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 Organizational Difficulties 
 
      
 
      
 
    “All right. Run this past me again. We’re doing what, now?” asked Paul Heller, the yard chief of the General Space and Specialties Corporation spacedock facility on Helsinki, the capital planet of the Helsinki Sector. 
 
    “We’re going to take out the environmental section, the food stores, the messes, the bunkrooms and offices and cabins, the potable water supply, the back-up bridge and control rooms, the damage control section, all of that. Everything that has to do with the crew. We’re keeping the electronics bays, and consolidating them all in this small space here.” 
 
    Walter Swanson, the chief engineer at the Helsinki facility, pointed to a box on the diagram. 
 
    “Then we’re going to triple the magazine size, as shown here, and double the reaction mass stores, as shown here and here,” Swanson said, pointing out each section in turn. 
 
    “But all you’re going to have left is the missile impeller, the magazines, the engines, and the reaction mass, plus these little electronics and stores bays.” 
 
    “Yup. That’s the plan.” 
 
    “And you’re sure we’re not going to get in trouble hacking up a perfectly good battleship like that?” Heller asked. 
 
    “I’m sure. That’s what they want. No crew on board at all. Just a remotely piloted missile platform.” 
 
    “Well, I can see one big problem with this already.” 
 
    “What’s that,” Swanson asked. 
 
    “So let’s say a bunch o’ these go out there and beat the other guys, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. So?” 
 
    “So who accepts their surrender?” 
 
      
 
    Imperial General Brian Daggert of the Imperial Guard, Imperial General Martin Kraus of the Imperial Marines, and Imperial Admiral Howard Leicester of the Imperial Navy, stood as the Emperor Trajan entered the conference room. The Emperor – Robert Allen Dunham – was followed by the Empress, Amanda Peters, and the Co-Consul, Geoffrey Saaret. They took their seats at the conference table, the Emperor sitting first. 
 
    “Be seated, gentlemen,” Dunham said. 
 
    The military men sat down. They were all in uniform, each with the coronet of six stars on their shoulder boards that indicated the highest rank in the Imperial military forces, Imperial Admiral or Imperial General. Daggert’s uniform was the same as Kraus’s, except for the addition of the gold fourragère of the Imperial Guard. The Imperial Guard was much smaller than the other two services, for its role was the protection of the Emperor within the Imperial Palace. 
 
    In contrast, Dunham, Peters, and Saaret were in normal office dress, although Dunham wore the small version of the Sintar Cross, the Empire’s highest award for valor, on the lapel of his suit jacket. It was honestly earned, in battle on Wollaston, almost nine years ago, when Dunham was in the Imperial Marines. He still walked with a slight limp when he was tired. 
 
    “Admiral Leicester, you sent me a heads up that there were some organizational issues you wished to discuss at this week’s meeting. I brought along some extra resources to consider the problem. Let’s start with that subject, and then we can release the Empress and Co-Consul before we go on to more routine matters.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.  
 
    Leicester gathered his thoughts and then jumped in. 
 
    “Sire, Milady Empress, Mr. Saaret, we are considering how to organize the Imperial Navy in the scenario where most of our ships are remotely crewed in Virtual Reality over zero-flight-time Quantum Entanglement radio. We all know the advantages this move gives us. Our personnel are not exposed on the battlefield, we do not lose experience when we lose a ship, we actually gain it, and the ships themselves can perform better without all the extra mass of the crew support infrastructure and without having to restrain accelerations to those endurable by a human crew. 
 
    “Another advantage is that one crew can actually be fighting multiple ships. Given travel times in hyperspace, the crew only needs to be interactive with each ship a small portion of the time, so a single crew can effectively man several ships. 
 
    “All that said, it raises an organizational problem. As Your Majesty surely knows –“ Leicester gestured toward the Sintar Cross on Dunham’s lapel “– unit cohesion is a huge factor in military readiness and response. Soldiers and spacers will do extraordinary things under duress in order to not let down their team. The Imperial Marines and the Imperial Navy encourage that unit cohesion in numerous ways, from living together and training together to deploying together and earning unit honors together.” 
 
    Dunham nodded. He had crawled up onto the last surviving gun of his company’s emplacement dragging his half-severed leg behind him, bleeding out as he fought off the Estvian regulars attacking the Imperial Marine base on Wollaston, while his brother-in-law, Sean Garrity, had dragged heavy ammunition box after heavy ammunition box to the big gun, despite a severe concussion and several broken ribs. To do otherwise, to abandon the emplacement and escape through the armored door into the base, would have left the dead and wounded of Sean’s platoon exposed to the enemy advance. It was, quite simply, unthinkable, despite their own serious injuries. 
 
    “Understood, Admiral. Proceed.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. The problem is how to maintain what we see as the necessary unit cohesion when crews are fighting multiple remotely piloted ships. The crew members need not live together, need not know each other, need not even be on the same planet. They could VR in to their duty stations from home, for that matter. The flexibility it gives us is breathtaking, but to what then does the crew’s loyalty attach? In the Imperial Navy, crew loyalty normally attaches to the ship. The primary unit cohesion is on a ship by ship basis. But a crew may be fighting five different ships, depending on the day. Today they are the HMS Indomitable, tomorrow the HMS Reliant, the next day the HMS Defiant, and so on. 
 
    “Further, each of those ship names has their own battle record, their own unit honors, accrued over centuries, in which the crews take a great deal of pride. So it’s a tough problem, and it’s getting more urgent. Our first two dozen conversions of conventional ships will be done soon. We’ve discussed different methods of addressing the problem, but I thought I would ask Your Majesty for your thoughts on the matter.” 
 
    Dunham turned to Saaret and Peters and raised an eyebrow. Saaret caught the glance and nodded to Dunham. 
 
    “General Kraus,” Saaret said. “How do the Imperial Marines handle this? You don’t have unit cohesion on a ship basis.” 
 
    Kraus, who had been listening with interest, stirred. 
 
    “No, Mr. Saaret. We foster cohesion to the local structure. To the platoon, the company, and the battalion. Even to the regiment and division, for that matter. And to the Imperial Marines as a whole, of course. A lot of these structures adopt nicknames, to enhance cohesion. ‘Donnelly’s Devils’ or the like. We try to keep promotions and transfers of both enlisted and commissioned personnel largely local, so there is never a large amount of turnover in a given organization. There’s always some core of people remaining to carry on the traditions of the unit.” 
 
    “So you don’t have equipment-centered unit cohesion.” 
 
    “No, Mr. Saaret. We do have equipment, like large field artillery and tanks and the like. They simply have inventory numbers, however, not formal names. The units will paint nicknames on them and the like, but the loyalty isn’t centered around the equipment. If the machine is disabled or breaks down, the Marines will dismount and carry on fighting as a unit without it.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Peters had been quiet through all of this, just soaking it up. Her vacant look cleared suddenly and she spoke up. 
 
    “Name the crews, not the ships,” Peters said. 
 
    “Excuse me, Milady?” Leicester asked. 
 
    “Name the crews, Admiral Leicester. This bunch of people here, under this captain, that is the HMS Reliant. They are the heirs of the accrued battle honors. Give the ships inventory numbers, like the Marines do for their equipment. But no matter which physical ship the crew is fighting today, it is the crew that is the HMS Reliant. 
 
    “As for having the crew dispersed over different locations and planets, perhaps even VRing in from home, I think that’s a flexibility we shouldn’t use except in extremis. Better would be to have them all housed in the same barracks when deployed, so to speak. Let them go on leave together when their equipment is all in hyperspace and they don’t have to man stations. Otherwise, they live together, eat together, have in-person meetings with each other, all in the same building. Hang a name board on the building that says HMS Reliant, put their battle honors in the lobby, and have any other personnel entering the building have to request permission to come aboard. Just like a ship.” 
 
    Leicester sat looking at her for a moment, then started to nod. 
 
    “I think that’s the best idea I’ve heard so far, Milady. Every other idea I’ve heard was centered around the ships retaining names. That’s just the way we think. But none of them were satisfactory. This I think could work. Thank you.” 
 
    Amanda nodded to him. 
 
    “Would different ships in a fleet need to similarly be on the same planet, Admiral Leicester?” Dunham asked. 
 
    “No, Sire. Our captains and flag officers are used to communicating almost entirely in VR. We don’t do a lot of shuttling back and forth between ships for in-person meetings. It’s not really possible in hyperspace anyway – one little slip in your ship handling and you drop below 0.35 g and drop out of hyperspace, with no QE radio to even let people know where you are. So we can compose fleets of ship crews located anywhere in the Empire.” 
 
    “All right. Well, I’ll let you work out the best solution with your staff, Admiral Leicester,” Dunham said. “Know, though, that funds are available to build or modify buildings if you go the way Milady Empress suggests. We are saving so much money on warship construction and deployment, whatever we need to spend on other items associated with the deployment of the remotely piloted ships is easily covered.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sire.” 
 
    Dunham nodded, then turned to Saaret and Peters. 
 
    “Thank you for your help, Mr. Saaret, Milady Empress,” Dunham said. 
 
    As they stood to leave, Dunham stood, and so perforce did the officers. When they had gone, Dunham sat back down. 
 
    “Be seated, gentlemen. Let’s proceed now to our normal agenda.” 
 
      
 
    That night Bobby Dunham and Amanda Peters were in the Emperor’s private gardens on the roof of the Imperial Palace tower, some three hundred feet above ground level.  
 
    The gardens were built and maintained by the Imperial Guard as a way of allowing the Emperors and Empresses of Sintar to relax out of doors without leaving the security bubble of the Imperial Palace. It was a six-acre space of grass and trees and flowers, artificial streams and waterfalls and koi ponds, stone walking paths and intimate meadows and shaded verandas, protected from the winds aloft by a twenty-foot-tall glass screen around the edge of the roof. The gardens included recreational facilities such as a swimming pool, hot tub, swimming hole, fire pit, barbecue and picnic area, and tennis and bocce courts.  
 
    Dinner tonight had been thin-sliced filet mignon on hamburger buns, onion rings, and apple sauce at the picnic table by the fire pit. Now they were cuddled up like spoons on the chaise lounge, he on his side and she curled up in his arms, both facing the fire. 
 
    “That was a really good idea you had today, to name the crews rather than the ships. You pulled a bunny out of the hat. Again.” 
 
    In the year since they’d met, Peters had gotten something of a reputation for coming up with innovative solutions to thorny problems. 
 
    “You guys just had a set way of thinking, based on what you already knew of the Navy. In some sense you knew too much. It constricted your possible solution set, or at least the way you thought about the problem.” 
 
    “So if you want an outside-the-box answer....” 
 
    “Get somebody who doesn’t know there’s a box. Exactly.” 
 
    “Still, an elegant solution. And obvious once it’s pointed out.” 
 
    “Maybe. We don’t know if it will work. I’m still thinking about the problem. Maybe I’ll have other ideas. Or someone else will.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    They lay watching the fire. After several minutes, Peters broke the silence. 
 
    “So what’s going on with the new ship designs. Have they come in yet?” 
 
    “Yes. The vendors aren’t getting it. We’re going to have to have them all resubmit. Go another round.” 
 
    “That’s not good. I worry about the delay. Those shipbuilders have got to be hurting.” 
 
    “Any good ideas there?” 
 
    “No. Not yet, anyway. That’s a tough one.” 
 
    “Well, give it some thought. Maybe something will come up.” 
 
      
 
    Imperial Navy architects had come up with a plan for a building to house the ship’s crew while deployed. They weren’t ship designers, they were conventional architects, because they were designing a building for construction on the ground. Higher-ups, though, had required they bring in actual ship crew members who were on base between deployments to offer feedback on their design. 
 
    The architects were all there. The lead architect made a presentation to the assembled crewmen in a lecture room simulation in VR. All shipboard ranks were represented, from seaman recruit up through senior chief petty officer, as well as the commissioned ranks from ensign to captain. The presentation covered the idea of the ship’s crew bearing the ship’s name regardless of which remotely crewed vessel they were operating today, and then walked them through the building plans. 
 
    After the presentation, everybody was given some time to discuss the concepts among themselves. A group of senior chiefs and chiefs who had sat together had a particularly lively conversation during this break. 
 
    After forty-five minutes of private discussions, the lead architect called the room back to order and asked for input on the building design. He called on the senior captain present. 
 
    “Captain Fisher, would you care to start us off?” 
 
    “Actually, Mr. Baum, I would like to hear what the chiefs have to say. That looked like a pretty lively conversation going on there, so maybe we should start with them.” 
 
    “Very well, Captain. Do the chiefs have a spokesman to start us off?” 
 
    “Yeah, I can start,” one big senior chief with an armful of service stripes said. 
 
    “Very well, Senior Chief Willet. Go ahead.” 
 
    Gordon Willet consulted the notes he had made during the discussion. 
 
    “First thing is lose all the windows. No windows aboard ship.” 
 
    “But natural light and ventilation is a major factor in human ergonomics, Senior Chief.” 
 
    “Never been on a warship, have you, Mr. Baum? No fuckin’ windows. Not one. We don’t need our people lollin’ around, lookin’ out the windows at the weather or the pretty girls. Just lose ‘em.” 
 
    Willet consulted his notes. 
 
    “Next thing I got is, Where’s the Mess?” 
 
    “We have both an officer’s mess and an enlisted mess in the plans, Senior Chief.” 
 
    “Yeah, I seen that. I’m talkin’ about the Chiefs Mess. The Goat Locker. Where is it?” 
 
    “The Goat Locker, Senior Chief?” 
 
    “Yeah. Shipboard we got a separate mess, lounge, and bunk area all to ourselves. Chiefs and senior chiefs.” 
 
    “We had anticipated the chief petty officers and senior chief petty officers eating in the enlisted mess, Senior Chief, and having individual rooms near their departments.” 
 
    “That’s not how it works, Mr. Baum. The chiefs as a group are responsible for crew development and readiness. We gotta be able to work together, assist each other, and also maintain some separation from our charges. That’s how the culture works. You need to fix that.” 
 
    Willet looked at his notes for his next item. 
 
    “The crew accommodations should be copied from shipboard, Mr. Baum. No seaman gets his own cabin on ship. Enlisted men bunk together, three high, maybe six or twelve to a room. This whole building is easy four times the size it needs to be, maybe more. And get rid of the fuckin’ passenger elevators. It’s only three stories, fer crissake. Freight elevator, maybe. For big stuff. Put in ladders, too, no grand staircases.” 
 
    Willet looked at his notes again. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I get bringin’ in food stores from outside the building, Mr. Baum. No sense havin’ separate stores if you’re on base. I agree with that, I guess. But we got our own galley and cooks. And the crew maintains its own spaces. That means cleanin’ up, washin’ dishes, moppin’ floors, doin’ laundry, stowin’ their own shit. No janitorial service, no maid service changin’ out linens, no chocolate bon-bon on your fuckin’ pillow with turn-down service.” 
 
    “But all those facilities and services are on base, Senior Chief. And we don’t need to limit the size of the building the way one does the volume of a warship.” 
 
    “You don’t get it, Mr. Baum. The crew of a warship is a community of disciplined and independent individuals workin’ together to achieve common goals. Where does that sense of community come from, where is that discipline learned, where is that independence fostered, when you got everybody holed up in his own room and you job out all the chores? You got rid of all the interaction and interdependence of the crew on each other, which is what builds the relationships and unit cohesion they rely on.  
 
    “Look. You can’t have a whole buncha guys lollin’ around in their rooms with their feet up, bein’ waited on hand and foot while they look out the fuckin’ windows, and then sound general quarters and have a warship crew show up like magic all of a sudden. If they’re gonna be a warship crew when you need ‘em to be, they have to be a warship crew all the time, from the time they come aboard until the time they leave the ship. 
 
    “Cram us in the can together, Mr. Baum. Like on ship. We got a thousand years o’ tradition and culture for how to make that work. You’re not goin’ to reinvent that in a month or two at the drawin’ board. Don’t make us try to fit our culture to your damn building. Design your damn building to fit our culture.” 
 
    Willet looked back down at his notes, then nodded. 
 
    “Anyway, that’s what I got,” he said. 
 
    He looked back up to see the head architect just staring at him. 
 
    “Hey, you don’t wanna hear the fuckin’ answer, don’t ask the fuckin’ question. Sir.” 
 
    The head architect looked helplessly to the senior officer present, Captain Fisher. 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    “You heard the senior chief, Mr. Baum. I think you have some redesigning to do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Vendor Meeting 
 
      
 
      
 
    Fred Dunlop, the department head of ship acquisition for the Imperial Navy of the Sintaran Empire, was not looking forward to the vendor meeting he had called. All the ship manufacturers would have representatives there, and he would have to tell them none of their prototype plans were acceptable for purchase by the Navy. 
 
    It was not completely unexpected, which is why they had only been given six months to provide preliminary plans and cost estimates to his department. The idea had been to get their initial bad designs out of the way quickly. The proposal was so out of the realm of their prior experience Dunlop had expected they would take some time to get past their institutional myopia. 
 
    Warships were expensive. They were, for the most part, hand-built. Their offensive capability had to be crafted carefully in the context of the primary requirement to house, feed, and protect their crews. 
 
    Ships without crews were simply not part of their thinking. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen. If we can come to order, please.” 
 
    There were over two hundred people in the room, representing nearly a hundred different shipbuilding firms or their parts suppliers. The room was a tiered lecture hall. It was implemented in VR, of course, as the representatives were spread across major manufacturing and research centers throughout the sprawling Empire. 
 
    “Thank you. As the first order of business today, I have to inform you that none of your designs is considered acceptable for prototype acquisition by the Navy in the current round.” 
 
    There was a lot of talking in response to that point, between and among multiple representative from the larger companies and their suppliers. 
 
    “The rest of today’s business will concentrate on telling you why that is so, and reinforcing the direction we wish you to take in your further efforts. We will resubmit the request for prototype proposals with additional guidance for the next round.” 
 
    “Do you know how long this process will take? We’re dying out here. There are only so many cargo vessels we can build. The market is getting saturated.” 
 
    “It is our goal to proceed as quickly as we can. We had hoped the current round would result in at least some acceptable designs. That it hasn’t necessarily introduces the delay of an additional round. So let’s get on to the shortcomings of the current round of proposals. 
 
    “First, we are looking for designs that can be mass-produced. We want to be able to turn out these ships quickly and at low per-unit costs. The hand-work that is characteristic of current-generation warships needs to be designed out of these vessels. 
 
    “Second, most of the submitted designs include some accommodations for crew, whether for operations or for maintenance and resupply. The request for proposal clearly specified that no such accommodations were to be provided. 
 
    “Finally, the designs do not take full advantage of the lack of crew aboard. Acceleration and maneuver capability is much less than it should be for unmanned ships. The same with throw weight and magazine capacities. We are looking for greatly increased capabilities in these areas as a result of doing away with crew quarters and crew support functions.” 
 
    “Very well. We can certainly do that. But can we also drop the moratorium on purchasing conventional ships while this effort is under way? We need the business to keep our doors open. Certainly you will be buying real warships in the future as well as these drone ships.” 
 
    Dunlop held up his hand and got a distant look on his face as he consulted another VR channel. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen. We are going to have another presenter answer some of your questions. Please stand for His Majesty the Emperor.” 
 
    The crowd virtually leapt to their feet, and the Emperor Trajan appeared in the VR, sitting in a padded armchair in the well of the lecture hall. He was a tall, well-muscled man in his mid thirties, with startling white-blue eyes. He was dressed in a normal business suit, with the Sintar Cross on his lapel. Other than the broadcast of his coronation last year and a short VR recording of his recent wedding to the Empress Amanda, none of them had ever seen him before. 
 
    “Please be seated.” 
 
    Everyone resumed their seats. There was no talking. 
 
    “Mr. Goddard, we will not be purchasing other warships – what you call real warships – in the future. Mr. Dunlop here is limited in what he can say, but that will clearly not accomplish my desires. I will therefore answer your questions myself. 
 
    “My Imperial Navy currently carries almost two million manned warships on its inventories, including pickets. The total manpower requirement for these ships’ crews alone is over two billion trained spacers. How much of those spacers’ time on board ship would actually be time spent fighting the ship in an active war, Mr. Goddard?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “We have worked the numbers, Mr. Goddard. It is not quite ten percent. The rest of the time is spent in transit to the battle. All that manpower spent simply getting there. And, once there, those trained spacers are at risk of loss, even though they remain strapped into their bunks, fighting their ships on consoles implemented in Virtual Reality. 
 
    “Why not have our spacers safely behind the lines, fighting their ships on consoles implemented in Virtual Reality from some remote location? All our warships include Quantum Entanglement radios, giving them instantaneous real-time communication across light-years of distance. Why put our spacers, and all their training and experience, in harm’s way? 
 
    “That gives me a ten-to-one advantage, Mr. Goddard. With the same crews, I can field ten times as many ships. Given that more than half our fleet strength is in port for rotation, refit, and resupply at any given time, I pick up at least another factor of two. Since less than half the crew actually fights the ship, the rest being cooks and environmental engineers and others dedicated to servicing the crew’s needs, I pick up another factor of two. 
 
    “That means with the manpower I now have, I could field a force of remotely crewed ships some forty times larger than our current deployed Navy, with all the same people operating all the same consoles. 
 
    “But without crews aboard, those ships can maneuver faster, carry more weapons, carry more ammunition, and still present a smaller target cross-section than our current vessels. If damaged, we can simply abandon them, without worrying about rescuing the crew, having our people taken as prisoners of war, or having our own ships repaired and turned against us, for without the matching QE radio, the ship is inert. 
 
    “This is the new Navy I envision, Mr. Goddard. More deadly, more survivable, and much, much more numerous.” 
 
    Martin Goddard was the senior government liaison for Sintar Strategic Industries, a giant conglomerate whose primary business was defense contracting. While he had never interacted with an Emperor or Empress of Sintar before, Goddard had long had high-level contacts in the government, including the erstwhile Councilors for Defense, Lord Humphreys and Lord Pomeroy. He was more comfortable addressing the Emperor than his fellows in the audience. 
 
    “More numerous, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Goddard. My plans are to purchase no fewer than twenty million of these new types of ships in the next ten years.” 
 
    Even with the Emperor present, a buzz went around the room at that. 
 
    “Twenty million ships, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Goddard. If I can staff the two million manned ships in inventory now, I can certainly staff twenty million remotely-crewed ships with the same manpower. That is why I need them cheaply mass-produced. If properly designed, your per-unit costs will fall drastically, even while your revenues remain high or even increase.” 
 
    “But no one has the capacity to lay two million keels a year, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “No, Mr. Goddard. No one company does. But together you all do, especially for mass-produced designs that clear your space docks much more quickly. So there will be no single-vendor contracts awarded. One or two winning designs will be selected in each ship class, and then you will all build ships to those designs. The winning designs will earn their companies substantial royalties on all ships built to their designs, so I encourage even the smaller and newer companies here to innovate and come up with the most maneuverable and lethal remotely-crewed warships possible. 
 
    “This is the future of my Imperial Navy, ladies and gentlemen. We already have more than enough ships for where a manned response is necessary, such as to transport Imperial Marines. What we need now is remotely crewed offensive capability. A lot of it. 
 
    “Are there any further questions?” 
 
    There were no more questions for the Emperor. 
 
    “Very well. I return your meeting to you, Mr. Dunlop. I’m sorry to have interrupted. You were doing very well within the limits of what you were permitted to reveal, but it was clear your instructions were not going to allow you to get the job done.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    The Emperor nodded and turned back to the vendor representatives. 
 
    “Good day, ladies and gentlemen.” 
 
    At that the Emperor disappeared from the VR channel. 
 
    “Well, that was exciting,” Dunlop said drily. 
 
    The vendor representatives chuckled and the nervous tension in the room dissipated. 
 
    “Now let’s talk about the mechanics and timing of the resubmission of our request for proposal, shall we?” Dunlop asked. 
 
      
 
    At the end of two hours of discussion, Jared Denny summed it all up. 
 
    “I think this is our big chance,” Denny told his fellows at the start-up consulting firm of Sintar Specialty Services. 
 
    “Agreed,” Vipin Narang said. “If we win even one of the ship designs, we’re set for life.” 
 
    “The question then is, Do we refine one ship design, for one ship class, or do we try to compete across multiple ship classes?” Liu Jiang asked. 
 
    They had a total of sixteen engineers in the company. All of them were between twenty-two and twenty-eight years old. All of them had come up in the new school curriculum the Empress Ilithyia I had deployed across the Empire. All of them had received merit-based Imperial scholarships to the best engineering schools the Empire had. All of them had saved much of their stipend money toward starting their own businesses when they got out of school. They were among the best and the smartest of the new generation. 
 
    What they lacked was experience. Intelligent young people are often dismissive of the value of experience, primarily because they don’t have any. But Denny and Liu had been aware of this potential attitudinal shortcoming, and they had brought on board two retired engineers as advisors. Both had become famous within the engineering community for their repeated successes. All the fledgling firm could offer as compensation was stock in the company, but this opportunity represented a huge potential windfall for them as well. 
 
    If they could capture one of the designs, that is. 
 
    Denny turned to Robert Stewart, one of their advisors. 
 
    “What do you think, Bob?” 
 
    “Well, as I understand the conversation so far, your approach will be based on new processes, primarily the mass-production of large component assemblies in planet-based factories. These are then transported to the spacedock locations and assembled into the ships, minimizing expensive space dock time. Is that right?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s correct,” Narang said. 
 
    “Very well. Then I think you should concentrate on the process issue as a separate part of the design documents, and apply it to one ship class design thoroughly. That ensures that you submit one solid and complete proposal. Then spend whatever surplus time and manpower you have building up other ship designs around that same core of process issues, and take them as far as you can. Submit them as well.” 
 
    “Which ship class should we do for the one complete design proposal?” Liu asked. 
 
    Stewart and Ilia Sobol, the other advisor, exchanged glances. Sobol raised an eyebrow and Stewart nodded. Sobol turned back to Liu. 
 
    “Picket ships,” Sobol said. “There are several reasons for this choice. One is that the big manufacturers are more likely to concentrate on the bigger ships that have the bigger price tags, and do a less complete or thorough job on their picket ships proposals. Another is that the picket ships are unarmed, which means you are at less of a disadvantage to the big companies, who already have a lot of experience with weapons systems. And finally, crewless picket ships have to make judgments as to when to drop out of hyperspace to transmit their findings, and you have advantages there over the big companies, who haven’t had to consider those issues before. If not advantages, exactly, at least you’re on the same level there.” 
 
    “That makes sense to me,” Denny said. “Not the sexiest choice, but that’s probably what also makes it the smart one. Of the Navy’s nearly two million ships, six hundred thousand of them are picket ships. That’s because you need two per planet, and half of them are on rotation, refit, and resupply at any given time. The ratio won’t be quite as high for the new ships – only about ten percent – but that’s still two million hulls. I wouldn’t mind a royalty piece of that.” 
 
    “I agree as well,” Narang said. 
 
    “And I,” Liu said. 
 
    Denny looked around and surveyed the others attending the meeting. 
 
    “Everybody agreed?” 
 
    Denny got nods all around, and he continued. 
 
    “All right. Thank you, Bob, Ilia.” 
 
    Stewart and Sobol nodded and dropped out of VR. 
 
    “Now let’s move on to task assignments.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Surprising Result 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This doesn’t make any sense,” James Rider said. 
 
    “What doesn’t?” Guo Naling asked. 
 
    “These spectral numbers. They just don’t make sense. All we pick up is iron.” 
 
    “Again? Even with all the heavy metal on board?” 
 
    “Yes. And we got a ton more energy out. Look at this spectrum.” 
 
    Rider showed Guo the spectrum of the radiation they had picked up from the latest test. 
 
    “Wow. That’s off the charts. What’s going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m trying to figure out the total energy emitted now. Maybe we can work back from that.” 
 
    The project was to work out how close to a heavy object a crewless ship could drop out of hyperspace, and whether different materials could be used to shorten the distance. The first step was to characterize how ships broke up. They were dropping robot ships out of hyperspace close above the surface of a barren rocky planet without any atmosphere.  
 
    The first experiment, using a standard picket ship that was due for replacement, had resulted in the ship being literally torn to atoms, which then deposited on the surface of the planet. As expected, most of the deposited material was iron, from the steel in the ship. 
 
    The second experiment had placed a few bars of heavier metals on the picket ship to see if they would survive the transition. Cadmium, tin, platinum, and tungsten had all been used. It was only a small part of the total ship mass, but there were no heavy metal atoms in the deposited materials at all. Once again, there was iron, as well as chromium, manganese, cobalt, and nickel, and smaller amounts of lighter materials, but the heavy metals were nowhere to be found. 
 
    What there also was, however, was a lot of radiation given off by the transition, from infrared all the way up into gamma rays. The radiation was all in the direction of the ship at transition – toward the planet, which they were using as a backstop and material collector.  
 
    But where did all the energy come from? 
 
      
 
    Rider worked through the numbers, and the energy release was substantial. He was tempted to put it into megatons. What does that come out to? Two megatons. That ballpark, anyway. Criminy. 
 
    He worked with the mass of the heavy metal bars and used the nucleon mass curve to calculate the energy given off if you converted those heavy metals to iron. Two and a half megatons. Close enough. He was on to something. 
 
      
 
    “So I think I know what happened,” Rider told Guo that afternoon. “The transition not only tore the ship to atoms, it even tore apart the heavier atoms, reducing them all to iron or its nuclear neighbors like chromium, manganese, cobalt, and nickel. The energy given off was from the nucleons moving down the nucleon mass curve. The protons and neutrons in iron and its neighbors are lighter than in any other element, and all the extra mass got turned to energy.” 
 
    “Fission on a grand scale? That’s different.” 
 
    “Yeah. And I have an idea for our next experiment.” 
 
    “What do you want to try?” Guo asked. 
 
    “Put a couple of tons of depleted uranium on the picket ship.” 
 
    “A couple of tons?” 
 
    “Yeah. But I want to be observing from quite a distance farther away when we do it.” 
 
    “No kidding. How about we go for something a little smaller?” 
 
      
 
    In the end, they settled on a thousand pounds of depleted uranium, and predicted an energy yield on transition of fifteen megatons. The depleted uranium was available, and they spent the week waiting for it to arrive in setting up the experiment, especially the detectors to monitor the radiation and determine the yield. 
 
    When the uranium arrived, there was no device to build, no triggering mechanism to install, no setup to do at all. It came in a single container, which they clamped to an external container rack on the picket ship. 
 
    They programmed the picket ship for its drop out of hyperspace, and remotely spaced it through the hypergate created by the hypergate projector ship which was their project headquarters. 
 
    When the picket ship did its preprogrammed down-transition from hyperspace into normal space, Rider and Guo were watching from the projector ship. There was a tremendous blast of energy, but it was all directed in the direction of the ship’s travel in a narrow beam. From a hundred miles above the planet’s surface, that beam obliterated a twenty-mile diameter area on the backstop planet. 
 
    From the detector data, the energy release was calculated at just over fifteen megatons, focused on that twenty-mile circle. 
 
      
 
    The Emperor was meeting with his military commanders, Admiral Leicester, General Kraus, and General Daggert. 
 
     “You know, Sire,” Leicester said, “that we have been researching methods to strengthen crewless ships, to see if we couldn’t enable them to down-transition from hyperspace closer to massive bodies like planets.” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral Leicester. You informed me of this some time back.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. Well, part of that research has been to figure out exactly how ships break up on their down-transition, and, well, Sire, I think we stumbled onto a weapon. Potentially a huge weapon.” 
 
    “Explain, Admiral Leicester.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. We’ve always known down-transition too close to a massive body caused the ship to break up. The closer you got, the more thorough the destruction. That was the scenario being tested. Down-transitioning from hyperspace within a hundred miles or so of a planet. The idea was to gather data that might fill in the curve, if you will, about how ships break up farther out. 
 
    “What happens at a hundred miles from a planetary body is the down-transitioning ship is completely torn apart into atomic nuclei. No chemical bonds at all remain. But analyzing the fragments, the researchers noticed there were no nuclei bigger than those with roughly the mass of iron. Most of the ship’s mass is steel, but there should be some other, heavier nuclei present. But there were none. 
 
    “So they did an experiment with a thousand pounds of depleted uranium, one of the heaviest elements. And again there was nothing left – no nuclei left – more massive than iron. The uranium nuclei had all been broken up into much smaller nuclei, in sort of a super fission. The resulting energy release was on the order of fifteen megatons.” 
 
    “That’s impressive, Admiral Leicester. I didn’t think depleted uranium was fissionable.” 
 
    “It’s not in the normal order of things, Sire, and neither are platinum, tungsten, and other heavy metals, but all will fission on down-transition from hyperspace in a deep enough gravitational well.  
 
    “Further, the energy is directed forward in the direction the down-transitioning ship is moving. We’ve always known the energy of a botched down-transition is in the direction of travel, which is why down-transition is never allowed to be made when traveling directly toward a planet or manned facility. And in this case as well, all of that fifteen megatons was directed forward.  
 
    “That is, unlike a normal bomb, which radiates it’s energy spherically, this energy was all directed on to a single spot twenty-miles in diameter on the planet.” 
 
    “Twenty-mile diameter at one hundred miles distant. What part of a sphere is that, Admiral Leicester?” 
 
    “A thirtieth of a steradian, Sire, or about one four-hundredth of a sphere.” 
 
    “So the effective energy per unit area on target would be, what, four hundred times that of a fifteen megaton bomb? That can’t be right.” 
 
    “No, that’s exactly right, Sire. It’s the same energy density per unit area on target as a six gigaton bomb. Not only is it much more concentrated, it’s much more localized as well. There isn’t stray energy blasting out in all directions.” 
 
    “And this was from a thousand pounds of depleted uranium, Admiral Leicester?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. You can apparently make it as big or as small as you want. Ten pounds of depleted uranium will put one hundred and fifty kilotons on target, and fifty tons of depleted uranium – a hundred thousand pounds – would put one and a half gigatons on target.” 
 
    “How did nobody ever notice this effect before, Admiral Leicester? Humanity has been using hyperspace for hundreds of years.” 
 
    “Well, of course we knew transitioning too close to a large mass would destroy the ship, Sire. But nobody ever tried such a transition so close before. The fission effect only occurs when the down-transition is very close to a planet. Also, since the directed energy is within such a narrow cone, if you’re not in that cone, you don’t really see anything. But an accident would cause the effect if it happened just right.” 
 
     “So you’re telling me if a mishandled heavy metal ore ship coming in from an asteroid belt down-transitioned too close to a planet, and was pointed at it, we could have had a major disaster at any time, Admiral Leicester. Is that correct?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. Or an enemy could have down-transitioned such a ship above Imperial City as an attack at any time, and still could.” 
 
     “Is there a way to defend against such an attack, Admiral Leicester?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. Knock the ship out of hyperspace before it gets too close to the planet. Such as with a suicide attack by a picket ship. Knock out the engines, the acceleration stops, and when the acceleration goes below about 0.35g, the ship drops out of hyperspace.” 
 
    “All right. It seems to me, Admiral Leicester, we need to work this from two angles. One is that it might be a nice offensive capability to have if push came to shove. So we probably ought to consider optimum yields and have some stores containers with suitable loads of depleted uranium on board for deployment if we had to. We could put as many containers worth on board as we wanted. 
 
    “Second is that we need to build some defense against this method into our own thinking. Perhaps, as you say, a suicide attack by a picket ship of any ship approaching to within some radius of the planet while still in hyperspace, or pointed toward the planet within some radius while still in hyperspace. Work out the numbers and work up a defense we can include in the programming for the crewless picket ships.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire.” 
 
    “We should also then re-evaluate the number of picket ships we will require. The original estimate of two million is clearly way below what we would need if we used them in a planetary defense mode like that.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be a problem, Sire. Depending on the design, we may actually be able to mass-produce those on the ground.” 
 
    “And I assume this all remains highly classified, Admiral Leicester?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire.” 
 
    “Very good. What else is on the schedule today, gentlemen?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Opportunity 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you seen these ship prices?” Otto Stauss asked his son as he came into Stauss’s office. “They’re ridiculous.” 
 
    Dieter Stauss picked up the flimsy and looked at it. 
 
    “What’s so ridiculous about them?” 
 
    “Those are brand new ships. Modern designs. High automation levels. All the bells and whistles. And from top shipyards. That’s probably a third less than they should cost.” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “Yes. Look at this. Eighteen-hundred-container capacity, crew of twenty. Eighteen hundred containers, and only twenty crew? You gotta love the operations numbers on something like that.” 
 
    Operations numbers, as Otto had instructed his son, was how you made money in the shipping business, and Stauss Interstellar Freight Services made a lot of money. 
 
    “We need to find out what’s going on. Poke around and find out what you can about what’s distorting the ship market. You know, ask around to your friends.” 
 
    “Sure, Dad. I’ll find out what I can.” 
 
      
 
    Of course, Otto already knew the answer. The only thing that could have such a big impact on such a large market was the Imperial government. If ships were plentiful and cheap right now, it had to be because the Empire – in particular, the Imperial Navy – was buying a lot fewer ships than normal. The shipyards were large capital investments that lost money if they weren’t busy. At two-thirds their normal prices, those big freighters wouldn’t generate profits for the shipyards, but they would keep the lights on and the workers on payroll.  
 
    To Otto, that meant this wasn’t a long-term downturn. The shipyards, at least, expected business to turn around soon, or they would be laying people off and shuttering facilities. And when it did turn around, those ships’ prices would go right back to where they had been. In fact, if the Empire had to play catch-up on this period when they weren’t buying ships, they would be buying more ships than normal, and those freighter prices could be as much as double what they were now. They would have to be worth enough to displace other business, and the warships the Empire bought were expensive. 
 
    So Otto already knew the answer – or suspected he did, anyway – but it was no good to just tell Dieter that. It would be pulling a bunny out of the hat. A cute trick, but Dieter wouldn’t learn anything and he wouldn’t maintain the list of contacts he was building. Much better to let him work it out for himself. 
 
      
 
    For his part, Dieter suspected his father already knew the answer, but that was OK with him. Even if his father did know, it would still have to be tracked down, checked, verified. When they made decisions about the company – and he used ‘they’ advisedly here, as his father was very much in control – huge sums of money were involved. Dieter and his father and their families would always be well housed and well fed, but the livelihoods of their millions of employees hung in the balance. Their house payments and their grocery bills, their savings and their dreams for the future. 
 
    Besides which, screwing up would be losing at the game, and neither Dieter nor his father very much liked losing. 
 
    He started calling around to his contacts and pretty quickly got the basic outline of what was going on. Then he started tracking down the details. He used his contacts and searches of news archives and discussion groups to nail down the particulars. 
 
      
 
    “All right, so I think I know what is going on with ship prices,” Dieter told his father several days later. 
 
    “Excellent. What’s the story?” 
 
    “The Imperial Navy temporarily halted all ship acquisition about eight months ago. The Navy has about two million vessels in its inventory, and they replace them on a fifteen- to thirty-year service life, depending on the ship class. Picket ships are run the hardest, and are the single largest class, being about a third of all vessels. Those are replaced on a fifteen-year interval. Given that, the Navy buys about a hundred thousand ships a year. They are the largest single purchaser, accounting for about forty percent of the market.” 
 
    “Only forty percent?” 
 
    “Yes. The Empire also has about four million commercial freighters, replaced on an average thirty-year service life, and a quarter of a million passenger liners, replaced on a twenty-year service life. So the military represents about forty percent of new keels laid down. Given that military vessels other than picket ships average about three times the cost of commercial vessels, though, they account for about sixty percent of dollar volume.” 
 
    “Ah. OK, that’s about what I thought. So why did the Navy stop buying ships?” 
 
    “That’s the really interesting part. There are RFPs out for new ship designs. Everybody’s hush-hush about what the design parameters are, but the fact there are RFPs out is well known. And there are RFPs out for every single ship class the Navy buys.” 
 
    “Which means?” 
 
    “Which means the Navy is completely redesigning its force structure and strategic doctrine. Which means they are going to be replacing existing ships on an accelerated schedule over the next ten years or so. There’s no way they are going to wait out a twenty- or thirty-year service life on vessels that no longer fit their new strategic doctrine.” 
 
    “Which means when this acquisition ban ends, the Navy is going to eat up all the yards for ten years. You’ll be lucky if any new freighters are made at all.” 
 
    “That’s my conclusion.” 
 
    “Which means we have a tremendous opportunity right now. What say we buy, oh, I don’t know, fifty thousand or so new freighters?” 
 
    “Fifty thousand? We only have forty thousand now. How can we even crew them?” 
 
    “We don’t need to. We lease them out. Hell, for the next couple years, we can let them sit. The demurrage will be high, but not undoable. But if you’re right, in two years you aren’t going to be able to buy a new freighter for less than twice the current price, and we’ll be sitting on fifty thousand new ships. I like the sound of that. A lot.” 
 
    “And if I’m wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re wrong. It’s the only thing that fits the facts. The Emperor is a former military man, and he’s taken direct control of the military as the commander-in-chief. He’s not going to let the Navy age in place, he’s going to build a new Navy. Besides, we’ll incorporate Stauss Freighter Leasing as a separate entity. If it goes under, it won’t pull everything down.” 
 
    “And the money?” 
 
    “Oh, I think the Imperial Bank will want a part of this. They may even want to up my numbers. They’re not allowed to speculate on such things on their own, it has to be through a credible commercial loan. Besides, it will keep a lot of their debtors afloat. They don’t want those shipbuilding companies to fail.” 
 
    “I never thought of that last angle.” 
 
    “Sure. Shipbuilding companies are all over the map for solvency. Most of them owe the bank money on capital loans for their spacedocks and shuttles. This is a way for the bank to keep those big debtors from failing and torching the bank’s balance sheets. And I’ve been careful to maintain a good track record. I’ve never lost the Imperial Bank money. Ever.” 
 
      
 
    The meeting with the Imperial Bank was a rare in-person meeting. Otto and Dieter Stauss were there, and Sector Vice President Gunther Kaube had two of his assistants present. They met in Heidelberg, the capital city of the planet Hesse, which was the capital planet of the Baden Sector, which is where Stauss Interstellar Freight Services was located. 
 
    Dieter presented their plans in VR, then they dropped out of VR back into the conference room of the bank’s sector headquarters. 
 
    “Well, it is a very interesting proposal” Kaube said. “We are, of course, aware of the Imperial Navy’s current acquisition hiatus and the stresses it’s putting on the shipbuilding sector. We also expect this hiatus to end on the near to medium term, but we are bound by regulation to carry out commercial loan terms to the letter.” 
 
    “Which means you are going to be forced to call the capital loans on shipbuilders even though you don’t want to,” Otto said. 
 
    “Yes. We don’t want to, because we expect the sector to become very active when the Imperial Navy resumes acquisition. We expect the Navy to go on something of a buying spree in a year or so. But we are not allowed to bridge those loans, much as we would like to.” 
 
    “But a credible commercial loan...?” 
 
    “Would solve many problems, yes. The question is, just how credible can we make it? What sort of capital are you putting into this new corporation, Stauss Freighter Leasing?” 
 
    “Nothing too large, I’m afraid, Mr. Kaube. I was thinking of a few tens of billions. Nothing more.” 
 
    Kaube got a distant look on his face as he ran some numbers in VR. He had clearly prepared for this meeting, for which Otto had sent a précis ahead. One never talked big money cold. 
 
    “Nevertheless, that is a credible capital investment in the firm,” Kaube said. 
 
    Otto Stauss knew that. He had worked the numbers as well. 
 
    “I was wondering,” Kaube continued, “if we might increase the numbers, to say, oh, eighty thousand ships.” 
 
    “That many? Won’t that push prices up?” 
 
    “No. First, there is a sizable inventory built up already. Second, the bank, which will hold lien on the ships, will negotiate the purchase arrangements. The volume pricing agreement will specify pricing in advance. It won’t be allowed to float over the purchase period. I would expect that volume pricing to be lower than the spot pricing that attracted your attention in the first place.” 
 
    “In that case, I think eighty thousand ships is workable from our end. Within the terms we’ve discussed, of course. In particular the accumulation of interest accrued against principal for the first two years.” 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Stauss. All as specified.” 
 
    “Then I think we have a deal, Mr. Kaube.” 
 
    “A transaction of this magnitude will have to be approved by the corporate office, but I anticipate no difficulties.” 
 
    “Well, let us know.” 
 
    “And in the meantime, we will draw up the paperwork.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe we just bought eighty thousand ships for a down payment of 350,000 Imperial credits apiece,” Dieter said on their way back to the office. 
 
    “Well, the bank owns the rest of the interest in the ships, but we just saved their ass on those shipbuilders’ loans.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Never forget. If you owe the bank a thousand credits and you can’t pay it, you’re in trouble, but if you owe the bank a trillion credits and you can’t pay it, the bank’s in trouble. And if all those shipbuilding firms fail, the bank’s in serious trouble. So’s the Navy, for that matter.” 
 
      
 
    It was the weekly meeting of the banking oversight department heads. Jeremy Boscomb, the head of the consumer loans oversight department, was chairing this week. 
 
    “Anybody have anything they want the group’s advice on this week?” Boscomb asked. 
 
    “I have one,” said Brent Oster, the head of the commercial loans oversight department. “I have a commercial loan application that was sent in for approval.” 
 
    “Sent in for approval? How big does a commercial loan have to be to require government approval?” Melody Johnson asked. 
 
    “A trillion credits. This one’s more like a trillion and a half.” 
 
    “What is somebody borrowing against that amounts to a trillion and a half credits?” Boscomb asked. 
 
    “Eighty thousand freighters,” Oster said. 
 
    “Eighty thousand freighters?” Susan Price asked. 
 
    “Yes. Eighty thousand.” 
 
    “What is the total annual production of freighters in the Empire?” Boscomb asked. 
 
    “About a hundred and fifty thousand keels laid. So this is more than half a year’s production. It’s also all the bigger freighters. It’s more than a whole year’s production of the large-capacity ships.” 
 
    “Wow,” Andy Korman said. “Is he trying to corner the market?” 
 
    “No clue. I don’t know what to do with it.” 
 
    “I think this is above our pay grade. You should probably bounce it upstairs,” Johnson said. 
 
    “Oversight or Investigations, do you think?” Oster asked. 
 
    “Oversight, I would say,” Boscomb said. “If they want to call in Investigations, they can.” 
 
    “OK, good,” Oster said. “I just wanted to be sure I wasn’t overreacting by bouncing it upstairs.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t think so. Eighty thousand freighters? Ye gods,” Price said. 
 
      
 
    Oster bounced the issue up to Oversight, which took one look at the numbers and bounced it up to the co-consul’s office. Geoffrey Saaret, co-consul to the Emperor Trajan, assigned his staff to look into it. Among those working on it in the co-consul’s office was Amanda Peters, whose university degree was in finance, and who had previously worked in the finance office of the Imperial Palace. 
 
    Of course, Amanda Peters was also the Empress Consort Amanda, wife of the Emperor Trajan. 
 
      
 
    It was Saturday afternoon and they were at the swimming pool of the Imperial gardens on the roof of the palace. Peters had swum her laps, nude as was her custom, while Dunham lounged nude on a chaise on the pool deck and watched. She joined him on the chaise to warm up, which usually, as today, ended up with the happy young couple making love in the warm sunshine. Afterwards, cuddled up together under a big beach towel to avoid sunburn, was the most comfortable and stress-free time of Dunham’s week. 
 
    It was also a time for conversation, often about business. Peters had shown she could have brilliant insights into the big picture, such as with the Navy’s unit cohesion problem, and she was one of Dunham’s most important and trusted advisers. 
 
    “Amanda.” 
 
    “Mmm?” 
 
    “Has Geoffrey had you looking at this loan application for Otto Stauss to buy eighty thousand freighters?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m one of the people on it, because it’s a finance question. We haven’t issued the final report yet.” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think it’s a brilliant move by Otto Stauss. He stands to make a great deal of money.” 
 
    “Is he trying to corner the freighter market?” 
 
    “No. He can’t, Bobby. The Empire’s shipbuilding industry can lay down about two hundred and fifty thousand keels a year. A hundred thousand of those are military ships, and the rest are mostly freighters, with a few passenger liners thrown in. But the Imperial Navy isn’t buying warships while the new ship designs are in progress, so there’s a hundred thousand empty slots in the shipbuilding capacity every year. Actually more, because a military ship takes up a spacedock for a longer period than a freighter.” 
 
    “So what he’s really doing is letting the shipbuilders fill up their empty production slots.” 
 
    “Exactly. The regular freighter construction is going ahead, and there’s the regular market demand for those. He’s buying up a lot of the extra capacity.” 
 
    “You know when the military starts buying again, we’re going to be buying at a much heavier pace than before. Freighter production will go way down for a while.” 
 
    “And Stauss either knows that or guesses it. He’s basically arbitraging the shipbuilders’ spacedock capacity over time. As I say, it’s a brilliant move.” 
 
    “Should I block the loan, Amanda?” 
 
    “No! He’s doing us a huge favor. Shipbuilding is a capital-intensive industry. All those spacedocks, the cargo shuttles for bringing the parts up to orbit, the personnel shuttles for bringing the spacedock workers up to orbit – all that stuff is ridiculously expensive. It’s all bought with capital loans and amortized over time. But we’ve disrupted the shipbuilders’ normal cash flows by holding back on buying warships while the new designs are under way.” 
 
    “No sense buying warships we won’t use.” 
 
    “Agreed. But shipbuilders – especially the ones that are heavily involved in warship building – no longer have the cash flow to keep making the payments on those capital loans. So what happens then, Bobby?” 
 
    “The Imperial Bank has to call the loans.” 
 
    “Exactly. The banking regulations require it, and for good reason. We don’t want the banks, especially Imperial Bank, speculating, bridging bad loans and the like. If it all blows up, the banking system collapses. Here it would help us, but it would be a bad precedent to set. So along comes Otto Stauss, who sees what’s going on, and he offers the Imperial Bank a way to keep the shipbuilders paying their loans by keeping their spacedocks busy until the Imperial Navy starts buying warships again.” 
 
    “And when we do, and there is little to no spacedock capacity available for freighter construction....” 
 
    “Otto Stauss makes a ton of money. It’s a big gamble on his part. He’s putting quite a bit of his personal fortune on the line as well.” 
 
    “But his capital investment is small compared to the magnitude of the transaction, Amanda.” 
 
    “That’s not his point, Bobby. He’s making sure the bank knows he’s got skin in the game. And I’ve looked into Otto Stauss. He doesn’t make big risky plays. He makes the occasional big play, but they’ve always worked out. Been obvious in hindsight, as a matter of fact. This looks like a big risky play, but he’s got it sussed. He knows what’s going on.” 
 
    “And everybody else? Why isn’t everybody else trying the same thing?” 
 
    “Other freight companies are accelerating their ship acquisitions while prices are down, but nobody is jumping in for the big play. They’re too conservative for that kind of move, especially shareholder-owned companies. Stauss is the biggest of the privately held shipping companies, and he’s up for the big play on this one.” 
 
    “So I should let it go ahead.” 
 
    “Oh, you betcha. I would even give the bank leeway to expand the deal. Otto Stauss deserves a medal, because we’re going to need all those shipbuilders in another year or so. He’s going to keep them alive while we work up our new ship designs. And without us having to step in to rescue them, which, as I say, would set a bad precedent.” 
 
    “And if it blows up?” 
 
    “Then we have to step in anyway. And it’ll be a lot easier, because all the problems with multiple shipbuilders will have been consolidated into one bad loan, and it will be secured with a bunch of portable and marketable new freighters rather than a lot of used specialty spacedock equipment. Much easier to deal with.” 
 
      
 
    Otto and Dieter Stauss met with Gunther Kaube and his assistants in the Baden Sector headquarters of the Imperial Bank in Heidelberg. 
 
    “The loan application is back from Imperial Bank headquarters on Sintar, Mr. Stauss. In fact, headquarters sent the loan application to the Imperial government regulators for approval, given its size.” 
 
    “And, Mr. Kaube? What did they say?” 
 
    “They have approved the loan as structured. As a matter of fact, they approved the loan for up to twice the initial principal the application asked for.” 
 
    “With the same capital investment on my part?” Stauss asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Kaube said, as if he couldn’t believe it himself. 
 
    “Ha! Then I’m right, and they know it.” 
 
    “Apparently so, Mr. Stauss.” 
 
    “All right then. So you should draw up the purchase contracts with the shipbuilders, but put in options for additional ships at the same prices. Let’s make sure we can soak up as many of those ships at volume pricing levels as we can. And, of course, give precedence to those shipbuilders who are most at risk of default.” 
 
    “Those are the ones who will negotiate the lowest per-hull prices, Mr. Stauss, so the negotiations will naturally run that way in any case.” 
 
    “Excellent, Mr. Kaube. Let’s get this deal together. Draw up those purchase agreements, and let’s get buying those ships.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Design Issues 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The problem with all these warship designs, once we work the numbers, is they just have too much polar moment to be quick on the turn,” Jared Denny said. “I mean, the current warships are sluggish on the turn as well, but I would think without fragile crew aboard and losing all the support mass for the crew, we could do better.” 
 
    “Well, when you take all the crew accommodations off, the impeller, the magazines, the engines, and the reaction mass are the only large masses left,” Vipin Narang said. 
 
    “And they’re strung out along the length of the ship,” Liu Jiang said. 
 
    “Which is as long as it has to be to accommodate the missile impeller. I understand,” Denny said. “Isn’t there some way we can reorganize the masses to reduce the polar moment, though?” 
 
    “The reaction mass has to be in front of the engines, because it is largely gravity feed,” Liu said. “And we can’t have the impeller move back in the ship or it’s in the wash of the engines. It’s all the way back as far as it can go already.” 
 
    “We could probably move the magazines further back,” Narang said. “The engines are arranged around the impeller, though, so we have to feed the impeller through a gap in the engines.” 
 
    “Do the engines need to be equally spaced? If we clustered them in pairs, would we open up enough room between the pairs to feed the impeller?” Denny asked. 
 
    They were reorganizing a three-D model in the VR as they talked. The magazines moved back, around the engines, and the engines, rather than equally spaced around the ship’s axis, were now grouped in pairs above and below the redundant feed ways for the impeller. 
 
    “OK. What’s the polar moment on that?” Liu asked. 
 
    “Better,” Denny said. “The reaction mass is still a problem, being out in front of the engines like that.” 
 
    “How hard would it be to pump it uphill while under acceleration?” Narang asked. 
 
    “It can’t be that hard,” Denny said. “Cluster the tanks around and between the magazines.” 
 
    When they did that, they had a ship that was a squat, fat cylinder, as wide as it was long, with the long impeller a thin needle sticking well out in front. 
 
    “Well, that looks stupid,” Narang said. “Like a snare drum with a broomstick stuck in it.” 
 
    “But what’s the polar moment?” Liu asked. 
 
    When he saw the result of the calculation, Denny let out a low whistle. 
 
    “Well, that’s a huge improvement. What does this do for performance?” 
 
    The pitch and yaw numbers were excellent. With directed-thrust engines, the ship could spin itself around in a few tens of seconds. No long, broad turns were required with a polar moment that small. 
 
    “You know, there’s another consideration here,” Denny said. “If the length of the impeller no longer dictates the length of the ship’s massive elements, you can put a bigger impeller in each ship class.” 
 
    “Make the broomstick even longer?” Narang asked. 
 
    “Sure, why not? It’s not going to affect performance much, but it will give a higher initial velocity to the missiles. Let’s try it and see what we get.” 
 
    “All right, let’s stick a battleship-sized impeller in a cruiser,” Liu said. 
 
    The performance numbers dropped, but not by much. 
 
    “All right,” Denny said. “Let’s work this up and then run it past Bob and Ilia, but I really like the look of it so far.” 
 
      
 
    The review meeting with Bob Stewart and Ilia Sobol was in VR as before. Everybody in the small company was there. Denny presented the warship design and asked for comments. 
 
    “I have one question,” Stewart said. 
 
    Uh-oh. Here it comes. What did we miss? Denny thought. 
 
    “Have you calculated the bending stress on the impeller when the ship makes those sharp turns?” 
 
    “No, but the three-D modeling suite should be able to give that to us. Vipin, what do we get?” 
 
    Narang worked the modeling engine to show the bending stress for a hard turn. The numbers were large. 
 
    “I don’t think the impeller will take that,” Stewart said. 
 
    “Jane?” 
 
    Liu had done the research on the impellers currently used in the Imperial Navy. She consulted her notes, then shook her head. 
 
    “Those numbers are well above what the impeller can stand. They’re almost an order of magnitude above a reasonable safety margin.” 
 
    “I guess we could limit the turning rate,” Narang said. 
 
    “I’d rather not if we can help it,” Denny said. 
 
    “I have a question,” Bertha Townsend said. 
 
    “Go ahead, Bertie,” Denny said. 
 
    “Can we run a plasma conduit from the engines out to the end of the impeller, and use it for yaw and pitch thrusters?” 
 
    “Swing the ship from the end of the stick instead of the other way around? That might work. Try it, Vipin.” 
 
    Narang manipulated the three-D modeling suite and the numbers showed up in the display. 
 
    “The turning speed actually increased by almost a factor of ten,” Narang said. “The bending moment on the impeller didn’t come down, though.” 
 
    “Hey, Vipin,” Townsend said. “Slide those thrusters back to the center of percussion of the impeller. Maybe thirty percent of the way back.” 
 
    Narang made the change. The turning rate stayed very high, but the bending moment dropped like a stone. 
 
    “Wow,” Denny said. “Vipin, let the modeling engine find the optimum spot along its length for the thrusters.” 
 
    Narang set the calculation running, and the software slid the engines a bit closer to the ship, about a third of the way down the projecting portion of the impeller. The bending moment went still lower. 
 
    “Now that’s well within the safety parameters,” Liu said. 
 
    “And look at those turning numbers,” Denny said. “We can flip the ship end-for-end in seconds.” 
 
    “Which means the ship can fire at its pursuers even as it flees the scene,” Townsend said. “Go to zero thrust, flip, shoot several missiles, flip back, resume thrust.” 
 
    “And the ship is so much faster than a crewed ship, it won’t have any trouble getting away,” Denny said. 
 
    Sobol stirred in his chair. 
 
    “Now that is an elegant solution,” he said. 
 
    He turned to look at Stewart, who nodded. Sobol turned back to Denny. 
 
    “We approve,” Sobol said. 
 
      
 
    New documents to the vendors from the Imperial Navy ship acquisition department specified an interceptor role for picket ships. They were to be able to track down and disable ships in hyperspace, dropping their acceleration enough they fell out of hyperspace into normal space. 
 
    “Well, that’s a surprise this late in the game,” Denny said. 
 
    “There are only two months to go in the response period,” Liu said. “How can they do that?” 
 
    “They have the money, they can do whatever they want,” Denny said. “That’s the Golden Rule: if you have the gold, you make the rules.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about this all morning, and I have an idea,” Narang said. “What if we put a depleted uranium nose piece on the picket ships as a penetrator? Rather than both hulls smashing as they came together, the picket ship’s nose cone would cut a path deep into the other ship.” 
 
    “You’re going to lose maneuverability with that extra mass up front,” Liu said. 
 
    “Not if we run a plasma conduit up to yaw and pitch thrusters like the larger ships,” Narang said. “And if we make it a big plasma conduit....” 
 
    “When it hits the larger ship, it will vent the engine plasma into the hole the depleted uranium nosepiece made, at least for as long as the containment holds,” Denny said. “That won’t be localized damage, it will gut the ship. That’s brilliant, Vipin.” 
 
    “I thought you’d like it.” 
 
      
 
    Freja Gunnarsson was in VR adding shading and detail to the ship image she had extracted from the three-D modeling engine. They had finally stabilized enough for her to do her final touch-ups, to render the shapes more lifelike. 
 
    Ilia Sobol had suggested they submit VR simulations of battle scenarios with their proposals. Everybody liked VR simulations, and there was no better way to put some emphasis on the performance numbers of the designs than show ‘battle footage’ in real time. 
 
    She was finishing up one of the models when Jared Denny popped into her VR studio. 
 
    “Hi, Freja, how’s it coming along,” Denny asked. 
 
    “Almost done. Just finishing up some detail work.” 
 
    The simulation of the ship floated in front of her, without any background or context, as she added small details. The ship was about ten feet in diameter and ten feet long, with the huge impeller sticking out tens of feet to her left. 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    She could tell he wasn’t impressed. Well, he wasn’t seeing the whole thing in context, either. It annoyed her enough to give him a bit of a shock. 
 
    “Oh, yes. You see?” 
 
    Denny almost staggered as the conventional room simulation disappeared and they floated in deep space. The ship had shrunk until it was the size of a coffee mug. It flew in a formation of two dozen such ships as they fled the enemy formation coming in from the right, three dozen battleships of conventional, crewed design. 
 
    As they fled, the two dozen cruisers cut engines, rotated and each fired half a dozen shots at the pursuing enemy, before rotating once again and reapplying thrust. The enemy went into evasive maneuvers, but the missiles were relentless as they bore down on their foes. Overwhelmed by dozens of missiles apiece, the six targeted ships in the pursuing fleet exploded. 
 
    As they watched, the fleeing ships flipped, fired, and flipped again. Another half a dozen pursuing ships exploded. The explosions were loud within VR, and the VR cooperated by shaking the simulation around them and concussing the chests of their avatars, like the bass drum in a parade. 
 
    “I tried it without sound, but it didn’t have the same pizzazz,” Gunnarsson said. 
 
    With the battle down to one-to-one odds, and with the enemy fleet breaking up in the evasive maneuvers it was using to try to evade the missiles, the fleeing ships suddenly flipped. They went to maximum acceleration toward the enemy, and their guns went to continuous fire. It was clear now they had been accelerating at a fraction of their capability, just hard enough to stay at the enemy’s extreme range to keep them coming on. 
 
    The sudden turnabout, greatly increased acceleration, and missile onslaught caught the pursuing fleet out of formation, and their defensive fire against the incoming missiles could not be coordinated. It was every ship for itself. 
 
    For its part, the erstwhile fugitives did not fire randomly. They concentrated fire on groups of half a dozen ships at a time, then moved on as those ships were overwhelmed by the massed fire. 
 
    After round after round of thunderous explosions, it was over. The enemy fleet was gone. The disciplined formation of the victors had been able to coordinate their defensive fire, and only five of the twenty-four ships were lost. 
 
    “Then there’s this one.” 
 
    The background shifted suddenly to the unsettling formlessness of hyperspace. Half-seen shapes and patterns swirled in the grey void. One ship approached, a battleship of conventional, crewed design. Then a second ship entered the scene. Both ships were limited in velocity by the nature of hyperspace itself, so the small ship had no acceleration advantage, but it was hugely maneuverable. The big ship tried all sorts of evasive maneuvers, but it was too slow on the helm to evade the attacker.  
 
    The small ship targeted the engine area of the battleship and penetrated well into the larger ship. As it did so, engine plasma vented out into its target and burned its way both out the impact hole and deep into the targeted ship. The ship’s thrust went to zero and both ships dropped out of hyperspace. 
 
    The VR dropped the viewers out of hyperspace as well, and the grey void was replaced by the star-glittered background of deep space. The big ship lost plasma containment at that point and exploded. 
 
    Gunnarsson switched the VR channel back to her studio, where the ten-foot model hovered in front of her as before. She went back to doing her detail work. 
 
    “So, yeah, they’re coming along,” she said without looking away from her work. 
 
    Denny was still recovering from the overwhelming ‘thereness’ of the experience. He held up his hands in apology. 
 
    “Sorry, Freja. I’m just getting nervous with the deadline coming up.” 
 
    “I understand. But no, I’m good.” 
 
      
 
    When their submission packets were done, they had a little ceremony in VR. Denny drew lots from a hat – where had anybody found a VR simulation of an ancient fedora? – and it was Freja Gunnarsson who was selected. She came up to the front of the room in VR and pushed a big button on the lectern there, transmitting their submission to the ship acquisition department of the Imperial Navy. 
 
    A cheer went up, and there were congratulations all around. As no two of them were even on the same planet, much less in the same building, there were no celebratory libations. 
 
    Not together, anyway. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Interest From Afar 
 
      
 
      
 
    Harold Pinter, the prime minister of the Democracy of Planets, looked out over the capital city of Demos on the planet Olympia. It was a constructed city, built by and for the bureaucracy when the political tensions between Earth and its oldest colonies had built to a head over the Earth’s perceived dominance. The capital had been moved from the birthplace of man to a more centrally located planet. 
 
    From his office in the Executive Building, Pinter looked down the Central Mall to the Legislative Building, the seat of the five-hundred-member Parliament. Ostensibly elected by the people – “Demos” was Greek for people – the parliament was in fact a self-perpetuating clique of plutocrats. With each member representing a trillion people spread across a hundred and sixty planets, there were only so many people who had enough name recognition to be able to win such a huge election. Having a famous family name was a huge advantage, and seats in parliament had become semi-hereditary. 
 
    Of course, there were always a few surprises. People who beat the odds. But they weren’t much trouble. They were quickly brought into the system of corporate payments – publishing a ghost-written book with a huge advance to the named author was usually the first step – and subsumed into the culture of large government.  
 
    As a result, Pinter’s faction had held the parliamentary majority for over twelve years, and would likely continue to do so as long as things went along pretty well. If something upset the apple cart, though, his party could lose enough seats to put them in the minority and elevate his putative rival, Jeremy Totten, to the prime ministership. Such a move wouldn’t change much, as there wasn’t a credit’s worth of difference between the two parties, at least not in terms of the things that mattered to their corporate sponsors. But the press would trumpet it as a huge change, and the people would be mollified, and business would carry on as usual. 
 
    Which is not to say Pinter would welcome such a change. He rather enjoyed being prime minister. And that was why he was not looking forward to this morning’s meeting with Karla Jaeger, the Minister of Trade. There were things going on there that had the capability of upending his government. 
 
    Even worse, recent events were upsetting their corporate sponsors, and who knew where that could lead. 
 
      
 
    When Pinter’s secretary showed Jaeger into his office, he got up and came around his desk. 
 
    “Minister Jaeger, how good to see you,” Pinter said, shaking her hand. 
 
    “I wish I could say the same, Mr. Prime Minister.” 
 
    Pinter waved her toward the seating arrangement. As he did, he spoke to his secretary and the inevitable photographer, stenographer, and chief of staff. 
 
    “Leave us.” 
 
    Once everyone had left and they were both seated in armchairs facing each other, Pinter became less formal. 
 
    “All right, Karla, what’s going on?” 
 
    “Well, Hal, you know our export business has been slowly eroding over the last two or three years.” 
 
    “Yes, you’ve mentioned it.” 
 
    “The latest numbers show it’s accelerating. Sintar’s reform of their patent system and the breakup of their reserved shipping markets has been a double whammy for us. On the patent side, their reforms have led to a wave of new products that have made some of our products uncompetitive. Their legacy manufacturers are now scrambling to keep ahead of the upstart new ventures challenging them, and that’s moving their technology ahead at a rapid clip. They are out-innovating us, pure and simple. 
 
    “On the shipping side, The safe monopoly shipping markets that had been doled out to the big shippers are gone, and their shippers, both established and newcomers, are casting about for more shipping lanes and more markets. They’re making serious inroads into our import-export business with the other polities in human space, and they’re showing up now with better, cheaper products than we can manage.” 
 
    “OK, all this I know, Karla. Your message indicated something new is happening.” 
 
    “Yes. Hal, almost a year ago, Sintar stopped building new warships.” 
 
    “Yes, that was reported to me.” 
 
    “We didn’t know why at the time. Now we think we do. All their shipbuilders – all of them – have turned their entire capacity over to building freighters. Normally, they build a hundred thousand warships or so a year, and perhaps a hundred and fifty thousand freighters. But now they are building no warships at all, and they stand to build three hundred thousand freighters per year while this carries on. As these are all big, long-haul freighters, that represents about a ten-percent increase in their carrying capacity. Per year.” 
 
    “Do they have enough market for that many ships?” 
 
    “No. Not yet, anyway. The glut has lowered prices, which has prompted all the shipping companies to accelerate their ship acquisitions. Buy while the price is low. But those acquisitions were still falling well short of what the shipbuilders were churning out. Rather than cut down production, however, the government has stepped in and doubled down.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “Otto Stauss, the biggest of Sintar’s wholly-owned shippers, has signed contracts to buy up to a hundred and sixty thousand freighters. His current shipping operations have a total of but forty thousand ships.” 
 
    “That makes no sense. Where does he even get the capital for that kind of purchase?” 
 
    “That’s where it gets interesting. Stauss created a new corporate entity, seeded it with some capital, and applied for a capital loan with Imperial Bank to buy all the freighters the shipbuilders could build. And get this. The total capital he put in is about one percent of the principal, and he specified the interest accrue against principal for the first two years. He has no payments at all for two years.” 
 
    “No bank would approve that loan, Karla. They’d be crazy to do it.” 
 
    “That’s what you would think, right? And since loans of that size have to be approved by the regulators, even if the bank was crazy enough to approve it, it would get shot down by the government.” 
 
    “And that’s not what happened?” 
 
    “No. The bank – and by implication, the Sintar government – approved the loan on Stauss’s terms, and the shipbuilders are churning out freighters by the tens of thousands.” 
 
    “Damn. That’s not good.” 
 
    “You might say that. I might be more emphatic.” 
 
    “The question then is, What the hell are they going to do with all those ships?” 
 
    “The Sintaran economy is booming right now under the reforms they’ve put in place. Those patent reforms and shipping regulation changes are the big movers there. They’ve also gotten rid of about ninety percent of their corporate regulations, which were protecting entrenched special interests. So the booming economy will eat up some of that extra carrying capacity. But the other thing they are going to do is expand their import-export business. A lot. All Stauss’s ships are long-haul, high-capacity ships. Perfect for making runs from within Sintar to the other polities.” 
 
    “That’s going to hurt us.” 
 
    “In a really big way, Hal. Our import-export business was already eroding to Sintar. This is going to make it much worse. And we don’t know how long they’re going to keep this up. They’re going to have to start building warships again sooner or later. They won’t just let their navy age in place. But they are for the time being, and the implications for us are not good.” 
 
    “What can we do about it, though, Karla? Our options are pretty limited, I would think.” 
 
    “What we need to do is disrupt Sintar’s import-export business. Anything we can do to cause them trouble, increase uncertainty, would help. Also, if we can do something to poison the attitudes of other polities against Sintar, get them to impose restrictions or tariffs or boycotts, that could help as well.” 
 
    “All right. Let me look into it a bit and see if we can’t do something there. I don’t want to do anything overt, though.” 
 
    Pinter shook his head. 
 
    “Damn it, Karla, why doesn’t anybody bring me any easy problems?” 
 
      
 
    Pinter met with the Foreign Minister, Jules Morel, and the Defense Minister, Pavel Isaev, to discuss how the Democracy of Planets might make life a little more difficult for the Sintaran Empire without an open conflict, or at least not one involving the DP directly. He began by briefing them on Jaeger’s information, then asked for suggestions. 
 
    “Well, that may be the explanation of why they’ve halted warship construction,” Isaev said. “Normally, you would stop ordering a class of warships if you were going to replace them with a new design. That’s pretty standard procedure. But stopping all warship construction across the board hints at a different agenda. This seems as likely as any. It won’t be for long, though.” 
 
    “It looks like it will be eighteen months or so,” Pinter said, “which is plenty long enough for me. A ten or fifteen percent increase in their commercial carrying capacity spells bad news. Don’t forget how big their shipping sector is. Most of that has been focused internally. I suspect that focus is about to stop.” 
 
     “Yes, it does look like a major intent of theirs is to step up their import-export business substantially,” Morel said. “That will hurt us, not just financially, but diplomatically. One easy way to stay friends with people is to do business with them. It also gives you something you can take away if you’re displeased with them. The impact of our efforts there will surely be lessened by such an aggressive import-export market on the part of Sintar.” 
 
    “OK, so we’re all agreed this isn’t a good thing. What do we do about it? Is there anything we can do about it? I’m not sure I want to do anything militarily.” 
 
    “We could sow a little distrust of Sintar among the other star nations,” Morel said. “You know, call into question their motives. They’ve given us some fodder for that in the last year or two. That unpleasantness with Estvia over Wollaston, for example. And there is their annexation of Pannia, as well.” 
 
    “But the annexation of Pannia was voluntary, right?” Pinter asked. 
 
    “So they say. But Sintar’s navy sailed into Pannia and occupied the country, then a week or two later they announced it was voluntary. I’m sure we can raise some doubts as to just how voluntary it was. And if someone is going to have large numbers of Sintaran ships entering their space, well, how sure are we all of those are unarmed freighters? You see my drift there.” 
 
    “So we just raise doubts about the official story.” 
 
    “Yes, and point out in the next breath what Sintar was willing to do in Wollaston to enforce their authority once established. While they were officially Sintar citizens, the people who died on Wollaston were effectively Estvian nationals. And there is the little matter of the space station on Galveston as well. I think we can raise enough doubts to have an effect on limiting Sintar’s trade reach.” 
 
    “That raises another possibility,” Isaev said. “If we get people questioning Sintar’s motives, they’re going to start feeling a little insecure. We could sell them warships. We retire warships regularly, and cycle in new up-to-date ships. Our retiring ships, though, are up to current technology among the smaller nations. If we sold them our older ships, that allows us to cycle in our newer technology faster. It would also put point to the doubts Jules’ people are spreading, if even we are concerned enough to supply them with defensive capability.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that,” Morel said. 
 
    “So we’re concerned enough about Sintaran expansionism we’re willing to sell warships to allow people to defend themselves,” Pinter said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Isaev said. “That will hold down Sintaran expansionism right there, if they know they’ll be up against relatively modern warships of a first-rank power. It will also be good for our shipbuilding and defense consulting sector.” 
 
    “Consulting sector?” Pinter asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Isaev said. “Someone has to show them how to use these new systems.” 
 
    “Ah. I see.” 
 
    “And all these activities help bind these other nation-states to us, and tilt them against Sintar,” Morel said. 
 
    “How many of them do you think will want to buy our warships?” Pinter asked. 
 
    “Probably all of them,” Isaev said. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. The biggest threat to these countries isn’t actually Sintar, it’s each other. They’re always squabbling along their borders. Would you want to be the only guy in the neighborhood who didn’t have modern warships?” 
 
    “OK, so we end up providing both sides with warships?” Pinter asked. 
 
    “Yes, and we’re the good guys for doing it, because we’re allowing them to protect themselves from Sintar,” Morel said. “And if people start commerce raiding against the supplies going to their opponent, whose ships are they going to target? Not ours. If they tick us off, we might stop providing warships and all the support you need for them. Parts and ammunition and the like. So Sintar’s freighters are going to be the targets.” 
 
    “Which increases the risks for their shipping companies and helps hold down Sintar’s expansion into the shipping market,” Pinter said. “I see. All right, gentlemen, I like it. Let’s work up the details and then get some of this under way. From what Karla said, the need is pressing, and getting more so.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Design Reviews 
 
      
 
      
 
    Fred Dunlop was waiting for feedback from his evaluation committee on the warship design submissions. He hoped the vendors were more in tune with what they were looking for this round. They were a year into the RFP process, and still didn’t have even rough ship designs they could start working up detailed designs around. 
 
    Martin Stump popped by his office. Stump was a senior guy in the evaluation group. 
 
    “Hi, Fred.” 
 
    “Hi, Marty. Whatcha got?” 
 
    “I’ve got a couple of VR simulations you should see.” 
 
    “New ship designs?” 
 
    “Yeah. You gotta see this.” 
 
    Stump pushed him the simulation file, then sat down to wait.  
 
    Dunlop opened the file, and was in immersive VR in deep space. Two dozen of the stupidest looking ships he had ever seen were running from three dozen conventional battleships. The fugitive ships were about the size of a light cruiser, with what must have been a battleship-grade impeller sticking well out the front. The ships looked like cupcakes with pencils stuck in them. 
 
    The cupcakes – he couldn’t think of them any other way – seemed unable to get out of the extreme range of the battleships. It looked like everybody was accelerating at about 1.5 g. The battleships were shooting at the cupcakes, but their tight formation allowed a coordinated point defense that shrugged off the missiles. 
 
    Then the cupcakes cut power, flipped in seconds, fired half a dozen shots each in quick succession, flipped back, and reengaged the engines. The half-a-dozen battleships they’d targeted could not counter the swarmed fire and disappeared in titanic explosions. He rocked with the concussion, which was technically incorrect for a battle in space, but was, he had to admit, a compelling effect. 
 
    The cupcakes flipped and fired and flipped again, and another six battleships disappeared. The two forces were now down to parity in number of hulls. He couldn’t get over how fast they could flip ship, but this time he saw the plasma jets emitted from a point about two-thirds of the way out the pencil. Ah, so that was how they were doing it. Smart. 
 
    The attacking battleships, finding their point defense ineffective against the first massed missile attacks, had gone to evasive maneuvers. But they hadn’t fared any better against the second attack. 
 
    Then the cupcakes flipped again, but this time they reengaged their engines toward the battleships, and their acceleration at least tripled. They must be doing close to five gravities. Their guns went to continuous fire as they closed on their enemy, but they continued their disciplined fire on six ships at a time. 
 
    The enemy started scoring occasional ships, too, and the cupcakes changed their formation to close their point defense shield as ships dropped out. 
 
    Then it was over. All thirty-six battleships were destroyed, and nineteen of the pencil-speared cupcakes remained. 
 
    Dunlop dropped out of VR to find himself back in the quiet environment of his office, with Stump looking on. The transition out of VR was more disorienting than the transition in had been. After that stupendous battle, the quiet mundanity of his office was more shocking than the transition to deep space. 
 
    “Wow. That was something. Are those fast flips even possible, though? That didn’t look real,” Dunlop said. 
 
    “They’re dead on the performance projections in the written submission. Packing all the mass up tight at the breech of the impeller reduced the polar moment, and they have pitch and yaw thrusters at the center of percussion of the impeller.” 
 
    “And that was a cruiser-type vessel with a battleship impeller, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yep,” Stump said. “Their submission basically said not to build any battleships unless we made a bigger impeller to mount in them.” 
 
    “Why would you, with a cruiser like that? And their acceleration in the final charge. What was that, 5 g or so?” 
 
    “More like six. All in the performance numbers in the submission.” 
 
    “And their submission was signed off by a professional engineer, as required?”Dunlop asked. 
 
    “It was actually signed off by two Imperial engineers.” 
 
     “Two Imperial engineers? What outfit is this?” 
 
    A professional engineer was one thing, an Imperial engineer was another thing altogether. The highest certification possible, achievable only after twenty years of experience and rigorous examination, and revocable at any time for any of a number of reasons, especially for any hint of corruption or shading of the numbers. 
 
    “Yup. Two Imperial engineers. It’s a small outfit. Not a shipbuilder, more of an engineering and design studio. But get this. The sign-offs were Sobol and Stewart.” 
 
    “Not Ilia Sobol and Robert Stewart,” Dunlop said. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Criminy.” 
 
    “Hey, I haven’t even shown you the second simulation yet.” 
 
    “A second simulation?” 
 
    “Yeah. For the picket ships,” Stump said. 
 
    Stump pushed Dunlop a second VR file, and Dunlop opened it. This time he was in the murky, swirly gray of hyperspace watching a battleship approach. A second ship, a small dart of a thing, appeared and targeted the battleship. The battleship tried to evade the attacker, but it was way too slow to turn and the attacker was insanely maneuverable. The small ship impacted the battleship near the engines and penetrated, almost completely inserting itself into the bigger ship. A gout of plasma ejected from the impact hole before the battleship’s engines stopped and the ships and the simulation dropped out of hyperspace. The battleship was jetting the attacker’s plasma from multiple holes now, then its own containment failed, and it blew up. 
 
    Dunlop dropped out of VR. 
 
    “How did they get such penetration of the bigger ship?” Dunlop asked. “It should have bounced off.” 
 
    “The bows of the picket ship is a cross-point arrowhead of depleted uranium. They tucked plasma yaw and pitch thrusters into the corners. That’s how they got the maneuverability.” 
 
    “And the flood of plasma into the bigger ship?” 
 
    “The plasma conduit to those thrusters is bigger than it needs to be,” Stump said. “Much bigger.” 
 
    “OK, so they punch the hole and then the containment failure at the end of the plasma conduit jets engine plasma into the target. No ship will survive that. Very slick.” 
 
    “Yup. Also signed off by Sobol and Stewart.” 
 
    “Is there any other design that comes even close to these?” Dunlop asked. 
 
    “No. Not even close. And they revamped the construction process, too. Modern cargo shuttles are big enough to carry larger subassemblies to orbit, so they propose mass-producing major subassemblies ground side and just assembling them in spacedock. Should cut spacedock time down to less than half what it is now.” 
 
    “That’s slick, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, but there’s a problem,” Stump said. “These aren’t full design packages. I mean, not down to nuts and bolts and part numbers and such. There’s one more pass to go. Part of being an independent design shop rather than a current shipbuilder, I suspect. But they are clearly the best high-level designs. So now what do we do?” 
 
    “Well, first, let’s eliminate the battleships from the schedule, and spread the volume over the other three types. Or, maybe better, eliminate the destroyers and name each ship type not by the ship’s size but by the size of the impeller. 
 
    “Second, let’s have the two companies submitting the second-best proposals finish the design work on these designs to generate the whole package, and then pick the best of those.” 
 
    “OK, that makes sense. What about the design royalties?” Stump asked. 
 
    Dunlop thought about it for several seconds. 
 
    “How about this? Split them between the design house that did the high-level designs and the shipbuilder that wins the detailed design competition. Fifty-fifty. That sound OK?” 
 
    “Yeah. That sounds fair. Neither of them can do without the other, so fifty-fifty works for me.” 
 
      
 
    Jared Denny got the mail message from the ship acquisition department. ‘Notification of RFP Results.’ He just stared at the subject for several minutes. What was it going to be? Well, he’d never know if he didn’t look. 
 
    He opened it and scanned down the document. Picket ships were listed first. There they were! Sintar Specialty Services. Wait. What was this? Half award, for the high-level design. Detail design to be done by one of two big shipbuilding firms, who would compete for it. Well, that was disappointing. Still a lot of money, though. 
 
    He continued scanning. There they were again, for light cruisers. Half award. And heavy cruisers. And battleships. Half awards all. 
 
    Wait, what about destroyers. He scanned back up the document. Oh, here it was, with a note. ‘All ship classes are determined by the size of the impeller. No destroyers will be built. The expected numbers of destroyers will be spread out among the other ship classes. 
 
    Wow. Oh, wow with bells on it. They would get half the design royalties for every ship the Navy was going to build. That was a ton of money. 
 
    Another mail came in from the ship acquisition department. ‘Request for Design Presentation.’ He opened it. They wanted Sintar Specialty Services to present the high-level designs to the engineering staffs of the two competing shipbuilders who would compete for the detailed design work. Well, they could manage that. 
 
    He called an emergency meeting in VR in the conference room. 
 
      
 
    Dunham was meeting with his commanding generals for their weekly meeting. 
 
    “I have progress to report on the new warship designs, Sire,” Admiral Leicester said. 
 
    “Have we finalized the designs, Admiral Leicester.” 
 
    “No, Sire. We clearly have a winner for the high-level design, but there will need to be a competition on the detail designs.” 
 
    “I worry about the time this is taking, Admiral Leicester.” 
 
    “Understood, Sire, but these designs are radically different than anything we’ve ever done. The head of ship acquisition told me the winning battleship design looked like a cupcake with a pencil stuck in it. He’s not far off. But the performance is unbelievable. I have simulations for you to VR, one of the battleship design and one of the picket ship design.” 
 
    Leicester pushed the VR files to the Emperor and all three of them waited as he viewed them. 
 
    “That’s incredible, Admiral Leicester. Those simulations were in real time?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. And the battleships were current generation ships, operating at combat power levels.” 
 
    “And the new design took them on at a two-to-three disadvantage and destroyed all the conventional battleships with a loss rate of twenty-one percent?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. And with no sailors lost.” 
 
    “All right. Well, I certainly concur with the choice of design. Why were they not detailed enough to begin with, Admiral Leicester?” 
 
    “The winner was a small design and engineering firm, Sire. Not a big shipbuilder. They’ve never done this before.” 
 
    “And we’re sure they’ll perform as advertised, Admiral Leicester?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. The submission was signed off by two respected Imperial engineers.” 
 
    “OK. Well that’s good news. Some progress at last. Congratulations, Admiral Leicester. Now what’s next on our agenda this morning?” 
 
      
 
    Fred Dunlop waited for the official starting time in the lecture room they were using for the presentation. There were eighteen people sitting off to one side, whom he presumed were staff of Sintar Specialty Services. Based on the size of the company, it might be all their staff. Most of them were very young – in their mid to late twenties – but there were two older men among them. They talked among themselves as they waited. 
 
    With minutes to go, the technical people from the two shipbuilders who had been selected to compete for the detailed design began showing up. By the official start time, there were only twenty people from the huge engineering staffs of the two firms present. Dunlop had been afraid of this. The small upstart firm had beat all the big guys at their own game, and now they weren’t going to send the appropriate team to learn the designs. 
 
    Navy personnel – including the highest ranks – had been blown away by the performance of the proposed designs. Dunlop hoped the big shipbuilders didn’t ignore or stray from the designs, but he feared they would, and today’s attendance was a pretty pointed omen of it. He sighed. People were people, even in engineering. Nothing to do but get on with it. 
 
    The lecture hall was, of course, a simulation in VR. When people entered the channel as guests, the VR just added seats and made the room bigger as required. As it was right now, it would seat about fifty people. Dunlop walked down into the speaker’s well and addressed the group. 
 
    “Good morning, everybody. You all know why we’re here. So without any further ado I will introduce Jared Denny, the head of Sintar Specialty Services.” 
 
    Denny got up and moved down into the speaker’s well while Dunlop returned to his seat.  
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Dunlop. We will present the picket ship design first, and the warship designs second. Giving our presentations today will be Mr. Ilia Sobol and Mr. Robert Stewart.” 
 
    A murmur went up from the shipbuilder representatives at that. Engineers all, no one needed to tell them who Ilia Sobol and Robert Stewart were. All of them probably had at least one of each of their books in the quick-reference shelf of their VR library. 
 
    “Presenting the design for the picket ships will be Ilia Sobol. Mr. Sobol, you have the floor.” 
 
    Sobol walked out into the speaker’s well of the room. 
 
    Dunlop turned back and looked at the audience behind him. They had clearly communicated back to their friends in the shipbuilders’ engineering departments. Additional attendees were appearing, often in groups of three or four or six. The room had already grown to a hundred people, and it expanded again as he watched. 
 
    “Perhaps I’ll wait a moment until everyone gets here,” Sobol said with humor. 
 
    He waited five minutes. By the time he started his presentation, the room had expanded to hold five hundred, and there were maybe twenty seats left. 
 
    Dunlop relaxed. Jared Denny and his small firm were smart enough to hire Sobol and Stewart as advisers, they were smart enough to win the design competition, and now they had proven smart enough to get the respectful attention of the shipbuilders’ engineering departments for their presentations. 
 
    This could all work out after all. 
 
      
 
    After the presentations, the shipbuilders’ engineering people left. Most of Sintar Specialty Services’ people left as well. Jared Denny came up to Dunlop with Sobol and Stewart in tow. 
 
    “Mr. Dunlop, Mr. Sobol and Mr. Stewart.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you gentlemen,” Dunlop said. “Those were wonderful presentations. Thank you.” 
 
    “Thank you for the opportunity, Mr. Dunlop,” Sobol said. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Dunlop. Thank you so much,” Stewart said. 
 
    They all shook hands during the greetings, then Denny nodded to Sobol. 
 
    “Well, Mr. Dunlop, it was nice to meet you. I must be getting along.” 
 
    “I as well,” Stewart said. “Thank you again, Mr. Dunlop.” 
 
    The two presenters disappeared from the VR. 
 
    “Mr. Dunlop, I have a question for you, if I might.” 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Denny. Go ahead.” 
 
    “Now that we have turned over the detail design work to the two competing shipbuilders, we’ve been looking into our next project. To that end, I wonder if you might set us up with some interviews with Navy personnel.” 
 
    “I can certainly do that. What sort of Navy personnel?” 
 
    Denny had done his research, and knew exactly what they needed. 
 
    “Senior chief petty officers. Fellows with twenty or more years in the service. But not planetside. We want shipboard types.” 
 
    “Senior chiefs? Sure. I can set that up, Mr. Denny.” 
 
    “Excellent, Mr. Dunlop. Remember. Shipboard types.” 
 
    “Will do, Mr. Denny.” 
 
    And that was how Senior Chief Petty Officer Gordon Willet once more found himself directed to make himself available for interview by yet another bunch of ivory-tower types. 
 
    “Oh, fer crissake.” 
 
      
 
    Jared Denny told everyone else they could watch the interviews in management mode, and message him questions during the interview, but he wanted to do the interviews one on one. He thought he would be more likely to get completely candid information one on one. 
 
    One thing the others did not know. Denny grew up in hardscrabble conditions, and only his grandmother’s insistence he do his schoolwork had saved him from a life on the streets. The new school curriculum had allowed him to find and develop his passion. For him that had been mechanical engineering. Scholarships to the best universities for undergrad and grad school had given him the polish he needed for his current position, but he had not forgotten the streets. 
 
    His first interview was with Gordon Willet, a senior chief with twenty-four years in His Majesty’s Navy. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Senior Chief. Thanks for meeting with me.” 
 
    “Orders is orders, Mr. Denny.” 
 
    “Sorry about that, Senior Chief. I do need to talk to some people who know about the Navy’s shift toward remotely crewed vessels, though, and you’re one of a small group of people who already know. Otherwise it’s being pretty closely held.” 
 
    “Yeah, cause the guy who dreamed this up don’t want anybody else to know about it.” 
 
    “You don’t agree with the direction, Senior Chief.” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “Can you tell me why?” 
 
    The big, gruff, forty-something senior chief looked at the lanky twenty-something engineer. Would he even get it? 
 
    “Let me tell you a story, Mr. Denny. Must be about twenty years ago now. We had taken some damage in our first fracas with some light cruisers out on the border with Nederling. Normally, against a battleship like us, it woulda been no contest, but we had debris blocking the breech on the gun, so we couldn’t fight the ship, all we could do is sit there and defend ourselves with the point defense – and sooner or later they’re going to get one through – or abandon an Imperial system to these bastards. 
 
    “One of the guys suited up and went out there with a couple satchel charges to see if he could clear the debris. Bob Harper. He was a Bosun First. That’s a Boatswain’s Mate First Class. 
 
    “So he placed the first charge and backed off around the corner and set it off. Nothin’ budged. Out there in vacuum, to get any real effect, you usually gotta tamp the charge to get anything to move. In atmosphere it’s different. Bob thought the way the debris was up against the breech like that, it would be sorta self-tamping. No go. 
 
    “So he placed his second satchel charge. Meanwhile, the Nederlingers are comin’ back around on us. Four light cruisers, and us a battleship, and we can’t touch ‘em. Bob knew all this – knew there was no time to get a welding team out there – so, after he placed the charge, he jammed himself up around the charge and tied himself in place with his safety line. He radioed in, ‘Tell my wife I love her,’ and set that thing off.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Denny said with emphasis. 
 
    “Yeah, pretty much.” 
 
    “Did that clear the breech?” 
 
    “Yeah, or I might not be here to tell you the story. Buncha Nederlingers never got a chance to tell it. We let ‘em have it when they come back around.” 
 
    Willet was lost in his memories for several seconds, then came back to the here and now. 
 
    “Sorry, Mr. Denny. That was all a long time ago. I still think about him every day, though.” 
 
    “No problem, Senior Chief. I understand. So your issue with the remotely crewed vessel plan is there’s no way to fix anything.” 
 
    “That’s it in a nutshell. Things wear out, they malfunction, they break, they take damage in battle. No faulting you guys, you do the best you can when you design the shit. But we live in the real world, Mr. Denny. You send a whole buncha ships out there with remote crews, and when they break, all we can do is sit there in VR and say, ‘Oh, well.’” 
 
    Willet shrugged massively. 
 
    “I bet in a year, half o’ those ships aren’t combat-capable. At least.” 
 
    “That’s very interesting to me, Senior Chief, because we’re aware of the issue, and we’ve been playing around with a possible solution.” 
 
    “You have?” 
 
    “Yeah. If we can have remotely crewed vessels, Senior Chief, why can’t we have remotely crewed repair bots?” 
 
    “Robots won’t work, Mr. Denny. It’s been tried. You can’t anticipate every scenario.” 
 
    “Not autonomous robots, Senior Chief. Remotely crewed repair bots. Think of it more like a camera and a pair of hands, but it’s being run by a crewmember in VR.” 
 
    “It’s gotta be able to crawl around on the ship.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “And it’s gotta have lots of different tools, and be able to use ‘em.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “And it’s gotta have lights and like a zoom lens or something, so we can look at stuff close up and figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    “OK. What else?” 
 
    “Oh, a buncha shit. Spare parts, individually and at the module level. Welding capability, including cutting. Soldering capability. Micro-manipulators. Some demo. It goes on and on, Mr. Denny.” 
 
    “You make me a list, Senior Chief. You put in there everything you want. You make me that list, and I’ll put it in the system. Then I’m gonna go sell that system to the Navy, and have them put it on every damn ship they have. 
 
    “Whadda ya say, Senior Chief? We got a deal?” 
 
    Willet stood up and reached across the table. Denny stood and shook his hand. Denny’s slender hand seemed to disappear in the big senior chief’s grip. 
 
    “Yeah, Mr. Denny. We got a deal.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 An Unexpected Visit 
 
      
 
      
 
    King Michael VI of Estvia was surprised to receive a meeting request from the Ambassador to Estvia from the Democracy of Planets. Actually, his foreign minister, Keith Adams, received it, but it was a request to meet with the king, privately. King Michael had met the DP ambassador before, but never for a private meeting. There were several other star nations between the DP and Estvia, and they didn’t have much interaction on foreign policy. 
 
    Still, the neighboring Sintaran Empire and the more distant Democracy of Planets were the two four-hundred-pound gorillas in human-settled space. It paid to keep one’s ear to the ground in terms of what either might be up to. 
 
      
 
    The Honorable Frederick Cloverdale, Ambassador to Estvia for the Democracy of Planets, looked out the windows as the ground car approached the castle of the king of Estvia. It was built in the instantly recognizable style of five hundred years before, a sprawling reinforced epoxy-crete behemoth with sloped walls. It looked like it had been designed to withstand a nearby nuclear blast, mostly because it had been.  
 
    It was a reminder of just how long the throne of Estvia had been held by the House of Roberts. A succession of able rulers had managed to stay out of the worst of the long chain of wars that had plagued the volume of space that had ultimately been consolidated into the Sintaran Empire. 
 
    The current king was perhaps not as capable as his distant relatives, but he was cunning. He would have to be handled carefully. The DP had decided to start with Estvia, however, because the king definitely had a bone to pick with Sintar over the way the new emperor had dealt with the Wollaston insurgency. In addition to destroying Savannah, the capital city of the continent of Aryssia on Wollaston – the center of the Estvian-supported insurgency – the Emperor of Sintar had also destroyed the freight transfer station on Galveston, an Estvian planet near the frontier with Sintar. Millions had died. 
 
    Cloverdale was hoping to leverage the enmity between the two into something he could build on. 
 
      
 
    When Cloverdale got out of the car at the palace entrance, he was met by the foreign minister and the prime minister. Were he a visiting head of state, he would likely have been met by the king. As ambassador, the foreign minister was the correct receiving party, but, in deference to the DP’s prominence and importance in human affairs, the prime minister also received him. Cloverdale approved. 
 
    “Welcome, Mr. Ambassador,” Prime Minister William Whitcombe said. “and of course you know Foreign Minister Adams.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Prime Minister. And it’s good to see you again, Minister Adams.” 
 
    There were handshakes all around, and then the Estvian cabinet ministers led Cloverdale into the palace.  
 
    They didn’t go very far down the main floor hallway, as the king was using one of the front receiving rooms for this morning’s small meeting. A liveried man opened the door and all three passed inside, Cloverdale first as Whitcombe waved him by. King Michael came toward them as they entered. 
 
    “Mr. Ambassador, how nice to see you.” 
 
    “The honor is all mine, Your Highness.” 
 
    The men shook hands, and then King Michael waved Cloverdale forward to a seating arrangement. As he passed, the king nodded to Whitcombe and Adams, who nodded and withdrew. 
 
    “The staff set out coffee and some mid-afternoon cookies for us, Mr. Ambassador. Please feel free.” 
 
    King Michael sat down, and then Cloverdale sat down, across from each other in comfortable armchairs. 
 
    “That’s unusual for meetings anymore, Your Highness,” Cloverdale said. “So few meetings are in-person these days, the protocols have been forgotten, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Cloverdale took two cookies on a small plate and set them on the left arm of his chair. A liveried servant poured coffee for both men – Cloverdale’s first, he noted, as he was the guest – and Cloverdale set his coffee cup and saucer on the right arm of his chair, copying the king. The liveried man withdrew. 
 
    “Yes, and you have gotten my attention by asking for a personal meeting, Mr. Ambassador. You have me wondering what could be so important.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure. But before we start, Your Highness, I’m afraid I must ask that this meeting be off-the-record, and not recorded.” 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Ambassador. I anticipated your preference from your request for a private meeting. We are quite alone, and no recording is being made.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Highness.” 
 
    Cloverdale knew the meeting was likely being recorded anyway, but that was all right. King Michael would not now disseminate it and be proven forsworn, which was the goal of Cloverdale’s request. 
 
    “The reason for the circumspection, Your Highness, is that the matters I think we should discuss bear on national security issues, both for Estvia and the Democracy of Planets.” 
 
    “Indeed, Mr. Ambassador.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness, I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “Carry on, Mr. Ambassador.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Highness. We are picking up some indications the security situation for several of the star nations in this sector may be becoming more fluid.” 
 
    “As in more dangerous, Mr. Ambassador?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness.” 
 
    “In what way, Mr. Ambassador?” 
 
    “We are particularly concerned about recent actions of the Sintaran Empire, Your Highness. These seem to indicate they will be taking a more, how shall I say, proactive posture in foreign policy than they have heretofore adopted. Their new emperor in particular seems more, er, assertive than his predecessors.” 
 
    King Michael considered Cloverdale. What was the DP up to, poking around in affairs here, several thousand light years from their frontier? Best to play along and see where this led. 
 
    “I have, of course, had my own recent experience of the new Sintaran Emperor’s concept of foreign policy, Mr. Ambassador.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness. A tragic affair. So many lives lost unnecessarily.” 
 
    “So you don’t need to warn me about Sintar, Mr. Ambassador. I am well aware of what they are capable of.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness. And yet, certain of their actions seem to point toward troubling times for the sector.” 
 
    “Please elaborate, Mr. Ambassador.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness. One thing is that we are aware Sintar has halted all new warship construction. For over a year, in fact.” 
 
    “That seems like a positive move, Mr. Ambassador.” 
 
    “In isolation, perhaps, Your Highness. But we are also aware the Emperor has released Requests For Proposal for new warship designs, in all classes.” 
 
    “So they are not buying new warships of the old designs while they get the new designs ready. Is that the DP’s opinion, Mr. Ambassador?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Their shipbuilders must be hurting, Mr. Ambassador.” 
 
    “That touches on my third issue, Your Highness. During the hiatus from warship construction, the Empire has subsidized a large number of extra freighters be built. Over a hundred thousand new freighters above their normal construction rates. Perhaps a hundred and fifty thousand. And all this extra freighter construction is of long-haul designs.” 
 
    Which must have the DP’s shippers and shipbuilders screaming bloody murder. Is that what this was all about? King Michael still wasn’t sure where this was headed. 
 
    “What is the DP’s thinking on this surplus of freighter construction, Mr. Ambassador?” 
 
    “We’re not sure, Your Highness. The Emperor of Sintar may be pursuing a strategy of commercial dominance of the sector, to be followed by an expansionist phase once his new warships are available.” 
 
    Or he could be just trying to keep his shipbuilders alive while he designs his new warships, Mr. Ambassador. Sintaran commercial vessels had good reputations, and it would be a trivial matter to sell excess production to shippers across human space. But that’s not what you want me to think, is it? 
 
    “That would be a very troubling development, Mr. Ambassador.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness, it would. And yet, as I say, we do not know the Emperor’s true motives. He keeps his long-range plans very closely held, and his senior advisers are not, um, accessible to our intelligence services.” 
 
    That was no surprise to King Michael. He hadn’t been able to get anyone into the Imperial Palace on Sintar, either. And it wasn’t for lack of trying. 
 
    “At the same time, Your Highness,” Cloverdale went on, “we do have the recent example of the Empire’s annexation of Pannia.” 
 
    “I thought that was a mutual agreement, Mr. Ambassador. That Pannia consented to the annexation.” 
 
    “That is indeed the public position of the parties, Your Highness. At the same time, the Sintaran Imperial Navy moved into Pannia well before this ‘mutual agreement’ was announced. One wonders how consensual it truly was.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Ambassador. I had noticed the timing.” 
 
    King Michael sighed before continuing. 
 
    “What do you suggest we do then?” 
 
    “Nothing yet, Your Highness. We should stay in touch. Perhaps meet every couple of months to compare notes as things develop.” 
 
    “That seems prudent, Mr. Ambassador.” 
 
    “I would probably also review your tactical and strategic plans, and evaluate the readiness of your defense forces, Your Highness. We may be able to help a bit there.” 
 
    “What sort of assistance did you have in mind, Mr. Ambassador?” 
 
    “As you know, Your Highness, the Democracy of Planets regularly rotates new ships into its navy, and cycles the older ships to the breakers. These older ships are, nevertheless, quite serviceable, and are up to the standards of most navies in human space. Were you to find your disposition of forces insufficient, we would consider selling these ships to you on favorable terms.” 
 
    “Ah. I see, Mr. Ambassador. Given that, I will indeed review my forces with an eye toward their sufficiency were the security condition in the sector to deteriorate. Thank you.” 
 
    Cloverdale made a waving away gesture. 
 
    “Nations desirous of peace must stand together if they are ultimately to prevail, Your Highness.” 
 
    That was the end of the substantive part of the meeting. After minor pleasantries and one last cookie or two, King Michael walked Cloverdale to the door into the hallway. Whitcombe and Adams waited on chairs in the hallway, and they escorted Cloverdale back to the front entrance and his car. 
 
      
 
    Whitcombe met back up with King Michael in the king’s office. 
 
    “So what’s going on, Sire?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, Whitcombe. I think the DP is trying to cause trouble.” 
 
    “That’s not good.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. Ask yourself the last time the DP did us any favors.” 
 
    “Exactly. So what are they trying to do, Sire?” 
 
    “Get me upset at Sintar.” 
 
    “Do they read the news, Sire?” 
 
    “Oh, they know about our fracas last year. But this is something else. They’re trying to get me worried Sintar is going to turn expansionist. And they’re willing to sell me DP warships. Out of the kindness of their heart, apparently.” 
 
    “Sell us DP warships?” 
 
    “Retiring ones, but yes.” 
 
    “Sire, I don’t know the DP has ever sold anyone their own warships. They’ve built less capable ones for export, but they never sell their front-line units, not even retiring ones.” 
 
    “Exactly, Whitcombe. Which is why I don’t know what’s going on. I also don’t know how many people they’re talking to. They could be talking to every star nation in human space for all I know.” 
 
    “Why would they want to get every star nation upset at Sintar, Sire?” 
 
    “Ask yourself a question, Whitcombe. If you were the DP and you wanted to consolidate all of human space under one government, what stands in your way?” 
 
    “The other four-hundred-pound gorilla in the room, Sire. The Sintaran Empire.” 
 
    “Exactly. And the best way to defeat Sintar is to let other people do the work for you and weaken them. Then you can come in at the end and claim you are acting in the interests of peace, and gobble up everything. Everybody will be so weakened by the war, no one could stop you.” 
 
    “That’s devious, Sire.” 
 
    “But not beneath our friends in the DP.” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t think so, Sire.” 
 
    “I need more information. I think it may be time for a little chat with Howard. I haven’t talked to him since this annexation business.” 
 
    One thing the DP did not know – one thing nobody else knew – was that the occupants of the House of Roberts in Estvia and the occupants of the House of Walthers in Pannia had been in periodic contact for over four hundred years. They had helped each other against the general chaos of the Fifty Years War, which had engulfed the region immediately out-space from them – that is, further from Earth – which region the Kingdom of Sintar had consolidated into the Sintaran Empire once there was nobody left strong enough to stop them. The two monarchs didn’t talk often – maybe every couple of years – but they knew each other well by this point. 
 
    “He’s got a unique point of view,” King Michael continued, “and he might be able to shed some light on what’s going on.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Minor Research Project 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Dunlop.” 
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Denny. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Well, since the detailed design of the warships has been handed off to the competing shipbuilders, my company has been working on a related project. How are these ships going to be maintained in use?” 
 
    “I assumed they would be refitted and repaired in spacedocks at Navy facilities during their downtime, Mr. Denny. Just as any other ship.” 
 
    “Yes, for end-of-mission repairs, that’s exactly what I would expect, Mr. Dunlop. We were thinking more of the case of things that came up during deployment. What do we do if some electronics module fails, for example. Abandon the ship where it is? Normally those minor things are handled by the crew, but with no crew aboard, it becomes a problem.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. What did you have in mind, Mr. Denny?” 
 
    “We are trying to come up with a way for the crew to do those sorts of repairs on a remote basis. We could use some help in determining the exact needs.” 
 
    “I would need to initiate a project to be able to respond to such a request, Mr. Denny. You could submit a proposal for such a project for consideration.” 
 
    “It may come to that, I suppose. For the initial effort, however, I thought something more informal might be possible. If we could have a few days’ time of some senior enlisted, I think we could make really good progress toward understanding the requirements. They could volunteer their free time to participate, for that matter. What they would need from you is permission to participate, so they know it’s not improper in some way. Is that possible, Mr. Dunlop?” 
 
    “I suppose. But I couldn’t compensate your company for this effort without a project number, either, Mr. Denny.” 
 
    “The Navy has already remitted a large amount of money in prepaid royalties for the design award. Large for us, anyway. We wouldn’t need any additional funds to carry on with this project.” 
 
    “In that case, I don’t see any problems with your plan, Mr. Denny. You have a lot of credibility around here at the moment. I’m told the Emperor himself has seen your VR battle simulations and was impressed. So that helps a lot. Do you know what sort of personnel you would want to interview?” 
 
    “Actually, Mr. Dunlop, I think Senior Chief Gordon Willet would like to work on this. I would simply let him tap the people he thinks would be most helpful and he can work out the details with them.” 
 
    “Very well, Mr. Denny. I will contact Senior Chief Willet’s superiors and make sure they know this is an approved activity, and that approval applies to people he might select to help him.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Dunlop. That would be a great help. Obviously we can come up with a much better system if we know what it needs to do.” 
 
    “Well, thank you, Mr. Denny. It sounds like you identified a need before we recognized it. That’s always helpful. I will be most interested to see what you come up with.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, you guys, thanks for comin’,” Willet said to the three dozen or so chiefs and senior chiefs he had asked to meet on the repair units. He had multiple people there from each of the specialties that would still apply to the unmanned ships. Propulsion, main armament, defensive armament, fire control, electronics, maneuvering, navigation. There were no specialties from environmental, airlocks and pressurization, control interfaces, or any of the others that would not be required on an unmanned ship. 
 
    Everybody took their seats and quieted down. 
 
    “Reason we’re here today is to think through how we repair these new and refitted ships under way. We’re all on the inside of the Navy’s plans to deploy remotely crewed vessels, and I suspect we’ve all been wondering just what the hell are we supposed to do when things break. 
 
    “Well, the guys who came up with the winnin’ ship design had the same concerns we have, and they’re already workin’ on a solution. I met with the leader of that bunch, and not only is he smart, he’s got his head on straight.  
 
    “What they’re lookin’ at is givin’ us little machines that can move around on the ship, that have cameras and manipulators and tools. The crew can VR into those little repair bots, see through their cameras, work their little hands, and do a lot of the stuff we would expect to do in person. 
 
    “What they need from us is more information on what tools they need, what spares they need, what additional capabilities they need, like micro-manipulators or zoom-in microscopy or welding or what have you. So our task here is to come up with that list. The all-inclusive list of what we need to be able to do the stuff we’ve been doin’ with our hands all these years.” 
 
    “Hey, Gordy,” one senior chief called out as he raised his hand. 
 
    “Yeah, Fitz, what ya got?” 
 
    “How is this different than the repair robot project that didn’t work out, back when you and I were kids?” Robert Fitzhugh asked. 
 
    “Good question. Same one I asked. For you younger guys, the repair robot project didn’t work because you can’t anticipate everything that can go wrong. The difference here is there’s no brains in these little guys. The crew runs ‘em remote. So they don’t have to program in the problem and the solution, they just have to give us all the capabilities we need so the crew can do the brain work.” 
 
    “Got it,” Fitzhugh said. 
 
    “That actually oughta work, Gordy,” Sean McGill said. 
 
    “I think so, too, Gilly. But they need to have a list. That’s our job. We come up with the list, they’ll put it in.” 
 
    “All that stuff won’t fit on one bot, Gordy,” James Fordham said. 
 
    “Doesn’t need to, Jim. I got the impression they were thinking in terms of a dozen or more of these on a ship, with different capabilities or groups of capabilities.” 
 
    “OK, that could work then.” 
 
    “All right, so if we’re all clear on what we’re doin’, why don’t we group up by specialty and start our lists. Then we can discuss ‘em all and combine ‘em later. That’s when we’ll also try to figure out which things have to be on the same bot with other things, and which things have to be on separate bots.” 
 
    They worked on the list for two days. When he was happy with it, and the other chiefs and senior chiefs were happy with it, Willet contacted Jared Denny for another meeting. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Senior Chief Willet.” 
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Denny.” 
 
    “Your message said you had a list for me, Senior Chief?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Denny pushed the list over on the conference table. As they were in VR – were, in fact, on different planets – the transfer of a paper list across the table was in fact a file transfer into Denny’s computer account. 
 
    Denny scanned down the list. A lot of things here he had anticipated, some things he hadn’t considered. 
 
    “Infrared vision, Senior Chief?” 
 
    “That’s from the electronickers, sir. It turns out when there’s something wrong in the electronics, it’s often hotter than it should be. Or colder.” 
 
    “I see. Well, that’s simple enough.” 
 
    Denny continued scanning the list. Willet’s group had also included a list of things that had to be on the same bot, and things which shouldn’t be, at least not exclusively.  
 
    “Cutting torch and high-powered arms not on the same unit, Senior Chief?” 
 
    “It’s amazing how many times you say, ‘OK, I’ll cut this here, then you pull it out of the way,’ sir.” 
 
    “Ah. Understood.” 
 
    Denny finished the list and went through it one more time. When he was finished, he looked up at Willet. 
 
    “Thanks, Senior Chief. This will help a lot. We’ll try to get you guys everything you need to keep those ships running.” 
 
    “Thank you for that, sir. And, uh, Mr. Denny, I wonder if I could ask you a favor.” 
 
    “Sure, Senior Chief. Shoot.” 
 
    “I come up with a name for them, sir. Highly Adaptable Remotely Piloted Evaluation and Repair units. I wonder if you could use that name, sir.” 
 
    “Highly Adaptable Remotely Piloted Evaluation and Repair. Let’s see, that would be H-A-R-P-E-R.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. HARPER units, sir.” 
 
    Comprehension dawned on Denny. Bob Harper had been the Bosun First who had tamped his second satchel charge with his own body to clear the damaged plating from the breech of the big gun on Willet’s battleship nearly twenty years before. 
 
    “I understand, Senior Chief. We can certainly do that. I would be pleased to do that.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Denny. No need to explain it to anybody. The guys who know the story, well, they’ll appreciate it, and the guys who don’t –” Willet shrugged “– well, it don’t matter to them, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “This is a nice list,” Vipin Narang said. 
 
    “Yeah, it even includes the ability for the units to repair each other. That’s something I hadn’t thought of, but it’s obvious once mentioned,” Liu Jiang said. 
 
    “HARPERs. Is that what we’re calling them?” Narang asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Denny said. 
 
    “That name’s as good as any, I guess,” Narang said. “Boy, there’s a lot stuff on this list. Is all of this available?” 
 
    “Jane?” Denny asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve found all the modules we need. A couple of them are pretty expensive. Low production volumes. But those prices should come down with some volume.” 
 
    “What about the carriages?” Narang asked. 
 
    “I found those, too, in the different sizes required. It looks more and more like this is an integration problem, not a design problem.” 
 
    “Which will shorten delivery time,” Denny said. “I like it.” 
 
    “How do the carriages work for getting around on the ship?” Narang asked. 
 
    “It’s kind of ingenious,” Liu said. “Little tank treads, with rare-earth magnets for the contact points. They grip like anything.” 
 
    “Then how does it move?” Denny asked. 
 
    “Each of the magnets has a coil around it. For the one coming off the surface, the coil is spiked with enough current to weaken the combined field of the magnet and the coil just enough for that magnet to pull clear.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s clever,” Narang said. “So if it’s not moving, you get a real tight grip without any energy expenditure.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Liu said. “It’s a nice unit.” 
 
    “Wait,” Narang said. “Is all of this stuff qualified for deployment in space – vacuum and all?” 
 
    Liu gave him an old-fashioned look. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” she said. 
 
    Narang held his hands up. 
 
    “OK, just checking.” 
 
    “Well, let’s buy a bunch of stuff and see if we can make it work,” Denny said. 
 
    “The next question is, Where do we want it delivered? No two of us are on the same planet,” Liu said. 
 
    “Who should assemble it?” Denny asked. 
 
    “Probably Bob Fielding, don’t you think?” Narang said. 
 
    “That works for me,” Liu said. “He’s a good hands-on guy. And he has access to prototyping facilities for all the brackets and stuff.” 
 
    “OK, let’s send all the toys to Bob and see what he comes up with.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Another Unexpected Visit 
 
      
 
      
 
    They met in a featureless simulated room in VR. There was not even a door in the walls. Two club chairs sat in the middle of the floor. Sector Governor Howard Walthers, formerly King Howard II, hereditary ruler of Pannia, was there early. King Michael VI, hereditary ruler of Estvia, showed up on time. 
 
    “Hello, Howard. Thanks for meeting with me,” King Michael said as he shook Walthers’ hand. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Your Highness. It’s good to see you again,” Walthers said. 
 
    “Your Highness?” 
 
    “My situation has changed, Your Highness. I am no longer royalty.” 
 
    “Forget all that, Howard. I would prefer we stay on a first-name basis.” 
 
    “Very well, Michael.” 
 
    King Michael waved to the club chairs and they both sat. 
 
    “So what’s up?” Walthers asked. 
 
    “I actually had two things to talk to you about today,” King Michael said. “First one is, How is the annexation thing working out?” 
 
    “Fantastic. Better than I had hoped, actually. It’s clear now it was the right decision. I tremble when I think of how close I came to not doing it.” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “Really. The Empire came in here with hundreds of freighters full of VR nodes and QE radios – all top-line stuff – and re-networked the entire sector. At the same time, their healthcare sector shipped in trillions of doses of VR nanites and contraceptive nanites. We’re getting everybody – the entire population – up in VR as fast as we can inject them. We started with the children, so they could get started in the Empire’s education system, but we’ve long since moved on to the adults. We’ll have the whole population on VR within the first year. 
 
    “With the contraceptive nanites, there’s no such thing as unwanted pregnancy anymore. That’s a big poverty issue. If women can get their education before having children – if they can establish their economic independence before having children – it makes a huge difference to their life prospects. 
 
     “And the education system is unbelievable. Parents are telling me they have to force their kids to stop doing schoolwork and go to bed. 
 
    “I tell you, Michael, it’s the best damned decision I ever made.” 
 
    “And people are happy to be subjects of the Emperor?” 
 
    “Most are very happy about it. All they have to do is see the progress their kids and grandkids are making in school, and how excited they are about it. Of course, there are some – mostly the old nobility – who aren’t happy, but it’s a small minority.” 
 
    “I understand your son and his associates were arrested and convicted of treason.” 
 
    “Yes. I warned him this Emperor had no sense of humor about people who would try to aggrandize themselves at the expense of others. Like reversing the annexation and reinstalling the nobility, for example, which is what they tried. They were being watched by Imperial Police, of course, and they were caught. As you say, they were tried and convicted and sentenced to death. The Emperor suspended their sentences, but if they don’t keep their noses clean at this point, they’re going to be shot for treason.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, Howard.” 
 
    Walthers shrugged. 
 
    “Once they leave the house, they have their own lives to live, Michael. As I say, I warned him. That’s all I can do. If he wants to die against the wall, that’s his choice.” 
 
    King Michael nodded. 
 
    “What about defense of the sector?” 
 
    “The Empire moved five Imperial fleets – twenty-three thousand warships – into Pannia before the annexation. The Emperor and I were afraid Berinia and Celestia would try something before the Imperial Navy could be in position to defend the sector.” 
 
    “Yeah, Berinia and Celestia were pushing you pretty hard the last time you and I talked. I heard there was some action after the annexation.” 
 
    “They tried a major incursion soon after the annexation went through. Celestia feinted from one side with a hundred warships, then Berinia attacked from the other side with forty-eight warships.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “Yes. We would have taken serious losses against something like that without the Imperial Navy. But they have picket ships monitor hyperspace continuously, and they saw it coming. They responded with sixty warships within ninety minutes, and another hundred and twenty ninety minutes after that. They completely wiped out the Berinia ships. And do you know how many ships the Imperial Navy lost, Michael?” 
 
    “No clue, Howard.” 
 
    “Not one.” 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    “Yeah, pretty much. Michael, if the Empire ever wanted to, they could go through every other navy out there in a week without raising a sweat.” 
 
    “Which is a good segue to my next topic. Howard, last week the DP ambassador to Estvia dropped by. He asked for a one-on-one, off-the-record, in-person meeting with me, with no advance agenda.” 
 
    “That’s pretty unusual.” 
 
    “I don’t know about you, but for us it was unprecedented. He wanted me to know they were picking up signs the Empire may be becoming expansionist.” 
 
    “I’m on the inside, Michael, and I don’t see that. Not at all. The only thing this Emperor cares about is the welfare of the people of Sintar.” 
 
    “The DP ambassador cited Sintar’s hiatus in manufacturing warships, designing a new generation of warships, and building a massive number of excess long-haul freighters.” 
 
    “How does building freighters instead of warships add up to turning expansionist, in the DP’s view?” 
 
    “Commercial dominance of the sector, followed up by forced annexations once the new warships are in place.” 
 
    “Ah. I see. Kind of a stretch, that. It’s all nonsense, Michael, but some of our compatriots might fall for it.” 
 
    “Oh, and he also cited the Empire’s annexation of Pannia, and hinted darkly it may not have been voluntary after all. The Imperial Navy moved in first, you see.” 
 
    “Yes, we called them war games so Berinia and Celestia would wait to cause trouble until the Empire left. If they knew they would be here permanently, they might have caused trouble before the Navy was in position.” 
 
    “As you’ve said. I believe you, Howard. Just passing on what he said. But the DP is trying to get people worked up against Sintar, and here’s the kicker. He offered to sell me DP warships. Retiring ones, granted, but not export models. Their front-line units. ‘Nations desiring peace need to stand together,’ he said.” 
 
    Walthers shook his head. 
 
    “Doubletalk. What do you think they’re up to, Michael?” 
 
    “I wish I knew, Howard. I wish I knew. The one idea that pops into my head isn’t a pleasant one.” 
 
    “That they want to foment a war out here, weaken all the players, and then step in and mop everybody up when it’s over.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “That sure sounds like what they’re up to. I wonder how many other people they’re talking to.” 
 
    “No way of knowing.” 
 
    “If they do start a war out here, I’ll tell you with no hesitation Sintar will mop the floor with anybody and everybody who attacks it.” 
 
    “Even if they all band up against Sintar?” 
 
    “Even so. This Emperor is bound and determined to protect his people, and he will hesitate at nothing to do just that. Never trouble a bear with cubs, Michael. And, with the bureaucrats gone, the Imperial Navy is promoting the people who should have been promoted, and getting the ass-kissers out of the way. They’re much more powerful than the numbers suggest.” 
 
    “Well, I’m certainly aware of what the Sintaran Emperor is capable of.” 
 
    “So how did you leave it with the DP ambassador?” 
 
    “I told him I would take his suggestion of reviewing my security posture with an eye toward buying some of their warships. We’re to meet every month or two.” 
 
    “Smart. Allows you to keep up to date on what they’re peddling. And costs you nothing.” 
 
    “That’s what I figure. I don’t know what else to do, though, if anything.” 
 
    “I have a suggestion, Michael. You may not like it though.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Howard.” 
 
    “Talk to the Sintaran Emperor. Tell him about your meeting. You may find ways to work together, plus he’ll owe you one. I think that counts a lot with him. And you never know when you might need a favor from a guy with a Navy like his.” 
 
    King Michael shook his head. 
 
    “I wasn’t on my best behavior the only time we spoke, Howard. I had, as I only appreciated later, misread him badly. I was so used to dealing with those snakes in the Sintaran bureaucracy who ran the Empire, before he so thoroughly removed them, I thought he was just more of the same. I doubt he would meet with me.” 
 
    “I don’t. I’ve done quite a bit of research on him since I’ve had access to Imperial records. And there are some fascinating stories running around about him as well. For myself, I meet with him twice a month, and he always wants to know how people are doing, if there’s anything I need, if there’s something else he can do to help. It’s all about the people, and he’s most concerned about the least advantaged. He says it’s a waste of human potential, but it’s more than that to him. 
 
    “I don’t know how much you’ve been able to find out about him, Michael, but he’s not the product of privilege. He grew up on a backwater planet of the Empire, and faced a future of grinding poverty before the Empire rolled out their new educational system. They didn’t even have electricity. Can you imagine? So nobody has to tell him how hard life can be. He knows. He’s been there, and he knows. 
 
    “And he’s twice oath-sworn to the Empire, to the Throne fifteen years ago when he joined the military, and to the people of Sintar when he himself took the Throne. He idolized his sister, the previous Empress, and she sacrificed herself to save the Empire from the bureaucracy. Put the Empire above her own life. And he’s made of the same stuff. 
 
    “He almost died once in service to the Empire already. He was seriously wounded in that little fracas you were engineering on Wollaston. He stayed in the fight, though, and turned the battle around, though it almost killed him. In hindsight, now that I know more about his background, I could have predicted how Wollaston was going to turn out once he took the Throne.” 
 
    King Michael listened attentively, nodding at times. 
 
    “Yes, Howard. As I’ve said, I initially misread him badly. Wollaston was all about the bureaucracy. Those bastards were tweaking us, hard, whenever they could, to keep up some sort of hostilities so their weapons manufacturers would profit and keep paying them bribes. Wollaston was all about keeping those hostilities on the Empire’s territory and off mine. I didn’t expect him to be any different.” 
 
    King Michael looked down at the floor between them for several seconds, then looked back up at Walthers. 
 
    “All right, Howard. If you think it would be helpful for me to meet with the Emperor, I will. Could you set up the meeting, please? And pass on my apologies for our last meeting if you would.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 First Testing 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sailors – still so called though there hadn’t been sails on any warship in over a thousand years – were ‘reporting aboard’ the HMS Raptor, a new building on the grounds of the Imperial Fleet Base on Osaka, capital planet of the Honshu sector.  
 
    It was taking some getting used to. 
 
    “Hey, Chief. I get that we do all the monitoring in VR, but what do we do if something breaks?” 
 
    “Then the ship is outta luck, Kowalski, but we’re not, ‘cause we’re not really aboard. It’s out there, and we’re in here.” 
 
    “Chief, we gotta stay in the building all the time?” 
 
    “You ever go outside when the ship was in space, Norton?” 
 
    “No, but –“ 
 
    “Then you don’t go outside now either. Got it? Look at it this way. When we get liberty, you can go home and bang the old lady for free instead of bein’ on some strange planet and payin’ for it with somebody else. Otherwise it’s just like you’re on a ship in space. Same-same.” 
 
    “Why we gotta bunk up six to a compartment, Chief? This is a huge base. They coulda built this building so we could spread out a little.” 
 
    “You think this is gonna be your last posting, Clark? We need to keep people hard and disciplined enough to go back into space. We can’t afford you guys get all soft and shit. I guess we could prob’ly paint your compartment pink if you really want, but you’re still gonna be six up in there. 
 
    “Any other questions?” 
 
      
 
    The six converted Imperial Fleet battleships lined up on one of the Osaka hypergates. One by one they passed through the hypergate and into hyperspace. They were bound for Nagoya, just three days’ spacing – one hundred and sixty light-years – away. 
 
    The only thing unusual about this fleet movement is there wasn’t anyone aboard any of the ships. 
 
      
 
    In the building labeled HMS Raptor on Imperial Fleet Base Osaka, the general quarters alarm sounded. People dropped what they were doing and ran for their bunks, strapping themselves in. Of course, there was no need to strap themselves in, as the building wasn’t going anywhere – would not shake or tremble with the forces pushing and shoving at the ship – but it was a reflex action nobody wanted to lose lest they forget in some future manned-ship deployment. 
 
    Crewmen climbed the upward-bound ladders and slid down the downward-bound ones, just as on ship. 
 
    They had been getting into the routine of ‘shipboard,’ just as they would have on a new manned ship, settling down into shipboard life once again. Now, after three days, the physical ship would be coming out of hyperspace, and once again in contact via QE radio link to the Imperial Navy’s operations network. 
 
    The crew waited in their bunks, logged into VR and with contact requests outstanding, when the ship re-established communications. 
 
    “All right, bring up the sensor arrays,” Chief Sanborn said. 
 
    “Sensor arrays initiating.” 
 
    The sensor arrays came up and they could see the space around them. The five other ships of the squadron were there, and the planet Nagoya and its star floated in the display. As the display continued to gather information, the display deepened and gained detail. Soon, the other ships of the local traffic began appearing, complete with ship types, velocity, and maneuvering cones – the volume of space in front of them which they could occupy in the future based on their current velocity and their ability to add side vector. 
 
    And there in front of them was their destination. The Nagoya hypergate, for the entry into hyperspace for the second leg of their tour. 
 
    “Captain, HMS Falcon reports their point-defense system failed to initiate. All other systems operational, but they have no point defense.” 
 
    “Do they have any idea what the problem is, Mr. Olsen? Just curious,” said Captain Oleg Volkov. 
 
    “They report a hard failure of the point-defense targeting computer, Sir.” 
 
    “Is that normally a unit that is carried in spares?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Usually a fifteen-minute swap-out.” 
 
    “And now we begin to see the problem of not having the crew actually on ship.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    The six ships made for the hypergate, lined up for transition, and disappeared once again. 
 
      
 
    Two days spacing, for which the crew was out of contact with the ship, and the general quarters alarm sounded again. The crew rushed to stations, which in VR was their bunks. They logged into VR and waited for contact with their ship. When contact came, they logged into their operator’s stations. 
 
    “All right, bring up the sensor arrays,” Chief Sanborn said. 
 
    “Sensor arrays initiating.” 
 
    The sensor arrays came up and they could see the space around them. The five other ships of the squadron were there, and the planet Niigata and its star floated in the display. 
 
    But this time the display did not deepen and clarify. 
 
    “Chief, the tactical sensor array is not initiating. It looks to be the remodulator.” 
 
    “Power down the remodulator unit, and reinitiate. 
 
    “Powered down. Power applied. Reinitiating. 
 
    “No good, Chief. It’s a hard fail.” 
 
    “Ain’t that peachy.” 
 
    Without the tactical sensors on line, HMS Raptor was half-blind, or at least very near-sighted. They had the big impeller, of course, but it was unusable without targeting data. The navigational array had initiated, and sensor data from it was enough to navigate by, just as any commercial ship would, but without the big tactical arrays, there was no capability for offensive action. In any combat, they would simply be along for the ride. 
 
    “If we were there, I would just swap the units, Chief. But from here I can’t do anything.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, Norton. I’ll report it. That’s what this whole trip is about, right? Learnin’ shit. Well, we just learned somethin’.” 
 
    The ships made for the hypergate and their last leg, the trip back to Osaka. 
 
      
 
    The third time general quarters sounded, two days later, it was getting to be sort of the usual thing. 
 
    Contact with the ship was established, and the sensor arrays were brought up. The remodulator unit was once again a hard fail, but they still had the navigational arrays. 
 
    “Hey, Chief. One of the ships is missing.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “HMS Peregrine, Chief. She’s not there.” 
 
    “No shit.” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s kinda weird. I’m in contact with her crew, but there’s no ship. They have no clue where she is. Do you think she blew up?” 
 
    “Maybe. At least she didn’t take her crew with her.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, Captain Whiting, what’s the summary?” Vice Admiral Cory Dillon asked. 
 
    “Well, it was pretty much a disaster, Sir. At the third stop, back on Osaka, only three of the six ships of the formation arrived combat-capable. Two others had minor engineering failures which rendered them incapable of being effective. One was in the fire-control detection array, and the other was a computer failure in the point-defense system.” 
 
    “So one couldn’t shoot at anybody and the other couldn’t defend itself against missile attack.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “What about the sixth ship, Captain?” 
 
    “We don’t know much about that one, Sir. It never arrived. It may still have survived, and simply not dropped out of hyperspace as scheduled.” 
 
    “So what’s going to happen to it?” 
 
    “We assume it’s going to run out of reaction mass eventually, Sir, and then drop out of hyperspace whenever the engines shut down. Wherever that is, Sir.” 
 
    “Do we have any clue where that’s going to be, Captain?” 
 
    “It had enough reaction mass aboard for several thousand light-years, Sir. On that vector, it will probably drop out of hyperspace somewhere in the Carolina Sector.” 
 
    “All the way on the other side of the Empire.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Well, at least it isn’t going to make its unscheduled stop in Estvia or the DP or something.” 
 
    “No, Sir.” 
 
    Dillon shook his head. 
 
    “All right, Captain. You sure you don’t want to make my report to the Naval Operations Board for me? I wouldn’t even have to feign an illness. This is pretty sickening, right here.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t be my first choice, Sir.” 
 
    Dillon snorted. 
 
    “You’ve pushed me your full report, Captain?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. 
 
    “All right. Thank you, Captain. Dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    “Admiral, we have orders from Fleet HQ.” 
 
    “Push them to me, Mr. Wilmer.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    Admiral Natalia Shvets, commanding Imperial Fleet 76 in the Carolina Sector, opened her orders. No change to operational status, just a curious extra assignment.  
 
    IF76 was to keep on the lookout for a missing drone battleship. It had failed to drop out of hyperspace on schedule. It could have been destroyed, or it could have continued spacing along the same vector. When it ran out of reaction mass, its acceleration would drop below .35g and drop out of hyperspace. Given the amount of reaction mass aboard, it would probably drop out in her command area. 
 
    The assumption was the lost ship would still have power and be able to establish contact. She was to send a tug out to pick it up and take it to the nearest Imperial Fleet Base for diagnostics and repair. 
 
    Shvets shook her head. Drone ships. What kind of navy was that?
The kind that gets lost in hyperspace, apparently. 
 
      
 
    Fred Dunlop read Captain Whiting’s report with interest. The two engineering failures experienced during the testing of the converted battleships were just the sort of thing Mr. Denny’s HARPER system should be able to handle. Replacement from spares of failed modules. 
 
    The ship that failed to exit hyperspace was another matter. One of the redundant systems aboard ship was the presence of the crew. Clearly, a drone ship in hyperspace, out of contact with its crew, had one level of redundancy too few to ensure the ship performed as desired. 
 
    He assigned one of his better standards evaluation teams to the project. They would have to wait to see if the ship showed up and what the diagnostics told them to be able to come up with solid recommendations, but they could start looking at the existing system. 
 
    Then he placed a call to Vice Admiral Cory Dillon. 
 
      
 
    “Dillon here.” 
 
    “Admiral Dillon, this is Fred Dunlop. I’m the head of the ship acquisition department.” 
 
    Dillon recognized the name from the copy list on Captain Whiting’s report. 
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Dunlop. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Admiral, I think it may be more what I can do for you. I have additional information for you that may be useful for your presentation to the Naval Operations Board on the recent testing of the converted drone battleships.” 
 
    “Ameliorating information, I hope, Mr. Dunlop.” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral. I think so. It’s been rather closely held here because we weren’t sure how it was going to work out, but we’re getting results back now that look very promising.” 
 
    “I’m all ears, Mr. Dunlop.” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral. The gist of it is remotely controlled repair units that can make component-level and module-level repairs aboard ship. It’s called the HARPER system. High Availability Remotely Piloted Evaluation and Repair. It’s basically robots, but not autonomous. They are controlled by the ship’s crew in VR.” 
 
    HARPER got Dillon’s attention. He had been in the Imperial Navy a long time, and he remembered the story of the Bosun First who had saved his ship – and an Imperial system – by tamping a satchel charge with his own body. That’s the sort of story that stays with you, and he had never forgotten the name of that heroic sailor. 
 
    “Would this system have been able to repair the failures we saw on this test run, Mr. Dunlop?” 
 
    “The two engineering failures, yes, Admiral. Those were simple module-level replacements from spares, as was proven when they were back in Osaka spacedock and repair crews went aboard. The HARPER units are being designed for that. 
 
    “The case of the HMS Peregrine is different. The crew has always been one level of redundancy in our systems. With no crew aboard, we were missing one level of redundancy. We are looking into that now – we’ll know more once the Peregrine is recovered – and we’ll be building that extra level into the specifications. As long as the ship can exit hyperspace successfully and reestablish contact with its crew, HARPER units can then be used to effectuate repairs.” 
 
    “How far along is this system, Mr. Dunlop? Can you send me a specifications package on the system?” 
 
    “Not yet, Admiral. This system is not going through the normal design process, where the specification package is put together first and then requests for proposal are sent out. The vendor in this case – the design shop that came up with the new ship designs, actually – proposed the system and has been working it up on its own. They’ve been free to innovate on the system, and they’ve made great progress.” 
 
     “That doesn’t sound that good to me, Mr. Dunlop. An independent design shop working up a system with no performance specifications or process controls. Sounds iffy to me.” 
 
    “I understand, Admiral. It is an exceptional situation because it is a completely new system. We have no prior experience with such systems to build a specification around. I might mention, though, they have Ilia Sobol and Robert Stewart working with them.” 
 
    “Ilia Sobol and Robert Stewart? Both? On this HARPER project?” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral.” 
 
    Dillon was an engineer. That’s why he was in command of the testing of the converted battleships in the first place. He knew very well who Ilia Sobol and Robert Stewart were. He had several of their books in the quick-access stack in his VR. 
 
    “That makes a big difference, Mr. Dunlop. A very big difference.” 
 
    “I thought you’d think so, Admiral.” 
 
    “All right, Mr. Dunlop. Send me what you can on the HARPER system. It may just be our way out of this mess.” 
 
    “Will do, Admiral.” 
 
    “And thanks for the call, Mr. Dunlop. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Stepping It Up 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dunham, Peters, Saaret, and his wife Suzanne were sitting around the table with their coffee after their Sunday brunch together in the dining room of the Saarets’ apartment on the top floor of the Imperial Palace. Suzanne enforced a strict rule against discussing business during meals, but she had relented about business discussions over coffee afterwards. 
 
    Here on the top floor of the palace, which contained only the apartments of the Emperor and the Co-Consul, also at Suzanne’s suggestion, everyone was on a first-name basis, escaping during their off hours the rigid formalism of the Emperor’s office floor four floors below. 
 
    “So, Geoffrey, what do you think of Sector Governor Walthers’ message from King Michael of Estvia?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what to think, Bobby. Estvia has not exactly been friends with Sintar.” 
 
    “How much of that is our fault, I wonder. Howard Walthers indicated our bureaucracy was continuously tweaking Estvia – in King Michael’s opinion at least – in order to keep low-level hostilities active. Their weapons-manufacturer patrons wanted the increased business such hostilities provided, and paid handsome bribes for maintaining them.” 
 
    “Given how many border fracases we were involved in when you took the Throne, Bobby, I wouldn’t be surprised at all to find out we were the instigators. Defense and Foreign Affairs were the two areas I had perhaps the least visibility into as Chairman of the Council.” 
 
    “I thought he was less than mannerly when you met with him the last time, Bobby,” Peters said. “Downright rude, even.” 
 
    “No doubt about that. But Walthers also indicated King Michael expressed his regrets to Walthers for his behavior at that meeting and would convey his apologies to me in person.” 
 
    “That is unusual between heads of state, I think,” Saaret said. “More likely that it is all taken care of by underlings, and then everybody later pretends it didn’t happen.” 
 
    “Real men don’t have a problem apologizing,” Suzanne said. “When they are wrong, at least. Even when they aren’t, for that matter.” 
 
    She patted Saaret’s hand on the table. 
 
    “It does tend to smooth over difficulties,” Saaret said carefully. 
 
    Suzanne mock-scowled, and Dunham and Peters laughed. 
 
    “What I don’t really know yet is why he wants the meeting,” Dunham said. 
 
    “He didn’t say anything about the topic?” Saaret asked. 
 
    “No. Just that it involved a developing security situation that affected Sintar.” 
 
    Peters had one of the flashes of insight for which she had become famous. 
 
    “Somebody’s trying to stir up trouble,” she said suddenly. 
 
    “Why do you say that, Amanda?” Saaret asked. 
 
    “Ask yourself. If you were trying to start trouble for Sintar, and you wanted to recruit star nations for your little project, where would you start?” 
 
    “With Estvia,” Dunham said. 
 
    Saaret nodded. 
 
    “And King Michael decided he didn’t want to play along,” Saaret said. 
 
    “Apparently not,” Peters said. 
 
    “But who’s trying to cause trouble?” Dunham asked. “We aren’t really having problems with anyone right now.” 
 
    All the reading Amanda did, all the little scraps of information that flowed through her news stream, clicked together. 
 
    “It’s the Democracy of Planets,” she said. 
 
     Saaret looked surprised. Dunham considered. 
 
    “We’re not really having any problem with them right now, Amanda. That would be surprising to me,” Dunham said. 
 
    Amanda was already sorting her data stream, and two items she had seen popped up. 
 
    “I have two sort of unrelated news items. One is that the DP has signed a contract to provide Annalia with warships.” 
 
    “Annalia is a DP client-state. That’s not unusual,” Saaret said. 
 
    “Not export units. Front-line DP warships. Retiring ones, but front-line units nonetheless.” 
 
    “OK, that’s unusual,” Saaret said. “The DP never sells front-line units. To anybody. They scrap them.” 
 
    “Annalia is between Pannia Sector and the DP,” Dunham said. “I don’t like to see them beefing up their navy.” 
 
    “As I say, that’s one item,” Peters said. “The other item only takes on significance in the context of the rest. The DP has started negotiating free trade agreements with star nations farside from us.” 
 
    “Farside?” Saaret asked. “On the other side of us from the DP?” 
 
    “Yes,” Peters said. 
 
    “OK, now that’s weird. The DP doesn’t do a lot of trade out there. Some, sure, but not a lot. What’s the benefit to them of free-trade agreements when there’s so little trade involved?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Peters said. “It struck me as strange, but it didn’t correlate with anything when I saw it. Now it does, though.” 
 
    “I’m lost,” Dunham said. “Why would it make a difference?” 
 
    “Free trade makes for closer relations,” Peter said. “If the DP is courting star nations on the other side of us, they stand to surround the Empire with their friends.” 
 
    “Now I get it. But surely there are other reasons as well.” 
 
    “Could be,” Peters said. “Could be. But I don’t like the look of these things taken together. What if the DP decides to start selling front-line warships to some of those nations as well?” 
 
    “OK, that would be bad,” Dunham said. 
 
    “Well, I guess we won’t know for sure until you meet with King Michael,” Saaret said. “I assume you are going to meet with him, Bobby?” 
 
    “Sure. Why not? More information never hurts.” 
 
    Saaret nodded. 
 
    “On to another topic, then,” Saaret said. “What did you think of the drone battleship testing?” 
 
    “Disappointing, to say the least,” Dunham said. “I guess I didn’t realize our warships were so fragile.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s that so much as they are complex,” Saaret said. “You can have a very high mean time between failures for each module or system, but when you assemble several thousand of them into a warship, it means something is always breaking.” 
 
    “Yes, I see that,” Dunham said. “And most of those are something the crew takes care of. Hopefully this HARPER idea will give some of that ability back to the crew.” 
 
    “It should,” Peters said. “I’ve been looking into it. The whole idea was actually from a supplier, the design house that won the high-level ship designs. That ‘cupcake with a pencil in it’ design, as it’s been called. Jared Denny has assembled a crew of very bright people around him, including a pair of famous senior engineers. All the engineering types know about these guys. That Denny was able to recruit them as advisers is really impressive.” 
 
    “The idea came from them?” Saaret asked. “So they saw the need on their own?” 
 
    “Yes,” Peters said. “They asked the ship acquisition department to put them in touch with a bunch of senior enlisted types, so they could figure out what the system had to be capable of.” 
 
    “That was smart,” Dunham said. “What do they need from us? Is there anything we can do to move things along?” 
 
    “Why not let them a cost-plus, no-bid contract to mount a prototype system on those six converted battleships, and try the same trip again?” Peters asked. “See what happens.” 
 
    “That sounds smart to me, Bobby,” Saaret said. “Then they’ll have the funds to push this thing along.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Dunham said. “Let’s let Projects know, Geoffrey. And make sure there’s enough money involved to do it right. We have millions of ships that will need this. Whatever it costs to outfit six ships for a good prototype test is worth it.” 
 
    “OK, enough business,” Suzanne said. “I swear, you guys never relax.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Suzanne?” Dunham asked. “We are relaxing.” 
 
    Suzanne just rolled her eyes at the Emperor. 
 
      
 
    When Jared Denny checked his mail, he found a communication from the Imperial ship acquisition department. The subject was ‘Award of Contract.’ That was odd. Perhaps it was just a delayed official communication of their win of the design contest for the high-level warship designs. 
 
    When he opened it, however, it was anything but. It was an open-ended, cost-plus, no-bid contract to outfit twelve converted battleships with installations of a prototype HARPER system. The ‘not to exceed’ amount was in the stratosphere. 
 
    He called an immediate meeting, and sent out a request for Bob Stewart and Ilia Sobol to attend if they could make it. 
 
      
 
    “All right, so here’s what we have,” Denny said. “We just got an open-ended contract on a no-bid basis to outfit twelve crewless converted battleships with a prototype HARPER system for testing. It’s cost-plus, and the ‘not to exceed’ amount is breathtaking. I don’t even know where this came from.” 
 
    “I might be able to shed some light on that last,” Bob Stewart said. “I received permission to fill you in on a little consulting project I worked on the last couple weeks. 
 
    “The Imperial Navy sent six converted battleships out on a three-hop, three-hundred-sixty light-year test run. Three ships emerging from this short cruise were still combat capable. Two ships suffered module failures of the exact sort we have considered a basic function of the HARPER system. The other ship never emerged from hyperspace on its last leg. 
 
    “That last ship hasn’t shown up yet, but we suspect it will drop out of hyperspace when it runs out of reaction mass somewhere in Carolina Sector. It will still have power, just not reaction mass, so it will get in touch then and tell us where it is so we can go out and fetch it and see what went wrong. 
 
    “I was asked to look at the navigation system and try to figure out how it could have not dropped out of hyperspace. There are two redundant systems that calculate the proper time to drop out of hyperspace, but there is one system that compares the two and approves the decision. Clearly, that is the likely failure point.” 
 
    “They ran the output of two redundant systems through a common failure point?” Denny asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes. Happens all the time. Network engineers put in redundant communications cables and then the installers run them through the same conduit, or there is a redundant hydraulic system and the hydraulic lines get run in parallel right next to each other. Very common. I was looking for it, actually. 
 
    “So that failure, too, is likely a simple module replacement. I mean, they have to fix the setup so the ship does drop out of hyperspace before the HARPER system could be used, but that is easy to fix now that we know – or think we know – where the problem is. 
 
    “In any case, that is the event driving the sudden urgency to get the HARPER system deployed, at least as a prototype to see if we can have a combat-capable squadron at the end of what should be pretty routine maneuvers.” 
 
    “OK, well, that makes sense, I guess,” Denny said. “Any ideas how we should proceed on this, Bob? Or you, Ilia?” 
 
    “I would think you would want to overdo it,” Sobol said. “As an example, if you think a dozen Harper units would be the optimum contingent for a battleship, mount two dozen for the prototype testing. We will then find out how many are actually required, based on what gets used. If you go too low, however, you will learn it is not enough, but not know how many it should have been.” 
 
    “I see,” Denny said. “If some don’t get used, they don’t get used.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Sobol said. 
 
    “Just using those numbers, that would be a hundred and forty-four HARPER units of multiple types. I will take us forever.” 
 
    “Oh, no. You use a prototyping shop. You don’t actually build them all. You send them the plans, pictures, samples, whatever, and they ramp up and build them.” 
 
    “That’s pretty expensive,” Denny said. 
 
    “You said the ‘do not exceed’ number was breathtaking, right?” Stewart asked. “The Navy’s in a hurry, and they made the money available. The only failure mode now is not getting it done quickly.” 
 
    “All right, I get it. OK. Thanks, Bob, Ilia. I think we have it from here.” 
 
    Sobol and Stewart dropped out of the VR meeting, and Denny opened the floor to the rest of the group. 
 
    “So what do we do first?” 
 
    “Specify the charging racks and get them done first, so the spacedocks can mount them on the ships,” Bertha Townsend said. “That will be a pacing item.” 
 
    “True enough,” Denny said. “What else?” 
 
    “I should probably start on a training video for the crew members, so they see how to work these things,” Freja Gunnarsson said. 
 
    “That’s another good one,” Denny said. “I didn’t even think of that one.” 
 
    “I will look into what prototyping shops are available for a rush, big-ticket project like this,” Vipin Narang said. 
 
    “I’ll see what Bob Fielding has for prints on those brackets he’s been making,” Liu Jiang said. “And I guess I ought to look into some quantity pricing on those subassemblies we’ve been buying as one-offs.” 
 
    “OK, everybody have assignments?” Denny asked. “As you come up with ideas, message them around. Oh, and don’t forget to track your time. We’re on the meter now.” 
 
      
 
    The sixth battleship, HMS Peregrine, did show up eventually. It dropped out of hyperspace in Admiral Shvetz’s command area and was picked up by a tug and dragged to spacedock on Draco. As Bob Stewart had anticipated, the hyperspace navigation comparator unit had failed. It was a simple module replacement. The ship’s reaction mass tanks were refilled and the ship’s crew ran it back to Osaka without incident. 
 
    By the time it got back, power lines for charging HARPER system units were being run on the squadron’s ships. 
 
      
 
    “There’s only one thing I don’t get,” Senior Chief Harmon Cooper said. 
 
    “What’s that, Coop?” Senior Chief Daniel Yates asked. 
 
    “So the yard crews go aboard that goofy remote-control battleship from Honshu Sector, right?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “And they run diagnostics on the navigation system, and it’s got a bad comparator, right?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “So how does some guy a thousand light-years away figure out the failure before the fuckin’ ship even drops outta hyperspace? That’s the part I don’t get, Danny.” 
 
    “Coop. It was Robert Stewart.” 
 
    “Not that Robert Stewart?” 
 
    Cooper jerked a thumb over his shoulder in his office on Imperial Fleet Base Draco, to where several books by Robert Stewart were on his quick-access shelf, including the classic ‘Fault and Failure Analysis in Complex Military Systems.’ 
 
    “One and the same.” 
 
    “OK, well that makes sense. Fuck. Robert Fucking Stewart. Imagine that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A More Cordial Meeting 
 
      
 
      
 
    King Michael VI was waiting in the featureless VR meeting room when Dunham logged into the simulation. Both wore simple business suits. King Michael stood alongside a pair of club chairs waiting for the Emperor, who was a couple of minutes early. 
 
    “Good morning, Your Majesty,” King Michael said, walking forward to shake the Emperor’s hand. 
 
    “Good morning, Your Highness.” 
 
    Estvia and Sintar being several hours out of sync at the moment, it was afternoon in Sintar, but the etiquette was the etiquette, and King Michael, having asked for the meeting, was the host. 
 
    “Please, Your Majesty, have a seat.” 
 
    They both sat and Dunham waited. 
 
    “Your Majesty, I want to convey my apologies for my behavior at our last meeting. As I’m sure you are aware, it was a strategy, one that would have worked with the Sintaran Council members I had met, such as Lord Pomeroy.” 
 
    “Apology accepted, Your Highness. For what it’s worth, I agree it would have goaded our self-important, erstwhile Councilor for Defense into doing something rash or stupid. Or perhaps both.” 
 
    “In any case, my strategy didn’t work. I misread you, Your Majesty. I will not do so again.” 
 
    “Let’s move forward, Your Highness. You asked for this meeting.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. Very gracious. The reason I requested this meeting is I had a very interesting meeting with the ambassador to Estvia from the Democracy of Planets.” 
 
    Dunham, of course, was expecting this. Peters had scored again. 
 
    “Indeed, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Yes. He had come to share with me the DP’s concerns that Sintar was apparently becoming expansionist and would pose a security concern to Estvia.” 
 
    Dunham snorted. 
 
    “Not likely.” 
 
    “Agreed, Your Majesty. In making his argument, the DP ambassador pointed out your hiatus in building warships, your over-production of long-haul freighters, and your annexation of Pannia as evidence of your intent.” 
 
    “The annexation of Pannia was at King Howard’s request, Your Highness.” 
 
    “As Sector Governor Walthers assured me in our meeting, Your Majesty. I don’t know how much of a student of sector history you are, but Pannia’s House of Walthers and Estvia’s House of Roberts have been friends since the Fifty Years War that resulted in the devastation from which the Kingdom of Sintar assembled the Sintaran Empire.” 
 
    “I majored in military and political history, Your Highness, and have become more well-read in the field since.” 
 
    “Ah. Excellent.” 
 
    “So how does, in the DP ambassador’s formulation, ceasing the construction of warships and instead building long-haul freighters signal a growing expansionism, Your Highness?” 
 
    “Sintar is obviously, in his view, planning to expand its commercial contacts and influence with other star nations through the use of these long-haul freighters, with a political consolidation of its resulting sphere of influence to follow.” 
 
    “That’s a tortured logic at best, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Oh, I agree, Your Majesty. The larger point, though, is the DP is out among the independent star nations working up hostility to Sintar. There are many ways this could end badly. And if it comes to armed conflict, I would not have Estvia be on the losing side.” 
 
    “The losing side, Your Highness?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. If armed conflict results from the DP’s meddling, Sintar will win.” 
 
    “You seem very certain of that, Your Highness.” 
 
    “I’m absolutely positive, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “There are more than twenty independent star nations, with a combined total of a hundred and ninety-five thousand planets and a combined population approaching three hundred fifty trillion people. The DP itself comprises only eighty thousand planets, but has a total population of almost five hundred trillion people. Assuming the independents ally into one entity, either of these are larger than Sintar, Your Highness, yet you are positive Sintar will win, against either, or both?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. Sintar will win because you are totally ruthless.” 
 
    Dunham raised one eyebrow and tilted his head just a bit to one side. 
 
    “Perhaps the better word would be single-minded, Your Majesty, but I actually think ruthless fits better. You are totally dedicated to the Sintaran Empire winning. There is no course of action you will not consider to achieve that goal. You have no morals, no ethical code, no compassion, no mercy, no personal fear of death – absolutely no other consideration, other than the Sintaran Empire survive.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Yet do you realize how rare that is among our peers, Your Majesty? Perhaps you don’t. It certainly does not apply to the politicians of the Democracy of Planets. Their priorities are personal survival first, political power second, and the good of their own people a distant third, if at all. The calculation is similar for most other leaders of star nations. Personal survival first, regime survival second, and the good of their people third. None of them would pursue a course that would inevitably result in their own death but would ensure the survival and happiness of their people. But you would. Without any hesitation whatsoever.”  
 
    “That’s correct, Your Highness. I am oath-sworn to do just that. And I will not be forsworn.” 
 
    Dunham pronounced the words of that last sentence slowly and separately, like drops of water into a still, deep pool. 
 
    “And that means Sintar will win, whatever the odds, against all comers. I don’t know how you’ll do it, but you will. I won’t have Estvia be on the losing side if the DP succeeds in fomenting that war, Your Majesty. As I said, I won’t misread you again.” 
 
    Dunham considered King Michael, who seemed content to wait. Were other rulers truly that venal? He hadn’t known any other rulers personally other than the Empress Ilithyia I, his sister, the Empress Ilithyia II, King Howard II of Pannia, and King Michael VI of Estvia. All seemed cut from the same cloth as himself. King Howard had, in fact, abdicated his throne to secure the benefits of being subjects of the Empire for his people. 
 
    Dunham thought back through the history of the Fifty Years War. There the perspective changed. Decision after decision, ruler after ruler, battle after battle. He saw the pattern. All was directed to serve the rulers and the self-styled elites rather than the people. And the people had suffered. Oh, how they had suffered! There was a reason the Empire was popular with its people, and the teaching of that history had perpetuated that loyalty. 
 
    From amid all the carnage, Sintar had emerged relatively unscathed. The kings and queens of Sintar had made their decisions with the people’s well-being foremost, and the results had showed it. Two of those rulers had themselves died during the wars, but they had not flinched from the protection of the kingdom. It was that loyalty to the people that had allowed the Empire of Sintar to emerge. Coming through such carnage, to such a ruler could people pledge their allegiance. 
 
    Dunham slowly nodded. 
 
    “What do you propose, then, your Highness?” 
 
    “That Estvia carry on. That we continue discussions with the DP, and with the other independent states. That we purchase some DP warships. That we join any alliance of independent states which may emerge. However, I will keep you informed of events, Your Majesty. I will make our military assessment of the DP warships available to you. And if war does come, Estvia will not raise arms against Sintar.” 
 
    “You would stand aside, Your Highness?” 
 
    “No, I suspect that will not be possible, Your Majesty. If war comes, I will instead request annexation to the Empire.” 
 
    “And become Sector Governor Michael Roberts, Your Highness?” 
 
    King Michael waved it aside with his hand. 
 
    “That is of little consequence, Your Majesty. The only thing that matters is that I would have the ruthless Emperor Trajan and his Imperial Navy defend the people of Estvia as his own. Thus I fulfill my solemn duty.” 
 
    Dunham sat stunned. King Michael had obviously given his plan a lot of thought. It was better – much better – than Estvia requesting annexation outright, right now. It gave Sintar eyes in the enemy camp, if enemy camp it was or would become. And King Michael’s offer was at no small risk to himself. The vindictiveness of the DP and some of the independent star nations could be assumed. 
 
    Dunham slowly nodded, and King Michael visibly relaxed. 
 
    “It is agreed, Your Highness. If war comes, the Empire will annex Estvia and I will defend the Empire, including the Estvia Sector as much as any other.” 
 
    “And absent war, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Estvia continues independently, Your Highness, but as a friend of the Empire.” 
 
    King Michael stood, and so did Dunham. The king offered his hand and Dunham shook it. 
 
    “It is agreed, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “It is agreed, Your Highness.” 
 
      
 
    Dunham and Peters were in the living room of the Imperial Apartment after dinner. Dinner had been tournedos of beef tenderloin with a mushroom cream sauce, pan-fried mashed potatoes, and sautéed fresh vegetables, with rhubarb pie a la mode for dessert. 
 
    “So what happened with the King of Estvia this afternoon?” Peters asked. 
 
    Dunham turned to the Imperial Guardsmen in the corners to either side of the door. 
 
    “Leave us.” 
 
    The Guardsmen nodded and left the room. Once they had left, Dunham addressed the ceiling. 
 
    “Guard.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” a voice came back. 
 
    “Suspend audio monitoring for thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    A soft ‘bong’ tone sounded from the ceiling. Dunham looked over to the light switches by the door and noted a small flashing red light on the panel. 
 
    “Heavens,” Peters said. “I didn’t know you could even do that.” 
 
    “They don’t like it, but they’ll get over it. This is the most closely guarded state secret. I haven’t even told Geoffrey – yet – but I should tell both of you so someone else knows.” 
 
    Dunham explained to her what the DP was up to, confirming in full her intuitive leap of last Sunday, and King Michael’s assessment of Sintar’s chances against all comers if it came to that. Finally, he told her of the king’s extraordinary offer. 
 
    “And you agreed, I assume?” Peters asked. 
 
    “Of course. He’s making the best deal he can for his kingdom, but it’s also a tremendous deal for us.” 
 
    “With additional defense requirements.” 
 
    “Which won’t be a problem. The detailed warship designs are in and are being evaluated. The HARPER system prototype will test next week. We still have the existing navy. And we have the new weapon.” 
 
    “Amazing he thinks Sintar will win, not even knowing about most of that. Did you tell him anything about any of it?” 
 
    “No. I told him nothing of our plans. Not even why we had a warship construction hiatus or a boom in freighter construction. Although he didn’t believe a word from the DP ambassador, so I suspect he knows or guesses much of it. He is not stupid.” 
 
    “The ruthless Emperor Trajan. Hmm. Trajan the Ruthless has better euphony. Like Catherine the Great, or Ivan the Terrible.” 
 
    “Now don’t go repeating that,” Dunham said. 
 
    “Oh, I won’t. It’s not quite true, after all. You make the tough decisions, but they do bother you.” 
 
    She looked out the window wall, down the Palace Mall, at the large statue of Ilithyia II, standing proud atop its pedestal. Dunham’s sister had made some tough decisions of her own, all for the benefit of the people of the Empire, though it ultimately cost her life. His gaze followed hers. After a few moments, she turned back to him, on the other end of the big sofa. He turned to face her. 
 
    “But you do make them, though, and that’s what counts.” 
 
    Three soft ‘bong’ tones sounded from the ceiling. 
 
    “Audio monitoring re-established, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “When are you going to talk to Geoffrey?” Peters asked. 
 
    “I should probably tell him now, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Can’t hurt, if he’s available.” 
 
      
 
    Dunham to Saaret: Geoffrey, can you spare me an hour of your time this evening? 
 
      
 
    Saaret to Dunham: Of course, Bobby. Is now good? 
 
      
 
    Dunham to Saaret: Now is good. 
 
      
 
    Saaret to Dunham: I’ll be right there. 
 
      
 
    Dunham sent a message to the Imperial Guard to direct Saaret to where he and Peters sat. Peters moved over to one of the club chairs facing the big sofa. 
 
    It was just a few minutes later that an Imperial Guardsman showed Saaret into the Imperial Apartment’s private living room. Saaret had never been here before. It was identical to the living room he and Suzanne had in the Co-Consul’s Apartment. 
 
    “Hello, Bobby. Amanda,” Saaret said. 
 
    “Have a seat, Geoffrey,” Dunham said, waving to the other club chair, the one directly across from his seat on the sofa. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Saaret almost said, “Sire,” but caught it. First names only on the residential floor of the palace. Suzanne insisted, and both Saaret and Dunham were too smart to cross her. 
 
    Dunham turned around to the Guardsman who had shown Saaret in. 
 
    “Leave us.” 
 
    The Guardsman nodded and left. Once he had left, Dunham spoke to the ceiling. 
 
    “Guard.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” a voice came back. 
 
    “Suspend audio monitoring for thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Actually, make that an hour.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    A soft ‘bong’ tone sounded from the ceiling. Dunham turned to check the light switches by the door for the small flashing red light on the panel. 
 
    Saaret raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. 
 
    “Second time tonight. Gonna drive ‘em nuts, Bobby,” Peters said. 
 
    Dunham just shrugged. 
 
    “Geoffrey, I wanted to bring you up to date on the meeting with King Michael this afternoon. I just told Amanda, and you two are as far as this story is going. Imperial state secret.” 
 
    “I understand, Bobby.” 
 
    Dunham explained to Saaret what the DP was up to, and King Michael’s assessment of Sintar’s chances against all comers if the DP’s meddling came to war. Finally, he told Saaret of the king’s offer to annex to Sintar rather than fight the Empire. 
 
    “That’s a bold move,” Saaret said. “I didn’t expect that.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s a feint?” 
 
    “No. There’s no record of the House of Roberts ever reversing a statement as direct as you describe. I would expect to see his public statements about any sort of alliance of the independent star nations to be much more flexible as far as his future actions. I expect he’ll leave the door open enough to meet his commitment to you. Besides, I agree with him.” 
 
    “You agree with him Sintar will win, even against all comers?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. I have an advantage there, as I know about the new warship designs and weapons and such. But his decision is all about how different star nations will approach a war, and I think he’s right. I don’t think the word ruthless is quite right, but I know what he’s talking about. Put simply, you will do absolutely whatever it takes to win, no matter what it is, without any hesitation or any other goals or limits. And no one else will. That’s why your sister won against the Council, for that matter. Winning was the only thing that mattered to her.” 
 
    “I don’t even understand how other leaders cannot think that way.” 
 
    “And that’s why Sintar is so very lucky to have you, Bobby, and to have had your sister. And King Michael knows it. He’s done his homework since the last time. He won’t get caught out like that again.” 
 
    “I can’t believe someone is planning to start a war, Geoffrey. It’s like starting a wildfire. Who knows what it will burn in the end?” 
 
    “That’s what King Michael is afraid of. His obligation is to Estvia, and he wants to do as well by it as he can. There have always been political entities it was near-suicide to attack. The Roman Empire was one.” 
 
    “’They make a desert, and call it peace.’” 
 
    “Tacitus was talking about Rome, and he was right. What Hadrian did to Judea was just one example of many. The United States of America was another political entity it made no sense to attack. They decisively ended the Great War of the first half of the twentieth century by bombing their opponents to dust, even though their own homeland was largely untouched. The economic recovery of their opponents took a whole generation. And the Democracy of Planets was the same way for a long time. There’s a reason the Fifty Years War did not extend to the DP.” 
 
     “And King Michael is betting Sintar is this era’s untouchable?” 
 
    “Yes, for many of the same reasons. A loyalty of both its citizens and its leaders to the high concept behind it. The Romans marched to war under ‘Senatus Populusque Romanus,’ the Roman Senate and People, even well into the imperial period. The de facto motto of the United States of America for nearly two centuries was ‘E pluribus unum,’ or ‘from many, one.’ And the early DP actually was a democracy, and not the plutarchy it’s evolved into.” 
 
    “And Sintar?” 
 
    “Have you forgotten the Imperial Oath?” 
 
    “Not likely. ‘I, Robert Allen Dunham IV, pledge to perform the duties and responsibilities of Emperor of the Sintaran Empire, wielding authority with compassion, justice with mercy, and power with finesse, for the benefit and well-being of the people of the Sintaran Empire, now and into the future, until I die.’” 
 
    “There you have it. The coronation is the most watched video in the Empire, both live and in recording. There are few people in the Empire who have not seen their ruler get down on his knees before their Throne and dedicate his life to acting for their benefit and well-being. It’s powerful and unifying.” 
 
    “I meant the words as they stand, not as mere propaganda, Geoffrey.” 
 
    “And they know it, Bobby. It showed. Remember, I was there. That’s what makes it so powerful. If someone attacks us, God help them. No other leader has close to the loyalty of their citizens that you enjoy. King Michael probably heard something of the kind from Howard Walthers. In any case, he’s got to make the call, and he’s betting that, whatever happens, you’ll come out the winner. I think he’s right.” 
 
    Three soft ‘bong’ tones sounded from the ceiling. 
 
    “Audio monitoring re-established, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Thanks for stopping by, Geoffrey. It’s been helpful.” 
 
    “Of course, Bobby.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Second Testing 
 
      
 
      
 
    Everyone was back aboard HMS Raptor – that is, they were back in the building on Imperial Fleet Base Osaka marked HMS Raptor – from liberty ‘ashore.’ Their first order of business was to gain some experience with the HARPER system bots that had been installed on the Raptor and its sister ships of the uncrewed squadron. 
 
    The HARPER bots were in charging racks in a special container latched to the ship in one of the spare aft container positions. The container had been wired to ship’s power for the charging racks, and a ramp had been installed so they could travel from the container to the surface of the ship. The charging container was on the same side of the ship as the electronics bay and stores bay. 
 
    “All right. Let’s VR into these things and see what we got,” Chief Petty Officer James Fordham said. 
 
    Fordham logged into a bot and found himself in a line of bots, facing another line of bots on the other side. They were all coming awake, now, and their camera-and-light pods swung back and forth as they looked around. 
 
    “Kowalski! Stop shining your light in my eyes.” 
 
    “Oops. Sorry, Chief.” 
 
    Fordham pushed the ‘Open Door’ icon in VR, and the entire end of the cargo container rolled up like an overhead door. 
 
    “All right, Clark. Head us out.” 
 
    Marty Clark detached his charging line and turned toward the door. His tracks were already facing that direction. He looked directly out into open space. No airlock, no nothing. 
 
    “That’s gonna take some getting used to, Chief. Straight to space, no airlock.” 
 
    “Well, don’t get too used to it, Clark. Nobody says you won’t be on a manned ship again at some point, and opening both airlock doors is considered bad luck. C’mon. Let’s go.” 
 
    Clark started out the door and down the ramp. The rare-earth magnets on the treads didn’t make any sound pulling up at the rear, but they clicked a bit at the front, with the right and left side almost in unison, as they hit the surface. Everyone else could hear the clicks transmitted through the plating. 
 
    cliclick-cliclick-cliclick-cliclick-.... 
 
    “I’ll be damned, Chief. This thing actually works.” 
 
    “All right, Clark, just don’t get cocky. Everybody else, let’s go. Take it easy to start, until we learn what we got.” 
 
    Two at a time, one from each side, the two-dozen bots moved out of the container and down the ramp onto the ship’s surface. The cameras and lights swung around as crewmembers looked around. It was a familiar sight to most of them, but always in a suit. The VR impression of being outside on the ship unsuited in vacuum was disconcerting. 
 
    “All right, so let’s do some inspectin’,” Fordham said. “Norton, you and your bunch go check out the electronics bay. Clark, you and your bunch check out the spares bay. Kowalski, you and your bunch check out the engines. And Potts, you and your bunch go check out the impeller.” 
 
    “What are you gonna do, Chief?” 
 
    “I’m gonna sit here and watch, Kowalski. That’s my job.” 
 
    The bots fanned out over the ship. From a distance, crawling around on the big ship, they looked like ants on a picnic table. 
 
    Fordham did sit and watch, but with the added ability to select the camera feed from any of the bots on the ship. He dropped into the camera feed of various people, seeing what they saw as they went about the inspection. 
 
    “Connors, did you check the scheduled recalibration date on that modulator?” Fordham asked. 
 
    “Sure, Chief.” 
 
    “What was it?” 
 
    “Uhhhh....” 
 
    “Yeah, like I figured. Come on, everybody. Inspection. You all know what that means, right? Let’s find the problems now, not later.” 
 
    After two hours out on the ship, Chief Fordham’s crew headed back to the ramp up to the HARPER container and the charging racks. 
 
    An hour later, the fast-charge batteries of the bots being topped off, Chief Petty Officer Lance Winters took his crew out on the ship. 
 
      
 
    The six converted Imperial Fleet battleships lined up on one of the Osaka hypergates. One by one they passed through the hypergate and into hyperspace. They were once again bound for Nagoya, just three days’ spacing – one hundred and sixty light-years – away. 
 
    Once again there wasn’t anyone aboard any of the ships. The difference this time was that the HARPER units were. 
 
      
 
    HMS Eagle had an engineering failure on arrival in the Nagoya system. The primary engine reaction-mass controller had failed and the ship had fallen back on the secondary system. The HARPER units were used to replace the failed controller with a swap-out from the spares store. The new module was initiated and took back control from the secondary system. The six battleships lined up on the Nagoya hypergate and one by one disappeared on the second leg of their cruise. 
 
      
 
    Two days later, the general quarters alarm sounded in the HMS Raptor building on Imperial Fleet Base Osaka. The ships would be emerging from hyperspace in the Niigata system shortly. Crewmen ran for their bunks and logged into VR. When the ship dropped out of hyperspace, they achieved connection to their consoles. 
 
    “All right, let’s get our diagnostics under way,” Chief Fordham said. “Whatta we got?” 
 
    “Navigation sensors are up. Tactical sensors are initiating.” 
 
    The initial navigation display deepened and clarified. They could see the other ships in the system and their velocity and maneuvering cones. 
 
    “Tactical sensors are up. Targeting is available.” 
 
    “Chief, we have a failure in one of those new, redundant comparator units.” 
 
    “The widget that failed on Peregrine last go-round?” 
 
    “Well, kinda. It’s one of the new ones. Infant mortality. We dropped out of hyperspace because the redundant unit resolved the translation time correctly.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you know. New box fails first. All right. Norton, grab a couple guys and go swap out the unit.” 
 
    “All right, Chief. Connors, Kmetz, you’re with me.” 
 
    The three electronics techs opened a new VR channel into the three HARPER units closest to the door on one side of the HARPER container. Norton pushed the ‘Door Open’ icon for the container in VR and the door rolled up. The three bots motored down the ramp on their magnetic treads, and out across the surface of the ship. 
 
    “Conners, go get the spare while Kmetz and I pull the unit.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” Connors said. 
 
    One of the three bots angled towards the door of the spares bay while the other two continued on to the door of the electronics bay. When they arrived at the door, Norton pushed the ‘Door Open’ icon for the electronics bay door. The door rolled up and his bot motored inside, followed by the second bot. 
 
    “Kmetz, check the status on other units while I pull this thing.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    Norton went over to the navigation rack, and his camera pod with the stereo cameras and lights scanned up and down the rack as he raised and lowered his ‘head’ in the VR. A red indicator glowed brightly among the soft greens, on a module labeled ‘Redundant Comparator Module CM-23.’ 
 
    “Here it is,” Norton muttered. 
 
    He unscrewed the four captive thumb-screws holding the unit into the rack by grabbing them and rotating his wrist several full revolutions on each. He then grabbed the module handles on each side and pulled, but the module didn’t budge. Instead, his bot leaned closer to the panel. 
 
    “Hey, Kmetz.” 
 
    The camera module on the other bot swiveled toward him as Kmets rotated his head in VR. Norton waved him over in VR, and saw the bot’s arm wave. 
 
    “C’mere and gimme a hand with this.” 
 
    Kmetz’s bot swiveled on its treads and motored over. His camera pod swiveled up and down as he surveyed the situation. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “The unit is high enough in the rack I can’t get any good leverage on it. The bot moves instead.” 
 
    “Yeah, I see that.” 
 
    Kmetz’s camera pod swiveled around the bay, then up and down. 
 
    “I think I can get a better grab from the other side.” 
 
    Kmetz’s bot walked over to the side wall of the bay until the front of the treads contacted it, then made the corner, until it stuck straight out from the wall. It walked up the wall to the ceiling, and made the corner again, and came back over to the navigation rack. Kmetz’s bot ended up directly above Norton’s bot, upside down, with about a foot between them. Norton’s camera pod swiveled up. 
 
    “You look ridiculous hanging from the ceiling like that,” Norton said. 
 
    “Yeah, but I can get a better grab. Get ready to catch this thing.” 
 
    The failed module was right in front of Kmetz’s bot, so he didn’t have to reach up to get it. He grabbed the module and pulled, and it came free from the rack and started to slide out. 
 
    “You ready, Norton?” 
 
    “Yeah, I got it. Go ahead.” 
 
    Kmetz slid the unit the rest of the way out and lowered it into Norton’s hands. 
 
    “Got it,” Norton said. 
 
    “OK, I’m coming down.” 
 
    Kmetz’s bot motored over to the wall, made the corner, motored down the wall, made the corner again, and came back to the navigation rack. 
 
    “The hardest part is not feeling nauseous when the view is upside down,” Kmetz said. 
 
    “We probably ought to practice that, now we know it’s useful.” 
 
    Connors came into the bay with the replacement unit. 
 
    “Ah, you got the unit out. Good. Here’s the spare.” 
 
    “Is that a CM-23?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    Norton swapped units with Connors. 
 
    “I’ll go back to spares and put this in the ‘Failed’ rack.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    Norton lifted the new unit up to the opening in the rack, lined it up, and slid it in. It stopped about two inches short, and when he pushed harder, the bot leaned away from the rack. 
 
    “You need me to go back up there again?” Kmetz asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so. Just buck me from behind.” 
 
    Kmetz moved around behind Norton’s bot and up against it. Norton pushed again and the unit slid into place. 
 
    “Nice. Thanks.” 
 
    Norton grabbed the four captive thumb-screws one at a time and spun them down into place. He initiated the unit with the front-panel pushbutton. The unit went through its start-up procedure, and then the soft green light of operational status came on. 
 
    “Job done. OK, back to the barn.” 
 
    The two bots left the electronics bay, closed the door, and headed back out across the surface of the ship toward the HARPER container. Kmetz’s camera pod was swiveling around as they went. 
 
    “It really is pretty out here, ya know?” 
 
    Niigata was only a dozen or so light-years from a nebula, which dominated the sky in one direction. 
 
    Norton looked over at the nebula. 
 
    “Yeah? Look at the nebula in UV.” 
 
    Kmetz shifted his camera frequency into UV, then let out a low whistle. 
 
    “Damn. That’s somethin’.” 
 
    Connors was waiting at the foot of the ramp into the HARPER container. He hadn’t had to wait through the initialization of the new module. 
 
    “We come up green?” Connors asked. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re good,” Norton said, and waved up the ramp to the container. 
 
    The three bots motored up the ramp into the container and plugged in their charging lines, and the door of the container closed. 
 
      
 
    “OK, that was pretty sharp the way you went up and around onto the ceiling, Kmetz. Good thinking.” 
 
    “Thanks, Chief. It was in the training videos we could do that, something about the way they negate just the right magnets at the right time. When I saw it, I thought they were just fooling around, but it worked.” 
 
    “Yeah. Nice job. All three of you guys. Nice work.” 
 
    “Thanks, Chief,” Norton said. “You know, I been thinking. You know what would have helped out there? Jack screws on the back of the hands. I coulda grabbed the handles, and then used the screws to push on the rack.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea, Norton. You wanna write that up? We’re supposed to let them know if we need other capabilities.” 
 
    “Sure, Chief.” 
 
    “Include the camera feeds, so they can see what the issue is.” 
 
    “No problem, Chief.” 
 
      
 
    All six converted battleships arrived back in the Osaka system combat-capable, despite three module failures during their cruise. Bob Fielding was already testing a HARPER unit with jack screws on the hands by the time they arrived. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Release To Production 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vice Admiral Cory Dillon read the report of the second test cruise of the converted crewless battleships with satisfaction. Three module failures as before, but all repaired by the crews through the use of the HARPER system. Further, one failure had been of one of the new redundant comparator units, but the redundant unit brought the ship out of hyperspace properly, and in the right place. It hadn’t been a runaway ship, as HMS Peregrine had been on the first test cruise. 
 
    He would have no problems presenting this report to the Naval Operations Board of the Imperial Navy. He would need no excuses, make no arguments about fixes pending. 
 
    First, though, he owed someone a hearty congratulations. He placed a call to Fred Dunlop in VR. 
 
      
 
    Fred Dunlop was having the best day of his life. First he had received the report on the successful second test cruise of the converted crewless battleships. Then Vice Admiral Dillon had called to congratulate him personally. And now, after all the long months, his analysis crew had determined the recently submitted detail designs on the new generation of warships were serious efforts to faithfully implement the high-level design, and either would be acceptable for construction. 
 
    He considered what his recommendation on the new warships should be. He had two vendors who had come up with workable detail designs, and he had dozens of shipbuilders screaming for work. How did he chose between them? 
 
    Then his thinking shifted. Why choose between them? Maybe the best course was to let contracts for both detailed designs in each ship class, say ten thousand vessels to each shipbuilder. That would still only be a couple of percent of the overall build of twenty million ships anticipated by the Emperor. 
 
    Yes, there was no sense choosing between the designs or the shipbuilders at this stage. Give every shipbuilder some of the business, build equal numbers of the two sets of detail designs in each class, and let the Imperial Navy evaluate them in service. That evaluation would steer the rest of the acquisition. Dunlop’s job was not to decide in advance, but to evaluate after the fact. 
 
    There was also a recommendation to be made with regard to the conversion of existing conventional warships to crewless warships. With the successful testing of the first squadron of conversions, his recommendation would be to begin converting warships as fast as spacedock time allowed. For the conversions, the spacedocks weren’t required to be the full-up ones needed for laying down new ships, so there should be capacity to carry out the conversions even as new warship construction got into high gear. 
 
    The final recommendation, with regard to the HARPER system, was easiest. The system had proved its worth in the testing of the converted battleships. Of course, there would be modifications and enhanced capabilities going forward, but Jared Denny and his people had stuck to their modular design style. They had implemented the system as a single container and charging center for the HARPER units on a ship. That meant that, whenever a ship came in for service, the upgrade to a new HARPER system would be simple: disconnect the existing container – including the bots – from ship’s power, remove it, and replace it with a different container that had the new bots. The old container would be taken down to the planet and the bots rebuilt, reconditioned, and upgraded economically in a ground facility, usually the Imperial Fleet Base of the planet where the ship was being serviced. 
 
    Dunlop set about writing his recommendations. 
 
      
 
    “All right, gentlemen, new business first,” Dunham said. “Admiral Leicester, you sent a note that you had an item.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. The ship acquisition department has released its recommendations for the new warships, the conversion of existing warships, and the use of the HARPER system.” 
 
    “Excellent, Admiral Leicester. Are they recommendations we can act on?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. They recommend letting cost-plus contracts on both designs of each warship to every shipbuilder – about two percent of the total ships planned – to get things under way while they solicit bids for construction of the remaining number.” 
 
    “Both sets of designs are acceptable, Admiral Leicester?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. They want to evaluate Imperial Navy experience of the ship designs in service rather than make the decision from behind a desk based on paperwork alone.” 
 
    “That makes a lot of sense to me, Admiral Leicester.” 
 
    “To me as well, Sire. Some of my colleagues groused about them not making the decision, but I disagree. Experience with the designs will be the best teacher. Perhaps the best thing will be some combination of both.” 
 
    “And the conversions, Admiral Leicester?” 
 
    “They recommend proceeding with them as well, Sire, at whatever pace can be maintained by the spacedock facilities capable of the work but which are not suitable for laying down new ships.” 
 
    “Again, that seems sensible to me, Admiral Leicester. And the HARPER system?” 
 
    “They recommend proceeding with that as well, Sire. Those are all to be built groundside, as the system is self contained within a powered container. They can be easily swapped out and reworked groundside as the system matures, but right now it is already a huge improvement to readiness.” 
 
    “Has Budgets approved all of this, Admiral Leicester?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. It has been nearly two years since we stopped warship construction. The new construction budget money has sort of piled up. So they’ve already signed off on everything. I just wanted your input, Sire, before giving the go-ahead.” 
 
    “It’s your call, Admiral Leicester. If you want my advice, I will say it all sounds reasonable to me. But it is your decision to make, not mine.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. Very good, Sire. Then we are going to proceed on all three fronts.” 
 
      
 
    Gunther Kaube, the sector vice president for Imperial Bank in the Baden Sector, placed a VR call to Otto Stauss, the CEO of Stauss Interstellar Freight Services and Stauss Freighter Leasing. 
 
    “Stauss here.” 
 
    “Gunther Kaube, Mr. Stauss.” 
 
    “Ah, Mr. Kaube. What can I do for you today?” 
 
    “I wanted to let you know, sir, our shipbuilder clients have told us the freighters currently in their production queues will be the last ones laid down for a while. The Imperial Navy has just released a flood of new contracts for new ship construction and existing ship refitting. The Imperial Navy has locked up all available spacedock facilities in the Empire for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    “What an unexpected development, Mr. Kaube. Who would have guessed?” 
 
    “Actually, you did, Mr. Stauss.” 
 
    “Why, yes. Yes, I did. And how many new long-haul freighters will I have purchased by the time their production queues flush out, Mr. Kaube?” 
 
    “One hundred and fifty three thousand three hundred and some, Mr. Stauss. I don’t have the final number yet.” 
 
    “Incredible. Well, Mr. Kaube, I would like you to tell your shipbuilder clients when they receive inquiries about new freighter construction, they don’t have to disappoint their customers. They can send them to Stauss Freighter Leasing, and we can meet their customers’ needs, either purchase or lease, for new ships.” 
 
    “We have already done that, Mr. Stauss. Don’t forget the bank has a considerable investment in seeing you be successful in this venture. And the due date of your first interest payment on the first tranche of the loan is only six months out.” 
 
    “I love it when we’re all on the same side, Mr. Kaube.” 
 
      
 
    Jared Denny called a meeting of the full staff of Sintar Specialty Services. Bob Stewart and Ilia Sobol also attended. 
 
    “The department of ship acquisition has just let cost-plus contracts for the first four hundred thousand ships of the new designs. They also are gobbling up all the remaining spacedock time for conversion of existing battleships.” 
 
    “Wow,” Vipin Narang said. “Which designs did they choose?” 
 
    “Neither. It will be half of one and half of the other, for each ship type. Further acquisitions will be made on the basis of experience in service.” 
 
    “Smart,” Liu Jiang said. 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s not the biggest news. They let us a cost-plus contract for one million HARPER systems to be delivered over the next year.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Narang said. 
 
    “You heard me. Now what do we do?” 
 
    Sobol stirred in his chair. 
 
    “Ilia? Do you have input on this?” 
 
    “Yes. Let the whole thing out to a contract management firm, and have them parse out the construction to multiple manufacturing firms for fulfillment. These firms do just this sort of thing all the time. Bob and I can recommend some firms to look at. So get bids from them, turn it all over to them, and get out from under it. Don’t waste all this talent trying to learn contract management when you can hire it out. Instead, begin work on your next projects.” 
 
    “What are our next projects?” Denny asked. 
 
    “One, obviously, is to look into new capabilities and new applications for the HARPER system.” 
 
    “OK, that makes sense.” 
 
    “And I have a suggestion for a new project, as well,” Stewart said. 
 
    “What would that be, Bob?” Denny asked. 
 
    “Consider the case where a bunch of missiles are closing on an enemy ship formation. The enemy ships are looking for those missiles with sensor arrays and targeting them with laser point-defense guns. You with me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What could we come up with to blind those sensors for the last critical few seconds? A brilliant flash? A bunch of radio jamming? A nuclear EMP device? How can we disrupt the defense? If we can take them off-line for just a second or two, the missile attack will be much more effective.” 
 
    “We’d also have to make sure whatever we do doesn’t blind our own missiles,” Denny said. 
 
    “Of course. And you have to assume whatever we do will be copied, so we need a defense against it, as well.” 
 
    “I can’t believe something like this hasn’t been tried already,” Narang said. 
 
    “Oh, it has, it has,” Stewart said. “But not successfully. Various countermeasures were adopted to make it harder, but I wonder if there isn’t some stone unturned we can find. There should be a lot of different ways to break the defensive system. We just need one good one.” 
 
    “OK,” Denny said. “First things first. Jane, how about you and I get together with Ilia to work on the contract management issue? Vipin, you and Bertie and your teams should probably work on the counter-defense problem with Bob.” 
 
    “Works for me,” Narang said. 
 
    There were nods all around. 
 
    “All right. Jane, Ilia, let’s switch to VR channel 15.” 
 
    Denny, Liu, and Sobol disappeared from the conference room on VR channel 14, in which Vipin Narang, Bertha Townsend, and their teams started brainstorming with Bob Stewart on counter-defense. 
 
      
 
    The manufacturing capacity of the Sintaran Empire was immense beyond imagining. Even the Imperial Navy’s huge demands could scarcely put a dent in the capabilities of one hundred and fifty thousand planets. Automated manufacturing, robotic assembly lines, computer-controlled machining, three-D printing, computerized forging – all the dark-factory tools of the modern industrial economy were available across the Empire. 
 
    The problem was further simplified by the designs largely using existing components. The impellers, engines, sensor arrays, and electronics of the new ships were drawn directly from the older designs. 
 
    Within days of those cost-plus contracts and detail designs hitting the streets, the industrial might of the Empire starting churning out parts, assembling them into subassemblies, and building the subassemblies up into the major components of the new warships. 
 
    Unlike previous warships, those major components were all assembled in automated factories on the ground. The heavy-lift shuttles now in use allowed the big units to be lifted direct to spacedock intact, without the need to hand-assemble them in space. Even the electronics bays, the spares bays, and the HARPER bot containers were built and stocked on the ground and lifted directly to spacedock. 
 
      
 
    The heavy-lift shuttle maneuvered very slowly, moving just a few feet at a time, until it was within reach of the giant robotic arms of the spacedock. Slung below the huge shuttle itself was the massive structure of the engine assembly of a new battleship. The engine assembly managed to make the shuttle look small despite its size. 
 
    The robotic arms grabbed the engine assembly at its hard points, and the shuttle released its grip. Four massive engines made up the engine assembly, already connected to each other in the relative positions they would have in the assembled warship. The shuttle drifted slowly off on thrusters before spooling up its main engines for descent back to the planet and its next load. 
 
    The robotic arms – like the shuttle, under the computer-assisted control of a human pilot – pulled the engine assembly into the center of the spacedock where the frame of the new ship waited in its davits. The arms moved the assembly to the rear of the frame and lined up the engine assembly with the frame with finicky precision. Much smaller assembly arms used hydraulic hammers to pound massive tapered sheer pins into position in matching holes in the frame mounting tabs and the engine assembly hard points. More robotic arms, their bases maneuvering on the rails and ribs of the spacedock, descended on the connection points and began welding the assemblies together. 
 
    The traverse of the largest pair of robotic arms ran down their tracks to the end of the spacedock where another shuttle was maneuvering for position. Slung below it was the electromagnetic impeller assembly. For all its size, the heavy-lift shuttle looked like a hummingbird carrying a two-foot length of water pipe. The robotic arms took possession of the impeller, and the shuttle released it and drifted off on thrusters before spooling up its engines and heading groundside. 
 
    The robotic arms oriented the impeller along the axis of the ship and slowly lowered it into the center of the spacedock above the frame in front of the engines. Once aligned, the traverse began moving aft, sliding the impeller into its home in the gap at the center of the engine cluster. 
 
    “Would ya look at that shit,” said Adam Gaudynski, welding foreman on the spacedock. “It’s like playin’ with blocks.” 
 
    “That’s the idea,” said Norm Chesney, spacedock shift supervisor. “Plug it together and get it outta here, then do it again. And again and again and again.” 
 
    “And the impeller sticks way out the front like that?” 
 
    “Yeah. See that plasma conduit? Goes out to them thrusters there about a third of the way back. When they want to flip ship, it spins like a top.” 
 
    “Yeah, it would, with them thrusters out on the stick like that. Whip the whole thing around like nothin’.” 
 
    “Just make sure your guys get the weld right on that plasma conduit, or there won’t be anything left to flip around.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, we got it. This ain’t our first big dance.” 
 
    They continued to watch as the construction arms pounded tapered sheer pins into the impeller mounts. 
 
    “How many of these we s’posed to build?” Gaudynski asked. 
 
    “Us, or the company?” 
 
    “Company.” 
 
    “Ten thousand.” 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    “Yeah, and everybody else is doin’ the same. All the big shipbuilders. And this is just the test run. The real production numbers will be a hundred times that.” 
 
    “Fuck me. Well. I hope nobody decides to give the Navy a bad time. I predict if they do, they’re gonna have a real bad day.” 
 
    “I think that’s the general idea.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Decisions, Decisions, Decisions 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you for meeting with me, Your Highness,” said the Honorable Frederick Cloverdale, Ambassador to Estvia for the Democracy of Planets 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Ambassador. It is always nice to see you,” King Michael said. “Please, have a seat.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Highness.” 
 
    They both sat, and a steward poured coffee and left. Cloverdale, as was his custom, took two cookies on a small dessert plate, and, copying the king, set it on the arm of his chair. 
 
    “This is not one of our regularly scheduled meetings, Mr. Ambassador. I take it something has come up.” 
 
    “Indeed, Your Highness. Indeed. As I had predicted, Sintar has resumed warship production.” 
 
    “But you would expect that, Mr. Ambassador, wouldn’t you? Have they not just returned to the status quo?” 
 
    “No, Your Highness. Our information is they have started a major building program. The Imperial Navy is swallowing up all the yard capacity in the entire Sintaran Empire. Freighter construction. which was previously carried on in parallel with warship construction, has come to a halt entirely.” 
 
    “Interesting. Well, the lack of freighter construction should represent an opportunity for your shipbuilders, Mr. Ambassador. Shippers will get their new freighters from somewhere.” 
 
    “Alas, no, Your Highness. The surplus of freighters Sintar built up during its hiatus of warship construction has left them with a lot of product to move.” 
 
    “Ah. A pity.” 
 
    King Michael sipped his coffee. 
 
    “And you consider this resumption of warship construction – and with such, er, enthusiasm – to be significant, Mr. Ambassador?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, Your Majesty. With no freighter construction at all, the Empire’s capacity could produce as many as two hundred thousand new warships a year. If they hold up on retiring older vessels, in ten years they will have doubled the number of their warships.” 
 
    “Sobering numbers, Mr. Ambassador.” 
 
    “To be sure, Your Highness. Given that, I wondered if you had completed your review of your defensive posture with specific regard to the purchase of DP warships. We have a number of squadrons coming available every week, and delivery could be most timely.” 
 
    “From your report, Mr. Ambassador, it doesn’t sound like we would be able to hold off the Imperial Navy with ten thousand new ships.” 
 
    “Ah, but you need not be invincible, Your Highness. You just need to be more trouble than the next fellow.” 
 
    “Hoping the Empire will look first where the defense is least.” 
 
    “Exactly, Your Highness.” 
 
    King Michael considered – or appeared to – and then nodded his head. 
 
    “Mr. Ambassador, I think it’s time we discussed more specific numbers, in terms of ships, dates, and prices.” 
 
    “Very good, Your Highness.” 
 
    Cloverdale reached into the file envelope in his lap and withdrew a thin document. 
 
    “I took the liberty of bringing along a little schedule of what is becoming available, when, and the approximate costs, Your Highness. That last is open to negotiation of course.” 
 
      
 
    Democracy of Planets Prime Minister Harold Pinter was meeting with his Defense Minister, Pavel Isaev, and his Foreign Minister, Jules Morel. They were in the prime minister’s office in the Executive Building, in the side seating area. The wide picture windows gave a splendid view down the Central Mall to the Legislative Building. 
 
    “So how is our little project with regard to Sintar going?” Pinter asked. 
 
    “Pretty well, I think,” Morel said. “People are starting to be concerned about Sintar under this new emperor of theirs.” 
 
    “Good. But if Sintar makes countermoves? Moves that are explicitly peaceful? 
 
    “It won’t matter at this point.” 
 
    “It won’t?” 
 
    “No. In the frame we’ve been developing, it will merely convince people we’re right. ‘You see? They’re trying to lull you into complacency for their big move against you.’ We can make anything they do fit our narrative.” 
 
    “That seems amazing to me,” Pinter said. “Well, you’re the expert in this area, Jules.” 
 
    “We’ve got it covered, Harold. Not a problem.” 
 
    “What about warships?” Pinter asked. “Are the independent star nations buying any?” 
 
    Morel turned to Isaev. 
 
    “Actually, yes,” Isaev said. “We currently retire over a hundred thousand ships a year. Our retirements are all booked for sale through the next year, including the ones we built up over the last year by not scrapping them in anticipation of selling them. Even Estvia is buying some of our warships, and they’re pretty gun-shy about ticking off Sintar after that little unpleasantness a couple years back.” 
 
    “Amazing. So our plan is actually working,” Pinter said. 
 
    “Apparently so,” Morel said. “So far, at least. The independent star nations are more distrusting of Sintar, and the whole area is arming up.” 
 
    “When do we go on to the next step, Jules? Getting the independents to join into an alliance?” 
 
    “I think probably another year. Let’s let them get our warships into service and feel confident about them and their ability to use them.” 
 
    “OK. That makes sense to me.” 
 
    “In the meantime, though, we should probably start heating things up a little. A little commerce raiding, perhaps. No matter how Sintar responds to that, it will reinforce the framing we have already imposed. That will set the stage for independent star nations to ally.” 
 
    “All right, Jules. Go ahead with that when you and Pavel think it best. Keep an eye on things, and let me know if we need to change anything.” 
 
    “Will do, Harold.” 
 
      
 
    It was their favorite time, cuddled up on the chaise on the pool deck of the Emperor’s private gardens on a Saturday afternoon, after Peters had swum her laps. It was just a bit on the chilly side, which made the warm sunshine welcome. 
 
    “So the new warships are starting to come in?” Peters asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Dunham said. “They’re rolling in by the hundreds, and starting to work up.” 
 
    “How are we crewing them all?” 
 
    “We’re also sending current warships we would normally have retired over the last two years to the smaller spacedocks for conversion to the crewless types. As crews come off of those ships, we have enough personnel to spread around to the new ships.” 
 
    “I’m surprised there’s enough crew coming off the old ships to man the new ones.” 
 
    “The new ships have only half the crew to start with. There’s no environmental section, so there’s no potable water supply management or processing or testing, no waste management or processing or testing, no atmospheric monitoring or carbon dioxide processing, no temperature and humidity maintenance, no pressure maintenance. We’re doing quite a bit of training of people out of those specialties into the ones we still need, but they’re all technical people, so it’s working out. And don’t forget a single crew may have four or six or eight or even ten physical ships they are working crew on.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right. How did I forget that? So there’s plenty of people if you figure that all in.” 
 
    “Yeah, and it’s a good thing. The ships are really rolling in. But Leicester says he has a handle on it. And a lot of the ships are picket ships, which are basically robot ships. Not fully, but they spend most of their time in hyperspace, so one small crew can manage several of those.” 
 
    “Wow. It’s completely remaking the Navy.” 
 
    “Yeah. You’re going to have guys coming into the Navy now that spend their entire careers crewing ships, doing patrols, fighting space battles, and never leave their home planet. They may never actually see a ship except in VR.” 
 
    “And they’ll never be in harm’s way.” 
 
    “Which is the whole point. We never lose all that experience. Instead we gain experience constantly. Even from our mistakes.” 
 
    They fell quiet for a while. Peters broke the silence. 
 
    “What is Sintar Specialty Services up to now?” she asked. 
 
    “Making a lot of money, I suspect. They’re getting design royalties on all the ships, plus they’re the lead contractor on all the HARPER systems.” 
 
    “Did they farm out the contract management?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Then I wonder what they’re up to.” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Because they have a track record, Bobby. Anything they’re working on is likely to turn out to be really important sometime down the line. Don’t forget the HARPER system wasn’t something the Navy asked for. It was something they proposed and had ready by the time the Navy realized they needed it.” 
 
    “Hmm. So you think they’re on to something else?” 
 
    “They’re not the types to sit around. I would keep an eye on them. A helpful eye. You know. Make sure they have whatever they need, in terms of data or access to personnel or records or specifications, stuff like that. Whatever they’re up to, we’re probably going to like it in the end. Let’s make sure there aren’t any roadblocks in their way.” 
 
    “That’s probably smart. I’ll let Saaret know.” 
 
    Once again, they lapsed into silence. Peters cuddled closer to Dunham for several minutes. 
 
    “Bobby?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “It’s been a couple of years. I think it’s time.” 
 
    Dunham knew what she was talking about. There was only one item on their personal calendar that had been scheduled a couple of years out. 
 
    “The DP is trying to foment a war, Amanda.” 
 
    “Which could take years to boil up and years more to decide. Bobby, I don’t know there is any perfect time to have children, in terms of the outside world. But I do know it’s getting to be time for me. I’m twenty-eight now, and it’s only going to get harder and more dangerous from here out.” 
 
    “Ah. You’re probably right.” 
 
    Peters didn’t say anything. She let Dunham roll the idea around in his mind. 
 
    “So how do we even go about it?” Dunham asked. 
 
    “I need to tell my nanites to suspend activity and let my natural cycle resume, and then we should probably wait a couple cycles for things to steady out. To make sure my system is back to normal. The nanites will tell me when we need to abstain if I don’t want to conceive that month.” 
 
    “Well, that sounds pretty easy.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not hard. We just need to decide.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re good with it, we can go ahead.” 
 
    “You want me to tell the nanites to suspend preventing pregnancy?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “OK. There’s probably one more thing I should tell you, Bobby. My mother is a twin. It runs in the female line, and it usually skips a generation. So we may get more than one, right off.” 
 
    “Twins? That would be something, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s a harder pregnancy, but it’s not as hard as two pregnancies. And I’ll have plenty of help. It’s not like we don’t have staff, or I have to do housework, or something.” 
 
    “Twins. That sounds nice, actually.” 
 
    “Well, there are no guarantees, Bobby. It’s not even fifty-fifty odds. But it is a possibility I thought I should warn you about.” 
 
    “No, I’m good with it, Amanda. Either way.” 
 
    Dunham pulled her closer. 
 
    “So when will you tell the nanites to suspend?” 
 
    “I already have.” 
 
      
 
    Jared Denny and his associates at Sintar Specialty Services had made about as much progress as they could on the electronic countermeasures program. What they needed to continue was primarily technical data. Highly classified technical data. The next thing they would need was even worse: actual platform time, with real warships. This would be ridiculously expensive unless the Imperial Navy took it on. 
 
    He was trying to decide how to proceed when he got a mail from Fred Dunlop, the head of the ship acquisition department. The subject was ‘Award of Contract.’ That was surprising, because Sintar Specialty Services didn’t have any open bids with the Navy at the moment. 
 
    Denny read through the mail message. Cost-plus, no-bid contract for Project X. Details classified. Contractor to have access to classified technical materials as required for completion of project. Contractor to have access to military personnel and systems as required for completion of project.  
 
    It was a complete blank check. The only thing it didn’t say is what the hell Project X was. 
 
      
 
    “Fred Dunlop.” 
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Dunlop. Jared Denny here.” 
 
    “Ah, Mr. Denny. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I am in receipt of your message regarding Project X.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Denny. Is everything in order?” 
 
    “Mr. Dunlop, the only thing your message doesn’t include is a description of Project X.” 
 
    “Ah. I see. Yes. Well, the orders came down from the Projects group in Imperial Administration. When I asked my Projects coordinator, they had no further information for me about Project X other than this award of contract had come out of the Imperial Palace. The Co-Consul’s office, as a matter of fact.” 
 
    “The Co-Consul’s office?” 
 
    “Yes. And when my Projects coordinator asked the Co-Consul’s office what Project X is, they were told the following, and I quote: ‘We assume they are working on something. Whatever it is, see they get whatever funds and help they need.’ Close quote.” 
 
    “No shit.” 
 
    “My words exactly, Mr. Denny. It seems you have fans upstairs. Way upstairs. I assume that, in fact, you are working on something?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. And we were just about to the point we would need to stop without access to classified technical information and actual weapons platforms.” 
 
    “That will no longer be a problem, Mr. Denny. You just let me know what you need, and I will take care of it personally.” 
 
    “Do you want to know what the project is, Mr. Dunlop?” 
 
    “I would actually prefer not to know, Mr. Denny. Not until you are much further along. Until you are ready to present findings and recommendations. In the meantime, just let me know what you need.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you appoint a contact for us, Mr. Dunlop? I mean, I’m sure you have lots of other things going on. That’s a big department.” 
 
    “Which mostly runs itself. No, Mr. Denny. When the orders come directly from the Co-Consul’s office, I will be more than happy to personally ensure they are carried out with the enthusiasm and dispatch required.” 
 
      
 
    Two months later, lying on the chaise on the pool deck after she had swum her laps, Peters had news for Dunham. 
 
    “Bobby, now’s the time. I ovulated yesterday. Actually, my nanites tell me I ovulated twice yesterday, so we’re probably looking at twins.” 
 
    “The nanites tell you that?” 
 
    “Well, they’re not doing anything else right now, and they’re just hanging around, so yeah, they give me information like that.” 
 
    “And you’re sure, Amanda?” 
 
    “Sure I want to start a child, or sure it’s gonna be twins?” 
 
    “Sure you want to start a child.” 
 
    “Absolutely. C’mon, Marine. You’ve got the range. Fire for effect.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Plans, Counterplans, And Bots 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Honorable Frederick Cloverdale, Ambassador to Estvia from the Democracy of Planets, was once again visiting with King Michael VI, hereditary king of Estvia. Coffee had been poured and cookies selected. 
 
    “You asked for this meeting, Mr. Ambassador. What is our topic today?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness. My first order of business today is to ask how the delivery of the first group of warships went, and how they are working out for you.” 
 
    “There have been some minor teething issues, Mr. Ambassador. It is new equipment for us, and we’re having to learn how to use it effectively. But your representatives have been most helpful in getting things sorted out.” 
 
    “Ah. Good. I am always concerned when delivering equipment that all goes smoothly, Your Highness. I’m glad we have been able to work through any issues that came up.” 
 
    “So far, everything has been well handled, Mr. Ambassador.” 
 
    “Excellent. On to the second matter. I wanted to stop by, Your Highness, and inform you confidentially of something that has come to our attention.” 
 
    “Very well, Mr. Ambassador. I assume it has something to do with Sintar?” 
 
    “Yes, and more so with some of your colleagues, Your Highness. Apparently, some of them have decided to take more direct action to discourage Sintar from expanding trade into the independent star nations.” 
 
    “What sort of direct action, Mr. Ambassador?” 
 
    “Commerce raiding on Sintaran shipping, Your Highness.” 
 
    “That is unlikely to work out well, Mr. Ambassador. Sintar will take a very dim view of such activities. They are courting reprisals.” 
 
    “Not necessarily, Your Highness. They are carrying out these activities in other star nations’ space, and using warships we recently delivered. It is almost impossible to tell who is doing what, when everyone is using the same ship designs.” 
 
    “Well, they had better not try it here, Mr. Ambassador. Estvia will treat any such activities as simple piracy. We have already been the target of reprisals from Sintar, and I have no desire to repeat the experience. Foreign warships in our space had best mind their manners.” 
 
    “I may be able to convey your desires back through diplomatic channels so as to avoid any incidents here, Your Highness. I cannot guarantee anything, of course.” 
 
    “I understand, Mr. Ambassador. Do your best, though, if you would. I have no desire Estvia be singled out for Sintar’s attentions again.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for meeting with me, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness. It’s good to see you again.” 
 
    Dunham and King Michael shook hands and then both sat in the club chairs in the featureless room of the VR simulation. 
 
    “I wanted to bring you up to date on where we are with the DP, and also to share with you something the DP’s ambassador told me.” 
 
    “Please proceed, Your Highness.” 
 
    “We have taken delivery of the first group of DP warships, Your Majesty. My people are learning the systems now, and putting them through exercises. I hope to have the plans and performance data soon, which I will be happy to share with you.” 
 
    “That would be most welcome, Your Highness.” 
 
    “The other news is more disturbing, Your Majesty. The DP ambassador said that ‘some of my colleagues’ – identity unspecified – have decided to take more direct measures to discourage Sintaran shipping. Specifically, commerce raiding on Sintaran shipping. I had the impression he was trying to encourage me to do the same.” 
 
    “They do not fear reprisals, Your Highness?” 
 
    “The DP ambassador said they were planning to undertake such activities in other star systems using recently purchased DP warships. It would be almost impossible to tell who was doing it, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Even if it was the DP themselves, Your Highness.” 
 
    “That had occurred to me as well, Your Majesty. If the DP wants to ratchet things up, they can undertake the commerce raiding themselves, and say, ‘It’s not us. Lots of people are using our hardware these days.’ That may have been their plan in selling their retiring front-line hardware in the first place.” 
 
    “How did you respond to him, Your Highness, if I might ask?” 
 
    “I told him they had better not do any such thing in Estvian space, Your Majesty. That we would treat it as simple piracy. I gave him the explanation we had already been the target of reprisals from Sintar, and I didn’t want Estvia to be singled out by you again.” 
 
    Dunham nodded. Reinforcing belief in the existence of bad blood between Estvia and Sintar would keep King Michael in the loop of communications as the DP continued to stir up trouble between Sintar and the independent star nations. And it was a perfect excuse for telling the DP ambassador commerce raiders better not be operating in Estvia. 
 
    “That was well played, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty. What is your likely response to such raiding?” 
 
    “The traditional defense against commerce raiding is convoys and warships, Your Highness. Another option here is to cut back on our international shipping, but that is likely exactly what the DP wants. Any shortage in shipping or import-export trade would be happily made up by the DP. I am unlikely to accommodate them there. I’ll have to see what we come up with. Something a little more unexpected might be best. I have no clue yet what that might be. It would also be nice to figure out who was doing it.” 
 
    “Then you could, er, more directly express your displeasure and discourage the practice, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Exactly, Your Highness.” 
 
    Dunham’s white-blue eyes grew cold, and King Michael shuddered with a sudden chill. 
 
    “Exactly,” he repeated. 
 
      
 
    “So that’s the situation. Thanks to King Michael, we know someone is going to start commerce raiding our commercial vessels. The open question is, What do we do about it?” 
 
    “The problem is that, once a freighter makes down-transition from hyperspace, it’s reliant on the local hypergates to get back into hyperspace,” Saaret said. “It’s trapped in the system with the pirates, with less acceleration and maneuverability and no way to defend itself.” 
 
    “We could rig some of them as Q-ships,” Dunham said. 
 
    “That might work once or twice, but a Q-ship has no chance against a full-up warship that knows what it’s dealing with.” 
 
    “I think one important thing would be to find out who it is,” Peters said. “How can we figure out who is doing it? If we did that, we can make it clear we don’t like it much.” 
 
    “That will be a problem,” Dunham said. “Let’s say we send along some military assets with some of our freighters, and they surprise a raider and blow it to dust bunnies. How do we figure out whose it is? We know it’s going to be a DP warship, but who’s operating it?” 
 
    “Personnel would probably be easiest,” Saaret said. “Uniforms, identification cards, DNA. Computer memories would tell us a lot, too, if we could find one of the main computers in the wreckage. We just need one of the redundant memory modules.” 
 
    “And how do we sort through the wreckage, in a hostile system, with no way out other than the local hypergate?” Dunham asked. 
 
    “We could stage a lot of our hyperspace projector ships toward the frontiers,” Saaret said. “If they were closer, the military assets could protect the freighter until the projector ship could get there. We could have additional military assets show up in the meantime. If the local system sent their own military out to cause trouble, having ours show up and kick them around might be a salutary lesson as well.” 
 
    “We still have the problem of inspecting the wreckage,” Dunham said. “That’s a specialist’s job. Not just anybody can go EVA, transfer to the debris of the other ship, know what they’re looking for and where to look, and get back with any evidence for analysis.” 
 
    Saaret nodded, but Peters was lost in her thoughts. She suddenly started. 
 
    “HARPER units,” Peters said. “Have a specialty HARPER unit for the job. One that can maneuver EVA. We can have a specialist running it from anywhere in the Empire.” 
 
    “OK, now that’s a good idea,” Saaret said. “But a specialty unit? Which ships would we put it on to make sure we had them where we needed them?” 
 
    “Actually, we could probably use having one or two of those on every ship,” Dunham said. “It’s not like it wouldn’t be useful in more conventional ways. Just add one to the standard inventory.” 
 
    “Do you want me to run this through Projects?” Saaret asked. 
 
    “No, I want to keep it quieter than that for now,” Dunham said. “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
      
 
    Jared Denny was just starting his day when he got a priority message. He gulped when he saw the Imperial header. Only one person in the three hundred trillion residents of the Sintaran Empire could generate that header, and he wasn’t a subject. 
 
    It was an invitation to a VR channel, and Denny went full immersive on the channel. He found himself in a simulation of a well-appointed office. A man in his mid-thirties sat behind an expensive desk, his hands clasped on the desk. His white-blue eyes were instantly recognizable to Denny, who had watched the Imperial coronation two years before. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Mr. Denny. Be seated.” 
 
    It must be afternoon in Imperial City, though it was morning for Denny. He sat down in a comfortable padded chair before the desk. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Mr. Denny, I have a project for you. I don’t want to run it through Projects because I want to keep it quieter than that for now. Just your group. When you have something, you can report it to me, and then we’ll open it up a bit, all right?” 
 
    “Certainly, Sire.” 
 
    “You can do this under the Project X umbrella. I directed that you be given an open-ended project, and I think that’s what they called it. Is that right?” 
 
    So Project X came direct from the Emperor? That explained the blank check. 
 
    “Yes, Sire. That’s right.” 
 
    “Good. Here’s what I need, Mr. Denny. I need a HARPER unit that can go EVA, off the ship, maneuver to the wreckage of another ship close by, inspect it for evidence of various kinds to determine whose ship it is, and return with the evidence. That could be just the video evidence from the VR, it could be computer evidence like memory modules, it could be DNA evidence from bodies. It might need to cut that evidence away from the debris. Do you think you can do that?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not, Sire. Would this be a specialty unit? Or part of the standard HARPER kit?” 
 
    “Probably part of the standard HARPER kit, Mr. Denny. Some of those capabilities, especially maneuvering off-ship, would be useful in a lot of other scenarios, I would think. That is the part we will go public with in a ‘ho-hum, yet another version’ kind of way. But the specific task of wreckage inspection we will keep close. Very close. Just your team, please.” 
 
    “Certainly, Sire.” 
 
    “All right, Mr. Denny. That’s the assignment. Any other questions?” 
 
    “Timeframe, Sire?” 
 
    “It is a near-term need, Mr. Denny, so what speed you can manage, while getting it right, will be appreciated.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. We’ve got it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Denny.” 
 
    And with that, the Emperor dropped the connection. 
 
      
 
    “All right, everybody,” Denny said, “we have a new assignment under Project X. This is a near-term need, so it’s our highest priority.” 
 
    “Did this come in from ship acquisition?” Narang asked. 
 
    “No. It came from the Imperial Palace.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “What he wants is a HARPER unit that can maneuver off-ship, in space. That can transfer from one ship to another in close proximity. A few miles, I think.” 
 
    “We’ve talked about that before,” Liu said, “but we didn’t see a need.” 
 
    “OK, so that will be the more open requirement. The top-secret requirement is that this unit can go to the wreckage of another ship, and be used to figure out who’s ship it was. I think they’re anticipating some anonymous attacks, and they want to be able to figure out who’s doing them.” 
 
    “And when do they want this?” Liu asked. 
 
    “Yesterday, but tomorrow will have to be good enough. I got the impression if he had them now, he would be happier, but I was specifically asked to get them as fast as we could get them right. So this is job one.” 
 
    “You keep saying he. Who’s he?” 
 
    “The Emperor. He gave me this assignment directly.” 
 
      
 
    The fastest way to get the job done was, as before, to buy commercial subassemblies that could be attached to the HARPER common frame. There was even a modular propulsion unit available. It was manufactured for remote-control assembly robots in spacedocks, and had the range and capacity to well exceed the requirements. Best of all, it already had a VR control interface that had been shaken out. 
 
    By luck, the propulsion units were stocked in the system in which Bob Fielding lived, and the Project X access to Navy personnel and facilities allowed him to test the prototype unit between ships in orbit for refitting and restocking. 
 
    They had only had the assignment a month when Denny sent a message to the private mail address that had sent him the VR request under Imperial header. He got an acknowledgement an hour later and entered immersive VR to find himself once again in the simulated office across the simulated desk from the Emperor’s avatar. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Denny. Problems?” 
 
    “No, Your Majesty. We’ve completed the assignment.” 
 
    “So soon?” 
 
    “We had actually thought about the off-ship capability before, Sire, and suitable propulsion units are available as a modular assembly. They’re used in spacedocks. We tested one on a HARPER unit and it works very well. The other capabilities were already part of the HARPER line-up.” 
 
    “Push me the specifications, Mr. Denny.” 
 
    Denny pushed the file, and Dunham flipped through it. The simulation played it as if Denny had put a paper document on the desk and Dunham had picked it up and leafed through it. 
 
    “Excellent, Mr. Denny. Add these units to your existing contract for HARPER units. Two per HARPER container, with enough initial production to update deployed systems.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. And the paperwork for that?” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it, Mr. Denny.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. Thank you, Sire.” 
 
      
 
    Fred Dunlop looked at the change request that had just come down from Projects. That was an unusual route for it, but it required only an addendum to the HARPER unit acquisition contract to implement. 
 
    He drew up the addendum to the contract and sent it on to Sintar Specialty Services. They, in turn, sent it on to their contract management vendor, and soon the new units began coming off the assembly lines. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Project X 
 
      
 
      
 
    “OK, back to electronic countermeasures. So where are we at?” Denny asked. 
 
    “The information we’ve been getting from the Navy is really helpful. They have a whole lot of testing data of weapons and sensors. Some of it backs up what we originally thought, and some runs counter to it. 
 
    “First, firing off a nuclear weapon to confuse or blind the sensors doesn’t work very well. The offensive weapons are nukes, and so this is the environment the sensors are designed to work in. It actually confuses the offensive weapons’ sensors more than shipboard sensors, because they’re much smaller arrays and are working with weaker signals. 
 
    “Similarly with EMP. This was expected in the sensors’ normal operational environment, so it was planned on from the beginning. Again, the offensive missiles themselves are more susceptible to the effect, because they are smaller systems with less room and power for shielding and mitigation. 
 
    “That said, there are other opportunities. The sensor arrays include, among other things, active radar and lidar systems. If we can spoof them, by jamming the original reflection, and then rebroadcasting the incoming signal with a time delay, we can make the array think the missiles are further away.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t they show up on the same bearing, though?” Narang asked. 
 
    “Yes, but if the array thinks they’re out of range, it will delay firing until they get closer. We’ve shortened the engagement time.” 
 
    “I can’t believe nobody’s done this before,” Denny said. 
 
    “Oh, they have. The issue is that the sensor array processor looks for spoofed data by comparing the radar, lidar, and visual sensors. If you spoof one, it gets outvoted. Unless you spoof two, you get no effect.” 
 
    “I would think the visual sensor would be the overriding one,” Narang said. 
 
    “No, the visual sensor is there as a tie-breaker in the voting of the other two. They are much more accurate.” 
 
    “OK, so we spoof two systems at once then, that’s the solution?” Denny asked. 
 
    “Well, the problem with spoofing two is you end up with a ECM package that’s so big, you can’t put a warhead in the missile.” 
 
    “Well, that would certainly be a disadvantage,” Denny said. “How do you get around that?” 
 
    “We don’t. We have one warhead that does all the calculations for a group of missiles, and then sends them all instructions on what to do.” 
 
    “It does all the calculations?” Narang said. 
 
    “Yes. It decodes the chirp, jams the initial reflection, then sends the chirp to the rest and they add the delay it specifies.” 
 
    “On both radar and lidar?” Narang asked. 
 
    “Yes. They just need to have the radar and lidar emitters, and they are low power because they are simulating the reflected signal. That part’s easy.” 
 
    “So what’s the hard part?”Denny asked. 
 
    “Getting the parameters right on the ECM missile. How much jamming, on what frequency, what delays to use. All of that is going to take some tuning.” 
 
    “Any other bad parts?” Denny asked. 
 
    “Yes. It’s not that hard for someone to figure out what we did and redesign the sensor suite to defeat it. Probably a year for somebody like the DP, assuming some ships survive the encounter with good tactical recordings. Longer for the smaller nation states.” 
 
    “Then why even do it?” Denny asked. 
 
    “Because, for that period, whatever it is, the Navy will be unstoppable.” 
 
    “And we can spend that time coming up with something else,” Narang said. 
 
    “We still need more data, though. Do you think they may have more data they can share with us about these systems, Jared?” Liu asked. 
 
    “I’ll ask.” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Denny. What can I do for you today?” 
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Dunlop. I need to ask for more information, but I’m not exactly sure how to ask for it. I mean, I’m not sure what information might be available, so I don’t know how to ask for anything specifically. I thought I might tell you what general area Project X is working on currently, and you could make a general inquiry.” 
 
    “That works for me, Mr. Denny. No more than you need to tell me, please.” 
 
    “Certainly, Mr. Dunlop. We need whatever information we can get on defensive measures and countermeasures. Specifically in missile battles between warships. Specifications, test results, after-action reports – anything like that.” 
 
    “All right, Mr. Denny. I’ll pass it on and see what we can find for you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Dunlop.” 
 
    Dunlop passed the request down within his own organization. He also passed it up to Projects, as they might know of information that existed outside of the ship acquisition department. 
 
    Dunlop’s Projects contact, having gotten the orders for Project X from the Co-Consul’s office, passed the request up the chain, where it passed across the desk of Amanda Peters. 
 
      
 
    Denny got a VR call request under an Imperial header, but it was not the Emperor. It was the Empress. He went full immersive and found himself in a simulated conference room. The Empress sat at the table. Her avatar was her last public image, in her wedding dress, barefoot, with the crown jewels across her chest and multi-colored roses in her hair. 
 
    “Be seated, Mr. Denny.” 
 
    “Yes, Milady.” 
 
    “I have something for you, but you must not say where you got it. And don’t even ask where I got it. It is for your group’s use alone. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Milady.” 
 
    A large-format document, like a stack of blueprints, appeared on the table, and the Empress shoved it across to him, the VR’s method of simulating the file transfer that was the actual underlying action. 
 
    Denny took one look at the title bloc on the first page of the thick stack. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Denny said. 
 
    “Will that help your effort, Mr. Denny?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, Milady. Thank you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Denny.” 
 
    The Empress cut the connection, and Denny found himself back in his home office. He was shaking. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you won’t believe what I just got,” Denny said. 
 
    “What? What have you got?” Narang asked. 
 
    “This.” 
 
    Denny pushed the file to Narang and Liu, which the VR simulated as laying the document out on the table. The title block on the first page read, ‘Democracy of Planets, Freedom-Class Battleship – Defensive Sensors Suite – Specifications and Performance.’ 
 
    “Where did you get that?” Liu asked. 
 
    “I was told not to say.” 
 
    “Where did they get it?” Narang asked. 
 
    “I was told not to ask.” 
 
    Narang reverently turned the pages one at a time, with Liu hanging on every page. 
 
    “Oh, my God. Look at this,” Liu said, pointing to the current page. 
 
    Narang ran his finger down one of the columns. 
 
    “It’s actually not as capable as ours. Our ECM should work pretty good on this setup.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Liu said, “but it gives the frequencies.” 
 
    “This is a big deal?” Denny asked. 
 
    “Of course. Everybody uses frequency-agile radar. It makes jamming much harder. But not if you know their frequencies.” 
 
    “Ah. So this will be helpful, then?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Liu said. “You could say that.” 
 
      
 
    They were sitting in the living room reading after dinner that evening. 
 
    “Oh, I meant to ask you,” Dunham said. “Did you give Mr. Denny the package I gave you?” 
 
    “Yes. He seemed rather stunned by it.” 
 
    “I would imagine so.” 
 
    “What I don’t understand is why you wanted me to give it to him.” 
 
    “If the document leaks out of Mr. Denny’s group – and I don’t expect it to, at least not until it doesn’t matter – I want to be able to honestly assure King Michael that I didn’t give it to them. At the same time, I don’t want to distribute the document to someone else to pass it to them. At this point, I trust Mr. Denny and his group to keep it confidential more than anyone else who could pass it on to them. Except you.” 
 
    “I see. A bit of a misrepresentation to King Michael, then.” 
 
    “A bit. But it’s in his best interest, too. That it is in his best interest, though, might not be well understood by him before it could be a problem, if it leaks. He won’t understand, can’t understand, until we use whatever it is Mr. Denny’s working on. And that is something I will hold in reserve. If this all goes as badly as it could, I want some hole cards.” 
 
    “Which you are not going to tell King Michael about.” 
 
    “Correct. He is going to be under tremendous pressure to act together with the other independent star nations. When it comes down to the crunch, he can be trusted to act in Estvia’s best interests without regard to his assurances to me, just as I can be trusted to act in Sintar’s best interests without regard to my assurances to him. We will both be forsworn to each other before we will abandon our primary obligations to our own nations. And we both understand that about each other. So he doesn’t get to see my hole cards.” 
 
    “But, if there are problems, you will be able to tell him it wasn’t you.” 
 
    “Yes. To smooth over the temporary problem, while acting in our mutual best interest overall.” 
 
    “Convoluted.” 
 
    “Oh, it will get worse before it gets better. The DP is sowing trouble all over. Who knows where it will end?” 
 
    “May they reap what they sow.” 
 
    “They will, Amanda. They will.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Because making sure that happens is part of my job.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 It Begins 
 
      
 
      
 
    The SCV Queen of Commerce dropped out of hyperspace in the Phalia System, capital planet of the Kingdom of Phalia, and started making her way to the planet. 
 
    As she built velocity to the planet, a ship that had been spacing across the system changed vector in her direction. This ship was not squawking a transponder code. As she neared the Queen of Commerce, the captain of the Queen of Commerce hailed her on open channels, asking her intent. There was no reply. 
 
    The Queen of Commerce changed course to avoid her, but her 0.75g acceleration was no match for the unidentified ship, which was accelerating at a 1.5g warship acceleration level. 
 
    When the unidentified ship was within a quarter-million miles, it fired a single missile at the Queen of Commerce. The big freighter went to evasive maneuvers, but the missile’s initial velocity from the warship’s impeller and its additional 10g acceleration made the Queen of Commerce easy pickings. 
 
    The nuclear warhead shattered the big freighter’s massive engines, which resulted in a plasma explosion that gutted the ship, and she broke up. 
 
    The Queen of Commerce was lost with all hands. 
 
      
 
    “We are starting to see higher-than-normal loss rates among freighters traveling to other star nations, Your Majesty,” Saaret said. 
 
    “Higher than normal, Mr. Saaret?” Dunham asked. 
 
    “There are always some losses, Sire. Mechanical failures, navigational errors that result in the loss of the ship. It’s not many, but there are always some. But the numbers are way off in freighters spacing to other star nations.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “At least half a dozen in the last month, Sire.” 
 
    “Half a dozen total, Mr. Saaret?” 
 
    “No, Sire. Half a dozen more than we would expect. Eight of the lost ships reported to their corporate headquarters their arrival at the destination star system on down-transition from hyperspace.” 
 
    “Have we inquired as to whether the destination star nation knows anything about it, Mr. Saaret?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. We asked, through channels, and they say they didn’t see anything. The ships just didn’t show up.” 
 
    “But they reported arrival, Mr. Saaret?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire.” 
 
    “And we don’t have any independent information the destination system governments are lying, Mr. Saaret?” 
 
    “No, Sire. By sheer chance – or careful planning – there were no other Sintaran commercial vessels in the system that might have picked up anything.” 
 
    Dunham checked the time in VR. 
 
    “All right, Mr. Saaret. Why don’t you hang around for a few minutes. King Michael said this meeting wouldn’t take long in his mail requesting it.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty.” 
 
      
 
    This was the fifth meeting between the Emperor Trajan and King Michael VI of Estvia, including the one that concluded the Wollaston Insurgency. At their last meeting, King Michael had given Dunham the plans to the DP warships he had purchased. At that meeting, they had also switched to using first names in private. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Robert.” 
 
    “Good afternoon, Michael.” 
 
    They shook hands and sat in the two club chairs that were the only adornment of the VR simulation of a meeting room. 
 
    “Robert, I wanted to let you know our commercial ships picked up sensor readings of two unusual events in other star nations. They appeared to be an attack on and destruction of a Sintaran commercial vessel by an unidentified warship.” 
 
    “You know it was a Sintaran vessel?” 
 
    “In both cases, the ship was transponding as a Sintaran freighter, and it maneuvered at freighter accelerations. The warship had no active transponder, but maneuvered at warship accelerations. In both cases, the warship fired one missile, destroying the freighter. The initial velocity of the missile indicated it was fired from a light cruiser.” 
 
    “What systems were these in, Michael?” 
 
    “Phalia and Bordain.” 
 
    “Both of whom denied they saw anything in response to our inquiries about our missing ships.” 
 
    “Yes, well it was hard to miss, even on commercial ship sensors. Planetary defense sensors would not have missed these incidents.” 
 
    King Michael pushed sensor files to Dunham, which the VR simulated as handing him a pair of memory chips. 
 
    “Here are the recordings.” 
 
    “Thank you, Michael. I appreciate it.” 
 
    King Michael nodded. 
 
    “What will you do now, Robert?” 
 
    “I think we’re going to be sending some company along with some of our freighters. Maybe we can teach people this is a bad idea.” 
 
    “Warships, into a foreign star system?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Michael, I will not curtail our commercial activities, which is what the DP wants. We’re hurting their trade numbers, and that may be the actual driver behind all of this. But I am not going to have Sintaran nationals be sitting ducks for pirates.” 
 
    “It’ll be an escalation.” 
 
    “No, it will be a response. First, though, we are going to go and retrieve the ships’ records.” 
 
    “They probably have warships close to the debris field to prevent that, Robert.” 
 
    Dunham looked up at King Michael, and his white-blue eyes were those of a predator.  
 
    A hungry predator. 
 
    “Then the lessons will begin early.” 
 
      
 
    Dunham and King Michael said goodbye, and Dunham dropped out of VR back into his office, where Saaret waited. Saaret was reading in VR, and dropped out when Dunham addressed him. 
 
    “Mr. Saaret?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “King Michael just gave me sensor recordings from Estvian ships that saw our freighters attacked in Phalia and Bordain.” 
 
    “Indeed, Sire.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Saaret.” 
 
    Dunham pushed the sensor files to Saaret. 
 
    “What do we do now, Sire?” 
 
    “Go get the ship’s records.” 
 
    “An incursion into Phalia and Bordain, Sire?” 
 
    “No, Mr. Saaret. All eight of them.” 
 
    “They will be resisted.” 
 
    “Oh, I hope so, Mr. Saaret. I hope so.” 
 
      
 
    “Admiral Leicester, we have been losing commercial vessels to commerce raiding that is being condoned by the governments of some independent star nations. I intend to do something about it.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. Did you have in mind reprisal attacks?” 
 
    “No, Admiral Leicester. I have reason to believe the commerce raiders are not native to the systems where the losses occurred. They are being condoned by those governments, but they are not being carried out by them. And they’re lying to us about them.” 
 
    “I had heard they denied any knowledge of losses in their systems, Sire. How do we know they’re lying?” 
 
    “I have commercial sensor recordings from ships that were in the system when the attacks occurred, Admiral Leicester.” 
 
    “From Sintaran ships, Sire?” 
 
    “No, Admiral Leicester. From other ships, from a nation I will not name.” 
 
    “Understood, Sire. What are my orders?” 
 
    “Admiral Leicester, you are to send a ship with one of the updated HARPER systems to each of the eight star nations to find and pick up our freighter’s memory module, so we can have our own scans of what happened. You are to design the operation and provide that ship with such defenses as it needs to perform its task safely. They may be waiting for you.” 
 
    “Trying to create an incident, Sire?” 
 
    “If they are, we will give them one. Make sure the defense you send is adequate to the task, Admiral Leicester. I would think the new picket ships would be well-suited to this situation. And you can use a crewless converted ship to retrieve the memory module. You are not, however, to use any of the new-design warships.” 
 
    “Understood, Sire.” 
 
    “The second prong of this effort, Admiral Leicester, is to provide defenses for at least some of our commercial shipping, especially into the eight star nations we now know to be a problem. I would think something like a few of the new picket ships trailing along, which would down-translate well after the freighter, to catch any attacker maneuvering toward our ship, but well before his attack on the freighter has commenced.” 
 
    “Once they down-translate, both the freighter and the picket ships will be trapped in the system, Sire.” 
 
    “You can send along a projector ship to pick them up, Admiral Leicester. Perhaps a few dozen more picket ships could get there earlier to provide the freighter cover until the projector ship can arrive.” 
 
    “Very well, Sire.” 
 
    “Understand me very well, Admiral Leicester. I don’t care how many of these pirate ships we have to destroy or how many ships of the star nation hosting these pirates we have to destroy. I also don’t care how many picket ships or converted battleships we lose doing it. We will protect our interests, we will protect our shipping, and we will protect our commercial spacers. I want the ultimate results of attacking Sintaran shipping or allowing an attack on Sintaran shipping to be well understood by all parties. I want such results not to be hit or miss, but to be as inevitable as the sunrise.” 
 
    “I understand, Sire.” 
 
    “Good. See to it, Admiral Leicester.” 
 
      
 
    Chief Fordham and his section were out on the ship playing around with the new HARPER units. The ship was sitting motionless in orbit, not needing to maintain one-g gravity for crew comfort, because the crew was actually in the building labeled HMS Raptor on Imperial Fleet Base Osaka. 
 
    “All right, Kowalski,” Fordham said. “Why don’t you try some of that drivin’ around shit that thing is supposed to do.” 
 
    One of the HARPER units’ camera heads swiveled around to look at Fordham’s unit. It waved an arm. 
 
    “Sure thing, Chief.” 
 
    Kowalski’s HARPER unit drifted free of the ship when he kicked the juice through the coils canceling the rare-earth tread magnets and gave a short thrust up. 
 
    “What do you want me to do, Chief?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Kowalski. Go out to the bow of the ship and drop back onto the surface, then space out quite a ways from the ship, and then come back here, How’s that?” 
 
    “Sure, Chief.” 
 
    The self-propelled unit thrust up away from the ship, then turned on thrusters to face the bow and accelerated off in that direction. As it approached the bow of the ship, it slowed down and arced toward the surface. It made a soft landing at the very end of the ship. 
 
    Fordham watched whole thing with his own cameras and those of a crewman closer to the bow. 
 
    “Hey, Kowalski. How’d you get so good with that thing? We just got it.” 
 
    “When I got my senior engines badge, they took us out in the spacedock in something similar to show us the engines up close and personal, Chief. It was a welder, but it had all the same controls in VR. They let us use them in our off time to get in some practice. We used to go out and play tag and shit.” 
 
    “Well, that’s nice. We just get ‘em, and we got an expert already.” 
 
    “Yeah. OK, Chief. Away from the ship and back.” 
 
    The little bot on the front of the ship thrust up off the ship again and took off at right angles to the ship. It was accelerating pretty hard. At one point, Kowalski cut the thrust. 
 
    “Hey, Chief. Watch this.” 
 
    First the bot did a slow barrel roll. Then it did an end for end. The thrust resumed and it first started slowing, then came to a stop, and finally started accelerating back toward the ship. 
 
    “Great. If we ever put on a HARPER-unit circus, Kowalski, you can be the acrobat.” 
 
    Kowalski was decelerating now. His unit touched down in front of Fordham’s unit with a ‘clack’ of rare-earth magnets on the deck. 
 
    “That was fun, Chief. I’d forgotten how much fun these propulsion systems can be.” 
 
    “OK, Kowalski. Good job. Hey, everybody. I just got a recall. We got an assignment and we’re headin’ outta the system. So everybody head back to the barn.” 
 
      
 
    Senior Chief Robert ‘Fitz’ Fitzhugh was the most senior NCO and head of the Goat Locker on HMS Raptor. They had spaced to the hypergate and through it, having set up the navigation plan before losing contact. They were now planning the operation while they were out of touch with the ship. 
 
    “So that’s the setup. Somebody’s shooting up our freighters, and merchant marine guys are gettin’ killed. Part of the reason that pisses me off is you got these tough guys in warships takin’ potshots at defenseless freighters. Hopefully we get a chance at a piece of ‘em. 
 
    “Anyway, our job right now is to get in there, pick up the memory module, and get back out again. We’re gonna get the final plans at the rendezvous point, and there’s a projector ship and all, but we know we need to EVA into the wreckage with a HARPER unit. Now, I’ve been told we can have help with that if we want it. Have an expert VR into the self-propelled HARPER unit, but I would rather do it with our own crew if we could.  
 
    “You guys got any ideas?” 
 
    “Hey, Fitz,” Fordham called out. 
 
    “Yeah, Jim. Whatcha got?” 
 
    “Kowalski.” 
 
    “Kowalski?” 
 
    “Yeah. The guy’s got a lot of experience on these self-propelled platforms. He could probably dance ballet in one. I guess they used them in senior engines class, and after hours they used to go play tag and shit with ‘em.” 
 
    “No shit.” 
 
    “No shit. It was beautiful just watchin’ him whip that thing around, and then touch down on the deck like a feather. He’s an artist.” 
 
    “Damn. OK, then. It’s Kowalski. I’ll let the XO know. He’d rather have us do the job without outside help – we’re HMS Raptor, we don’t need no help – and I agree with him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Phalia 
 
      
 
      
 
    HMS Merlin made its down-translation from hyperspace well above the ecliptic from SCV Queen of Commerce’s expected position. That position was known from her filed spacing plan as well as from the sensor recordings of the Estvian freighter that had seen the explosion. 
 
    “All right. Let’s get the targeting arrays up. What all is out here?” asked Captain Manfred Forst. 
 
    “Coming up now, Sir. Looks like we have two divisions of light cruisers patrolling on a debris field in the expected position.” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. They’re spacing back and forth adjacent to the debris field, to keep shipboard gravity. I’m plotting their patrol routes now, Sir.” 
 
    “Are they squawking?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Phalian navy vessels. Self-identified as light cruisers.” 
 
    “We’re being hailed, Sir.” 
 
    “Tell them, ‘Sorry. We took a wrong turn.’ Helm, let’s get under way on zero mark ninety on our current position. Bring up the projector.” 
 
    Merlin began accelerating away from the ecliptic. She brought up her hyperspace projector field, drew it over herself, and disappeared from normal space. 
 
      
 
    Twenty-four next-generation Imperial Navy picket ships dropped out of hyperspace in a loose arc between the debris field that had been the SCV Queen of Commerce and the Phalian light cruisers on patrol. The unmanned picket ships were under the VR control of ship’s crews scattered across the Sinataran Empire. 
 
    “Sensors coming up, Ma’am. There they are. Still on patrol. We’re between them and the debris field. They’re patrolling on the ecliptic, back and forth across our position. One group just passed our position, and the other just made its turn and is coming back toward us.” 
 
    “Stand by for action, everybody. I think they’re probably going to get testy with us.” 
 
    “We’re being hailed, Ma’am. The demand our identity and purpose.” 
 
    “Tell them who we are and that our purpose is investigation of the loss of our commercial vessel under interstellar maritime treaty.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    Sintar had the right to investigate the loss of one of its ships under treaty. Would Phalia allow it, or would they violate the treaty? 
 
    “The Phalian commander is requesting communications, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Put him on.” 
 
    “Rear Admiral Marc Bonnay, commanding Kingdom of Phalia Navy Light Cruiser Squadron 17, Captain. 
 
    “Vice Admiral Maria della Espinoza here, Admiral, aboard Sintaran Imperial Navy ship HMS Loba. What can I do for you today?” 
 
    “Admiral, I request and require that you leave Phalian space. I noticed you had a projector ship pop in earlier. You can either call it back, or proceed to a hypergate under Phalia traffic control.” 
 
    “I am exercising Sintar’s right under interstellar maritime treaty to investigate the loss of the Sintaran Commercial Vessel Queen of Commerce, Admiral.” 
 
    “With twenty-four warships, Admiral?” 
 
    “Mere picket ships, Admiral. And you are patrolling the debris field with two divisions of light cruisers? What’s that all about?” 
 
    “The Phalian Navy need not justify its force dispositions in its own space to you, Admiral. And I won’t debate interstellar treaties with you. That’s above my pay grade. Our superiors can take those matters up at another time. Right now, I am requiring that you leave Phalian space.” 
 
    “Request denied, Admiral.” 
 
    “It is not a request. If you do not depart Phalian space, you will be fired on, Admiral. It seems a stupid thing to die for.” 
 
    “Do what you will, Admiral. I will send flowers to your widow. Espinoza out.” 
 
    Espinoza cut the connection. 
 
    “Well, let’s see what they’ll do. Flotilla command. Stand by for offensive action. Attack Plan Alpha. It’s three on one, so veer off once your target takes a hit. Let’s save what hardware we can, without letting any of them get away.” 
 
    “Transmitted. All ships acknowledging, Admiral.” 
 
    “Stand by.” 
 
    The first division of the Phalian light cruisers was coming at them from its turn at the far end of its patrol route. The second division had been much closer but heading away from them. It made an early turn and began decelerating. It looked like the two divisions would join up and come in at them as a full squadron. 
 
    The second division came to zero relative velocity and started building velocity toward them as the first division came up behind them. A little adjustment to their accelerations and the two divisions merged into one squadron formation bearing down on the twenty-four picket ships of Espinoza’s command. It was a beautifully executed maneuver Espinoza could appreciate, but it would all be for naught. 
 
    “Multiple missile separations. Eight incoming, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Flotilla command. Attack Plan Alpha. Execute.” 
 
    The twenty-four picket ships rapidly pivoted on their axes and gave full war emergency power to their drives. They shot out sideways at ninety degrees to the missiles’ paths at almost ten gravities of acceleration. They cut a wide arc around the incoming missiles, which could not turn fast enough to follow them, and homed in on the Phalian light cruisers. 
 
    The Phalian ships were too slow on the helm to bring their missile impellers to bear on the incoming picket ships. As the picket ships came into the cruisers’ defensive envelopes, point defense clusters opened up on them. The point defense clusters were programmed to fire at the nose of incoming missiles, to render ineffective the targeting computers in their control heads. Against the picket ships, though, the point-defense lasers bounced harmlessly off their depleted-uranium nose cones. 
 
    Eight picket ships impacted, one on each of the Phalian light cruisers, as the other sixteen picket ships pivoted hard and veered off from their attack runs. The eight that impacted, designed to penetrate battleship hulls, passed almost completely through the light cruisers, venting plasma all the way. At war emergency power, their magnetic plasma bottles were at full rated pressure, and lost containment inside the light cruisers’ hulls. 
 
    All eight of the Phalian light cruisers exploded with the loss of all hands. 
 
    “Flotilla command. Resume station,” Espinoza said. “Signal Merlin and Raptor. Area secure.” 
 
      
 
    “OK, so the Loba cleared out the bad guys. You all ready to go, Kowalski?” Fordham asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good, Chief. We rotated around so I’m right at the door of the barn.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    “Hey, Chief, what’s Loba mean, anyway?” 
 
    “She-wolf.” 
 
    “Weird name for a ship.” 
 
    “You ever meet Vice Admiral Maria della Espinoza?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well, Loba might as well be her nickname. Get me? I almost feel sorry for the Phalians. Almost.” 
 
    At the rendezvous point a quarter light-year from Phalia, Merlin projected a hypergate, and Raptor disappeared into it. 
 
      
 
    Raptor dropped out of hyperspace on the far side of the debris field from Phalia. The picket ships were arrayed on the other side of the debris field, keeping an eye on military assets in Phalia. They seemed to be getting organized to cause trouble, but they were hours away. 
 
    “Chief, I broadcast the ‘where-are-you,’ and I’m getting pings back. I have a rough volume mapped.” 
 
    “All right, Kowalski. Get out there,” Fordham said. 
 
    “In process, Chief.” 
 
    Kowalski already had the door open, and he walked the bot out onto the ramp. He looked for the general volume where the memory module was pinging from, overlaid as a heads-up on his vision field, then released his tread magnets and launched directly from the ramp. 
 
    It looked like it was a couple miles away. Raptor didn’t want to get too close to all those loose shipping containers and big chunks of debris. He maneuvered through them, heading for the designated volume. 
 
    “I don’t know how I’m going to spot it out here, Chief. There’s tons of crap floating around.” 
 
    “Switch to infrared, Kowalski. If it’s transmitting, it’s probably the only warm thing out there.” 
 
    “Good idea. Lemme see.... Yup, there it is. On the way.” 
 
    Kowalski maneuvered among all the debris to the one thing that showed up warm in his infrared display. Everything else had long ago cooled from the explosion, but the recently activated transmitter was getting warmer as he watched.  
 
    Intended to be retrieved in the case of a lost ship, it had rings on it for grabbing it or belaying it. Kowalski pulled several lines out from his tool belt and clipped them to the suitcase sized unit, then reeled them in tight. With the unit thus secured, he headed back to the Raptor. 
 
    All of this had taken some time, and the Phalians had been busy. 
 
    “Hey, Kowalski. Loba says they’re on the way. We got maybe three hours.” 
 
    “I’m on the way back, Chief. Just gotta work through all this crap. It’s probably time to call Merlin.” 
 
    “All right, Kowalski. Get back here as fast as you can, and I’ll tell Fitzhugh it’s time to call the cab.” 
 
    Kowalski finally worked his way clear of the debris field and accelerated toward the Raptor. He was decelerating toward landing on the deck when Merlin dropped out of hyperspace. 
 
    Kowalski landed on the deck, then motored up the ramp into the barn and closed the door. 
 
    “Module secure, Chief. Let’s get outta here.” 
 
    Raptor gave the signal, and Merlin, Raptor, and the sixteen picket ships started accelerating out-system. Two squadrons of Phalian battleships were coming up hard from behind. In another hour, with the overtake velocity they had built, they would have missile range. Merlin projected her hypergate, and Raptor and the picket ships disappeared one at a time into hyperspace, then Merlin pulled the gate over herself and vanished. 
 
      
 
    The fire in the fire pit crackled as the flames danced. It was cool this evening, and the fire was welcome. 
 
    “I heard they retrieved the memory modules from the lost freighters,” Peters said. 
 
    “Six of them, yes,” Dunham said. “The other two were not found. They did not respond to the where-are-you signal, and the local system forces were getting too organized for a painstaking search.” 
 
    “And they used the self-propelled HARPER units for those pickups?” 
 
    “Yes. Turns out our engines specialists spend quite a bit of time with those propulsion units in advanced engine school. So we have a lot of existing skills with them already.” 
 
    “So what did we learn?” Peters asked. 
 
    “They were waiting for them. Sitting out on the direct line of approach from Sintar. Usually a light cruiser, on a circular patrol pattern perpendicular to the freighter’s expected path. And the host systems were in on it.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “There were no local forces in a position to be an inconvenient witness to the atrocity. They were all over there, or over there – anywhere but nearby.” 
 
    “That’s annoying.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m not pleased about it,” Dunham said. “We’ve expressed our displeasure to the Phalian government, and they’re response is basically ‘We don’t know what you’re talking about. Nothing happened here.’” 
 
    “So what are you going to do?” 
 
    “We were thinking of having a picket ship following along in every international freighter’s wake, and have it drop into normal space, oh, thirty minutes or an hour after the freighter gets there.” 
 
    “Then what?” Peters asked. 
 
    “If the freighter’s under attack, the picket ship takes out the attacker. That’s another thing we learned from the memory module salvage operations. The picket ships are devastatingly effective against warships in normal space.” 
 
    “I saw that in the reports. They can’t escape that tremendous acceleration.” 
 
    “Yes. That and the depleted uranium nose cone is a good defense against point-defense lasers. As long as they’re aiming for the nose, at least. The nose cones were pitted a bit, and some of the surviving ships lost a nose thruster or two, but otherwise they were unscathed. Once they figure out to re-aim their point-defense lasers, it may be a different story, but, so far, at least, we don’t think they’ve figured that out.” 
 
    “OK, so the picket ship takes out the attacker. Then what does the freighter do?” 
 
    Dunham shrugged. 
 
    “Goes on to the planet as normal.” 
 
    “You’re not afraid someone else is going to destroy the freighter in retribution?” 
 
    “In all the cases we’ve seen so far, the commerce raider was the only ship in the system not squawking a transponder code. Once it’s taken out, anyone else taking out the freighter is going to be identifiable, and open to reprisals.” 
 
    “Assuming you have another presence in the system that sees them,” Peters said. 
 
    “That’s a good point. So we should probably have a second picket that just keeps an eye on what’s going on, so we have a record.” 
 
    “Actually, you can probably do it in VR from the freighter. Just remotely monitor and record all the freighters’ sensors in VR. Then if a transponding ship attacks the freighter, we know who it is.” 
 
    “Who monitors and records the freighter’s sensors?” Dunham asked. 
 
    “The Imperial Navy. Isn’t commerce protection a traditional role of the Navy?” 
 
    “Yes, absolutely. OK, so this all makes sense now. One picket ship per interstellar freighter, which we can afford, then monitor all freighters’ sensors remotely.” 
 
    “At least, record them all remotely,” Peters said. “You can go to the recording if something happens. Maybe the captain has a way to signal a problem to get attention. You certainly need some way for them to report what’s going on as it’s happening. Our previous failure to do that is why we had to go pick up the memory modules. If we’d had an alarm system the captain could use to get attention over QE radio, which all the freighters carry, then we would have already had the sensor recordings.” 
 
    “Of course. Hmm. No, this is all doable.” 
 
    “What do you do for reprisals?” 
 
    “Be very nasty,” Dunham said. “Take out a couple battleships with impunity. Something like that. Encourage them to go after a few picket ships with a squadron, and then drop a couple dozen of them in and wipe them out. When you poke the bear, you lose, so don’t do it.” 
 
    Peters nodded, then sighed. 
 
    “Bobby, why can’t people just get along?” 
 
    “If they did, Amanda, we wouldn’t need government at all.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    They lay there for a while, each lost in their thoughts. 
 
    “I do have one bit of news for you, Bobby.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes. The nanites are reporting to me that I’m pregnant, and I’m carrying twins.” 
 
    “Really. Any idea of the sexes?” 
 
    “Not yet. I do know they’re fraternal twins, so it could be one of each. With identicals, they’re always the same.” 
 
    “That’s exciting.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m very happy about it.” 
 
    “I am, too, Amanda. I am, too.” 
 
    He held her more firmly, and she snuggled into him. 
 
    They would have a family. Family was good. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Garland 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Sintaran freighter SCV Wanderlust dropped out of hyperspace in the Garland system. She was carrying eighteen hundred loaded containers, so she made her transition well outside the safety margins for down-translation into the system. 
 
    “Announce our arrival to Garland Traffic Control,” said Captain Durst Wilhelm. 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Transmitting.” 
 
    “Sensors coming up, Sir.” 
 
    “Let me know as soon as the plot stabilizes.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Plot stabilizing now. We have one ship between us and Garland. Warship power levels. Looks like a light cruiser, Sir. He’s altering vector to intercept us.” 
 
    “Time to his missile range?” 
 
    “Ninety minutes, Sir.” 
 
    So, Wanderlust was to be the latest target of the commerce raiders, eh? Since no state of war existed between Sintar and anyone else, they were really pirates. No matter. They were going to get a surprise. 
 
    “Maintain profile. Mr. Novak, warn them off.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Transmitting.” 
 
    Wilhelm checked his watch. About twenty more minutes. 
 
    “No response, Sir.” 
 
    “Status, Ms. Parker?” 
 
    “She’s still accelerating toward us, Sir. 1.5 gravities.” 
 
      
 
    The general quarters alarm sounded in the HMS Panther building on Imperial Fleet Base Draco. Spacers scrambled to their duty positions, which were in their bunks and logged into VR. They took up their positions and waited for their current ship, a picket ship on convoy duty following the freighter SCV Wanderlust to the Garland system. 
 
    “Down-transition. Contact established. Sensors coming up.” 
 
    “Sir, we have a non-transponding vessel accelerating to intercept Wanderlust. Warship power levels. She’s a light cruiser, Sir.” 
 
    “War emergency power. Intercept and destroy the warship.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Power levels coming up to war emergency power. Engines at maximum. We’re making 10.2 gravities.” 
 
    “He’s seen us, Sir. He’s gonna try to run for it.” 
 
      
 
    “Captain, that cruiser has seen HMS Panther. He’s making a skew turn, trying to run away.” 
 
    “Good luck with that. He’s got enough velocity in our direction, he’s going to be burning that off for a while.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. I make it about twenty minutes to intercept.” 
 
      
 
    The cruiser’s turn was as tight as it could make it. Accelerating now toward Garland at 1.5 gravities, it began losing velocity as it continued to slide toward Wanderlust and Panther. 
 
    Panther, meanwhile, was accelerating at 10.2 gravities toward the cruiser. It’s velocity increased much faster than the cruiser’s decreased. 
 
    The cruiser was just about at dead stop relative to Garland, and ready to begin to build velocity toward the planet, when Panther hit her in the stern at over twenty thousand miles an hour. 
 
    The cruiser didn’t explode so much as it disintegrated, as Panther‘s remains passed completely through the cruiser along its long axis. The plasma released from the magnetic bottles of both ships incinerated the remains, but it was an unnecessary embellishment on the ships’ total destruction. 
 
      
 
    “Wow! Did you see that, Sir? That was like a bullet through a strawberry. Whap! Gone.” 
 
    Captain Wilhelm was taken aback by the suddenness and finality of it. Where two ships had been, there was now – nothing. Nothing at all.  
 
    “Maintain profile. Make sure we don’t pass through that debris field.” 
 
    “It’s out of our direct path, Sir, and drifting the other direction. We’re good on current trajectory.” 
 
    Wanderlust remained on course for Garland. What Garland would do about it was unknown. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, we have a report from HMS Panther that they destroyed a pirate cruiser in Garland.” 
 
    “Were they on convoy duty?” Rear Admiral Paul Dennler asked. 
 
    “Yes, Sir. They were convoy on SCV Wanderlust. The unidentified warship – identified as a light cruiser, Sir – maneuvered for missile range when Wanderlust dropped out of hyperspace. Panther dropped out of hyperspace thirty minutes later and destroyed the light cruiser.” 
 
    “All right. Thank you, Commander.” 
 
    Dennler reviewed the report, then contacted the captain of the Wanderlust, listed as one Captain Durst Wilhelm, in VR. 
 
    “Wilhelm here.” 
 
    “Hello, Captain. This is Rear Admiral Paul Dennler of the Imperial Navy.” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral. I take it you heard about the little dust-up out here?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain. My understanding is you dropped out of hyperspace, some unidentified ship your sensors identified as a light cruiser vectored to intercept you, you warned them off, to which they neither responded nor changed vector, and then HMS Panther dropped out of hyperspace and blew them to dust bunnies. That about sum it up?” 
 
    “To a tee, Admiral.” 
 
    “All right, Captain. Here’s what we need you to do. First, neither you nor your crew should do anything to aggravate the situation. Whatever the authorities there say or do, just go along with it. Let us deal with any unpleasantness from here. If they ask you any questions, just say, ‘Hey, we were completely uninvolved. This warship is swanning around out there, we warned them off, and then another ship dropped out of hyperspace, and they collided. We weren’t involved at all.’ Can you do that?” 
 
    “Sure, Admiral. No problem. Do you expect Garland to be difficult?” 
 
    “We don’t know, Captain. Someone is stirring up trouble out there, and we don’t know who it is. So we don’t know if Garland is just going along with someone else, or if they’re the actual problem. Do you pick up any other non-transponding ships in the system right now?” 
 
    “Not at the moment, Admiral.” 
 
    “All right. Well, stay in touch. We have other assets on the way to the area now, and if they want to cause trouble, they’re going to get a lot of it. Just don’t do anything to aggravate them or make yourself a target.” 
 
    “Understood, Admiral.” 
 
    “Oh, and per the commercial spacing regulations, you should probably report that collision.” 
 
    “Good point, Admiral. I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
      
 
    Picket ships started gathering at a rendezvous point a quarter light-year from Garland. The little ships came in one at a time and had very little hyperspace wake. Garland was notoriously bad at monitoring their hyperspace region, so the build-up went unnoticed. 
 
    Various crews piloted these ships, including HMS Panther, HMS Bald Eagle, HMS Peregrine, HMS Falcon, and HMS Loba. 
 
    Vice Admiral Maria della Espinoza was in command of the flotilla. 
 
      
 
    SCV Wanderlust made its way to the large commercial freight station in orbit about Garland. When they neared the station, they put control in the hands of a local pilot who steered them into their assigned berth. 
 
    The ship was in free fall now, a situation with which the experienced crew was familiar. The twenty crew members made their way down the boarding tubes and transfer tubes of the station to the central core, where they would transfer to the large rotating personnel section. The transfer tubes did not have elevators per se, but a belt ran along the side on which there were handles to grab onto. 
 
    When they got to the central hub of the station, they transferred from the freighter docking arms portion of the station to the rotating portion, then took a large elevator down one arm of the personnel section to the outer wheel. 
 
    The outer wheel was over a thousand feet in diameter, and a couple of hundred feet thick. It rotated slowly, providing simulated gravity. The dozens of floors of the wheel contained an entire city in orbit. 
 
    When they got off the elevator, they were met by MPs of the Garland Space Navy and taken into custody. Having been briefed by their captain ahead of leaving Wanderlust, they all went quietly and were taken to jail cells on the station. 
 
    Rear Admiral Dennler watched until the MPs turned on a VR suppressor and cut off contact of his feed from Captain Wilhelm. 
 
      
 
    “So that’s the situation, Sire. They’ve taken our spacers, and seized the Wanderlust,” said Martin Wellner, the department head of the foreign service section for the farside north portion of neighboring space. 
 
    “And our response so far, Mr. Wellner?” 
 
    “Our ambassador has protested to the Garland Foreign Minister, Sire, and has asked for a meeting with the Foreign Minister.” 
 
    “Let me know when that meeting is scheduled, Mr. Wellner. I’m going to want to monitor it.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. And if they refuse a meeting?” 
 
    “Let me know that as well, Mr. Wellner.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire.” 
 
      
 
    The meeting between the Honorable Marc Chabot, Ambassador to Garland of the Sintaran Empire and His Excellency Baron Francis Schmitt-deVries, Foreign Minister of the Kingdom of Garland, took place in VR. It began with all the pleasantries, but went downhill quickly. 
 
    “Excellency, we must insist that our spacers and our commercial vessel be released by Garland.” 
 
    “That will not be possible, Mr. Ambassador. They are being held on serious criminal charges.” 
 
    “What charges could those possibly be, Excellency?” 
 
    “Suspicion of piracy, Mr. Ambassador. They conspired with another vessel to destroy a visiting warship in Garland space.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, Excellency.” 
 
    “Mr. Ambassador, they arrived in Garland space farther out than is typically customary for legitimate commercial vessels arriving in Garland. When this visiting warship, curious, went to investigate, another Sintaran vessel – a military vessel – appeared and destroyed them without provocation. That is conspiracy to piracy pure and simple.” 
 
    “That is preposterous, Excellency. That visiting warship was not transponding any identification, and ‘approached’ our vessel, as you put it, at military attack acceleration levels.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, Mr. Ambassador, an investigation must be made to determine the truth of the matter. Neither the crew of the Wanderlust or the ship itself will be released prior to that investigation having completed.” 
 
    “And how long will that investigation take, Excellency?” 
 
    “They are usually complete within a year, Mr. Ambassador. In a case like this, however, it is hard to estimate the time required.” 
 
    While Chabot was considering his response, Dunham, who had been monitoring in management mode, appeared in the VR meeting room. Chabot shot to his feet. 
 
    “Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Be seated, Mr. Chabot. Excellency, I’ve heard quite enough. Interesting that you don’t identify the country of origin of this mysterious visiting warship. However, I will put Garland’s options in rather starker terms than Mr. Chabot has been instructed to use. 
 
    “Garland will release our spacers, and our ship, and further will allow our ship to be offloaded, loaded, serviced, and depart in peace, or Sintar will destroy one warship in Garland space every twenty-four hours until you comply.” 
 
    King James III, King of Garland, popped into existence in the meeting room. 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    “Ah, Your Highness. How nice of you to join us. Why wouldn’t I dare? You dared to harbor a pirate ship, allow it to prey on Sintaran commercial vessels, and now, when we have struck back by destroying the pirate, you hold our ship and crew as hostages on trumped-up charges.” 
 
    “We have done no such thing. That was a visiting warship. It went out to see why your vessel arrived farther out than normal, and you destroyed it. And they are not hostages, they are being held as criminals.” 
 
    “None of that is true, Your Highness, and we both know it.” 
 
    “Are you calling me a liar?” 
 
    “If you wish. And you still hide the name of whose visiting warship it is. No matter, Your Highness. We will come into Garland space and determine whose warship it was ourselves.” 
 
    “Then your ships will be destroyed.” 
 
    “Unlikely, Your Highness.” 
 
    “We will execute your spacers.” 
 
    Dunham’s white-blue eyes turned cold and his face stern. He looked into King James’s eyes. 
 
    “Listen to me very carefully, Your Highness. If you harm our spacers, I will destroy the space station in which you are now holding them.” 
 
    “That’s against your treaty obligations. That’s a commercial space station.” 
 
    “Is it, Your Highness? Not if commercial ships cannot peaceably call there under the commercial shipping treaty. Not if it services your military vessels when they collude with piracy. No, it is then a valid military target.” 
 
    “There are two million people on that space station.” 
 
    “Then you should be concerned for their well-being, and not utilize it in military and criminal endeavors, Your Highness. As for me, ten billion people die of natural causes in the Sintaran Empire every single day. Your two million are of little concern to me.” 
 
    “But you can’t!” 
 
    “Of course, I can. And you might want to confer with the King of Estvia with regard to the cost of replacing a commercial space station of that kind. I believe he has current numbers he can share with you.” 
 
    The blood drained from King James’s face as he was reminded that this very Sintaran emperor had destroyed the commercial space station at Galveston in Estvia a mere three years before. 
 
    “In any case, I am finished, Your Highness. You will release our spacers, and our ship, and offload, load, and service them properly, per the commercial shipping treaty to which you are a signatory, or you will suffer the consequences.” 
 
    “That’s an act of war!” 
 
    “War with Sintar is one of your options, Your Highness.” 
 
    Those white-blue eyes considered King James coldly. 
 
    “Choose wisely,” Dunham said, then disappeared. 
 
    Chabot also disappeared, as Dunham, with management override, killed his connection as well. 
 
    “He’s bluffing,” King James said. 
 
    “I’m not so sure, Your Highness,” Schmitt-deVries said. 
 
    “Well, we won’t do anything to enflame him.” 
 
    “Are we going to release his spacers?” 
 
    “No. We’ll just sit tight and see what he does.” 
 
      
 
    Dunham received a VR call from Admiral Howard Leicester. 
 
    “It’s been twenty-four hours, Your Majesty,” Leicester said. 
 
    “Very well, Admiral Leicester. Destroy one warship.” 
 
    Dunham thought about it. 
 
    “Make it a big one.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire.” 
 
      
 
    The Sintaran picket ship HMS Loba dropped out of hyperspace closer in to the system than a manned ship would have dared. She began spacing in to Garland at a leisurely – for her – two gravities. She was challenged over radio multiple times and ignored them. 
 
    “So what have we got here?” Vice Admiral Espinoza asked. 
 
    “Well, there’s a lot of warships, Ma’am, it being the capital and all.” 
 
    “Well, our orders say ‘Make it a big one,’ so we want a battleship. Can we pick out a flagship?” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am. They’re all squawking.” 
 
    “Let’s take a flagship under way. With the admiral and his staff aboard. Not down on the planet.” 
 
    “There’s this one, Ma’am. They’re getting under way to intercept us.” 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    “Should we change course, Ma’am?” 
 
    “No. Maintain profile. When they fire on us, I want Attack Plan Alpha.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am. Updating Attack Plan Alpha as we go. Challenges are continuing.” 
 
    The Garland battleships drew up in squadron formation to coordinate their point-defense, and came out after Loba at 1.5 gravities military acceleration. They challenged Loba, but Espinoza did not respond. 
 
    Eventually, they drew into missile range. 
 
    “Multiple missile separations, Ma’am. We have eight missiles incoming.” 
 
    “Attack Plan Alpha. Execute.” 
 
    Loba pivoted hard with her nose thrusters and went to war emergency power. She accelerated perpendicularly to the missiles’ incoming vector at over ten gravities, then hooked around toward the battleships. The missiles were too slow on the turn to keep Loba targeted as she shot around them. 
 
    “Targeting the flag, Ma’am.” 
 
    Loba was rocked by point-defense hits on its depleted-uranium nose cone as it bored in on GSN Rampart, the battleship issuing the challenges. The closing velocity approached fifteen thousand miles an hour when Loba speared Rampart just forward of the engines and vented her plasma bottle inside the big ship. Rampart’s plasma bottle let go, and the battleship was engulfed in flames as it broke up. 
 
    Vice Admiral Maria della Espinoza, safe in her bunk on Imperial Fleet Base Draco, signaled Imperial Fleet HQ Sintar. 
 
    “Mission accomplished.” 
 
    The rest of her flotilla remained on station a quarter light-year from Garland. They were joined by a converted battleship, crewed by HMS Raptor, the projector ship HMS Simon Magus, and picket ships that continued to pop into the rendezvous. 
 
      
 
    “He was not bluffing, Your Highness. About that, at least,” Schmitt-deVries said. 
 
    “God damn it!” King James said. “What is it with those damn picket ships? They poured point-defense fire into it, and it all just bounced off.” 
 
    “I’m surprised they had so many people willing to go on a suicide mission, to be frank, Sire.” 
 
    “I’m not. Sintar is huge, and there’s nutcases everywhere. It’s only a dozen or so people on a picket ship anyway.” 
 
    “Even so.” 
 
    “Maybe they paid big death bonuses to their families. Who knows? The issue is we can’t fight those damn things. If they want to put a couple of them into the space station, there’s nothing we can do to stop them.” 
 
    “That’s certainly true in any case, Sire. They seem unstoppable.” 
 
    “Well, they aren’t. We just don’t know how yet. But since we don’t know yet, we have to appease that bastard or he’ll pin our ears back.” 
 
    “What do you want to do, Sire?” 
 
    “Let his spacers go. Let them unload and load their damn ship, service it properly, and then let them go. I wish I could teach that white-eyed bastard a lesson, but it’s not yet time.” 
 
    “Very well, Sire.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The ‘Visiting Warship’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took two weeks to unload and reload SCV Wanderlust before she headed back out of the Garland system. While the crew was a little spooked about being on the station while the cargo robots did their job, there were no incidents. Captain Wilhelm did tell them to make sure they minded their manners, though, and didn’t get into any scuffles. They didn’t need much encouragement to comply, which meant it wasn’t a proper shore leave, but you couldn’t have everything. 
 
    Wanderlust headed to the Garland hypergate. She cycled through without any issues, and the crew gave a sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    “The Wanderlust has left Garland, Sire,” Admiral Leicester said. 
 
    “We’re sure she got away clean, Admiral Leicester?” Dunham asked. 
 
    “As sure as we can be until we hear from her again, when she drops out of hyperspace, Sire. We were watching her sensors right into the hypergate. We saw the initial corona as she entered before contact was lost.” 
 
    “All right, Admiral Leicester. Execute Operation Sherlock Holmes.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire.” 
 
      
 
    Four Imperial Navy picket ships dropped out of hyperspace on the planet side of the debris field from the collision of the HMS Panther with the unidentified ‘visiting warship’ that had been seeking to range Wanderlust. One of the four was, oddly enough, HMS Panther. HMS Loba, HMS Peregrine, And HMS Bald Eagle were also along. 
 
    No one was guarding the debris field, and Loba signaled HMS Raptor. Twenty minutes later, HMS Raptor dropped out of hyperspace behind the debris field. 
 
    “All right, Kowalski. Go!” Chief Fordham said. 
 
    One of the self-propelled HARPER units walked out onto the ramp on its tracks, and launched into space. 
 
    “I’m away,” Kowalski said. 
 
      
 
    “They’re trying to nose around the debris field from that collision,” said Rear Admiral Brian Richards, Admiral Vernon Fairchild’s chief of staff. “They have a big ship out there – heavy cruiser or battleship – parked out beyond the debris field.” 
 
    “How many of those damn suicide picket ships do they have along?” Fairchild asked. 
 
    “Four, Sir.” 
 
    “Just four?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Mount a response. Send a squadron of heavy cruisers, then a squadron of battleships several light-seconds behind. If they respond to the first attack, we’ll have follow-up. And if they don’t, eight heavy cruisers is more than enough to deal with one battleship.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Information only, Sir. The flag says they’re getting organized around the planet, and company will be headed this way soon.” 
 
    “Does she have a time estimate, Mr. Olsen?” Captain Oleg Volkov asked. 
 
    “No, Sir. Communication is that it is for information only, and they will take care of it. No deadline on our activity, Captain.” 
 
    “I see. Very well, Mr. Olsen. Keep a close ear on that channel in case we need to get out of here.” 
 
    “Will do, Sir.” 
 
      
 
    Kowalski was moving into the slowly expanding debris field. Most of the pieces were pretty small. 
 
    “OK, Kowalski. Warships don’t have recoverable memory modules, so we’re not gonna find one o’ those. We gotta look for other stuff we can use to identify whose ship it is.” 
 
    “There’s not much out here, Chief.” 
 
    “Keep looking, Kowalski. You got time. Loba says we’re covered.” 
 
    “OK, Chief. Lots of small pieces, and most of them are pretty burned.” 
 
    Kowalski moved toward some bigger pieces, and made a grisly discovery. 
 
    “Some of the bigger pieces are bodies, Chief. They’re so burned, I couldn’t make them out.” 
 
    “See if there are anything like uniform buttons, or IDs in pockets, anything like that.” 
 
    “Will do, Chief. Uniforms are mostly gone.” 
 
    “OK. Failing that, you may have to shove the sampling needles into them past the char and get DNA samples.” 
 
    “OK. I just keep telling myself I’m not really out here, you know what I mean?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Do the best you can, Kowalski. Remember, it’s important.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    “Pieces of the ship are less important. Everybody’s running them damn DP warships now, so verifying it’s a DP warship doesn’t buy us anything.” 
 
    “Got it, Chief.” 
 
    Fordham thought about it. 
 
    “Hey, Kowalski. Dial the resolution down, and shift the color frequency off into the blue. Might make it easier.” 
 
    “Thanks, Chief. That helps.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re coming out after us, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Warn me when they’re still one hour away from sliding into missile range,” Espinoza said. 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    “There are two squadrons of Garland ships on the way, Sir. The first is of heavy cruisers, the second of battleships.” 
 
    “Mr. Olsen, have we received any updates from the flag?” Volkov asked. 
 
    “No, Sir.” 
 
    “Maintain profile.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re just over an hour away from the point of no return, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Flotilla command. All ships at the rendezvous point, form on Loba.” 
 
    “Transmitting, Ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    “Admiral? We have multiple hyperspace transitions. I now make the Sintaran formation as forty – four zero – picket ships. Update. Now forty-five picket ships, Sir.” 
 
    “Fleet orders,” said Garland Space Navy Vice Admiral Peter Williams. “Cut acceleration and flip ship. Re-engage on reverse course. Fleet out.” 
 
    “Transmitting, Sir.” 
 
    “Admiral Fairchild won’t be pleased, Sir,” his chief of staff said. 
 
    “If Vern wants to, he can come out here and throw all these ships and men away himself. I’m not going to do it. If we had even a shot, it might be worth it. But they would destroy us all for the price of sixteen of those little bastards.” 
 
    “We would get sixteen of them, though, Sir.” 
 
    “How many of those do you think Sintar has, Frank? They’re probably churning them out like potato chips.” 
 
    Williams considered the tactical display. 
 
    “No, against four is one thing. Against that formation, it’s suicide.” 
 
    “Sir, message from fleet. Message reads, ‘Abort attack and withdraw.’ It’s from Admiral Fairchild, Sir.” 
 
    “So there we go,” Williams said. “We’re all on the same page at least. What we’ll do against those things if it gets down to it in a serious way, I don’t know, Frank. But we’re going to have to figure something out.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, Chief. I’ve got a couple dozen DNA samples, and I managed to pick up some personal effects floating around, but it’s pretty slim pickings. The plasma explosion didn’t leave much in the way of soft items.” 
 
    “OK, Kowalski. Head on back.” 
 
    Kowalski turned himself around and tried to head back to the Raptor, but he had no propulsion. 
 
    “Hey, Chief. I got no propulsion. I’m dead stick out here.” 
 
    “All right, Kowalski. Working on it.” 
 
    Fordham switched to his group channel. 
 
    “Hey, everybody. Kowalski just had a failure of his propulsion unit. We need to get the other self-propelled unit out of the stack. Everybody on a HARPER unit.” 
 
    One after another, HARPER units trundled out of one side of the HARPER container and down the ramp until the second self-propelled unit was free. Fordham stopped on the ramp. 
 
    “Hey, Kowalski. Swap units with me. You’re the genius with these things.” 
 
    “Sure, Chief.” 
 
    Fordham swapped to Kowalski’s original unit, and his point of view was suddenly from out in the debris field, looking at the ship three miles away. 
 
    “I’m coming, Chief. I’ll rescue you,” Kowalski said. 
 
    “Hey, I’m in a bunk back on Osaka, remember? What you need to rescue is your sample bag.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Well, anyway, I’m coming. Turn your lights on in my direction so I can see ya.” 
 
    Kowalski had had the short range lights off. Little good they would do in a debris field this big. They were for looking at things within a few feet. 
 
    “OK, Kowalski. They’re on.” 
 
    “Yeah, I see you.” 
 
    The other HARPER unit showed up, and Fordham handed over the sample bag to Kowalski. 
 
    “So, do I tow this unit back?” Kowalski asked. 
 
    “No. Get that sample bag back to the ship. We’ll leave it.” 
 
    “Leave it for them to find, Chief?” 
 
    “Nah. I’ll talk to Fitzhugh about it.” 
 
    “OK, Chief. See ya.” 
 
    The other Harper unit headed back to the ship. 
 
    “Hey, Fitz,” Fordham said on another channel. 
 
    “Yeah, Jimmy?” 
 
    “We need to leave this broke HARPER behind, but we don’t want anybody to retrieve it. Answers too many questions, I think. Can you have the point-defense boys pop it from there once Kowalski and the guys are back aboard?” 
 
    “Sure, Jimmy. They can always use practice.” 
 
    “I’ll stay here until they got a bead on it. If they need me to, I can wave my arms or something.” 
 
    “OK, Jimmy.” 
 
    All the other HARPER units had been driven back into the container by the time Kowalski returned. He landed lightly on the deck, motored back into the container, and closed the door. 
 
    “All HARPER units secure,” Kowalski reported. 
 
    “All right, Fitz. They’re all aboard. Can your point-defense boys see me?” 
 
    For answer, half a dozen point-defense lasers along the flanks of Raptor flashed red, and the HARPER unit vaporized. Kowalski saw the flashes for an instant, and then his VR switched to his console on the other channel when the connection died. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Fordham said. 
 
    “What, Chief?” 
 
    “If you’re ever outside the ship, don’t ask the laser-pointer boys to shoot at you. Fuck. I’m gonna have nightmares for a month.” 
 
    HMS Simon Magus appeared, and the other Sintaran ships lined up behind it as they headed out-system from Garland. Simon Magus projected a hypergate, then cut its engines. The Sintaran ships disappeared into hyperspace one after the other, Raptor first. Loba was the last to depart, with Vice Admiral Espinoza keeping an eye on things until the end. 
 
    Then Simon Magus pulled her hypergate over herself and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    Three weeks went by before there were final results to discuss. Saaret joined Dunham for the meeting, but Peters was busy elsewhere. 
 
    “All right. So what have we learned, Admiral Leicester?” Dunham asked. 
 
    “Not as much as we might have hoped, Sire.” Admiral Leicester consulted notes in VR and continued. “The DNA results were consistent in all cases with people who were born in the Democracy of Planets. They were not consistent with any native population of any of the independent star nations, or of any planet within the Empire. The personal effects we examined consisted of some melted awards – statuettes and plaques. These were not identifiable. Metallurgy, however, is consistent with origins within the Democracy of Planets, but not with anywhere else.” 
 
    “How is this not definitive, Admiral?” Saaret asked. 
 
    “The issue, Mr. Saaret, is that anyone who immigrated to one of the independent star nations – or Sintar, for that matter – would show the same genetic profile. Maybe even for a generation or two. And the same can be said for the metal objects. Origins in the DP, but not necessarily most recently from there.” 
 
    “So it could be an elaborate ruse, to get us to respond incorrectly,” Dunham said. 
 
    “Yes, Sire. That’s it exactly. It’s unlikely to be random – the odds are fairly astronomical – but it could be a constructed set of evidence, in the selection of the crews and the objects aboard. That said, it probably is the Democracy of Planets, but it’s not sound enough to base policy on, I wouldn’t think.” 
 
    “And how many ships did we get samples from, Admiral Leicester?” 
 
    “A total of five, Sire. In Phalia, Garland, Doria, Midlothia, and Sirdon.” 
 
    “All farside kingdoms.” Saaret said. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Saaret. Which may be to throw the scent off the DP, or it may just be that they have a bigger push on to cause trouble for us out there because their presence there is weaker.” 
 
      
 
    While Dunham was being briefed on the results of the sample analysis, Peters was meeting with her dresser and fitter. 
 
    “This is getting ridiculous. In just a week. Nothing fits. I am literally busting out all over,” Peters said. 
 
    “Is this your first pregnancy, Milady?” Ms. Lauden asked. 
 
    Peters and Dunham had not yet shared Peters’s status with the staff. 
 
    “Yes. Why?” 
 
    “Then you must be about three and a half or four months in, Milady. That’s usually when the titty fairy shows up.” 
 
    “This happens to everybody when they’re pregnant?” 
 
    “Yes, Milady. The first time, anyway. And some more than others. Have you not read up on your condition?” 
 
    “I didn’t think you needed to read a book to get pregnant.” 
 
    “Well, no, that’s not how it happens, Milady. You’re right there. But you should be doing some research. So you don’t get surprised. Like now.” 
 
    Peters had to admit she hadn’t approached pregnancy like everything else she did. She always did her research. She had just thought it was something one did. 
 
    “What books would you recommend?” 
 
    “I’ve pushed a couple of them to you, Milady. But right now, we need to work on getting you fitted for new brassieres. At least for the meantime. The process may not be complete yet.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Hard to say, Milady. Let’s just get you fitted into something more comfortable for now, and we can check again in a week or two.” 
 
      
 
    Peters started reading up on pregnancy. She felt stupid to have been blindsided like that. Clearly this was not something one ‘just did.’ When she read up on breast increase at the beginning of the second trimester, she found that she might be on the high end of the scale. Probably because she was petite to begin with. On her small frame, however, her breasts had gone from petite-to-middling to hey-there-sailor. 
 
    Believe it or not, Dunham hadn’t noticed. It had been only a week or ten days since the process started. Dunham had been preoccupied with astro-political events as the region moved inexorably toward a war he was desperately trying to avoid, and he’d been emotionally and physically exhausted every night by bedtime. And Peters had taken to wearing a sweatshirt to bed to avoid chills that had started to bother her a couple of months back. Reading this book, that would likely go away soon. By the third trimester, pregnant women usually felt hot all the time. 
 
    Tomorrow was Saturday, though. Then he would notice. 
 
    She would make sure of it. 
 
      
 
    After lunch, which was their big meal of the day on Saturday, they went up to the pool deck. Bobby was sunning on the chaise when Peters went into the cabana.  
 
    Never underestimate Housekeeping. At her request, they had found a white bikini that would set off her tan skin. A miniscule thong bottom and a top that properly fit – and even emphasized – her new figure. 
 
    She walked from the cabana to the pool and dove in. Dunham was lost in thought, and didn’t even notice. She swam her laps. When she was done, she went over to the ladder and lifted her head up over the edge of the pool. 
 
    “Bobby.” 
 
    Dunham continued to look off into the distance with a blank look on his face. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    He started and looked at her. 
 
    “You still at work?” Peters asked. 
 
    “Yes. Sorry, dear.” 
 
    “You’re better off setting it aside for a while, and coming back to it later.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Dunham said. 
 
    “Maybe I can give you something else to think about.” 
 
    Now that she had Dunham’s attention, Peters climbed slowly up the ladder, revealing first the white bikini top with her newly enhanced cleavage, and then the miniscule white bottom that served to emphasize rather than to hide. She walked forward to the foot of his chaise, then reached behind her back, unfastened the top, and threw it aside. 
 
    “Time for some R and R, Marine.” 
 
    “Oh my God. Those are new.” 
 
    “Not new, merely enhanced. I guess it comes with the whole pregnancy thing.” 
 
    “Well, I have to say they look good on you.” 
 
    “Just don’t ask me to walk up any stairs. I’d fall flat on my face.” 
 
    “I’m not sure your face would hit the ground.” 
 
    “Very funny.” 
 
    “You’d probably bounce.” 
 
    Peters kicked his foot. 
 
    “Hey, Mr. Emperor Bigshot. You just gonna sit there and talk about ‘em, or you gonna take ‘em out for a spin?” 
 
      
 
    Afterwards, laying cuddled on the chaise, Dunham mused on the original topic. 
 
    “Well, that was fun. Those are pretty amazing. Do they stay that way now, or do they go back down once you’re finished breast-feeding?” 
 
    “Yes and yes. Yes, they go back down somewhat, and yes, they stay somewhat larger from now on. How much of which I don’t know. Everybody’s different, apparently.” 
 
    “Huh. Well, I don’t have any complaints with any or all of the above.” 
 
    “I hope they go back down at least some. This feels a bit ridiculous.” 
 
    “Nah. You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    They lay quietly for a while. Peters broke the silence. 
 
    “So, having convinced you to set your worries aside for a while, what did I miss yesterday?” 
 
    Dunham told her about the ambiguous testing results on the materials recovered from the debris of the destroyed raiders. 
 
    “So you don’t know.” 
 
    “I know, but I can’t prove it. Like Dee, knowing it was Pomeroy, Stanier, Galbraith, and Newsom who were plotting against her. But I can’t prove it, so I can’t act. Which is my preference, anyway.” 
 
    “It is?” Peters asked. 
 
    “Sure. I don’t want to take on the independent star nations and the DP all at once. I would rather take them on and defeat them one at a time.” 
 
    “But Sintar is going to win, anyway.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “You sound so sure.” 
 
    “I am sure.” 
 
    “How can you be so certain?” 
 
    “Because if I have to, I’ll cheat.” 
 
    “You’ll cheat on the Treaty of Earth.” 
 
    “Of course. Any reasonable person would likely conclude our new weapon is by definition a nuclear weapon. If I have to, I’ll simply deny it’s a nuclear weapon and wipe out their capitals. I’d rather go for decapitation strikes than to kill the billions of people in their militaries it would take to beat their elites into submission. Kill the elites and the problem goes away. The average person doesn’t want war. The elites use war like any other policy tool, because they’re not going to be the ones getting shot at.” 
 
    “Won’t history judge you harshly?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because history is written by the winners.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Addenda 
 
      
 
      
 
    “One of the self-propelled HARPER units failed in the field. Complete lack of propulsion,” Jared Denny told the group. 
 
    “Were they able to rescue the unit for inspection?” Narang asked. 
 
    “No. I don’t know the circumstances, but my understanding is they were under a time constraint, and there was some material it was important to extricate, so they rescued the material but not the HARPER unit.” 
 
    “They didn’t leave it laying around out there, did they?” Liu Jiang asked. 
 
    “No. They destroyed the unit. Means unspecified. So we don’t actually have the particular unit that failed. However, we do have the telemetry back and forth to it. And I did look into failures of these propulsion units during their use in spacedock operations, and it appears to be pretty common. Not a big deal in spacedock, they just run out another one and repair the failed one. I was thinking we might be able to do better than that, and design out the initial cause of failure. Or at least to be able to predict it far enough in advance to service the unit prior to failure.” 
 
    “That should be workable,” Robert Stewart said, “if we have enough data on the failures.” 
 
    “The spacedock people keep pretty good records. They’re used to it with regard to ship building and repairs, and that attitude just sort of bleeds over into this as well. The records looked pretty good to me.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Stewart said. 
 
    “So, Bob, I wondered if you could work this one with us. Not just advise in this case. It’s pretty clear I can put anything I want to in Project X and it’ll be approved. I haven’t had a single invoice questioned. We just need to line-item everything properly. So we need you to consult on this project.” 
 
    “Of course,” Stewart said. “I’d be happy to. See if we can’t clean up the design of those propulsion units.” 
 
      
 
    “Your Highness, we have the initial reports back from our search of the debris field of our eight light cruisers and the Sintaran picket ships,” said the Honorable Bruce Mallory, Prime Minister of Phalia. 
 
    “Excellent, Mr. Mallory. And what have they found?”asked Queen Anne III, hereditary ruler of Phalia. 
 
    “Mostly what one would expect, Ma’am, with one big exception. They found eight distorted masses of depleted uranium alloy. From the shapes, it looks like these might have been the noses of the Sintaran picket ships.” 
 
    “Is that why they were impervious to point-defense fire?” 
 
    “Very likely. The curious thing is they are perhaps ten percent of the dry mass of the entire vessel.” 
 
    “Are you sure these are not part of our cruisers, Mr. Mallory?” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am. There is nothing of the kind in our light cruisers. They must have come from the Sintaran ships.” 
 
    “How do they even turn such a ship, with that much of its mass out in front, Mr. Mallory?” 
 
    “We believe they’re using bow thrusters, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Ah. Clever. So it’s basically a uranium bullet. That’s why it didn’t just crumple against the more heavily built ships.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Very well. Good work. Please pass on my compliments to our search and research teams.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    SCV Heritage of Space down-transitioned from hyperspace in the Monserrat system, one of the principal commercial centers of the Kingdom of Phalia. With eighteen thousand populated planets and forty-five trillion people, Phalia was a huge client of Sintaran goods, and Sintaran freighters regularly made call on hundreds of planets. 
 
    Half an hour after Heritage of Space appeared, a Sintaran picket ship dropped out of hyperspace. There was no raider here, though, and all in-system ships were squawking transponder codes. The picket ship remained where it was as Heritage of Space made its way in-system to the commercial space station in orbit about Monserrat. 
 
    Its charge safely delivered, the picket ship turned and started accelerating away from Monserrat, even as it transmitted its position back to Sintar. 
 
    Almost a week later, the HMS Baba Yaga dropped out of hyperspace with sixteen picket ships as escort. She stayed just long enough to project a hypergate for the escort picket ship and her own sixteen consorts. The picket ships disappeared into the hypergate, and then the Baba Yaga pulled the hypergate over herself and disappeared.  
 
      
 
    Democracy of Planets Prime Minister Harold Pinter was meeting with Foreign Minister Jules Morel and Defense Minister Pavel Isaev. 
 
    “So how is the Sintar project going?” Pinter asked 
 
    “Good, I think,” Morel said. “The initial losses of freighters has led Sintar to send an escort with every freighter heading into the independent star nations.” 
 
    “Can they afford to do that?” 
 
    “The escort is a single picket ship. They must have millions of those. So yes, they can afford to do that.” 
 
    “A single picket ship? Not much of an escort.” 
 
    “These have proven to be a problem, Harold,” Isaev said. “We’re not sure how, but they have managed to kill any of our light cruisers they run up against. We’ve lost a couple of dozen ships to the darned things.” 
 
    “Really. I would think a picket ship would be easy pickings for a light cruiser.” 
 
    “Not these. The remote sensor recordings our friends have shared with us are from necessarily far away, but it appears they overwhelmed our light cruisers by simply ramming them, for the loss of both ships.” 
 
    “The cruiser couldn’t fire on it, Pavel?” 
 
    “Oh, they did, Harold. In some cases they did, in others they ran away. But the picket ship was accelerating at ten gravities, evaded our missiles, and then proved stubbornly immune to point-defense fire.” 
 
    Pinter thought about it for a moment. 
 
    “What’s the maximum acceleration a human can stand?” 
 
    “For the twenty-minute pursuit that was typical? Perhaps six or seven gravities.” 
 
    “So these picket ships have to be robot ships.” 
 
    “Robots or remotely piloted, I would say. Yes. That’s our current thinking.” 
 
    “Which is why they aren’t concerned about suiciding one against a light cruiser. They don’t lose any men, and the tonnage trade is very much in their favor.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “But it does give us another lever, Harold,” Morel said. “You know what people think of robot ships. And history gives plenty of reason to fear them.” 
 
    “Yes, Jules. But these are probably remotely piloted, as Pavel points out.” 
 
    “We’re not emphasizing that to our friends, Harold. We’re unequivocally calling them robot ships. And one now appears with every Sintaran freighter down-transitioning into their star systems.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re not going to be happy about that.” 
 
    “They’re not. It plays into the notion Sintar is no longer playing according to the rules. A flotilla of these robot ships wiped out a light cruiser squadron in Phalia. In Garland, when a heavy cruiser squadron and a battleship squadron challenged four of them, forty more robot ships made down transition, and the Garland Space Navy fled.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t wonder.” 
 
    “Yes. They have everyone terrified. And in Garland, they seized a Sintaran freighter and its crew after its robot escort took out one of our light cruisers. Emperor Trajan demanded their release, and King James threatened to execute them for piracy.” 
 
    “He did?” 
 
    “Yes. And in response, Emperor Trajan told King James if he harmed the Sintaran spacers – if the Garland commercial freight station was not open to normal commercial operations per the commercial shipping regulations – the station was a valid military target and he would destroy it.” 
 
    “Would he really do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know why not. He did it to King Michael of Estvia a few years back. Destroyed a commercial space station in orbit around Galveston. Two million dead.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. I recall.” 
 
    Pinter shook his head. 
 
    “Well, I have to say, I was skeptical of this whole project from the beginning, but it appears you are making it work. Congratulations to both of you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Harold.” 
 
    ”So what’s next?” 
 
    “Nothing. We just let the Sintaran escorts continue to aggravate people and anger them further. Let things run their course from here.” 
 
    “So now that it’s up to a boil, we turn the heat down and put the lid on and let the situation simmer.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “What are the chances it boil over?” 
 
    “Not high, I don’t think. But it should accomplish Karla Jaeger’s goals to slow the growth of Sintaran shipping and its import-export trade, or even reduce them. The governments are putting pressure on their commercial companies not to use Sintaran shipping firms or use or sell their products.” 
 
    “Excellent. Well done.” 
 
      
 
    When Peters entered the third trimester, She and Dunham met with Dr. Ernst Kuffel, the obstetrician Peters had selected. They met in the lower of the two top floors of the Imperial Palace, the two floors dedicated to the Imperial Residence. In addition to the gym, hairdresser’s, doctor’s office, emergency room, dentist’s office, indoor swimming pool, and other amenities for the exclusive use of the Emperor – and now the Co-Consul, Saaret, and his wife Suzanne – a birthing room was also being installed. 
 
    Because Peters, through her nanites, knew the exact day of ovulation, there was little guesswork required as to the stage of development of the twins she was carrying. 
 
    “So when can I expect to go into labor, Doctor? Thirty-eight weeks, right? And I’m at twenty-four weeks now?” 
 
    “Normal labor usually begins now at thirty-seven weeks after conception, Milady, or thirty-nine weeks from the last menses. From the nanites, we know the exact date of ovulation, so we don’t need to include those extra two weeks in there. In more primitive conditions, in conditions of hardship, it’s usually more like thirty-eight weeks. So I would expect thirty-seven weeks. 
 
    “However, I would counsel against waiting that long.” 
 
    “Really? Why?” 
 
    “His Majesty is tall, and large-framed. Apparently his whole family is. The Empress Ilithyia II was also tall and not slender. In contrast, Milady, you are not of the same stature, and are slender. The mismatch would militate for an early delivery even if you were not carrying twins. With twins, however, I think we should definitely select an earlier delivery date. You’re carrying large babies – two of them – and, given your size, there simply isn’t a lot of room in there. It poses a risk both to them and to you.” 
 
    “I see. Which is why I am well above the weight curve for twenty-four weeks.” 
 
    “Yes. I haven’t worried about it, Milady, because of the size of the father and that you’re carrying twins, but you are going to stay above the weight curve throughout your pregnancy. At some point, it will become a health issue for you.” 
 
    “You said ‘select an earlier delivery date.’ We can pick?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. We can now initiate labor when it is convenient. We give your body the hormonal signals your internal apparatus needs to see to start its work, and then you have a normal delivery at the time of your choosing. It’s much easier and more convenient than the whole middle-of-the-night thing when you are already exhausted after thirty-eight weeks of pregnancy.” 
 
    “When do you recommend?” 
 
    “I would think twenty-nine weeks or so.” 
 
    “Only five weeks off?” 
 
    “Yes. Anything from twenty-seven or so weeks is considered acceptable. There’s something of a wall at twenty-five weeks. That’s when normal brain waves begin. The two lobes of the brain synch up and take over a lot of bodily functions the baby needs to survive outside the womb. Shorter-term pregnancies than that are still a considerable problem in terms of survivability. You are looking at full life support of the baby at that point until it catches up. But anything from twenty-seven weeks on is simple. I would think twenty-nine, or maybe even thirty, just to be safe.” 
 
    “Will they need special care?” 
 
    “Yes, a bit. But it is a simple matter to turn one of the bedrooms upstairs into a neonatal intensive care unit for the two months required.” 
 
    Kuffel shrugged. 
 
    “It’s been done before. I inquired.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Amanda turned to Dunham, who had said nothing to this point. 
 
    “What do you think, Bobby?” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about any of this, Amanda, but what the doctor says sounds sensible to me. If you’re carrying Dunham-sized twins in there, they’re just plain gonna run out of room. If the early delivery is as routine as the doctor says –“ Dunham looked to the doctor here, who nodded “– then it makes a lot of sense.” 
 
    “OK, I think I agree. Both of my parents are slight, and both of your parents are big. No mismatch for either of them. But the crossbreed between us is another matter. And being done with being this big early sounds good to me. I’m coming up on twenty pounds already. As long as the early delivery’s not a threat to my babies.” 
 
    “It will be a lot easier on everybody, I think,” Kuffel said. “Should we say twenty-nine weeks then, or thirty?” 
 
    “Let’s check in at twenty-eight or twenty-eight-and-a-half, Doctor, and make the call then.” 
 
    “Sensible. I’ll see you next month, then, unless something comes up in the meantime. And I’ll tell Palace Housekeeping they need to install the NICU.” 
 
      
 
    Construction of the NICU in the family apartment next to the Imperial Apartment on the top floor of the Imperial Residence was carried out during the work day, when Dunham and Peters were in the office. Dunham ate lunch in the dining room of the Imperial Residence every day, and was able to check out progress and talk to the workmen as the work progressed. Most of the work was removing all the furniture, shutting off the ability of the windows to open, and installing the incubator and other equipment. The bedroom of the family apartment would be the actual NICU, and the living room would be the nurse’s station. 
 
      
 
    By the twenty-eighth week, Peters had gained a total of thirty pounds, which was the normal weight gain for a full pregnancy. They decided on twenty-nine weeks for the delivery. 
 
      
 
    “We still haven’t decided what their names are going to be,” Peters said the night before the delivery. 
 
    “No. We’ve gone round and round on them, but never decided. We did whittle it down to, what? Two dozen or so choices?” 
 
    “I think I still like the first thing we thought of best.” 
 
    “Let’s go with that, then.” 
 
      
 
    On Saturday, twenty-nine weeks to the day from the enjoyable lovemaking session on the pool deck which had started the whole process, Peters delivered healthy fraternal twins, a boy and a girl, at 4:37 in the afternoon, after eight-and-a-half hours of labor. In addition to the doctor and nurses, both Dunham and Peters’s longtime best friend, Brenda Connolly, were in attendance. 
 
    Sean Robert Peters Dunham and Deanna Cynthia Amanda Dunham were moved from the birthing room, which of necessity was next to the permanent emergency room on the lower floor of the Imperial Residence, to the NICU on the floor above in a single large incubator cart made for twins. Modern practice considered it better for their long-term twin relationship that Sean and Dee not be separated in the NICU. 
 
    Mason and Margaret Peters, summoned by Dunham, cooed over their new grandchildren in the NICU. Dunham opened a VR channel so Robert and Megan Dunham could also coo over their new grandchildren from the cabin in Craigs Notch on Travers World. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Couple Of Heads Up 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Robert. It’s good to see you again,” King Michael said. 
 
    “And you as well, Michael,” Dunham said. 
 
    “Please, have a seat.” 
 
    They both sat, and King Michael, his elbows on the arms of the chair, clasped his hands in front of him. 
 
    “I understand congratulations are in order.” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you.” 
 
    “And everyone is doing fine?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Wonderful. Please give my best wishes to Milady Empress.” 
 
    “I will, Michael. Thank you.” 
 
    Michael nodded. 
 
    “Now on to business. I thought I would bring you up to date on what has been going on with our friends from the DP.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    “First, they’ve been going around pointing at your use of escort ships, the destruction of raiders, and especially your efforts at identification of the raiders as evidence they were right. Sintar is becoming much more aggressive.” 
 
    “In response to being attacked.” 
 
    “Yes, Robert. I understand, but that’s the way they’re spinning it. They also say your picket ships are robot ships.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “I didn’t think it was, but they keep using the term. And you know what the reaction to robot ships is.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. I’m likely more well-read on the history than the great majority of our peers, Michael.” 
 
    One of the reasons the Fifty Years War had been so destructive was the use of robot warships. As kingdoms fell, some of the defeated regimes sent out a last command that amounted to “Kill everybody,” and the robot warships had tried to comply. Unencumbered by human judgment or the recognition that commands expired with the leaders that gave them, the slaughter was terrible, with nuclear weapons intended for ship-to-ship encounters in vacuum being deployed against population centers on planetary surfaces. It had taken years to track them all down, and solitary survivors occasionally surfaced as much as thirty years later. 
 
    It was out of this environment that the Treaty of Earth had arisen. 
 
    “I knew you would be well aware of the history, Robert, but you also know or can guess the effect this is having in the independent star nations. My fellow rulers increasingly think of Sintar in terms of a star nation gone rogue, and a threat to everyone else. And every time one of your freighters appears with a picket ship as escort, it punctuates the point.” 
 
    Dunham sighed.  
 
    “My only other option is to leave my people unprotected, and that I won’t do. Let me ask you this, Michael. Have any of these commerce raiders attempted to operate in Estvian space?” 
 
    “No. We haven’t seen a single ship that was not squawking its transponder code in any Estvian system. That’s one of the things that gets reported by planetary traffic control on every planet, and we don’t have a single report of it.” 
 
    “You know what that implies, don’t you, Michael?” 
 
    “Of course. My warning to the DP ambassador was one-hundred-percent effective, despite his warning it might not be. So the commerce raiders were likely DP ships.” 
 
    “Exactly. It might have made more sense for them to try it in a system or two, just so you wouldn’t be able to draw that conclusion.” 
 
    “Other star nations are not so rigorous in their reporting, Robert. They might not have known I would have such exact data.” 
 
    “Ah. That could be it.” 
 
    “Besides, they don’t know we’re talking. But it does raise a question. Will you take action against the DP, Robert?” 
 
    “No, Michael. I can’t. I have evidence, but no proof. Even the wreckage of commerce raiders we were able to examine was inconclusive. I think they cleaned those vessels of direct evidence before they sent them out here. Besides, I would rather not unite the DP and the independent star nations against Sintar.” 
 
    “You would win anyway, for the reasons we’ve discussed.” 
 
    “Yes. I think I agree with you. But it would be more difficult, which means it would be much messier.” 
 
    “You would have to take more aggressive action.” 
 
    “And more people would die.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t be your people.” 
 
    “No, Michael, but you have to think about what comes after. Once Sintar defeats the independent star nations, and then defeats the DP, what do we do to put something back together? Having everyone harbor long-lived grievance against Sintar for the manner in which the war was waged is not the way to get to a long-term stable situation.” 
 
    King Michael looked at Dunham and marveled. Where most nation’s rulers would be worried about winning a war against the entire rest of humanity, the Emperor was looking past the war to what came after. How could he wage the war to give the best end state for peace? 
 
    “That’s a remarkable point of view, Robert.” 
 
    “Is it? My goal is to protect the people of Sintar, to allow them to live out their lives in peace and prosperity. That is my only goal. Raising enmity against Sintar in the waging of a war – a war I don’t want – is destructive of that long-term goal.” 
 
    King Michael nodded. That over-riding single purpose again. It was always foremost in the Emperor’s mind, because it was his only goal. 
 
    “I would most prefer avoiding war entirely, Michael. Do you think that’s possible?” 
 
    “No. I’m not sure the DP’s goal was to start a war or to simply handicap Sintar’s commercial trade. If the latter, then I think they’ve badly miscalculated. I think it’s inevitable.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s self-reinforcing now. Every time one of your ships appears with an escort. Every time one of your projector ships picks up an escort, with complete impunity because there’s nothing they can do to interfere with it. Every time one of your freighters makes port on a commercial space station. Every one of these normal occurrences feeds the anger.” 
 
    “Despite the DP starting it?” 
 
    “Despite the DP starting it.” 
 
    Dunham nodded. 
 
    “I guess I knew that, but I didn’t want it to be true. What if I stopped escorting my freighters?” 
 
    “Then the DP would resume commerce raiding, you would have to resume escorting, and it would be even worse for stopping and then restarting. That’s just the way people are built.” 
 
    Dunham stared down at his hands for several long minutes. 
 
    “All right, Michael. Thank you for the news. Anything else today?” 
 
    “Just one thing, Robert. When it starts, don’t wait to get in contact with me. Just do what you need to do. Estvian space is completely open to you.” 
 
    They both got up and shook hands. 
 
    “All right, Michael. Thanks again.” 
 
      
 
    “Dunlop here.” 
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Dunlop. Jared Denny here.” 
 
    “Ah, Mr. Denny. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “First thing, I wondered what progress had been made with the modifications we submitted for the propulsion units.” 
 
    “We’ve had the original contractor build up a thousand units with the modifications, and distributed them to a couple of hundred shipyards. We’ve asked the shipyards to put them into service immediately, so we could capture reliability data on them before we put them into service on warships. So they’re in service right now, Mr. Denny.” 
 
    “Excellent, Mr. Dunlop. On to my real business this morning. I need to give you some information on what Project X is, so you can decide what happens with it from here.” 
 
    “All right, Mr. Denny. Go ahead.” 
 
    “We believe we have developed an electronic countermeasures system that mounts on a missile in place of the warhead. Its role is to spoof the point-defense sensors for the rest of the missiles in the salvo. It won’t confuse the point-defense computers for long, Mr. Dunlop, but we think we can close the engagement envelope down to about half of what it is now.” 
 
    “Cutting the engagement envelope in half would be a huge advantage, Mr. Denny. Would this work against every point-defense system out there?” 
 
    “We optimized it against the systems on DP warships. We believe it will work, but perhaps a little less effectively, against other systems as well.” 
 
    “What about our own systems? If this unit is captured, would it work against our point-defense systems as well?” 
 
    “Currently, we believe it would, Mr. Dunlop, to some extent. But we also have some programming changes for our own point-defense computers that we think would make it even less effective against our own ships.” 
 
    “That’s good. One has to be aware that one’s own techniques often come back at you in any prolonged conflict.” 
 
    “Exactly. We considered that. The question now is, What is the next step for this system?” 
 
    “Well, I suppose the first thing to do is run it through the internal Navy tactical weapons evaluation team, and see what they think about it. Are prototype systems operational, Mr. Denny?” 
 
    “We have a prototype system, but it has only been tested in the lab. One of the things that would need to be done is to do live testing in space. This is something for which we would need Navy resources.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can handle that. Do you have a documentation package you can send me?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Dunlop. I’ve pushed it to you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mr. Denny. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
      
 
    Dunlop looked through the documentation package, including the summary of the lab results and the discussion of the likely results in actual field conditions, including the percentage survivability of missiles against various point-defense coordination strategies. If anything, Denny had understated their results. 
 
    On due consideration, Dunlop decided to send the package to the Projects coordinator that had launched Project X in the first place. That Projects coordinator took one look at the package executive summary, and sent it directly to the Co-Consul’s office. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for meeting with me this morning, Admiral Leicester.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Dunham turned to the two Guardsmen in the back corners of his office. 
 
    “Leave us.” 
 
    The Guardsmen nodded and left. Dunham then addressed the ceiling. 
 
    “Guard.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” the voice came back. 
 
    “Suspend audio monitoring for one-half hour.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Admiral Leicester raised his eyebrows at that. This was a new one on him. Dunham didn’t notice, as his eyes were on the wall switch by the door, looking for the flashing tell-tale. When a soft tone sounded and the tell-tale came on, Dunham turned back to Leicester. 
 
    “It is just you and I at this meeting, Admiral Leicester, because there are some very sensitive things I need to tell you.” 
 
    “I understand, Sire.” 
 
    “The first is I have good reason to believe from independent intelligence we will be attacked in the medium term by some confederation of independent star nations. It may be the majority of star nations excluding the DP itself.” 
 
    “Medium term, Sire?” 
 
    “I make it two to five years, Admiral Leicester.” 
 
    Leicester relaxed. 
 
    “We will have at least half the Navy converted to the new crewless ships by that time, Sire. Perhaps all of it, depending on where in the range it falls.” 
 
    “And you should draw up plans accordingly, Admiral Leicester. But we need to be planning on fighting a multi-front war against just about everybody.” 
 
    “But not the DP, Sire?” 
 
    “I don’t believe so, Admiral Leicester. Not initially, at least. I believe once we begin winning decisively, the DP will enter into the war. We will then take them down as well.” 
 
    “That’s a tall order, Sire.” 
 
    “Understood, Admiral Leicester. But we will win. It is probably five or more years before we will face the DP, and we will continue to build up our Navy throughout that period. We will have no shortage of equipment, and we will not be losing crews. The attrition of trained manpower common in war will not be an issue for us. 
 
    “Further, we will use all our tools to wage this war. Nothing will be off the table. If these star nations are willing to join up to attack us in such strength, without cause or provocation on our part, we will not have our hands tied behind our backs. We will take the war to them – in particular, to their rulers – without hesitation or mercy.” 
 
    “I see, Sire.” 
 
    “That warning is one reason for today’s meeting, Admiral Leicester. The other is we have had a special team working on new systems. They are the one that came up with the designs for the new picket ships, the new warships, and the HARPER units, including the self-propelled versions. They have come up with yet another new system. 
 
    “They have invented an electronic countermeasures system that uses the volume of one warhead in a missile salvo. It spoofs the point-defense sensor systems, cutting the engagement time in half.” 
 
    “That’s an incredibly valuable outcome, Sire. Cutting the engagement time in half will make missiles much more effective.” 
 
    “That’s what their projections say, Admiral Leicester. I will push you the package on this new system, and then I want you to work with appropriate personnel to test it under field conditions and see if it lives up to its promise. But keep it very close. Perhaps Admiral Kuznetsov’s group, or someone like that.” 
 
    “Understood, Sire.” 
 
    “I’ve pushed you the package, Admiral Leicester. Report back on whatever you find.” 
 
    “Of course, Sire.” 
 
    Three soft tones sounded. 
 
    “Audio monitoring resumed, Your Majesty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Settling Down 
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday afternoon was Peters’s first time back in the pool after giving birth to the twins six weeks prior. It just took that long to be healed enough for the pool not to be an infection risk. 
 
    It felt good to be able to swim laps, and start getting back into shape. She couldn’t do her normal routine – it would take a while to work back up to that – but she did get in some good solid laps, and was feeling the muscle fatigue when she got out and joined Dunham on the big double chaise. 
 
    Being on a three-hour nursing schedule for the tiny babies, though, meant she grabbed sleep when she could, and she fell instantly asleep cuddled with Dunham in the warm sunlight under one of the big beach towels. 
 
      
 
    Of course, parents and grandparents didn’t wait for the children to leave the NICU to play with them and cuddle them, to the extent they could through the access ports of the incubator. Peters felt like a cow when she expressed milk with a top-of-the-line breast pump while the twins were on feeding tubes. It was a relief after four weeks in the NICU when the children could nurse properly, but it did mean going to the NICU every three hours at night and during the day to feed them. 
 
    In the end, Sean and Dee didn’t so much leave the NICU as it left them. Housekeeping moved the equipment out of the bedroom of the family apartment and replaced it with infant bedroom furniture, including an armchair for nursing. The NICU staff left and the childcare staff moved in. The crib was a crib for two, which a computer watchdog monitored during sleep so the twins didn’t get tangled up in each other such that one was not able to breathe. The living room of the family apartment remained a nurse’s station, but also became the twins’ playroom. 
 
      
 
    By the time the twins came out of the NICU, at thirty-seven weeks, Peters and Housekeeping had brought on a staff of eight to provide twenty-four-hour coverage. Housekeeping had institutional experience with supporting a working Empress with newborn children, and, while Peters was Empress Consort and not Empress regnant, she had important duties in the government. 
 
    The head of the ‘baby staff’ was Judy Ericson, a woman in her fifties who had four children and five grandchildren herself and was a nurse with emergency-room experience. She had weekdays, and supervised the others, who were all in their thirties. 
 
    The other woman on day shift taught infant sign language. Babies didn’t have spoken language until about two years old, but that was due to the delay in the development of the speech centers of the brain and the mastery of the mouth’s speech capability. Manual dexterity started much earlier, and so babies could learn to sign much earlier than they could talk. It was a lot easier keeping babies happy when they could tell you what they wanted. The twins would start signing at about six months. 
 
    The women who had weekend days and evenings, in addition to being nurses, were lifeguard and infant swimming instructors. Infants could learn to swim early because they floated so high in the water and had instinctive reactions to being in the water. When they started crawling and running, they leaned out and their buoyancy decreased. If they had already learned to swim, they already had the moves and the enjoyment of the water under their belt and could handle it easily. The twins would start swimming lessons immediately. 
 
      
 
    Peters and Dunham lay on the big double chaise on the pool deck, watching Sean and Dee getting their first dips in the pool with their swimming instructors. Peters was wearing a bikini and Dunham was wearing his trunks, partly out of deference to the staff and partly because the nursing Peters really needed the support of the bikini top to be comfortable. 
 
    “My God, they float halfway out of the water,” Dunham said. 
 
    “Chubby little things. So tiny. They seem to like it, though.” 
 
    “Well, they’re not that tiny anymore. Nine, ten pounds. I’m more worried they’ll be cold.” 
 
    “That water’s pretty warm, Bobby. We bumped the temperature up to the recommendation of their teachers. It was pretty warm for swimming laps.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    After half an hour in the pool, the two staffers took the babies into the cabana and changed them into dry diapers, then brought them back out to Peters for nursing. 
 
    “At least they’re up to six hours at night now,” Peters said. “I’m finally getting some sleep.” 
 
    “Still only three hours during the day, though.” 
 
    “More like three-and-a-half or four, but they have to be fed separately, at least for now. Hopefully I can get to tandem nursing soon. It just takes so long, one after the other.” 
 
    “At least Sean seems willing to wait until Dee is done,” Bobby said. “You don’t have them both fussing at the same time.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s definitely on a longer interval than she is. He’s happy to wait, as long as somebody is holding him. If they were identical, they would probably both be on the same schedule.” 
 
    “That would be awful.” 
 
    Bobby was holding Sean, who was napping on his chest as Dee nursed. Once in a while, she would nod off, and Peters would shift her to waken her, and she would nurse some more. 
 
    “No, you don’t, little one. No sleeping on the titty.” 
 
    When Dee was finished, they swapped babies, with Dunham burping Dee. The staffers were taking a break, drinking water on chairs on the pool deck until it was time to take them down for their naps. 
 
    “So with all this going on, I haven’t been paying much attention to the outside world. What’s going on?” Peters asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Dunham said. “Everything is quiet at the moment. No more raiders, but we keep escorting because we know as soon as we stop, they’ll be back. We keep getting occasional complaints from the independent star nations, but they’ve gotten pretty pro forma by now.” 
 
    “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “I don’t, either.” 
 
    “It’s too quiet.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “The calm before the storm?” Peters asked. 
 
    “Perhaps. I think we have time before things really go off the rails. There’ll be an increase in tensions. The independent star nations will unite in some form of alliance. Things like that. I doubt it would just explode out of nowhere.” 
 
    “You’re not relying on that, are you?” 
 
    “No,” Dunham said. “I gave Admiral Leicester a war warning a month or so back.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I told him I thought it would two to five years, and I still do, but the Navy needs to be ready and able to respond whenever it happens.” 
 
    “Sensible. Did you tell him about Project X?” Peters asked. 
 
    “Yes. We should be getting some test results back soon.” 
 
    “That will be interesting.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The staffers came up as Sean was finished nursing. Dunham handed off Dee to one staffer, while the other took Sean from Peters to burp him. They headed for the escalator down to the kids’ bedroom. 
 
    “I also told Admiral Leicester that, if war comes to us, we will win it, and, to that end, none of our capabilities would be off the table.” 
 
    “Oh, my.” 
 
    “Losing by holding back is not a game I will play, Amanda. Losing is not an option.” 
 
      
 
    The Imperial Navy maintained several deep-space weapons test sites where missiles, point-defense systems, and other potential weapons systems were tested. They also maintained several dozen more locations that were also banned for commercial traffic, to hide the active locations. 
 
    Rather than warheads, missiles were equipped with sensors to detect point-defense laser hits. The point-defense lasers themselves were run at a fraction of one percent of their battlefield output power. The missiles, at the end of their attack run, instead of exploding, veered off for retrieval. 
 
    The Imperial Navy had been doing such testing a long time. Now, instead of using special crews stationed to the test site for a deployment, they used crews from across the Navy who were already piloting the new or converted remotely crewed warships. 
 
    One such testing scenario had just concluded. 
 
    “That was pretty piss-poor shooting, Mr. Kennelly.” 
 
    “No doubt about it, Sir. We have a hell of a time hitting them until they’re right on top of us.” 
 
    “Can you not see them?” 
 
    “That’s the tough part, Sir. We can see them, but when we shoot at them, we miss. They aren’t actually where the sensors report them to be. It’s the darnedest thing. We can’t get their actual locations until they’re almost halfway across the engagement envelope.” 
 
    “All right. We have another run coming up. This time we’re supposed to use the new software load. So let’s get that set up and give them the go-ahead.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    Another scenario played out, using real weapons against real ships, across the firing range of the test center. 
 
    “There you go, Mr. Kennelly. Nice shooting.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir. The new software did it. It took a little longer to resolve trajectories, but it closed on the actual position. On that run we were at about ninety-five percent of our normal engagement range.” 
 
    “So the software makes a big difference.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Anybody without similar software on their systems, though, is gonna have a really bad day.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve gotten some results back from the missile testing,” Jared Denny told the team. 
 
    “What’s the bottom line?” Vipin Narang asked. 
 
    “Against Imperial sensor suites, an average reduction in the engagement envelope of a bit over forty-one percent.” 
 
    “We had projected what? Like forty percent,” Liu Jiang said. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “So we’re right on the projections. Even a little better. And we projected what, against DP systems?” Liu asked. 
 
    “Fifty percent.” 
 
    “OK, so it’s probably even a bit better than that. What about when using the modified software?” Narang asked. 
 
    “Again, on average, ninety-six percent of the engagement envelope was intact. The initial resolution time was a bit longer.” 
 
    “Well, I would call that success,” Liu said. 
 
    “So does the Navy,” Denny said. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Admiral Leicester.” 
 
    “Good morning, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “You have test results of the ECM system to report this morning, Admiral Leicester?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. I have the executive summary here.” 
 
    Leicester pushed Dunham the document in VR, and Dunham scanned through it. 
 
    “This is outstanding, Admiral Leicester.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. It will be particularly devastating until they figure out what is happening. They will waste point-defense lasers shots on chimera, overheating and taxing their systems. But they can’t afford not to take those shots, because the point-defense lasers in a coordinated defense plan have worse hit rates in the inner half of the engagement envelope than they do in the outer half.” 
 
    “Why would that be, Admiral Leicester? I would think that, as they got closer, they would be easier to hit.” 
 
    “If you’re the target vessel, yes, Sire, that’s true. But in a coordinated defense plan, you might be shooting at a missile targeting another ship. As that missile gets closer, it is moving faster across your field of view.” 
 
    “Ah. I see.” 
 
    Dunham looked down the numbers in the executive summary again. 
 
    “And the new software package defeats the system, Admiral Leicester. Can they come up with a similar defense?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. A couple of things to note there. First is that, unlike us, they won’t have much of a clue what we’re doing. They’ll have to reverse engineer what we’re doing from their own ships’ sensor recordings. And given the effectiveness of this attack, those will probably be hard to come by. Second, our hardware systems and theirs are different. They can’t simply copy the code and run it on their systems, so stealing the code is unlikely to prove very helpful. Third, because the systems are different, we’re not sure to what extent they could modify their code in the same way.” 
 
    “Well, all of this is tremendous news, Admiral Leicester. I want you to be thinking about the best way to use this new system. I think we can assume that, at some point, our enemy, whoever it is, is going to figure it out and design their own counter to it. We need to make sure we get the most out of it while the surprise lasts.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire.” 
 
    “On to the next matter, Admiral Leicester. How is the new warship construction going?” 
 
    “Very well, Sire. Mr. Dunlop has told the shipbuilders that early deliveries result in contract extensions for additional ships. The shipbuilders have responded by running flat out. They are also exceeding the turnaround on spacedocks compared to what we forecast.” 
 
    “Excellent, Admiral Leicester. Now, with so many ships coming on-line, how are we deploying them to best defend the Empire?” 
 
    “On defense, Sire, the picket ships are tremendous weapons. It’s just a terrific anti-ship system, and they’re cheap to build. The shipbuilders are turning them out like potato chips. This has significantly impacted our deployment plan. Our plan now is to park a few dozen picket ships a light-year or so away from every Imperial planet.” 
 
    “All hundred and fifty-five thousand Imperial planets, Admiral Leicester?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. If an invading fleet comes into the system, the local picket ships running hyperspace sensor duty whistle for the relief, and those standby picket ships come into the system and swarm the attackers.” 
 
    “Those picket ships need a hypergate for that, Admiral Leicester.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. About ten percent of Imperial planets have some fleet presence. Those detachments always include a projector ship. For the others, there are these small hypergates. We have a bunch of them, but nowhere near enough. They are not used much in the current strategic structure – it’s more of an emergency type of thing – but it’s a proven design. We’ve asked Mr. Dunlop to buy us enough more of them to put at least one with the standby picket ships in every Imperial system. Finally, there are some small hypergate projectors we can mount on light cruisers. They can’t take the tonnage of a capital ship, but they can handle picket ships, freighters, and light cruisers.” 
 
    “And the defenses for Sintar, Admiral Leicester? I expect trouble to land here if it gets bad. And without the Throne, there is no Empire.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. We are planning a large standby picket ship force for Sintar.” 
 
    “How large, Admiral Leicester?” 
 
    “We’re still debating that, Sire. At full deployment? Perhaps a million.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of ships, Admiral Leicester.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. But they are coming out of manufacturing very fast, and as the shipbuilders get more experience with them, the prices are really coming down.” 
 
    “And your plans for offensive deployments, Admiral Leicester?” 
 
    “We anticipate several waves of battle, Sire. For the initial provocations, we will not use the ECM units on the picket ships. For the first large wave of attacks, the initial ones once full-scale war is underway, we will use the picket ships with the ECM. The ECM will thus be new to them when we need it most. That should catch them by surprise.” 
 
    “Excellent, Admiral Leicester. And further operations?” 
 
    “We will bring in our converted ships at that point, Sire. These are the ships that would go to the breakers anyway as we roll out the new-design warships. They are still quite effective missile platforms, however.” 
 
    “And the new-design warships, Admiral Leicester?” 
 
    “We are reserving those for the DP, Sire. They will learn a lot from our conflict with the independents, but that knowledge will prove useless if it comes to hostilities between us and the DP. They will be facing our new construction for the first time.” 
 
    “Excellent, Admiral Leicester. Thank you for indulging my curiosity.” 
 
    “Of course, Sire.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Project X Continues 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jared Denny should have been used to getting messages under an Imperial header by this point, but it shocked him every time. He accepted the VR connection, and found himself in a simulation of what he assumed was the Emperor’s office in the Imperial Palace on Sintar. The Emperor sat behind his desk as before. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Be seated, Mr. Denny.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sire.” 
 
    “Mr. Denny, I need, for my own use, a list of all the members of your organization and their shipping addresses. Can you get that for me?” 
 
    “Of course, Sire.” 
 
    “The other thing I would like to do is speak to your group. What is the best time to do that?” 
 
    Denny consulted an office tool he had that coordinated meetings across planets and time zones. Since planets’ days wandered in and out of sync with each other, and he had eighteen people on eighteen different planets, such a tool was a requirement to plan any sort of meeting for the minimum disruption on people’s sleep. 
 
    “Given the planets’ days right now, Sire, four o’clock in the afternoon in Imperial City is the best time.” 
 
    “Very well, Mr. Denny. Could you call your group together for four o’clock this afternoon Imperial City time? I would like to speak to them.” 
 
    “Of course, Sire.” 
 
    “Send me the channel information, Mr. Denny, and I’ll see you then.” 
 
      
 
    Denny sent a copy of Sintar Specialty Services’ staff roster, including Robert Stewart and Ilia Sobol, to the Emperor. He then sent out a message to the fifteen other engineers and his two senior advisers. He labeled it ‘Important Meeting’ and ‘Don’t miss it or you’ll be sorry,’ and added ‘Be early.’ He wasn’t sure what the Emperor had in mind, but meeting the Emperor, even as an avatar, was no small thing. 
 
    People began showing up ten minutes early, and everyone was there at least three minutes early, including Stewart and Sobol. 
 
    “Thanks for coming, everybody. We will have a visitor today, and I didn’t want anybody to miss out.” 
 
    “Who is it?” Narang asked. 
 
    “You’ll see. It’s only fair you be as shocked as I was.” 
 
    At precisely four o’clock, Denny got a warning message of the incoming VR connection. He had just enough time to say, “The Emperor Trajan,” before Emperor Trajan and Empress Amanda appeared in the speaker’s well in front of the group in the small lecture room. Dunham’s avatar was dressed in his business suit, the Sintar Cross on his lapel, while Peters’s avatar was her last public image, from the Imperial wedding, in long white dress and barefoot, the crown jewels across her chest and her hair entwined with multi-colored roses. She stood to the Emperor’s right. 
 
    Everyone shot to their feet. 
 
    “Good afternoon, everyone,” Dunham said. “Thank you for coming. Please be seated.” 
 
    Everyone sat down. Most just gaped at the Emperor and Empress. They had been completely blindsided. 
 
    “I was reviewing the changes we have made in our Imperial Navy. New warship designs that can outmaneuver and out-accelerate anyone else’s ships. Crewless designs, only made possible by the HARPER repair units. Picket ships with attack capability. Electronic countermeasures in our missile salvos, making them much more effective. 
 
    “Then I realized all those changes originated here. With this group. And when we were not quick enough to actually give you the assignment, you realized the need and just went ahead and did it on your own. That is extraordinary. 
 
    “I wondered what sort of thing I could do to say thank you for the work you have done on behalf of the people of Sintar. A cash prize wouldn’t do it. You are all in the process of becoming wealthy off your own efforts. You need nothing given to you. 
 
    “And then Milady Empress suggested the solution. It is not often awarded, and almost never to civilians, but I realized it was just right. It was something only I could give you, but which you had all absolutely earned. The Gratitude of the Throne.” 
 
    At this, an image projected on the classroom display behind Dunham, showing the laurel-wreath pin of the award. 
 
    “Your awards will be shipped directly to you on all your different planets, but I wanted to come here and say thank you to each and every one of you.” 
 
    “Mr. Vipin Narang, please come up and shake our hands,” Peters said. 
 
    Narang got up, as in a dream, and walked up to the Emperor. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Narang,” Dunham said. 
 
    Narang simply nodded, and shook the Emperor’s hand. He moved to Peters and shook her hand as well. 
 
    “Congratulations, Mr. Narang.” 
 
    “Thank you, Milady.” 
 
    “Liu Jiang,” Peters said. 
 
    One at a time, Peters called out their names, and each came up to receive the thanks of their Emperor and the congratulations of their Empress. Last were Robert Stewart, Ilia Sobol, and Jared Denny. 
 
    “Last but not least. Thank you, Mr. Denny,” Dunham said. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Congratulations, Mr. Denny,” Peters said, and she winked at him. It was she who had given him the DP warship point-defense system specifications. 
 
    “Thank you, Milady.” 
 
    Denny returned to his seat, and Dunham addressed them all. 
 
    “We’ll not keep you any longer from your important work. We just wanted to let you all know, personally, how much it is appreciated. Once again, thank you all.” 
 
    At that, the Emperor and Empress bowed their heads to them and disappeared from the channel. 
 
      
 
    After Dunham and Peters had left the channel, the lecture classroom descended into bedlam. 
 
    “Wow. That was incredible.” 
 
    “It’s nice to know we’re appreciated.” 
 
    “The dividends have been doing that for me.” 
 
    “Yeah, but the Emperor.” 
 
    “The Empress was even more special. The Emperor makes his annual address, but you never see her.” 
 
    Sobol and Stewart walked up to Denny, who was standing at the front of the room. He had not tried to restore order yet. 
 
    The two senior consultants also held stock in the company. In fact, double everyone else’s equal share. Every month since the money started rolling in, Denny decided what the company could spare, and gave everyone five percent of the excess, with ten percent to each of the two consultants. It was money well spent. Denny was very much aware not just of how much help they had been, but of how much the organization’s reputation had depended and still depended on their involvement. 
 
    “That was nicely done, Jared,” Sobol said. 
 
    “That was a first for me,” Stewart said. 
 
    “Really?” Denny asked. 
 
    “First time meeting the ruler of the Empire? Absolutely. Do you have any clue how little the Empresses and Emperors do in terms of appearances outside their inner group?” 
 
    “I’ve never really understood that,” Denny said. 
 
    “Oh, the psychology of it is simple enough,” Sobol said. “It makes them mythic figures. To the extent they actually appear in public, they become simply human.” 
 
    “But they die, Ilia. The last Empress was assassinated, in fact.” 
 
    “Yes, but they had to blow up part of the Imperial Palace to do it. You see? It took a Marine assault shuttle to kill her. It wasn’t some lone assassin with a knife or a gun or something. It didn’t shatter the myth.” 
 
    “In any case, Jared, Ilia’s right,” Stewart said. “That was nicely done. Big surprises aren’t always pleasant ones, but that one was.” 
 
    “Thanks. He called me.” 
 
    “So I assumed,” Stewart said with a smile. 
 
    “On another point, Jared. Bob and I have been talking, and I have another project for us.” 
 
    “Excellent. Let me call for order here, and let’s hear it.” 
 
    Sobol and Stewart took their seats in the front row, and Denny called for order. People gradually took their seats and quieted down. 
 
    “Well, after all the excitement, I guess it’s time to get back to work. Bob and Ilia have an idea for us for a new project, so I’ll turn it over to them.” 
 
    Sobol and Stewart got up and walked into the well of the lecture room. Two club chairs appeared in the simulation, and they sat facing the group. 
 
    “All right,” Sobol said. “One of the things you have to assume in creating military systems is the other side is going to be trying like crazy to figure out what you did, particularly when something you did is out of the ordinary. So what is the natural response of the other side going to be to the incidents between our picket ships and their warships?” 
 
    “They’re going to go out to the debris field and look for clues,” Narang said. 
 
    “Correct, Vipin. Now, when they do that, what will they find?” 
 
    “That the picket ships have no crews?” Narang asked. 
 
    “Unlikely. The debris field is going to be strewn with human remains from their own ships, and the condition of those remains after a plasma explosion is going to make it difficult to get an accurate count. And the ship itself will be so utterly destroyed even the lack of crew spaces won’t be evident.” 
 
    “The uranium,” Liu said suddenly. “They’re going to find the nose cones.” 
 
    “Correct,” Sobol said. “The uranium alloy nose cones are likely to survive at least to some extent. Likely in one piece, in fact, though they will perhaps be misshapen or otherwise damaged. We are talking about a plasma explosion after all. So what does that mean for us, if they find the nose cones?” 
 
    “They’re going to reprogram their point-defense lasers not to fire at the nose cones if it’s a picket ship,” Narang said. 
 
    “Correct. They will try to disable the engines, because it would be easy to evade the ship if it were simply ballistic. They can’t evade it now because it is a seeker, and it is so maneuverable. So what do we do? I posed this question to Bob last week when we had received the AARs from Phalia and Garland.” 
 
    Sobol waved to Stewart. 
 
    “I was wondering if we might not do something for the picket ships similar to what we did for the ECM missiles,” Stewart said. “It’s a different problem in that the picket ship is so much bigger than a missile, but that also reduces the size and power constraints we have.” 
 
    “Of course,” Liu said. “With that much power and space, we can make a more capable suite. And it would have to be, because of the size of the ship, but I think we can work something out that would work.” 
 
    “What about hyperspace, though?” Narang asked. “The picket ships’ offensive capabilities were originally intended for planetary defense in hyperspace. I’m not sure how much of what we’re doing will work in hyperspace.” 
 
    “But their sensor capabilities are degraded as well,” Bertha Townsend said. “Missiles can’t be used in hyperspace. Anything drops out into normal space when the acceleration is below 0.35g, so missiles drop out of hyperspace no sooner than they exit the impeller. So nobody really fights in hyperspace. None of the systems work very well there.” 
 
    “Well, they have to rely mainly on the visual sensors for their point defense in hyperspace,” Narang said. “Can we spoof those?” 
 
    “How?” Townsend asked. 
 
    “Projections maybe,” Narang said. “Proliferate the targets.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t be very realistic.” 
 
    “In hyperspace, it probably wouldn’t matter.” 
 
    “Maybe we can do something to make the actual ship look like a projection, as well,” Liu said. 
 
    “That could help,” Townsend said. 
 
    “You know, the other thing we need is an evasive maneuvers package,” Narang said. “That would help in both hyperspace and normal space.” 
 
    “Well, Mr. Denny,” Stewart said softly, “It looks like we’ve gotten things rolling. We’ll see you next time.” 
 
    Sobol nodded and made a little wave of his hand. 
 
    Denny nodded and they both disappeared from the channel. Once they disappeared, the simulation dropped their chairs as well. 
 
    Denny turned back to the discussion as it continued. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Quiet But Simmering 
 
      
 
      
 
    King James III of Garland paced back and forth as he vented his anger. 
 
    “Again and again and again, those damned robot ships come into our space, and we can’t do a damned thing about them. They can lose those ships and not care, because there’s nobody aboard. Robot ships! Can you imagine? After the Fifty Years War, I can’t believe even that arrogant white-eyed bastard would be that irresponsible.” 
 
    “We don’t know for sure that they’re robot ships, Sire,” said his foreign minister, His Excellency Baron Francis Schmitt-deVries. 
 
    “The DP says they’re robot ships, and that’s good enough for me. They have no axe to grind in the matter, way out here. Besides, it explains why that white-eyed bastard is willing to just crash them into our ships. What does he give a damn? He doesn’t even have any crew aboard. He doesn’t lose anybody. They took out a battleship, and killed Admiral Vorhees and his whole crew, and it cost them nothing but a damned robot.” 
 
    Schmitt-deVries knew better than to argue with King James when he was on one of his rants. Vorhees had been the king’s first cousin and boyhood friend, and he had not taken his loss well. Pointing out to His Highness that he had warned him would not go over well. 
 
    “Sintar’s just too big. Every one of its provinces is big enough to be its own country. Was its own country, in fact, before the Fifty Years War. And they were the bastards responsible for the robot ships in the first place.” 
 
    “The Kingdom of Sintar had robot ships, Sire?” 
 
    “No, no, no. The kingdoms Sintar consolidated to form the Empire. Some of them launched robot ships, and others were the targets. It took Sintar thirty years to track them all down. And now this Emperor, instead of taking lessons from his predecessors who fought that scourge, is listening to the ghosts of the people who launched them.” 
 
    King James shook his head. 
 
    “Someone that arrogant should at least feign intelligence. Being that arrogant and stupid at the same time is a really bad look.” 
 
    “What are we to do, Sire?” 
 
    “Against Sintar? By ourselves? Nothing. It galls the hell out of me, but there’s nothing we can do by ourselves. I need to talk to Queen Anne over in Phalia and some of the others, and see if we can’t consolidate our power somehow to generate some pushback. That’s the only way to fight something as big as Sintar.” 
 
      
 
    The hereditary ruler of the Captaincy of Midlothia, Captain Mark Roberts, was having much the same conversation with his prime minister, who in Midlothia was known as the executive officer, Kevin Shingle, without the hysterics. 
 
    “That’s two hundred and twenty-four incursions in the last week, Sir.” 
 
    “Which is to say, two hundred and twenty-four Sintaran freighter calls across the six thousand planets of the Captaincy, which is the normal freight volume from Sintar. It’s actually down a little bit.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. But it’s two hundred and twenty-four instances of robot ships operating in our space.” 
 
    “Are we sure about that, XO? The robot ships part?” 
 
    “That’s what the DP is calling them, Sir.” 
 
    “Yes, and what favors has the DP done for us lately, eh? They’re on the other side of Garland, Estvia, Sintar, and Annalia from here. That’s a long ways away to be telling us what we’re seeing. You have to wonder what their motives are.” 
 
     “Motives, Sir?” 
 
    “The DP doesn’t do anything without a motive. One has to wonder just what they’re up to.” 
 
    Roberts sighed. 
 
    “I suppose I ought to ask around, and see what others think. Life is so much simpler without hidden motives and whispered accusations. Still, I do wish Sintar had taken a more, I don’t know, conciliatory approach. This trampling on the sovereignty of other star nations has got to stop.” 
 
    “They don’t seem likely to change their operations any time soon, Sir.” 
 
    “Yes, and it’s unlikely to lead anywhere good.” 
 
      
 
    The Regent of Preston had a similar meeting with his foreign minister. The royal line had died out two hundred years before, and a series of regents had ruled in the name of the throne since. They were, generally speaking, capable men, but they did not have the identity with the people of a true monarch. It was a subtle difference, but it was real. In the case of Gerald Monroe, however, the difference was even less than normal. He was a good ruler in a difficult time. 
 
    “I’m telling you, Ben, the situation is intolerable,” Monroe said. 
 
    “In what way, Sir?” asked Preston prime minister Benjamin Novak. 
 
    “These Sintaran robot ships running around all over the place, in other nations’ space, without regard to sovereignty issues.” 
 
    “They claim right to escort their commercial ships, Sir, under the anti-piracy provisions of the commercial shipping treaty.” 
 
    “And when was the last act of piracy? When was the last freighter fired upon? Do the escorts persist forever, absent any threat? Does the treaty allow robot ships, or just military vessels? For that matter, can a robot ship even be claimed to be a military vessel, with no military aboard? Or is it an armed privateer?” 
 
    “A lot of questions, Sir.” 
 
    “Indeed. And with no easy answers. And Sintar is deploying these escorts without regard to where their freighter losses were incurred. Did they lose any freighters within Preston?” 
 
    “Just two, Sir, before we clamped down on ships not squawking transponder codes.” 
 
    “That’s right. And then we chased those ships off. I still think they were DP warships, whatever Hanson says. But we ran them off, and they haven’t been back. And yet, we still get Sintar robot ships running escort on every freighter, despite our complaints and assurances to Sintar.” 
 
    Defense Minister Gary Hanson had maintained he thought the raiders were from one of the bigger star nations, like Phalia or The Rim. 
 
    “The issue, Sir, is we are not in a position to enforce our demands against Sintar.” 
 
    “No. No one is. Not by themselves. Together we could, but what’s the likelihood of that ever happening?” 
 
      
 
    “OK, that’s the fourth call in the last two weeks. What’s going on?” Queen Anne of Phalia asked her prime minister, The Honorable Bruce Mallory. 
 
    “I’m not sure, Ma’am. Who was it this time?” 
 
    “King James, of Garland.” 
 
    “Ah. And the topic, Ma’am?” 
 
    “What else. The Sintar escort ships. He went on and on about robot ships.” 
 
    “That is what the DP ambassador is calling them, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Yes, and DP assurances and five dinar will buy you a cup of coffee. I just don’t trust them. I don’t trust Sintar, either, for that matter. I do wish I had not let Boris talk me into letting those raiders operate here, though.” 
 
    Boris Gorsky, her foreign minister, had pushed for allowing the commerce raiders, origin unspecified, to operate in Phalian space. Something about pushing back against ‘disruptive foreign influences.’ 
 
    “But robot ships as a response, Ma’am? Sintar – some of its constituents, anyway – were the sources of the robot ships that made the Fifty Years War so destructive.” 
 
    “I know, Bruce, I know. But are they really robot ships, or just remotely piloted? Darrel thinks they’re remotely piloted. They don’t respond like robots, they respond like people. And people answer our hails, when they answer at all. His people have done quite a bit of looking at that, trying to answer the question. And their only offensive capability appears to be ramming.” 
 
    Darrell Dunning was her defense minister, and had argued against provoking Sintar by allowing the commerce raiders to operate in Phalian space. His credibility in the court had moved up quite a bit recently. 
 
    “With regard to the ramming, Ma’am, I notice you haven’t informed any of your colleagues of the uranium alloy nose cones. Or have you?” 
 
    “No. Our little secret for now. What would Sintar do if we were suddenly able to take out their escort ships? Or if the raiders were? I don’t want to enflame the situation any more than it already is. And somebody like King James would be sure to do just that. I want to hold that little bit of information in reserve.” 
 
    “I see, Ma’am. Probably wise.” 
 
    “I mean, if we need it, fine. But I don’t want to encourage others to go after the Sintar escorts. And it would. Perhaps especially the commerce raiders. My growing suspicion is those are DP warships out to cause trouble.” 
 
    “Really, Ma’am? Why would the DP do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, and I suspect I wouldn’t like the answer if I did. But everybody else thinks it’s us, or maybe The Rim, one of the bigger players. And we know it isn’t us, and I don’t think it’s Albert. So who is it? You run out of good answers pretty quickly.” 
 
    “The DP. That does raise a lot of questions, Ma’am.” 
 
    “It sure does, Bruce. It sure does. But the more hotheaded of my colleagues are pushing for joining forces against Sintar. And that may be just what the DP wants.” 
 
    “So what do we do, Ma’am?” 
 
    “Well, if there’s going to be some alliance or something, I think we need to be a part of it. I think that may be the only way to keep the hotheads bottled up.” 
 
    She looked over to her prime minister with serious eyes. 
 
    “But I’m not sure if even that will work.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for meeting with me, Bob, Ilia,” Jared Denny said. 
 
    “Of course,” Sobol said. “No one else, though?” 
 
    “No. Not yet. I want to see what you guys think of this before I bring it up to the rest. They’re all knee-deep in the ECM for the picket ships at the moment, and I don’t want to distract them.” 
 
    Denny collected his thoughts for a few seconds. 
 
    “I’ve been reading up on picket ships. Other capabilities, stuff to include in the ECM suite, stuff like that. And I ran down a bunny trail in my research and ended up reading about the historical uses of picket ships. Way back on Earth, with ocean-going navies. One use was to throw out a line of picket ships, in open water, to detect fleet movements. And I started wondering, could we do something like that? 
 
    “I mean, the uses Sintar has made of picket ships is around its own planets, to detect fleet movements toward us or around us. Like we did in Pannia, when we saw the Berinia and Celestia fleet movements. OK, that makes sense. And, since picket ships can’t report while in hyperspace – they have to drop into normal space to report – they have to operate in the vicinity of a hypergate. 
 
    “But picket ships have a limited range for detecting hyperspace wakes from fleet movements. And it occurred to me, what if we forward-deployed picket ships? Put them way out, outside of Sintar, in open space, or in some other nation’s space, and monitored fleet movements not just in and close to Sintar, but much farther away. Maybe throughout human space.” 
 
    “You would still need a hypergate,” Sobol said. 
 
    “And refueling. Reaction mass, anyway,” Stewart said. 
 
    “Sure. So what would be the minimum complement? You need a freighter for refueling of reaction mass. And you need a projector ship. Or maybe a freighter with a projector. Isn’t that a modular unit? Isn’t there a projector made that mounts on a light cruiser or freighter, assuming it’s large enough to have the power reserve?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” Stewart said. 
 
    “And refilling picket ships with reaction mass is not required very often, but when it is, is that handled automatically?” 
 
    “Yes. There’s no guy out there in a space suit with a hose or something, if that’s what you mean. It’s robotic.” 
 
    “All right. So say we put a bunch of units out there. A freighter with a projector, a couple of picket ships, out in the middle of nowhere. Picket ships – our current ones, anyway – don’t make much of a hyperspace wake. If we pick the right spots, they’ll be out of range of detection of planetary pickets. But the range on fleet movements is pretty long. We could collect data from all over space. Send that all back to one big database, and–“ 
 
    “And you could map all fleet traffic anywhere in space,” Sobol said. “It’s brilliant.” 
 
    “We actually have everything we need right now, I think,” Stewart said. “There are plenty of big modern freighters around. The hyperspace projector module for freighters is a limited-capacity unit, but we’re talking just picket ships here, plus the freighter itself, of course, when it heads back for refilling. The only thing we don’t have is the central computing software to collect all the data and map all fleet movements in space.” 
 
    “Leave that part to me,” Denny said. 
 
      
 
    Denny didn’t know where to go with this one. He didn’t feel good taking this one to Fred Dunlop. It wasn’t properly a ship acquisition question. And, if it were to be implemented, it would have to be held very closely. The more he thought about it, the more he circled in on one solution. He called up the mail address, stared at it in his VR for a long time, and then screwed up his courage and put through the meeting request. 
 
    He was waiting in the simulated meeting room when the Empress Consort Amanda appeared in the chair opposite him. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Denny. How may I help you?” 
 
      
 
    “That is an incredibly good idea,” Dunham said to Peters that evening as they sat at the picnic table in the Emperor’s private gardens, watching the fire dance in the fire pit. The twins were down for their first sleep of the night. 
 
    “I thought so, too. Mr. Denny had checked it with his advisers, Mr. Sobol and Mr. Stewart, but he didn’t say anything to anyone else because he thought it should best be kept very secret.” 
 
    “Oh, I agree. If anyone else knew we had the capability, they would change their fleet movements, stop spacing in squadrons and such, and disappear among the commercial traffic. If they don’t know we have it, though, we can keep track of what’s going on.” 
 
    “So he had a couple of questions. One was, where do we get all the big, modern freighters that would be able to meet the power requirements?” 
 
    Dunham chuckled. 
 
    “Oh, I think Mr. Stauss likely has several thousand, or tens of thousands, still lying around.” 
 
    “Buy them at the current going rate?” Peters asked. 
 
    “Well, with some volume pricing, I suppose, but sure. He’s the one who took the chance after all.” 
 
    “Put the remote-piloting apparatus on them that we’re using in converting warships?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Another question he had is the hypergate projectors. Can we get enough of them made fast enough to make a difference?” 
 
    “Did you look into that one?” Dunham asked. 
 
    “Yes. Not a problem. The manufacture of the hypergate projectors is completely automated, and we’re already buying them for mounting on light cruisers so they can transit picket ships.” 
 
    “OK, so that one is just increase the order size and pay the schedule premium to get them faster.” 
 
    “Correct. His other question was if we wanted him to work on the software to collect and coordinate all the data, and, if so, who would be the right contact in the Imperial Navy.” 
 
    “He wants a sensor analysis wizard to teach him all the tricks.” 
 
    “Yes, basically,” Peters said. 
 
    “I have just the person.” 
 
      
 
    The response to Denny’s call to the Empress came from another direction altogether. 
 
    “Denny here.” 
 
    “Hello, Mr. Denny. My name is Captain Dorothy Conroy. I understand you have a little project for us to work on.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Project Far Sight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Captain Dorothy Conroy had spoken to the Emperor once before, after her sensor analysis in Pannia had detected both the feint by Celestia and the incipient attack by Berinia. He had contacted her that first time directly, to commend her for that work, to announce her promotion to captain, and to give her both the Distinguished Service ribbon and the laurel wreath of the Gratitude of the Throne. 
 
    So she had seen the Imperial header on a meeting request before, but she wasn’t expecting it any more than she had been the first time. 
 
    When she took the meeting with the Emperor, seated behind his desk in the VR simulation of his office in the Imperial Palace on Sintar, all he did was ask her if she had a competent second in her current department. When she said she did, he told her he had a special project for her, detached her from her current duty, and told her to contact a Mr. Jared Denny at such-and-such a mail address. 
 
    No briefing, no information, no command structure. 
 
    It didn’t look any more promising when she contacted Denny. They had their first meeting in a featureless meeting room simulation in VR. He was very young, perhaps thirty, though he looked younger. He was a civilian, with all that implied. Even his avatar was casual, a mismatched sport coat thrown on over an engineer’s daily work uniform of casual pants and shirt, a hand run through his medium-length hair. 
 
    And then she saw it. On the lapel of his sport coat. The laurel wreath of the Gratitude of the Throne. When she had received the award, she had done some research on it, and she knew just how rare they were. There was unlikely to be another person on his planet, or even in his province, who wore it, and it was fifty-fifty there was even another in his sector. 
 
    This could work out after all. 
 
      
 
    Good morning, Captain Conroy. Thank you for meeting with me,” Denny said as they shook hands. “Please, have a seat.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Denny.” 
 
    “How much were you told about what we’re going to work on?” 
 
    “Nothing at all. The Emperor contacted me directly and told me to report to you and assist on whatever you’re working on.” 
 
    “And your specialty, Captain?” 
 
    “Hyperspace sensor analysis.” 
 
    “Excellent. All right, Captain, this is it in a nutshell. We are going to build a real-time hyperspace map of all military traffic in human space.” 
 
    “That’s a tall order, Mr. Denny. And tremendously useful if it can be done. The mind boggles.” 
 
    “Indeed. And as far as I know, there are six people who know anything about it. Me, my two senior advisers, the Empress, the Emperor, and you. That’s it.” 
 
    “How did the Emperor and the Empress learn about it?” 
 
    Denny shrugged. 
 
    “I called the Empress directly. I didn’t want to run it through channels. I thought it should probably be held closer than that.” 
 
    Conroy nodded. Such a capability would be huge, and even more powerful if no one else knew they had it. Not until it was too late anyway. And that Denny both could and would contact the Empress directly indicated he was well regarded in the Imperial Palace. That sort of respect, under this Emperor, had to be earned. 
 
    “Well, I’m all ears, Mr. Denny. Just how do you propose to do that?” 
 
    Denny explained to her the basic outlines of his scheme. Conroy was stunned. Deploying how many sensor platforms? In other star nations’ territory? Their claimed volumes, anyway. Most of space was unpatrolled. It was just too vast. The tiny islands of humanity scattered across the incredible volume of even this small fraction of the galaxy were patrolled in their near neighborhoods, but that left more than ninety-nine percent of human space empty and unpatrolled. 
 
    “So I think the first question we need to answer is how many platforms do we need to deploy to cover all of human space well enough to see at least squadron movements, no matter where they occur,” Denny concluded. 
 
    “That’s the first question?” 
 
    “Yes. There is a lead time in obtaining the freighters, and the hypergate projectors. We can work out the details once we tell the Emperor, in round numbers, how many observation positions we need. We need to do that first.” 
 
    Conroy just gaped at him. The breathtaking speed with which this project might move shocked her. 
 
    “War is coming, Captain. The Emperor knows it. He doesn’t want it, but he will have every advantage he can get going into it. If we tell them, today, how many ships we need, I would expect those ships to be purchased within the week. We should start deploying platforms within the month.” 
 
    Conroy shook herself out of her amazement. 
 
    “Very well, Mr. Denny. The numbers are large, though. Given a volume of perhaps a hundred billion cubic light-years, and a detection radius for squadron sized movements of perhaps a hundred light-years, that comes to... twenty-five thousand platforms? Something like that. But we can’t do twenty-five thousand platforms, can we?” 
 
    “Why not?” Denny asked. “To have a real-time plot of every warship squadron in human space? Sounds pretty cheap to me. We should probably plan on thirty thousand to be sure. Maintenance and all. So thirty thousand freighters, and probably ninety thousand picket ships. I’ll let His Majesty know.” 
 
    Denny got an absent look on his face for a moment, then returned his attention to Conroy. 
 
    “All right, that takes the pressure off for the moment. Now, I believe there is a three-dimensional map of human space maintained by the Imperial Navy from navigational data, is that correct?” 
 
    “Wait a second. Did you just send that estimate to the Emperor?” 
 
    “Yes. Of course. We need to get those freighters, fit them with VR controls, and mount hypergate projectors on them.” 
 
    “But what if it comes out to be twenty thousand?” 
 
    “Then we’ll have extra.” 
 
    “Or forty thousand?” 
 
    “Then we’ll buy more.” 
 
    “Mr. Denny–“ 
 
    She shook her head once again at his ruthless dispatch. 
 
    “I don’t know about you, Captain, but I love living in the Sintaran Empire. Being subject to another government is not high on my list of priorities.” 
 
    Conroy began to understand how and why Mr. Denny had earned the Gratitude of the Throne once already. There had been a number of roll-outs in the Imperial Navy over the past three or four years that had happened with breakneck speed. Crewless ships. New warship designs. The HARPER units. Virtually invulnerable picket ships with offensive capability. She wondered just how many of them had come through Jared Denny. Perhaps all of them. At the rate he moved, he had had the time. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Denny. So what was your question again?” 
 
    “The three-dimensional map of human space.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. The Imperial Navy maintains such a map from navigational data. It’s what we use now to display hyperspace sensor readings in our area of operations. We zoom in on whatever portion of it we need to view.” 
 
    “So the interface into that map for hyperspace sensor data is already in place?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. I’m not sure how much data we can feed into the map given the current implementation. We run it on shipboard computers. We may need to get much bigger computational resources to handle the data. And of course we need to feed all the data from every picket ship, everywhere, into that map, continuously.” 
 
    Denny made a note in his VR. 
 
    “All right, Captain. I’ll take care of that. Now we need to talk about the tricks of the trade.” 
 
      
 
    The message Dunham got was short: 
 
      
 
    Denny to Dunham: Estimate 30,000 sites. One freighter and three picket ships each. 
 
      
 
    Dunham sent it on to Peters, in the Co-Consul’s office. 
 
      
 
    Fred Dunlop looked at the latest request out of Projects. Project Far Sight. Never heard of it. What did they want? Thirty thousand freighters? Of course, with a Navy as large as the Imperial Navy, that wasn’t a particularly large number, but it also wasn’t a two-year contract. It read “For IMMEDIATE purchase and modification per the following,” and listed the addition of VR remote controls and hypergate projector modules as well as a full-up reaction mass refueling rig. 
 
    He looked at the sign-offs. There was just one, from the Co-Consul’s office. ‘A. Peters.’ That got his attention. If the Empress wanted thirty thousand freighters right away, he would get her thirty thousand freighters right away. 
 
    He searched the ships-available listing, and unbelievably found a single supplier that had thirty thousand freighters available for purchase immediately. Stauss Freighter Leasing, on Hesse, in Baden Sector. 
 
    Even better, the freighters themselves were scattered across a hundred different systems, all of which had major shipyards for doing the modifications, and all the freighters were new. 
 
      
 
    Otto Stauss was a bit worried. He had been leasing out freighters – tens of thousands of them – since the shortage caused by the upsurge in naval ship building he had forecast. It was clear now the move would pay off handsomely in the medium term. It was the short term he was worried about. 
 
    His loan contract with the Imperial Bank had delayed the initial payment two years. He had made that payment, and barely made the second, but he was coming up on his third annual loan payment to the Imperial Bank. The way things were going, he wouldn’t make it this time. The slower growth of international shipping due to the commerce raider scare had meant a slower lease-out than he had anticipated. 
 
    “Mr. Stauss, a Mr. Dunlop is on the phone for you.” 
 
    “Stauss here.” 
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Stauss. Fred Dunlop here. I am the department head for the ship acquisition department of the Imperial Navy.” 
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Dunlop. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Mr. Stauss, I need to buy freighters. The big international ones. And I need a lot of them.” 
 
    “Freighters I have, Mr. Dunlop. Buy rather than lease?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Stauss. Some of them may get, er, broken.” 
 
    “How many did you have in mind?” 
 
    “Thirty thousand, for immediate delivery.” 
 
    Stauss’s heart skipped a beat. That kind of money would pay several years of interest payments. He kept his voice level as he replied. 
 
    “Mr. Dunlop, I actually have sufficient inventory to fill that order. I doubt anyone else does.” 
 
    “I understand, Mr. Stauss. Now, the Navy is going to want quantity pricing, you understand.” 
 
    “Absolutely, Mr. Dunlop. That won’t be a problem at all. I believe you have a generally accepted formula for that, applied against the current market price of single units. Would that be acceptable?” 
 
    It was Dunlop’s turn to breathe a sigh of relief. The standard discount would be perfect. Given that Stauss was the only one who could meet the order – and with identical new ships of the proper size, no less – he had been worried about price gouging. Piecing out the contract would be a major pain. 
 
    “Perfectly acceptable, Mr. Stauss.” 
 
    “Very good, Mr. Dunlop. Let me add my banker to this conversation, and we can hammer out the details.” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell we doin’ with these?” asked Paul Heller, the yard chief of the General Space and Specialties Corporation spacedock facility on Helsinki, the capital planet of the Helsinki Sector. “These ain’t even warships.” 
 
    “Easy one. Fill it up full of reaction mass tanks, add a refueling rig, a HARPERs box, and a spares box, and give it a hypergate projector. Oh, and VR remote controls,” said Walter Swanson, the chief engineer at the Helsinki facility. 
 
    “Well, that ain’t gonna take long. How many we got to do?” 
 
    “Looks like...“ Swanson dragged it out as he checked his sheet, “five hundred.” 
 
    “Across all twelve docks?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Figure one a shift.... Call it a couple weeks.” 
 
    “Good enough.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s assuming the reaction mass tanks aren’t put on in spacedock. They can do that direct from shuttles.” 
 
    “Understood. That’s what I was thinking.” 
 
    “OK. Just makin’ sure we’re on the same page. Yeah. Two weeks. No problem.” 
 
      
 
    When the freighters were deployed, they and their picket ships moved out of the normal shipping lanes well inside the Sintaran Empire. In hyperspace, they threaded the gaps between the hyperspace detection spheres of populated planets, working their way through the gaps and empty volumes of space to their patrol positions. 
 
    When they got there, they dropped out of hyperspace. The picket ships topped off reaction mass from the huge freighter’s eighteen hundred containers. The freighter then projected its hypergate, and the first picket ship took up its patrol. 
 
    When that first picket ship dropped out of hyperspace eight hours later, it reported its scans back to Sintar as the freighter projected its hypergate again, and the second picket ship began its patrol. 
 
      
 
    Jared Denny and Dorothy Conroy were inside the hyperspace map in VR, ‘standing’ on what appeared to be a clear floor. The human-inhabited part of the Milky Way spread before them, the structure of the Orion and Perseus arms clearly visible. 
 
    They had started the map almost immediately that Denny had arranged sufficient computer power to implement it. All the data from the existing Sintar planetary pickets had been feeding it for weeks before the new picket array had started reporting. Now, with about half the pickets in place and reporting, it was filling in. 
 
    “Pretty amazing, Mr. Denny. I wouldn’t have believed it possible.” 
 
    “It’s very nice. And we built in all those little tricks of yours, Captain. It’ll spot an anomaly in normal traffic and highlight it before a human observer would even notice it.” 
 
      
 
    “Admiral Leicester, I have something of a surprise for you.” 
 
    “A surprise, Sire?” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral Leicester. Something of a present. A little Imperial project. Please join me on VR channel R-1327.” 
 
    “Of course, Sire.” 
 
      
 
    As Denny and Conroy were standing there looking at the map, the Emperor and Imperial Admiral Leicester popped into existence in the simulation. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Denny said, and bowed his head. 
 
    Conroy saluted Dunham and Leicester, and both nodded back. 
 
    “Mr. Denny. Captain Conroy,” Dunham said.  
 
    Dunham turned to Admiral Leicester and waved a hand at the display. 
 
    “Your present, Admiral Leicester. A real-time display of military hyperspace traffic throughout human space.” 
 
    “Throughout human sp– How did you do this?” 
 
    Dunham nodded to Denny. 
 
    “We emplaced observer stations – a refueling freighter with hypergate projector and three picket ships – in unscanned portions of human space, Admiral Leicester. Places outside the hyperspace scanning range of planetary pickets. We can’t see every ship – not yet anyway – but we can spot any squadron-sized movement, anywhere.” 
 
    “And so you see the need for ultimate secrecy, Admiral Leicester.” 
 
    “Of course, Sire. If someone knew we could do this, they would stop spacing in squadrons.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “How many observer stations are there?” 
 
    Dunham nodded to Conroy. 
 
    “Thirty thousand, Sir. They’re not all in position yet. The map is still filling in. But we’ll be able to track squadron and bigger movements across human space. We’ll see ‘em coming. We’ll also be able to track them back to their home bases.” 
 
    “Outstanding.” 
 
    Dunham walked over to Denny and shook his hand. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Denny. Once again.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, Sire. I’m happy it worked.” 
 
    Dunham moved on to Conroy and shook her hand. 
 
    “And thank you, Rear Admiral Conroy. This is your new command. Project Far Sight.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sire.” 
 
    Dunham moved back over to Leicester, and Conroy found and adjusted her avatar’s controls to display rear admiral insignia. 
 
    “The star looks good on you, Admiral,” Denny said softly and shook her hand. “Congratulations.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Denny.” 
 
    “So, Admiral Leicester. Do you like your present?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire. Very much. I’m still trying to come to terms with the idea such a thing is possible, much less that it already exists.” 
 
    As they watched, several more reporting stations came on line, and they saw new tracks in the display. 
 
    “Very well, Admiral. Project Far Sight is yours. Rear Admiral Conroy was the hyperspace sensor analyst who saw the Berinia attack on Pannia coming four years ago. My suggestion is you have her and Project Far Sight report directly to you. We also need to get her some staff, to monitor the map and such. Very good hyperspace sensor people, and people who can keep a secret. 
 
    “We know a war is coming, Admiral Leicester, but it isn’t going to be able to sneak up on us.” 
 
    The Empress popped into the simulation at that point, her avatar barefoot, in her wedding dress, the crown jewels across her chest and her hair bound up with multi-colored roses. 
 
    “Sorry. I wanted to see. Ooo, pretty.” 
 
    Peters looked at the map intently. 
 
    “What’s this track?” she asked. 
 
    Conroy touched the track, and an information bubble appeared. ‘Eight hyperspace wakes, heavy cruiser tonnage. Route: Moria to Phalia.’ 
 
    “That looks like a routine squadron rotation, Milady. One of Phalia’s major navy bases is on Moria.” 
 
    “I see. Thank you, Admiral.” 
 
    Peters looked a while longer, then walked over to Denny and shook his hand. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Denny. Feel free to call me any time.”  
 
    Denny bowed his head. 
 
    “Milady.” 
 
    Peters moved to Conroy and shook her hand. 
 
    “Congratulations, Admiral.” 
 
    “Thank you, Milady.” 
 
    Peters then bowed her head to Dunham and nodded to Leicester. 
 
    “Your Majesty. Admiral Leicester.” 
 
    Peters disappeared from the VR channel. 
 
    When she had left, Leicester raised an eyebrow to Dunham. 
 
    “It was Milady Empress’s project, Admiral Leicester.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, it is a lovely present, Sire. Please thank Milady Empress for me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Invitation 
 
      
 
      
 
    The SCV Robert James down-transitioned from hyperspace in the Garland system. Thirty minutes behind it, a picket ship down-transitioned as well. There was no raider nearby, no ship that wasn’t squawking a transponder code. 
 
    As Robert James accelerated toward the planet, however, a squadron of Garland heavy cruisers arranged themselves between the Robert James and Garland. The picket ship, rather than stay on station and watch the Robert James travel to the space station in orbit around Garland, accompanied it toward the planet.  
 
      
 
    “Look at this, Ma’am.” 
 
    Vice Admiral Maria della Espinoza concentrated on the display, in VR, of the sensors on the picket ship accompanying the Robert James in Garland. 
 
    “Is that Garland?” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Stupid bastard. Let’s drop a couple of squadrons in there. We should be able to down-transition at their location and accompany them in.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am. We have assets within a couple of hours, Ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    Three hours after transitioning, and still several hours short of the cruiser squadron’s location, sixteen more picket ships down-transitioned from hyperspace to the Robert James’s location. The seventeen picket ships accompanied the freighter as it approached the cruiser squadron, which let the freighter and the picket ships pass without firing. 
 
    Once the Robert James was docked to the commercial space station, the Sintaran picket ships accelerated out from the system at five gravities. They continued until they were well past the initial down-translation of the Robert James, at which point the HMS Prospero down-transitioned from hyperspace. The Sintaran projector ship opened a hypergate, the picket ships vanished into it, and then the Prospero drew its hypergate over itself and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    “This is intolerable!” King James raged after he had seen the report. 
 
    “The commercial spacing treaty does give them right of passage, Sire,” Schmitt-deVries pointed out. 
 
    “And we let them pass unmolested, per the treaty. What gives them the right to run a whole flotilla of those damned robot ships in on us?” 
 
    “Perhaps they thought you wouldn’t let their freighter pass unmolested, Sire.” 
 
    “They can’t know that. Those arrogant bastards don’t care. That incursion was illegal. And I can’t do anything about it.” 
 
    “You could arrest their spacers for being part of an illegal incursion, I suppose.” 
 
    “If I do that, that crazy white-eyed bastard will blow up the space station. He was pretty clear about that.” 
 
    “Perhaps if we stopped trying to aggravate him, Sire, things might go better.” 
 
    “This is my kingdom, my space, my sovereignty. I’ll space my navy anywhere I damned well please, deVries.” 
 
    Schmitt-deVries gave up. He had not reached and held his position as foreign minister by aggravating the king with facts. One had to know when to quit. 
 
    “Of course, Sire. What would you have me do?” 
 
    “We need to have a meeting of all the rulers, everybody but Sintar and the DP. Get everybody together and figure out what to do about Sintar.” 
 
    “Not the DP, Sire?” 
 
    “No. They were right about how belligerent Sintar was prepared to be. We’ve been living next to a sleeping giant all this time, and now, with an Emperor and not an Empress, they’re stirring. But I don’t trust the DP. Unlike a monarch, you just can’t figure them out. And once you think you have, they change the government again and you’re back to square one.” 
 
    “Very well, Sire. I will look into it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve recently had a conversation with Foreign Minister Schmitt-deVries of Garland, Ma’am. King James is asking for a meeting to discuss the Sintar situation,” said Bruce Mallory, prime minister of Phalia. 
 
    “I thought things had quieted down over the past year or so,” Queen Anne said. 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am. As we’ve discussed. But the Sintaran escorts, which others insist on calling robot ships, have been a constant source of irritation for many of your peers. And some of them have been pushing back. For example, my understanding is King James positioned a squadron of cruisers on the line of approach to Garland from the natural down-transition location for freighters from Sintar.” 
 
    “That’s interesting. What happened?” 
 
    “An additional sixteen escort ships down-transitioned to escort the freighter to dock. The cruisers were helpless to do anything about it. King James, per Schmitt-deVries, was not amused.” 
 
    “Hmpf. James always was a bit of a loose cannon. What do you expect to happen if you poke the bear.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am. As I say, Schmitt-deVries was inquiring about a meeting. He said that, as the largest of the independent star nations, he was approaching us, the Rim, and Annalia last. The others were, in his words, enthusiastic to varying degrees. The most common reaction he reported was ‘About time.’” 
 
    “Yes, and of course it would be James.” 
 
    Queen Anne sighed. 
 
    “Well, I suppose we should attend.” 
 
    “Really, Ma’am? It sounds like trouble.” 
 
    “Yes, and do you think it would be less trouble without us there? With James in charge, for example?” 
 
    “You have a point, Ma’am.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll talk to Albert and see what he says. Don’t agree to attend yet. Let’s make sure Albert and I are on the same page first.” 
 
      
 
    They met in a VR meeting room. The wall behind Queen Anne’s chair displayed the Phalia royal coat of arms, while the wall behind King Albert VI of the Kingdom of The Rim displayed the Rim’s royal coat of arms. Both were expressed in bas relief, with simulated gold leaf and all the regalia. 
 
    “Good morning, Albert. Thanks for meeting with me,” Queen Anne said. 
 
    “Of course, Anne. It’s good to see you again,” King Albert said. The two second cousins hugged briefly. Each of their second predecessors had married sisters, who had themselves been the product of a marriage between a Phalian noblewoman and a high-ranking government official from the Rim. It had been one way of ending a long-running dispute between the two neighboring kingdoms. Anne and Albert themselves had vacationed together, and spent summers together, as their parents worked to keep the peace for another generation. 
 
    “Shall we sit?” Albert said. 
 
    They took their seats, and Anne looked at the coat of arms behind Albert, then turned and looked at her own. 
 
    “A bit gaudy, in an otherwise plain room, if you ask me, Albert,” she said. 
 
    “It appears no one wants to risk lèse-majesté,” Albert said and shrugged. 
 
    “Perhaps. So. I assume James’ foreign minister has been in touch with yours as well as mine.” 
 
    “Yes. To propose some sort of meeting among us all. To do something about Sintar, which I understand James has been poking a bit lately.” 
 
    “Which is just like him. Cause problems, then propose a meeting to discuss them.” 
 
    Albert raised an eyebrow at that. 
 
    “James isn’t the source of these robot ships, Anne.” 
 
    “They’re not robots, Albert. My people have been studying them, rather than challenging them, from sensor recordings taken in Phalia as well as those taken by our commercial ships in other star nations. While their actions are very similar, as if they were all operating under the same set of orders, the response times vary. There are humans operating those ships. They may be remotely crewed, which would equally explain their disregard for crew safety in ramming other ships as their attack mode, but they’re not robots.” 
 
    “Interesting. But most of our peers are calling them robots.” 
 
    “Yes. That was a particularly compelling bit of DP propaganda.” 
 
    “The DP has been on an interesting campaign the last several years. The first thing they did was tell us how dangerous Sintar was, that Sintar was getting more expansionist, to our potential peril. At least part of that argument was manufactured from whole cloth. Their second step was to sell large numbers of DP warships to all the independent star nations, which sales have stepped up significantly, by the way. And the third step was characterizing Sintar’s picket ships as robot ships, with all that implies. And you’ve told me the robot ships information is false as well. All this after ignoring us for decades, even centuries. What are their motives in all of this?” 
 
    “You’ve left out one thing, Albert. I’m convinced the commerce raiders against the Sintar commercial traffic were DP warships, as well.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Whoever was doing the raiding were using DP warships. But everyone has at least some DP warships now.” 
 
    “No, I mean it was the DP’s warships, with DP crews, acting under DP orders, that were doing the raiding.” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “Really. Ask yourself, Who else would make any sense? And bear in mind it wasn’t me, and it wasn’t you.” 
 
    “And what selling DP warships into the area did was allow the DP to operate with impunity, because no one can tell any of the ships apart anymore.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Anne, I hate to say it, but that makes a whole lot of sense. So what is the DP up to?” 
 
    “The charitable version or the uncharitable version?” 
 
    “Let’s start with the charitable version.” 
 
    “OK. The first thing is this is a very long-term plan, right? The DP started the whole ‘Sintar is getting expansionist’ campaign what? Four years ago or so?” 
 
    “Yes. A bit less than that. We purchased our first warships from the DP about three years ago. I was happy to be able to update some of my older squadrons, and then went ahead and expanded the navy quite a bit.” 
 
    “So this is a long-term campaign, and at the same time, hasn’t cost them much. They sell us their older warships, which actually gets them quite a bit more money than sending them to the breakers. And, if I’m right, they lost a squadron or two of cruisers to the commerce raiding campaign. They’re probably money ahead on the deal, other than the loss of the crews. The rest has been disinformation and propaganda through their diplomatic corps. They actually haven’t done any more of that in over a year.” 
 
    “You still haven’t gotten to motives.” 
 
    “To get to motives, I look at results. One result is the independent star nations have been doing less business with Sintar than they would likely have otherwise.” 
 
    “But trade with Sintar is up.” 
 
    “Marginally. But the wave of innovation and cost reduction coming out of Sintar in the five years since this Emperor wiped out the top levels of their bureaucracy and cleaned up the government should have resulted in a much bigger increase in trade than that. I think the expected growth in Sintar’s trade has been largely derailed by all of this.” 
 
    “So you think the DP’s goals were to hold down Sintar’s trade.” 
 
    “That’s the charitable version, Albert.” 
 
    “OK. What’s the uncharitable version?” 
 
    “That the DP wants to start a war between Sintar and the independent star nations, and then come in with their brand-new navy when it’s all over and gobble up the pieces.” 
 
    “New navy?” 
 
    “They’ve been selling off their old warships to the independents, Albert. Do you think they’ve downsized their navy?” 
 
    “Ouch. No. I don’t.” 
 
    “Neither do I. Which means they have a brand-new shiny navy over there.” 
 
    “But you and I don’t want a war with Sintar, Anne. And between the two of us, we represent twenty percent of the planets and population in the independent star nations.” 
 
    “No one ever wants a war, Albert. And yet, they occur with disturbing frequency. Riddle me that.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with you there. Is it really moving toward war, do you think?” 
 
    “If James has his way, it is. And a lot of the other independents feel the same way. The DP has managed to sidestep all responsibility for the situation they likely created. There is a growing clamor to do something ‘about Sintar.’ No mention of the DP at all.” 
 
    “And if we do get dragged into a war with Sintar?” 
 
    “We probably lose. We have a third again as many planets, total, among all the independents, and perhaps ten percent more population than Sintar. But bear in mind all the innovation coming out of Sintar lately, and it’s not all consumer goods.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Have you forgotten the remotely crewed picket ships, Albert? Is there any reason Sintar hasn’t figured out how to remotely crew their full-up warships?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s an ugly picture.” 
 
    “Indeed. We know they have new warship designs, in addition to the picket ships, but we know almost nothing else about them. Nothing of their capabilities. Not even how many of them they are making. We can make some guesses based on the number of spacedocks they have available. Our spies can tell us that. Assuming a normal turnaround, they’re replacing their existing ships at their normal pace, pretty much on a twenty-year lifetime. They actually stopped for a couple years there, so their ships now are older on average than they historically were.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, Anne, our odds of prevailing against Sintar get worse over time. In some perverse way, it’s actually better for us if war comes sooner than later.” 
 
    “Catch them with their old navy, and not enough of the new ships to make the difference. Yet. So yes, nobody wants war, but if it’s inevitable, it’s better for us if it comes sooner than later.” 
 
    “What a mess.” 
 
    “You said it, Albert.” 
 
    “So, circling back, what do we do about James’s meeting?” 
 
    “I think we need to go. I don’t want James and some of these others to dominate. They’re too likely to react and not think. Together, you and I can have a lot of influence.” 
 
    “All right, Anne. I’m agreed with that. And you and I maintain our own council and coordinate our actions.” 
 
    “Of course, cousin.” 
 
      
 
    Dunham and Peters were up on the roof, on the pool deck. Peters had swum her laps, and the kids were playing in the pool with the staff. The sounds of happy laughter and squeals punctuated their conversation. 
 
    “A year old already. I can’t believe it,” Dunham said. 
 
    The kids had had their first cupcakes at lunch, for their birthday. The ‘Mmmmms’ when they had their first tentative taste of those had been epic. Dee had methodically picked hers apart, gobbling up the pieces, while Sean had tried to shove the whole thing into his mouth. He simply held it to his mouth and kept pushing while he chewed his way through it. By the time they were done, they both looked like the cupcakes had exploded, in their faces, on their hands, and on the trays of their high chairs. They even had cupcake in their hair. 
 
    They had gone straight from lunch to the showers in the cabana at the pool. 
 
    “I’m just glad my breasts have finally stopped hurting,” Peters said. 
 
    From six months, nursing had been supplemented by bottle feeding. Nursing twins took a lot of milk as they grew, and there was only so much she could produce. They had increased the bottle feedings with time, and the twins had been completely on the bottle for several weeks now. 
 
    “It looks like they’ve settled down about halfway between what they were before and what they were at full production,” Dunham said. 
 
    “Yes,” Peters said. “That’s a bit of a relief as well. I like having a bit fuller figure, but full up, they were just a bit much.” 
 
    Dee let out a particularly loud squeal and Sean joined in to make it a duet. 
 
    “They sure do like it in the pool,” Dunham said. 
 
    Peters nodded. It was a very contented time. Not the time for business, particularly, but she was curious. 
 
    “I know you met with Michael yesterday. What did he have to say?” 
 
    “King James of Garland asked around about having a meeting of all the independent star-nations to discuss what to do about me.” 
 
    “About you?” 
 
    “Well, about Sintar. And it looks like they’re going to have a meeting. The big issue was whether Phalia, the Rim, and Annalia would attend. Without the big players, it probably wouldn’t happen. But they’ve all decided to attend.” 
 
    “If Annalia attends, the DP might as well be in attendance. They’ll hear about everything that goes on. For that matter, so will you, through Michael.” 
 
    “Yes. But the good part is no one will know I’ll hear about everything that goes on.” 
 
    “What do you think they’re going to do?” 
 
    “I think they’ll use their combined power to issue some ultimatums to me. Stop escorting freighters. Stop using what the DP called robot ships.” 
 
    “Do you think it will come to war?” 
 
    “When alliances start issuing ultimatums in violation of long-standing treaties? Probably.” 
 
    “That’s a shame. And we’re going to win?” 
 
    “Yes. No question. The question is whether I can turn it into a peace.” 
 
    “How do you do that?” 
 
    “Do we ever have wars between sectors of the Empire?” 
 
    “No. Of course not. The whole idea is silly.” 
 
    “Well, there you go.” 
 
    Sean swam over to the stair out of the pool and, using the railing, got out and a bit unsteadily onto his feet. He carefully plop-plop-plopped on his wet feet over to Peters’s chaise and hugged her, kissing her arm. He signed ‘I love you.’ 
 
    “I love you, too, Sean.” 
 
    Sean climbed up on her chaise and curled up in her lap for a nap. Not to be outdone, Dee climbed out of the pool and, a bit more unsteadily, made her way to Dunham’s chaise, and climbed up, scaling his chest until she could give him a wet kiss on the cheek. She lay there on his chest, her head on his shoulder, and was soon snoring softly. 
 
    Peters would never have listed ‘a lapful of soggy, wet baby’ as something that would make her happy, but life was full of small surprises. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Meeting 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was several months before the meeting finally happened. At that, it was breakneck speed for such a gathering. Some people wanted assurances, others a detailed agenda, still others proposed resolutions. In the end, it was billed as an information-sharing meeting only. No actions would be taken. This had frustrated some, like King James of Garland, but first steps were first steps. 
 
    When Queen Anne and her prime minster, Bruce Mallory joined the meeting, she looked around curiously. The VR simulation was of a room much like a legislative body, with chairs in three successively elevated rows facing down into a speaker’s well. There were nineteen large comfortable chairs, each with a somewhat less ostentatious companion chair to one side and slightly behind. Nineteen independent star nations of note. There had been twenty, but Pannia was no longer independent of Sintar. 
 
    There were hundreds of smaller polities, of course. A few hundred planets, or a few dozen, or even just a few. They were not represented here. Most of them were satellite nations of the nineteen largest, ranging from Berinia, with thirty-five hundred planets, to Annalia and Phalia, with over eighteen thousand planets each, to the Rim, with twenty-two thousand sparsely populated planets. Where the Rim had sixteen trillion people, Phalia and Annalia each had about forty-five trillion people, one on either side of Sintar, with Annalia between Sintar and Earth, and Phalia the other side of Sintar from Earth. 
 
    Of the nineteen, eleven were kingdoms. Four were as good as kingdoms, but with different terminology: the Autarchy of Annalia, the Dominion of Cascade, the Captaincy of Midlothia, the Satrapy of Sirdon. And four – Abelard, Bordain, Doria, and Westhaven – were electoral democracies. Queen Anne wasn’t sure how they even made that work, but she suspected there was a ruling elite whose members ran for office competitively against other members of the ruling elite. It seemed inefficient to her. 
 
    Missing from the meeting were the two four-hundred-pound gorillas of human space, the Sintaran Empire, an absolute monarchy, and the Democracy of Planets, another nominally electoral democracy. 
 
    She recognized many of the rulers, of course. Her own second cousin, King Albert VI of the Rim. King James III of Garland. Captain Mark Roberts of Midlothia. King Michael VI of Estvia. Roi Francois XII of the Royaume de Terre Autre. In fact, she recognized everybody except the current elected rulers of the four democracies. 
 
    They had all agreed to forego all the royal robes and ceremonies for this meeting. They were all rulers of nations with thousands of planets, so there was no one to impress. They all attended with their avatars dressed in normal business attire. 
 
    King James of Garland had called the meeting, and he sat in his chair in the speaker’s well of the room. Francis Schmitt-deVries, his foreign minister, sat to one side and slightly behind. King James had no prime minister, not wanting anyone uniting the branches of government other than himself. When everybody was present, he called them to order. 
 
    “Hello, everyone. Thank you for coming. Let’s all be seated, please.” 
 
    The conversations broke up and people drifted back to their seats. 
 
    “Thank you. We’ve all agreed to do without titles and honors here today, or we’ll be Your Highnessing and Mister Prime Ministering all day and not get anything done. Besides, I think most of us know most of the others already. If you turn on IDs in the VR, my people have set it up so it will tag everyone for you.” 
 
    Queen Anne found the button in the controls and turned on IDs, and saw she actually did know one of the presidents of one of the democracies, the president of Westhaven, Graham Bentley, but hadn’t recognized him in the crowd. 
 
    “I called this meeting today to discuss what I think are important issues,” King James continued. “I myself have very strong views on these issues, however, and Garland is one of the smaller of the independent star nations, so I am probably not the best choice for chair. I’m afraid it would be difficult for me to remain impartial to differing viewpoints, and I would exert an outsized influence. Can I have nominations for a chair?” 
 
    “I nominate Queen Anne of Phalia,” said Captain Mark Roberts of Midlothia. 
 
    “Seconded,” said King Albert of the Rim. 
 
    Queen Anne turned to King Albert, seated next to her. 
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    “Because Phalia is the biggest and you’re trusted.” 
 
    “The Rim has more planets.” 
 
    “And a third the population.” 
 
    “What about Annalia?” 
 
    “The Autarch? He’s allied with the DP.” 
 
    Queen Anne sighed. She couldn’t argue with his logic. 
 
    There were two other nominations, but they declined in her favor, and she found herself the chair of the meeting. King James manipulated the controls of the simulation, and Queen Anne found herself sitting in the speaker’s well of the room facing out at her peers, six across and three rows deep, and their prime ministers, while King James was in her former spot next to King Albert. 
 
    “Well, I guess the first thing we ought to do is nail down what we’re talking about. What’s our topic?” Queen Anne asked. As she did so, ‘Topic:’ appeared on the display wall behind her. 
 
    “The problems we’re having with Sintar,” King James called out. 
 
    “The problems we’re having with Sintar,” Queen Anne repeated. “Is that it?” 
 
    “That’s as good as anything,” said Queen Catherine of Nederling. 
 
    Several others voiced assent, and Anne tagged the display. The display now read: ‘Topic: The problems we’re having with Sintar.’ 
 
    “All right. So what problems are we having with Sintar?” Queen Anne asked. 
 
    “They’re running robot ships into our systems,” King James called out.” 
 
    “Are we sure about that?” King Albert asked. 
 
    “Let’s put them all down and then discuss them one at a time,” Queen Anne said. 
 
    “Fair enough,” King Albert said. 
 
    “What else?” Queen Anne asked. 
 
    “Escorting all their freighters with warships and attacking anyone who approaches them,” said Gerald Monroe, the Regent of Preston. 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “Telling us what they will do in our space, and then bringing warships to enforce it,” said Queen Jingda of Jasmine. 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “Threatening to destroy our commercial space station when their spacers were detained by police after they destroyed a visiting cruiser,” King James said. 
 
    “What else?”  
 
    “Well, destroying a battleship when their spacers weren’t released as fast as they demanded,” King James said. 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    Everyone looked up at the display and considered. 
 
    “Those last three just add up to being really heavy-handed in their diplomacy,” King Albert said. 
 
    “Blowing up a battleship is more than being heavy-handed,” King James said. 
 
    “We’ll discuss them once we have them all down,” Queen Anne said. “Is that it? OK. So where do we begin the discussion?” 
 
    Captain Mark Roberts of Midlothia raised his hand. 
 
    “I have a question. Maybe someone here can shed some light on the issue for me. Are we sure those are robot ships?” 
 
    “Of course, we’re sure,” King James said. 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” Roberts said. “What if they’re just remotely piloted?” 
 
    “Let me ask a question,” Queen Anne said. “How many people here first heard they were robot ships from the DP?” 
 
    She raised her hand, and hands went up across the room. King James didn’t initially raise his hand and Queen Anne stared at him and raised an eyebrow. He raised his hand. 
 
    “OK, and who here first heard they were robot ships from someone else?” 
 
    President Fritz Kunstler from Abelard raised his hand. 
 
    “I first heard it from Graham Bentley. I called him before I met with the DP ambassador.” 
 
    Queen Anne turned to Graham Bentley. 
 
    “And you first heard it from the DP ambassador, Mr. Bentley?” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter who we heard it from,” King James said. “It’s borne out by the facts. That’s why they’re so willing to suicide them against other ships. They’re no more valuable to them than a crate of spanners.” 
 
    “And what of the suggestion they might be remotely piloted?” 
 
    “In hyperspace? Without communications? In hyperspace, at the least, they are robot ships. There’s no way around that.” 
 
    Queen Anne had to admit King James’s point. There was no way to remotely control a ship once it was in hyperspace. It would come out where it was set to come out. Or not. 
 
    “I think we have to concede the point there,” she said. 
 
    “But I think the offensive decisions – attack or not attack – are made by human operators, whether remotely or not,” King Albert said. “You said you had some data on that, Anne.” 
 
    “My people have compared the response times and maneuvers of all the Sintaran escort ships for which we could obtain sensor data. The variations indicate they are not running from a program, or at least not the same program.” 
 
    “Robot ships,” King James said. 
 
    “Unmanned ships might be better,” Captain Mark Roberts said. “Less provocative, and a more precise statement of what we actually know.” 
 
    “Who votes to call them unmanned ships rather than robot ships?” Queen Anne asked. 
 
    A clear majority of the room, perhaps sixty percent, raised their hands. 
 
    “Against?” 
 
    King James and several others raised their hands. 
 
    “All right. We’ll change it for now. We can review the decision later if we get more data.” 
 
    On the display wall, ‘unmanned ships’ replaced ‘robot ships.’ 
 
    “Those escorts were in response to commerce raiding. One question I have is, Who was doing the commerce raiding?” Queen Jingda asked. 
 
    “The DP ambassador told me one or more of our number had said they were going to begin commerce raiding on Sintaran ships,” King Michael of Estvia said. “I told him they’d better not try it in Estvian space. I’ve tangled with Sintar before.” 
 
    “So who was it?” Queen Anne asked. “Was it one of us?” 
 
    No one said anything into that gap, until King Albert said, “It wasn’t us.” 
 
    There followed a chorus of “It wasn’t us,” from every member of the group. 
 
    “How interesting,” Queen Anne said. 
 
    “The other thing I find interesting is there was no commerce raiding in Estvia,” King Michael said. “I warned he DP ambassador against it in the strongest possible terms, and he said he would spread the word around not to raid in Estvian space, but he couldn’t be sure it would be a hundred percent effective. But it was.” 
 
    “So one question we need to ask ourselves is whether the Democracy of Planets has been the instigator of all the tensions out here from the start. From the initial warnings about Sintar, and selling us all warships, to the commerce raiding itself.” 
 
    “The DP didn’t decide to send robot ships into our space,” King James said. “Or to be so belligerent with us. That’s all on Sintar.” 
 
    Once again, Queen Anne had to concede his point. 
 
      
 
    The meeting had gone on all morning. They would meet again in a month. Afterward, Queen Anne talked with King Albert. 
 
    “So what did you think of the meeting?” Queen Anne asked. 
 
    “I thought it went pretty well, actually. King James is obviously very hot about Sintar’s actions, but some of the others are more skeptical.” 
 
    “Most are pretty quiet. Most didn’t say anything at all, as a matter of fact.” 
 
    “Keeping their own council for the moment.” 
 
    “I worry about this, Albert. I worry about it a lot. This could erupt into a full-blown war, and I don’t know we have a whole lot of control over it.” 
 
    “I don’t think it will go there, Anne. And we still get to make the decision whether to participate or not.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for meeting with me, Robert,” King Michael said. 
 
    “No problem, Michael. It’s always good to see you,” Dunham said. 
 
    “Maybe not so much this time.” 
 
    They both took their seats in the featureless room in VR. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Dunham asked. 
 
    “The independent star nations had a meeting to discuss ‘what do we do about the problems we’re having with Sintar.’ The ruler of every single independent attended. That’s not a good sign.” 
 
    “Has everybody gotten together before?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “You’re right. That’s not a good sign. What went on?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s much as you’d expect. They don’t like your escort ships. They repeated the DP slur about robot ships. Queen Anne of Phalia was chair, and she made a motion to call them unmanned ships instead, which passed. But King James of Garland noted they couldn’t be remotely piloted in hyperspace, because there are no communications in hyperspace. Unless you’ve solved that problem?” 
 
    “No. We can’t communicate to ships in hyperspace.” 
 
    “So everybody had to agree with James’s point.” 
 
    “Yes. He doesn’t like me much. Something about me threatening to destroy his commercial space station if he executed my spacers as he threatened to.” 
 
    “Well, he mentioned your threat, but not his threat that led to it.” 
 
    “As I’d expect.” 
 
    “Yes, he’s something of a loose cannon.” 
 
    “So what do you think, Michael. Are they moving to war, or are they moving away?” 
 
    “I think they’re moving to demand you cease what they are calling Sintar’s belligerent behavior.” 
 
    “Well, I am unlikely to stop commercial traffic, I am unlikely to stop escorting my commercial vessels while the independent star nations remain unwilling or unable to protect them against commerce raiders, and I am unlikely to stop investigating incidents that occur in their star systems.” 
 
    “Which are their major complaints.” 
 
    “And which are all within their existing treaty obligations. It is they who have refused to protect my commercial vessels, and moved warships against us when we exercised our rights under treaty.” 
 
    “I know, Robert. I know. But no one is making that case.” 
 
    “And you, Michael?” 
 
    “I’m being pretty quiet for now. I will try to make the case when I think I have the greatest leverage, but I’m afraid this thing has a momentum of its own. And James is pushing it.” 
 
    “What about the others?” 
 
    “Most are quiet. Too quiet. If they were going to push back against James, I would have expected them to do it already.” 
 
    “What about the involvement of the DP in inciting all of this?” 
 
    “I think Queen Anne is on top of that. She asked some very pointed questions at the meeting. But James said that doesn’t excuse your belligerence, and there was general agreement with that.” 
 
    “Blame the victim when you don’t want to confront the perpetrator. That’s as ancient as the hills.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Michael looked down at his hands for several seconds, then back up at Dunham. 
 
    “Has Queen Anne tried to get in touch with you at all, to talk this out?” 
 
    “No. No one has. Not even any contact with our ambassadors. All we get are pro forma complaints every week about our ‘incursions.’” 
 
    “That’s also troubling. How are you supposed to address any of this if they don’t talk to you? This is going nowhere good fast.” 
 
    “Understood. Well, I appreciate the heads up, Michael.” 
 
    “No problem, Robert. And our agreement stands?” 
 
    “Yes. Absolutely. I keep my promises, Michael.” 
 
    King Michael visibly relaxed. 
 
    “I know you do, Robert. I just need a little reassurance once in a while.” 
 
    “I understand, Michael. These are troubling times.” 
 
      
 
    After his meeting with King Michael, Dunham called Admiral Leicester. 
 
    “Good morning, Admiral Leicester.” 
 
    “Good morning, Sire.” 
 
    “I wanted to let you know things with the independent star nations are moving to a head, Admiral Leicester. I expect my earlier estimate of two to five years was correct, but it will be on the low end of that scale.” 
 
    “In six months or so then, Sire?” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral Leicester. We should move forces to the frontiers, prepared to respond to provocation or attack. I expect Garland may be where it first comes apart. You should plan accordingly.” 
 
    “Very well, Sire.” 
 
      
 
    Rear Admiral Dorothy Conroy surveyed the big hyperspace map. She called her day-shift staff together. 
 
    “All right, people. We have received a war warning from Admiral Leicester. We are to look for anything out of the ordinary developing. We are to put special emphasis on Garland. Also, Admiral Leicester wants us to keep our inventory of what we think is where up to date for potential immediate use.” 
 
    There was some murmuring about that, and the tension in the room rose. 
 
    “We always hear first. The eyes and ears. This is probably several months or a year away. But we need to have current data available, at any time, day or night.” 
 
    “Should we go to faster cycles on the picket ships, Ma’am?” her chief of staff asked. 
 
    “Good idea, Captain. Let’s go to four hours for now, system-wide. We can always kick it up more later.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    Vice Admiral Maria della Espinoza called a staff meeting in VR. She included her flag captain and his executive officer. Most of them were actually on different planets, since staff assignments in the Imperial Navy no longer required shuffling people from planet to planet. It was admiral’s discretion, but Espinoza didn’t want new staff members stuck in transit for weeks, so she left them where they were. 
 
    “I just had a meeting with some big brass. No names. They are expecting trouble out here, most specifically from Garland. Given our previous experience with the system, and our successes, they decided to leave us here rather than move in someone else. That being the case, they promoted me to Admiral.” 
 
    There was a chorus of “Congratulations, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Thank you. The reason for the promotion is they are moving some serious hardware out here to the frontier with Garland. Here are the numbers.” 
 
    Espinoza pushed the document to the display function in VR, and it displayed on the wall in the simulated conference room. Staffers looked down the list with interest. There were some low whistles, and a couple of reverent swears. 
 
    “Pardon me, Admiral. But that can’t be right. Can it?” 
 
    “It’s like somebody slipped a decimal point, isn’t it?” Espinoza asked. 
 
    “Maybe two, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Well, that’s what’s coming. So we need to plan several scenarios. Punitive measures against Garland, in various levels of strength. We move against Garland in strength. Garland moves against us in strength. I think that’s the short list.  
 
    “Oh, and a shift-left, shift-right strategy. What if the initial spark is not in Garland, but nearby, and we are ordered to respond? We need plans to move against anyone within several hundred light years. Phalia, the Rim, Jasmine, Bordain, Sirdon. We should have those plans all drawn up, for response at various strength levels, even to multiple locations at once. There’s a bunch of vice admirals coming in with all that hardware, so let’s figure out who goes where if we need to split up. They need to make their plans, too.” 
 
      
 
    Saturday afternoon on the pool deck had become an institution with the kids. There had been some rainy Saturdays, and they had not understood why they couldn’t go in the pool. They had had to take them up on the roof, out in the rain, for the kids to understand. They now knew the sign for rain. 
 
    Today, though, the weather was glorious. Dunham and Peters lay out on the chaises. She had done her laps, and the staff had the kids around the corner teaching them the glories of playing in the mud. 
 
    “You’re awful somber today, Bobby.” 
 
    “Michael thinks it’s going to be war. They keep heading in that direction, slowly.” 
 
    “What’s the next step?” 
 
    “Oh, the independents will probably form an alliance, not against Sintar per se, but ‘for mutual protection.’ And then they’ll start issuing demands against Sintar in violation of their treaty obligations. Demands I will not submit to.” 
 
    “How long?” Peters asked. 
 
    “Four to six months at this point.” 
 
    “And Admiral Leicester has been kept apprised?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dunham said. “He’s mustering forces, getting everything in place. And he has Admiral Conroy’s people looking for anything unusual.” 
 
    “So we’re ready.” 
 
    “As ready as we’ll ever be. I still don’t want it to happen, but I’m not the one violating treaty obligations and meeting freighters with warships.” 
 
    “So is it another Fifty Years War, Bobby?” 
 
    “It’s going to be more like a Fifty Days War.” 
 
    “Over-confidence?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, Amanda. I think they’re way outmatched. The DP may be another matter, but this alliance is going to fold quickly.” 
 
    “Does Geoffrey agree with you?” 
 
    “Yes. He’s no less confident than I am. Perhaps more so.” 
 
    They heard them before they saw them. Two naked, squealing, mud-covered toddlers came running around the bushes at the far end of the pool, ran across the pool deck, and plunged headlong into the water, the two on-duty staffers hurrying along behind. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Peters said. “They’re filthy. It looks like they had a wonderful time in the mud.” 
 
    “Until somebody said the word ‘pool,’ that is,” Dunham said. 
 
    The twins surfaced amid much spluttering and laughter, and Peters was struck by the contrast between their happy laughter and the earlier talk of war. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Request 
 
      
 
      
 
    The SCV Morning Star dropped out of hyperspace in Aurora, one of the larger commercial trading hubs of the Kingdom of Phalia. She got under way for the planet. 
 
    A heavy cruiser squadron of the Phalian Royal Navy was on maneuvers, and traversing the system in the vicinity when Morning Star transitioned. They did not alter course or turn toward Morning Star. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, the Sintaran picket ship HMS Ramrod down-transitioned from hyperspace. The captain of the Ramrod noted the Phalian cruisers, but noted their course – currently across Morning Star’s bows, and well distant. He sent a message to Admiral Horace MacPherson’s staff. 
 
      
 
    “An escort has now down-transitioned as well, Sir.” 
 
    Rear Admiral Forrest Jones considered the plot. 
 
    “Hail them, Comm.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
      
 
    MacPherson checked the display. The cruiser squadron looked like a routine Phalian patrol. They weren’t lying in wait for Sintaran commercial vessels, and they hadn’t altered course, which was now taking them away from Morning Star’s track on a perpendicular course across the ecliptic. 
 
    “HMS Ramrod is being hailed, Sir. Rear Admiral Forrest Jones, from that cruiser squadron.” 
 
    “Tell Captain Komatsu I will answer the hail.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Admiral Horace MacPherson here, Admiral Jones. What can I do for you today?” 
 
    “You can turn around and leave the system, Admiral MacPherson. Your escort ships are neither needed nor welcome in the Kingdom of Phalia.” 
 
    MacPherson issued reinforcement orders on another channel, then answered. 
 
    “I beg to differ, Admiral Jones. While they may not be welcome, they are needed. Further, they are permitted under the commercial shipping treaty to which Phalia is a party.” 
 
    “They are not needed, Admiral MacPherson. Just as Phalian commercial ships do not need escort within the Sintaran Empire. The Phalian Royal Navy is responsible for commerce protection within the kingdom.” 
 
    “Phalian ships do not need escort within the Sintaran Empire, Admiral Jones, because the Imperial Navy does not aid and abet pirates, or stand aside while they murder innocent spacers.” 
 
    There was a long pause before Jones answered. MacPherson imagined his staff was peeling him off the deckhead. Navy officers were the sworn enemies of pirates everywhere, and the fact the PRN had been ordered to stand aside, as was made clear by the sensor recordings Sintar had obtained, just made it that much worse. 
 
    That MacPherson sympathized made no difference. He was not going to take any crap off an officer whose navy had stood aside while raiders destroyed Sintaran commercial ships and murdered their spacers. As an accomplice to that, Jones had no bitch coming. 
 
    When Jones did answer, his voice was strained, like he was speaking between clenched teeth. 
 
    “Whatever your view, Admiral MacPherson, and whatever extent I disagree with it, is no matter. Your escort ship is not welcome here, and is ordered to leave the system.” 
 
    “Request denied, Admiral Jones. We are exercising our right of free passage under the commercial shipping treaty. MacPherson out.” 
 
      
 
    “Send that communication to Aurora Fleet Headquarters and ask for instructions.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    Jones fumed. He’d like to take a hard copy of MacPherson’s snarky communication and shove it right up his ass. But if Jones attacked him, that escort would take out one of his cruisers, and the two thousand men aboard her, and there was damn-all he could do about it. Jones had seen the sensor recordings of those escort ships in action, and he knew he couldn’t stop MacPherson. 
 
    There had been other Sintaran escort ships into Aurora, of course, but they had never been in his area of operations. That made a bigger difference than he had thought. Being out here, on the scene, and being able to do nothing, all his cruiser strength being helpless to stop the Sintaran escort, was more galling than he had imagined. 
 
    It was only made worse when twenty-four more of the tiny escort ships down-transitioned around SCV Morning Star and took up station as she continued to accelerate toward the planet. If Jones attacked MacPherson now, the Sintaran admiral would wipe out his whole squadron and lose nothing but eight of those little unmanned ships, while Jones would lose eight cruisers and thousands of spacers. And his own life, of course. Unlike MacPherson, he was actually on scene. 
 
    “Message from Aurora Fleet Headquarters, Sir. ‘Take no action. Ignore escort ship. Maintain profile.’ Message ends, Sir.” 
 
    “Damn,” Jones muttered as he watched the Morning Star and her entourage accelerate across his AO. “There will come a time, Admiral MacPherson. There will come a time.” 
 
      
 
    “Any change in profile of that cruiser squadron?” MacPherson asked. 
 
    “No, Sir.” 
 
    “Any further communications?” 
 
    “No, Sir.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    MacPherson opened a channel to the captain of the Ramrod. 
 
    “Well done, Captain Komatsu. Let me know if anything else comes up.” 
 
    “Will do, Admiral.” 
 
      
 
    SCV Morning Star docked at Aurora’s commercial space station without incident. Its twenty-five escorts, their job done, accelerated out of the system at five gravities until they were well beyond the system traffic limits. The HMS Circe dropped out of hyperspace and projected a hypergate, into which all the escort ships vanished, and then Circe drew her hypergate over herself and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t that just lovely,” Queen Anne said after viewing the sensor recordings and the communications between the admirals involved in the Aurora incident. 
 
    “The Sintaran admiral was most insulting, Ma’am,” said her prime minister, Bruce Mallory. 
 
    “Yes, and not without cause. Don’t forget I did order the Navy to stand aside as those commerce raiders attacked Sintaran shipping. The Navy didn’t like it, either. But it was on my orders.” 
 
    Queen Anne sighed. 
 
    “I tell you, Bruce, that may turn out to be the single largest mistake of my entire reign. And now it all threatens to come crashing down.” 
 
    Mallory raised one eyebrow. The queen seldom called her long-time prime minister by his first name. It signaled a certain vulnerability, an introspection of the kind she seldom indulged. 
 
    “I don’t think war is avoidable at this point. You’ve heard the others at the last two meetings. Most held back during the first meeting, but they’re not holding back now. Some of them are egging James on, and others are supportive.” 
 
    “They do seem to be pushing hard, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Yes, and James doesn’t need any pushing. He simply doesn’t understand what he’s dealing with. The current Emperor of Sintar decapitated his own government, even while they were digging the bodies of his family – his sister, his wife – out of the ruins. And he nuked one of his own cities to put down a long-running insurrection. Do they really think he’ll back down from their petulance? 
 
    “No, this is going to get ugly, and it’s going to get ugly fast. Our one chance is perhaps to catch Sintar before they’ve upgraded the bulk of their navy. With the DP warships we have, we may be able to go toe-to-toe with them. But if he’s gotten enough of his new navy deployed, it will go very badly.” 
 
    “What are his new capabilities, Ma’am?” 
 
    “I wish I knew. Other than those devilish picket ships, we haven’t seen any of his new construction. That doesn’t bode well. If it were an evolution from current warships – ten percent more of this, fifteen percent more of that – it would be bad enough. But if that were the case, he wouldn’t be hiding them. I’m afraid it’s some radical and effective departure from current technology. That’s why he doesn’t want us – or the DP – to see them.” 
 
    “The DP, Ma’am?” 
 
    “Oh, they’re going to get pulled into this, too. Do you think Emperor Trajan will stop at the border of Annalia? I don’t. And if he doesn’t, the DP will get pulled in. And if Sintar’s new navy is as far along as it could be, the DP is going to get caught by surprise. That, at least, would be satisfying. They started all this, and it looks like they’re likely to be hoist on their own petard.” 
 
    “And what of Phalia, Ma’am?” 
 
    “If we’re lucky? We’ll end up being conquered by Sintar fairly painlessly, and you and I can go into retirement. If I could, right now, I’d do something like King Harold did in Pannia. See if I couldn’t get the same deal. But I’d be turned out in a coup if I tried.” 
 
    “Your Highness!” 
 
    “It’s true, Bruce. The Navy wants a piece of Sintar so badly they can taste it. I have to wait until Sintar can teach them the errors of their ways. Hopefully I can save some of them from the meat grinder.” 
 
    “You think it’s going to be that bad, Ma’am?” 
 
    “It certainly could be. This won’t be one of those little squabbles we always have between this independent and that one, where they take some potshots at each other and then settle down again until next time. James and his supporters are inviting Emperor Trajan to a war, and I think they’re going to regret it. All they had to do was read a little about his namesake to know that.” 
 
    “Trajan, Ma’am?” 
 
    “Yes. The Roman Emperor Trajan. You should read up on him, and realize this is the person the current Emperor of Sintar took as his role model. When James and his cohort attack him, he’s going to go Roman on them, and they aren’t going to know what hit them.” 
 
    Queen Anne sighed. 
 
    “And we’re going to get dragged into it right along with them.” 
 
      
 
    “I first called for these meetings over six months ago,” King James said. “We’ve met four times now, and we still haven’t done anything but talk about it. And the provocations from Sintar continue unabated, including a big one in Phalia a week or so back. This is ludicrous. Maybe we should all take up knitting instead.” 
 
    “Do I have a second for taking up knitting?” Queen Anne asked with icy sarcasm, and James reddened. “Motion fails for lack of a second.” 
 
    “Sarcasm and knitting aside, I do think we should be doing something more,” said Guardian Julian Wendover, hereditary ruler of the Domain of Cascade. 
 
    Wendover had been one of the thoughtful middle in their discussions. 
 
    “What do you have in mind, Julian?” 
 
    “I think we should put together a joint document, a missive to the Sintaran Emperor, a request they cease the things we have been discussing here that are the cause of the friction.” 
 
    “An ultimatum,” King James said. 
 
    “A request,” Wendover repeated. 
 
    “Set aside the wording for a moment. Should we prepare a document such as Mr. Wendover describes. Hands, yes or no. Those in favor? Those opposed? The ayes have it. We will prepare such a document. 
 
    “Next for the wording. Should we compose it for the moment as a request or an ultimatum? We will revisit this issue when we finalize it, this is just to decide the wording of the working document. Hands, request or ultimatum. Request? Ultimatum? All right, we will compose it as a request for now and decide the final wording on this point at the end. 
 
    “We move on to the specific text of the request....” 
 
    They worked on the document throughout the meeting and made good progress. At the end of their scheduled time, Queen Anne set the agenda. 
 
    “For next time, then, we will all consider the document as it exists, and consider what improvements we might propose. Our goal is to have a completed document for consideration by the end of our next meeting.” 
 
    “Another month,” King James groused to no one in particular. 
 
    “But, you have made progress with your proposal,” King Albert said. “No small thing.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    It took all the next meeting to hammer out the language of the document, with the hardliners pushing toward more provocative language, the conciliators pushing toward softer, and the moderates proposing the compromises. By the end of the meeting, Queen Anne felt like she had been wrung out and hung to dry. 
 
    “The last item to consider is the issue of language. Do we call it a request or an ultimatum? Hands, please. Request? Ultimatum? It remains a request. 
 
    “Do we now move on to a vote on whether to approve the document?” 
 
    “No sense working on it for two sessions if we aren’t going to use it,” King Albert said. “Let’s vote on it.” 
 
    “Can I have a motion?” 
 
    “I move we approve the document and transmit it to Sintar,” King Albert said. 
 
    “Seconded,” Queen Jingda said. 
 
    “We’re voting on the motion to approve the document and transmit it to Sintar. Hands, please. For the motion? Against the motion? The Ayes have it. The document is approved and will be transmitted to Sintar.” 
 
    “How will it be transmitted?” King James asked. 
 
    “I shall take it to Emperor Trajan myself,” Queen Anne said. 
 
      
 
    Dunham, Peters, Saaret, and Suzanne were sitting out on the balcony with coffee after Sunday brunch. The twins had had breakfast with Dunham’s and Peters’s help earlier, and were taking a walk through the gardens with the staff this morning, after which they would have some time in the pool before lunch and a nap. This afternoon they would all celebrate Sean’s and Dee’s second birthday. 
 
    “Will you meet with Queen Anne, Bobby?” Suzanne asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Dunham said. “It never hurts to talk. More talking all along would have been good, but they weren’t interested in talking. They made that clear to our ambassadors.” 
 
    “Why does she want to meet?” 
 
    “She’ll present their demands for Sintar’s future behavior.” 
 
    “Demands?” Suzanne asked. 
 
    “Oh, they’ll be worded as requests, but they’ll amount to demands.” 
 
    Suzanne looked back and forth between Peters and Saaret. 
 
    “We’ve been all through this this week,” Saaret said. 
 
    “So what kind of demands?” Suzanne asked Dunham. 
 
    “That we stop escorting our vessels, that we don’t run any unmanned vessels into their territorial volumes, that we stop confronting and opposing their armed vessels when they interfere. All that sort of thing.” 
 
    “And your response?” 
 
    “I’ll refuse, Suzanne. Their demands are all in violation of their treaty agreements. And they do not make the same demands on anyone else, or say they will live up to the same conditions themselves. So first, it is a unilateral modification, without negotiation, of treaty obligations. That’s not how treaties work. If they want modifications to a treaty, they should be asking for negotiations. Second, because their demands are not binding on anyone else, only Sintar, they effectively are asking Sintar to agree to second-class status among star nations.” 
 
    “Because, for example, their demands don’t apply equally to the Democracy of Planets.” 
 
    “Or to themselves,” Dunham said. “Correct.” 
 
    “All of which means there will be war.” 
 
    “If they want to push it that far.” 
 
    Suzanne gave him a stern look. 
 
    “Yes,” Dunham said. “Most likely there will be war.” 
 
    “Which the Empire will win?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Suzanne looked at Saaret, and he nodded slightly. 
 
    “All right. Well, thanks for humoring me, Bobby. I just want to know what’s going on.” 
 
    “No problem, Suzanne. I understand.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Tinder And The Spark 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dunham already knew the contents of the document Queen Anne intended to deliver, of course. He had received a copy from King Michael as soon as it was passed. It had given him a week to decide how to approach the document and the meeting. 
 
    Queen Anne had requested the meeting, and Dunham had responded with a code to access a simulation of a featureless room with two club chairs, which was his normal venue for meetings with people outside Sintar. For meetings with Sintar subjects, he used a simulation of his Imperial Palace office. 
 
    He was there early, and waiting when she popped into existence in the simulation. Like him, she wore normal office dress. As host, he greeted her first. 
 
    “Good morning, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Good morning, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Please, have a seat, Your Highness,” Dunham said as he waved to the chairs. 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Queen Anne hadn’t known quite what to expect of the Emperor Trajan. He was a good-looking, athletic man in his late thirties – perhaps twenty years her junior – with a calm demeanor and startling white-blue eyes. As she took her seat, she thought perhaps the meeting would go well. 
 
    “You asked for this meeting, Your Highness. Please, go ahead.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    She composed her thoughts before starting. She had several opening statements prepared, depending on how she found him. She opted for the friendliest. 
 
    “The nineteen largest independent star nations have been meeting monthly for a number of months to discuss how we might best deescalate tensions with Sintar.” 
 
    “A goal I share, Your Highness.” 
 
    “That’s excellent news, Your Majesty. During our meetings, we’ve come up with a few requests of Sintar we think could improve the situation a great deal.” 
 
    “I would be pleased to look at them, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Here are our requests, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Queen Anne pushed him the document over the connection, which the VR simulated as her handing it to him.  
 
    Dunham took the document and read it carefully. It was the same document King Michael had sent him. So there was no double-dealing or subterfuge there. He looked up at her. 
 
    “This is your opening position for the negotiations, then, Your Highness?” 
 
    “Negotiations?” 
 
    “And has the Democracy of Planets agreed to negotiations, or did you approach Sintar first?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t understand, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Dunham waved his left hand at the document in his right. 
 
    “These are changes to the commercial shipping treaty to which we are all signers, Your Highness. So I assumed this was your opening position on new terms for the commercial shipping agreement, and asked if the DP had been approached yet. I’m certainly willing to negotiate a new shipping treaty with all treaty partners.” 
 
    “No. Um. Your Majesty, I think you misunderstand. We’re asking that Sintar accede to these requests.” 
 
    “You ask that Sintar accept second-class status among star nations, Your Highness?” 
 
    “Second-class status, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness. The treaty gives each signer certain rights and obliges them to certain duties that would otherwise not apply. You are asking Sintar, alone among signers to the treaty, to have lesser rights and greater obligations than the other star nations. That sounds like second-class status to me.” 
 
    “But that is not the intent, Your Majesty. We are trying to deescalate tensions.” 
 
    “As am I, Your Highness. But I cannot agree to accepting second-class status among star nations. Particularly when the Democracy of Planets, which incited those tensions in the first place, has no such obligations. I’m perfectly willing to negotiate a new – and reciprocal – shipping agreement, but I will not bind Sintar to some different and inferior status.” 
 
    “What does the Democracy of Planets have to do with any of this, Your Majesty?” 
 
    Dunham simply stared at her, and she reddened. 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness. You and I both know the DP warned of a phantom expansionism on Sintar’s part, sold the independent star nations warships identical to theirs, then used the cover of just being another DP warship to make anonymous raids on Sintar’s commerce. And you and others told your navies to stand by and let it happen. Well, I will not let it happen. I will protect Sintar and its interests.” 
 
    “But there will be war, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “As I told King James of Garland, war with Sintar is one of your choices, Your Highness. Choose wisely.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you can prevail against all nineteen of us, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Then your intelligence people have failed to keep you accurately informed, Your Highness.” 
 
    Queen Anne watched him carefully through this exchange. He was not blustering. He seemed calm, at ease. Whether Sintar could defeat them or not, he believed it could, and would. 
 
    “I will take your concerns back to our council, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “And you might take your grievances to the Democracy of Planets, Your Highness.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that was disconcerting,” Queen Anne told Bruce Mallory, her prime minister. 
 
    “The meeting, Your Highness?” 
 
    “Yes. I felt like a naughty schoolchild brought up before the headmaster.” 
 
    “He is what, fifteen years your junior, Ma’am?” 
 
    “More like twenty, Mr. Mallory, but it didn’t matter. The Emperor Trajan is calm, assured, and confident of Sintar’s ability to defeat all of us, if it comes to that. I thought I might have to deal with a petulant child like James, and instead it felt like he was the adult in the room.” 
 
    “Was it an act, Ma’am? The confidence?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, Mr. Mallory.” 
 
    Queen Anne ran back over the conversation in her mind. 
 
    “Have the latest intelligence assessments anything new on Sintar, Mr. Mallory?” 
 
    “No, Ma’am. The information on Sintar hasn’t changed.” 
 
    “Which is to say it is all still conjecture and speculation.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe this!” King James of Garland thundered. “We are to reconvene to consider Sintar’s counterproposal for the negotiation of a new commercial shipping treaty? That could take years. Throughout all of which, that white-eyed bastard will continue to run his robot ships into Garland? Continue to shove us around? I don’t think so.” 
 
    “What are we to do, though, Sire?” his foreign minister, Francis Schmitt-deVries, asked. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what we do. The next one of those robot ships to come into this system, we tell them to get out.” 
 
    “And if they don’t, Sire?” 
 
    “Then we blow it to hell. Oh, we don’t touch their commercial shipping, but we don’t allow those robot ships in our system. And if they don’t leave, then we blow them up.” 
 
      
 
    The SCV Thursday’s Child down-transitioned from hyperspace in the Garland system. She found herself facing two squadrons of battleships within missile range of her position. Her captain held his position and signaled the Imperial Navy, which signal was relayed to Admiral Maria della Espinoza. 
 
    “Dispatch a hundred picket ships to Thursday’s Child’s position.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am. Three hours until arrival.” 
 
    Thirty minutes after Thursday’s Child arrived, her escort of a single picket ship down-transitioned from hyperspace in front of her. 
 
    “Defiant is being hailed, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Tell Captain Demarest I’ll answer the hail, Comm,” Espinoza said. 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Admiral Maria Della Espinoza here.” 
 
    “Vice Admiral Harvey Fouracre here. Get your robot ship out of Garland space, Admiral Espinoza.” 
 
    “Admiral Fouracre, we are exercising our right of peaceful transit under the commercial shipping treaty to which Garland is a signer.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you think you’re doing, Admiral. Get that robot ship out of here or it will be destroyed.” 
 
    “Negative, Admiral Fouracre. Unless you want your people to be the first casualties of a war between Garland and Sintar, you will honor your treaty obligations.” 
 
    “Well, you were warned. Fouracre out.” 
 
      
 
    “Has that robot ship begun maneuvers to leave the system?” Fouracre asked. 
 
    “No, Sir. They’re both just sitting there.” 
 
    “How long has it been?” 
 
    “Fifteen minutes since communications was cut, Sir.” 
 
    “I want four missiles on that picket ship. Fire them from the edges of the formation so they come in at an angle. That way if any overfly they won’t hit the freighter.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Four missiles on the picket ship.” 
 
      
 
    “We have missile separation, Ma’am. Four missiles inbound.” 
 
    “Attack Plan Alpha, Captain Demarest. Target the flag.” 
 
    The picket ship crewed by the Defiant pivoted sharply on her bow thrusters and accelerated perpendicular to the line between Thursday’s Child and the center of the Garland formation.  
 
    The two missiles coming in from the opposite side to which Defiant dodged kept her in sight and followed her around her turn as she circled for the Garland flagship. They had the inside line on her and were closing to attack range when she skewed hard again and corkscrewed away from them. 
 
    As Defiant approached the Garland formation, all sixteen battleships opened up with their point-defense lasers. All aimed for the nose of the picket ship, but not all were successfully targeted. At the oblique angle some of the ships had on the picket ship, some of the misses struck the picket ship behind the uranium nose cone. One point-defense laser hit Defiant in the reaction mass tanks, while another pierced her plasma bottle, and Defiant blew up short of the flagship.  
 
    The two missiles coming in from the side to which Defiant dodged tried to turn, but lost sight of her almost immediately. They were seekers, however, and, when they lost sight of Defiant, they tried to reacquire the target. 
 
    Having completed only a small part of their turn when they lost lock, Thursday’s Child was dead ahead. 
 
      
 
    Terror, elation, and then terror ran through Admiral Fouracre. He had heard of the robot ships’ maneuverability, but hearing was not the same as seeing, particularly when you were being targeted. He expected to die in seconds as the robot ship bored in on his flagship. 
 
    Then a point-defense laser somehow scored on the attacker, and she blew up. What was it that old infantry officer had said? ‘There is nothing so exhilarating as being shot at to no effect.’ Something like that. 
 
    His relief was short-lived, however. In the excitement of fighting off the attacking robot ship, he had not paid attention to the overshoot of his missile launch. He had not aborted the missiles when they lost lock, and they had reacquired target on the Sintaran freighter. His crew was celebrating their survival with the destruction of the attacking robot ship when the freighter blew up in his display. 
 
    “Shit!” Fouracre said with feeling. 
 
    The response of Sintar to the destruction of the freighter was as predictable as sunrise. His mind raced, trying to figure out what to do. 
 
    “Quick! What was it that destroyed that robot ship? Where did we hit it to cause it to blow up?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, Sir.” 
 
    “Well, look at the video and figure it out. Somehow, somebody hit it just right, probably by accident. We need to know how to kill those damned things right away.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. I’m on it.” 
 
    It was an agonizing hour before he had his answer. An hour of waiting for death to arrive. 
 
    “Sir, we have it. Everything that hit the nose was ineffective. The shot that actually killed that ship hit it well back, in the engines. The nose is apparently made of something that shrugs off the lasers.” 
 
    “Of course! That makes sense. All right. Fleet orders. Re-target the point-defense lasers immediately. We don’t want to hit the nose on these robot ships, we want to hit the engines. Set the point-defense lasers to target the engines. In our coordinated defense plan, that means targeting robot ships that are attacking a different ship, so you can get the angle on them. Don’t waste the time trying to shoot at one head-on to you. Leave that to someone else. Send it.” 
 
      
 
    Fouracre’s strategy would probably have paid off against the enemy he was expecting. In prior incidents, Sintar had sent sixteen picket ships in support of the escort. But Espinoza had resources she hadn’t had before. She actually had tens of thousands of picket ships available, and more were still coming in.  
 
    When Espinoza saw the sixteen battleships Garland had lain across the route in from Sintar, she had sent a hundred picket ships in support. Further, she had seen Thursday’s Child’s sensor feed to the Imperial Navy right up to the time of impact. The Garland commander had either targeted the freighter or failed to abort his missiles once they lost lock on the Defiant and overshot. It was the same either way to her, and she had her orders. 
 
    The crews of the hundred picket ships inbound to Garland in hyperspace received their orders before the ships ever down-transitioned. The ships were out of communications, but of course the crews were not. And Espinoza’s orders rang in their ears as the picket ships approached their down-translation. 
 
    “They’ve blown up our freighter and killed our spacers. Destroy them all.” 
 
      
 
    One hundred Sintaran picket ships down-transitioned into Garland nearly simultaneously, and immediately went to ten gravities of acceleration directly at the sixteen Garland battleships. The sixteen battleships only had time to fire two rounds of missiles, and thirty-two of the picket ships died in their attacks.  
 
    The sixty-eight remaining picket ships continued straight into the teeth of the coordinated point-defense lasers of the Garland battleships. Another forty-three of the picket ships died under their re-aimed fire. 
 
    And then the twenty-five surviving picket ships slammed into the armored sides of the sixteen Garland battleships at over ten thousand miles an hour and vented their plasma bottles into their enemies. 
 
    No ships, on either side, survived the carnage. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 War! 
 
      
 
      
 
    What had been planned as a discussion of Sintar’s response to their requests turned into a discussion of the incident in Garland. King James had the floor and was railing against Sintar, as well as the inaction by the council that he blamed, at least in part, for the outcome. 
 
    “Sixteen battleships! Fifty thousand men! And we are to let Sintar get away with this? Murder our navies? With impunity?” 
 
    When King James stopped for a breath, Queen Anne interceded. 
 
    “You fired on them first, James. And you destroyed their freighter and killed their merchant sailors.” 
 
    “The freighter was a mistake. An errant pair of missiles in the chaos of battle. And we warned them. We told them to get out. We fired on one tiny robot ship, and they destroyed sixteen battleships. That is a disproportionate response no matter how you look at it. Sintar wants war, and I propose we give it to them.” 
 
    “Seconded,” King Peter IV of Berinia called out. 
 
    “We have a motion on the floor that has been seconded,” Queen Anne said. “We’ve heard the argument for the motion. Does someone wish to speak against?” 
 
    “I do,” King Michael of Estvia said. 
 
    “Michael, you have the floor.” 
 
    “Thank you. 
 
    “My fellow rulers, we have, most of us, known each other for a long time. In some cases, for a very long time. Most of us, though, know very little about the Emperor of Sintar. For one thing, their foreign relations were for a long time carried out by their bureaucracy, now gone. And for the second, this Emperor has been on the throne a mere six years. 
 
    “I, however, have some experience in dealing with this Emperor, and I have spoken to our friend Howard of Pannia about him. So perhaps I can give this council some insight into this ruler. 
 
    “The first thing you should know is he has the enthusiastic support of his subjects, and of his military. He has no internal dissensions. No internal politics. He ended the perennial struggle between the bureaucracy and the throne six years ago by simply executing them all, all five thousand people in the upper three layers of the bureaucracy, on his very first day on the throne. Consider that. 
 
    “In order to ascend to the throne of Sintar – a throne that is considered to belong to the people of Sintar – the new Emperor got down on his knees before the people’s throne and swore oath to act in their best interests. That event was watched by more people in VR than any event in human history.  
 
    “You may scoff, James, but, as you all know, I have dealt personally with this Emperor, over the Wollaston affair. I can tell you, whether you take that oath seriously or not, he does. And if we attack Sintar, if we threaten his people, he will come after us relentlessly, remorselessly, until the threat is removed. 
 
    “I beg you, my friends, to seek another path with Sintar. To consider their counterproposal. For if you continue down this path, the loss of sixteen battleships will sound quaint in the wake of the destruction Sintar will bring down upon you.” 
 
    King Michael sat down, and most delegates considered him thoughtfully. King James, however, gave a slow, sarcastic round of applause. 
 
    “I’m not afraid of Sintar, and none of you should be either. I call the question.” 
 
    “We have a motion on the floor, it has been seconded, and the opposition has had a chance to speak. The mover has called the question and so we are voting. Hands, please. War with Sintar, yes or no. Ayes? Nays? The Ayes have it. It’s war.” 
 
    King Michael stood up. 
 
    “I will have nothing to do with war against Sintar. Estvia withdraws from this council.” 
 
    And with that, King Michael disappeared from VR.  
 
    “Coward!” King James called out after him. 
 
    And with that, the council dissolved into disorder. Only Bruce Mallory, sitting just to one side and behind Queen Anne in the speaker’s well, heard her whispered summation. 
 
    “And may God have mercy on us all.” 
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