron continues to remain alert and practices whenever it's possible. Enough of what they need to be doing will become automatic by then that they should hold together as a unit. They did better than the units I've trained before. You gave me a good bunch of people and ships. I appreciate that if only because they didn't need as much attention in order to apply themselves to the training."

  


  
          "I'll take that as a compliment. I presume you're here for another assignment?" he asked.

  


  
          "Yes sir. That is meant as a compliment and we are here for another assignment," I responded.

  


  
          He said, "Okay. I thought at first that it would really take you two or three months to get the first squadron trained. I've had Headquarters staff working on your next assignment for when you finished. They're still working on it, so I'm going to ask you to bear with us on this and take the week off. You can use the guest quarters for yourselves and the enlisted personnel. I'll have another squadron for you before the week is out."
  


  
          "Thank you, sir," I replied as I accepted his handshake before I saluted to leave his office.

  


  
          "Well, what now?" asked Majel once we were outside.

  


  
          I said, "We do what he suggested. We'll take a week off to relax and get ready for another squadron. We'll take a look at the squadron before we promise how long it will take to do the training. If the ships are in good condition as the last ones were for the most part, then we'll promise a month. If not, then we're going to need additional time."

  


  
          She said, "No, I know about that. I was hoping that maybe you'd invite me to your room."

  


  
          "I understand now. Well, that's a thought. You sure that's what you want to do?" I asked.

  


  
          "You know of any other way to spend a few days that feels as good?" she asked.

  


  
          I answered, "Not really. Well, let's check in first."

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    A week later, the Fleet Admiral gave me the new assignment. "This one isn't as easy. This is probably my worst squadron. Care to give me an estimate?" he asked.

  


  
          I said in reply, "If it's as bad as you seem to feel it is, then I'll say somewhere between two to three months. I'll know more when I see the ships and personnel."

  


  
          He remarked, "Two to three months, huh? Well, if anyone can do it in that amount of time, I guess it's you. I'll give you full discretion and authority again. Your flagship is the cruiser, James. The personnel are a real bunch of misfits. I hope you're up to the challenge."

  


  
          "Yes sir. I'll do my best," I said as I saluted before I left. Already my mind was contemplating what I could do with the 13th Squadron. I reached the outside and joined Majel and her personnel. "Here's our assignment. According to the Fleet Admiral, we're in for a rough one. Something tells me that he's only partly right. Let's get there and see for ourselves."

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We left in the hover provided for us by the Fleet Admiral and arrived at the new squadron site a few hours later. Already half the day was shot just to get there. I started going through the ships one by one with Majel following close behind. If nothing else, the Fleet Admiral was right about those personnel being misfits. I'd never seen a whiskey still on board a warship before, but I found one. I had to admire the ingenuity of whoever created it. I left it alone for the time being, unsure if I could turn it into part of the training or not. There would always be plenty of time to destroy it later if it proved to be an obstacle. The ships, for the most part, were almost the worst I'd ever seen. Even I wouldn't want to face the enemy in some of them. Majel seemed as shocked as I at some of the glaring deficiencies we found.

  


  
          "Well, let's find our personnel and see if we can shake them up some," I said as we exited the last of the ships.

  


  
          "You going to do it like you did the last squadron?" Majel asked.

  


  
          "Depends on where and how I find them," I replied.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We began our search at the recreational hall where we found a number of personnel, officers and enlisted, in a drunken state. I decided that I didn't want to be shot by a drunk, so I didn't pull my projectile weapon and fire a shot. Instead, I went to the bar, found the bartender, and told him that the bar was closed effective immediately until I ordered it open again.
  


  
          Majel and I then went through the officers billets. We continued to find scenes of debauchery. More than once, we walked into the middle of couples and small groups of men and women engaged in sex with bottles of liquor lying about. I could see that it was definitely going to take some time just to get them sober and acting like Navy personnel again. We started rounding up the personnel we found sober enough to walk and herded them outside as they were where Majel kept them together in a loose formation. A few of the personnel were sober enough to be embarrassed by their state of dress. As for myself, I didn't care what they did or looked like on their own off duty time. What I was after was putting a squadron into shape.

  


  
          It took almost the remainder of the day to round up everyone from wherever they were and herd them where Majel could keep them together. A lot of them got sick over thinking what was about to happen to them. I finally had them all together just about seven that night. Then I started in on them, saying, "You are going to stay out here until you're sober. We're not going to dish out No-Alk, either, to sober you up. I don't care how you're dressed or whether you're hungry right now. You might as well find the softest piece of concrete you can within arm's length because you're not going anywhere. Anyone who tries to leave this formation will be shot. When you feel that you're sober, you can stand up to be recognized and motioned forward. One of us will test you to see that you are. Only then you will be allowed to get cleaned up, dressed, fed and maybe get some sleep." I turned to Majel. "Send a couple of your people over to the dispensary to get alcohol testers and bring them back here. Also, have one of them get over to the Dining Facility and tell them that I want a table out here with coffee and cups, plus a trash can. Send someone else over to supply and have them send out a portable toilet. Then send your people to get some supper and send some back for us."

  


  
          Majel went over to her personnel and sent them on the different tasks while I kept watch over the squadron. I could tell that it would be a long night.

  


  
          The tasks were completed soon. Majel and I sat eating our supper as we watched over the squadron. So far, only about thirty personnel were sober enough to be released from the formation. I sent them to clean up the recreation hall. I wanted a place big enough where I could brief everyone, especially my officers.

  


  
          Gradually during the night, a few more personnel sobered up and were sent to perform various tasks. Most of the personnel didn't even know who I was yet. I hadn't introduced myself. The only thing they knew about me was that I was a Captain who threatened them. I was a little surprised that none of them tried to shoot me instead. By morning, most of them were waking. I had Majel march them to the Dining Facility, as they were, to get some breakfast and round up the others from their billets, either in the officers' quarters or from the ships. By then most of them were sober enough to understand instructions. After breakfast, Majel moved them to the recreational hall where I was waiting for them.

  


  
          "I am Captain Oden, your new squadron commander. From now on, you will not be drunk or carousing around while on duty. You can do those things while on your own time. This squadron is going to shape up now. This is not negotiable. In a few minutes, I am going to give you all assignments to carry out and you will carry them out immediately. This squadron is going to learn how to fight both as a squadron and as individual ships. When we go into battle, we will win. I want all ships' Captains and First Officers outside right now! Majel take over."
  


  
          I walked outside and was met by a mostly undressed bunch of officers who stood around looking at me. "First Officers, you will assemble your crews and take them to your ships. There you will conduct an inspection of your ships and locate all deficiencies. Then have maintenance work on them. I expect most of the repairs to be completed by noon tomorrow. I have already spotted a few problems that will take longer. Move out! Ships' Captains, you'll go to Headquarters and pick up all the personnel records for everyone in the squadron. Report back to the recreational hall with them where you and I will go over every one of them together. Move out!"

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    A few hours later, maintenance was already at work on some of the deficiencies. The ships' Captains had returned with the personnel records. The ships' Captains looked a little more like officers since they were all finally dressed. We spent the next four hours going over their personnel. Amazingly, most of the captains actually knew most of their personnel. It gave me a little hope that they might shape up sooner than I feared.

  


  
          Then I started with them, the First Officers, and the pilots as I taught them how to run the squadron with ships' Captains having the option of individual initiative. Strangely, they seemed to like the idea a lot more than other naval personnel.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Eighteen of the ships were ready by noon the next day and minus one whiskey still. I pulled the first scramble right at supper time. Their time was pitiful. I released them to get supper instead of having them take off into space. At least I had some idea of how badly they were going to perform at night. By the next morning, the last two ships were ready and we took off into space to do our initial drills at battle stations along with weapons testing.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I pulled a scramble two nights later and their time was about the same as for the earlier daytime scramble. I then told them that I would leave the next time whether they were on board or not when we got back to port. "Men and women take note. The next time we scramble, you have exactly five minutes to be on board or you will be left behind. I don't care if you're twenty feet away when the five minutes are up. The hatches will shut and the ships will lift off whether you're in the way or not. I don't care what you look like when you get on board, just be on board before the five minutes are expired. Do not disappoint me for you'll only be getting yourself killed by the ships as we launch."

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The next night, I pulled two scrambles, one in the early evening and one late in the morning. I kept the units practicing hard at everything until I could see some semblance of order and discipline returning to the unit. I hadn't given the squadron a name yet and really wasn't too concerned about that since there were more important things to do. However, since they were beginning to shape up after a week of work, I decided that it was time to instill some spirit into them other than the kind they drank. I thought back to my speech with the officers and pilots when I told them that I wanted the enemy to think we were crazy for combat and fear us. I also wanted a name which would help to instill that fear whenever it was said. I finally chose to give them the title of the Grim Reaper Squadron. It was close enough to what I wanted for inspiration and fear. The squadron surprised me sometime later the next day when I discovered that they took to the name with enthusiasm. They even had a Grim Reaper painted on the nose of every ship of the squadron by then.
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The Grim Reaper Squadron didn't get into a patrol sector for two weeks. Then we were finally there and had the luck to discover several enemy ships. I announced the charge over the lightbeam radio and watched the ships go into combat against the three alien ships. The unit performed much better than I thought they would. I was beginning to rethink my opinion of the members of the squadron since they took to the idea of individual initiative better than other personnel. I decided to test my thoughts and called back to Headquarters. "Fleet Admiral Cain, I'd like to take the squadron on an unlimited excursion of all our sectors."

  


  
          "Why?" he asked.

  


  
          I said, "Because I think we've hit paydirt in this squadron. I think they're ready. Did you monitor the engagement we just had?"

  


  
          He replied, "Yes, I did, Captain. But that was only three enemy ships."

  


  
          I said, "Maybe so, but the way they aggressively went after the enemy convinces me that they're ready for bigger game, if we can find it."

  


  
          He said, "Very well. Permission granted. I will have all sectors notified right now that the 13th Squadron is going to be moving about unrestricted. Good luck. I think you're going to need it."

  


  
          I replied, "Thanks, Admiral. We'll do our best not to disappoint you."

  


  
          I turned to the Captain of my flagship and said, "Set course to take the squadron through all the sectors. We're going hunting!"

  


  
          "Yes sir," she responded.

  


  
          A few minutes later we were moving through space and leaving our sector to check out as many sectors as possible. When we entered the third sector, there were two enemy ships. Three of our squadron's ships peeled off at them before I could even announce the charge. I went ahead and backed them up with the rest of the squadron as we destroyed two more enemy ships. All during each engagement, the Communications officer gave a description of the fighting.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Entering the fifth sector we came across an enemy scout who wasn't fast enough in leaving. The rest of the sectors after that were empty. Our tactics were having an effect on the enemy. We spent the rest of the week moving from sector to sector, trying to catch the enemy napping and coming up empty-handed.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The Grim Reaper Squadron returned to base to be met by the Fleet Admiral who looked at the men and women who came off the ships in amazement. "How did you get them shaped up?" he asked.

  


  
          I answered, "I kept them up late and gave them honest work, sir. If nothing else, you have the beginnings of one of the finest squadrons you'll ever see right in front of you. Give them something to do and plenty of it. They'll respond. They've been kept too far away from everyone else and the action. They got bored. From there they went downhill. They're also very individualistic. This squadron technique is particularly suited to their personalities. I recommend they be given as much opportunity to fight the enemy as possible. I can stay with them another week or another month, but I don't think anymore time from me is going to make them any better. What they need most is to be used and respected. I don't think they'll disappoint you."
  


  
          He said, "I'll take your word on it. I really thought that it would take you much longer to prepare this squadron, even longer than the two to three months you estimated. Okay. Take a week off and come see me. I'll have an assignment that you won't want to miss. I guarantee that."

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I spent the next week at the same base with the Grim Reaper Squadron along with Majel and her personnel. We watched the squadron scramble twice to intercept enemy penetrations into their area of space. Both times, they succeeded without a loss and crushed the enemy totally. Before I left for Headquarters, they left on another deep space patrol. They were looking forward to it. They had been given one of the hottest sectors around.
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    When we got to Headquarters, we were just in time to hear, along with the Fleet Admiral, the description of the battle going on between an equal-sized enemy squadron and the Grim Reaper Squadron. We listened intently to the flagship communications officer as the ships charged at the enemy. Visuals were greatly limited to what was selected by communications on board each ship for transmission. Having been there with them not long ago, I could visualize what the rest of the battle appeared like to the men and women of the squadron.

  


  
          "We've just taken out one of their ships, it's a destroyer class ship. There goes another one of the enemy ships! Two of our ships are peeling off from the formation. They've got one of the enemy ships in a cross fire. There he goes! It looked to be the size of a light cruiser. We've taken a hit that I just felt. Didn't feel serious. Oh, we just lost one of our destroyers. Okay, there goes what was probably the enemy flagship. She's falling apart in pieces! We're changing course to take on a light cruiser. We're scoring hits! I just noticed another enemy destroyer class ship rupture into space! Some of the enemy ships look like they're trying to escape now. They're turning . . . Yes! They are trying to escape! There goes another enemy destroyer in pieces! We're picking them off now! I just spotted two of the enemy ships collide into each other. They're fouled up. One of our ships just peeled off from the formation to take advantage of them. He's getting hits on them! One of them is destroyed! We're helping out with some of our guns. There goes the other ship!"

  


  
          The Fleet Admiral was smiling when he realized that the battle was turning out into a slaughter of the enemy. He looked up at me and said, "We've got to celebrate before I give you your next assignment. That was a great battle!"

  


  
          I accepted one of the drinks he poured for Majel and myself and waited for him to raise his glass. He gave the toast to the Grim Reaper Squadron and I drank along with him. Then he picked up a packet and handed it to me. He said, "Captain, it's every officer's dream to command a heavy cruiser. You're going to get your chance. You'll be training a thirty-ship squadron with a heavy cruiser, the Excalibur, two cruisers, three light cruisers, twenty destroyers, and four scouts. I'm going to have the two squadrons you trained for me take over their sector on an alternating basis. They both seem up to the task. The 9th Squadron has been in a lot of action, but it hasn't made any headway. I think only its size has kept the enemy at bay until now. See what you can do with it. I'd like to see this war end soon. My son is on one of the ships. I'm expecting you to treat him as you did every other man and woman. I am not going to tolerate any favoritism from you concerning him."
  


  
          I replied, "Yes sir. I won't show him any. Well, Majel, how would you like to play with a cruiser?"

  


  
          I watched her eyes light up as she realized she would get to command for a short while one of the largest ships in the Navy. Only the heavy cruisers were bigger.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We left shortly afterwards for the base where the 9th Squadron was stationed. We had to be flown to the station. We took all the personnel records with us that time. The Admiral gave us a few personnel to assist with moving the records and for returning them. I spent some time looking at the records while in transit. I had a head start on what needed to be done.

  


  
          Upon our arrival, we found the entire squadron waiting in formation for us. I went ahead and used the formation to my advantage to introduce myself and my objectives in no uneven terms. A few minutes later, I inspected their ships while their captains accompanied me as I crawled into recesses that looked like no one had checked them since the ship was built. I explored crannies, nooks, storage closets, gun stations, engine rooms, bridges, and anyplace else on the ship I could get into. When we finished, they each had lists to turn over to their First Officers for maintenance. Then they accompanied me to the recreational hall where we set up the personnel records and went through them.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The following day, the ships were being repaired while I went over tactics with the officers and pilots. As much as I wanted to get into space on the bridge of a heavy cruiser, tactics was more important. It was the reason for my being with them. With the addition of scouts, I found that I had a class of ship that I hadn't used before nor made any provisions for in my training program.

  


  
          The scouts were essentially four person ships consisting of a single officer, pilot, and two gunners. They were very short range and relied on having heavy cruiser support for deep space voyages. The officer handled the navigation, sensors, and communications, as well as giving orders to the pilot and gunners. If nothing else, the scouts were extremely fast, but lightly armed, having only a pair of Mark II singles. I looked over their capabilities and realized that there was more use for them than they had been used for. I worked on a plan that would soon put them to good use for more than just scouting.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Within a few days, the ships were all up to my standards. The officers and crews had been given training on what I expected them to do in a battle. It was time to take the squadron up for some drills and mock charges. The squadron went up and every ship, including the scouts, practiced all the drills and tactics.

  


  
          Getting a larger squadron to scramble was quite a task in itself. In fact, the only way the members of the squadron managed to do it at night in five minutes or less was to take my advice and run like hell for the ships no matter how they were or weren't dressed. The only ships presenting a problem for that was the scouts since they didn't have the room inside for anyone to move around or dress themselves in. They would have to wait until they docked in space with the heavy cruiser before they could. However, they were able to launch far quicker than anyone else, so I segregated them far away enough from the other ships where they could launch as soon as their personnel were aboard. They would be able to either wait for the rest of the squadron in orbit or start out on their mission. Most of the scouts were soon launching within three minutes. I felt that was an accomplishment of sorts despite the fact that most of their personnel were stark naked or nearly so.
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    After two weeks, we began going on patrols and practicing some of the new tactics especially created to take advantage of having the fast scouts. We didn't manage to encounter any enemy ships to practice on, so I communicated with Headquarters to arrange for us to move about freely to find something to practice on.
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 20


  
    

  


  
    The message that came down from Supreme Headquarters was devastating to me when I read it on the monitor inside the Excalibur's bridge. The war was over, although it was more of a truce. The Ape-oids sued for peace and a truce was in effect. I had no choice but to recall the 9th Squadron and return to base.

  


  
          I wondered what my own status would be as we returned back to our port. I held a temporary commission as a Captain in the Navy. I guessed I could become an enlisted member of the Navy, such as Sergeant Clark had. Maybe I'd be kept on board one of the ships, but somehow I doubted it. If I knew the Navy, now that the emergency was over, it would be back to politics as usual.

  


  
          I was still a paid employee of Pennyweight Shipping Company and an officer there. It seemed to hold more future for me than the Navy. At least they hadn't missed seeing my talents and availing themselves of them. They had treated me fairly as well. In fact, they had treated me more than fair. However, I was unsure if I would remain an officer when I returned to Pennyweight.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    My orders weren't long in arriving after I got back to the base. I was sitting around with very little to do besides trying to keep the ships in shape before the crews could neglect them in their efforts to celebrate. Three days after we returned to base, my orders arrived. I reported back to the Thurman to return my first ship of command back to Pennyweight.

  


  
          The Thurman and I, along with the other remaining Pennyweight Shipping Company personnel who were with me, had been deactivated. A number of the repairs made on the Thurman were already rusting over again. The Thurman was looking like a rust bucket again. However, we did get to keep the Mark IV quads the Navy installed to replace some of our weapons lost in action. If nothing else, the Rust Bucket was going back to Pennyweight with more firepower on her than when she left for war.

  


  
          I took the old familiar Captain's seat, probably for the last time, I figured, and told Frank to take us home. The trip only took a few minutes to reach our port from the base. Once there, we cleaned up the ship and performed maintenance. When we were finished, I reported to the office to see Penny and report myself as back in for work.

  


  
          "Captain Oden reporting for work."

  


  
          "It's about time you showed up. How's the Rust Bucket?" Penny asked.

  


  
          I replied, "It's still in great shape despite some hits we took. The Navy repaired and replaced the damage and installed Mark IV quads for the destroyed guns. She has a little bit more aging before she has an even coat of rust again. Anyway, I guess I go back to manning a gun."

  


  
          Penny exclaimed, "What? Hell no! When I made you an officer, I meant it! As a matter of fact, you're going to remain in charge of that Rust Bucket. You've matured into a good skipper. I'm sure as hell not wasting your talents on merely manning a gun. You'll be back on gun ship routes in a few days. Rest up and see me in two days to get the crew list. We've got to do some reassignments now that your ship is back."

  


  
          I eagerly replied, "Yes ma'am, I mean, yes Penny! I'll see you in two days. Besides, I have some old friends to look up now that I have the time."

  


  
          I left the building and hired a Yellow to take me over to the Academy to see the Sarge. He was just getting off from running a class through their course work. He smiled as I walked in, once again dressed in Pennyweight overslicks. The cloud white shirt and ocean blue pants were easy to recognize.
  


  
          "Well, are you going to be ready for the second war with the Ape-oids?" he asked.

  


  
          I said, "I am, but I don't think the Navy will be. They already seem to be gravitating back to their old ways."

  


  
          He nodded his head as he said, "Yes, they are. Mark my words. We'll be back at war with them within five years. We were winning and both sides knew it. That's the only reason the Ape-oids asked for a truce. When the war restarts, the Ape-oids will have better guns than before and possibly better ships than the Navy."

  


  
          "You think they can advance that much in only five years?" I asked.

  


  
          Sergeant Clark said, "Easily, if they apply all their efforts to the task. Take a look at the terms of the truce when they come out later today. You'll see that I'm right. They don't have any intention of honoring the truce beyond the time when they feel that they have an advantage."

  


  
          I said, "I will, as soon as they're in the e-news."

  


  
          He said, "By the way, you're the reason they asked for a truce. They kept losing too many ships because of you and your students. You did a fine job. Too bad that the Navy will undo most of that before the truce ends."

  


  
          "Me? Really?" I said in astonishment.

  


  
          He said, "Absolutely. Take a look at the overall statistics, son. The only absolute victories for the Navy were the ones in which you or your students participated in from beginning to truce. You and your students account for over three-quarters of all the enemy ships destroyed, the only enemy installations attacked, and the only prisoners brought back. If you hadn't thought of bringing back prisoners, we wouldn't have anything to trade prisoners with. I understand that they got a lot of information from those three before the war ended. The Ape-oids feared you and that Rust Bucket. They're trying to make a new ship better than that one ship because they thought it was a secret weapon we brought in."

  


  
          I laughed when the Sarge said it was believed to be a secret weapon.

  


  
          He said, "Don't laugh too much. They will make a better ship, but the question remains whether they'll improve their training as well. If they don't, then you'll still have a chance against them."

  


  
          "I? What do you mean?" I asked.

  


  
          He said, "Now that you've accepted a temporary commission, the Navy can activate you again when the chips are down. They will, whether you work for Pennyweight or not."

  


  
          "Don't I have any say?" I asked.

  


  
          "No, unless you want to be disgraced the rest of your life. By the way, I thought you and Annie were going to get married. What happened there?" he asked.

  


  
          I explained, "It was supposed to be an affair. She said she was using protection, otherwise I would have used some myself. Then she got pregnant and asked if it would be all right if she stopped using protection to have a child of mine with no obligations. I reasoned out then that she was pregnant, so I said she could have the baby if that was what she wanted. That's about the whole story."

  


  
          He said, "I see. Well, I understand, but I think you're missing out on the deal of the century."        
  


  
          I replied, "Maybe so, but I didn't want to get a regular commission because I was related to an admiral."

  


  
          Sergeant Clark exclaimed, "Ah! Of course, why didn't I reason that one out! My boy, even if you married her, that ornery old man of hers wouldn't pull a string for you if the two of you were in a musical band! How the hell do you think he got to be an admiral? He pulled his own strings or weight the whole way, just like you're trying to do. Give it some thought. Being married is a plus towards getting a regular commission for someone in your situation and it doesn't matter who your father-in-law happens to be. The rich kids haven't made it that far up the ladder and likely they won't. They don't want to spend too much time in the military. Just enough to get some inside information and then get out to make credits. Once you get past them like you were when the truce was announced, then you're competing against officers like yourself. You've got most of them beat hands down!"

  


  
          "You mean I was that close?" I asked.

  


  
          He said, "Yes. Just wait a few more years. Stick with Pennyweight and bide your time. The war will resume. Then you'll be able to get that regular commission."

  


  
          I replied, "I'll keep that in mind. By the way, how's your father-in-law? I haven't stopped to see him yet, so I thought I'd ask you."

  


  
          He said, "He's slowing down. You gave him a lot of reason to believe that we would win, if the politicians hadn't been paid off to accept a truce so that the rich families could get back to making more credits on the Navy's back. Anyway, he'd be glad to see you, so drop on by when you get a chance."

  


  
          I replied, "I will. By the way, you'll have to introduce me to your wife someday, now that I've got the time to socialize. I'll bet you picked a real winner."

  


  
          Sergeant Clark said, "I did and you've met her already. You work for her."

  


  
          "Huh? Not Penny?" I asked.

  


  
          He smiled and said, "The one and the same."

  


  
          "Sarge, is this a good question to ask here or should we go somewhere else?" I asked.

  


  
          "What?" asked the Sarge.

  


  
          "Well," I said as I looked around, "she's not in the directory. Neither is your father-in-law or his son that you saved. Likewise, the Pennyweight . . ."

  


  
          Sergeant Clark quickly said, "Hold it! You're right. That's not the type of question to ask or answer here. Furthermore, I can't give you an answer. You're going to have to settle for no answer. Please don't bring the question up with anyone."

  


  
          I looked at Sarge with a sense of hopelessness and knew that there was something going on in front of me that I couldn't see. What's worse is that I was sure it was happening openly without any sort of cover. Yet I was missing it. I answered, "Okay, Sarge, I won't bring it up." Inside though, I knew I wasn't going to stop trying to discover what was going on. My curiosity was strangling me over this now.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Afterwards, I went ahead and visited with the retired Admiral at his surplus store. I made it a point to look around the store at what was carried for sale, yet not one thing didn't belong there. It was as typical a surplus store as any I had ever been in. We had a nice chat and he thanked me for my efforts during the war. I left after at most an hour, still puzzled by why he wasn't in the directory. Sarge's warning not to bring it up was enough to convince me that something was truly going on.
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I caught a Yellow back to the company area since as Captain of the Thurman, I could bunk down inside it whenever I wished. On the way back, I let my thoughts wander from the mystery, to Annie, and to what the next war would be like. I didn't even give thought to my chances of getting a regular commission. For once, my original goal wasn't my first priority.

  


  
          Concerning the mystery, there was little I could do other than keep my eyes open. Maybe I would spot what was happening. About the only thing I now knew was that Penny was also the daughter of the retired Admiral. There were only three invisible people who I knew of and not four. I almost forgot to recheck my directory listing to see if I had disappeared since I was out of the Navy. Was I invisible? I would check on it tomorrow.

  


  
          Annie was something I wasn't sure of. She was bright, daring, and beautiful. She was also slightly self-centered, a liar of sorts, and a manipulator. She also seemed to care for me, but she had let go of me and kept her word about some things. I wasn't in love with her and had barely given her a thought after our parting. I supposed that I should see how she was doing. I decided that I could do that tomorrow as well.

  


  
          As far as the next war, I wondered what I could do for the Navy if the Ape-oids could outrun our ships and possibly outgun them. There might be an historic precedent for someone in that situation. I wondered if I could find it and then apply the knowledge. At any rate, I knew the truce would likely last at least a year to two years simply because the Ape-oids would not only have to develop such weapons, but mass produce them if they were to have a real chance of winning the war. Surely, they wouldn't think that they could do it with only one ship?

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The next day started with a whole new outlook for me. I got up from my cabin in the Rust Bucket and was able to eat in its Dining Facility since our cooks were already back in place. I looked forward to some of the best food on the planet and several others, too. I was in civilian clothing and looked forward to the day. Most of my thoughts from the day before were neatly stored away where they would let me do other things instead. For the time being, I would only recall them as they were needed. Nothing had resolved itself in my sleep. As well, I knew that those were the things that would take time.

  


  
          For that day, I only had two things planned. One was so easy, I figured that it would only take a few minutes. The other, I wasn't sure I wanted to do. I had no idea why I wanted to see Annie.

  


  
          I finished my breakfast and went out of the ship and through the building to the street. I didn't have far to go to find a public terminal in order to check the directory. I stepped up to it and spoke my name, expecting to be given a message that there was no listing. Instead, my name came up listed as a civilian who served as a Captain in the Navy during the Ape-oid-Human War. My decorations were listed along with names of the skirmishes or battles, depending on one's view of such things, in which they were earned. A few things about me were unavailable as being classified defense information. The most glaring things listed as classified were the ships on which I served. It was a perfect hero's directory listing. My address was given as the address of the building in which the Pennyweight Shipping Company was in.
  


  
          To say the least, I was surprised to see that I wasn't invisible. Nor were Frank and a lot of other people I looked up. Only three people remained invisible to my inquiries. I wondered how many other people were invisible whom I hadn't met yet.

  


  
          If nothing else, that convinced me to go ahead and take a Yellow over to the base to see if Annie would admit me as a visitor. She had information about things and a way of looking at things which I didn't have. If she would see me, then maybe she would let something carelessly drop in her inimitable way. Perhaps, I would be able to discover if I felt any different about her.

  


  
          I turned away from the terminal and was about to walk down the sidewalk to find a Yellow when I realized that Annie was in her hover at the street looking at me. She was apparently waiting for me to finish using the terminal. My curiosity was itching with a burning sensation that demanded I seek relief. Why was she there?

  


  
          "Hi there, sailor! Need a lift?" she asked as I approached.

  


  
          "Annie! I was just going to grab a Yellow and see you at the base, that is, if you would have accepted me as a visitor. How are you?" I asked.

  


  
          "I'm fine. You're looking good. Want to go for a drive?" she asked.

  


  
          "Sure!" I got into the passenger seat.

  


  
          Annie hadn't kidded me before about her driving. She drove recklessly, just as she said she did. I was gripping the seat enough to turn my knuckles white.

  


  
          "You look like you'd rather drive. I'll pull over and let you take the controls," she said as she did just that.

  


  
          I got out and went around while she slid over to the passenger seat. Then I got in behind the controls. "Where to?" I asked.

  


  
          "Would you mind going to the island?" she asked.

  


  
          "Okay, the island it is." I knew where it was by then, so there was no need for her to give me directions as I drove. "I wanted to see you, but I wasn't sure why."

  


  
          "You are now?" she asked as she untied her blouse to let the wind flail away at her.

  


  
          I said, "Not really. I'm still unsure why I want to see you. I thought you were pregnant. You don't look it."

  


  
          "Oh, silly! I won't get fat for a few more months. Then I'll blow up like a balloon for a few months before I give birth. But, don't fret. I'm definitely pregnant. I throw up about half of everything I eat. I don't regret it either, even though you didn't marry me. How about you? Do you regret it?" she asked.

  


  
          I said, "I'm still not sure if I did right at the time by not marrying you when I kept to part of our understanding of no obligations. I thought then that it might influence my career unfairly. I've since learned that it wouldn't have, at least not as far as your father is concerned. I understand that your father doesn't pull strings for anyone. I can respect that."

  


  
          She said, "I guess I should have told you that, but I thought then that you wouldn't believe me since I lied to you about some other things."

  


  
          I replied, "I imagine you're right. I probably wouldn't have believed you on that. I'm glad that you didn't try to dissuade me then on that basis. Anyway, you saved me from hiring a Yellow to get over to the base and cleared up my mind about whether you'd see me again."

  


  
          She said, "I'm glad about that. I'll show you a secret when we get to the island today."
  


  
          "Oh? What kind of a secret?" I asked.
  


  
          She replied, "I don't want to spoil the surprise. I found it by accident myself or almost by having an accident."

  


  
          I said, "This sounds like an interesting story."

  


  
          She said, "It is, but it will have to wait until we get there. I don't want to spoil the surprise."

  


  
          "Okay," I agreed.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The sun was up enough that the heat was beginning to bake the ground. I parked the hover and was only a little bit behind Annie as she dove into the water after removing the last of her clothes. She had helped me some by loosening the seals on my clothing after I took the last turnoff. We swam a bit before I remembered that she had a surprise for me.
  


  
          "What about the surprise?" I asked.

  


  
          She exclaimed, "Oh yes! Come on. Back to the hover. That's the only way to get there."

  


  
          She ran and jumped into the hover without picking up any of her clothes. I reached out to pick up mine and put them on.

  


  
          She said, "Don't! You'll only get soaked. Leave them there and get in."

  


  
          "Naked? Are you sure?" I asked.

  


  
          She said, "We're not leaving my property. Come on. You're going to like this."

  


  
          I got into the hover, feeling a little self-conscious for the first time in a long time about being naked. Knowing Annie, she was daring enough to take the hover back off her property with both of us naked and cruise the highways just for fun.

  


  
          She drove over the water, picking up a little speed. "I was basically driving fast on the lake for the fun of it and because I was bored when I glanced away to look at a strange bird."

  


  
          "Hey, don't look at me!" I said. "Keep your eyes on your driving!"

  


  
          "Anyway, I glanced away and went right into the waterfall just like this!" she said merrily.

  


  
          She drove straight at the waterfall. I expected us to be crushed into the lake or to hit the cliff behind it. Instead, we went right on through because of the hover's speed and into blackness instead of a cliff.

  


  
          She said, "That's how I found this cave! I thought I was done for, but I found this cave instead and stopped. I wasn't sure how deep it went in. Anyway, I didn't want to survive just long enough to hit the end of the cave." She turned on the headlights and continued to drive into the cave. "Anyway, I finally realized that I could turn on the lights and take a look without getting out of the hover in case it was real long. It goes on for a long distance, almost two kilometers and then you wind up here!"

  


  
          She stopped the hover and turned it slightly so that I could see the cavern that the tunnel or cave ended in. It was huge and beautiful. She said, "I looked up the coordinates and found out I own this! Isn't it beautiful? It's right under my property and I didn't know that it was here until recently!"

  


  
          I said, "It certainly is breathtaking. Annie's Cavern. Even the name sounds beautiful."

  


  
          She remarked, "I hadn't thought of giving it a name, but you're right. That does sound nice. It's got a beautiful pool that's fed by the same stream and it's always this temperature. I went ahead and picked up a few items and brought them here to make it so that I could use it without tripping or falling in the dark. I'll shut off the hover after I turn on the lights. I hope my choice of lighting is okay."
  


  
          "I'm sure it is," I said before I saw just what she meant by her choice of lighting. She had used colored lights to illuminate the cavern and make it more breathtakingly beautiful. I stated, "Yes, it is beautiful the way you lit it up."

  


  
          She said, "I'm so glad you like it. Come on and let's play here for awhile."

  


  
          I wondered if I was being seduced so that I would fall into a trap or even in love, not that I was afraid of either by then. Either her tender trap or love could be a possibility allowed to bloom then, since I was sure it wouldn't hinder nor help me unduly. "Uh, sure we can play in here. You want to swim?"

  


  
          She said, "Oh yes. You've got to experience this pool. It makes the lake seem cold."

  


  
          "Really?" I wondered if she was teasing me again. The lake was actually warm. I wondered how warm the pool was to make the lake seem cold. I ran after her and dove into the pool just behind her, discovering that she was again telling the truth. The pool was at least ten to twenty degrees warmer than the lake. I was wondering why.

  


  
          She said, "I found out that there's a thermal pool below it that continually feeds both the pool and the lake. The lake doesn't have a roof to trap it, so the pool stays a lot warmer. I plan on coming here during the fall and winter."

  


  
          I remarked, "If that's so, then I don't blame you. This is a beautiful cavern. If it's like this all year round, then you have a natural place to enjoy yourself."

  


  
          "I'd much rather enjoy it with you. Have you come to see me because you're changing your mind?" she asked.

  


  
          "I don't honestly know. I wondered if seeing you would help me figure out what I want. By the way, you seemed to be looking for me. Why were you looking for me? Were you hoping I'd changed my mind?" I asked.

  


  
          She said, "No, I was hoping now that you're not in the military, I could get a ride in your ship, the Rust Bucket that you wouldn't let me come near before."

  


  
          "Really? You came out just because you wanted a ride in my ship?" I asked in amazement.

  


  
          She said, "Yes, I did. I really want to ride in a warship. I think it would be fun. Daddy would never take me on one. I was hoping that you might."

  


  
          I replied, "I'll have to think about it and check company policy. After all, it's still a warship and dangerous to be on."

  


  
          She said, "I'll sign waivers if it's required. I just want to ride on one."

  


  
          I said, "I'll honestly look into it and give it some thought with an open mind. That's all I can promise you at this time."

  


  
          "Okay, Dave. I'll accept that for now," she said with obvious disappointment.

  


  
          We played around in the water and later got out of the warm water to lie down on some outdoor lounges she carried into the cavern so she wouldn't have to lie down on the hard dirt and rock floor. She hadn't brought much into the cavern, but she had enough to make it comfortable. Apparently, she had installed a solar generator somewhere and ran wire to provide electricity for lights and a refrigerator that held cold beverages and sandwiches. It was just enough comfort to make it worth staying the whole day. About the only thing she couldn't do inside the cave was get a suntan or so I thought. I later discovered a sunlamp. For use in the winter, she claimed.
  


  
          Eventually, she offered herself to me and I accepted her offer once more. I could do far worse than to marry her. With what I had saved in credits, I was almost as welloff as she was, except I didn't own any land. Together, we'd almost be rich . . . The thought almost frightened me.

  


  
          Me being rich? Become one of those rich families and have a kid who acted like the ones I knew? The thought almost paralyzed me. However, I realized after a few more moments of thought that combining our fortunes wasn't even near what the rich families had stashed away. I stopped thinking that I would be dooming our child to that kind of behavior. We wouldn't even get into the top half of the middle class with what we had combined. We would be comfortably well-off and not too worried about where our next meal would be, but nowhere near the accumulation of wealth that the rich families had.

  


  
          Then I thought about whether Annie had enough to support herself and our child, especially if she left home from her father. After all, he might not approve of her having a child out of wedlock and ask her to leave. Oh yeah, I know that he didn't mind his daughter fooling around. He even approved of me, but he had also been looking forward to having me as a son-in-law. So far, I was disappointing him for my own greedy goal of getting a regular commission. Was I disappointing Annie because I feared her wealth and the influence I thought her father might use on my behalf? Was that what was holding me back from having any feelings for her and the child of mine that she was carrying? But would she have enough to care for herself and a child?

  


  
          I wasn't sure, but I did know that I did care about what happened to her. Was that enough of a feeling to justify marrying her? Was love starting to blossom? Or was it merely guilt? I didn't think that it was guilt. In the time we were apart from each other, I didn't really think of her. But did she get pregnant deliberately? If so, why? Suddenly, I realized that Annie was looking at me with a worried look on her face.

  


  
          "You all right?" she asked. "You looked like you're being chased by a pack of demons."

  


  
          I replied, "I'm all right. I got lost in my thoughts."

  


  
          "About me?" she asked.

  


  
          I admitted freely, "Yes, about you and our child. I was worried about you and our child and my own behavior."

  


  
          She said, "Why? You didn't do anything wrong. I was the one who lied, not you."

  


  
          I said, "I know that, but I still feel responsibility for you and for our child. Some of my thoughts have become clear in purpose. Now I think I know what I feared."

  


  
          "But what?" she asked.

  


  
          I replied, "But, I don't know how to turn yet. I don't know whether to ask you to marry me or stop seeing you."

  


  
          "Oh, please don't stop seeing me, even if you never marry me! That would be the cruelest thing you could do to me. Whether you love me or not, I've fallen in love with you. Please don't stop seeing me. You want me to beg, I'll beg," she said with tears forming in her eyes.

  


  
          Somehow, I was convinced that she meant it. She looked like she meant it. I was scared that I might take advantage of her. I was actually scared of myself! She was handing me power over her that would be easy to abuse if I wasn't careful. I had to stop thinking of what the consequences might be if I abused her to my own means. I was almost frightened away from marriage to her ever because of that much power. I wasn't sure that I could trust myself in that situation. Not only that, but what exactly did she see in me that made her so willing to give me that much power over her? Was I missing something else so obvious that I couldn't see it?
  


  
          "Stop please," I asked.

  


  
          She said, "Why not? I'm yours whenever you want me. You can take me anywhere and I won't mind. I'll do anything you want except give up your child."

  


  
          I said, "Annie, please don't give me this much power. I don't trust myself with it."

  


  
          She said, "I trust you. It's yours whether you want it or not and whether you use it or not."

  


  
          I was stymied. She wasn't budging on the issue. I could have told her to crawl the length of the tunnel on her bare belly. She would have done it for me. I wasn't sure what to say or do. I was stuck with it no matter how I felt about it. I hoped I could end the impasse I felt we were in. "Okay, we'll not discuss it for now. Besides, it's getting late and I have to show up for work tomorrow."

  


  
          We got into the hover and left after she turned off the lights. I could feel her naked warm body next to mine as we went through the tunnel to the roaring waterfall and picked up enough speed to sail through it without being dunked into the lake. We reached the island and retrieved our clothes. I was tempted to ask her to keep her blouse tied or even buttoned as we left and reached the roads, but I resisted using the power I now held. If anything, I didn't want to change her. If I was falling in love, I wanted the same bright, eager, woman who I first met and not what I might make her into. That much I was sure of. I didn't want the excitement to ever go out of the woman I might marry.

  


  
          We eventually reached the Pennyweight building where I got out of the hover and waved to her as I went inside. I felt more depressed than the night before.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The next week was filled with getting the Thurman fully in shape for escort duty. All the repairs were rechecked to be sure they measured up to our standards. Crew members were assigned and I went over their records with the company management. New shipping schedules were set. Then we were back in a business as usual mode.

  


  
          Each night, Annie dropped by to see me. I would talk with her or ride around town for a few minutes with her before returning to the ship. By the end of the week, I was positive that she meant what she said. She was totally in my power as long as she could see me. We didn't have to go to bed and have sex if I didn't want to, but she was just as willing to stop in traffic and open her legs for me if I wanted her that way, too. The whole time, I was frightened that I would unduly take unfair advantage of her, especially since she was in love and wouldn't complain. I wondered if that was how people in love behaved. Would I someday act that way? If so, I didn't want to fall in love, not if I was going to build a career and then throw it away because I fell in love. I could understand why some people might marry for wealth if that was the case. But, how did one prepare oneself against falling in love? I only knew that I needed some advice and I needed it fast.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    One thing I learned real fast was that I had a lot of discretion concerning my time and whereabouts since I was the captain of a ship. I had very few people to account to for my actions and the authority to delegate some responsibilities in some situations if need be. To date, I had delegated authority and responsibility only to enhance other people's learning processes. I sought out Penny and checked with her.
  


  
          "Penny, I'm going to need a little time off today to get some advice from the Sarge. Is there anything urgent here that I don't know of that you want me to take care of?"

  


  
          Penny said, "If it's about . . ."

  


  
          I replied, "Uh, no. I need some advice about women."

  


  
          "Really? Are we talking about Annie?" she asked.

  


  
          I said, "Yes. I'm scared that I might take advantage of her irresponsibly."

  


  
          She said, "I thought you already had."

  


  
          I responded, "Uh, no. That was something we discussed together before it happened. She was the one who took advantage of me. This is a different problem concerning us."

  


  
          She said, "Well, sure. There's nothing urgent, but I'll be happy to give you some advice from a woman's point of view, if you'd like."

  


  
          "Thanks. You're probably right. I should get some advice from a woman as well. Do you have the time now?" I asked.

  


  
          She replied, "Sure. Close the door so no one else has to hear your problem."

  


  
          I turned and closed the door. Then I took the seat that she motioned me to.

  


  
          "What's the problem as you see it?" she asked.

  


  
          I blurted out, "Well, Annie has professed her love for me."

  


  
          "That's a problem?" she asked.

  


  
          I said, "There's more. She's said that she'll do anything for me just so long as I let her continue to see me. That's even without me ever marrying her."

  


  
          Penny said, "I see. She fell for you hard. If that's all you're worried about, then there's nothing to it."

  


  
          I asked, "Are you sure? I mean, she leaves every decision to me now. She's not like she used to be. She's more like a zombie instead of the bright, bouncing off the walls, young woman I first met. I'm afraid that I might hurt her with all the power she's given me over her."

  


  
          Penny replied, "Well, that's a lot more thought and consideration than most people give to others when similar things happen. But just be yourself. She'll return to normal eventually."

  


  
          "How long before that happens?" I asked.

  


  
          She said, "Well, some people fall that deeply in love and stay that way for years and years. Most just stay that way for a short while."

  


  
          "How short?" I asked.

  


  
          Penny said, "Uh, well, that's kind of hard to say. I mean, with some people the severity of the love gradually fades to something more natural and bearable in a year, but doesn't completely disappear. With some, it returns back to normal after a few weeks or a few months. Anyway, you're asking something now that I'm only advising you about based on a few friends I've seen in the same situation. Let me guess, you're afraid that you'll start acting that way, too. Aren't you?"

  


  
          "Some," I admitted.

  


  
          She said, "Don't worry about it. It's only most evident when you're with the other person. Otherwise, you'll think about the other person a lot, but you'll still be able to function and be your usual self. Besides, love doesn't always hit both people in a couple that hard. If it did, they'd never be able to function while together. She got it hard. You'll probably get it a lot lighter, if love bites you, too."
  


  
          I asked, "Did you get it hard?"

  


  
          Penny replied, "No, Sarge did. He told me about your conversation. I wish I could tell you what you want to know about that, too, but I can't. Back to love though. He'd show up whenever he could get off duty. Then he did some of the strangest and most marvelous things to win my hand. I couldn't help fall in love with him then and agree to marry him. After we got married, he gradually became more normal, like he was before he fell in love, but he still goes out of his way to do things for me. You might as well face it. Annie's in love with you for sure. There's no way of telling beforehand how long it will last nor how strong it will be. If you want her to snap out of it sooner, then marry her."

  


  
          I replied, "I'm wondering if I should marry her because I think I might have been afraid of marriage for the wrong reasons."

  


  
          She said, "Well, think about it. If you want to get the Sarge's advice, go for it."

  


  
          I said, "Penny, I think you've given me an honest appraisal and some good advice. I don't think I'll need to see the Sarge this time. Thanks for your time."

  


  
          "You're welcome anytime, Dave. Is the Rust Bucket going to be ready tomorrow?" Penny asked.

  


  
          "Yes. That reminds me of one more thing. Annie once asked me to take her up in the Rust Bucket when I first met her. I refused her on the grounds then that it was a military ship. I checked our policies and couldn't find any guidance on things like that for us. Anyway, I promised that I would check into it and think about it. I'm still not sure that I want to take her up in a gunship. Regardless of how I feel, what is the company policy?" I asked.

  


  
          She said, "Dave, you're the captain. You have the discretion to take someone up if you feel like it. If you want to take her along on a trip at her own risk, and yours, then go ahead and do it. As long as you don't neglect your duties and responsibilities, you can do just about whatever you please on your ship. So, the ball's back in your court. Sorry, but I'm not going to give you a policy on this that might be detrimental to our needs later on. You'll have to make that decision."

  


  
          I replied, "Okay, Penny. That's a fair answer. I'll think about it before I answer Annie."

  


  
          Penny said, "I know you will, Dave. Have a safe journey tomorrow."

  


  
          I replied, "I will. Good night."

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 21


  
    

  


  
    Annie came out to see me off in the morning. She looked so depressed that I finally made the decision about taking her on the Rust Bucket. I called to the office from the ship, asking them to call her father and inform him that she would be with me and my responsibility, while I waved at her to run to the hatch and come on board. She handed the ignition card for her hover to Jim before running out to the ship and inside, where I allowed her to sit with me on the bridge as we took off five minutes later, right on time. The moment she came on board with her eyes bright and cheery as I remembered them from before, I knew I had made the right decision about bringing her along as far as her sake was concerned. Now, it was up to me to make sure that nothing happened to her on the entire trip.

  


  
          As soon as we got into orbit, I ran the 'battle stations' drill as we always did. It thrilled and excited Annie as she watched out in space at the targets our gunners perforated with their shots. I thought for a moment that it might frighten her when I announced "battle stations." Evidently she remembered what little I told her of it before during some of our chats.

  


  
          We were on the route to Gabriel. I wasn't much worried about the trip out so much as the return trip. I would later discover that I needn't have worried. The Rust Bucket's and my reputations were already firmly in place. We were the last ship and captain that any pirate wanted to knowingly tangle with, though I didn't know it at the time.

  


  
          I allowed Annie to indulge herself on board the ship during the day. By the second day, she must have talked to every crew member and officer. She then walked around naked with their blessings. At night, I indulged her personally in my bed. I even asked her to make love to me and was, again, responded to with the same bright, cheery, bouncy woman whom I first met. By the second night, I knew that I was in love with her. I decided then that I would propose to her once I got her back safely on Beulah where she could begin attending to the arrangements for a wedding.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The return trip was as uneventful as the trip out to Gabriel. Not one pirate showed up in our vicinity the entire trip, possibly disappointing Annie, but not me. When we started our landing approach, Annie put on her clothes for the first time in almost two weeks.

  


  
          She walked out arm in arm with me, after my First Officer said that she would see to the ship's maintenance. I thanked her and said that I would return shortly after seeing Annie off. I walked Annie to the office. We stopped for a moment as Jim handed the ignition key to Annie's hover to her and told her where it was. Then I walked with her to her hover.

  


  
          "I'd like to come over tonight, if I may?" I asked.

  


  
          "I could pick you up," she suggested.

  


  
          "Sure, I'd like that. Will your father be home? I need to ask him something."

  


  
          "What? Can you tell me?" she asked.

  


  
          I replied, "I will then. Can you pick me up in time to talk with him before he goes to bed or out on some kind of duty?"

  


  
          She said, "All right. I wish you'd tell me why you need to see him."
  


  
          I answered, "I'm going to do something for him. That's about all I can say for now."

  


  
          I watched her leave in her hover, slightly confused about what I was up to, but completely obedient to me in my wishes. Then I returned to the ship and assisted my First Officer in taking care of the ship to prepare it for quick departure in case a special shipment needed to be sent out aside from our regular escort runs.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I was waiting in the office area. Annie showed up just before five in the afternoon to pick me up. I drove us to the base and then to her father's quarters where she lived with him. About the only thing I hadn't thought of was where Annie and I would live if she accepted my proposal. I only knew that we could afford to live comfortably on what I was making and had saved.

  


  
          Admiral Reason met me at the door and shook my hand warmly. I almost expected him to not want to see me, but I guessed then that he knew what was on my mind when Annie told him I wanted to ask him something. He offered me a drink, but I suggested that we hold off on the drinks for a few minutes.

  


  
          I said, "Sir, you may have guessed already. I've come to ask for your daughter's hand in marriage. I've finally come to the conclusion that I do love Annie and wish to marry her. I'm kind of doing this the old-fashioned way even though it's not a requirement. Regardless, I would feel better knowing that we have your approval of my plans, provided that Annie accepts my proposal."

  


  
          He replied, "Dave, you have made me very happy. I gladly give you my approval and wishes for the best in life and marriage."

  


  
          I answered, "Thank you, sir. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have to talk with Annie and find out if she'll accept my proposal. If she does, then I think that a toast would be an excellent idea."

  


  
          "Certainly, son. Go get her! Don't take no!" he exclaimed.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I finally found Annie in her room and walked over to her. "Annie, I've just asked your father for his approval of what I'm going to ask you now. Will you marry me?"

  


  
          Annie almost fell to the floor when she heard my words. I was able to catch her and keep her from falling. Before I could get her fully upright, she had her arms around me and was kissing me tenderly on the lips while saying, "Yes, yes, yes."

  


  
          We walked back downstairs together to the living room where her father was waiting, wondering whether he should pour the brandy he held in his hand or put the bottle away. When he could see our faces and our smiles, he poured drinks for the three of us. Then he carried them to us. We toasted the union to be, our great Union of Planets, the Navy, and just about everything else we thought of as good and righteous.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Later, Annie and I were alone in her room talking.
  


  
    "When did you decide?" she asked.
  


  
          I answered, "The second night on board the Rust Bucket. That was when I realized finally that I was in love with you, too."

  


  
          She exclaimed, "Oh, god, what a wonderful ship that old Rust Bucket is! That was the most perfect voyage! I don't think I'll ever experience anything like that again in my life."
  


  
          I said, "I wasn't sure about taking you along at first, but I enjoyed having you along during the entire voyage. However, I'm not going to be taking you along as a habit. It's still dangerous out there, even if we didn't run into any pirates that time."

  


  
          She replied, "I know. But at least I'll have that one time to remember."

  


  
          I said, "Yes, you will and you'll have me coming home to you from now on. We also need to decide where we want to live. For now, I'm keeping my job with Pennyweight Shipping. They've treated me right and fairly. They made it possible for me to get this far. I feel I still owe them some service. If something better comes along at a later time, then I'll look at it with an open mind."

  


  
          She said, "I figured that already. I don't mind. Whatever you say is good enough."

  


  
          I said, "That's another thing. I want you to be the same cheery, wild, and untamed woman that I first met. I want our love and marriage to be full of pleasant surprises."

  


  
          "I'll try. Honest. You really liked me like that?" she asked.

  


  
          I answered, "Most of the time, especially after I got to know you. Anyway, you were partly that way on the Rust Bucket, again. That's how I was able to realize that I do love you. I had something to prod me then into clearing up my mind and reaching a decision."

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We had a simple ceremony a few weeks later with her father and our friends in attendance. Then Marsha took over the Rust Bucket while Annie and I went on a honeymoon where no one could find us. While our home was being constructed on the island in the middle of the lake, Annie and I hid out in her cavern behind the waterfall where we made love to our heart's content when we weren't supervising the construction of our home. The honeymoon ended and I reported back for duty as Captain of the Thurman while Annie went about furnishing our home and getting part of it ready for a new arrival to our family.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Four months later, Annie gave birth to a healthy son whom we named after her father and myself as William David Oden. It was right after his birth when I discovered Annie and our son were invisible. There wasn't any mention of her or our son in the directory under their names nor mine. Once again, my curiosity was straining at the leash to know what was happening. That time, I got a partial answer that would have to suffice for the time being. As soon as I realized that Annie and William were invisible, I went back to see Sarge. That time I wasn't going to be put off from some kind of answer. I guess he saw it in my face and eyes when he saw me approach.

  


  
          I said, "Sarge, we need to talk."

  


  
          "I can see that we do. You have a hover?" he asked.

  


  
          I answered, "Yes."

  


  
          Sarge replied, "Fine. We'll go for a ride. Then I'll give you something but not much. You'll have to be satisfied with what I can tell you."

  


  
          "Okay."

  


  
          We left the Academy after he checked out. Once we were in the hover and on a highway far away from everyone else, he explained, "It's this way. You and I are both public heroes. We can't be hidden. Your wife and child are invisible as well as your home address to protect them. They're being protected because of what you and I do. You may not know everything you're doing, but that, too, is for your safety, just as it is for mine. Mind you, neither of us is doing anything illegal or immoral, but we are involved with things important to our interplanetary nation. For that reason, certain protections are in effect for us. If you weren't a publicly known hero, you'd be as invisible as Annie and Bill, or do you call him William?"
  


  
          I answered, "William, for now, to distinguish him from his grandfather."

  


  
          He said, "Yes, of course. You made that man very happy."

  


  
          I replied, "I thought so, too, on the day I asked for his approval, before I proposed to Annie."

  


  
          He said, "Good move on your part. Anyway, I'll bet you a credit to a fraction that you'll feel better knowing that no pirate can ever get access to where your family is by looking in a directory."

  


  
          I answered, "I hadn't thought of it like that. You're right. I do feel better knowing that they're a little less accessible to that element."

  


  
          He said, "Exactly. You and I have both fought pirates. You've also fought the Apeoids directly, while I fought them in a different way. We're both well-known so there's no way to hide us, but our families are important. This is for their protection. Now that's all I can really say about the whole affair. Yes, I do know more, but I can't tell you anything further. I hope you never get into my position where you know something and can't tell. Now, unless there's something else on your mind, you can take me to supper and we'll swap war stories."

  


  
          I replied, "Fine. I'll gladly take you to dinner. I also hope you and your family come to visit us someday for dinner and relaxation on our lake."

  


  
          "Wouldn't the food get soggy?" he asked slyly.

  


  
          It took me a moment to catch his joke and realize what I'd said. Then we both laughed about it together before we found a restaurant and had dinner. As the Sarge promised, we swapped war stories where we told the truth about some of them we had each heard exaggerated versions about.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 22


  
    

  


  
    It was nice to know that I had resolved either wholly or partly, two of my concerns. I had a partial solution to the mystery I uncovered and I had resolved completely my relationship with Annie. That left only one other pre-occupation for me to solve that I devoted a little time to each day with casual reading of historical battles. Even though it was a naval type conflict, I also read about air and ground battles to see if one of them held the solution to the predicament I felt the Navy would soon be facing inside the next five years.

  


  
          As it turned out, there were countless instances throughout the history of combat where one force had a significant advantage over another. There were also several ways to blunt the advantage. Some of them were too costly in lives and material. Others were inappropriate. A few, however, were adaptable. Those were the ones that I concentrated on as I wrote a treatise on how to defeat an enemy holding a significant advantage over our current naval forces. The treatise took me almost nine months to write. For once, I had an idea of what a pregnancy felt like as I struggled to make the evidence give birth to the solution I saw. I could make that comparison easily because Annie became pregnant with our first daughter, Angelica. After I wrote it, I realized that I needed to get it published and seen by the military as well as the people who might control their funds, if they could understand it.

  


  
          I went to see the Sarge, since he was my closest friend and my mentor. He looked at a disk copy of the treatise after I presented it to him and promised to read it. Then he said that he would get back to me with his advice. He did far more.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The call came over the lightbeam radio. "Dave, Sergeant Clark. I finished reading your treatise. Very interesting. I found it well-balanced and founded. I passed the copy on to someone who will start circulating copies around the military to the right people. You made a lot of friends when you were in the Navy fighting the Ape-oids. A number of them remember you fondly if only because you saved their lives or careers. They're going to bat for you. Now, as far as getting it published, what you need to do next is . . ."

  


  
          I listened intently as the Sarge outlined what I had to do with another copy of the treatise. Finally, he got off the lightbeam and hung up. I went to work immediately to fix up another copy into proper publishing format and send it in. Hopefully, it would see the light of day and someone would use it.

  


  
          Already, the war clouds Sarge warned of were starting to roll in again. Already, the Ape-oids were making incursions into sectors of space that were off-limits to them. They were making threatening moves at ships moving through those sectors. So far, they hadn't made an outright attack, but the more I heard about the situation, the more I realized that Sarge was right about another war and it wasn't far away.

  


  
          Meanwhile, I continued to escort Pennyweight freighters on their runs to Adriena, Gabriel, and sometimes to the Blues on Leuion. The Edmund and Theodore were also kept busy, but, more and more, they were carrying special, small cargoes on solo runs because they were faster than the freighters and armed.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    During my spare time, I kept current on military tactics and strategy, partly because of the war I expected and partly for the enjoyment as a hobby. When I was at home I spent time with my wife and son, enjoying their company, and laughter filled our house. Our son was nearing his first birthday when one of the first incidents occurred. Annie was almost frantic at the thought of war as the politicians rattled sabers. Still, it worried me because she was about to give birth. The incident wasn't all that large, but it was something which had riled governments and people before throughout mankind's history. Ours didn't take kindly, either, to having its citizens harassed while in its territory.
  


  
          The Ape-oids deliberately sent a ship into one of the Union's sectors of space and bumped a commercial space ship carrying passengers. The damage to the ship was minor, but there was no immediate damage to the truce. Despite the saber rattling, the politicians did nothing after a few well-placed bribes from rich families convinced them that it was merely an accident when the alien vessel came into our space and bumped into one of our vessels.

  


  
          Had the military retaliated then, there might not have been a war for several more years or longer. Instead, the Ape-oids were emboldened to try larger indiscretions to see how far they could go. At the same time, the Ape-oids complained diplomatically that the terms of the truce were unfair and limited them to too little territory. Almost immediately, groups sprang up demanding that the government give up space territory as an appeasement. Other more radical groups claimed that the Ape-oids were right in their demands. At the same time, some of the traditional hard line organizations warned of impending disaster should we give in.

  


  
          I kept on looking through old history texts for similar behavior and was again rewarded with several examples that coincided with the actions of the Ape-oids. It was like seeing history repeat itself, only in space rather than on Earth. The more I read, the more I worried when not in Annie and our children's presence. While with my family, I always tried to make the threat of war seem less severe which was probably wrong on my part. I should have been preparing Annie for what I was seeing as a likely occurrence.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    As the holidays came along, I watched each one carefully to see how the Ape-oids were behaving. If they followed historical examples, then their behavior would soon fall into one of several patterns, all easily distinguishable and identifiable. If nothing else, I was glad that our home was distant from the military base on Beulah. It wasn't a large base, but it was on the outer fringes of Union territory. That made it important. Even more important was Echo. It was a veritable nest of military bases, each one important.

  


  
          I wrote a second treatise, much shorter than the first and not as well documented. Still, it was complete enough for an experienced military mind to comprehend. I finished it in one month's time and sent several copies to the Sarge. When he received it, he called me immediately and asked for more. The title caught his attention and he read it immediately. He agreed with my reasoning and knew that it was hot material that needed to get out into the field immediately.

  


  
          I also took a copy of it to my father-in-law and sat in front of him as he read it in his disk reader. The looks on his face told almost the whole story as he stopped once or twice to look at some fact sheets he received from Supreme Headquarters. Not a word passed from his lips until he finished reading. Then he finally set it down with shaking hands and looked at me.

  


  
          He said, "Son, you better get me some more copies of this disk soon. There's some people whom I want to have a copy of this. I'm going to take your advice as far as Beulah is concerned if only because my daughter and grandchildren are here. We'll not be caught napping. If you have any more ideas like this, I want to see them, too. By the way, that other treatise you wrote was one fine piece of writing. I hope it gets adopted before hostilities break out. Yes, I think they will, too."
  


  
          I answered, "Yes sir. I'll get you more copies. All you want. Just let me know how many."

  


  
          He said, "For now, get me twenty copies. No, you better make that forty. That will do for my purposes. Keep at it, son. You're going to go far when this war breaks out."

  


  
          I replied, "Yes sir. By the way, have you seen Annie's Cavern?"

  


  
          "No. First I ever heard of it. What is it?" he asked.

  


  
          I said, "Annie found a tunnel behind the waterfall across from the house. It leads to a deep cavern on our property. I'm going to instruct Annie to head there in the event of an attack. I'm going to have part of it reinforced and supplied with everything she and the children might need."

  


  
          He replied, "Good for you. I'll remember that in case I go looking for her in your absence."

  


  
          I said, "I know you would. That's why I'm telling you about it now."

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Bill's word was good. He took steps at his base to make sure that his people weren't going to be surprised. Training was stepped up. It wasn't unusual for patrols to be out under the guise of training in the near sectors of space to Beulah. Because of my job, I was able to notice the stepped up activity from the base. That alone sufficed to make me feel easier about Annie and our children being on Beulah. It was our home. I wasn't interested in giving up it or any other part of the Union to some alien-come-lately who thought he could bully his way about and have what he wanted without a fight.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    For my own part, I suggested to Penny in the head office of the company that the gunships perform some practice when not on runs. She saw what I was actually after since she was the Sarge's wife and had seen both of my treatises. She gave me the go ahead to conduct practice with all three gunships. That was all I needed to further develop and practice the wingman concept as it might be used later in war, especially when I required my ship and the wingman ship to go at a slower speed than the gunship pretending to be the enemy. We practiced at least once every two weeks for a few hours until we learned how the wingman concept worked and could defeat the faster ship in our mock battles with regularity.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Despite the fact that the politicians were beginning to run the military once more to the advantage of the rich families, there were enough combat veterans inside the military from the recent war at all levels of rank who saw what was happening or were reading my treatises. Some of them were practicing with the techniques I re-introduced during the last war. Others were trying to make other things happen in research and in the development of better ships and weapons. They were all racing against time since none of us knew with any certainty when the war would break out. We did have a definite idea of where and how it would break out since we were on ground zero, so to speak.
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The Ape-oids continued to transgress at almost regular intervals into our government's spacial territory, moving their ships close to our ships, threatening commercial ships, and shadowing military ships, taunting them to do something. More and more the military was disgusted with not being allowed to blast apart the transgressing ships.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I should have realized that the practice I was doing with the wingman concept and not being as fast as the enemy would pay off in my job. After all, part of my pitch to Penny was that we might someday run into a pirate with a faster ship. That someday also came a lot sooner than I thought it would.

  


  
          We were on the Gabriel run when we spotted the first pirate in months. Because we were taking out to Gabriel a shipment not worth a pirate's efforts to steal it, we weren't bothered. The pirate moved away from us at high speed, giving up valuable information inadvertently.

  


  
          "Did you see how fast he moved?" asked Ed at the sensors.

  


  
          "He did appear to have legs. How fast was he going?" I asked.

  


  
          Ed said, "Better than we can do at top speed. He's an entire factor faster from what I'm reading on the sensors."

  


  
          I said, "I wonder how much firepower he has?"

  


  
          Ed replied, "I couldn't determine anything about that."

  


  
          I said, "Communications, call the office. Advise them that I'd like one of the other two gunships to meet us on the way back from Gabriel. Tell them the circumstances and that I believe we're going to be in for a rough one."

  


  
          The rest of the trip to Gabriel was uneventful. At Gabriel, we picked up a flash message from the home office advising us that the Theodore would be joining us and was already on its way. Our freighters were unloaded. A day later, they were loaded with a cargo a pirate would definitely consider worth the risk. Meanwhile, I kept my ship in orbit and conducted drills with the crew. There was no way that I intended to give up my convoy without a fight.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We left after two days at Gabriel and spotted the pirate a day out from the planet. He stayed on the edge of our sensor area where he seemed to be trying to decide if he was going to take us on or not. Despite his clear advantage in speed and unknown firepower, I was looking forward to the engagement. If nothing else, that was my job to do and, though it was a dangerous job, I liked doing it and the pirate was giving me job security. He shadowed us for almost a day when the Theodore joined us.
  


  
          That must have convinced him that we were worried about being able to take him. He moved in at high speed on an attack run towards us. I pulled out to meet him with the other gunship taking position on my wing, so to speak. As soon as we neared extreme weapons range for the Mark IV quads, both ships opened fire on the pirate. It took the gunners a while before they were able to pick up on the pirate with his better speed. By then, he had closed enough distance on us that his weapons were vibrating the ship. I could tell that he considered my larger ship the more dangerous if only because we had more powerful weapons.

  


  
          It wasn't much of a fight as he twisted out of the gunners' sights and tried to get behind us. We jinked about to keep him from getting a clear shot on our engines to disable us. The other gunship weaved about behind us spoiling his shots as we maneuvered into a position where we could again defend ourselves. Finally, we caught him in a maneuver where we were able to disable him.
  


  
          The Theodore remained behind to guard our new ship, since we owned salvage rights to it, while my ship continued to escort the freighters back to Beulah. When we arrived, I walked into the office with a smile on my face, knowing we had done our jobs well, even if my ship's crew would have to share the bonus money with the crew of the Theodore.

  


  
          "How'd it go?" asked Jim.

  


  
          I replied, "Rough, but the tactics we developed and practiced did the job. I'm sure now that we probably would have lost if we didn't have the Theodore with us."

  


  
          He said, "Okay. That's good to know. We'll get the new ship refurbished and start watching to see if anymore pirates have these faster engines and where they're getting them from. Enjoy your time off."

  


  
          I replied, "I will. Thanks again for sending the Theodore out."

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The Theodore returned with the salvage crew and new ship to have it refurbished into a new gunship for the company. We were lucky when we disabled the pirate. We didn't hit the engines. We hit the controls and those were easy to replace. Our hits also penetrated the hull, so some work was required to seal it again. All in all, the pirate ship took three weeks to put back in service as our newest gunship, the William. As with our other gunships, its hull was allowed to rust gracefully.
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    It seemed like there was a new transgression by the Ape-oids every month. Still our military was kept leashed. No response was made to the Ape-oids other than through diplomatic channels. Then the Ape-oids just shrugged the complaints off as meaningless while they complained about how little space they had for expansion. Despite the fact that they could easily expand in the opposite direction without conflict or complaint from us, they continued to complain about needing to expand in our direction.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    With the addition of a new gunship, Pennyweight began using two gunships on the more valuable trade routes. We weren't taking chances now that we knew there was a faster engine available and that pirates were already getting them. It seemed like there were more pirates around than before. Most avoided our convoys when they saw two gunships on the valuable cargoes instead of the usual single gunship. Other shipping companies weren't as fortunate.

  


  
          After awhile, we were travelling more often as we were leased out to escort other company freighters on their routes. If nothing else, I was really accumulating some bonus money from the work we were doing in either fighting off or destroying pirate ships. I was also getting in a lot of practical exercise for my ship and crew in using the wingman technique. We managed to destroy a few more pirates, whose ships went to the companies to whom we were leased, though we were still paid bonuses by them as part of the contracts. Some of the other companies accumulated enough salvaged and rebuilt gunships to once again handle their own convoys with two escorting gunships in a similar manner to what we were doing. After a few months, we were mostly escorting only our own convoys.
  


  
          Still no one knew where the pirates were getting the faster engines from or who was making them. We were glad that we had captured one of them since it was now the only gunship we felt could carry small valuable cargoes by itself on fast runs among the planets while the rest of our gunships were outclassed in speed by some of the pirates.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Summer was approaching. I looked forward to a long vacation with Annie, William, and Angelica, our first daughter. To tell the truth, we really weren't going anywhere. In fact, William and Angelica were going to be looked after while Annie and I disappeared from sight for a few weeks in our underground hideaway to do nothing much, except maybe have a lot of sex. If nothing else, besides our children, we had a great sex life aside from a few interruptions when they needed caring for.

  


  
          By then, Annie was noticing the frequency of the Ape-oid trespasses and how belligerent they were behaving. I was off for a few days between convoy runs when she brought it to my attention. "Dave, there's going to be another war, isn't there?" she asked.

  


  
          I answered, "Yes, there will."

  


  
          "It's going to happen soon, isn't it?" she asked.

  


  
          I replied, "I think so. So do some other folks I know."

  


  
          She asked, "How soon?"

  


  
          I answered, "I don't know how soon for sure, but it could be anytime within the next year from the looks of things."

  


  
          "Will you be going back into the Navy?" she asked.

  


  
          I replied, "Probably. It depends on whether the Navy calls me up. If they do, I'll report in. I think I'm needed."

  


  
          Her eyes were filled with tears that hadn't fallen yet as she tried to reconcile the strong possibility of my going away again to war. It would be different this time since we were married. We had bonds between ourselves. We knew our bonds could survive a war. I could tell that she was more concerned about whether I would survive a war. If nothing else, she knew that I would be in the thick of it. That's how it was for me the last time. She and I both visualized it happening that way the next time.

  


  
          At the same time, I didn't want to mention to her that I thought that Beulah would be attacked. She knew that I had put a number of boxes of things inside the cavern, but, as far as I knew, she hadn't gone through any of them. Had she done so, she probably would have asked about a war happening before then. I wondered if I should bring up the idea of running to the cavern in the event of an attack. I truly didn't want to worry or scare her. However, I thought suddenly of her being confused and unsure of what to do if I wasn't home when an attack came. It could very easily happen while I was away. The thought of coming home to find the house smashed and their bodies in a morgue or already buried almost made my blood freeze. I said, "Annie, there's something else you need to know more than anything else."

  


  
          She asked, "What, Dave?"

  


  
          I told her, "I've been putting survival supplies inside the cavern. That's what's inside those boxes. There's a strong chance that the Ape-oids won't restrict the war to space this time. If Beulah is attacked, you should take William and Angelica with you into the cavern. It's deep enough under those hills and there's enough protective rock that you'll both be safe. I already told your father about the cavern in case he should come looking for you after an attack. I guess I figured until now that you would naturally head for a safe place like the cavern. Now I want you to be thinking about it ahead of time."
  


  
          She said, "You think the Ape-oids will attack Beulah? But why? We don't have anything really valuable here."

  


  
          I replied, "Maybe not, but we're in a strategic location. That's partly why the naval base was established here. That's why so many of the shipping companies are located here. If it had nothing and wasn't strategic, then this planet would probably be uninhabited because of its higher gravity. There might be a few people willing to live here, but not many. It would probably be just enough to support the Academy since the Navy deliberately looked for a higher gravity planet to conduct officer training upon."

  


  
          "I guess I see," she replied.

  


  
          I said, "I didn't want to have to tell you these things because I was hoping that it wouldn't get worse. Now it looks more and more like I was right. I can't ignore the signs anymore. I'm sorry I have to tell you these things and make you worry, too."

  


  
          "But you care too much about us to take even the slightest chance. Okay, I'll take William and Angelica to the cavern if Beulah is attacked. How long will the supplies last?" she asked.

  


  
          I answered, "I've got a year's supply for three people right now. I'm still trying to add some more to it."

  


  
          "You think we'll have to stay in there a year?" she asked in alarm.

  


  
          I said, "No, but I'm being overly cautious. I'd rather have too much than not enough when it's you and the children who are concerned."

  


  
          "How will we know when it's safe to come out?" she asked.

  


  
          I answered, "I'm not sure how you'll know. Hopefully there'll be broadcasts that it's over or that it's safe to come out from cover. Just don't take any chances."

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I think it was from that moment on that Annie saw what I was going through as she paid more attention to what I was doing in my spare time and saw that it wasn't so much for my enjoyment as our survival. She paid more attention to what was in the cavern and added some items herself, items that were necessary for infant care that I missed. When the items showed up, I realized how much I needed her help if our survival plan was to succeed. Then I was glad that I quit shielding her from the truth.

  


  
          The more I thought about how I was shielding Annie from the truth, the more I realized that maybe Sarge had seen this even sooner than I realized. Maybe the war and the war to come were what the Sarge had been talking about. Was that what was so obvious that I couldn't see it at first? Were he and Pennyweight working to see to it that our interplanetary nation was prepared to survive? It was a possibility, but not a strong one. After all, I could see no need for secrecy if that were his or Pennyweight's goal. I was sure that it had to be some other purpose than that, though that might have been a piece of the overall puzzle. I wondered just how much more of the puzzle remained.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 23


  
    

  


  
    Then the incident came that threatened to make the whole pot boil over. The Ape-oids captured a small passenger ship from within our territory and returned with it to their home planet. They swore up and down that the ship violated their sector of space and that they weren't going to release it unless certain demands were met.

  


  
          The diplomats went into their motions to find out what the demands were. For awhile, the Ape-oids no longer made incursions into our sectors as they negotiated for release of the ship and passengers. They started off by demanding additional sectors of space. They actually demanded that the Union give up some of its territory for a ship and some passengers. They also wanted an apology and reparations for their losses during the war, dismantling of our military, and for our government to turn over certain specified persons to their government for trial as war criminals.

  


  
          For the first time, I discovered how badly I hurt them when I discovered my name at the top of the list. Even more than before, I was glad that Annie and the children were invisible. With some of the crackpot groups that existed on every planet in small numbers, there was no telling what one of them might do to get at me to please the Ape-oids whom they seemed to have aligned themselves with. I resolved to increase my efforts to get the cavern fully stocked for an emergency. That meant I was going to see retired Admiral Cunningham again soon.

  


  
          At the same time, I felt a certain pride that they had me at the top of their list. It helped validate some of the techniques I used against them during the war. I didn't see that it would ever help me to get a regular commission, but I did think that it would give my recommendations to the military some additional credibility.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
     Annie and I talked some more, especially when she saw my name at the top of the war criminal list.

  


  
          I said, "It's nothing. They're just doing that to use as a bargaining chip. I mean, look at this list. It's made up with a few correct names. Some names are people who are already dead or didn't even participate in the war. Look, here's Sergeant Clark's name. He was at the Academy the whole time. That's being a war criminal? If our government gave in to this demand, they'd have to turn over to the Ape-oids almost everyone before it was through. Then the aliens would just demand more people as a result of interrogations of the war criminals."

  


  
          Annie said, "Still, Dave, I'm worried that they know who you are. What if they come looking for you?"

  


  
          I replied, "They'll find that I'm ready for them. That's why I want you to go to the surplus store in town and see retired Admiral Cunningham. He'll sell you a gun and teach you how to use it properly in case you have to defend our children while I'm not home."

  


  
          "Me? Handle a gun?" Annie exclaimed.

  


  
          I replied, "Yes, you! You once told me you'd do anything I told you to do. I've tried not to ever tell you what to do, but I'm going to make an exception this one time because it's for your own good and the welfare of our children. I want you to purchase a weapon and learn how to use it. Don't worry about what weapon it is. Admiral Cunningham will pick out a weapon that you can handle safely and teach you completely about it. You'll walk out of that store feeling a lot more secure and knowing that I feel better, too."
  


  
          Annie sulkily said, "Okay, I'll do it. I did tell you that I would do anything you told me to. I'd rather be told to do something else, though."

  


  
          I said, reminding her, "You also told me that you wouldn't ever give up our child. I figured you not only meant me when you said that, but everyone. Well, think of this gun as helping you to back up that statement for the sake of both our children. Now you've got two reasons to get a gun and they're both your own statements."

  


  
          Annie reluctantly gave in.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
     The diplomats, thankfully, refused the initial demands. The days went by while the process stretched into weeks. The only good thing about it was the lack of Ape-oid incursions. But that was all part of their overall plan to lull the diplomats into a false sense of security. The Ape-oids even stated publicly that it was a part of a crackdown on their part to make their military perform proper maintenance on some of their ships in order to maintain good relations and not stray into Union space. Our diplomats sucked up to the Ape-oids instead of recognizing it for what it was.

  


  
          The Ape-oids countered the first refusals by our diplomats of the initial demands by demanding rights of passage through certain Union sectors, an apology, a greatly reduced demand of reparations, grounding of our military, and for our government to punish the war criminals they identified. Our diplomats continued to refuse, but they were weakening, mostly on the rights of passage. After all, we wanted to look like good guys to the rest of the universe, although the only other beings we were really trying to convince were the Ape-oids. The few non-aligned inhabited planets we knew of were either inhabited by humans or the Blues on Leuion. The Blues were very much astounded at the Ape-oids unreasonable hostility and not at all sympathetic to the Apeoids. I don't think the diplomats ever reasoned that part out.

  


  
          Still, I wondered why Sarge was listed on the war criminal's list. The more I looked at the list, the more singled out he seemed to be. He was virtually the only person on the list who had nothing to do with them, yet his name remained on the list.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    It took a couple of months before the Ape-oids reduced their demands to rights of passage, an apology, and restricting our military away from the sectors nearest Ape-oid territory. Even before any of the negotiations were finalized, the politicians were leaning on the military to limit their operations away from the Ape-oid territory and to training only. The politicians didn't want the military operating any patrols and to stay near their own bases.

  


  
          That's when I realized that we were approaching another holiday season and concluded that the attack was imminent. It wasn't as much as a year away anymore. It was then less than a month away. Whether the negotiations were completed or not, the Ape-oids already had one of their goals accomplished. They had our military restricted to certain areas and almost helpless to respond. The diplomats were on the verge of granting free passage through part of our territory. If the Ape-oids got that, then it would likely be the very next holiday when we would see them overhead. I was sure that the apology didn't matter one way or another. It was probably just for show or something to be given up in order to get the last thing the aliens wanted. It was a mere bargaining chip like most of their other demands had been.
  


  
          Since I could practically predict the holiday that the attack might fall on, I figured that I ought to call the Sarge to use him as a sounding board as well as get his opinion. I couldn't get through to him because he was out in the field on a training exercise. When I tried again at some different times, I still got the same reason for him not being available. For two or three days, I tried to reach him, but without success.

  


  
          Then the schedules at Pennyweight changed and I had to report in. It wasn't at all unusual for the schedules to change. They were always experiencing changes as the flow of business changed from a consumer fixation on one product to another. For that reason, I didn't notice how it would affect me at first as the holiday season began to get in swing. I would be in space for virtually every holiday that year. I didn't take it personally since I was at home for virtually every holiday the previous year. I figured that it was just my turn to be at work while someone else had the good fortune of spending time at home with their family.

  


  
          Though I constantly thought of the alien threat and was almost sure that it would happen, I didn't quite make the connection with my absence until a few days before the first national holiday of the season that would be celebrated on every planet of the Union. All twenty-one inhabited planets that made up the Union would be celebrating because it was Union Day, a special day that not only marked the birth of the Union of Planets, but the last day of the last war among nations of mankind. Aside from fighting pirates and criminal gangs, our people had been at peace with each other for over a hundred years.

  


  
          The thought finally coalesced within my mind that the attack would come in just less than five days as I strapped myself in the Captain's seat of the Thurman and we were less than five minutes away from launch. I sat there helplessly as I realized that I had a job to do regardless of whether the enemy did or didn't attack. There was no way for me to justify my absence from my ship just because I thought that the attack would happen in five days. Even though I was sure it would, there was absolutely no way for me to prove that it would happen. I wasn't willing to risk my integrity on something that ephemeral and dependent on the whims of the Ape-oids.

  


  
          The Rust Bucket kicked into orbit where, along with the William, we went into an immediate drill of battle stations before we joined the convoy to Gabriel, away from the alien sectors and away from Beulah.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We were three days out in space or midway between ports when I received the call from the office over the lightbeam communications system. It was the single most unusual order I ever received from them so I quickly requested a verification code before I responded to the order. When the verification came in as valid, I signaled the William to take position with my ship as we left the convoy and headed back towards Beulah at top speed for my ship. It was the first time ever that I was ordered to abandon a company convoy to return at once. For a moment I didn't know if anything was wrong. Then I wondered if they had the same thoughts I was then having that I would be near Beulah when the attack came. Had they picked up on the same indications of an attack or had some other cargo come along that was far more important than the shipment we were guarding to Gabriel? Either event was certainly a possibility.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 24


  
    

  


  
    Despite our best speed, we were half a day away when communications went crazy all over the universe. Over a dozen military bases reported being attacked by the Ape-oids in an apparent sneak attack as I had warned about in my second treatise. It was difficult to make out what was happening in all the confusion of messages crossing back and forth. Regardless of what was happening, as the senior captain, I signaled the William with a line of sight, or LOS as we called it, lightbeam message that we were on a war footing and to be prepared to attack or defend against any enemy ships by going to battle stations immediately. I directed my ship to do the same. We tried our best to get a little more speed out of the Rust Bucket to get to Beulah in time to offer any assistance if possible. While we headed for home, I continued to monitor the naval messages. Some of our bases were being hit hard. A few were holding their own remarkably well.

  


  
          Then even the Academy entered into the jumble of communications as they answered a request from Beulah Naval Station for ground troops to repel an invasion. My heart almost leaped out as I realized that the Ape-oids had just expanded the war beyond what they did before. They had landed ground troops on Beulah!

  


  
          That meant a major push was on for Beulah. We were headed into combat regardless, it seemed, of what time we arrived. More than before, I was glad we were at battle stations as we steadily closed the distance. It wasn't just a strike and then run. They intended to take the planet and stay!

  


  
          Desperately, I tried to focus on the messages concerning Beulah. I wanted to know the situation there. There! That was a message from one of their ships! At least, they weren't all caught on the ground. I could tell as I listened to desperate communications between ships that it was going very rough for them. They had nowhere to retreat to this time. Whether they had been trained before by me or not, they were being forced to fight or die.

  


  
          As we got closer, it became easier for us to pick out their messages. We picked up some of the ground messages. At least on the ground, we were holding our own. The Ape-oids were caught unawares by the cadets. Was that what the Sarge was involved in? It seemed that way to me. Had he seen a ground invasion as well where I had not? Without Beulah, Gabriel and Adriena could fall without being fired upon!

  


  
          Suddenly, I was aware that our gunners were firing at something! Then I looked and caught sight of an Ape-oid scout being torn apart just as I finished hearing his message being cut off, but not before he managed to say 'Rust Bucket' twice. Now the Ape-oids knew that we were on the way. Quickly, I flipped on the intercom and LOS before saying, "Good shooting, but he got his message off. They know we're coming. Be alert!"

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The scout must have been placed far out to extend their sensor range. An hour later, we reached sensor range of Beulah as it started to loom large ahead of us. We could see small flashes where there was fighting over the planet and in near space. Our sensors could only pick up the ships in near space since the planet interfered with reading the others just above it. I looked at the sensors and saw that some ships were moving out at very high speed towards us. The Ape-oids had the faster ships that I thought they might. Could the William and Thurman take on two of them successfully? I would know in a few moments. I realized again that our gunners were already firing on the two alien ships. Would they also have better weapons as well?
  


  
          Our Mark IV quads were scoring hits on the two alien ships but they weren't firing. I could only hope that they didn't have an improvement in weapons as well. Just before our Mark III guns began hitting from within their range, the alien ships finally returned fire and we could feel vibrations of extreme range fire. They did have better weapons, better than the Mark III's, but not better than the Mark IV's. That was enough to make them better than seventy percent of the entire naval force. Combined with their greater speed, it was no wonder why our forces were having a difficult time. Considering how long the fighting had been going on, I was astonished that any of our forces were still active in space.

  


  
          Then one of the two alien ships absorbed enough hits to stop firing and maneuvering. One down, I thought. Then we could use our wing man tactic to its best advantage. At the same time, I could pick up messages from the remaining enemy ship saying something about the 'Rust Bucket', but I could only guess that he was saying we destroyed his buddy. Too bad, I thought further, that we don't know enough of your language to say the same when you're gone. The pilots were now in charge as they handled the two ships as if they were fighter planes from a long ago war. We had to adapt a lot of the maneuvers and tactics of that war into practical application for space. We didn't have the same limitations as an aircraft had. Some of their tactics wouldn't work for us and others that wouldn't work for them did for us.

  


  
          Then there was a shout of "we got him!" and I rechecked the sensor scope. The second enemy ship was no longer maneuvering or firing at us. Then the pilots resumed our direct course for Beulah. While there was a lull in the action for us, I let my thoughts wander to Annie, William, and Angelica. I could only hope that she picked them up and made for the cavern immediately. Inside there, I knew they would be safe. Certainly, her father didn't have time then to check on her. Doubtless, he had his hands full with everything that was happening.

  


  
          Then I remembered that we hadn't been giving the score. "Communications, give the score. Maybe we can shake up the enemy when he realizes that we're back in the game. Tell them about the scout, too. Identify us as the Rust Bucket."

  


  
          "Yes sir! With pleasure!"

  


  
          Then we were sending out a message to be heard by all and maybe stiffen the resistance our Navy was putting up and worry the Ape-oids some. After all, we had just defeated two of their new ships. Just after we finished broadcasting, the communications net came alive with all sorts of units talking at once. Alien ships that were observing communications discipline were suddenly talking. I could imagine what they were saying or asking of their leaders. Of the messages we could make out from our Navy ships, we could tell that it was encouraging them as there were shouts, it seemed, over the radio of "give 'em hell, Rust Bucket!" and "all right, Rust Bucket!" Some were even trying to confuse the enemy by identifying themselves as rust buckets. It might have been just enough to stave off the enemy for a moment and get a few quick kills, but it wasn't going to be enough until they had more ships, even if it was only the two of us. We continued to move toward the battle at full speed.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Then it seemed like we were suddenly in the midst of battle. Our gunners opened up at extreme range while the squadrons of enemy ships were now visible to our eyes and not just our sensors. I felt useless again as the pilots and gunners did their jobs, the pilots maneuvering by twisting and turning, adjusting speeds and jinking to avoid being hit while the gunners fired continuously at whatever enemy ship was in range of their guns. It seemed like we were in the middle of a dozen or more enemy ships with barely a Navy ship near to us. The communications officer was having a fit trying to keep score of what we were doing to damage the enemy. At least she had something to do. All I could do was sit and watch while hoping the Rust Bucket held together long enough to get us out of that as well as winning the battle.
  


  
          With so many ships firing at us, it was impossible for us to avoid being hit. Numerous small vibrations touched on the hull. It reached the point where I quit trying to keep track of how many times we had been hit. The large vibrations were the ones that worried me. Even though our bulkheads were sealed, a hit in the right place could disable us to where the enemy could close in at will and chew us up.

  


  
          Then the Theodore and Edmund were with us in the thick of battle. We were our own small squadron as we combined our forces and fought together like we never fought before. They were enough to finally frighten the enemy. Seeing four Rust Buckets together must have been too much. I almost didn't notice at first that the enemy was retreating until the home office sent a message ordering us not to follow and to allow the enemy to break off the engagement. At that point, I realized that the office was right. We probably had enough battle damage to keep us in port for the next two days. I ordered the Pennyweight squadron to return to port.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We landed at our port and I got out with my First Officer to view the damage from the outside. I was amazed that we had held together in space, let alone for the landing. A few more hits and we would have been dead. I was glad that our maintenance personnel took great pride in their work and repairs. Anything less than what they always did wouldn't have stood up to the punishment we put the ships through in the battle that just ended. I was about to start having maintenance work done when the office called me to report in. I left my ship reluctantly in the hands of my First Officer and reported into the office.

  


  
          Penny and Jim were both waiting for me. She said, "Come in, Dave."

  


  
          As I did, Jim shut the door. I took the seat that Penny motioned me to and lit up a cigarette.

  


  
          She continued, "I'm glad you all made it back. Well, you were right in your prediction of them attacking soon. We'll try to have the ships ready before morning. Jim is going to take over the Thurman then . . ."

  


  
          I felt a lump come to my throat for a moment as I heard myself being relieved of my command. I didn't think I did anything wrong. Had I? My mind reeled almost as much as when I heard the word "dismissed" a long time ago. Suddenly, my world had disappeared.

  


  
          ". . . you'll be a passenger along with the crew members you choose to take with you," she finished saying.

  


  
          There was something strange going on. Why would I be choosing crew members to take with me? Where was I going?

  


  
          ". . . forty of them. Once you get there, you'll activate the Rust Bucket and your orders will be unsealed."
  


  
          She was holding out an envelope to me. I accepted it with shaky hands. Something was going on, but I still wasn't sure what I was hearing. "You mean I'm being relieved from command?" I asked.

  


  
          I think that Penny realized then that she had phrased it badly and I hadn't been able to follow her properly. She must have seen how hurt I looked and she stopped for a moment. Then she rephrased what she was saying and repeated herself, "You're being transferred to command of a new ship, the Rust Bucket. You're not being relieved of command, Dave. You're the best captain I've got and I'm giving you the best ship I've got. That envelope in your hands contains your orders once you take over your new ship. I'm sorry you'll be a little short-handed in manning it, but you can only take two officers and forty crew members with you."

  


  
          I was doing my best to put my emotions under control again as I wondered how I could be short-handed with a crew larger than the Thurman normally carried. What kind of ship was this new rust bucket or was that its name? "Yes ma'am. I think I understand. I'm being transferred to a new ship. I'm to take two officers and forty crew members of my choice."

  


  
          "Don't worry. Just pick the people you know can handle anything and be ready to ship out in the morning. You'll understand better when you get to your destination. Just be glad that George got his message to us in time to get all of you back here now. Now he's going to need your help and soon. So, pick your people and rest here overnight. You've got to be rested. You won't have much time afterwards," she finished saying.

  


  
          Something told me then that I was being let in on another part of the secret, but that I would have to be patient for almost another day. I slowly got up and then went back out to the ship area where I started calling out names while Jim wrote them down and then sent them somewhere. When I finished, he sent me to the same place which was the company billeting area for the night.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    Sleep was almost impossible for me that night as specters from the past kept haunting me while I worried about Annie, William, and Angelica. Communications were being limited by the authorities because of the alien land invasion. I only knew that four hundred brave cadets had been activated from the Academy to face them as ground troops. Whether they were winning or not, I hadn't the slightest clue.

  


  
          Outside in the ship area, work was going on to repair the Pennyweight squadron of gun ships as fast as was humanly possible.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 25


  
    

  


  
    We were up just before sunrise with our gear and wondering if the repairs had actually been finished. Except for myself, the others knew even less of what was going on. They only knew I had picked them for a special assignment.

  


  
          For myself, I only knew I had sealed orders much like I gave to my squadron on occasions before in the war when I served with the Navy. Only, I was on the other end of the envelope. I wondered what was inside that was so important that I couldn't know about it until I reached my destination?

  


  
          We left the billeting area just as Jim was coming to fetch us. He smiled and pointed at the shipyard. I led the men and women I chose out to where the ships were. We filed on board the Thurman where another crew was already in position. We had to ride in the cabins, dining area, and crew quarters in order to find enough space to fit in. The ships had been hurriedly patched I noticed while everyone went on board. There were lots of shiny new plates all over the four ships. They no longer looked like rust buckets. They were more like patchwork designs on a metal quilt. We hustled on board with a sense of urgency that somehow manifested itself without any help from anyone. I was the last in before the hatch was sealed and took a position on the bridge as Jim beckoned me to stick close to him.

  


  
          Quickly, we lifted off. For once, none of the ships went through a battle stations drill as we cleared the planet's surface. I thought at first that it would be a trip to another planet. Instead, we rode in orbit until we were only on the other side of Beulah where we set down in some very rugged terrain. The other three ships of our small squadron remained in space above us.

  


  
          Jim said, "This is where you and your folks get off. I've got to rejoin the squadron. You'll find your ship over there. There's some ship construction people still there who'll give you some advice before you lift off. Good luck!"

  


  
          Jim extended his hand. I accepted and shook hands before I left the bridge to make my way for where he had pointed. Behind me, some of his crew were hustling the officers and crew I selected to leave the ship and follow me.

  


  
          I almost didn't see anything at first. Then I spotted some of the construction personnel whom Jim talked about. They spotted me at the same time. I started toward them as they waved me onward.

  


  
          "You must be Captain Oden," one man said.

  


  
          I replied, "Yes sir, I am."

  


  
          He said, "Pleased to meet you. You should be able to send those Ape-oids packing with this baby. Where's your pilot?"

  


  
          "Hey Frank!" I hollered. I saw him suddenly pop out of the crowd and catch sight of me. "Over here, Frank! These men want to talk at you."

  


  
          Frank seemed to be caught up in the urgency of the situation and hurried over. One man started talking to him and the other man came over to me.

  


  
          "Captain, tell the rest of your personnel to follow us and I'll lead you to your ship."

  


  
          I turned to the other personnel and waved my arm for them to follow while shouting, "This way!" They followed as I walked alongside the man who seemed to be enjoying every moment of the short walk. Then I realized that there was a ship in front of me covered in camouflage netting. From the size, I could tell that it was larger than a heavy cruiser.
  


  
          "My god! It's huge! What is it?" I asked.

  


  
          "That, sir, is the Rust Bucket, your new ship. It's been five years in the making. It's actually bigger than the ill-fated Liberty. We had to go back into historical archives to figure out what to call it. It's either a dreadnought or battleship class compared to everything else in the Navy. You'll have speed and firepower to match anything the enemy has plus some. We were afraid for the last year that our engines had been duplicated, but everything else is inferior to these powerhouses. Wish we could have given it a shakedown cruise first, but it's needed now. You'll have to work through any problems while in action, but we did our best. I'd send some people with you, but they're needed to complete the George and start work on the David. This arrived a short while ago. I was asked to give this to you." He handed me another envelope that I accepted with shaking hands.

  


  
          Then Frank was running over to me with excitement all over his face. Then he saw the Rust Bucket. His mouth dropped open as he suddenly stopped. He only stared for a moment before he said, "They said we better get going in a hurry."

  


  
          We all entered the new ship and found our way using charts along the passageways to guide us. I reached the bridge and the communications officer took her seat. She said, "Frank, hit the hatch switch. They're all clear outside and we can go."

  


  
          Frank looked at me. I nodded as I took possession of my new Captain's seat. In front of me was a panel of scopes that duplicated some of the other panels in various locations about the bridge. Then I remembered my sealed orders and took out the envelope. My hands shook as I broke the seal and pulled out a sheet of paper that outlined my mission objectives and scope of action. Lights blinked to green on a diagram in front of me. I realized that as the crew got into position, a light for each position was changing from red to green. Soon all my personnel were in place. I read the orders aloud as I pressed the clearly marked intercom switch in front of me.

  


  
          "This is Captain Oden. Our mission is to take the Rust Bucket to the Ape-oid home world and provide escort for Captain George Clark who has headed a rescue mission to secure the safety of the passengers of the ship taken by the Ape-oids. Once they are clear, we are free to attack any and all Ape-oid ships and installations wherever we may find them. Frank, launch the ship! The rest of the Pennyweight squadron will provide us with cover until we reach space. Then they will leave us to provide protection for our families and friends on Beulah. We will be on our own."

  


  
          I was hardly aware that the Rust Bucket was rising sideways until I spotted more instruments in front of me that gave the direction of flight. No wonder, I thought, that Frank was excited. If the enemy thought that we had a secret weapon during the first part of the war, then this would definitely come as a surprise. As we left the atmosphere, the sensors became unencumbered by the planet's mass, coming alive with more range than any sensors I had seen in use before.

  


  
          Then we were in space. Frank was accepting the course from the navigator as he engaged the engines into forward and we started out. As soon as we were clear of the Pennyweight squadron, I ordered battle stations.

  


  
          On the panel in front of me, yellow lights flickered at each of the gun stations on the ship diagram as each gun was test fired. I looked at the markings and was soon astounded as I realized we had something I didn't know existed yet. We had Mark V quads, along with Mark IV quads, Mark III quads, and Mark II quads. Not only that, but there were eight of each. That ship was bristling with firepower. Some of them could even see and fire behind the ship! As I looked at the panel, I realized that it was more than just a picture of where the guns were. It showed the range of each weapon on one plane and was linked to the sensor array so that individual gunners could be targeted. Having started out a few years ago as a gunner, I wondered what the gun stations looked like. I was tempted to take a look, but knew my duty was on the bridge.
  


  
          The sensor chimed lightly and I gave it my attention. On the scope, I was seeing what looked like two squadrons heading for Beulah again. There was no way that they would be able to keep that many enemy ships from taking over the near space and atmosphere, even with the Pennyweight squadron helping.

  


  
          "Full speed, Frank. Battle stations!" I ordered.

  


  
          As I looked out the view port, the planets and stars moved past the ship faster than ever before. Then I realized that it was we who were moving faster than before! Instead of an hour before we reached the enemy squadrons, it was only about forty minutes. Of course, if we had spotted them at the old sensor range, it would have been even less time before we reached them. Before we were in their range, our weapons were firing. I could tell by flashes passing by the ship and by the flickering yellow lights on the panel. Every manned gun was firing, whether in range or not. Already, the Mark V quads were hitting the enemy with more punch than any gun I'd seen before. Then I realized that fewer of the enemy ships were still opposing us and they hadn't even begun firing yet! We weren't in their range yet. Then I noticed on the panel that the Mark IV quads were making hits. That doubled the amount of hits we were scoring on the enemy who was thrown into complete confusion as he finally realized that he was facing something new.

  


  
          I ordered, "Communications, send the score! Let everyone know the Rust Bucket is kicking ass out here!"

  


  
          "Yes sir!"

  


  
          I listened to the communications officer giving the statistics of how many alien ships were facing us and how many were already destroyed. There were already five enemy ships out of action, then six, then seven. We were now close enough that our Mark III quads were making hits. The toll of enemy ships continued to go up. I knew that anyone listening in must be thinking that it was impossible for us to make that many kills so quickly. They probably thought this was the Thurman since it was the ship I was known to be in.

  


  
          I felt a small vibration. One of the panel lights went on for a moment to show where the hit was. Then it turned to green to show the location was still sound. I liked that ship even more! I didn't have to wonder where we had been hit. Now the sensor diagram told me without someone having to go take a look, unless, of course, the sensor was damaged I reasoned. But if the sensors were working, then I could rest easy about some of the damage potential.

  


  
          We were finally in range of even the Mark II quads. Everything we had was being fired at one of the enemy targets. Communications was having a hell of a time keeping up with the battle score.

  


  
          Then it was over almost as fast as it began. We went right by the few remaining enemy ships with our rearmost guns still firing away at them.

  


  
          Frank looked back at me and asked, "Do we finish them off?"
  


  
          I replied, "Not now. We chewed them up enough that Beulah ought to be able to handle them. We have a priority mission. Just don't let anyone stop us."

  


  
          Frank said, "Yes sir."

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I listened to the enemy broadcasts as news of our ship spread through their ranks faster than a chain reaction in a critical mass. We soon overtook a scout and blew him apart with our Mark V quads before he even knew we were there. It was my first time in a ship that could overtake a scout. If nothing else, the ship didn't deserve the name Rust Bucket, although in time it might. It deserved some other name like Victory or Swift Revenge. Then again, maybe it did. I hadn't even seen the outside of the ship because of the camouflage. Maybe it had a rusty hull as was typical of all Pennyweight gun ships. However, I doubted that a rust coating would ever make a ship that size look old or impotent.
  


  
          Finally, I remembered the other envelope that the construction man gave me. I had tucked it beside me when I sat down. I reached down and retrieved the envelope. Looking at it, there was no instruction informing me when to open it. Then was as good a time as any I figured to open the envelope and find out what else I had to do. When the flap was out of the way, I could see the beginnings of something official. My hands trembled as I pulled the paper from the envelope and read. Then my eyes watered as I reached the word 'regular' just before the word 'commission.' There were some other papers with it. I looked at each in turn. One was a promotion to Commodore. Another paper drafted me and the Rust Bucket into the Navy for the duration. The last sheet confirmed the sealed orders as being valid and gave me full authority to chase down the enemy as I saw fit. Nowhere was there any mention of the mystery I still faced. I carefully folded the papers back and returned them to the envelope before placing them in my shoulder pack.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We made good speed, cutting the time between Beulah and the Ape-oid world almost in half. The planet seemed to be surrounded by a swarm of warships, many of them old ships from the first half of the war before the truce. There were also a lot of the newer ships. It made no difference to me. My orders were clear.

  


  
          "Battle stations!" I ordered.

  


  
          We went in fast with every gun station firing at anything that moved or shot at us. We took a loop around the planet as we stirred up the hornets nest to get everything they had after us. Then when they came at us, we shot them to pieces. Although we were faster and had longer ranging weapons, we weren't invulnerable. I knew that when a sensor went red and stayed red at one gun station. I had lost a Mark III quad. Still, every other gun station was blazing away at the enemy, usually before he could get in range with his own weapons. We were leaving a trail of destruction behind us as we started circling the planet a second time. The whole time, my communications officer was doing her level best to keep up with the battle and broadcast what was happening while I felt useless again as Frank and the gunners did their jobs.

  


  
          After two hours of intense firing, I realized that the sector of space surrounding the Ape-oid planet was ours. Nothing besides us moved on its own. I looked again at the sensor diagram to discover that I hadn't noticed a second gun station go silent. We had taken another hit and I hadn't even felt it because the ship was so large.

  


  
          The communications officer looked at me for a moment as she switched off her transmitter. "Sir, what now? Should I broadcast as we go in for the rescue team?"

  


  
          I thought about it for a moment. It seemed fairly obvious to me that the enemy knew we were here, but would our broadcast alert them to the presence of our rescue party down on their planet if we continued to broadcast? I decided not to risk other's lives. I answered, "No. Wait until we have them secure. Then tell the story."

  


  
          "Yes sir."

  


  
          "Frank, good job! Now let's go get our people!" I exclaimed.

  


  
          "Right, Dave!" he answered.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
     A few minutes later, we were settling down to the planet surface after picking up the beacon signal from the rescue party. I thought that we would be taking them on board. Instead, they were waiting for us to escort them in their ships. The passengers were settled into their commercial ship once more while their pilot was staring at our dreadnought with his mouth open. Then I saw Captain Clark and realized that was the same man whom I called Sarge while he was at the Academy. Suddenly, I realized why I couldn't reach him before. He was on his way to the Ape-oid planet to spirit away the hostages. I just hadn't realized that he might be re-activated as an officer which he once was.

  


  
          The bad thing about seeing him here was that I suddenly felt less secure about Annie and the children's safety on Beulah since he wasn't there participating in the action. I know that there were other fully competent non-coms at the Academy and some worthy officers as well. Still, I trusted him more than anyone. I wished that we had finished off the two squadrons of alien ships headed that way. I could only hope that what the Navy and Pennyweight had there was enough to stop them dead.

  


  
          Then the Sarge, I mean, the Captain was waving the commercial pilot to lift off as he got out of the way. The commercial ship took off as the Captain disappeared behind a closing hatchway. Then his ship lifted off and we followed.

  


  
          In space, we started talking using LOS so that our communications couldn't be intercepted. "Captain Clark, funny meeting you here. I was trying to call you a few days ago. How can I help you?"

  


  
          He answered, "Dave, it's good to see you. Evidently, Penny got my message about the departing warships and got you back in time. How do you like your new ship?"

  


  
          I replied, "Beautiful. I never dreamed something like this existed."

  


  
          He said, "Well, take care of it. For now, just pick the best position for escorting us back to Beulah. Once we get there, you can follow your orders."

  


  
          I answered, "Right. We'll keep everyone off you. Have a good ride!"

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The trip back took twice as long for us, but the normal amount of time for the other two ships since we were travelling at their top speed. With our sensors and long range weapons, we had to send them scurrying twice for cover as we left our position to take up the challenge of some alien squadrons that thought we looked easy. They found out that we weren't easy and we certainly weren't cheap.

  


  
          I was never so happy as when I saw three of the Pennyweight gun ships meet us to take over the escort duty and free us to continue with our mission. Having monitored the communications net, I ordered the ship to head for Echo where they were still facing a stiff challenge. I could have gone back to the alien home planet and bombarded it again, but I wanted to help our personnel more directly before I took off on the other task. Moving out at top speed, we cut the time to reach Echo in half.
  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    The squadrons at Echo were in the middle of a lull. They almost mistook us for an enemy ship until some of the ship captains who had served with me before recognized my voice and realized that the fancy, new, big ship was actually on their side. We landed at the Grim Reaper Squadron station where they were having the best luck against the enemy. They were so individualistic that they were actually holding their own against the enemy squadrons despite the speed and weapon advantage enjoyed by the enemy.

  


  
          We got some quick repairs performed on the two gun positions while we were there and made some plans to surprise the enemy the next time he showed up. I shook a lot of hands before I left with my crew in the Rust Bucket to take my position where the enemy couldn't see me, but I could see him.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We waited in hiding almost four hours before the sensors gently chimed. I smiled a sly grin as I saw the enemy ships moving into our pre-arranged trap.

  


  
          "Frank, time to close the door. Battle stations!" I ordered.

  


  
          The Rust Bucket moved into its next position where we did a single ship charge on the rear of the enemy as he started to approach Echo. As soon as we opened fire on their asses, Heather, our communications officer broadcasted the score. Those two actions of ours caught the enemy's full attention as they forgot the squadrons on Echo and turned to meet us at odds of only forty to one.

  


  
          That was what the squadrons on Echo were waiting for as they launched from their pads into space to catch the enemy from the other side where their engines now faced. Now the enemy was boxed in with almost nowhere to go since they were in my gunners' ranges and the squadrons were closing in on them from several bases on Echo at the same time. The Ape-oids couldn't outrun me and they couldn't outfight all of us. Slowly, we began to grind away at them with more firepower than they expected.

  


  
          I even got a chance to see some of the tactics get used that I didn't get to use myself with the heavy cruiser squadron I had and which I never named. From my view, the action was impressive as they used their light scouts to keep up with the enemy ships and get in behind them while a heavier ship kept the enemy ship engaged in front with direct battle. The scouts had just enough punch to knock out the engines as long as the heavier ships kept the enemy off them. Now I knew how the squadrons on Echo had been managing to hold out against superior speed and firepower. It didn't keep them from suffering losses, but they were making the enemy pay dearly.

  


  
          The battle lasted a few hours with us leaving the squadrons behind as we chased the last few enemy ships that managed to wriggle away from them. With our speed and firing range, they couldn't wriggle loose from us. Then I did something unusual.

  


  
          I said, "Heather, go ahead and tell the enemy where we're going. I want to scare the piss out of him! Set course for Bragh."

  


  
          "With pleasure," she said with a smile. Then she started telling everyone that we were going to the Ape-oids home planet to bombard the hell out of it.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    We got recalled before we reached it.
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 26


  
    

  


  
    That time when the war ended, it wasn't a truce. It was a surrender as the Apeoids suffered losses greater than before. They couldn't afford to rebuild all their industry again so they surrendered before the Rust Bucket could rain destruction upon them again as they realized that their sudden surprise attack had failed. They hadn't counted on us making a weapon so superior to what they thought was a giant step in technology. They also didn't have a history of warfare that was as varied as ours. They were stunned at first when our squadrons and fleets met the challenge of superior weapons with superior tactics that kept the playing field nearly level.

  


  
          Although the Ape-oids surrendered, there were a few die-hards who continued to attack until they were destroyed or became pirates. On Beulah, the Ape-oid soldiers didn't believe their own leaders' messages to surrender. They valiantly fought to the last Ape-oid soldier.

  


  
          Annie and the children were safe in their cavern. They were on hand to greet me when I arrived back at the Pennyweight Shipping Company, even though the last of the Ape-oid soldiers were still being hunted down. The cadets had trained hard and well at the Academy. The first half of the war did us a favor by cleaning the Academy of almost all of the rich kids, leaving a lot of openings for dedicated young men and women who wanted a career in the military. The time in between that constituted the truce was enough time to get the Academy on a full footing once more, despite the politicians. Consequently, the Ape-oids ran into a meat grinder when they tackled the cadets.

  


  
    

  


  
    ***
  


  
    I was faced with a slight predicament when I got home. I finally had a regular commission in the Navy and could stay if I so chose to. Not only that, but I was just a step below Admiral. However, I discovered that if I chose to stay in, the Navy was going to make me Commandant of the Academy.

  


  
          With the war's end, Captain Clark became Sergeant Clark at the Academy once more, to my bewilderment. Regardless, I sought out his advice on what kind of a decision I should make once I found out that the military intended on making me Commandant of the Academy if I stayed in the Navy. I had pictured myself more as being in charge of a squadron in space, not behind a desk or in front of a class. It was either become Commandant or remain with Pennyweight whose secret was still hidden from me.

  


  
          Sarge said, "Dave, it's good to see you or should I call you sir as my boss?"

  


  
          I replied, "Don't get funny, Sergeant or Captain Clark. You're quite a chameleon. I came to ask for your advice as a friend, so it's Dave."

  


  
          He said, "Fine, then call me George. I'm getting tired of trying to know what we should call each other, too."

  


  
          I replied, "Suits me, George. Since you already know what the Navy is offering me, you know what my two obvious choices are. I get to either come back to the Academy and sit behind a desk or return to Pennyweight. At least, I'll see more action than the Navy, as you once put it so grandly to me. Can you give me your insight into this?"

  


  
          He said, "Dave, I don't know now what's best for you. I never did before. I merely showed you a route to get what you wanted when the main road was blocked. You finally achieved your initial goal. You achieved a lot more in getting to it. You might have wound up here at the Academy anyway as its commandant had you graduated and stayed with the Navy. Then you wouldn't know of any other career choice and I guess there wouldn't be a need to make a decision. Anything I say isn't going to make a difference either way. The real question is what will make you happy the most? That's something only you can decide. Then you'll live with your decision."
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  


  Chapter 27


  
    

  


  
    I said, "I'm advising you that if you're really serious about getting your commission, then keep on trying. I'm sorry that you have to leave the Academy. So, even if you won't be able to return, you still have options available that are alternate routes to your goal."

  


  
          The cadet asked, "Admiral, did you ever find out the mystery behind the Pennyweight Shipping Company?"

  


  
          I replied, "Son, there are more mysteries in life than the ones we create. Just keep your mind active and you'll see that there are plenty of them for everyone."

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

    

  


  
    Addendum:

  


  
    Universal Rights Bill of the Union of Planets
  


  
    

  


  
    1. All individuals have equal rights under the law.
  


  
    2. All individuals have the right to regulate their own bodies according to their own wishes and beliefs.
  


  
          - parents of minor children will be presumed to have the right to guide their children in such functions until substantial proof is furnished showing inability or unwillingness on the parents' behalf.

  


  
    3. All individuals have the right to pursue a lifestyle of their own choosing in private and public so long as it does not: - cause physical harm to another individual, business, or government. - cause outstanding physical harm to the environment, unless the individual erases such harm to the environment afterwards through restoration.
  


  
    - prevent the ordinary conduct of other individuals, business, and government.
  


  
          - government may not support nor restrict any particular lifestyle so long as it does not violate the rights of others.

  


  
    4. All individuals have the right to worship or not as they choose:
  


  
          - the government at all levels may not support nor restrict any religion so long as the religion does not violate the rights of individuals.

  


  
          - businesses may not support, be associated with, nor restrict any religion.

  


  
          - religions may not support nor operate any businesses in competition with ordinary business nor interfere with the conduct of ordinary legal business or the rights of individual citizens.

  


  
    5. All individuals have the right to move about freely without restriction except in such cases where the government is acting to protect vital interests by establishing a defense base or other facility where security is required in order to protect the government and its people.
  


  
    6. All individuals have the right to communicate with other individuals.
  


  
    7. All individuals have the right to associate with whomever they choose in whatever numbers they may choose so long as they are peaceful.
  


  
    8. All individuals have the right to own and carry personal weapons in any manner as well as use them for defense.
  


  
    9. All individuals have the right to freely elect any and all public officials who represent them:
  


  
          - elections cannot be postponed nor cancelled by action of the individuals elected into public office.

  


  
          - election districts cannot be designed to keep any political group in or out of power and shall be as compact in design as is possible taking topography into account.

  


  
    10. All individuals have the right to address their concerns to the government.
  


  
    11. All individuals have the right to know all charges being placed against them at the time of arrest for all criminal cases.
  


  
          - an arrest warrant shall be issued only on the oath or affirmation of a named individual or on an indictment by grand jury giving probable grounds indicating an offense has been committed.

  


  
          - all individuals have the right to due process under the law and to a speedy trial with competent legal representation equal to the abilities of the prosecution.
  


  
          - all individuals subject to arrest for criminal acts are entitled to trial by an impartial jury in the governing district in which the crime occurred.

  


  
          - all individuals have the right to not self-incriminate themselves with testimony.

  


  
          - all individuals have the right to confront their accusers and witnesses.

  


  
          - all individuals have the right of compulsory testimony by witnesses in his favor.

  


  
          - all individuals are protected against being tried twice for the same offense, even under a different charge, such other charges for the same offense either being tried at the same time or being forfeited by the prosecution.

  


  
    12. All individuals have the right to privacy against illegal intrusion.
  


  
    13. All individuals have the right to own property and to be secure in their possessions and effects against illegal search or seizure:
  


  
          - a legal search warrant shall be issued only on the oath or affirmation of a named individual giving probable cause.

  


  
          - the search warrant shall list specifically what or who is being searched for.

  


  
          - the search warrant shall list what place or individual is to be searched.

  


  
    14. All individuals have the right to fair compensation for work, products, and property.
  


  
          - private property taken for public use shall be returned at the soonest opportunity, when possible, and justly compensated for without placing requirements on the individual to apply for such.

  


  
    15. All individuals have the right to use their work, products, and property in a manner that they see most fitting: - provided that such use does not deprive others of their rights. - provided that such use does not cause outstanding physical harm to the environment, unless the individual erases such harm to the environment afterwards through restoration.
  


  
          - provided that such use does not cause physical harm to another individual, business, or government.

  


  
          - provided that such use does not prevent the ordinary conduct of other individuals, business, and government.

  


  
    16. All individuals have the right to seek redress against any government, business, or other individual.
  


  
          - the individual shall have the right to seek civil suit to recover just compensation or their work, products, property, and reputation along with punitive awards in either case.

  


  
          - a jury may be demanded in such civil cases where the value exceeds one percent of the individual's yearly income or affect's the individual's reputation and ability to earn such income.

  


  
    17. The press shall have the freedom to gather and distribute news without intervention by individuals, businesses, and government:
  


  
          - provided the press does not disrupt the lawful activities of others nor otherwise violate the law or rights of individuals, businesses, and religions.

  


  
          - members of the press shall not be subject to arrest without such arrest being announced to the public by warrant followed by public trial.

  


  
          - the press shall not be subject to any form of censorship unless such censorship is to protect the interests of the government against powers seeking its violent overthrow.
  


  
          - the press shall be issued a license upon simple application for the sole purpose of identification to the public and not for the purpose of restricting viewpoints, such license being capable of revocation only for criminal behavior determined by conviction by proper trial.

  


  
          - the press may be required to pool its resources when availing itself of its right to access aboard government warships or on government installations, such pooling to be by lottery and not by the decision of any warship or installation commander.

  


  
          - the press may be required to remove only such classified information from its reporting which would be detrimental to the preservation of the government by powers seeking its violent overthrow and not to suppress opinion or opposition.

  


  
    18. Any rights or powers not listed nor specified in the Constitution as belonging to the government belong to the individual and may not be taken by the government at any level without a free election by the people by which they vote by overwhelming majority to give such rights or powers to the government:
  


  
          - the rights enumerated in this document cannot be voted away, waived, or modified by the individual or government.

  


  
          - any political entity desiring membership in the Union of Planets must ascribe to these rights in their entirety.

  


  
    

  


  END
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