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      To Evan Thomas.
  
 He cheered me on when things were darkest,
 convinced me that Linux would really work,
 and that baking bread was the hobby I needed.


    

  


  Chapter 1


  Tehas System: 
 February 16, 2379


  We’d been slowing down to match orbits with Bar None for just over a week. A Moran tug would catch us in a couple of days. They’d line us up with the docking gantry so we could swap out our incoming can for an outgoing one. The company coffers would cha-ching. The crew would get a little richer. The stockholders—like me—would see the value of their portfolio increase a little bit. Then we’d do the whole thing again with another station. Commerce marches on.


  Pip breezed into the cabin, closed the door behind him, and seated himself in a visitor’s chair. I swiveled my chair to face him as he settled in and laced his fingers together over his chest. “Talk to me, Ishmael.”


  “Talk about what?”


  He cast a pointed look at the big display before looking back at me. “You’ve spent the last two weeks staring out at the Deep Dark. Moping in the cabin. I thought we’d seen the last of Captain Long Face, but something’s got you stirred up. Spill it.”


  His barb hit home. I had to tamp down a spike of anger. “It’s still a work in progress.”


  “Yeah. I get that, but lately I’m not seeing much of the two key words there.” His lips twisted into a wry grin. “You made an appointment with your therapist lately?”


  “I plan on seeing him when we get back.” I hated when he was right. He also didn’t move out of the seat. “Something else on your mind?”


  “You still haven’t really answered the question. What’s going on? And don’t try any of that work in progress crap.” He paused a moment. “I’ve closed the door. I know we’re not docked but, if I need to, I can make it an official CEO-to-captain meeting once we do.”


  His grin made me laugh in spite of myself. “I don’t know.”


  “Think about it. I’ll wait.”


  I had to fight the urge to turn back to the screen behind me. I drummed my fingers on the console for a few beats and stared at my hands. I took a deep breath and plunged in on the first thing that popped into my head. “I think I’m bored.”


  “You need a hobby.”


  His quick response made me look up at him. “A hobby?”


  “Yeah. You know. Something you do for fun. Just because you like it?”


  “Well, I run.”


  “That’s not a hobby. That’s just you working off your angst. Come on, man. What do you like to do for fun?”


  I could tell by the smug look on his face he was purposefully goading me. Unable to stop myself, I laughed. “Enough,” I said. “I give.”


  He nodded and the smugness evaporated. “So tell Uncle Pip what’s going on.”


  He made me laugh again. “Uncle Pip? Seriously.”


  “Ishmael, we go back a long way. If you can’t talk to me, you’ve got a bigger problem than I thought.” He paused for a couple of heartbeats. “Talk to me.”


  “I don’t know anymore.”


  His eyebrows shot up at that. “Know what?”


  I shrugged, shaking my head. “Anything. Why am I doing this? What’s the point?”


  He grinned. “To make more money, of course.”


  A sigh broke free from some anchor sunk in my chest. That’d been happening a lot lately. I looked down at my hands pressed onto the console and took a moment to relax the tension in my fingers before I spoke. “You remember when we met?”


  He gave me a small laugh. “Oh, yeah. Neris orbital. Wasn’t sure what kind of shipmate you’d be. You were wound up tighter than Hera’s holy bun.”


  “Hera’s holy bun? That what the kids are calling it these days?”


  He shook his head. “You landed on your feet. Once Cookie had you dealing with an actual problem, your baggage got a whole lot lighter.”


  “Yeah. From that day on, I always worked to make sure I had a place to land. A cushion to break my fall, if nothing else.” I snorted and shook my head, looking down at the desk again. “So much I didn’t know then.”


  “Good thing, too,” he said, derailing my thought. “Otherwise you’d have taken a different path and none of this would have happened, now would it?”


  I shrugged to grant him the point. “Thing is, I was always angling for the best position I could find. One that couldn’t be taken away. That’s why all the division ratings.”


  “That was just good planning on your part. Didn’t help when Federated Freight pulled the rug out from under you, though, did it. Alys was livid. So was Brill. Couldn’t be helped. It worked out in the end. What’s your point?”


  “My point is that all this time I’ve been working under those same constraints. Making sure I have the skills and training to get the next job.”


  He snickered a little at that. “I think you’re well beyond that point now.”


  “Exactly.” I tapped the console with my fingers again. “Exactly.”


  He squinted at me a little. “This doesn’t sound like a problem, but you’re acting as if it is.”


  “No. It’s not a problem.” I sighed and ran a hand over my scalp. “I’m making a hash of this.”


  He recrossed his ankles and shrugged. “You’re tying yourself into knots. Just tell me what’s on your mind. Not like I’m going to judge you any more than I already do.”


  “I don’t know why I’m doing it anymore.”


  “I thought you loved it.”


  I shrugged. “I like being in space, yes. I’m not sure this is the right place.”


  “What? The Chernyakova?” His eyes widened. “Now’s a hell of a time to think you want a new ship.”


  “That’s the thing. Practically speaking, I can do anything I want.”


  He stared at me for a couple of heartbeats, head tilting to one side. “Or nothing. You don’t have to work another day in your life, do you?”


  “No, I don’t. I probably didn’t need to worry about that back when you found me again at Port Newmar. I had enough in the bank. I could have lived off the income for the rest of my life then.”


  He snorted and shook his head. “You need a hobby. Or a girlfriend.”


  “No. I need a direction. Something I want to do. It’s been so long since I even let myself have the choice, I don’t know what to do with it.”


  “So you’re moping about the cabin hoping inspiration strikes you?”


  I shrugged. “I prefer to think of it as contemplation, but if you like.”


  “Ishmael, contemplation is what you do on the running track to keep your brain from thinking too much about what your feet are doing. You’ve got a job to do, and from where I’m sitting, you’re backsliding into depression.”


  “So I need a hobby? That’s your answer?”


  “Don’t knock it if you haven’t tried it. Lots of people start a hobby and—before they know it—it becomes a profession. A calling.”


  My grimace told him all he needed to know.


  He opened his mouth as if to speak but closed it again. He tilted his head to the side. “There’s something else. Why now?”


  I sat back in my chair and shook my head. “I don’t know. I guess I’m just getting tired of the same old grind and can’t think of what I’d rather do instead.”


  He nodded. “Ah. So that led to what you might want to do if you could do anything. Which, I should note, you pretty much can.”


  I nodded, leaning forward over the console again. “Exactly. In another stanyer or so, I can put Zoya in for her stars and then what? Eventually she’ll get a captain’s board, and she’ll be launched into her new career.” Saying it out loud gave me an odd pang in the chest.


  He snickered. “You’re worried about being an empty nester?”


  I had to laugh. “Yeah. Put like that. I suppose I am.” I looked down at the glossy surface of the console for a moment, trying to catch up with a runaway train of thought. “Just, if I’m going to do something different, shouldn’t I start thinking about it now?”


  He sucked in a noisy breath through his nose and blew it out again. “Maybe.” He raised one eyebrow. “What if we expand the fleet?”


  I blinked at him, jolted by the sudden change in direction. “What fleet?”


  “Ours. Phoenix Freight.” He looked around the cabin. “This is the only ship in our fleet now. What if we expanded and picked up another ship?”


  “How would that help?”


  “I don’t know. A new challenge? Maybe get a tractor for you?” He nodded at the screen on the bulkhead behind me. “I know you miss them.”


  I glanced over my shoulder at it. “Yeah. A bit. Mostly romanticized memories at this point, I suspect.” I paused for a couple of heartbeats, retracing the conversation in my head. “Why expand? Aren’t we doing well enough already?”


  “We are, but we’re reaching the point where we’re earning as much as we can with a single ship. It’s more than I’d have expected, but if we’re going to grow, we need another ship for the multiplier effect.”


  “Do we need to grow?”


  He froze for a moment, blinking at me. “What?”


  “Do we need to grow? What’s wrong with just continuing to make a pile of credits?”


  “Of course we need to grow. We stop growing, we start dying.”


  “Why?”


  He shrugged. “What’s always worked won’t always work. Expansion is how you keep a business thriving.”


  I sat there for a bit, letting his last few comments echo in my head. “How do we do that? Just keep adding ships? What if something happens to shipping?”


  He frowned. “People will always need goods moved from here to there.”


  “Sure, but will they always need them moved from here to there in bulk?” I let him think on that for a heartbeat. “Expansion. Fine. What about diversification? Isn’t that a form of expansion?”


  He looked like he might argue with me but his eyes narrowed. “Yes.” He drew the word out, his focus shifting into the middle distance between us. “Yes, it is.”


  “Well?” I asked.


  He focused on my face again. “I guess it depends on what kind of diversification. I get your point about just adding ships to the freight business. It specializes us, but look at the big players. Saltzman. Federated. Even Carstairs. All specialists. All very successful at what they do.”


  I shook my head. “You can’t tell me Carstairs is only the ships it flies.”


  He grimaced. “No. It’s not, but ships are the focus. More ships, more revenue.”


  “Yes, but also more costs. All of them with the exact same risk factors.” I left that on the table for a couple of seconds. “And how much revenue do they get from in-house brokers?”


  “None. They don’t have brokers.” He shrugged. “Granted, some of the family have split off and set up brokerages around the Annex. They’re not part of the Carstairs company.”


  “But you get preferential treatment, don’t you? Family discount?”


  He laughed. “Yeah. That’s true.” He paused, seeming to contemplate his toes for a moment. “Interesting idea. Diversification. I would have thought we’d want a bigger base in shipping before spreading out either vertically or horizontally, but you’re right. Long as we keep working the Toe-Holds and keep our expansion limited to what we can afford, it might make more sense to explore some other options.”


  I shifted a bit in my chair, leaning back slightly. “You really think bigger is better?”


  “Of course. A company grows, or it dies. Same as the High Line. It either grows, or it stagnates and dies. It’s approaching saturation, if it hasn’t reached it already. Entropy will always win.”


  “You really think we can’t just keep sailing the way we’ve been doing?”


  “I didn’t think you wanted to do that. Isn’t what we’re talking about? What you want to do different?”


  I sighed and looked away. “I don’t know. Different. Instead. Next?” I shook my head. “I don’t know.”


  He puckered his lips and frowned for a moment. “How has the business changed since we left the Lois?”


  I thought about it. “Has it? Changed, I mean?”


  “Lots of the smaller outfits have been bought up. The big haulers have expanded more into the Toe-Holds. They’ve always been there, but some have doubled their fleets out there in the last five stanyers.”


  “Yes, but has the business changed? Upgraded ships, bigger fleets. Maybe fewer players. Has that shifted the basic business of hauling freight?” I paused to let him catch up. “When was the last time the CPJCT changed their rules on hauling?”


  He sighed and shook his head. “They change them like underwear, but they only apply to the High Line and don’t really have much effect on day-to-day freight operations. The last was a change in the safety regs surrounding use of auto-docs on ships.”


  “Do we need to upgrade ours?”


  He snorted. “Don’t need to. We’re already exceeding expectations.”


  We both laughed at that.


  “But you’re making a case for expanding the fleet more than for diversification, aren’t you?” he asked.


  I had to give him the point. “Can we do both?”


  “Ships are expensive. How rich do you think we are?”


  “What if we did buy a tractor? That diversifies our fleet operations while expanding it.”


  He nodded. “A good step up. Add a tanker? Would let us grab a piece of the fuel and gas markets.”


  “How about investing in a mining station?” I asked. “A startup in the Toe-Holds. We don’t have the expertise in-house, but Zoya might know somebody who has a good plan but lacks funding.”


  He paused to think about that. “We already have an investment portfolio.”


  “You have an investment portfolio. I have one. The company doesn’t.”


  He stared at me for a few heartbeats. “That’s an interesting notion. Completely off-brand but interesting.”


  “You think we need to grow to stay viable, right?”


  He nodded.


  “So? You’re thinking very, very long term, like generations, right?”


  “Maybe not that long, but at least the next decade.”


  “Then let’s think about what Phoenix might be in a century. You’re already thinking about expanding the fleet. What other ponds can we stick our toes into? Solid industries that will still be around a hundred stanyers from now. Mining seems obvious. What isn’t so obvious?”


  He blinked a few times. “Food production. Manufacturing.”


  I leaned forward over my console. “There you go. Food would be interesting. Manufacturing covers a multitude of sins from shipbuilding to microprocessors.”


  He sat up in his chair and grinned. “See? That’s the most excited I’ve seen you in months. You just need a hobby.”


  I chuckled. “Not me, brother. You’re the mastermind here. I’m just the bus driver.”


  He stood and headed for the door. “Think on it, will ya?” He paused and looked back as he stepped out of the cabin. “And show the flag a little more with the crew, maybe?”


  He had me there. I had been neglecting my rounds. “Message received.”


  Chapter 2


  Viceroy System:  March 6, 2379


  Mel’s Place always looked like some kind of fairy-tale kingdom to me. Well—if the fairy tale took place in the Deep Dark, empty cargo cans formed the castle, and the drawbridge consisted of steel girders and sheet metal. From three days out, the lights seemed to twinkle in the distance, inviting us in.


  The reality of the place rivaled any of the largest cities I’d ever seen, even on Confederation planets. The carpet of metal flung on the nothingness of space, sprawling over hundreds of square kilometers, and all zipping through the system at thousands of kilometers an hour as it orbited a star so distant it barely registered as another shining pinhead among the teeming billions.


  Pip showed up in the cabin’s door, waving his tablet. “Did you get a priority from Alys?”


  I shook my head but glanced at my message queue. The new message appeared as I watched. “Do I want to read it?”


  He stomped into the cabin and threw himself into a visitor’s chair. “It’s a copy of mine, unless she sent you another one under separate routing.”


  I glanced at him as I popped the message open. “You wanna give me the highlights?”


  “Some new project she wants us for. Asked that we clear the schedule and haul our butts back to Newmar immediately.”


  I scanned the text. “We need to head back for the stockholders’ meeting soon anyway, don’t we? Your data symposium isn’t that far off. We normally do those at the same time. What’s the issue?”


  Zoya rapped a knuckle on the door jamb and stepped in. “Message from Alys?”


  Pip twisted in the chair to look back at her. “Yeah. You got one?”


  “Nat’s copied on mine. Alys wants to know if we can skip our stockholders’ meetings in July.”


  “She told me to get back to Newmar immediately and clear Phoenix Freight’s calendar after the data symposium.”


  I looked to Zoya. “Can you? Skip the meetings?”


  Zoya planted her shoulders against the bulkhead just inside the door and crossed her arms. “We’ve missed them before. We had a lot less flexibility on the Madoka than we do here. We’ll just record a message to the stockholders and send it. It’s a lot easier to deal with that way.” She grinned.


  Natalya stuck her head in. “True. We’re talking about Alys’s message?”


  “We all got them,” Pip said, turning back to me with a scowl. “What has she got up her sleeve now?”


  Behind him, Natalya and Zoya rolled their eyes in tandem.


  I fought back the laugh. “You’re the CEO. Ask her. We might get an answer back before we jump out again.”


  “She didn’t tell you anything else?”


  I glanced down at the message again. “I only got what you’ve got.”


  He grumped a little and screwed his mouth around like he might be trying not to spit on the deck.


  “What’s it matter?” Zoya asked. “We’re heading that way soon anyway, aren’t we? So she has something she wants from us.” She shrugged. “Knowing the way you operate, we’ll still make a profit doing it.”


  “But it’s a month early.” He stood up and turned to look at the two of them. “It’s something she knows we’re not going to like.”


  Natalya snorted. “How do you figure that?”


  “Obviously, if it was something she thought we’d like, she’d have told us what it is.”


  She shook her head. “Why? We’re not going to arrive any sooner by having a carrot dangled in front of us. Certainly not going to go any slower, looking at a stick.”


  Zoya nodded. “It may not have anything to do with you. Nat and I need to clear our schedules for the next couple of months. Do you?”


  He scowled, staring down at the deck. “Well, she said the ship.”


  “Maybe she’s got a hot cargo for someplace in the Toe-Holds and doesn’t want to broadcast it,” I said. “I’m with them. What’s it matter? The only thing we had on the schedule after your symposium was getting to Margary for the RUTS and Usoko meetings.” I raised an eyebrow at him. “Unless you had plans you hadn’t shared with us yet? Some new scheme?”


  He shot me a dirty look from under his eyebrows but didn’t look up from the deck. “No.”


  I shrugged. “Well, we’ll find out in a few weeks, won’t we. Anything else?”


  He shook his head and stood, heading for the door. “I just don’t like being jerked around.”


  Natalya gave him a pat on the shoulder as he left. “You just don’t like not being in charge.”


  He harumphed and continued on down the passageway toward his stateroom without another word.


  “We can guess until we get there but we won’t know until she tells us.” Natalya glanced at Zoya. “I’ll just go check on tankage.”


  “Any problems I need to be aware of back there?” I asked, stopping her in her tracks.


  “Nope. Nothing from me.” She gave Zoya another glance and nodded to me before ambling off toward the spine.


  Zoya stood there, arms folded, gaze seemingly fixed on the blue carpet on the deck. After a moment she looked up. “She wants us to teach.”


  I sat back in my chair, folding my hands in my lap. “That’s possible. All of us?”


  She bit her lips together for a heartbeat before twitching a shoulder. “Maybe.” She seemed to consider it for another heartbeat. “Probably. For all that he’s mostly an ass, Carstairs has a grip on cargo patterns that few can match. Nat’s second only to Maggie Stevens when it comes to engineering. You? You’re the epitome of command presence.”


  A laugh broke free from my chest. “Bull. I’ve bumbled through well enough, but I couldn’t have done half of it without a lot more help than I deserved. You’re the command presence on this ship, in case you haven’t noticed.”


  She gave a little chuckle and looked down at the deck again. “Yeah. Keep telling yourself that.” She looked up at me, that one eyebrow raised. “Subject matter expertise aside, I can’t get time in grade for classroom teaching.”


  “How much more do you need?”


  “At least another stanyer. I made first in April, 2370.” She shrugged and looked down at the deck again. “And that’s the bare minimum. Who knows how long it’ll take for them to convene a board.”


  I sighed. She was right. “Well.” I waited until she looked up at me. “We’ll just have to tough it out for another stanyer, won’t we.”


  “Alys won’t like it.”


  “We don’t really know what she wants, do we?” I gave her a heartbeat to let that sink in. “We’re just speculating with too little information. What I know is a stanyer from next May, or thereabouts, I’ll put you up for captain.”


  “What if you’re not in a position to?”


  “Why wouldn’t I be?”


  “You need standing to propose a candidate.”


  I nodded. “True. Current captains. Authorized company reps. Why would you think I wouldn’t be your captain a stanyer from now?”


  She shrugged. “We don’t know what Alys has in mind. She may see you in a different role than captain of the Chernyakova.”


  I fiddled with a stylus on my console, looking down at my fingers and trying not to think too much about my next words. “What about you? Would you take some other post? If she offers you something sweet, would you shelve the stars for a stanyer or two?”


  She didn’t speak for a long time. I looked up to see her twitching her lips around as she stared at the deck again. She blew out a short breath and looked up at me with a crooked grin. “I don’t know. I can’t imagine anything she could offer that I’d find tempting, but I can’t imagine everything.”


  I chuckled at that. “Yeah. That’s the answer. We don’t know. Worrying about it until we find out won’t help us.”


  She sighed and seemed to relax a little against the bulkhead. “No. No, it won’t.”


  “Tell you this. I’ve got your back, Zee. Anything I can do to help you get your stars.”


  She raised one eyebrow and smiled a little. “Anything? Even bucking Alys Giggone?”


  I shrugged. “Whatever it is. We’ll make it work. Even if it means bucking Alys Giggone.”


  Her smile broadened a tiny bit but she looked away for a moment, almost as if embarrassed. “Thanks, Skipper. I appreciate it.”


  “Any time.”


  She nodded once before pushing her shoulders off from the bulkhead and disappearing through the cabin door.


  I turned my chair to look at the screen on the bulkhead. The view showed the glittering station ahead. I couldn’t stop myself from wandering down the same speculative roads I’d just told Zoya were pointless.


  I trusted Alys, yet I feared that she might ask us to do something we didn’t want to do. Realistically, what could she ask? What would be the worst? Asking one or more of us to teach at the Academy? All of us?


  In spite of what I’d told Zoya, I wasn’t sure I could turn her down. Her position as board chair carried less weight than the debt I owed her for getting me off Neris and launching my career.


  My console bipped, drawing me back from the brink with another incoming message.


  I sighed. None of that got us any closer to finding out what Alys wanted. She’d tell us in her own good time. She’d never let us down in the past. We had no reason to believe she would now. I looked back at the bulkhead where Zoya had stood, looking as uncertain and miserable as I’d ever seen her. No. That wouldn’t happen. I’d buy a new ship and take Zoya with me if I had to.


  The thought startled me as soon as it flashed through my mind. Not for the weirdness of it, but with the feeling of rightness that came with it. I shook it out of my head and turned to the pile of reports that never seemed to end.


  We’d find out soon enough.


  Chapter 3


  Newmar Orbital:  May 2, 2379


  Midmorning


  The tug eased us into dock without so much as a bump. I felt the mooring clamps grip the bow cleats as a ka-chunk sound vibrated through the ship’s frame.


  Zoya looked up from her console. “We are moored, Captain. Green for lock connections. Shore ties are mated.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Usoko. Log us in, if you please. Ms. Fortuner, if you’d signal the tug? ‘Thanks for the ride.’”


  “Signal tug, aye, Skipper.” Kim’s fingers danced a little on her keyboard. “Tug reports they are casting off, Captain.”


  “Tug has released us, Captain,” Tom said from the systems console.


  “Thank you, Mr. Reed.” We sat there for a moment, everything quiet on the bridge in the wake of the docking procedure.


  Zoya looked over at me. “Chief Regyri reports shore ties engaged. Tanks are filling. Engineering is secured, Captain.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Usoko. Secure from docking stations. Set normal watch throughout the ship.” I eyed the chronometer. “Pass the word. Liberty will be granted at 1200.”


  “Aye, aye, Captain.” She picked up the microphone on her station and made the announcements while I released my seat belts. “Brow reports Commandant Giggone at the lock.”


  “Notify the brow that I’ll be there momentarily.” I stood up from the chair and stretched my back a little, limbering up after the long, slow trip under tow.


  “Notified, Skipper.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Usoko.” I dropped down the ladder and ducked into the cabin for a tick to wash my face and slip into a fresh shirt. Good impressions matter, even with old friends. I also hustled to make the short journey to the main lock at the bow.


  Zoya fell into step with me as I passed the wardroom door. “Coffee and cookies in the wardroom, Skipper?”


  “Yeah. If you’d check with Ms. Sharps?” I glanced at her. “Nervous?”


  She grinned, shaking her head. “No. I had a lot of time to think about it on the way here. Whatever it is, I’ll cope.”


  I grinned back. “Pip still doesn’t like it. We’ve interfered with his mojo.”


  She snorted. “He’ll get over it.” She peeled off at the mess deck, heading for the galley.


  The customs people had just cleared the lock by the time I got there. Alys stood outside at the foot of the ramp.


  “You don’t have to wait out there.”


  She smiled up at me and climbed the ramp. “Permission to come aboard, Captain.” She snapped a salute, which I returned before shaking her hand.


  “Granted.” I looked to the watchstander. “Log Commandant Giggone aboard as guest of the ship, if you would, Mr. Bentley.”


  He smiled and made the entry. “Welcome aboard, Commandant.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Bentley.”


  She gave me a lopsided grin. “How miffed is Pip?”


  I chuckled and led the way into the ship. “I think he’s vented his pique by now. His curiosity kept him from making any serious detours.”


  She laughed. “Well. We’ll see how this goes.” The humor left her face and she looked aside. “I hope it’s not going to be a waste of time. For any of us.”


  “Sounds serious. Should we go to the cabin?”


  She shook her head. “No. I need your brain trust.”


  “Everybody?”


  “Yeah. I’m casting a wide net here.” She glanced at me. “I just hope it’s wide enough.”


  I held the wardroom door open for her. “Well, that’s not cryptic.”


  She chuckled a little and entered.


  Zoya stood near the pantry door as Mr. Franklin ferried in a platter of assorted cookies, placing them beside a couple of coffee carafes in the middle of the table.


  He nodded to us as he left, closing the pantry door with a quiet click.


  “Natalya will be along as soon as she finishes securing engineering.” Zoya had her tablet out. “Tom? Kim?”


  “Yeah. Invite them, if you would.”


  “Of course, Captain. Good afternoon, Commandant. Nice to see you.”


  Alys smiled back. “You say that now. Wait until you hear what I’ve recalled you for.”


  Pip popped through the door just in time to hear that. “I can hardly wait to find out.” He cast a dark glance in Alys’s direction.


  “We made a good profit on the run back,” I said. “Why don’t we give her a chance to explain?”


  Pip gave me a sour look, but walked around the table toward his regular seat.


  Kim and Tom came in together, followed closely by Natalya.


  “Well, we’re all here.” I stepped to the head of the table and took my chair. Everybody else found their spots and settled. Alys took her seat at the foot of the table. We passed the coffee around and shared the cookies out, settling in a little.


  Alys took a moment to sip her coffee before looking around at the group. “I need your help.”


  “You here as chair of the board or commandant of the Academy?” Pip asked.


  Natalya glared at him. “Pip—”


  Alys offered a wan smile. “It’s a fair question. Honestly, as commandant, but I see potential for Phoenix Freight as well.”


  Pip took a deep breath but nodded, some of the tension falling from his shoulders as he sat back in his seat. “What do you need?”


  “Two stanyers ago, Manchester notified the Academy that they intended to donate a training vessel for the Academy’s use. No strings attached. However we wanted to use it.” She paused for a moment looking around the table. “They delivered that ship, a custom-built Eighty-Eight, at the end of March. It’s sitting in a maintenance dock on the other side of the orbital now with a caretaker crew aboard.


  “I have a mandate from the Board of Trustees to get it operational in a training role immediately, if not sooner. The faculty curriculum committee is demanding a role in determining what that role will be. I need your help to make it work.”


  Pip squinted at her. “A new Manchester Eighty-Eight?”


  She nodded. “Dock rocket at the moment. Ben’s giving the berth to the Academy for free, so the only expense is the caretaker crew and some logistical support to keep the lights on.”


  “What are you thinking?” Natalya asked, leaning forward a bit to see around Pip. “What kind of role are we talking about?”


  Alys gave a little nod. “Trustees haven’t said as much, but they’re thinking it’s just going to be a classroom up here. They just want to be able to brag about it to support their fundraising goals. I convinced the curriculum committee that it would better serve the Academy as a working ship.”


  Natalya nodded. “You’re thinking cadets as crew?”


  “Yes. The ship offers us a unique ability to give cadets firsthand experience at the jobs they’ll be supervising when they graduate. I want to take advantage of that rather than turning it into a pointlessly difficult, remote classroom.”


  “Won’t the trustees fight you on that?” Pip asked.


  Alys looked pursed her lips a moment before shaking her head. “No. They have to support the curriculum committee or open the door to a nasty turf war. Besides, having an operational vessel makes for better fundraising potential than just another classroom.”


  Pip shrugged. “So where do we come in?”


  Alys looked around the table again. “I’m hoping you’ll take the job.”


  Pip flashed a look around the table, frowning. “What job?”


  Natalya leaned toward him a little as if sharing a secret. “She wants us to take the ship.”


  Pip’s eyes practically bugged out of his head as he whipped around to face Alys. “You want us to do what?”


  Alys gave him one of her little sideways smiles, the one I remembered so well from the Lois when she wanted to spring something particularly devious. “I need an officer corps to take the Marva Collins. I want people who work together smoothly, who have a great track record, and who can serve as mentors and inspiration to the next generation of graduates.” She paused for a heartbeat or two. “That’s you. All of you.”


  Zoya gave me a quick glance before looking at Alys. “Flattery aside, why do you need us? None of us have instructional credentials. Can’t you pull officers from anywhere in the Western Annex? People better qualified for a training mission?”


  “I can.” Alys shrugged. “I already have. I’ve got a full cadre, but nobody is better qualified to take the Marva Collins than you.” Pip started to speak but Alys cut him off. “I’ve got a whole Academy full of people with instructional credentials. A few of them officers, but that’s not what I need for this ship. I need you.”


  Zoya sat back in her chair. “So, you’re bringing in new people for the Chernyakova.”


  Alys nodded.


  Pip leaned forward to put his elbows on the table, lacing his fingers together over his lips and staring in the middle distance. We all sat there looking at him for a long moment.


  Kim broke the silence. “What if we don’t want to go?”


  Alys smiled at her. “I won’t force you. We’ve got enough officers to mix and match if we need to. I’d rather take you all as a unit, but I’ll take who I can get.”


  Tom lifted his hand as if to ask permission to speak.


  Alys nodded at him.


  “Is there something you’re not telling us about this? Why not use the new people on the new ship instead of disrupting us?”


  Pip dropped his hands to the table, his eyes wide. “You want us to take them to the Toe-Holds.”


  “Yes,” Alys said with a short nod. “I want you to take them to the Toe-Holds.” She looked at Tom. “But you didn’t hear me say that.”


  Tom nodded.


  “What are you hoping to accomplish?” Pip asked.


  “I need a curriculum change.” Alys looked around the table. “Specifically I need to change the Academy’s curriculum to reflect that the Toe-Holds represent the future of the Western Annex, not just a vestige of its past.”


  “Won’t the CPJCT fight you on that?” Pip asked. “Their dogma has shaped the High Line as long as there’s been a High Line, hasn’t it?”


  “I expect they will.” Her smile turned almost wolfish. “Once the trustees learn what we’re doing, I expect a great deal of pushback, at least behind the scenes. They can’t very well go public with it without risking the exposure they’re trying to avoid.”


  “What about the Chernyakova?” Zoya asked.


  “That’s why I’ve taken the liberty of putting together the new officer corps.”


  “Yes, but are you expecting the Chernyakova to keep working the Toe-Holds?” Zoya leaned forward. “If you’re pulling us out because we know the Toe-Holds best, will these new officers be able to operate out there?”


  Alys grimaced. “That’s a good question. We’ll have to find out when we get together.”


  Zoya pressed the point. “Aren’t you asking a lot of our crew?”


  “I am. I also know that the Chernyakova has a dedicated, highly trained crew. Some would say you overpay them by letting them get the pay and share of ratings they’ve qualified for but don’t hold.” She grinned. “But it’s paid off for you by having almost no turnover.” She let us sit there for a few moments, looking around at each other.


  “How do you see this working?” Pip asked, a frown furrowing his brow.


  “We crew the ship with second-year cadets. You take them, along with a training officer, out for a stanyer, then bring them back. We basically transfer them from the Academy to the ship for the duration, then transfer them back so they can finish out their schooling.” She paused to look at Natalya. “Department heads would have to pass the appropriate rating exams before you could undock, unless you can come up with another plan.”


  Natalya frowned, blew out a breath, and sat back in her chair, staring at the edge of the table.


  “I assume you’ve floated this to the cadets,” Pip said.


  Alys nodded. “I floated some hypotheticals to a focus group of cadet leadership late last stanyer. The responses from third-years weren’t overwhelmingly positive. Second-years liked the idea better, but not by much.”


  “Which leadership?” Zoya asked. “The recognized ‘good’ cadets or the actual leaders?”


  Alys chuckled. “I might have leavened the mix a bit. Even some that weren’t recognized as leaders, formally or informally.”


  “Was it just the timing?”


  “Delaying graduation didn’t seem to be as big an issue as the increased costs.”


  Tom raised his hand again. “Increased cost?”


  Alys shrugged. “Extra year, another year’s worth of tuition to cover.”


  He frowned. “Yeah. What did you expect? Optional program that might or might not be worth the time but would undoubtedly prevent them from starting to pay off their loans for an extra stanyer while adding to the burden?” He laughed. “I’d be leery about that myself.”


  “Why are you charging them tuition?” Pip asked, tilting his head so far over I thought he might pop a neck joint.


  Alys gave a short laugh. “It’s a college. It’s how we pay for what we do.”


  Pip looked around to see us all watching him. I thought it was a good question and wanted to see where he’d take it. He scratched at his jaw for a moment before looking back at Alys. “You just said you’d transfer them from the Academy to this ship, right?”


  “I did, but before you take that any further, the Academy owns the ship. They’re still in school. Just on a remote campus. We need to charge them tuition.”


  “Why?” he asked again.


  “Student handbook. Minimum number of credits per semester is 12. Failing to earn that number results in probation, suspension, or even expulsion.”


  “Wait,” Kim said. “You’re going to tack on another year’s worth of tuition for this? No wonder they weren’t ready to sign up.”


  “Are you going to add those new credits to graduation requirements?” Tom asked.


  Alys frowned. “No. At least not yet. Graduation requirements are based on coursework, anyway. They have to have the correct courses in addition to a base number of credit hours. None of this will change that.”


  “I ask again,” Pip said. “Why? If it’s just a pilot program, why aren’t you encouraging them to try it out so you can test it?”


  She frowned. “Obviously, we need to recoup the program expenses. How else would you all get paid?”


  “What do you think a freighter does?” Pip asked, his eyebrows rising almost to his hairline. “You know better than I do, expenses come out of revenue before shares get calculated.”


  Alys paused for a long moment, her eyes gradually widening. “You’re serious.”


  “Of course. I don’t see any problem with it unless you’re going to lard us up with a lot of fixed expenses.”


  Alys took a moment to look at each of us around the table before turning to Ms. Fortuner. “What do you think?”


  “Me?” Ms. Fortuner’s voice practically squeaked.


  Alys nodded.


  “I’m just the third mate. I do what I’m told.” She grinned. “But I have to say it sounds both horrible and fascinating.”


  Alys’s eyebrows rose at that. “Horrible?”


  “Fresh crew every stanyer? New people all the time. Not just a few here and there but out with the old and in with the new? Just get a helm watch trained up and turn them in?” She shook her head. “That’s a lot to take on.”


  “Teachers do it all the time,” Alys said.


  “Yeah, but teachers don’t have their students running the school.”


  “That’s fair. And fascinating?”


  Kim paused for a moment. “The idea that I might help a new boot third mate be better by example? Doing it over and over? I’m not sure I can, but the idea that I might is kind of an ego boost.”


  Alys nodded and looked around the table. “So? Are you at least willing to look at the ship? Think about it?”


  I nodded. “I’ll go that far. I want to know what we’re asking the cadets to do by way of credits and expense.”


  She nodded back. “That’s fair, too.”


  Natalya lifted her cup. “Oh, yeah. I want to see the ship. Am I willing to trade over to it?” She wrinkled her nose. “Maybe. It depends.”


  Alys worried her lower lip between her teeth, leaning forward on her elbows. “Cards on the table. I want you all because you’re a good team. Even when Al and Maggie swapped out, you still functioned as a team. If any of you don’t want to go, I’ll happily take all who will.”


  I looked around at them and hated the thought that I’d lose any of them. “When can we see the ship?”


  Alys shrugged. “I can take you now if you want.”


  I shook my head. “We just barely docked. How long will you be up here?”


  “This project is my highest priority, at least until graduation.”


  I looked around. “Who’s got OD?”


  “That’s me,” Kim said.


  I checked the chrono. “So you’re free at 1800. Everybody else could go at—say—1400?” I looked around.


  “Sounds good to me,” Natalya said. “I want to make sure I get our replenishment order in. I can set the watch section on putting it away when it comes in.”


  Zoya nodded. “I’m anxious to see it.”


  “Is everybody on board with this plan?” Alys asked.


  I shook my head. “I’m not on board yet. We’re going to need some time to think this through.”


  She shrugged. “Understandable. Is anybody already on the ‘no’ side?”


  “I want to know what kind of expense numbers we’d need to cover,” Pip said.


  Alys speared him with a look. “But you’d do it?”


  He shrugged. “In theory.”


  Natalya snorted.


  He looked at her. “Something I said?”


  She made an innocent face and shook her head. “No. Sorry. Allergies.”


  Kim sat up straight in her chair. “Well, I’m in. This is either going to be a massive success or a minor flop, but I’ll go along for the ride.”


  Alys gave her a sideways look. “You think it would only be a minor flop? Not a potentially risky move with an untrained crew?”


  “Well, if I heard you correctly, we’d be training them before we left, right? The skipper isn’t going to get underway until it’s safe. I think the worst case is we operate in the red and have to figure out whether the experiment was worth it.”


  “Understood.” Alys looked to Pip. “I’ll get the fixed expenses from finance and we’ll see if it’s reasonable. As commandant I have a bit of sway with the Board of Trustees. If the ship can operate in the black—or at least break even—I won’t ask for an owner’s share.”


  Zoya raised an eyebrow. “If it can’t? We won’t know until the experiment is over.”


  “Well, then we need to revisit it.” Alys shrugged. “I’m willing to give you a chance to prove the project is fiscally sound without charging tuition.”


  “Do you have any concerns about this?” I asked. “Class seniority, standing, anything like that?”


  “No, but I guess we’ll see. What are you thinking?”


  “Class cadres have a pecking order. I just wondered what this might do to that for their final year.”


  Alys grimaced. “Yes, that. I hope it will disrupt it. Frankly, too much of the pecking order has been established by the rich and connected and not enough by actual leadership.”


  Her flat response shocked me.


  “Amen,” Natalya said.


  “You think this will help?” Zoya asked.


  Alys shrugged and sat back. “I don’t know. We’ll just have to see how it shakes out.”


  “And you’re counting on us to save your hide so it doesn’t all go sideways,” Kim said, leaning over the table in Alys’s direction, a broad grin plastered on her face.


  Alys laughed. “Yeah. That’s pretty close to the truth.” She looked around the table again. “I’ll send a runner for you at 1400. We can talk more once you’ve seen the ship and have had a chance to think it over.”


  I stood, recognizing my cue. “Thanks. Let me walk you out.”


  She opened the wardroom door for me and followed me down the passageway. We didn’t speak until she’d checked out at the brow. “Walk with me a moment more, if you would.”


  I followed her down the ramp to the dock. High Line docks always smelled the same—hydraulic fluid and plastic. I only really noticed when I’d been in the Toe-Holds. It made my nose itch.


  “That went better than I expected,” she said, drawing my attention away from the smell and the traffic circulating around us.


  “Better?”


  She nodded and glanced around the dock as if noting who might be slacking off. “Pip’s right. All the discussions have been about how many credit hours to award, how much credit toward graduation. All things that really caused the problem in the first place.” Her smile turned sour.


  “Is something else driving this?”


  She took a deep breath and looked down the docks for a moment before looking back at me. “I could put the new people on the Collins and keep them in the High Line. That would be the easiest thing to do. The safest thing.” She folded her arms and hunched her shoulders in, glancing away again. “But that doesn’t get me what I need to change the curriculum.” She looked back at me. “I’ve seen the numbers. The High Line is at or near saturation, depending on how you measure it. Virtually all new business happens in the Toe-Holds. We can’t continue to operate with our heads in the sand. I need information to convince the curriculum committee to change.”


  “Not the trustees?”


  She gave a dark chuckle. “I’m going to let the faculty battle it out with the trustees. No need for me to get caught in the crossfire, but I need that supporting documentation from the Toe-Holds to light the fuse.”


  “And you think we can get it for you?”


  She looked over at me. “I hope you can. We’re sending an instructional designer with you. Ostensibly to observe and record the cadet experiences for the purposes of more closely aligning our officer training curricula with best practices in the fleet. Really to bring back the supporting documentation I need to push the curriculum committee.


  “I also think the combination of hands-on experience, the examples you and your crew set, and actually showing them what they’re working toward while there’s still time for them to buckle down before graduation? Yeah, I can’t help but think that’s a bonus.”


  “You’re putting a lot of faith in us.”


  She shook her head. “No. I’ve actually short-changed you. You and your people should have been in on the planning of this all along.”


  “You’re welcome to stay for lunch, you know.”


  “Thanks, but I’m meeting Ben in about ten ticks. See you this afternoon.” She walked away, threading her way through the spacers and cargo haulers.


  Chapter 4


  Newmar Orbital: 
 May 2, 2379


  Midmorning


  When I got back to the wardroom, I found everybody still sitting there. Mr. Franklin brought a fresh carafe of coffee and whisked the empty away with a smile and a nod, disappearing back into the pantry.


  “I didn’t see that coming,” Pip said, sitting back a bit in his seat.


  Tom looked over at him. “The Eighty-Eight?”


  “Yeah.” Pip reached for the carafe to refill his cup. “You have any idea what we could do with an Eighty-Eight?”


  “I don’t get it,” Kim said. “What makes it so much better than a Barbell? They can’t haul as much freight.”


  Pip finished pouring. “It’s the diversification factor. It can carry so many different high-value, low-mass cargoes. You don’t need two hundred metric kilotons of something. It’s not a bulk cargo where the only way to make a profit is on a whole can. The mixed-freight loads tend to be smaller, sometimes just a single can of high-value finished goods. Strap eighty-eight of those to a ship and the total value of the load can be three or four times more profitable than a single can.”


  “You really think we can turn that kind of profit?” Zoya’s raised eyebrows spelled skepticism across her forehead.


  He nodded. “I do. It would have been my choice for Phoenix, if things had been a little different.”


  I drained the last sip from my coffee cup. “So, anybody a hard ‘no’ on this?” I looked around the table but nobody volunteered. “Soft ‘no?’ Doubts?”


  Natalya shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m concerned that the cadets who might get the most out of it won’t be the ones we’ll see. The Academy tends to prioritize privilege over student needs.”


  Tom turned to her. “How would you remedy that?”


  “Interview them all, I guess. Pick the ones I think have the most to gain. I wouldn’t have applied but I’m not sure being in a working engine room at that stage would have taught me much.” She looked at Zoya. “Would you have?”


  Zoya shook her head. “I’d had a lot of time in the front seat even before I started at the Academy.”


  “Too bad it doesn’t count toward your stars,” I said.


  Natalya gave me a sharp look but Kim interrupted before I could ask about it.


  “I’d have signed up for it,” Kim said. “By the time I’d finished my second year, I was already broke and exhausted. Having a break where I only had to stand watch and do a little cleaning? A chance to put a few credits in the bank? Yeah. I’d have signed up for that in a heartbeat.”


  “Selection criteria. That’s one problem.” I looked around the table again. “Anything else?”


  Tom leaned in a bit. “Where did that ship come from? Besides Manchester. I mean, I understand the rationale, but that’s one heck of a donation. What do they want from it? What do they get from it?” He shook his head.


  Pip snorted. “The PR value alone would be worth it for Manchester. Being able to donate a new, custom-built ship to the Academy helps rehabilitate them with the CPJCT after the Telluride debacle. Probably part of an under-the-table deal.”


  “Also gets their ship in front of generations of future officers who will be in a position to influence purchasing decisions,” Zoya said. “Brilliant move on their part.”


  “You think they play that long a game?” Tom asked, looking over at her.


  “I don’t know about the Academy, but Manchester?” Zoya nodded. “No question. Two or three decades from now, some of these cadets will be buying ships of their own—or recommending them to their family co-ops. They might not be Eighty-Eights by then but, credits to crullers, they’ll be Manchester built.”


  “Which brings me back around. Are we all going to take on this new effort?” I asked.


  “I’m in,” Pip said.


  Natalya nodded. “Me, too.”


  Zoya frowned, taking a moment to stare at her coffee mug. “I want to know more about the selection process, but I’m in. At least for now.”


  Tom took several moments to look around the table, his lips pursed. “It’s probably going to be more work than I want, but yes.”


  Kim pressed her hands flat on the table on either side of her coffee mug and sighed. “I have a problem.”


  “Share it with us, if you would,” I said.


  “I’ve passed my second-mate exam already.” She gave Tom an apologetic glance. “There’s no room for me to move up here, but working with you all has been rewarding on its own. The shares helped, too. I didn’t plan on moving, but what will this do to my career path?” She looked up the table at me. “If I’m tied to the third-mate slot for another couple of stanyers working with cadets? Will anybody want to hire me as a second mate?”


  “Would you like to be second mate now?” I asked.


  Tom gave me a sharp look.


  I smiled at him. “No, I’m not letting you go that easily.”


  “What? Promote me and leave me in the third-mate role?” Kim asked.


  I nodded. “You’d have the pay and benefits of a second mate.”


  “See, that’s a problem. I wouldn’t have the job. I wouldn’t be getting that experience in astrogation.”


  Tom glanced over at her out of the corners of his eyes. “Wanna swap?”


  She blinked a couple of times. “What? Swap berths?”


  “I’ve got more than enough time in grade to go for first. I have no desire to even take the exam. I don’t mind stepping back to third mate for a bit.” He looked at me. “If it’s alright with the captain.”


  “I’ll allow it on one condition,” I said.


  Kim’s eyes widened, but Tom’s narrowed.


  “What’s that?” he asked.


  “You have to take the first-mate’s exam.”


  “To what end? Just to have it?”


  I shrugged. “You never know what might be in store. There could come a day when you might want it. If you have it and never use it, all it cost you was a few stans in the booth.”


  “Usoko might need a first mate someday,” Zoya said with a grin in his direction.


  Natalya nodded. “Or RUTS. Never know.”


  He gave me a mock scowl. “This is blackmail, you know.”


  Pip shook his head. “Extortion. There’s a difference.”


  Tom looked up the table at me. “I only have to take it, not pass it?”


  “That’s all I ask.”


  “I’ll take it tomorrow, then.”


  “Bring me the result notice and we’ll swap you two on the new ship.” I glanced at Zoya.


  She nodded back.


  “We’re going to be here for a while, aren’t we, Skipper?” Natalya asked.


  “Unless something drastic happens, yes. I suspect so.” I looked around the table. “We’ll need to get packed. If I were coming in, I’d want to be living here as soon as possible.”


  Most of them nodded, but Natalya frowned.


  “Nat?” I asked. “What’s on your mind?”


  “Thinking about the crew. We’ve built relationships with them. Having the entire officer cadre replaced in one whack? We’re going to be here until the end of the month, aren’t we?”


  “At least,” Pip said. “From what Alys said, the cadets won’t be available until after the semester’s over.”


  “Is there anything we can do to help that transition go more smoothly? Maybe something for the crew while we’re working this all out?”


  “That’s a good point.” I looked around the table. “Suggestions?”


  “We’re not quite due for a reactor flush and field alignment. If we kicked that off, it would add a few days to the port stay. Relax the ship’s status a bit so the new cadre isn’t pushing to get underway immediately? Would give us each more time with our replacements,” Natalya said.


  Pip nodded. “That’s a good idea. Leave the new crew with a ship that’s up to snuff.”


  She shrugged. “If we don’t do it now, the new officers will have to deal with the reactor flush in a couple of months. The field alignment isn’t due for a couple more beyond that, but there’s no harm in doing both now so they have a free rein for the next couple of stanyers.”


  “I like it,” I said. “Pip? You’re CEO.”


  He nodded. “A more orderly transition makes a lot of sense. How many days?”


  “Only three or four,” Natalya said. “Let people take a bit of leave ground-side, if they want.”


  “I like this idea, too,” Zoya said. “Gives Tom a chance to retake the test if he botches the first one.” She shot him a sly grin.


  “Your confidence fills me with joy,” Tom said with a good-natured smile in return. “But if we move to this new ship, I’ll have weeks—if not months—to retake the test.”


  “If?” Zoya asked. “You having second thoughts already?”


  “No, but it feels like there’s a lot we don’t know. We might find a deal breaker yet. I’d like to see the ship. Hear more about what Alys has to say about the program.”


  “All right. Transition. Shuffling roles. Downtime for the crew. Anything else we need to think about?” I asked.


  “Alys will think of something,” Pip said. “She always does.”


  “True enough.” I stood up. “I’ll leave you here to plot behind my back while I deal with my inbox. I don’t want to leave a bunch of reports for my replacement.”


  I headed up the ladder toward the cabin.


  Pip followed me up and planted himself in a visitor’s chair, leaning forward, elbows on knees. “What do you really think?”


  I sighed. “I’m leery about turning over the crew to a completely new officer cadre. The only reason I’m going along with it is that Alys picked them.”


  Pip nodded and looked down at his hands. “That’s a good point.”


  “What do you think? What’s on your mind?”


  He shook his head. “Not sure. In theory, the Chernyakova should run just fine. It’s a good crew. We’ve made decent profits. I’m sure the new officers will integrate.”


  I snorted. “No, you aren’t. If you were, you wouldn’t be looking like somebody kicked you in the gut.”


  He barked a short, loud laugh and sat back in the chair. “Maybe it’s just turning over our baby to a new team.”


  “What’s your biggest concern?” I asked. “Something about the crew?”


  His mouth twitched into a grimace for a moment. “We have a great crew. What if the new officers screw it up?”


  He gave words to my own feelings and I sighed. “I know. I have the same fear, but it’s Alys Giggone. You think she’s going to put some remedial-action cadre on a ship she’s earning credits from?”


  Another loud laugh erupted from him. “No. Put it that way? No.”


  “The company’s still going to get their cut,” I said. “The new cargo officer may not have your skill and connections but I bet they’re in the top five available in the fleet.”


  “Because Alys won’t accept anything less?” he asked.


  “With her reputation? She won’t need to accept anything less. Think about it. She can pull officers from anywhere in the Western Annex. Senior captains from Federated Freight. Probably could get astrogators for the second-mate slot from Saltzman—and you know how much those people hate to leave the company.”


  “True,” he said with a nod. “True.”


  “What about getting some caretaker help and giving the crew leave while we’re tied up?” I asked.


  He frowned for a moment before nodding. “Yeah. That’s a good idea. We’re not going anywhere for a few weeks. Not enough for them to go very far, but it’s a nice place to get some shore time. I’ll handle it if you want to make the announcement.”


  “We’ll need to let them know sooner rather than later.”


  He all but jumped to his feet and nodded again. “All right. I better go sort through my stuff and start packing. If this goes the way I think it will, we could be aboard the new ship in a few days.”


  I looked around the cabin, mentally cataloging the still meager contents. “Yeah. You’re right.”


  He headed for the door as I brought up my inbox. It wouldn’t take much for me to clear out the cabin. I’d done so little with it. My inbox presented a much larger obstacle, so I dug in with both hands and started working from the oldest to the newest.


  Chapter 5


  Newmar Orbital: 
 May 2, 2379


  Midafternoon


  A fourth-year cadet met us at the lock and led the way to one of the maintenance docks on the back side of Newmar Orbital. We must have made quite a sight, a full complement of officers in a loose parade. Leaving the ship in Kim’s hands felt odd for a few moments. It took me some time to wrestle the oddness under control. She’d been the only officer aboard dozens of times. Having us all parade off the ship at once? That felt like a first. It wouldn’t be long before the crew started wondering what we were up to, if they weren’t already. I know I’d have been watching the activity with a concerned eye.


  I made a mental note to address the crew on our return. They deserved to know.


  We found Alys waiting for us at the lock. She dismissed the cadet with a nod. “Thank you, Mr. Nolan. Mr. Maxwell needs you in his office.”


  The cadet gave her a nod. “Sar, Mr. Maxwell, aye, sar.” He executed a parade-ground turn and marched off.


  She keyed the lock open and ushered us into the ship.


  A watchstander wearing a Newmar Orbital Services jumpsuit stood up from the console inside. “Welcome aboard.”


  “We’re going to take a little tour, Ms. Murphy. Would you announce guests aboard, please?”


  The young woman nodded and made the announcement while Alys led us further into the ship.


  The new ship smell still lingered—part plastic, part cleaning solution, part fresh paint. I wondered how long it would last once a full crew got aboard.


  She led us into the mess deck. “This should look familiar to some of you.” She grinned at Pip and me. “Some extra tables, a little more deck space than the Lois McKendrick.”


  To be fair, I hadn’t noticed. The place looked so much like the old Lois in my memory that I didn’t register the extra tables.


  She led us to the galley and flicked on the light inside the door. She stepped aside and waved us ahead. “What do you think?”


  While the mess deck looked familiar, the galley stopped me in my tracks for a moment. Pip poked me so I stepped out of the doorway to let the others in.


  Pip shook his head. “This is new.”


  “A complete redesign.” Alys grinned. “When they designed the original Eighty-Eights, they contacted a half dozen stewards who had worked on the old Seventy-Twos. Cookie had a hand in helping them rebuild the galley from his perspective.”


  “Our Cookie?” I asked.


  “I hated losing him for a couple of months, but seeing what came of it?” She nodded. “Worth it, I think.”


  She led us around the ship, down the long spine to the engineering section aft where Natalya spent a few ticks wandering between the huge drives and poking at various interfaces, her head on a swivel. Back at the bridge, I wasn’t sure I would get Zoya or Tom back. The consoles still gleamed, factory fresh. The stations all had clean, new chairs. It would take some time to break them in. More time than it took to get the ship from the Manchester yard in Margary to Newmar, apparently.


  We went through the cabin and various staterooms. They looked familiar but reminded me of the new fittings and furnishings we’d installed on the Chernyakova. If you’ve seen one bunk and desk combination, you’ve seen them all. The berthing areas looked like berthing areas, nothing new or surprising.


  The gym made me smile and nudge Pip. “It has a gym.”


  He laughed and shook his head.


  We ended the tour in the wardroom.


  Alys waved us into seats. “Sorry, we don’t have refreshments. What do you think?”


  “I think it looks like a freighter,” I said. “A very nice freighter.”


  She laughed. “Good. That’s what we got.” She looked around at us for a few moments. “What are you most worried about?”


  “Our replacements,” Pip said. “We’ve got the easy job. We have a fresh ship. We’ll get a fresh crew. Our replacements will have to get used to the Chernyakova’s crew.”


  “And the crew will have to get used to our replacements,” Natalya said.


  Alys nodded. “I appreciate that concern. I’ve set up a meeting for us all to get together Friday evening. I’m still waiting for a couple of late arrivals, but the new officer corps should all be here by tomorrow. Anybody want to back out?”


  We all looked around at each other before I spoke. “We have some concerns about the selection process, but I think we’re all on board. Tom and Kim will be swapping posts, but we’re all willing. At least for the moment.”


  “I assume that if any of us want to stay with the Chernyakova, the replacement would come here instead?” Pip asked.


  Alys nodded. “That’s the plan.”


  “You’re being rather coy about our replacements,” Zoya said. “Is that on purpose?”


  “No. A few of them I knew from before. Others came recommended to me. I don’t think you know any of them.”


  “So, they have to begin as a fresh officer corps as well as being new to the crew?” I asked. “Why don’t you have them take this ship?”


  “Two reasons. One, your team is already formed. You’ve got a reputation for getting results. As a group you’ve been together for just under three stanyers, and you’re a well-oiled machine. You’re the best role models I can think of for the cadets to see in action, which is what I pitched to the curriculum committee. I didn’t recruit problem children. Every one of them is top notch.” She looked around at us for a moment. “The other reason is your current crew. They’re cohesive, trained, and motivated. I suspect your department leads only need small amounts of management to keep the ship flying safely. They represent a significant advantage for the new officers. I need the cadets to have the best possible teachers. That’s you.”


  Pip leaned forward with a sly smile. “And we know the Toe-Holds better than any other crew you could recruit?”


  She grinned at him. “As I said before. The Toe-Holds hold the key to the future of the Western Annex. The High Line only works because of its tightly-regulated, central control. It’s very good at maintaining the status quo. It worked very well to develop commercial exploitation of the Annex’s resources, but almost all the viable systems in the region are either at or approaching full capacity. Some systems like Umber with unused assets and parts of the Halpern and Ciroda sectors aren’t there yet, but they’re close.” She shrugged. “The Toe-Holds already represent the only areas where companies can grow significantly. Usoko has been there since the beginning and continues to grow their operation there.” She grinned at Zoya. “Manchester, Pravada, Mellon-Merc, even Saltzman and United Haulers have been operating out there for over a century. The only way the Western Annex can continue to grow is if more companies recognize and take advantage of the opportunities there.”


  “And the curriculum changes?” Natalya asked. “You think having one of their own bringing back reports will sway the curriculum committee?”


  “I hope so. More grist for their mill, at any rate.” Alys shifted in her chair. “We’re evolving. One of the reasons I want this program to work is to show the graduating classes that everything isn’t exactly what they read in the books.”


  “Why, Commandant. Getting the cadets to put pressure from underneath? How subversive.” Pip grinned.


  She looked down at the table. “I’ll admit it. When I was on the Lois, we never went to the Toe-Holds. I knew Federated Freight had ships that made those runs, but the company stance on the Toe-Holds didn’t encourage captains to take those routes.”


  “They weren’t seen as profitable?” Pip asked.


  “The impression I got—even as captain—was that they weren’t considered safe. That they only really worked for bulk freight and were only rarely profitable. They were considered something of a step down, career-wise.”


  “What changed your mind?” Zoya asked.


  “When Ben and I got married, he took me on a grand tour. Dark Knight, Mel’s Place, Bar None Ranch, High Tortuga, and half a dozen others. He’d been to all of them before and wanted to show them to me. It opened my eyes.” She looked around at us. “I’ve already started shifting the curriculum around as much as I can, but being commandant doesn’t give me the same leverage I enjoyed as a captain. Everybody on the curriculum committee has some kind of ax to grind or an agenda to push, and they’re all closely tied to CPJCT dogma.”


  Pip said, his eyes narrowed. “That’s why you were so quick to buy into Phoenix.”


  She laughed. “Well, I knew you had the Carstairs connections, obviously. I also knew that Maggie Stevens has had interests in the Toe-Holds for some time. Mostly, it was because I knew you two would find some way to strike gold, figuratively if not literally.”


  “How soon can we get the keys for this place?” I asked. “What are we calling it? I didn’t see a name on the telltale.”


  She grinned. “Solar Clipper Marva Collins.”


  “Marva Collins?” Pip asked.


  “Faculty committee,” she said. “They wanted Oswald Newmar but I convinced them to go with a historically significant teacher.”


  Tom laughed. “At least they didn’t pick Albert Pinkney.”


  “The first commandant?” Alys asked. “That was in the running. That would have been so much worse.”


  Natalya frowned. “Why?”


  “Because the cadets would have called it Pinkeye,” Tom said.


  Alys drew us back on topic. “We’ll leave your names with the caretaker crew. They can let you in so you can move your stuff over. I can install you as skipper today, and you can handle the rest. The ship is fully functional, but the caretaker crew will stay until you’ve got your first batch of cadets.”


  “Speaking of cadets, you’ve already picked them?” Natalya asked.


  “We’ve identified a pool of the best candidates. Everybody’s going to be tied up in finals for the next couple of weeks, so there’s time for you to pick the crew you want.”


  Natalya raised her chin, glancing at me before looking back down the table at Alys. “By what measure are they the best?”


  Alys’s brows came together a few notches. “We only have their performance at the Academy to go on.”


  “So, all the good boys and girls?” Natalya asked. “The ones with the highest grades? Fewest gigs?”


  Alys opened her mouth but closed it without speaking. Her brow furrowed and she nodded. “You’ve got something else in mind.”


  “The cadets who get the best grades aren’t always the best cadets. Both of us were in the top ten in our class,” Natalya said with a glance at Zoya. “Wouldn’t have made us the best candidates for this. Neither one of us would have benefited that much.”


  “Pip and I were only in the middle of ours,” I said.


  Alys’s eyes tightened at the corners. “How do you propose we select them, then?”


  I leaned forward over my coffee cup. “The idea is to give them the spacer experience, right?”


  Alys nodded.


  “Have them apply. We’ll interview the likely ones.”


  Alys settled back into her seat and looked around the table. “You’ll interview the whole class?”


  I shook my head. “We’ll interview the ones who apply.”


  “You don’t think everyone will apply?”


  I shrugged. “They’re expecting to escape for the summer. If we offer them the chance to apply now, they’re going to have to come to a decision pretty quickly and act on it or be left behind. I think the people who apply have the initiative to be the kind of cadets I’m willing to take on.”


  Zoya leaned forward. “Hold that thought, Skipper. What about the people who can’t afford another year? They don’t apply for financial reasons.”


  “We’ll waive tuition for the pilot program.” Alys shrugged. “You made a good point and I talked it over with Ben over lunch. If I have to, I can put in an override with the bursar’s office, but I think I can sell it to the trustees. They’re the ones pushing me to get some kind of training mission going, after all.”


  “Can you notify the second-years that interested cadets should apply at their earliest convenience? Make sure they know they’re getting paid and it’s tuition free?” I asked.


  “I can do that today. When do you want to start interviewing?”


  “What’s the second-year calendar look like? Finals are coming up, aren’t they?” Natalya asked.


  “We’re in the last week of classes now. Review week starts Monday and finals start on the fourteenth. Not much going on for the week of the twenty-first until graduation weekend starting on that Friday and the data symposium the following Monday.” She looked up the table at Zoya and Natalya. “No problems with your stockholder meetings?”


  They both shook their heads.


  “Interviews?” Alys asked again.


  “How aware are they of what you’re planning?” Pip asked.


  “I haven’t made any formal announcements, but the scuttlebutt has been overflowing since the focus group meetings at midsemester.”


  “Can we make a pitch to the class?” Pip asked, frowning down at his hands where they rested on the table.


  “A pitch? What? A recruitment pitch?”


  He looked up at her. “Yeah. Exactly. You. Me.” He looked around at us. “Ish, Nat, Zee. Spell it out for them and invite those interested to apply. Send them all an invitation.”


  Alys settled back in her chair and cocked her head to the left a bit. “You think it will help?”


  He shrugged and glanced at his hands again. “I don’t think it would hurt and you’re asking them to shift plans at the last minute. Most, if not all of them, have already got plans for the summer. You need to show them something worth changing those plans for.”


  Her head tilted back in the other direction ever so slowly as she frowned at him. She looked around the table. “Kim? What do you think?”


  Kim laughed. “Why do you always pick on me?”


  Alys grinned at her. “You’re the most recent graduate I can tap at the moment, and I know you’ll tell me what you think.”


  “I think he makes a good point.” She looked up the table at us. “I mean, Captain Ishmael Wang. Youngest ship owner in the Western Annex. First Mate Zoya Usoko, heir to the Usoko Mining empire. Chief Engineer Natalya Regyri, brilliant engineer who contributed to the development of the emergency jump collar and—oh, by the way—CEO and owner of her own damn freight line.” She looked back at Alys. “Who’d like to spend the next stanyer learning first hand from them?” She grinned. “Sounds like a winning pitch to me. I’d have signed up just for the break from the Academy, but nothing like waving the ‘make important connections and influence people’ card under their noses to get their attention.”


  “Hey,” Pip said. “What about me?”


  She gave him a crooked grin. “You’re the ring master in this circus. You’re the guy who can sell it.”


  Natalya laughed and nudged him with her elbow. “She’s got your number dialed in.”


  Kim looked back at Alys. “You have any hardship cases? Cadets at risk of withdrawing?”


  Alys frowned. “Yes. A few.”


  “Can you invite them to apply? Flag them for us?”


  “I can, but are you sure?”


  Kim looked at me. “Skipper?”


  I nodded. “Good idea. Offer them a helping hand.”


  Alys pursed her lips, nodding slowly. “I can do that. When do you want to make the pitch?”


  Pip stared off into space for a few heartbeats before looking up the table at the three of us. “Are we all on board for this?”


  “I am,” Natalya said. “Much as I like the Chernyakova, I’ll move over assuming I like my replacement.”


  I nodded. “It’ll be interesting. Given what we know now, I’m in.”


  Zoya nodded with a glance at me. “Sure.”


  Pip looked down the table at Kim and Tom. “You two?”


  Tom shrugged. “Sure. Why not?”


  Kim nodded. “Yes.”


  Pip looked at Alys. “We meet our counterparts when? Friday evening?”


  Alys nodded. “That’s the plan.”


  “Can we do the pitch on Monday? Gives us a chance to meet the new kids. and review week won’t have reached the panic stage yet.”


  Alys nodded. “First thing Monday morning? Before they make other plans?”


  Nods went around the table.


  “I’ll make that happen,” she said.


  “I’ll put together an application,” Pip said. “Start interviews the week after finals and before graduation weekend.”


  She looked around as if taking stock. “What do you need next?”


  I looked around. “We need to let the crew know what’s coming down. Line up some caretakers and temps so we can give them a chance for some extended leave while we’re here.”


  She nodded. “Orbital Services can help with that. It’s what they do.”


  Pip nodded. “We need to get ready to clear out of officer country. At least enough that the new people can move in.”


  “We can rough it for a couple of days,” I said. “Not like we’re out in the Deep Dark and can’t pop over to the chandlery when we need to.”


  Alys took another look around the table, pausing on each of us for a moment. “So, we’re going to do this?”


  “Was it really an option?” Kim asked.


  “If you want to stay with the Chernyakova, yes. Please,” Alys said. “You’re under no obligations to move.”


  Kim laughed. “No. It’s like. who’d turn down this chance? I can’t speak for everybody, but I’m doing this. I’m coming in as second mate here, right?”


  Pip and I exchanged a nod.


  “Yes,” he said.


  “Then yes, I’m in.”


  “We’re doing this,” Pip said. “Moving here means I’m going to be CEO in absentia, but getting my fingers out of that pie would free me up to look at other opportunities.”


  Alys tilted her head to one side. “Like what?”


  “I don’t know yet. Expanding the fleet? Diversifying our holdings?” He shrugged. “What do you need from us so we can move this cadet project forward?”


  She shook her head as if to clear it. “Pack up. Get ready to move. Figure out what you’re going to say to the cadets. Get the application ready.” She shrugged.


  Pip frowned. “The new officers? Can you send me their jackets? At least give me their names so I can look them up?”


  I leaned forward, suddenly overwhelmed by the enormity of what Alys had done. I kicked myself for not twigging earlier and for letting her steer the plan so far. “Time out.” I must have used my command voice because everyone’s attention snapped to me. “I’m catching up with Pip here. What if I don’t like one or more of them?”


  Alys had the grace to look sheepish. “Well, then the transition won’t go as smoothly as we might like, but Pip is CEO. I don’t think the board would vote to overrule him. That’s not a path I want to go down.” She nodded at Pip. “I’ll send you their jackets.” She looked down at her tablet and keyed a few strokes. “Sent.”


  Pip’s tablet bipped. “Do they have ours?”


  “They know your names, of course. Your public jackets are available to them. I haven’t provided anything beyond that to them.”


  “Fair enough.” Pip opened his tablet and stared at it. “Beth Case? From Saltzman?”


  “She was married to one of the cousins. Ran a triangle trade around New Caledonia. When she and her wife split up, she felt like it would be better if she left the company,” Alys said, the sour grimace twisting her lips made me think there might be more to the story.


  “One of the liabilities of family-owned companies,” Pip said, shrugging. He punched a few keys. “Patrick Reynolds?”


  “Chief Engineering Officer,” Alys said. “He did a stint here as instructor before getting back out in the field. Longtime Federated Freight employee. He’s looking for something less regimented. Having been an officer in their fleet, I understand his motivation.”


  “You know him personally?” Pip asked.


  “Yeah. Good man. I’d fly with him without reservation.”


  Pip nodded and pressed a few more keys before glancing at Zoya. “First mate. Julie Southern.”


  “She’s got five stanyers time in grade. Just slightly junior to you, Zoya. Spent most of her time working through the ranks in Allied Industrial.”


  Pip’s finger twitched as he flipped screens. “She’s been on the beach for quite a while.”


  “She and her last captain had a disagreement,” Alys said. “I don’t know the specifics, but knowing the captain in question? Let’s just say, I have no problem with her.”


  Pip pressed a longer string of keys. “Abdulla Kotawalla? I know him. I’ve met him at the cargo conferences a couple of times. Young guy. He made cargo chief?”


  Alys nodded. “Couple of stanyers ago. Another Federated Freight refugee.”


  “You’re not making any friends at Federated, are you?” Pip asked with a glance at Alys.


  “I’m just picking up the people they drop.” She smiled.


  “David Skaggs? Second mate.” Pip looked at Alys.


  “Weaver Industries. Two-ship company out of Franklin in Halpern. He’s got eyes on becoming a first mate, and his path to advancement was blocked there. He comes highly recommended from his last captain.” Alys shook her head. “I don’t know much about him. Ben tipped me off.”


  “Richard Cartwright?” Pip asked. “He’s a new graduate?”


  Alys shrugged. “Third mates don’t stay third very long if they’re any good. He’s near the top of his class and came in as a spec/3 in ship handling.”


  “Who are we waiting for?” Pip asked.


  “Karim Bashar, Chief Steward,” she said. “He’s coming in on a fast packet that’s due to dock tonight. Twenty stanyers on the Rungano Ryoni. Passenger liner out of Chiba on a triangle route linking the Confederation seats in New Caledonia, Chiba, and Gretna down in the southeast corner.”


  “So Ms. Sharps will stay with the Chernyakova,” Pip said.


  Alys nodded. “That’s my thinking.”


  Pip flipped a screen and frowned at the tablet. “How do you pronounce this?”


  Alys laughed. “The last member of your cadre is Caoimhin MacBradaigh. I’ll say it again: Kee-veen Mik-bray-dig. Like Kevin, but with a long E sound. Written nothing like it sounds, because he’s Irish.”


  Pip nodded. “No worse than Siobhan. I’ve just not run across that collection of letters before.”


  “He’s an expert in curriculum design. His role on the ship will be to see how the cadets work as part of a crew in addition to making sure the things we’re preparing our cadets to do are the things they’re called on to do in the field.” She paused. “He also has no real experience in space.”


  Pip turned to look at Alys. “He what?”


  “He’s an instructional designer. He’s an expert in what we teach and how we teach it. He works with our instructors to help them organize their classes in ways that help cadets learn most effectively.” Alys shrugged. “He’s the best we have and the person the faculty committee would expect us to send to evaluate the program from an instructional standpoint.”


  “I thought we were getting a teacher,” Pip said.


  She flipped a little sideways shrug. “You are. He teaches the staff how to teach. Technically, instructional designer. Key player behind the scenes.”


  Pip frowned and looked around the table once. “Fair enough. We’ll see how that works.”


  Alys laughed. “Caoimhin is an expert in task analysis, information architecture, and translating that into instructional goals, but that’s his secondary duty here. He’s the right person to gather the data I need to revise the Toe-Hold curriculum.”


  Her phrasing gave me a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. “No experience in space?”


  “Don’t be that way,” Alys said. “Give the guy a chance. He’s not an officer so he has no place in your chain of command.”


  “Well, this will be interesting,” Pip said, putting his tablet away and turning to Alys. “Do you have that depreciation number?”


  “Depreciation cost for the ship is straight one twenty-five.”


  “Any other fixed expenses we need to cover?”


  Alys shrugged. “Just the usual fixed costs of doing business. Insurance, bank, and comms fees. CPCJT certs.”


  “What’s the Academy’s draw for owner’s share?”


  Alys gave him a long stare. “You think you’ll turn enough profit to worry about it?”


  “Operating expenses won’t be that much more than the Chernyakova pulls. Basically same size ships with similar expenses.” He shrugged. “What’s the owner’s cut need to be?”


  “Ten percent,” she said.


  Pip blinked. “That’s all?”


  Alys laughed. “Yeah. That’s all. I want this to succeed and it’ll have a better chance if the profits stay with the crew. At least for now. Cover the costs. Get me the information I need. Toss a few credits at the endowment to keep the trustees happy. Help keep some of these cadets out of hock.”


  Pip grinned. “Oh, I think we can do better than keep them out of hock.”


  “You’re going to spoil these cadets before they even graduate, aren’t you.” She grinned back.


  “Some of them may not come back,” Tom said. “If Pip can pull this off, they’ll have enough to retire on.”


  Alys frowned. “That’s not possible. Freighters don’t make that much. The Lois never made that much.”


  “The Lois was Federated Freight,” Pip said. “What was their share before the captain’s cut? I’m betting it was a lot more than the standard twenty.”


  Alys sat back in her seat. “We never knew. The only numbers I ever saw were the ones you two guys pulled out of thin air. All the invoices and expenses went into the hopper and we got paid after home office cleared them.”


  “They covered the expenses, took a hefty chunk, and divvied up the remaining pot so the distribution curve matched your expectations,” Pip said.


  “That’s not the way it’s supposed to work,” she said.


  “I’d be willing to bet you never got an honest accounting. What was the captain’s share supposed to be?”


  “I got 8 percent in the beginning,” Alys said with a rueful grimace. “I earned up to fifteen by the time I’d put in my time.”


  Pip shrugged. “So, Federated makes out like bandits. Company value goes up. Stockholders are happy. Everybody on the ship thinks they’re making bank, but the owners have their fingers on the scale.”


  Alys’s lips pressed together in a tight line. “That’s a pretty hefty accusation.”


  He shrugged again. “Just reporting what I see. I don’t think it’s illegal. I just think they didn’t tell you the owners’ share for their ships.”


  “We made enough to finance two years at the Academy from our trading and shares,” I said. “Something was certainly off.”


  She frowned. “I’ll believe it when I see it. There are enough family ships and single-owner operations running out there that don’t seem to be rolling in credits. I have a hard time thinking you can cover that level of depreciation in a stanyer.”


  “To be fair, I suspect most companies don’t cover it. They use it as a way to suppress taxation by keeping their book profits low,” Pip said. “Basic accounting rules.”


  Alys frowned. “You’re not going to be giving me back a bunch of cadets with attitude, are you?”


  Pip looked around the table for a moment. “Yeah, we probably will. You want to rethink this?” He grinned at her.


  She laughed. “All right. I knew this was going to be a radical idea. Let’s see how it works out. Anybody have any other questions?”


  “I’m good,” I said.


  Pip nodded. “Me, too.”


  Alys nodded and stood. “In that case, who’s going to give Kim the tour this evening?”


  “I’ll do it,” Zoya said. “I want to spend a little quality time on the bridge.”


  “Let’s get some of these roles set up, then,” Alys said. “I’ve got the keys and we can enable the basics so you’ll have access to shipnet and the management functions. The caretaker crew will be aboard to cover firewatch and security until you get cadets.”


  We went through the setups in a matter of half a stan. By the time we hit the dock again, I held the captain’s keys and had established everybody else in the system.


  “That’s it then,” Alys said, keying the lock closed behind us. “Dinner Friday evening. You’ll have to work around your watch schedule for the Chernyakova. Sorry about that. Somebody’s going to miss out.”


  “I think that’s me,” Tom said. “I’ll collect on a rain check when Zoya has the duty. Kim and I will take the junior mates out for dinner while we compare notes.”


  “Good plan,” Alys said. “Get a requisition form from my office and bill the Academy.”


  He grinned. “In that case, I’ll make it someplace expensive.”


  Alys laughed. “Yes, please. It’s the least the Academy can do.”


  “This means we’re now employed by the Academy?” Zoya asked.


  “Not yet,” Alys said. “You’ll all need to sign contracts and get loaded into the system. We’ll get your banking information and all the rest at that time.”


  Zoya nodded. “Fair enough.”


  Alys looked around at us. “Anybody have anything else? If not, I’m heading out.”


  “Thanks, Alys,” Pip said. “This should be interesting.”


  She gave us all one last nod and strode away down the dock.


  When Alys had gotten out of earshot, Zoya turned to Pip. “What are you up to, Carstairs?”


  Pip looked up from his tablet where he’d been keying furiously. “Me?”


  Zoya shook her head. “No, the other Carstairs. The one who never takes a straight path when there’s a crooked one.”


  He shrugged. “Nothing serious. Setting up a little soiree of our own for the new officers. At least the skipper, first mate, engineering, and cargo.”


  Pip’s tablet bipped. He opened it up and nodded. “I’ve got a table for eight at 2000 at Freddy Mac’s on deck eight.”


  A smile brightened Natalya’s face. “You’re beating her to the punch?”


  He nodded. “Seemed appropriate. If I’m going to hire these people to run our ship, I want to make sure they know who’s boss.” He holstered his tablet and looked around. “And it’s not Commandant Alys Giggone.”


  “Think they’ll be able to keep up revenues?” I asked.


  “I hope so. Abe’s good. I think he can get the cargoes. Everybody else only needs to keep the ship moving.” He gave the lock a long, considering look. “I’m less sure we can pull enough of a return on this ship. It’s possible. Theoretically.”


  “You really think we can turn a class of cadets into millionaires?” Tom asked.


  “It’s worked pretty well for us,” Pip said. “The Chernyakova’s balance sheet is pretty solid based on only a few years’ worth of Toe-Hold trading. We couldn’t have done it here in the High Line. That’s one of the problems we had on the Lois. Narrow margins. Limited cargoes. We won’t be bound by those problems.”


  “We also had some massive windfalls,” I said. “Remember that can off the mega?”


  “Yeah, that was a true windfall. It’s those kinds of shares that keep our crew coming back.”


  “We got anything else?” Tom asked. “I want to grab a nap before watch tonight.”


  I shook my head. “Thanks, Tom.”


  He shrugged and ambled off toward the main docks.


  “I need to hit the chandlery,” Natalya said. “Anybody wanna go?” She eyed Zoya but Pip took her up on the offer.


  “Yeah. I’ll go. I want to get some fresh uniforms for the new ship.”


  I grimaced. “Are we going through that whole thing again?”


  Pip laughed. “No. We’re not running our own colors on this one. This is an Academy job. I just need some fresh khakis.”


  “What, you spilled beer on yourself?” Natalya asked.


  He laughed again. “Coffee, actually. I’m not known for my coordination.”


  “Come on then.” She raised her eyebrows in my direction. “Skipper? Zee?”


  I shook my head. “I need to take inventory of my grav trunks. I’ll place an order later.”


  “I’ll walk the captain back to the ship,” Zoya said with a grin in my direction.


  “You think I’ll get lost?” I asked.


  She shook her head. “I might. First time I’ve been on the maintenance side since we left here on the Peregrine.”


  Natalya laughed. “We were a bit distracted then.”


  “Fair enough,” I said. “I want to look over these jackets before dinner tonight.”


  I watched Natalya and Pip stroll off down the passageway toward the chandlery. Pip’s hands waved in the air as he expounded on something, but Natalya’s amused expression caught my eye.


  “I think she likes the little weasel,” Zoya said.


  “You don’t?”


  She glanced in their direction and shrugged. “I have to admit he’s brilliant. His analysis skills.” She shook her head. “He operates on some mystical plane.”


  I started walking toward the Chernyakova and she fell into step with me. “But?”


  She shrugged again. “He’s not the creepy guy I thought. I’m having to recalibrate my thinking about him, but let’s just say he’s still not my first choice for a dining companion.”


  “You don’t seem to have any trouble with him in the wardroom,” I said. “Or are you just pretending?” I watched her face.


  “Wardroom is business. He’s good at business. I can respect that.” She shot me a side-eyed glance. “He’s all right in a group. That’s not exactly the kind of dining companion I was thinking about.”


  “So you’re good working with him?”


  “It felt off at first. I don’t have any problem working with him now.” We took a few paces in silence while she frowned at the deck ahead of us. “He’s part of the crew. He’s brilliant. He’s the CEO. He’s well off and well connected. I think he’s a good guy.” She glanced at me and then over her shoulder. “He’s just not somebody I’d want a personal relationship with.”


  “You think Natalya does?” I asked, hearing my voice rise in surprise.


  She laughed. “I don’t know. Maybe. They’re more alike than I think either of them realize.”


  “You and Nat have been together a long time,” I said.


  “We’re not a couple, Skipper.”


  I laughed and shook my head. “No. I just meant that you’ve known her a long time. You probably know her as well as she knows herself. Why do you think she’d hit it off with Pip?”


  “He has his roots in the Toe-Holds. So does she. They share a willingness to launch into the Deep Dark on a whim. They’re both risk-takers and adventurers. I don’t think you need to know Carstairs very long before that’s obvious.”


  “Yeah. Well, you’ve got him dialed in pretty well.”


  “He’s Loki, the trickster,” she said. “She’s Sindri Sparksprayer. Or maybe they’re Dolos and Haephaestus.”


  I looked over at her, struck by her easy references. “I know Loki and Sindri. Who’s Dolos?”


  “Greek god of trickery and guile,” she said.


  I laughed out loud at that. “That’s Pip.” I laughed again. “Yeah. That’s Pip to a T.” It felt good to laugh and I saw our aloof first mate in a new light. “Not many spacers know the classics.”


  “My grandfather gave me a book about the ancient gods and goddesses when I was working the hauler. I think I was thirteen or fourteen. It was something to entertain myself underway. I fell in love with the tales.” Her face softened as she spoke. “We lived, literally, in the rock. I related to the dwarven miners. My grandfather felt like some modern-day Vulcan. My grandmother seemed to hold the wisdom of Athena.” She glanced at me. “I inhaled as many of the old stories as I could find.”


  “Who were you?” I asked.


  She shrugged, pressing her lips together in a line. “Nótt.”


  “Riding your horse through the eternal night?” I asked.


  “I was young.” She glanced at me. “You know Norse mythology?”


  “Not as well as Roman and Greek, but some. My mother was an ancient lit professor on Neris. She was big on archetypes.” I grinned at her. I couldn’t help it.


  “Who were you?” she asked.


  I shook my head. “I never identified with them.”


  “You didn’t identify with the archetypes?”


  “Never seemed like they’d apply to me. I’m just a guy, you know? Trying to do the best I can and failing too often.” I shrugged.


  She threw back her head and laughed. A couple of the spacers walking in the other direction turned to look at her. She shook her head. “Sorry. That just struck me funny, Captain.”


  “Funny?” I asked. “What’s funny?”


  “You’re a goddamned starship captain,” she said, laughter in her voice. “You’re beyond rich by most measures. You started out as a mess deck attendant and now you’re going to be training the next generations of officers. If you’re ‘just a guy’ then Alys Giggone is ‘just a school teacher’ and Natalya is ‘just a wrench wrangler.’”


  Her laughter infected me and I laughed along with her.


  She shook her head and kept giving me side-eyed glances all the way back to the ship.


  Chapter 6


  Newmar Orbital: 
 May 2, 2379


  Evening


  Pip organized the whole thing over the course of a couple of hours. I had to hand it to him. The guy knew how to put on a dinner party. I don’t know whether he had some kind of in with the staff at Freddy Mac’s or he just knew what to ask for. In any case, the maître d’ took us to a round eight-top in one of the small side rooms even though we’d arrived half a stan early.


  “I trust this is satisfactory,” he said.


  Pip surveyed the room. “Thank you, yes. We’re expecting the rest of our party at the top of the hour, but a few may wander in before that.”


  “Of course, sir. Nell will be your server tonight. Just let her know if there’s anything you need.” He gave a short bow and left us standing there.


  Zoya and Natalya came in with Kim in tow just as he left.


  “Kim? What’d you think of the ship?” Pip asked.


  Kim just shrugged. “It’s a ship. The gym’s a nice touch. I liked the staterooms.”


  A moment later, the maître d’ brought in an older woman with iron gray hair, wearing a classic jacket and slacks in black over a gold blouse. “Your party, ma’am.”


  She nodded to him and stepped into the room glancing around from face to face.


  “You must be Captain Case,” Pip said, stepping forward and extending his hand. “I’m Philip Carstairs, the CEO of Phoenix Freight. Thank you for coming.”


  She nodded and shook his hand. “I thought we were doing this Friday night.”


  “Oh, that’s Alys Giggone’s event. We’ll be getting the overall picture from the Academy side then, but I wanted a chance to get together in something of a less formal setting before that happens.”


  She raised an eyebrow. “So, sniff test before the paperwork gets signed?”


  He grinned. “Something like that. Let me introduce you to the Chernyakova’s captain, Ishmael Wang.”


  “Captain.” She extended a hand with a grin.


  “Captain.” I grinned back at her. “I’m Ishmael. This is my first mate, Zoya Usoko. Our engineering officer, Natalya Regyri. Our third mate—soon to be second—Kim Fortuner. Our current second mate, Thomas Reed has the watch so can’t be here. You’ll have a chance to meet him in the next day or so.”


  “I’m Beth,” she said, nodding around to everyone.


  A young woman in waitress uniform stopped at the door. “Good evening, everyone. I’m Nell. Can I get anybody a drink? Something to get started with?”


  “Let’s wait for a few more minutes,” Pip said. “We’re still expecting a couple of people.”


  She nodded and gave us a big smile. “Of course.” She disappeared again.


  “Let’s settle a bit,” Pip said, waving at the table.


  Beth and I took adjacent seats on the far side of the table. Natalya and Zoya took seats leaving empty chairs between them. Kim looked a little lost until Pip held a chair for her.


  Pip sat beside her, in the chair nearest the door. “Do you know any of your new officers?” he asked, looking at Beth.


  “I know of Patrick Reynolds, the engineer. Never met him personally. I only learned everybody’s name this afternoon.”


  “We learned then, too,” I said. “We’ve only known about the project since this morning.”


  “You’re going to run the new training vessel?” Beth asked, turning to me. “How do you feel about that?”


  I laughed. “I’m not sure yet. Learning that Alys has my replacement lined up already was a bit of a shock.”


  “I bet,” she said. “Did she give you a choice?”


  “She gave us all a choice. Go to the new ship or stay with the Chernyakova,” Zoya said.


  “You’re all choosing to go?” Captain Case asked.


  Natalya nodded. “Yes.”


  The captain sighed. “I was hoping some of you would stay. I’ve never taken over a ship with a completely new officer corps before.”


  “That’s one of the things we want to talk about tonight,” Pip said. “Before Alys gets too far down the road.” He looked around the table. “She’s going to want signatures Friday night or soon after. I want to make sure the right people sign the right contracts.”


  The maître d’ interrupted again by ushering in a tall, slender man and a short, curvy woman.


  Pip stood, already reaching for them. “Patrick Reynolds?” he asked, shaking the tall man’s hand.


  The man nodded. “Pat.”


  Pip pulled him in and waved him to a chair. “Have a seat, Pat. I’m Pip. That won’t get confusing at all.” He turned to the woman, hand extended. “Ms. Southern, I presume? Philip Carstairs. CEO of Phoenix Freight.”


  She nodded. “Pleased to meet you, Pip. I’m Julie.” She looked around, giving each of us a nod in turn. “Am I late?”


  “Not at all. We’re still waiting for Abe Kotawalla and just settling in.” He went around the room, introducing each of us by name and function. He’d only barely completed it when the maître d’ returned with a young man wearing a navy blazer and turtleneck over pale gray slacks. “Abe, my friend, come in.” Pip swooped him up and repeated the introductions. “I think this is it,” he said with the formalities done. “Mr. Skaggs and Cartwright haven’t responded to the invitation and I don’t think our new steward has docked yet.”


  As if on cue, Nell appeared in the doorway again. “Are we ready to order drinks?”


  Pip managed to keep the ball moving around the table as we placed beverage orders while Nell distributed menus. Once she’d left, he stood again. “Thank you all for coming. This isn’t the official dinner. That happens Friday. Alys Giggone is pushing us all hard and fast but I wanted a chance for us to put as many names with faces as possible before we have to start signing contracts. What I’d like to leave here with is a little better idea of who’s doing what and why.”


  “You’re the CEO of Phoenix Freight,” Reynolds said.


  Pip nodded and took his seat again, shaking out his napkin. “I am. My friend and captain over there is the majority stockholder. Alys Giggone is chair of our board of directors, in addition to being commandant of the Academy.”


  Reynolds nodded. “So, you’re going to hire us to work for you while you go work for her.”


  Pip grinned. “That’s the size of it. That’s what she wants to happen, but she can’t demand that we do it. Between us, Ishmael and I control the company and the board.”


  “How does that work?” Captain Case asked, turning to me. “I thought you were the captain of the Chernyakova.”


  “I’m also the majority stockholder of the company. Pip’s the CEO. He answers to the board. The board answers to me or I vote them out.”


  “Sounds complicated,” Ms. Southern said.


  Nell brought our drinks and we interrupted our conversation to place food orders.


  Mr. Kotawalla frowned.


  “Something wrong, Mr. Kotawalla?” I asked.


  “Call me Abe,” he said. “But I have to ask. Ms. Usoko? Are you related to the mining company Usokos?”


  “I am,” she said. “Why do you ask?”


  Mr. Kotawalla shook his head. “Nothing really. I’m just trying to reconcile the names around this table with the names I read in the financial news.”


  Zoya gave him a smile. “I’m the first mate on the Chernyakova at the moment.”


  He nodded. “Thank you. Ms. Regyri? You have a namesake in the shipping industry?”


  “Not exactly, Abe. Not that I know of.” Natalya hid a grin behind her wine glass.


  “Perhaps I’m mistaken but I thought the CEO of RUTS was Natalya Regyri,” he said.


  Pip leaned over to him. “Not a namesake, Abe.”


  Mr. Kotawalla’s eyes widened as he looked around the table. “Are you all rich and famous?”


  Kim leaned around Pip to look at Mr. Kotawalla. “No. Just them. I’m here hoping some of it will rub off, but to be fair most of the crew are rather wealthy. Our shares have been well above average.”


  He frowned and looked around, even over his shoulder at the door.


  “Is there a problem, Abe?” Pip asked.


  “Am I in the right room?”


  “As far as I know, yes,” Pip said. “You were invited to the party by Alys Giggone, weren’t you?”


  “Yes, but ...” He swallowed. “I didn’t expect to be rubbing elbows with such esteemed company.”


  “We’re just spacers like everybody else,” I said. “We’re here to fly ships and earn profits for the company and ourselves.”


  “I may have started with a leg up and a hefty inheritance,” Zoya said. “I still have to stand my watches. File my reports. Manage my division.” She shrugged. “I did it on the Madoka for a long time before Phoenix Freight came along.” She nodded at Natalya. “She owned the ship but worked up from Third Engineering to Chief.”


  Reynolds leaned into the conversation. “That’s an interesting dynamic. You owned the company that employed the officers who, presumably, approved your promotions?”


  Natalya nodded. “Yeah. Awkward, but they didn’t make up the exams. I passed them all in CPCJT offices outside of that chain of command. I relied on people outside of my influence to help me with perspective.”


  “Like Maggie Stevens?” Reynolds asked, a twinkle in his eye.


  “Maggie’s been pushing me since I graduated from the Academy.”


  “Before, I think,” Zoya said.


  Natalya laughed. “She does have a knack.”


  “I knew your name was familiar,” Captain Case said. “You wrote that paper about an emergency jump harness with her.”


  “Yes. That woman is brilliant and I’m so grateful to be able to learn from her.”


  Nell and a couple of helpers brought the food, interrupting the conversation with the business of distributing dishes. When everything looked right, Nell asked, “Anything else?” A wave of head-shakes went around the table. She nodded. “I’ll be back to check up on you in a bit. Enjoy your dinner.” She slid the door closed when she left.


  With the food as a focus, the conversation faded for a few moments while we dug in. Freddy Mac’s reputation for fine dining on the orbital dated to when it was just Freddie’s. The steak and veg on my plate certainly earned the attention I gave it. Judging from the quiet around the room, I wasn’t alone and felt comfortable enjoying the food. I watched Abe Kotawalla glancing around at us between bites of his fish. Pat Reynolds kept casting glances at Beth Case and Julie Southern, perhaps sizing up his new shipmates.


  Once I’d satisfied my initial hunger, I looked up to see Pip watching me. He raised an eyebrow. I had no idea what he had in mind but he clearly something was rolling over in his head. He nodded at Beth Case. She sat on my left hand, so close that I had to turn my head to see her expression. She wore a frown and only picked at her meal. “How’s the lamb?” I asked.


  She looked over at me with a small smile. “It’s quite good.”


  Pip started a conversation on the other side of the table with Kim and Mr. Kotawalla, drawing most of the attention.


  “You’ve got some reservations about this?” I asked, pitching my voice low.


  “When Alys tagged me for this, it seemed like a life saver.” She took a small bite of potato.


  “She didn’t tell you all of it?”


  She swallowed. “Only that I’d be leading a new officer corps on an established ship. I’ve been living on campus for the last few weeks trying to figure out what to do next. I knew the bare outlines of the project but until Carstairs sent the invite, I didn’t even know who else was involved.”


  “If it’s any consolation, my job involves taking a scratch crew off the campus and turning a profit.”


  She laughed. “Yes. Putting it that way.” She glanced at me out of the corners of her eyes and forked a piece of lamb. “Can I ask you a question?”


  “You’re the senior captain in the room. Of course.”


  She paused, the lamb halfway to her mouth. “Seriously?”


  “You’ve got me by about six stanyers.”


  She took the lamb and chewed slowly, her frown smoothing. “What the hell is going on?” she asked, turning her head to face me and dropping her voice low.


  I shrugged. “I don’t know that there’s any deep conspiracy here. Alys had us clear the Chernyakova’s schedule but didn’t tell us why until we got here.”


  “And your CEO just did it?”


  “Why wouldn’t we? Alys has our best interests at heart.”


  “You believe that?”


  “Of course. Don’t you?”


  “I used to think so.” Case looked down at her plate and pushed her food around with her fork.


  “What’s changed your mind?”


  “You people,” she said and then clamped her mouth closed.


  “Who? Us?” I shook my head. “I’m not following.”


  “There are enough credits at this table to buy a new Academy. You’re giving up a successful trading career to babysit a bunch of cadets? Why would you do that?”


  “I think that’s why Pip called this meeting.”


  She frowned at me. “I’m not following.”


  “We need to see if that’s really what we’re going to do. Alys has two ships more or less at her disposal. One’s the Academy’s training ship, and the other is ours. Technically it belongs to Phoenix Freight but I hold a majority of the shares, so most of it’s mine.”


  She nodded and picked up another piece of lamb. “Where are you going with this?”


  “Well, Alys wants to take our officer corps to run the training ship. In theory we’ll be getting a class of cadets off the dock, turning them into crew, and then going out to try to earn a profit.”


  She shook her head. “Can you do that? The economics are monstrous.”


  I shrugged and took another bite of steak, thinking while I chewed and swallowed. “Pip thinks he can. He’s been the mastermind behind our whole operation. Most of the big shippers send people to his conference every summer. I assume it’s a valid model or nobody would be paying him any attention. Between his connections and his math, we’ve done really well on the Chernyakova.”


  “That’s what I’m afraid of,” she said, then looked down at her plate, her jaw clamped. “I’m supposed to follow that?” She sighed and glanced at me. “You’re a hard act to follow.”


  I chuckled and shook my head. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”


  She glanced around the table. “I know Reynolds by reputation, but I know nothing of the others.”


  “We’ve been talking about that. The transition is going to be rough, but we want to help you as much as we can. From our perspective, we don’t want to tell you how that transition should happen.”


  “And that’s why this meeting?”


  “Well, Alys seems to think that the process would be that we’d all walk out one day and you’d take our places en masse. We’d hand off and be available for consultation. We’re not sure that’s the right way to do it. The ship’s going to here for an extended stay—probably a month—and we only docked this morning. There’s no reason this can’t be an orderly transition.”


  She nodded. “So, Carstairs? He’s the CEO of Phoenix?”


  “Yeah. It’s worked out pretty well. He picks the route. I drive the bus. You’ll have Mr. Kotawalla to pick your cargoes and I suspect Pip’s planning to leave him all his models and data.”


  She frowned again. “So, in theory, the ship could continue to be profitable?”


  “Something like that. Pip will remain CEO. You’ll take your orders from him. He’s always operated with the share pool in mind. The more in the pool, the more we all stood to make.” I grinned at her. “The company will still get the owner’s share so I’ve got a vested interest in seeing to your success.”


  “But you’re giving up the goose that lays the golden eggs. That’s the part I don’t get.”


  I shrugged. “I’ve got a lot of golden eggs. More than I have need for. Probably more than I could spend, if I’m going to be honest. I can’t buy a new Barbell out of my pocket change, but I might be able to finance one on the basis of my signature. As much as I like credits, I like the idea of helping to shape the next cadre of graduates into the best officers they can be.” I shrugged. “And we’re going to be running a new ship. Granted, we won’t get the owner’s share on it, but we’ll still get a share.”


  “That’s you. What’s Carstairs get out of it?”


  “I think he gets validation. He’s wanted to run a mixed-freight hauler for a long time. He developed his models to help mixed-freight. He’s of the opinion that the ability to diversify the cargo, to carry smaller amounts of very high-value cargo with the reduced overall mass, makes the mixed-freight haulers a superior choice over bulk freight.”


  Her eyes widened at that. “You think he’s right?”


  I laughed. “I really don’t know. I’m happy to leave that to him as long as I’ve got a ship to fly and a crew to fly her.”


  She tilted her head to one side, her gaze searching my face. “You want to take this job from Alys?”


  I paused to finish my steak and look around the table while I chewed the steak and the question. “Yeah, I think so.”


  “Giving up your own ship to fly somebody else’s?”


  I pushed my plate away from the edge of the table and picked up my coffee cup. “You know the story of how I got the Chernyakova?”


  “Is there a story?”


  “Back when I was still first mate on the William Tinker. Diurnia Salvage and Transport. We jumped into Breakall and picked up a HazNav notice for a derelict ship in our path.”


  Her eyes widened and she leaned over. “Seriously?”


  “We matched trajectories and DST filed a salvage claim. I led the team that went in. The crew, all dead. Carbon monoxide. Alarm system was a joke. Half of it was missing. Oily rags in one of the engineering spaces caught fire, filled the ship with carbon monoxide, and killed the crew. They probably didn’t even know what happened.” I took a deep breath and stared into my coffee cup. “We figured the fire put itself out once the oxygen was used up and the scrubbers did their job, replacing the atmosphere.”


  “Mercy Maude.” She gulped audibly.


  “We got the ship under control and turned it around. Took us a while running watch on watch. TIC came out and did an investigation. When we finally got that ship back to Breakall Orbital, I never wanted to see it again.” I took a deep breath, trying to calm the pounding in my chest. “It was criminal, but the crew all died. We never did get any kind of satisfactory answer about how it happened to be running in such disrepair. It didn’t matter for them.”


  She didn’t say anything for a few moments. “How’d you get back on it?”


  I nodded at Pip. “He convinced me to go in with him and form a company. The ship had been up for auction a few times. Final sales all fell through. We formed the company, got the ship for a bargain. Put together a skeleton crew and took it to Jett for refit. That part was expensive.” I grinned. “Unwin Yard there exceeded my expectations.”


  She snickered. “Really?”


  I nodded. “Yeah. The ship was a wreck when we took it in. They made it spaceworthy again. She’s done well by us.”


  “I don’t know if I could have gone back aboard.”


  I sighed. “I didn’t know if I could, either. I saw it as a way to honor those who died because of some idiot’s idea of saving a few credits.” I took a swig of coffee but it didn’t do much for the lump in my throat.


  “And now you’re going to hand it off? After all you’ve done with it?”


  I shrugged. “We’ll still own it. Phoenix Freight. My stock will earn me a piece of the owner’s share.” I took a deep breath and let it out. “My relationship with the Chernyakova is complicated. I can take pride in what we’ve managed to do with her, but Alys is offering me a chance to help train the next generation of officers. Maybe I can help prevent another Chernyakova. Maybe I can start them out with the attitudes and skills they need so they’ll never take the kinds of risks the Chernyakova’s captain took.”


  “The risks that killed him and his crew,” she said.


  I nodded. “She’s offering me a chance to build a new relationship with a new ship. One that doesn’t look back. One that doesn’t forget the lessons I’ve learned but lets me build on them.” I glanced over at her. “Naive, I suppose.”


  She grinned. “You’re a romantic.”


  “I’m a land rat. It still catches me sideways sometimes, but yeah. I suppose I am a bit of a romantic.”


  “You willing to trust me with her?”


  I nodded. “I trust Alys. She’s never steered me wrong and she seems to have a nose for people.”


  “How long have you known her?” Case finished her fish and leaned back in her chair.


  “I started as a mess deck attendant. She was my first skipper.”


  “And pushed you into the Academy?” she asked, a little grin playing on her lips.


  “You know about that?”


  “Oh, yeah. I was one of her recruits, too.”


  “Is there a story?” I asked.


  “Nothing major. I flew intrasystem shuttles for Inidia Resources in New Caledonia. They have a major deep space extraction project. They took their name from the system. Planet in the Goldilocks zone but it terraformed into a mudball. Not much industry on the ground. They exist to mine the four belts and do the gas extraction from two gas giants and their associated moons. Lots of people moving around. They leave the equipment in place and just swap the crews.”


  “Sounds very efficient.”


  “It is. They’re a good company.”


  “But Alys Giggone recommended you to the Academy?”


  Case snorted. “Long story about stupid people who got in Alys’s way. I knew a guy who knew a gal and helped sort it out over a few very long and trying weeks. Afterward, she gave me an application to the Academy.”


  “Was it already filled out for you?” I asked.


  Case laughed. “Yeah. I think that’s her trademark. Shocked me, to be honest. She had a lot of it and it was all correct.”


  “Do you know your number?”


  “Number?”


  “She kept track of how many cadets she recommended. I was thirty-four.”


  “Thirteen,” she said, with a chuckle. “She told me ‘I hope you’re not superstitious.’”


  “Well, we have that in common,” I said. “How about you? Do you trust us enough to come work for Phoenix Freight.”


  She bit her lip and looked across the table at Pip. “You trust him?”


  “I met him on the Lois and we went to the Academy together. Roommates the whole time.”


  “So, no?” she asked, grinning into her wine glass.


  “Not as far as I can throw him.” I laughed. “But I’m his business partner in spite of it. He’s changed a lot in the last few stanyers. We haven’t had the easiest time with the Chernyakova, but he’s always been able to find us a profitable cargo.”


  She pondered that for a few heartbeats, fiddling with her wine glass. “I’ve seen his work. Saltzman has attended his conference for the last few stanyers and shared the findings throughout the fleet. I understand he missed a few.”


  “Things don’t always go smoothly. He got kidnapped once and we got hijacked. It wasn’t always possible to make it back in time from the wrong side of the Annex.”


  Case looked at me, her brow furrowed. “I’m sorry. Did you say he got kidnapped?”


  “Yeah, but he got away from the kidnappers. I don’t know if they ever caught the them. I assumed it was related to the hijacking, but we left that to the authorities.”


  Nell slid the door opened and stepped into the room. “Can we clear away any of the dishes? Anyone need refills?”


  Pip waved her in. “Yes, please. I’d like a coffee and a dessert menu?”


  The woman smiled and ushered in a couple of helpers who circulated around the table, clearing off dishes, filling water glasses, and generally straightening up. She passed dessert menus around before stepping out for a moment. Returning with coffee and some extra cups, she poured one for Pip and looked around for any other takers.


  Case took a last sip of wine before letting the glass join the rest of the used glassware and accepting a cup of coffee.


  “What’s the specialty?” Pip asked. “Dessert-wise.”


  “Depends on what you like,” Nell said. “The chocolate torte’s dark and sweet. Lovely dish. Something a bit lighter? The crème brûlée is my favorite but we have people who come in just for the fruit pies. The blueberry is particularly good tonight. With or without ice cream.”


  Pip sipped his coffee and looked around the table. “What’s the mood? Are we dark and sweet?”


  Mr. Kotawalla raised a hand. “I’ve never had crème brûlée. I’ll have that, please.”


  Nell went around the table collecting orders. I passed on the dessert and stuck with the coffee. I didn’t really need it, but it served as a good social prop. Nell finished her circuit of the table and promised to return shortly.


  As Pip began holding forth again, Ms. Southern leaned over to me. “Did I hear you say you’d been hijacked?”


  I nodded. “It was some time ago.”


  Zoya leaned in and nudged Ms. Southern. “If you can get him to tell that story, you’re doing better than the rest of us.” She grinned at me. “You really need to talk to Kim Fortuner. She was aboard for it.”


  The semi-clandestine conversation attracted everybody’s attention and I sighed.


  Ms. Southern turned to Kim. “The ship was really hijacked? I didn’t think that was possible.”


  “Oh, it’s possible,” Pip said. “It’s difficult and risky for the hijackers, but if you can get aboard fast enough and convince the captain to undock, it’s possible.”


  “Were you aboard?” Ms. Southern asked.


  Pip made a sour grimace. “No, more’s the pity. I’d been kidnapped off the damn docks and by the time I got freed up, it was too late to join the ship.”


  The room went silent as the new officers looked around, eyes wide.


  Nell came in with the desserts and paused at the door, obviously reading the room. “Is this a bad time?”


  Pip waved her in. “No, no. We just shocked our counterparts. It’s fine.”


  Ms. Southern leaned toward Zoya. “He’s serious?”


  Zoya nodded. “He’s serious.”


  The aromas of chocolate, cherries, and toasted sugar wafted across the table and almost made me change my mind about dessert. I took a sip of coffee and the urge passed.


  Once Nell finished, I turned to Case. “What would you like to do?” I asked.


  She glanced around the table, taking a delicate bite of her chocolate cake. “Alys isn’t in the habit of sandbagging people, is she?”


  “Well, there’s sandbagging and there’s sandbagging. I felt a bit sandbagged by the Academy application back in the day.”


  She chuckled. “Yes, I can relate to that.” She took another small bite and took a moment to swallow. “You know what I mean. If you were going to have somebody pick a crew for you, would you doubt somebody Alys picked?”


  I settled back in the chair and bought a little time to think about it while I sipped my coffee. It wasn’t great coffee. It had a burned undertone that made the cup bitter but it gave me something to do with my hands while I considered.


  She gave me a side-eyed glance. “You’re taking a long time to answer.”


  “I’d trust Alys but I’d want to make my own determination.”


  “Do I have a choice at this point?” she asked.


  “Yes,” Pip said from the far side of the table, silencing the side conversations. “You have a choice. That’s what I wanted to talk to all of you about. We’re still missing a couple people, but most of the senior officers of both cadres are at this table. It’s a strange arrangement, but it’s the one we’re facing. Everybody has the choice to accept it or not.”


  “What if we decide to not accept it?” Reynolds asked.


  “Well.” Pip drew the word out. “You have two choices. Try to convince your counterpart to swap with you or walk away.” He shrugged. “Let’s take it in order. Captain Case has been placed in an untenable situation. Phoenix Freight is supposed to hire her to captain our only ship while Captain Wang goes to work for the Academy, but”—he paused to look at each of them—“but only if she will accept the position.” He smiled across the table at her. “If she accepts, then we—meaning Captain Wang, Captain Case, and I—will do a pro forma interview with each of you to make sure everybody agrees. I suspect you’re each at least halfway on board with this scheme, or you wouldn’t have let Alys Giggone bully you into coming here from wherever you were. That doesn’t mean you’re obligated to take the job, nor does it obligate Phoenix Freight to offer it to you, whatever she thinks.” He paused and looked around the table again, pausing on each of the new faces in turn. “I’m predisposed to support her suggestions, but I’d like to check in with everybody before we make any assumptions. Does that sound fair?”


  Beth glanced at me, then nodded. “I’m more comfortable with this.” She looked at Ms. Southern, then Mr. Reynolds, finally to Mr. Kotawalla. “I know of Patrick, but I don’t really know any of you. If I’ve met you before, I apologize for not remembering. I’m thinking this won’t be any worse than taking over command for a captain who’s moved on to a new ship.”


  “Which, I am, actually,” I said. “The difference is that I’m not leaving you an officer corps with a history of working with each other or the crew.”


  She nodded. “You’re going to have the opposite problem in a few weeks, I suspect. Officers you know and a whole ship full of crew you are pretty sure don’t know their jobs.”


  “They will have worked together at the Academy,” Zoya said. “They’ll at least know each other by name.”


  Natalya groaned.


  Zoya looked over at her. “What?”


  “I hadn’t thought of that. We’re bringing up cadets all in the same year. What could go wrong?” The wry grin twisted her mouth to the side.


  Zoya laughed. “Yeah. Well, there’s that.”


  Beth grinned. “You had some missing stairs in your class ladder?”


  “I think everybody does,” Zoya said. “I didn’t think of that until Nat mentioned it.”


  Pip snorted. “I have a suspicion that Alys may have more than one objective in mind with this. That doesn’t negate the issue we have with the Chernyakova and the new training ship. I want to slow this down and give everybody a chance to take the job they want as much as possible.”


  “What do you see as the next steps?” Beth asked.


  “I’d like you, Ishmael, and me to get our heads together after dinner. We’re going to have to tell our crew. The sooner we do that, the better.”


  “Most of them will be on liberty,” Zoya said.


  Pip grinned. “I’m counting on it. Fewer people under foot. I figure they’ll all get it faster as rumor than an actual announcement. I’m pretty comfortable with saying I’ll be moving over to the training ship. I know all of us said we want to go, but faced with the reality of the situation, it’s not too late to mix and match.”


  “Alys will want some input on who she puts on the Academy vessel,” Beth said.


  I nodded my agreement. “We’ve got a couple of days to figure out what Phoenix is going to do. I’m all in favor of helping out Alys and the Academy but I also don’t want to shortchange the people who got us here.” I gave Zoya and Natalya a nod in turn. “That includes both of you, as well as Tom, and Kim.”


  “Any questions we can answer now?” Pip asked.


  “You’re going to be available during the handoff?” Abe asked.


  Pip nodded. “We’re planning on it, yes. We think the right way to do it is swap the captains and leave the rest of the officers for a couple of days.”


  “I’m not wedded to the idea,” I said. “That’s one of the things I’d like to discuss.”


  “So? Pull the bandage off fast or slow?” Reynolds asked.


  “Basically.”


  “If you’re going to be available, I’m in the ‘fast’ camp,” Beth said. “There won’t be that much difference doing it over a course of days or all at once with each of you available to coach and break trail for us.”


  “We can do that,” I said.


  Pip looked up at me. “I thought we had a plan.”


  “Plans change. I’m thinking of the ripple effect on the crew more than anything. We can wait on moving into the new ship. Grab us some rooms at the Higher Up. It’s not that far from the docks. We can stay there and be available at a moment’s notice.”


  “Why not move aboard?” he asked.


  “No galley. We’d have to leave for meals anyway. Until the ship gets put together with enough crew to make it work, we may as well live in the hotel.” I shrugged. “If we’re going to do that, we can spend a few days with the next crew.”


  “Let’s not assume,” Pip said. “We’ve got some uncrossed t’s here and a few undotted i’s as well.”


  Nell came back to clear out some of the used tableware and offer refills. She broke the mood and I felt better for it. I felt pretty sure I knew what Pip had in mind.


  Pip looked around the table stopping Nell from leaving with a raised hand. “Anybody need anything else?” When the only response he got consisted of shaken heads, he looked at Nell. “I think the tab?”


  Nell nodded. “Of course, sir. I’ll be right back with that.”


  Pip stood and addressed the table. “I want to thank you all for joining us tonight. I’m looking forward to the next leg in our shared voyage.”


  Nell returned with the tab; he punched in a tip before thumbing it. “Thank you, Nell. We’ll be out of here in a few ticks and you can clean up.”


  She gave him a big smile. “No hurry, and thank you for dining with us this evening.”


  Everybody took the hint and stood but nobody seemed really sure about what to do.


  “What’s next?” Abe asked.


  Several other people leaned in to hear Pip’s answer.


  “Tonight? I’m going to ask Captain Case to join Ishmael and me for a little after-dinner conference about what the next steps might be. You’re free to enjoy what’s left of your evening. I’ve got all your contact information. Expect something more concrete from me tomorrow. We’ll have to wait until Friday for Alys Giggone and the rest of the new officers. Does that work for everybody?”


  Natalya gave Zoya a look involving a raised eyebrow and a nod at the open door.


  Zoya nodded back.


  “Zee and I are going to go hang out on the oh-two deck for a bit before heading back to the ship. Anybody wants to join us while the bosses get back to work?” Natalya asked. She started for the door without waiting for an answer.


  Zoya gave Ms. Southern a nudge and nod. “You too, Pat, if you’re up for it. You can keep Nat entertained while the civilized people chat. Abe? You’re included if you want to join us.”


  “I’m in,” Kim said with a smile at Abe Kotawalla.


  Pip stopped Zoya on the way by and said something I couldn’t catch.


  In a few ticks they’d all funneled out, leaving Pip and me standing in the dining room with Beth. “What’d you say to Zoya?” I asked as Pip strolled up to where we stood.


  “Save the receipt,” he said. “Phoenix will pick up their tab since they’re basically doing the pre-interview interviews.”


  Captain Case laughed. “I thought that’s what this dinner was.”


  Pip grinned. “In a manner of speaking. I wanted to get a feel for people in the group before digging in.”


  A couple of employees with trays showed up at the door but stopped just inside.


  Pip waved them forward. “Come in, come in. We’re just leaving.”


  We filed out past them as they began the process of stripping the table, Pip leading the way out to the promenade. The rest of our party had almost made it to the lift as we exited Freddy Mac’s.


  Pip stepped out of the line of traffic, drawing us with him as if by gravity. “So, Beth? Would you prefer Captain Case?”


  “Unless you’re going to get all formal on me, I’d prefer Beth.”


  “Now that it’s just us, how do you really feel about being shanghaied into the captain’s chair?”


  She gave him a grin. “How do you feel about having a stranger taking care of your baby?”


  He laughed. “Honestly, I figured I’d be riding that bus until it went to the breakers, so this is all new for me.”


  She looked at me. “Ishmael?” She gave me an unflinching stare. “You’ve got as much at stake here as he does. Maybe more.”


  “Chernyakova is a good ship, but I’m kinda looking forward to a new challenge. I don’t know you well enough to say no against Alys Giggone’s recommendation.”


  “You’ve got the chops,” Pip said, interrupting our tête-à-tête. “I read your jacket this afternoon. You’ve got the experience. The seniority. Solid record with Saltzman. High marks on your reviews. I guess the question is whether or not you want the job?”


  “You offering?” she asked.


  “I’m prepared to.”


  “You’re not going to ask him?” she asked with a nod in my direction.


  Pip shook his head. “I’m CEO. I also know what he thinks already.”


  She laughed and looked at me. “Does he?”


  “Yeah. I suspect he does.”


  “Can I see the ship first?” she asked.


  “I’d have been disappointed if you hadn’t asked,” Pip said. “Shall we go?”


  “What? Now?” Her eyes widened.


  “Why? You got a date or something?” Pip asked, grinning at her. “This time of day, most of the crew is off. Tom won’t be surprised if we show up dragging you along.”


  “Tom?” she asked.


  “Tom Reed. Second mate at the moment,” I said. “He and Kim Fortuner are trading seats so she can get some time in grade as second,” I said.


  “Not until he takes the first-mate exam,” Pip said. “You let him off that hook and you know damn well he’ll overlook it.”


  I laughed. “He’s not wrong,” I said, answering Beth’s quizzical look. “Tom says he likes being second mate and has no desire to move up the ranks.”


  “We always need second mates,” she said. “Is he a problem?”


  “Not in the least. You know many seconds who’d take backseat so a third could move up?”


  She frowned a little and shook her head. “Never heard it being an option.”


  “We’ve always been a little unorthodox,” Pip said. “Come on. May as well refill the scuttlebutt by parading you around the ship a little.”


  She snorted a laugh but fell into step with me as Pip led the way to the lift.


  “You think you can work with Southern and Reynolds?” I asked her.


  She pursed her lips. “I suspect so. Any new crew would take some getting used to. We said it before. It’s only an odd situation because the entire officer corps is moving.”


  “Any reservations?”


  She glanced over and me and laughed. “You’re getting a whole new crew all at once. Any reservations?”


  I laughed and nodded. “Yeah. Stupid question.”


  “You know the question I want answered?” Pip asked as he pushed the button on the lift. “Is this the best way to accomplish the task?”


  “I’m not sure I know what the task is,” Beth said.


  He nodded. “That’s where I am. Alys got a ship. Probably donated by Manchester as part of some deal they made with the CPJCT. She’s getting heat from the trustees to put it to use.”


  “Where are you going with this?” I asked.


  He shook his head. “I don’t know. I can see a certain logic in bringing out a whole crew from the cadets to make them learn the workings of the ship. They do it here on the orbitals.”


  “True,” Beth said. “But they’re not turning the orbital over to the cadets. Just a few at a time to work with experienced people.”


  Pip nodded as the lift doors opened and a few people in civilian clothes headed out and around the promenade. Pip put his hand over the door to keep it from closing before Beth and I got in. “Same with summer cruises. The ships only take a few cadets so they can learn from the people doing the job. We’re going to have to teach them all.”


  “Some will have ratings. Or at least experience,” I said.


  Beth nodded. “Is she going to pick them or are you?”


  “We are, I think,” Pip said. “Zoya requested that we be allowed to interview the cadets who want to get into the program so that the selection wasn’t based on some academic or socioeconomic criteria.”


  “Socioeconomic?” Beth asked.


  “It’ll add a stanyer to their Academy time. For some students, that’s not tenable,” I said. “Family ships expecting the kid back. Co-ops looking to start making use of their skills as soon as possible.”


  “Some will be privileged,” Pip said. “They may have shipboard experience already or come from big spacer families.”


  “Like Saltzman,” Beth said.


  Pip nodded. “Saltzman. Colby. There’s a dozen or more. We’d like to see cadets who don’t have that privilege getting a bit of a hand up.”


  She frowned. “That going to be possible?”


  Pip and I both shrugged.


  “Maybe,” he said. “We’re going to give it a try at least.”


  Chapter 7


  Newmar Orbital: 
 May 2, 2379


  Evening


  The lift doors opened on the docks. We dodged through the waiting spacers and headed three abreast toward the Chernyakova’s berth.


  “What would you do if we didn’t hire you?” Pip asked, glancing at Beth.


  She shrugged but didn’t miss a beat. “Find another berth. I’ve got some savings. I can live on campus for very little.” She glanced over at him. “Wouldn’t Alys skin you alive?”


  He laughed. “Yeah. Well. I’ve been skinned before. It would depend on how much we screwed up her plans. You’d be taking the new ship if Ishmael wasn’t.”


  That made her miss a step. “What?”


  “Alys’s plan is to give the training vessel to us, but her plan B is to fill in any holes from the people she’s invited to take the Chernyakova.” He paused and shot her a grin. “You didn’t know that part?”


  “She only said she has a ship for me. She talked about the Chernyakova but didn’t mention the training vessel as a possibility.”


  We stopped in front of the lock and I keyed it open.


  “You knew who I was, though,” Pip said. “When I sent you the invite for dinner?”


  Beth grinned at him. “Wasn’t much mystery. You signed it as CEO of Phoenix Freight.”


  I led our little band into the ship and checked in with the watchstander, who jumped to attention when he saw me coming up the ramp with a guest. “Mr. Jenson. We’re back, and we’ve brought a guest. Please log Captain Elizabeth Case aboard.”


  “Of course, sar.” He turned to Beth, holding a thumb pad. “If you’d thumb in, sar?”


  Beth paused for a moment before pressing her thumb down.


  Jenson checked the terminal and nodded. “Thank you, Captain Case. Welcome to the Chernyakova.” He nodded to me.


  “We’ll be wandering around the ship, Mr. Jenson,” I said. “Is Mr. Reed in the office?”


  “Last I knew he was heading for the mess deck for coffee, Captain.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Jenson. Carry on.”


  I led them into the ship with Pip bringing up the rear.


  “Jenson? Spec/2 astrogation?” Beth asked.


  “Yes. Good crew,” I said. “He’s studying for spec/1. I think he’ll make it the next time.”


  We met Kris Cross coming the other way with a cup of coffee. She saw us coming and flattened against the bulkhead. “Evening, Skipper.” She blinked when she saw Beth. “Captain. Mr. Carstairs.”


  “You’re the messenger of the watch, Ms. Cross?” I asked.


  “Yes, sar. Mr. Reed’s on the mess deck if you need him.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Cross.” I smiled at her. She’d come a long way from the jumpy apprentice we’d hired in Breakall. We left her standing against the bulkhead as we passed.


  “Why did she call you captain twice?” Beth asked as we turned the corner.


  “She didn’t,” I said. “She called me skipper. She called you captain.”


  “Because I look like a captain,” she said, a hint of disbelief in her voice.


  “Yeah,” Pip said. “I don’t know why it is you captains don’t recognize it. Everybody else certainly does.”


  We made the turn into the mess deck and surprised Tom seated at the designated officers’ table. “Skipper. Back so soon?” His gaze jumped to Beth and then Pip. He placed his cup down on the table and stood.


  “Mr. Reed, this is Captain Beth Case,” Pip said.


  He came out from behind the table and extended a hand. “Welcome aboard the Chernyakova, Captain.”


  “Mr. Reed,” she said, shaking his hand.


  “We’re just having a little look around,” Pip said.


  “How’d dinner go?” he asked.


  Pip shot a little grin at Beth. “So far so good, I think.”


  “I’ll hang here unless you need me,” Tom said.


  “Thanks. Carry on, Mr. Reed,” I said.


  “This look familiar?” Pip asked, looking at Beth.


  She gave a low laugh. “Yeah. Galley through there?” She pointed at the closed galley door. She nodded at the darkened screens on the bulkheads. “That’s different.”


  “The ship has cameras on the outside of the hull,” I said. “We can route the views here when underway.”


  “We can route anything from the shipnet there,” Pip said. “Mostly they just act like windows.”


  “They’re off now?”


  “Nobody here while we’re docked and the view on the other side of the lock is more interesting,” Tom said. He picked up his tablet and turned to a nearby screen. It came to life, showing an empty dock and a Barbell in Allied Hauler livery nuzzled up to the dock beyond.


  “Still not a bad view,” she said. “Whose idea was that?”


  “I’m not sure,” I said. “Natalya did all the work installing the screens, but her predecessor had the foresight to install the cameras and cabling when we rebuilt the ship at Dree.”


  “How long has Ms. Regyri been with you?”


  “About three stanyers,” I said. “We had the ship rebuilt in ’74.”


  “We got Zoya and Nat at the same time,” Pip said. “Package deal.”


  “So you’re used to getting multiple officers at once,” Beth said, grinning at me.


  “It wasn’t as difficult as I thought it might be,” I said. “They’re both highly competent and the crew had been with us a while by then.”


  Beth laughed. “Sounds familiar. Where to next?”


  I led us off the mess deck with a nod to Tom. We headed up the ladder to officer country. “Anything look odd here?” I asked at the top of the ladder.


  Beth shook her head. She pointed to each door in turn. “Cabin, first mate, engineering, second mate, third, cargo. Looks like a Barbell.”


  I laughed. “Yeah. Let’s talk a bit.” I led the way into the cabin and Pip closed the door behind us as we settled in the various chairs.


  Beth took a moment to stare at the mural. “It’s ...”


  “Gray,” I said with a little chuckle. “It’s gray. Pip will pay for it to be repainted.”


  “I was going to say ‘beautiful’ but yeah. It’s gray.” She smiled at me. “You do that?”


  “I had help, but yes.” I looked at Pip with a nod. “I’m good.”


  Pip nodded. “Me, too.” He twisted sideways in his seat to face Beth. “We’d be happy to offer you the job. Normal salary plus 10 percent over base and benefits for a captain of your seniority. We’ll pay for repainting the cabin.”


  “What’s with the paint?” she asked. “Some kind of inside joke?”


  “My first ship with DST,” I said. “The owner always threw it in as a bonus. Whenever he put a new captain on one of his ships, he gave them the going rate ‘and we’ll repaint the cabin for you’ as a sweetener.”


  She laughed. “You’re serious?”


  I nodded and looked around. “I didn’t paint it when it came out of the yard in Dree. We flew around for a long time with just the default panels.”


  “No time?”


  “No idea what I wanted. I wasn’t exactly at my best.”


  She looked at the mural. “It’s some kind of seabird, isn’t it?”


  “A shearwater. One of the gulls that spends its life at sea,” I said.


  She pursed her lips and her gaze raked along the shape. “Fitting,” she said. She straightened around to look at Pip “Plus twelve.”


  Pip stuck out his hand. “Base plus twelve.”


  She shook his hand.


  “I’ll have the contract ready for you before you leave,” he said. “It’s on my terminal.”


  “You were that sure?” she asked.


  “Cost me nothing to be prepared,” he said. “I also figured that Alys wouldn’t send us a dud. The only real question was whether or not you’d be willing to work with us.”


  “I’ve been sitting in a cottage on campus contemplating my life choices for the last two months,” she said with a grin. “Do you think I’d turn down a job?”


  “It’s not your typical job,” he said. “You don’t know us at all. You’re inheriting a crew but getting all new officers, who also don’t know the crew. We’ve made most of them quite wealthy with the shares and paid off the ship. So at least you’re only dealing with depreciation in terms of expense. There’s no debt service.”


  She frowned at that and looked back and forth between Pip and me again. “That’s the second time you’ve mentioned wealthy crew. How wealthy?”


  “Most of them have earned at least a million credits over the last three stanyers,” Pip said. “We’ve all earned more than that, of course.”


  Her jaw crept downward as her eyes widened. “What?”


  Pip shrugged. “We had some windfalls. The quarter shares probably only made half that but almost everybody is half share now. All the full shares earned something north of a million credits.”


  “And they’re still working?” she asked leaning forward.


  “Why wouldn’t they?” I asked. “It’s not really enough to retire on. Especially for somebody who’s just starting out. Here, they know they’ve got a good job, comfortable working conditions, and the possibility of making even more.”


  Beth sat back in her chair and shook her head. “Is this some kind of sick joke?”


  Pip shook his head. “No. You haven’t signed yet.” He paused and tilted his head to the side. “If you need to reconsider? Want to think it over more? We’d understand.”


  “Merciful Maude. You’ve got ratings worth a million credits?”


  “Yeah. Most of them. There’s an active investment club below decks. They did that on their own.” Pip said. “Mr. Reed and I offered them some advice when they started, but they’ve been operating on their own for the last few months.”


  “Investing? What? Are they investing in Phoenix?” she asked, incredulity dripping from her words.


  “No. We’re not a traded stock,” he said. “I don’t know what their portfolios look like in any detail. They’ve got some transportation, some manufacturing. I know they’ve invested a bit in Usoko Mining but I’m not sure whether they like the company or just like Zoya.”


  “She must be worth billions.” Beth’s voice barely rose above a whisper. “Why’s she only first mate?”


  “When she gets her master’s ticket, she could buy her own ship from pocket change, I think,” Pip said.


  Beth’s eyes narrowed. “This is surreal. It’s not happening.”


  “Oh, I assure you,” Pip said, sitting back in his chair a bit. “It’s happening. Although, if you want to back out, I’d certainly understand.”


  “No. I don’t want to back out.” She leaned forward. “I want to know how you did it.”


  Pip sat back in his chair and held up his index finger. “We run the company so we get a fair accounting. Everything comes through us.” He held up a second finger. “While we pay dividends to our stockholders, we are not publicly held. We do not need to satisfy some nebulous herd of stockholders. Since Ishmael holds 51 percent, we only have to keep him happy.”


  “I’m happy,” I said. “Even though I’ll be giving up my 10 percent of the share pool plus double shares for being captain, I’ll keep my piece of the owner’s share in dividends with you in the hot seat.”


  Pip held up a third finger. “We don’t just take whatever CPJCT decides we can carry.”


  She frowned at that. “What? You’re smugglers?”


  “Only technically,” Pip said. “We do most of our trade in the Toe-Holds.”


  She sat there for so long staring at Pip that I thought maybe we’d overloaded her. She laughed, the peals rolling off the bulkheads. She got herself under control after a few moments. “You really had me going there.”


  Pip resettled himself and glanced at me.


  I shrugged back.


  “What?” she asked.


  “We’re not joking,” I said.


  “You have to be,” she said. “There’s nothing out in the Toe-Holds. Yeah, I know Saltzman runs a few ships out there occasionally, but who the hell can support that kind of trade out there?”


  “RUTS, for one,” Pip said. “Most of Natalya’s cargoes are from a Usoko Mining station in the Toe-Holds to the Usoko refineries in Margary.”


  “They do a bit with the finished metals in New Caledonia, I think. Higbee buys a lot of it,” I said.


  Pip nodded. “Yeah. True. I’d forgotten that.”


  “Wait? What’s RUTS?” she asked. “Kotawalla asked Natalya about that at dinner, didn’t he?”


  Pip nodded. “That’s her freight company. Regyri Usoko Transportation Service. RUTS. I thought it was just one ship, but I don’t keep up with her as much as I should.”


  “You’re saying that there are actual settlements in the Toe-Holds? And that Natalya runs a shipping company out there?” she asked. “And Zoya Usoko? Does she help?”


  We both shrugged.


  “I don’t know what role Zoya plays, if any. Board member maybe,” Pip said. “Of course there are settlements out there. They were the Western Annex before the CPJCT came along. What I’m not saying is that I’m convinced that at least 80 percent of all freight traffic in the Western Annex has at least its destination or source in the Toe-Holds,” Pip said.


  “That’s insane,” she said. “They’re just ghost towns.”


  I sighed. “That’s why Alys wants us to take over the training ship. To teach officers that the CPJCT party line isn’t exactly representative of the reality of life here in the Western Annex.”


  “I don’t believe you.” She scowled and looked back and forth between us. “Why are you saying this?”


  “Because you need to know what you’re getting into when you take over this ship,” I said.


  Her expression went flat and blank—her formal captain’s face. “For the record, you’re suggesting that I violate CPJCT regulations and participate in smuggling?”


  “We’re suggesting no such thing,” Pip said, drawing her back attention to him. “We have never broken a CPJCT regulation.”


  “You just got done telling me that you carried goods from the Toe-Holds,” she said. “Explain.”


  “It’s not against any regulation to land freight at any dock,” he said. “If you land it at an orbital, it has to come from an approved and documented source.”


  “So where do you land these Toe-Hold cargoes if not on an orbital?” she asked, her brow still stormy but her tone less frosty.


  “Well, when we come to Newmar, we usually stop at Franklin Industries.”


  She tilted her head to one side a few degrees. “How is that legal? Franklin Industries operates in CPJCT-controlled space. They’re bound by the same regulations.”


  “Franklin Industries is not a CPJCT orbital,” Pip said. “They operate an autonomous manufacturing plant making consumer electronics which they sell all over the Western Annex.”


  Her frown deepened. “You’re saying that they’re not bound by the same regulations?”


  “You’re not hearing me. They are not an orbital. They are no more bound by the CPJCT regulations on traffic to and from orbitals than a yacht would be.”


  She looked to me and then back at Pip. “That’s ridiculous.”


  “I didn’t make the rules,” Pip said. “I follow them. Scrupulously.”


  “Then why’re there always stories about some idiot trying to smuggle goods onto an orbital?”


  “The answer’s in the question,” Pip said. “‘Some idiot.’ Anybody with a brain would just follow the rules and unload stuff where it was legal to do so.”


  “If you read those stories carefully, you find that most of them tried to land an outlawed product in a system that didn’t allow it,” I said. “Some of the corporations can be strict about things they don’t like and they enforce it at the orbital level. That’s why we have embargo lockers. You’ll occasionally see somebody screw up and try to land goods without proper documentation, but that’s almost always a case of administration failure.”


  Her scowl relaxed a fraction as she looked back and forth between us for a few moments. “If you unload the can at Franklin, how do you get here? Barbells can’t move without a can.”


  “Usually Franklin has a can coming in this direction. If not, they have a whole yard full of empties. The can doesn’t have to be filled and there’s no regulation against docking with an empty can,” Pip said. “If all else fails, Franklin just stamps the can as theirs and we bring it here.”


  Pip waited a few heartbeats for that to sink in. “You’re free to back down. I won’t hold that handshake against you. You can check the regulations yourself, if you like. I can send you the citations, but you’d trust your own research more.”


  “Alys knows about this?”


  Pip and I both nodded.


  “We might have jumped the queue on her,” Pip said. “It’s certain to come up when we get together on Friday.”


  “This makes no sense.” She looked back and forth between us a couple of times, a frown pulling her eyebrows almost together. “If I accept this idea—and I’ll be checking the regs—if I accept that CPJCT permits this ridiculous setup? Why do they have the back doors? They’d have to be in almost every system.”


  “Only in CPJCT-controlled systems,” Pip said. “The Toe-Holds have no such restrictions. We can take a can from Newmar and land it at Mel’s or Dark Knight without any problem. But you’re right. Back doors exist in almost every CPJCT system. Here in Venitz, I think there might be one system that doesn’t have one.”


  “What purpose could it possibly serve? Why all the misdirection?”


  Pip shrugged and pursed his lips. “I’ve never been able to nail down an answer. I suspect that most of these backdoor stations existed before the orbitals got set up. They served as outposts while CPCJT developed. I believe that the CPJCT knew that every orbital needed the commercial exchange of goods in order to prosper. Most of the company leases needed markets and provided markets in turn. The CPJCT had a vested interest in convincing people to trade in their orbitals instead of taking the goods and revenue out to the Toe-Holds. So, they built in this bizarre set of regulations and practices.”


  “Speculation,” she said.


  Pip nodded. “Yes, complete speculation on my part, but it explains what we see out there. I’m pretty sure there are some old folks hanging around who might be able to shed some light on this. Original members of the actual joint committee. I have to believe that it’s named Confederated Planets Joint Committee on Trade for a reason. It’s to regulate trade in such a way that it benefits the members of the organization—namely the companies that lease the systems. As a hypothesis, it explains the way CPJCT operates the High Line.”


  “If they want to funnel trade to the orbitals, then why the back doors?”


  Pip’s pursed lips transformed into a grin. “Again, speculation. They couldn’t cut these existing stations out of the loop without a lot of alienation. Almost all of them existed before the orbitals were established. Probably served as staging areas for construction, in some cases. I also think it’s because they need the Toe-Holds to provide raw materials and to serve as markets for the finished goods that all these orbital and zero-G factories produce. These backdoor stations let the CPJCT benefit from the Toe-Holds without having to recognize they exist.”


  “That’s crazy.” She shook her head. “The Toe-Holds are barely habitable.”


  “There’s a whole lot of people at Mel’s Place who’d argue. And tens of thousands of cattle at The Ranch,” Pip said.


  “What’s that prove? A couple of these stations out in the Dark? That’s not exactly high commerce.”


  Pip bowed his head. “Sorry. There is no good reason you should believe us.”


  “I didn’t believe it either,” I said. “When we started this business. I thought he was pulling a prank on me.”


  “You’re both serious,” she said.


  Pip and I both nodded.


  “I’ve been there,” I said. “I can show you the logs. We can take you up to the bridge and show you the charts. He’s telling you the truth.”


  “I’ve been a captain for over a decade. I’ve heard scuttlebutt and bar stories, but they’re not real. This has to be some kind of joke.” She stared hard at Pip. “A test to see if I’m gullible?”


  “Just because you don’t believe it, doesn’t mean it’s not real,” Pip said. “I can prove it to you by taking you to a Toe-Hold. Dark Knight or Mel’s Place or maybe The Ranch. I can show you the charts. What proof would you need to accept that I’m being serious?”


  She took a deep breath and her resting captain’s face relaxed a little more. “Show me the charts for a start.”


  “You know that I could be faking them, right?” Pip said.


  She nodded. “I know. It would be a lot of work for you to do that. I can’t see any reason why you would, and that’s making my brain itch.”


  “Come on, then,” Pip said. “Let’s go up to the bridge.”


  He stood and held the door open for Beth and me. On the bridge she looked around, crossing to the captain’s chair as if on auto-pilot but stopped herself from sitting at the last moment. “Looks like a Barbell.” She offered a tentative smile. “Astrogation there?” she asked, pointing to a console.


  I nodded and fired it up, using my credentials to bring up the navigation display. “We could have done this in the cabin. We’ve enabled every console on the ship to display any other console. The only one that it doesn’t work very well with is the helm. It’s only one of three on the ship with the necessary controls.”


  “I knew that was possible,” she said. “Saltzman didn’t allow it. It gave too many people access they shouldn’t have.”


  “We’re pretty stingy on credentials,” I said. “This is active. You want to bring up the charts? It’s standard interface.”


  She took a seat at the console and had the local system chart up with only a few keystrokes. “Now what?”


  “Note the icon for Franklin,” Pip said. “It’s an open circle. The orbital is filled.”


  “Yeah. Standard iconography,” she said.


  “Zoom out to the Venitz sector,” he said.


  She tapped a few keys and the screen filled with icons. “All right. This is a standard view. I’m not seeing anything new.”


  “Look at Blanchard,” Pip said.


  She zoomed in on the Blanchard system. “Looks like Blanchard.”


  “And there’s a smelter there,” Pip said. “Just outside the second belt.”


  “There are three. Two don’t have docking rings, “ she said, pointing to the small x’s.


  “But the third one does. Ghardin Mining Services,” he said. “Open circle. Docking ring.”


  She nodded. “How else can they get supplies in and materials out?”


  “Anybody can dock anything in that ring,” Pip said. “No regs against it.”


  She stiffened in the chair, her back straightening. “That’s not true.”


  “Can you prove it?” Pip asked. “Can you show me the regulation?”


  “You’re the cargo master,” she said. “There’s a whole section on authorized cargo.”


  Pip nodded. “Yes. There is.” He pulled up his tablet and flipped through a few screens before turning it so she could see. “Here’s the actual regulation. Notice that every instance references ‘CPJCT orbital?’”


  “Well, yes, but that’s a CPJCT orbital,” she said, pointing at the console.


  “No,” Pip said. “That’s the point. It’s not. It’s in CPJCT space, it’s in orbit, but it’s not a CPJCT orbital. Pull up the detail.”


  She frowned at him but tapped the keys to open a window. “This says Ghardin Mining Services and lists a contact. So?”


  “Do the same thing with the Blanchard Orbital,” he said.


  She shifted the window focus. “It says CPJCT. What does that prove?”


  “Only CPJCT orbitals have regulations about who can dock what. Says so right here.” He held the tablet up again. “They even label them as such in the astrogation databases, along with the approved CPJCT systems that form the various sectors in the High Line.”


  “Approved CPJCT systems,” she said. “You’re saying there are un-approved systems?”


  He laughed. “Yeah. That’s what we’ve been saying all along. The default astrogation display only shows the High Line systems although there are some special stations scattered around that can show up.”


  “This is nonsense,” she said. “You can’t be serious.”


  “Oh, he’s serious,” I said. “We don’t require that you believe us right now. We’ll still hire you to take over the Chernyakova.”


  “You’ve probably seen them before but didn’t recognize what you were looking at,” Pip said. “Just like the docking rings. Salzman dictated your route, picked your cargoes, determined your cut of the action. You had no real reason to question it. They didn’t go out of their way to disabuse you of your view. I’m pretty sure the big haulers may have governing contracts with CPJCT, but I can’t prove it.”


  “Geoff Maloney was a CPJCT rep,” I said. “He ran Diurnia Salvage and Transport before he died. We only hit High Line ports. In hindsight, I wonder at that. I never did find out who took his seat.”


  “Ames Jarvis,” Pip said. “DST’s CEO. I looked it up.”


  I nodded. It connected a lot of dots for me, but Beth kept shaking her head.


  “You’re not convincing me that there’s a whole shadow Annex out there in the Deep Dark.”


  “Get the Annex view,” Pip said. “Say you wanted to get to Aberdoon in New Caledonia. Pull all the way back until you can see the whole Annex.”


  She sighed and shook her head. “This isn’t proving anything.”


  “Humor me for a few more ticks,” Pip said.


  She flipped the screen up and the familiar necklace of sectors appeared on the screen. Each sector held a multitude of dots in a rough approximation of the actual sector chart.


  “Notice that notation at the bottom corner? Authorized Systems?” Pip asked.


  “Yeah. That’s always there.”


  “Click on it,” Pip said. “It’s a menu. Pick Unauthorized Systems.”


  She laughed. “That’s crazy.”


  “Humor me.”


  She turned back to the screen and clicked. When the menu popped up, she froze. “This can’t be real.”


  “Enable it,” Pip said.


  She clicked it and the entire screen filled up with icons: High Line sectors shaded in green, Toe-Holds only points of various sizes in amber. “What the hell?”


  “Those are all the charted stations in Toe-Hold space. There are more, but we haven’t picked up an update lately. The main ones are there. Bigger dots are larger stations.”


  “You can’t chart a course to any of the Toe-Holds while docked in a CPJCT orbital,” I said. “You need to file an authorized flight plan that ends in another CPJCT orbital before you can undock.”


  “Of course,” she said. “Safety.”


  “Not exactly,” I said. “Once you undock, you can set a course for anyplace in the Annex. So from here, we’d set a course for Aberdoon and take a can we need to deliver to—pick a station. Dark Knight Station is close.” I reached over to point it out. “We’ve got long legs and can make that in a few days after we get to the Burleson limit. Most of the time is maneuvering on the other end to match with the station. The biggest problem with working in the High Line is the depth of the gravity wells. We spend weeks getting out of them in a Barbell and more weeks getting back in. Out there, the stations aren’t always in the Goldilocks zone. There’s no reason for them to be except for rare cases like The Ranch that relies on the light and heat from the system primary, but even they keep their trade hub out near the limit so it’s easy to get out.”


  “But we wouldn’t arrive in Aberdoon,” she said.


  “And?” I asked. “Nobody there is chasing down ships that don’t arrive unless some owner someplace blows a whistle saying their ship is overdue.”


  “Of course they do,” she said.


  “No, they don’t,” Pip said. “That’s the point. Nobody ever told you they would. You just assume that it’s a safety feature. Here, you file so you can undock. After that nobody in the entirety of the Western Annex gives a rusty rocket nozzle about you unless you’ve got somebody expecting you to arrive somewhere. As long as you follow the rules in CPJCT space by getting outside the safety limit before you bring up your sails, you’re good. Physics controls when you can jump after that. Saltzman tracks them because they like to know that their captains are doing the job. They’d need to file documents to recover insurance if a catastrophe happens. I suspect the same is true of all the major haulers.”


  “What CPJCT cares about is that you deliver a can that came from a CPJCT system. Not just an orbital,” I said. “We drop a can of finished metal at Franklin? They don’t even check to see where it’s from. We pick up a can of finished goods and deliver it to the orbital. Orbital sees it’s from Franklin. It’s got all the right documentation to support its provenance. It’s fine.”


  “The Trade Investigation Commission doesn’t care. TIC only cares if somebody gets stupid or careless. They mostly want to make sure the forms are followed. That all the ‘Good Actors’ stay on the good side of the line,” Pip said. “They have some reasonable requirements when it comes to licensing and certifications and enforce those. Nobody wants people who don’t know what they’re doing out there. When you bring a multi-kiloton freighter up to the skin of a multi-trillion credit structure filled with people, it’s good to know that the person in charge understands basic concepts like inertia.”


  “So everything isn’t a lie,” Beth said.


  “None of it is a lie. Operational inertia can be just as damaging as physical. When you always do what you’ve always done, you tend to see what you expect to see.” Pip nodded at the screen. “Those backdoor stations always existed. You’ve always seen them.”


  “Well, when I was second mate, yes,” she said with a grin. “I haven’t actually used one of these consoles in a long time.” She looked back at the screen, sliding her captain’s face firmly into place. “You’re saying that the Toe-Holds are more lucrative.”


  “Yes,” Pip said.


  “Why?” she asked, looking up at him. “If you’re moving the same basic materials, market forces indicate the value of those materials.”


  “They do, yes,” Pip said. “A can of refined steel will cost about the same amount at Newmar as it would at Mel’s Place. We’d earn about the same if we took a can from Zvezda Moya to either of those two ports.”


  “Zvezta what?”


  “Zvezda Moya. It’s a Usoko Mining station in the Toe-Holds about equidistant from Newmar and Mel’s,” I said.


  “Usoko Mining is out there?”


  “Sure. Manchester, Pravda, Mellon-Merc. Pick any of the top ten companies in the Western Annex. They’re all out there,” Pip said. “Some of the freight companies have hubs there. The Carstairs main office is out there.”


  “You’re Philip Carstairs,” she said, blinking up at him. “One of the actual Carstairs?”


  “Well, yeah,” he said. “I grew up on a Carstairs fast packet.”


  “Does Zoya know about this Zvesta place?”


  “Zvezda Moya,” Pip said, enunciating each syllable clearly. “‘My Star’ in Russian, I think. And yes, she knows it’s there. She and Natalya built it, from what I’ve heard of the story.”


  “You’re not kidding,” she said.


  “No. I’ve a reputation for being a bit of a trickster, but I’m being straight with you now.”


  “He’s not kidding,” I said. “About either of those.”


  “So if I ask your spec/2 astrogation—what was his name? Jenson?—to plot the course for this Zvezda Moya, he’d do it?”


  “Mr. Jenson would run the initial numbers and pass them to Mr. Reed for verification, yes,” I said. “Of course, you’ve got a new second mate coming. I don’t know what they’d do with it.”


  “David Skaggs,” Pip said. “He’s from Allied, so he may or may not know about the Toe-Holds.”


  “Why doesn’t everybody know?” she said. “That’s what I keep coming back to. You’re acting like this is common knowledge.”


  “If you have no reason to look, there’s very little chance you can see,” I said. “Believe me. I started with Federated Freight. I found out about places like Odin’s Outpost over in Diurnia when I made captain, but I just saw it as an anomaly. I was so tied up in the next task, the next cargo, the next port, I never thought about what else might exist out there in the Deep Dark. The curriculum at the Academy makes it sound like the Toe-Holds existed just long enough to jump-start the High Line and then everybody moved into the orbitals.”


  “And you’re saying that’s not correct,” she said, turning in her chair to look at us. “This chart seems to say that’s not correct.”


  “I am,” I said. “I’ve been out there. Seen it. Honestly, the first time I jumped to a Toe-Hold station, I thought I would be walking into a junkyard and couldn’t imagine what they’d do with a can of black malt.”


  “Black malt?” she asked.


  “It goes into beer,” Pip said. “It’s cheaper to ship the ingredients and make your own beer than it is to ship the beer. A full can of black malt would make an ocean of beer. It was our first significant cargo.”


  “Beer,” she said, and frowned at us, her resting captain’s face descending like a mask. She stood, drawing herself up to her full height. “I don’t take kindly to being hazed, gentlemen. I have to admit, you put on a good show. You’re very convincing, but you’re standing there telling me nonsense. As in literally no sense. I don’t know what possessed you to think that this was a good idea, or that you needed to do it to begin with, but I’m done with it. I’m done with you. If this is how you treat people, I want nothing to do with you.”


  Pip nodded. “Fair enough. I won’t hold you to that handshake.”


  “Let me walk you back to the brow and get you logged out with Mr. Jenson,” I said. I dropped down the ladders and took her back through the ship. Jenson stood when we came out of the passage. “As you were, Mr. Jenson. If you’d log Captain Case out, please?”


  Jenson nodded. “Logging out Captain Case, aye, sar.” He addressed his console and tapped a few keys. “Done, sar.”


  I keyed the lock and ushered her down the ramp, offering a hand. “It’s been a pleasure meeting you, Captain. I’m sorry we couldn’t come to an understanding. Safe voyage and best wishes on your next post.”


  She shook my hand and pursed her lips. “That’s it? You’re just going to wish me well?”


  Her question shocked a laugh out of me. “What? I should wish you ill? Why?”


  “No,” she said. “You’re going to persist in this asinine story of city-sized stations out in the Dark? A whole civilization that exists outside of CPJCT?”


  I looked around the dock, trying out various paths for the conversation in my mind. “You believe we’re hazing you. I don’t blame you. You don’t know us. You’re here because Alys Giggone thought you’d be a good fit for the Chernyakova.” I shrugged and looked her in the eyes. “I respect your wishes to distance yourself from what you believe is a misguided attempt at prank or hazing. What would you have me do? I can’t ask you to believe me because you’re convinced I’m acting in bad faith. Having been in your position myself, I understand it.” I shrugged again. “So, yes. I’m sorry we were not credible enough to convince you, but I wish you well.”


  “You aren’t going to admit it.”


  “No,” I said. “If we were actually hazing you, I’d have pulled the plug on it long before we got to the bridge. We’re not. We told you the absolute truth as much as we can know it.”


  She shook her head. “Unbelievable.”


  “Yes,” I said. “I thought the same thing once upon a time. Have a good evening, Captain.” I turned and started back up the ramp into the ship.


  “What are you going to tell Alys?” she asked.


  I turned to her. “That we need to find another captain. What else?”


  “Are you going to admit that you and your buddy drove me off with your hazing?” she asked, a blazing dare in her eyes.


  “No,” I said. “I’m going to tell her that we tried to explain the Toe-Holds to you and you didn’t believe us. What else would I say?”


  “You are unbelievable,” she said again. “But I admire your ability to stick to a story.” She turned and marched away, scattering spacers in her wake.


  I re-entered the ship and keyed the lock closed.


  “Something wrong, Skipper?” Mr. Jenson asked.


  “Nothing a good night’s sleep won’t cure, Mr. Jenson.”


  “She didn’t want the job, sar?”


  I stopped on my way to the passage into the ship. “The job, Mr. Jenson?”


  “Your job, Captain. Isn’t that why you and Mr. Carstairs were interviewing her?”


  “What gave you that impression, Mr. Jenson?”


  He shrugged. “It’s all over the docks, Skipper. You and the rest of the officers are going to work for the Academy on that new Eighty-Eight.”


  I should have known. Rumor is the only thing that travels faster than light. “Yes, Mr. Jenson. She didn’t want the job.”


  “So it’s true, sar?”


  “We’re still ironing out the creases. Given that Captain Case turned the job down, I’m not sure where that leaves us.”


  “Her loss, sar.”


  “How do you feel about it, Mr. Jenson? Having new officers.”


  “It’d be interesting,” he said. “Getting all new officers at once? That’s going to be difficult to line up, but Mr. Carstairs won’t stick us with a bunch of dummies.”


  “We’ll try to be worthy of your faith in us, Mr. Jenson.”


  I made my way back to the cabin and settled behind the console.


  Pip still sat in his customary place, fingers laced over his chest and a frown on his face. “That went well.”


  “She seemed pretty upset when I just wished her well and saw her off. She thought we’d admit to hazing her.”


  “Man, I’m so glad I never worked on a Saltzman ship,” he said.


  I raised an eyebrow at him.


  “Can you imagine being in a position where you’d expect any kind of hazing at that level? To even be considering that an employer would play those kinds of games?”


  “What did you think of the others?” I asked.


  “Reynolds struck me as a competent chief engineer. I didn’t hear too much from Southern, but Zoya didn’t seem to have any problem with her.”


  “What about Abe?” I asked. “Mr. Kotawalla have any experience in the Toe-Holds?”


  “We didn’t get into it. He wanted to talk about the math. I don’t know if he has the connections, to be honest.”


  “How much do they matter, really?”


  “For them? Not so much. It’ll be a bigger challenge with the Eighty-Eight. Cans are cans and there’s always cans. Some are better than others.” He shrugged. “I don’t think I’ve ever looked too hard for a can except for that first load of malt—and that was in the High Line.”


  “Well, and Dark Knight with Kondur,” I said.


  “Yeah, and I didn’t have enough connections to matter there. Being Philip Carstairs doesn’t make for an automatic profit-maker. I think if Abe pays attention to the fundamentals, he could do really well. The biggest challenge will be not having a central office control.”


  “You’re not going to manage them remotely?” I asked with a grin.


  He gave me a rude hand gesture by way of reply.


  “You know the crew’s already on board with this?” I asked.


  His eyebrows shot up. “They are? How do they even know?”


  “Apparently we’re the talk of the dock.”


  Pip sighed and stared at his boots for a few moments. “Well, saves us breaking the news to them. Who’d you talk to?”


  “Jenson. He saw Beth storm off.”


  He snorted. “By morning Bentley will have a betting pool going for when she comes back.”


  “Think she will?”


  He sighed. “I don’t know. A lot will depend on how Alys responds. If she explains the reality, then maybe. The larger question is whether or not we’d take her if she does.”


  “Too dogmatic?” I asked.


  “She’s unwilling to accept new information at face value before doing her own homework. She decided we were hazing her. Rather than accept it and move on, perhaps try to find out if what we said might be true or easily falsified, she walked away.” Pip shook his head. “That’s a pretty rigid stance.”


  I sighed. “I’d be willing to at least hear what she had to say about it once she calms down. But, yeah. A mark against her.”


  Zoya stepped into the cabin, Natalya on her heels.


  “Against who?” Zoya asked.


  “Captain Case has withdrawn from consideration,” I said.


  Pip craned around in his chair to look at them. “When we tried to explain about the Toe-Holds, she thought we were kidding. Hazing her.”


  Zoya slumped back against the bulkhead. “You two double-teamed her and then yanked the rug out from under her?”


  Natalya groaned and turned to bump her forehead against the door jamb.


  “What were we supposed to do? Wait until she signed the contract? After the change of command ceremony?” Pip asked.


  “You could have waited until we had them all in a group,” Zoya said. “You could have brought it up at dinner. You don’t seem to realize how crazy the whole idea sounds to somebody who’s never dealt with it before. How somebody can buy into the majority narrative so completely that any countervailing information becomes nonsense.”


  Pip wilted under Zoya’s attention.


  “She used that word. Nonsense,” I said. “She seemed pretty steamed when she left.”


  Natalya sighed and kept her forehead against the door jamb. “I’m pretty steamed myself, Captain. I can’t believe it.” She bit the words off.


  “I don’t understand,” I said.


  She nodded without turning around. “Clearly.”


  “I could use a little help here,” I said. “I’ve stepped over a line I didn’t know was there.”


  “Did you read her jacket when Carstairs sent them around?” Zoya asked.


  “Yes,” I said. “Career officer with Saltzman after the Academy. Worked up through the ranks. Got her master’s license a decade ago.”


  “Did you look at her performance evals?” Zoya asked.


  “I did,” Pip said. “They looked pretty good.”


  “Read them again,” Zoya said. “Really read them. Don’t just skim them for the numbers. Notice who signed the good ones. Who signed the not-so-good. Maybe consider why a woman who’d been systematically gas-lighted for her whole career and then discarded because she didn’t have the right genes might be a little gun-shy about why two men try to tell her that her firm view of the universe might be not quite the way she thinks it is.”


  “Two men in positions of authority,” Natalya said, sighing and turning to lean against the bulkhead beside Zoya. She gave both of us a disgusted look.


  I felt a cold rock sinking down through my chest and settling in my gut. Not just for the skinning we’d be getting from Alys Giggone, but for the abuse we’d inadvertently inflicted on somebody who deserved better.


  Pip turned back to face me and slouched back into his chair. “Well, crap.”


  Chapter 8


  Newmar Orbital: 
 May 3, 2379


  Morning


  To say Alys Giggone was not pleased would be like saying the center of a blue hyper-giant is a bit warm. Both statements, while true, vastly underrate the reality.


  “I don’t care if you two are the CEO and the captain.” She glared across my console at me. “I’m beginning to think I’ve made a serious mistake in bringing you in to train cadets. I told you we’d be getting together tomorrow evening to get everybody on the same page and now Beth Case is not only pissed at both of you, she’s pissed at me and the rest of the universe.”


  “Justifiably,” I said. “I’d apologize because I am sorry. We should have handled that differently.”


  “Damn right you should have. You should have left it to me.” Alys stared at me for a long moment before looking to Pip. “This is your doing.”


  “Yes. I orchestrated the whole evening. I wanted to see if these were people I wanted to hire.”


  “That’s all you have to say for yourself? Really?”


  Pip nodded. “What more can I say? Yes, we stepped in a pile and did a face-plant on the deck because we didn’t read her jacket closely enough. That’s on us. In hindsight, we’d have had Zoya and Natalya with us.” He shook his head and scowled. “Hell, hindsight, I’m not sure we should be signing up for this at all.”


  “What do you mean?” Alys asked, answering his scowl with one of her own.


  “I know you’re chair of the board and all, but is this project really in the best interest of Phoenix Freight? Really?” He shook his head. “I see the benefit to the Academy. Getting some high profile officers to take the ship full of cadets out to train them. Great for the trustees and fundraisers who’ll love it as fundraising fodder. I can see the potential for improving the curriculum by giving cadets some hands-on experience, especially those who came with stars in their eyes and no real idea of what it’s like. But pulling us all out of the Chernyakova to drive it? Where’s the benefit to Phoenix, because I’m not seeing it.”


  Alys settled back in her seat with a frown and just looked at him for a few moments. “Then why’d you say you’d do it?”


  Pip sighed and glanced at me. “Because you asked.”


  She seemed mollified by that, looking down at her hands for a couple of heartbeats. “And now? Have you changed your mind?” The question floated into the cabin without the heat I’d have expected.


  Pip shook his head. “Did we actually gaslight Captain Case? Did we try to convince her of something that was false? Get her to doubt her sanity based on lies?”


  “You told her that everything she knows about the High Line is false.”


  Pip shook his head. “No. We didn’t. We told her everything she thinks she knows about the Toe-Holds is false.” He paused for a beat. “All right. We might have ripped the bandage off quick, but we only ever told her the truth.”


  Alys shook her head. “Be that as it may, what are you going to do about it?”


  Pip shrugged. “I assume we’ll look for a replacement. It’s too bad, because she looked like a good fit. I had no qualms about hiring her until she flatly discarded the idea that the Toe-Holds might be the economic engine behind the Western Annex.”


  Alys sighed and looked up at the overhead. “Saltzman. Does that name mean anything to you?”


  “Probably the largest family-owned hauler in the Western Annex,” Pip said. “Annual revenues in the dozens of trillions. All their officers and most of their crews are related one way or another. They operate openly in the Toe-Holds, by the way. Which is why I didn’t think Captain Case would have a problem.”


  “So with that piece of information, can you imagine why Captain Case, newly divorced from a Saltzman relative and tossed to the side, might be just a little gun-shy when you two cornered her?” Alys asked.


  Pip nodded. “Honestly, it never occurred to me, but I get it. Carstairs runs most of their ships with family, too. The dynamic is familiar but I don’t know of any instance where we’ve forced somebody out of the company because they were related but aren’t anymore.” He shrugged. “I’d apologize, if I thought she’d accept it.”


  Alys nodded. “Well, who’ve you got lined up to replace her? Because she was pretty adamant about never wanting to see either of your faces or have anything to do with Phoenix Freight ever again.”


  “Do we know anybody who’s between jobs?” I asked.


  Pip shook his head. “Could check with Zoya. Perhaps there’s somebody in their fleet who’s ready to move up.”


  Alys blew out a long breath and sat forward, leaning on her elbows. She stared at the table for a long moment. “All right. Look. I’ll own my part in this. I’ve got a conflict of interest in staffing the Marva Collins as commandant of the Academy and chair of the Phoenix Board. I wanted to get the ship up and running with cadets on it as fast as possible. It needs a training cadre and, for all your flaws individually, you’re a great team.”


  Pip nodded. “Thanks. I think.”


  She offered him a wan smile. “What I thought would be a simple matter of unplugging people from one ship and replacing them with others, isn’t actually all that simple.” She looked up at me. “I knew better, but I didn’t act better. So, now I’ve got you here, what do we do?”


  “Send Natalya to see Beth?” I asked. “Maybe Natalya and Zoya. She respects them as business people in their own rights.”


  “Don’t send them out to the Toe-Holds alone,” Pip said.


  Alys looked back and forth between us a couple of times. “You’re thinking Natalya and Zoya can convince her to accept the position?”


  I shrugged. “If nothing else, keep her from bolting. We still have two ships that need captains. Without her, we’re short one piece on the board. She seems competent, ethical, honest. She couldn’t be a captain with Saltzman if she weren’t.”


  “So, give her the Collins?” Alys asked. “How would that help?”


  “You wanted to give future officers a taste of life as a rating,” I said. “She can do that in the High Line without shifting her worldview. Keep the Collins in the High Line instead of the Chernyakova.”


  “I need—the Academy needs—the Collins in the Toe-Holds to bring back the curriculum data.” Alys sighed and looked at Pip. “What do you mean ‘don’t send them out alone?’”


  “When we went out the first time with Al and Maggie, all of us knew about the Toe-Holds except him.” He nodded toward me. “Maybe Kim. I don’t remember. Tom Reed knew how to plot courses out there.”


  “How does that apply?” she asked.


  “Do you know how many of these new officers have Toe-Hold experience?”


  She shook her head. “No. It’s not something that shows up on public profiles, even to the Academy.” She drew in a deep breath and blew it out. “The problem on the table is that—as commandant—my Academy is failing its graduates by not acknowledging the importance of the Toe-Holds. We’re not preparing them for their careers.”


  Pip straightened up in his chair. “As CEO of Phoenix Freight, my goal is to make sure the company keeps the shareholders happy. That’s Ishmael, primarily, but it’s also you and Maggie Stevens and anybody else that invested in us. Honestly, we’ve succeeded beyond my wildest expectations by operating almost exclusively in the Toe-Holds.”


  Alys sighed. “I’ll grant you that.”


  “My position is that I’d be doing the stockholders a disservice by agreeing to swap out a successful cadre of high-performing officers for a new group that may not even know the Toe-Holds exist, let alone how to operate effectively there.”


  She pursed her lips and frowned. I could practically see the gears grinding in her head. “Very well. You’ve made your case. What’s that got to do with ‘don’t send them out alone?’”


  Pip leaned forward a little, seeming to warm up to the subject. “The Collins can’t do it with cadets alone. This hands-on experience for cadets shows them officers modeling good management. It’s got nothing to do with the jobs they do on the ship. It’s to see what the crew sees so when it’s their turn to live in officer country they know what’s expected of them there. Very clear value added proposition for your faculty to support existing doctrine.”


  She nodded. “Keep going.”


  “You were talking yesterday about eventually having more than one ship. This is simply the pilot project, right?” Pip said.


  She nodded. “Fair enough.”


  “So let’s solve the first problem first. How to create a meaningful educational experience in space. The current model is to start them as quarter shares and have them experience shipboard life. That’s what you’ve sold the trustees, right?”


  Alys nodded again.


  “We can’t do that with just cadets. We need actual, practicing lead ratings. Not just officers.”


  “Assuming we can find them,” Alys said. “But every one we bring in cuts a cadet out of the pilot program.”


  Pip grinned. “Oh, we can find them.”


  Alys frowned as she realized what he was suggesting. “All right, but that leaves the Chernyakova shorthanded.”


  “What if we used both ships?” I asked. “We have crew on the Chernyakova who have advanced ratings in jobs that don’t require them. I think we have enough people to provide department heads for engineering. We’ve got a couple of spec/2s who could step up to spec/1 with a little judicious study. If we split our crew between the ships and backfill the Chernyakova’s ranks with cadets, we can support them both.” I shrugged. “Convoy out to the Toe-Holds a couple of times. Support the new officers by squiring them around, at least for the first few stops. Serves the same number of cadets but makes the learning experience more authentic.”


  “To say nothing of safer,” Pip said.


  “You’d take cadets here?” she asked.


  I shrugged. “Why not? Do we have an issue with liability?”


  She frowned. “You’re not part of the Academy.”


  “You could charter us,” Pip said.


  “Would the Chernyakova need an academic adviser aboard?” I asked. “You’re putting one on the Collins.”


  “Where would you put them?”


  “Supercargo stateroom,” I said. “It’s small, but it’s there. Is it necessary to maintain the fiction you’ve spun around his presence? He’s not really there to assess cadets, is he?”


  Alys frowned. “No, not really. He’ll do that, of course. Has to be as part of his remit so I can justify sending him in the first place.” She looked back and forth between Pip and me a couple of times. “Would you do that? Take cadets on the Chernyakova?” she asked again.


  “Well, you’re the chair of the board,” Pip said. “I’m just the CEO. I don’t know what the conflict of interest and liability rules might be on this. I’d like to get some outside counsel on it.”


  “Conflict of interest because I’m commandant of the Academy?”


  Pip nodded. “And shareholder here as well as chair of our board. If you charter us for a nominal amount, you’re certainly not enriching yourself as a stockholder in Phoenix Freight. The fractional credit that would accrue to your shares wouldn’t be worth much.”


  “But you’d want outside counsel to rule on it,” she said.


  “I’m not an expert.” He shrugged. “One of the questions I’d like answered concerns our liability should a normal risk result in injury to a cadet while aboard. Could some litigious idiot sue us for damages where they might not if the student fell down the stairs on campus?”


  “I knew you were devious.” She chuckled. “I would have come up with that eventually but not off the top of my head, and I’m the commandant. The Collins is an Academy asset and covered by the Academy umbrella. I would think that any ship we charter to serve the same purpose would likewise, but we’re off in the weeds on this one when we take them into the Toe-Holds.”


  “That’s why I want to see what a lawyer would say,” he said.


  She frowned for a few moments, then nodded. “All right. We’re in agreement there. What about the role modeling? I want you all on the Collins because you’re the best. Are we shortchanging the cadets we send to the Chernyakova?”


  Pip sat back with a frown and looked around the cabin for a moment before looking at me. “Thoughts?”


  I hated that he put me on the spot. “Maybe. Maybe not.” I leaned my elbows on the table, leaning in a bit. “You didn’t pick any slouches, right?”


  “You know I wouldn’t do that.”


  “Then I’d expect that the new people will slot in and begin working in very short order. You’re already expecting the ratings there to support them, which they will.”


  She nodded. “Keep going.”


  “Look at it from the cadet perspective. They’ll see a team of experienced ratings working to support their new officers. I suspect that process will be invisible to all but a few, but both sets of cadets will have a very hands-on, authentic experience.”


  Her eyes narrowed a bit as she stared off into the distance. “Granted. That will work with both the trustees and the curriculum committee, I think.” She looked to Pip. “All right. That’s one problem. How to get students in a meaningful learning experience. What’s the other?”


  “How to get Beth Case back,” Pip said.


  “I thought you didn’t want her anymore.”


  He looked down at his boots for a couple of heartbeats. “I had no qualms before. The only reason I’m doubting her now is because of a situation I helped create that inadvertently pushed her buttons.” He looked over at Alys. “If she can get beyond that, I think I owe her the same consideration.”


  Alys looked at me with a raised eyebrow.


  “I agree. I’ll own my share in it. I really do think she’d be an excellent choice.” I shrugged. “It wasn’t that long ago I thought the same way about the Toe-Holds. I just didn’t have as strong an aversion to seeing for myself.”


  She gave a single, short nod. “Very well. You think she’d entertain the idea?”


  “I think it’s worth a try,” I said. “We got off on the wrong foot because we lacked credibility with her. She respects you. I believe she’d respect Zoya and Natalya. We’re willing to prove that what we told her was not some kind of hazing or gas-lighting. You’ve got our numbers. As chair of our board, you can show them to her. Maybe that will be enough convince her.”


  “One thing that won’t work is for us to approach her again,” Pip said. “I’ll own that.”


  “We still have dinner tomorrow tonight,” Alys said. “Let me see if I can catch her before she goes back down and checks out of her cottage or something.”


  “I’d suggest Malloy Gains,” I said. “If that suggestion hasn’t already been made.” I held up a hand. “Don’t tell me. I have no need to know. It’s just that she’s had a pretty traumatic experience and I can speak from personal experience. Gains knows his way around trauma.”


  Alys pursed her lips and nodded. “Suggestion noted.”


  “So? Are we out of the asshole locker yet?” Pip asked.


  Alys snorted a short laugh. “I’m willing to admit that perhaps you’re merely misguided but acting in more or less good faith.”


  “If it’s any consolation to you, I think the rest of the people we met last night will be great,” Pip said. “I know Abe. Reynolds kept Natalya entertained. Southern didn’t say much but she and Zoya had their heads together most of the evening. We didn’t get to meet Bashar, Skaggs, or Cartwright.”


  “Skaggs’s ship docked last night and Bashar’s been delayed but due to dock around noon. Richard Cartwright will be up from the Academy tomorrow. Caoimhin will probably come up with him.”


  “Do you have counsel here at the orbital?” Pip asked.


  “Yes. I’ll contact them. They handle a lot of the legal work for the Academy and the station. If anybody can navigate the swamp, they’ll be the firm.”


  He looked to me. “The next thing is for us to put our heads together here and figure out who might move up a rank.”


  I nodded. “Fair enough. Let’s see what we can do. How soon can we have cadets?”


  “Next week is review week. Finals the week after. We can start taking applications any time but, practically speaking, probably not get them aboard until after graduation.”


  “We’re on it.” I thought for a few heartbeats. “Once we bring the crew in on this scheme, they may decide to leave.”


  Pip looked at me. “You think so?”


  “Some of them? Yeah. I think some of them could retire and live comfortably with some judicious credit management. I suspect a few are just hanging on to get that ‘one last run’ before leaving anyway.”


  “So we may not have as many department heads as we think?” he asked.


  I shrugged. “Only one way to find out.”


  “Right, then,” Alys said, standing. “I’ll go find Beth and try to convince her to give you another chance. With this new scheme, and my assurances that you weren’t lying to her, perhaps I can talk her off the ledge.”


  “She’ll go for it,” Pip said. “If she can’t accept new information from a reliable source, she’s not really going to work. Not being able to recognize and correct a mistake is a deal breaker.”


  “Well, captains are supposed to be infallible,” she said, grinning at him.


  “There’s infallible and intractable,” he said. “I’m fine with face saving. I’m less fine with being blind to reality.”


  She pursed her lips and frowned. “I’ll grant you that.”


  Pip and I both walked her off the ship. I caught a lot of sideways glances from crew we passed—some surprised, some concerned.


  “They all know something’s up,” I said when we got to the dock. “We’re the talk of the docks.”


  “How’s it going over?” Alys asked.


  “Not sure. Jenson saw Beth leave last night. He didn’t seem bothered by it. He thought by today they’d have a betting pool on when she’ll be back.”


  “I’ve got ten credits on tomorrow,” Pip said. “It was a toss-up for me on that or ‘never,’ but she’s no dummy. Give her evidence from a reliable source and she’ll bend.”


  “That’s not what you said in the cabin,” Alys said.


  Pip shrugged. “I’m not above laying down some boundaries. I don’t know that she’ll accept the evidence. Assuming she does, tomorrow’s a good bet.”


  Alys snorted and shook her head. “All right. Tomorrow night at Pied-à-Terre. I’ve reserved one of their private dining rooms for 1800.” She turned and strode away without waiting for our replies.


  “You really think she’ll come back?” I asked.


  He grinned at me. “I’ve got a ten-credit bet on it.”


  “Was today an option?” I asked.


  Pip nodded. “I almost took today.”


  “What stopped you?”


  “Zoya’s got the duty so she can’t go talk sense into Case.”


  I could see his logic. “You didn’t think Nat would go?”


  “Nat’s got her head down in a fusactor flush today. Taking advantage of the extended stay and access to High Line engineering. I didn’t plan on Alys taking point on it.” He grimaced and shook his head. “I should have.”


  “Well, what will we do for the rest of the day?”


  He shrugged. “I want to go back and read Beth’s profile in depth again and look over Reynolds and Southern again while I’m at it.”


  “What about Kotawalla?”


  “I did a deep read on him already. Federated Freight alum. Spent most of his career over in Dunsany Roads so I suspect he’s got zero background in the Toe-Holds. He’s not had too much experience picking because Federated Freight does so much centralized control. Upside, he’s used to Barbells. Downside, he’d rather be on the new ship.”


  “Would he be a better fit there?”


  Pip frowned and glanced at me before looking down the dock. “Possible.”


  “But you’ve wanted a mixed-freight hauler for decades,” I said.


  “That, too. Also Alys wants us as a team.”


  “Alys is getting two ships to train cadets in a fashion that actually might work,” I said, rolling the idea around in my head a little. “Did she really think that we’d have gotten underway without an experienced skeleton to back up the cadets?”


  “I don’t know. If we took a month and spent it training them? If we found cadets who had spacer backgrounds to fill the key positions like helm. Kim wouldn’t let any astrogation errors pass. We’re getting an actual chief steward on the mess deck, so we’ll eat well.”


  “Yes, but engineering section heads? They really need to be spec/1s.” I rubbed the back of my neck and turned to climb the ramp back into the ship. “Spec/2s at very least.”


  “How many people do we need to shanghai?” Pip asked. “Three? One each in environmental, power, and grav?”


  “At least one ship handler, too. The way Zoya and Natalya are thinking, we’re not going to get cadets who can handle the helm for docking maneuvers. Think that’s viable?” I stopped halfway up the ramp and looked at him.


  “So, only four cadets for the Chernyakova? That seems viable. We could go to four sections, I think. More cadets to sweeten the pot for the Academy.”


  “Yeah, that’s what I thought, too,” I said. “Remember we don’t get to keep them. We have to give them back to Alys and they have to finish their studies. Some will advance in rating, I hope. I still wonder what that kind of power dynamic might do to the cohesion of the class when they return to school.”


  “Isn’t that something they teach in captain school?” He gave me a cheeky grin.


  I laughed and headed into the ship.






  Natalya looked up from her console when I stuck my head through the door to her office. “Hey, Skipper. You’re still standing. That’s a good sign.”


  “Alys was satisfied with a few strips of hide. We’ve had some changes in the plan. We’ll have to see what Captain Case thinks when somebody she knows and respects explains the facts of life to her. Pip said you were doing a fusactor flush?”


  She nodded. “I’ve got a support barge coming alongside shortly. It’s ready to go. We’ll be back at full power by this time tomorrow. What changes?”


  “Well, to begin with, who’ve you got that can move up to department lead?”


  “Which department?”


  “All of them.”


  Her eyebrows flickered at that. “I’m holding Power now. Verde can pass spec/1 in Propulsion. He just needs to get his ass in gear and take the test, I think. Carla Moore made spec/3 in environmental a few months ago but she’s not ready for spec/1. She could probably step up to spec/2.”


  I stepped into her office and braced against the bulkhead. “Damn. What did you think of Alys’s plan to put in a crew of cadets?”


  She shook her head and grimaced. “We don’t really need department leads. It just takes a lot of the load off me as chief engineer when one of them can deal with local issues. Honestly, we could get underway with all quarter shares if we needed to.”


  “Safely?” I asked.


  “Helm is the one I’d be most worried about,” she said. “I can pretty much run engineering from here.” She nodded at her console. “From the bridge, for that matter. CPJCT says we need so many people with such-and-such skills to operate safely in the High Line, but they don’t require it. I sleep better knowing somebody’s awake and watching for fires, but do we need them?” She shook her head. “Where is this going?”


  “What would you think about taking a couple of key players over to the new ship to help train the cadets?”


  She tilted her head up a little. “Yeah. Some people who know us and how to do things. I could see that. What do we do here?”


  “Accept a charter from the Academy for cadet training for a stanyer. Basically using both ships instead of just the one.”


  “We don’t have that much room, do we?”


  “We have a supercargo stateroom for the academic, if we need it. I think we have enough berthing space between the two areas.”


  “You thinking of going to four sections?” Natalya asked. “Who’s going to take the fourth section?”


  “The captain, if she’s up for it. Same here as the Collins,” I said. “I haven’t said anything to Pip yet.”


  “What are you thinking about rotations?” she asked.


  “I haven’t even thought about it yet. Four sections of four stans covers two-thirds of the day and every section gets twelve off between watches.”


  “That’s pretty cushy duty,” she said. “Can we keep them motivated?”


  “Cadets will have some kind of academic work, won’t they?” I shrugged. “Maybe a chance to get our own crew to step up their ratings. There’s always cleaning and polishing.”


  “How many do you think we’ll lose if we take this?” she asked.


  “No idea. They’ve been in it for the long haul so far. Having things get shaken up and having the credits to fall back on?” I shook my head. “I try to think of what I’d do if I were Virgil Bentley.”


  “Maybe ask him?” she said with a grin. “I think he’s on duty. It’s not like they don’t know what’s happening.”


  I laughed. “I’m not even sure what’s happening. Maybe you’re right.”


  “There’s a betting pool on when Beth comes back. I’m in for noon tomorrow,” she said.


  “Not today?”


  “No. Even if Alys gets through to her, she’s going to want to do a little research on her own.”


  “You think she’d second-guess Alys?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know how badly she got burned by Saltzman. Personally, I might want to do some cross-checking and validating when somebody tells me that the universe spins backward.”


  “That’s fair. How do you feel about this whole thing? Interrupting our business to work for the Academy?”


  “As long as I’ve got an engineering section to run, I’m happy.”


  “I’m not sure I believe that,” I said.


  She raised her eyebrows. “Something you’re not telling me, Captain?”


  I laughed. “No. Nothing like that. I spent some time thinking about how this thing developed. You grew up knowing about the Toe-Holds. I didn’t really know about them until Pip dragged me out there. Selective attention. Once I knew what to look for, it became pretty obvious that I’d been clueless.”


  “I’ve known a fair number of officers like that,” she said. “Madoka never had any problem with it because we ran mostly to Usoko’s Toe-Hold facilities. We had a couple of mates who had their eyes opened by Mel’s Place.” She chuckled and shook her head. “Mel’s is impressive, but it’s got nothing on the High Tortuga Holding Company’s station. That place is so big, it’s faster to take a shuttle from one side to the other.”


  “I’ve never seen it,” I said. “When Pip first took us to Mel’s, I didn’t know what to expect. A few cans welded together with airlocks between them or something.”


  “Zoya and I knew that the Toe-Holds were the future a decade ago. So did High Tortuga. What puzzles me is why the CPJCT hasn’t responded.”


  “What do you think they should do?”


  “You ever see the system registry?” she asked. “The actual exploration records?”


  “No. I didn’t realize that was available.”


  “It’s where the CPJCT files all the system reports. They evaluate each for their economic potential. They’ve been doing that for centuries.”


  “What about it?”


  “Well, the old wildcatters may have been pushed aside, but the Confederated Planets Joint Committee on Exploration still runs research ships. I know Zoya has contacts with people doing the terraforming. It’s not like there aren’t systems available for the Joint Committee on Trade to market. A hundred-year lease and an orbital would make some of these systems viable. I wonder how many of them are ready now but not being picked up.”


  “But the Toe-Holds are where the action is,” I said. “That doesn’t add up.”


  She grinned. “It does if you look at from the Toe-Hold side of the equation. Do I want to pay an expensive lease to the Confederated Planets for a system I only have nominal control over? Or do I want to pay a much smaller lease for a system I run myself? Find a system that has a lot of easy assets, but no planet where the report understates its value so I can get control of it for a song?”


  “You’re suggesting that CPJCT prioritizes systems with planets?”


  “Well, it’s in their name. Confederated Planets Joint Committee on Trade. How many orbitals do you know that have no planets under them?” she asked.


  “Just Margary from personal experience.”


  She shrugged. “That’s not an accident. It’s much easier to control orbital traffic when there’s something to orbit besides the system primary.”


  “Artificial bottlenecks?” I asked.


  “Of course. It’s the way of the universe, isn’t it? If something’s common but useful, you can only make it worth more by limiting access to it or by selling a lot of it.”


  “So the CPJCT exists to limit access to planets?”


  She laughed. “It exists to make profits for its members. Limiting access is a strategic choice.”


  “So what should CPJCT be doing?”


  “The standard business model always involves expansion. The High Line has been static for at least a decade. Probably longer. They need to find some of the higher-value systems and start putting them together into new sectors.”


  “Colonizing the Toe-Holds?”


  She shook her head. “There are systems that Research and Development have been working for over a century. They aren’t the only ones that would be viable, but the Confederated Planets haven’t taken on new members for longer than I’ve been alive. I don’t know what the holdup is.” She shrugged. “Maybe Pip does. What I know is that, right now, the growth is in the Toe-Holds and I don’t see how the CPJCT can get control of it unless they cut off access to the Toe-Holds completely.”


  “Which they can’t do because they need the markets,” I said.


  “Yeah. And there’s no way to isolate the individual Toe-Holds. There’s no central control. Even High Tortuga doesn’t really have a single point of failure. It’s more of a distributed system. Take out a couple of nodes and it’ll still be there.”


  I nodded. I trusted her more than Pip when it came to the Toe-Holds. I thought she had the big picture view of trade, while Pip mostly had his connections and detailed analysis. I suspected the two of them could do more good together than they could apart. That realization rocked me back on my figurative heels and made me frown.


  “Something wrong, Skipper?”


  I shook my head. “No. Just idle pondering. You think we could run a crew with that many cadets?”


  She focused somewhere in the middle distance for a few moments. “We’ve got the environmental support for it. I suspect Ms. Sharps could cover it in terms of stores and galley capacity. We’ve got the bunk space for them. CPJCT won’t bug us as long as we have the right warm bodies in the right chairs at the right times.” She shrugged. “If it serves the purpose, yeah. We could do it.”


  “Do I hear a reservation on that?” I asked.


  “What’s the purpose?” She shook her head. “We aren’t going to do more than inoculate them with a stanyer in space as ratings. I suspect half of them will already know at least some of it. The other half may well resent being on the wrong end of the stick.”


  I felt my eyebrows climbing as she spoke. “Really?”


  She shrugged. “They might see it as beneath them. Owners’ kids who are going through the motions to satisfy parental pressures. We had a couple like that in our class. If the High Line is stagnating—and we have evidence that it is—then that stagnation extends out to all the administrators and their progeny, all the ship owners who started centuries ago and built their dynasties.”


  “Like Saltzman,” I said.


  She nodded. “Like Saltzman. This stanyer in space won’t solve that. I’d predict that the people who need it most will give it a hard pass.”


  “How do we solve it?” I asked.


  She snorted. “Damned if I know. Just being aware that it’s a problem is a good step. If we can churn the pool a little bit by pulling out some of the more promising but underperforming candidates with interviews? I think that would make the whole class stronger.”


  “Do you think this training ship idea is off the mark?”


  She grimaced. “I don’t think it’ll hurt. I’m more interested in what happens when we get a few cadets back who’ve been to Dark Knight or The Ranch.”


  “That’s my thinking as well. It would have made a big difference to my perception.”


  “For somebody who came to it late in life,” she said with a sideways grin, “you seem to be taking to it readily enough.”


  “There’s something inherently right about it,” I said. “It makes sense in a way that makes me look at the High Line as the artificial construct.”


  “There’s a reason for that,” she said.


  “You mean because it is?”


  She nodded.


  “I don’t know if I’d have been ballsy enough to call out an instructor,” I said. “Knowing that their characterizations left a lot out of the classroom would have had me looking sideways at some of them.”


  “I looked sideways at all of them most of the time,” she said. “Long on doctrine. Low on experience.”


  “Which ship would you want to be on?” I asked.


  She frowned. “I thought we were all going in a group.”


  “That was when it was only one ship. There’s some logic to splitting us between them if we’re running both.”


  “There’s some value in having the four of us as a teaching cadre. You, Pip, Zoya, and me.” She shrugged. “Tom and Kim are both strong officers, but they’d also be far enough off the path that Beth would be able to forge the bonds with her own cadre.”


  “Or take Kim over as second and leave Tom as third mate here by himself?” I grimaced. “I feel like I’m shortchanging people with this whole thing.”


  “Moving our crew up gives them a chance they wouldn’t have here,” she said. “If some of them decide that it’s the right time to retire or pursue other efforts? That just means we can take more cadets.”


  “What did you think of Reynolds?” I asked.


  She blinked. “Patrick? He knows which end of the ship gets hot.”


  “He a fan?”


  “Of Maggie, maybe. He seemed most impressed that I knew her and had worked with her.” She paused for a moment. “What do you think of this plan?”


  “I kinda like it. I think we can help move the needle a bit on getting more officers knowledgeable about the Toe-Holds’ existence and opportunities and the limitations of the High Line. It’s not the wasteland that I thought it was before I went there.”


  “Is that how you thought of it?”


  “Yeah. What I took away from my cadet training involved abandoned stations being constantly terrorized by thugs and criminals. It wasn’t that long ago I jumped into Viceroy and saw Mel’s Place for the first time.”


  She snickered. “I can only imagine. You ever go out to the Junkyard?”


  I shook my head. “Is it really a junkyard?”


  “Oh, it is. The station itself is spotless, but the ships they have parked around? Parts of ships. Warehouses of recycled parts.” She shook her head. “I visited there with my father before the Academy. I wondered why they called it the Junkyard until I saw the place. It’s not so much the stuff they’ve got scattered around the system. It’s really the warehouses of parts. Honestly, I think they’d do better putting in a smelter and recovering the metals.”


  “What’s your favorite station?”


  She shrugged. “I’m biased toward Dark Knight. I’ve seen the most of it. When I traveled with my father, he always stopped there. Mel’s is a great place, too. Zoya loves the music scene there. They have the richest culture. It might just be a function of longevity.”


  “What about High Tortuga?” I asked.


  “It’s big. It’s also a collection of stations. The holding company itself occupies a monstrous one, but there are half a dozen others in and around Ravaine.” She shook her head. “Not my favorite place to visit but I only ever saw a small part of it.”


  “Well, whatever. We’ll get a chance to get most of the two sets of officers in the same room tomorrow evening.”


  “Beth will be there,” she said. “I’d bet on that.”


  “You think she’s going to follow through?” I asked.


  “My guess is that Alys Giggone will get to her before she has a chance to scamper off to wherever.”


  “Yeah, Alys was heading for the hotel when she left here.”


  “If Alys wants her held, she’s not getting off this orbital.” Natalya grinned. “Maxwell will see to that.”


  I laughed. “You ever meet him?”


  “Maxwell? No. You?”


  “He was her first mate on the Lois when I was there. He gave Pip his first cargo assignments.”


  “That’s where Pip got the idea to trade in ship’s stores, isn’t it?” she asked.


  “Yeah. I think that early modeling experience laid the groundwork for his current work.”


  “I keep forgetting you two were together before the Academy.” Her console and tablet bipped at the same time. “That’s my barge connection.” She rose and came around the console, leading me out of her office. “If you’ll excuse me, Skipper?”


  I laughed and waved her away. “Happy flushing.”


  She snickered and dropped down the ladder to the engineering main deck.


  I headed back up the spine. Her points about the Toe-Holds and CPJCT made a lot of sense. Her life in the twilight between the two worlds gave her a perspective I couldn’t ignore. The woman had no idea how formidable she was.


  Chapter 9


  Newmar Orbital: 
 May 3, 2379


  Afternoon


  Getting reamed out early in the day made the rest of the day feel almost tranquil. Oddly, I found myself on the fence for the first time since Alys had sprung the scheme on us. What had seemed like a wonderful idea just yesterday today summoned a sense of ambivalence. Did I really want to leave my ship? Did I believe that we could change the culture of the Academy in spite of the CPJCT?


  I looked at my grav trunk, half packed, some of my uniforms folded for transit. The few decorative touches still on the bulkheads. I sat down at my console but my eyes kept straying to the painting beside the cabin’s door, Al’s dramatic picture of the Chernyakova underway. Raising my coffee cup, I found only a cold puddle in the bottom of the mug. Something in the day’s conversations had unsettled me, but I couldn’t find the cause. I switched the viewer on the bulkhead to point astern and pulled the shearwater out of my pocket while I watched the ships and tugs moving through the area, cold pinpoints of light against a backdrop of velvet darkness.


  Pip interrupted my reverie by marching in and dropping into a visitor’s chair. “So, the crew isn’t happy about getting new officers.”


  I spun my chair around to face him. “That surprise you?”


  He sighed. “No. Well, maybe a little.”


  “Is it that they have to train new management or that they’re afraid their shares will go down?”


  “Their shares will go down. Adding a half dozen more ratings to the pool will reduce the individual share amounts unless we increase the profits enough to offset it.”


  “Even I figured that out. The actual difference in a quarter share’s payout isn’t going to amount to much. Quarter share is still a quarter of a share, so the effect on that is pretty small.”


  “The math isn’t in their favor and they know it,” he said.


  “So, you’re the CEO. What do we do?”


  Pip stared at the screen, but I got the impression he wasn’t really seeing the moving ships or the stars beyond. “It’s a crossroad for us. We’ll have to pick a direction to go in. We can, individually, do almost anything we want.”


  I shrugged. “Self-evident. What do we want to do?”


  He looked at me. “That’s the question, isn’t it? As a company, we want to turn a profit. We want to keep expanding.”


  “That’s not what I want.” I shook my head. “Well, turn a profit, yes. Not so sure about expanding.”


  He leaned back in the chair and laced his fingers over his chest. “What do you want?”


  “I want to—” I froze, my mind shutting down.


  He grinned at me. “Yeah. That’s where I am, too. What we’re doing is great. It’s not enough.”


  “What if we liquidate the company?” I asked. “Go out of business. Sell the ship.” I found myself just throwing ideas out, like my brain was trying them out to see what I thought.


  “And do what? Join Alys’s mad band of cadets and immerse yourself in training the coming generations?”


  “We’re in the same place. What do you want to do?” I asked, my mind finally catching up with his comment.


  “I’m still good with going along with Alys and the new ship. Beth Case isn’t the only captain in the fleet with no understanding of the Toe-Holds. I kinda like the idea of subverting the CPJCT’s hold on a false narrative.” He tilted his head to one side a few degrees. “What would liquidating the company give us? You’ve already got as many credits as you could spend in a lifetime. The company could afford to hire a new skipper, if you want out. You wouldn’t need to sell your shares, although you could.”


  I sighed. “Aren’t you tired of playing the game? The same old game. Pick up, drop off, rinse, repeat?”


  “You forgot the ‘profit’ step, but I hear ya. And no. It’s a way of life. We travel around. Get to see new sights, meet new people. Even revisiting the old sights. It’s what I’ve always wanted.” He frowned and his focus seemed to move inward.


  “What?” I asked.


  He looked at me, coming back from wherever he’d gone in his head. “What’s the old saying? Be careful what you wish for?”


  I nodded.


  “I always thought it meant you’d regret getting it. That whatever you wished for would, somehow, bite you in the ass.”


  “Yeah. That’s my take, too.”


  He shrugged. “What if the danger is that you’d get it, but it wasn’t enough?”


  “Isn’t that biting you in the ass?” I grinned at him.


  He laughed. “Yeah, I suppose but I always thought the bite was actually more like ‘ouch’ than ‘now what?’ You know?”


  “Weren’t expecting an anti-climax?”


  “Were you?” he asked.


  I shrugged. “I didn’t know what to expect. I don’t think I ever looked beyond the next job. The next berth.”


  He paused. “Even after Greta?”


  I sighed and had to look away for a few heartbeats. “I was just numb.”


  “But you were also rich from selling Icarus. A fraction of what you have now, but you were basically set for life even then. You still let me browbeat you into getting back onto this ship.”


  His words hammered at me. “Yeah. I did.”


  “You weren’t just looking at the next berth.”


  I tamped down a wash of anger. “What about you? You could have lived in the Carstairs bubble. What were you looking for besides some bullshit story about trying your model out on a big ship or tracking down bad guys in the Toe-Holds?”


  “To be fair, the mega was legit.” He shrugged and looked away. “But living in the Carstairs bubble? Not really my idea of how I wanted to spend my days, even before I met you back on the Lois. I wanted to see if I could make it on my own.”


  “And you have. We paid back Carstairs for the loan. Paid off the ship in record time. I’m not the only one rich enough to do anything I want.”


  He laughed. “I don’t think there’s a person on this ship who couldn’t retire today. But who wants to retire? How boring would it be to get up and have nothing to do all day.”


  I stood up and walked over to look out at the ships on the big screen. “It feels like my skin’s itching. Taking the job with the Academy seems like a step backward.” I shook my head. “Something Beth said at dinner about flying somebody else’s ship.”


  Pip chuckled. “You work for me. That a problem?”


  I laughed. “You’re the CEO of the company I own most of. Who works for whom here?”


  “I could fire you. Does that bother you?”


  “No.” I turned to look at him. “Do you really want to work on the new ship?”


  “I do. The mixed-freight dynamic intrigues me. Some of the edge cases in my model suggest that mixed freight can generate much more profit with the lower volumes. Some others indicate that mixed freight can’t cover its own costs.”


  “That seems counterintuitive.”


  “Edge cases always provide the most interesting outcomes. What happens at the extremes? They’re almost never what actually happens, but they can point to new opportunities.”


  “And you want to explore these edge cases?”


  “Not the ones that mixed freight can’t make a profit on.” He grinned at me. “Most of those are based on carrying low-value cargoes. It explains why we didn’t do very well with the cans of grain we tried to move on the Lois, though.”


  “So what do we do with the Chernyakova?”


  “Do you want to work here or there?” Pip asked. “Or somewhere else?”


  I sighed. “That’s the problem. It doesn’t seem to matter to me. The new ship offers a lot of new opportunities. It would feel good to help teach the next generation of officers just a little bit about what it means to be crew.”


  “Officers are crew, too.” He gave me a cheeky grin.


  “Ratings. Don’t split semantic hairs with me.”


  “But that doesn’t feel like enough?” he asked.


  “Not really.” I shrugged. “I can’t help but think it’s too little. At most we can take maybe 1 or 2 percent of a class? We get them trained up and then give them back to the Academy to do it again.”


  “You’ve got a lot to teach them, Captain.” Zoya stood in the doorway. “So do you, Carstairs.”


  Pip started and turned to look over his shoulder at her. “You can call me Pip, you know. I’d prefer it.”


  She looked like she might argue but took a breath. “So do you, Pip.”


  “What about you?” I asked. “You up for this scheme?”


  She folded her arms and leaned one shoulder against the door jamb. “I don’t know what I have to offer by way of teaching, but modeling first mate? Helping them learn that being an officer isn’t all pointing and ordering? That’s valuable.” She blessed me with one of her rare smiles. “I’m up for it if you are.”


  It took me a moment to reply, and Pip beat me to it. “What will you do when you get your master’s ticket?”


  She blinked a couple of times and looked at him. “Where did that come from?”


  “We were talking about being careful what you wish for,” he said.


  Her forehead furrowed just a bit and she shook her head. “Whatever I want.”


  “Yes, but will you buy a ship for yourself? Will you go to work for somebody?” Pip turned his upper body all the way around in his chair to face her. “Poof. You have a master’s license. What will you do now?”


  She shook her head. “It’s too hypothetical. I don’t have a master’s license. Saying I do doesn’t make it so.”


  He sighed and shook his head. “That’s what we’re wrestling with. What do you do when you’ve reached the goal?”


  She stared at him like he might be a curious package on the table, her brow furrowing. “You set a new goal.”


  “Just like that?”


  “What else is there? Roll over and die? I don’t understand.”


  He sighed again. “So you’re ready to move on to the new ship?”


  “If that’s the decision, of course.”


  “What’s your decision?” I asked, breaking in. “You can stay here with Beth Case or you can go to the new ship.”


  “Wherever you want me,” she said.


  “Not the question.” I paused. “We’ve got a few options in play here. Phoenix has offered to charter the Chernyakova to the Academy to take cadets. Alys accepts that the new ship can’t take a crew of all cadets, so we’re thinking about offering some senior ratings the chance to go over there, backfilling the holes in the chain of command here with quarter share cadets. We are not yet bound by that, but it’s on the table.”


  Her eyes widened and she pursed her lips. “We’ve got people who would be happy to move up. Some able spacers who’d move up to specialist if they could.”


  “What’s your sense of the deck crew?” I asked. “Going to four sections and bringing in more quarter shares.”


  She shrugged. “I don’t think that will bother them as much as changing captains. I’m not sure I see a functional difference between putting the new cadre on the Collins and keeping us here if we’re both going to be training cadets.”


  “Collins will have more cadets. Fewer crew used to working together,” I said.


  “That’s would have been true regardless,” she said. “It’s a new ship. Never had a crew before, so. Adding a few people from here makes sense. It’d be like cloning us. Splitting the crew so each ship would have some crew that at least knew each other’s name.”


  “That was my thinking,” I said. “Then we got into the weeds on shares and who’d go, who’d stay. Whether we had room for an extra watch section. Whether the crew would stay with us if the share pool got diluted.”


  She laughed. “You forgot what it was like?”


  I shook my head. “What?”


  “How many millionaires did you have in your crews before this ship?”


  Pip snickered and looked at me.


  “None,” I said.


  “Say the shares get cut by 20 percent? Hell, cut them in half? You think anybody’s going to bail? To do what? Retire? No other ship I know of can touch half our share rating.” She paused for a moment. “Maybe RUTS, but they’re just us one step removed. They operate mostly in the Toe-Holds like we do.”


  “We don’t know how long we can keep it up,” I said. “We can’t count on it always being so lucrative.”


  “So then they retire and open a bar somewhere. Or a coffee shop. Or live comfortably on their investment portfolios.” She shook her head. “That’s up to them. Not your problem. This is your ship, your company. You’re our captain, not our father.”


  “That’s cold,” Pip said.


  Zoya frowned at him. “Not really. I suppose it depends on your definition of father. Or captain.” She glanced at me with a smile. “My grandparents raised me. Taught me basic values. Showed me some skills. Then sent me out into the world. That’s not a captain’s job. Captain keeps the crew safe by keeping the ship safe. Fair pay for fair work. If they help people advance their own goals along the way? That’s all to the good. Ideal, actually, because the most productive crew are those who feel valued. You show value by helping them along their own journeys, not by bending them to yours.”


  Pip looked at me.


  I shrugged. “She’s right. I don’t know that I’d have put it that way, but she’s right.”


  “Alys Giggone?” Pip asked. “She didn’t kick you out and send you to the Academy?”


  I frowned. “I don’t see it that way. You don’t need to be a parent, or an officer, for that matter, to give somebody a kick in the butt to encourage them to take the path that’s calling to them.”


  “But she made that decision for you, didn’t she?” Pip asked. “Same way my father made it for me.”


  “No. She just paved the path and greased the skids. I still had to submit the paperwork.”


  “There’s kick in the butt and kick in the face,” Zoya said. “Furtner taught me that. Denying somebody is a kick in the face. Telling them what they have to do when it’s not something they want to do? That’s denying them. I don’t know about your father, but my grandfather always made sure I was doing what I needed to do in order to accomplish what I wanted to do. He never forced me to take that ore hauler. He just made it possible for me to do it. Do you think your father’s influence was misplaced? That you didn’t really want to be a cargo master? That going to the Academy wasn’t the path toward it?”


  Pip slumped in his seat. “No,” he said after a few moments. “It was the right path.”


  She shrugged. “So it wasn’t a kick in the face.” She looked at me. “Looking out for the crew, being responsible for their safety and well-being. Sure. But you’re the captain. You’re the one in the hot seat. The rest of us go along with it, discuss it with you, and, if need be, leave the ship. No harm, no foul. You’re not forcing anybody to be a millionaire.” She grinned. “You’re not forcing anybody to do something they don’t want to do. If you help them along by offering them a new post? If the ship’s circumstances change? That’s on them. They can choose to accept it or not.”


  She made more sense than I’d heard in a long time. Like some piece of me, dislocated and out of joint, clicked back into place. A cramp that released. “I need to get a ship-wide meeting going.”


  Pip straightened in his chair to look at me. “To do what?”


  “To lay it out to the crew. Let them know what’s on the table, what the possibilities are.”


  He frowned. “What are you going to tell them?”


  “Not sure. Alys has given us some new ideas, new tools. The docks think we’re all going to move to the new ship. Maybe we are. Maybe we’re not. Maybe we’ll mix and match. Nothing’s set in stone right now, but letting the crew know what’s actually happening seems like the right thing to do.”


  “You think that’s wise?” he asked. “You are going over to the Collins, right?”


  “We haven’t signed any contracts yet, but I think I’m going over to the Collins, yes.” I looked at Zoya. “I hope I’m not going alone.”


  She gave me a grin that I took much too much pleasure in seeing. “I’m going where you go, Skipper.”


  “You know I want to go,” Pip said.


  I nodded. “Natalya’s in. So, we’ve got enough to let the crew know that much. Just letting them know that the situation is in flux gives them the chance to plot their own courses.”


  Zoya chuckled a little. “Not like they don’t know something’s in the wind.”


  “Are you in the pool?” Pip asked, looking back at her after giving me a frowning stare.


  “For Case? No. All the times I wanted were taken. She’ll be back today or tomorrow. We’ve got dinner tomorrow night. She’ll be there. We’ll probably have the change of command the day after.”


  “You sound pretty sure.”


  “I am. Alys Giggone is a lot of things, but stupid isn’t one of them. Same with Beth Case. Burned a bit. Maybe a little stiff-necked. Not stupid. Julie Southern is solid. I’d hire her myself for one of Usoko’s ships if we had an opening.”


  “You have a read on Reynolds?” Pip asked.


  “Alys picked him. Nat likes him.” She shrugged. “That’s enough recommendation for me. What’s your take on Kotawalla?”


  He settled into the chair, still sitting sideways. “I meet a lot of people at that conference. I don’t remember most of them from stanyer to stanyer. I remember Abe, and not just because he’s a fan. I like him. I think he’s got both oars in the water.”


  “So, the wild cards are the second and third mates,” I said. “Alys isn’t going to give us problem children.”


  “If it were me, I’d want to take the boot third with the most experienced officer corps,” Zoya said. “Bringing Cartwright over with us. We’re already known and it’s going to be hard enough for Beth to put her crew together without somebody who has no time in grade.”


  “So the conflict is between Skaggs and Reed,” Pip said. “We bring Kim over as second mate, and Tom either follows through on his plan to step down to third or we need to convince Skaggs to.”


  “Which is why we need to let the crew know that stuff is up in the air,” I said. “And have a really frank discussion over dinner tomorrow night.”


  Pip nodded. “Alys is chair of our board, but I’m CEO. Phoenix hiring is through me.”


  “Academy hiring is through her,” Zoya said. “You two need to figure out how to work together.”


  “We work together just fine,” Pip said, a little bite in his tone.


  She shrugged. “Maybe. I agree on an all-hands meeting, but Saturday.”


  “Why wait until then?” I asked.


  “They’ve got the basic idea already and I haven’t heard anybody who’s particularly bothered by it. They may be grumbling about shares, but that’s just noise. Saturday’s soon enough. We’ll get things ironed out at dinner on Friday.”


  I looked at Pip. “You know how to do a change of command?”


  He nodded. “Not my first one.”


  “I guess the only thing to do now is get packed up. Do we have rooms lined up on the orbital?”


  “Yeah. Six adjoining rooms. Check in Saturday after 1300,” he said.


  I looked around the cabin. “I’d better finish packing.”


  Zoya laughed.


  “What?” I asked.


  “What are you going to pack? The only things in here are Al’s painting and your license.” She nodded to the framed document above my console.


  “I have things to pack,” I said, feeling a little abused but warmed by her regard anyway. I thought of the engraved flask that Maggie Stevens had given me. I needed to get that buried in my grav trunk before anybody saw it.


  Pip stood up and stuck his hands into the pockets of his shipsuit. “All right. If you’re gonna get all task-oriented on me, I’ll go finish packing.” He sounded grumpy but he grinned at Zoya, who stepped out of the doorway to let him pass.


  “Was there something you needed, Zee?” I asked.


  “No, I was on my way down to the brow to check with the brow watch and heard the discussion. The door was open. I didn’t mean to intrude.”


  “The door was open for a reason. You think this scheme has value?”


  She stepped into the cabin, bracing her shoulders against the bulkhead beside the door instead of taking a seat. “I do.”


  I waited for her to say more but she just folded her arms. “That’s it?”


  “Well, it’s the answer, Skipper.” She shrugged. “It seems like a long time ago, but I remember the Academy. Not all of the memories are pleasant. If we can help some cadets, offer some guidance, I’m there for it.”


  “We aren’t going to be able to help many,” I said.


  “If the requirement was to help everybody, we’d be in a different universe. Maybe we can help those who need it most at the moment. Maybe that’ll be enough.” She shrugged again.


  “How do you see this playing out?”


  “You first,” she said with a little smile teasing her lips.


  “I think we’re going to take most of our wardroom over to the Collins. We’ll take a few of our established ratings with us and move their understudies up. Or vice versa. Depends on who wants to go.”


  “What about the cadets?” she asked.


  “The point about who might be the best candidates was a good one. I like the idea of interviewing them all, but we’re going to have to carve it up a little or we’ll be buried before we start.”


  “There’s no timeline for getting the Collins out of the dock,” she said. “We’re getting paid whether it gets underway or not.”


  “But we have a deadline to get them back by.”


  She frowned. “True.”


  “So, my thinking is we get them in, give them the same training as any quarter share, and then undock. Keep them from wandering around the station. We’ll have a few weeks on the way out to the Burleson limit anyway. Should be enough time to bring them up to speed. The more time in space, the better.”


  Her frown deepened. She narrowed her eyes, staring into the middle distance for a few moments before nodding. “Yeah. I can see that. Kind of a spacer boot camp.”


  “Can we pull it off?” I asked.


  She laughed. “Do you have any real doubts?”


  I shook my head. “No. I don’t. That’s usually a sign that I’ve completely underestimated the nature of the task.”


  “I better go pack.” She pushed away from the bulkhead and glanced around the cabin. “I’ve got more to pack than you do.”


  “Thanks, Zee.”


  She nodded and shot me a smile on her way out the door.


  I thought about that smile more than I probably should have while I finished packing up my personal effects. She’d been right about one thing. I really didn’t have much by way of personal effects to pack.


  Chapter 10


  Newmar Orbital: 
 May 4, 2379


  Evening


  Alys convened the meeting in a large dining room at Pied-à-Terre on deck nine. We left Tom in charge of the ship and traveled up in a loose pack. The host didn’t even ask our names when we walked in. He just pulled us out of the line and took us back.


  I wasn’t surprised to see Beth Case already in the room. She gave me a wry smile and a shrug when I caught her eye.


  Alys stepped up to the head of the long table and gathered our attention. “Good. I think we’re all here. There’s wine, beer, and soft drinks on the sideboard. I’ve asked that we not be disturbed for a half a stan while we get acquainted. Some of you have already met.” She gave Pip a hairy-eyeball glance before going around the room calling names and ranks. Caoimhin MacBradaigh turned out to be a veritable bear of a man with a full head of black hair and a grin that lit up his whole face. Karim Bashar was a wiry, older man with a spacer’s haircut so short it was hard to tell what color it might have been. His smile reminded me of our cook from the Lois McKendrick. David Skaggs sported a goatee and mustache. He nodded in his turn, but something about the way he stood made me wonder which of his arms Alys had twisted to get him to take the job. Richard Cartwright, on the other hand, reminded me of any number of boot third mates. He smiled a lot and looked only slightly strained.


  When she finished the abbreviated introductions, she nodded. “Grab drinks. Mix and mingle. We’ve got some things to discuss tonight to get everybody lined up for tomorrow, but for now, let’s just take a few ticks to get settled, shall we?”


  I turned to the sideboard only to see Pip already on his way back, the telltale Clipper Ship Lager bottle in his hand. I lined up behind Cartwright.


  He stepped out of line and waved me ahead. “You’re a captain.”


  “We’re not on a ship right now and this isn’t a matter of precedence.” I stuck out a hand. “Ishmael Wang. You’re Richard Cartwright?”


  He nodded and shook my hand. “Yes, sar.”


  “What do you think of Commandant Giggone’s plan to put cadets on a ship and take them out as crew?”


  He glanced over at where Alys and Natalya had Reynolds in a conversation. “It’s an interesting plan.”


  We stepped up to the sideboard behind Kim and Mr. Skaggs. “Tell me, did you have any shipboard experience before you went to the Academy, Mr. Cartwright?”


  He nodded. “Yes, sar. Family co-op ship here in Venitz.”


  “You’re not going back?”


  “We’ve got plenty of thirds and seconds already, Captain. I’m a late addition.” He shrugged and gave me an almost sheepish smile.


  “So you’ve been sent out into the Western Annex to earn your crust?”


  Kim looked back at me and led Mr. Skaggs away from the serving line with a grin.


  “In a manner of speaking. Yes, sar.”


  I waved him ahead and watched him reach for a beer but pull back and take a soft drink instead. “How did you get on the commandant’s radar?”


  He pulled the tab on his drink and I helped myself to a glass of what looked like the house white.


  “I’m not sure, sar. Academically, I wasn’t ever at the top of the class.” He shook his head and glanced at Alys. “I had some problems adjusting to the discipline my first year. Perhaps she took pity on me.”


  I laughed. “Alys Giggone doesn’t take pity on anybody.” I took a sip and watched his eyes widened at my comment. “She was my first captain. I think she was the second real spacer I ever met.”


  He nodded. “I saw that you started as a steward. I didn’t realize she was your captain.”


  “Mess deck attendant,” I said. “I started in the steward division. She hired me off Neris over in Dunsany Roads, then twisted my arm to attend the Academy when her father was still the commandant.”


  The look of awe on his face nearly made me laugh but I tamped it down. “You haven’t answered the question, Mr. Cartwright. What do you think of the plan?”


  “It’s interesting.” He sipped his drink and looked to the side, perhaps seeking escape.


  “You said that. What’s interesting about it?”


  “Well, for one thing, a lot of cadets already have experience as crew. Some in officer posts, even. One of the people who graduated with me was an intrasystem shuttle pilot already.”


  “That must have made getting their shuttle rating easy.”


  “Yes, sar. Tested out in the first week.”


  “I never got mine. Never had enough time to practice, I guess. I could do it in the simulators, but never with a real shuttle under me.” I took a sip, letting the fruity wine roll over my tongue. “So what else about it do you see as interesting? Cadets with experience. You worked the co-op ship growing up?”


  “Yes, sar. Spec/1 astrogation when I came to the Academy.”


  “So you’d slot right into the new ship if you were still a cadet. You think many cadets could do those jobs?”


  He shrugged and took a sip of his drink. “I don’t know how many is many, Captain. We hear about the people who already have ratings sometimes. Like the shuttle pilot. The rest of us? I know a half dozen others who come from co-op or family ships. I don’t know how many might be coming from the fleet as ratings put forward by their captains.” He glanced around again and shifted from one foot to the other, clearly uncomfortable with being grilled. “The older ones seemed most likely. Every class has cadets a few stanyers older than the rest of us.”


  “That would have been me,” I said. “Pip, too. We started late.”


  He nodded.


  “Which ship would you prefer to be on?” I asked. “Chernyakova or Collins?”


  I got a wide-eyed stare. “I didn’t think there was a choice, sar.”


  “We don’t know yet. I don’t think things are as nailed down as they might appear.” I took a sip. “You ever visit Mel’s Place?”


  He took a long pull from his soft drink and gave me a considering look. “Yes, sar.”


  “It’s a little different than they teach at the Academy, isn’t it?”


  He choked on what sounded like a laugh. “Yes, sar.”


  I took pity on him and nodded at Ms. Fortuner. “Let me introduce you to her. She’s been our third mate for the last couple of stanyers. You can compare notes.”


  I left him with her in a three-way conversation with Mr. Skaggs and walked over to where Alys and Beth Case stood near the head of the table.


  Beth saw me coming and her shoulders tensed. “I owe you an apology, Captain.”


  Alys turned to look at me with a raised eyebrow.


  “No, I owe you one. I’m sorry. That wasn’t the best way to handle the situation. I should have known better. I could have done better.”


  Her lips twitched to the side for a moment. “I don’t need coddling, Captain.” She looked down for a moment before meeting my gaze. “At least I didn’t think I did.”


  “How about we call it even and start again? Hi, I’m Ishmael Wang.” I stuck out my hand.


  She took my hand and gave it a quick shake. “Beth Case. Pleased to meet you. I hear you’ve made a lot of credits for your ship. I’d like to know more about that.”


  “I think we can work something out,” I said, nodding at Alys. “We’ll have to see how things go with the commandant.”


  They both grinned.


  Alys said, “I knew I should never have let you and Carstairs loose. What fresh hell have you concocted now?”


  “Did you find out about the charter and liability?”


  “No, but I’m promised an answer tomorrow. Why?”


  “Even without cadets, there’s no reason we can’t leave a couple of officers to work with Beth while we work the Collins.” I looked at Beth. “And there’s also the question of who you want for a boss? Pip or Alys.”


  Alys frowned, but Beth’s eyes widened.


  “Is there a choice?” Beth asked.


  “I don’t know, but it’s worth exploring.” I looked at Alys. “If we take both ships into the Toe-Holds, it won’t make much difference who’s on which bridge. Especially if we keep some senior department heads in place. If the Chernyakova can’t carry cadets, then we’d need to hire a few quarter shares to fill her berths, but she’d still have a solid crew whether I sit in the big chair or Beth does.”


  Alys took a sip of her rosé. “That’s what you two came up with?”


  “It didn’t make sense for us to replace our entire command structure. Sure, the crew could carry them, but to what end? Just to put us with a group of cadets, some of whom may have significant experience? To give Beth a crew of officers new to her and a ship full of crew that all knew each other? It’s one thing when you take over a new command and everybody knows each other. It’s another when the only people who’ve worked together are the ratings.”


  “Who would you leave?” Alys said after a moment.


  “Maybe me,” I said. “Let Beth have the Collins. Take Zoya and Natalya. Pip, since he has the better connections in the Toe-Holds.”


  “Don’t shortchange Kotawalla,” Alys said.


  “Does everybody know about the Toe-Holds except me?” Beth asked, her voice suddenly loud in one of those embarrassing conversational lulls.


  “No,” Reynolds said, speaking up from his conversation with Natalya and Zoya. “But I’m learning fast.”


  “What about them?” MacBradaigh asked.


  “That they’re the future of the Western Annex,” Zoya said, giving Beth a wink.


  MacBradaigh scoffed. “Past, you mean.”


  I looked at Alys, who shrugged in return.


  “Perhaps it’s time we had a bit of a sit-down and a chat,” she said.


  The small talk continued as we gathered, the captains at one end and the rest finding chairs down the table. MacBradaigh took a seat at the foot of the table where he cast smug looks up the length of the board. Natalya sat beside Reynolds on one side while Zoya and Southern sat across from them. Kim had Skaggs and Cartwright on either side of her with Pip and Abe Kotawalla sitting beside each other across the table. Karim Bashar, the chief steward, took up the last chair, sitting just slightly off center and looking up the table, offering MacBradaigh a clear view of his shoulder.


  Once we’d placed orders and the waitstaff cleared out, Alys stood and smiled around at us. “Some of you already met your counterparts. A couple of you have no counterparts here, but let me welcome you all. Tonight marks the next leg of a voyage begun a couple of stanyers ago when Manchester offered the Marva Collins to the Academy. We’ve got some interesting decisions ahead of us. Some of my assumptions have been seriously challenged in the last day and a half. I know I’m not the only one.” She gave Beth a smile. “I’ll invoke wardroom rules over dinner. We’ll talk business after dessert.” With that, she sat down and left us to our own devices.


  Beth Case proved to be an expert at wardroom table conversation, spurring lively conversations about food and various entertainments that I knew nothing about, but which drew Ms. Fortuner, Mr. Bashar, and Mr. Reynolds into an extended discussion about a movie that I’d never seen. Even MacBradaigh, for all of his earlier antagonism, seemed willing to participate in the table talk. I held up my own end when Pip opened up with an opinion on Shakespeare. The dinner wound to its inevitable conclusion with desserts, coffees, and some after-dinner drinks. Alys gave our server a look and nod. The man nodded back and retreated from the dining room, closing the doors behind him.


  “So,” Alys began, drawing attention to the head of the table. “Here’s the situation, people. We have two ships. We have part of two crews. The remaining crews will be cadets where we can fit them in.”


  MacBradaigh cleared his throat and leaned forward over the remains of his chocolate cake. “Two ships?”


  “Yes, Caoimhin. Phoenix Freight put forth the idea to charter their Barbell for use as a training vessel in addition to splitting her crew between the two ships.”


  MacBradaigh looked at me. “Why would you do that?”


  “I’m just the bus driver. Alys is the chair of our board. Mr. Carstairs is the CEO.”


  His gaze jumped from Alys to Pip and back to me. “He’s your CEO?”


  “I’m right here, Mr. MacBradaigh. It makes a certain sense for us to split the roles. I have the business experience and training. He knows how to run a ship. I don’t jostle his arm while we’re underway. He doesn’t bump mine when we’re docked.” Pip shrugged and toasted the man with his beer bottle.


  “Caoimhin, perhaps we can address that question more directly by considering the task at hand,” Alys said. “Specifically, how to best achieve the optimal educational outcomes from having two ships, each with experienced officers and lead ratings to guide the cadets.”


  “I don’t understand, Alys. I thought the Marva Collins was to be a training ship. An opportunity for cadets to learn the jobs first hand.”


  “And what do you think we’re proposing?” she asked.


  “If we’re putting ratings on above them, aren’t we taking the tasks from them?” he asked.


  “How do you think ratings learn their jobs?” she asked.


  He paused, looking around the table as if for support. “Well, through experience.”


  “True to a point,” she said. “When you design a course, do you expect to give students a pile of materials and tell them to sort it out?”


  “Well, of course not. That’s what teachers are for.”


  “Precisely, and aboard ship? Who are the teachers?” she asked.


  He frowned at that. “The officers, of course.”


  Natalya leaned forward at that. “So, tell me, Mr. MacBradaigh. Who teaches the introductory classes in your world?”


  His frown deepened. “Teachers. I just said that.”


  “No, Mr. MacBradaigh. Let me clarify the question. Do you put your senior instructors in the classroom to teach first-year cadets how to care for their uniforms? Perhaps have Maggie Stevens show engineering cadets how to change water filters?”


  His face took on the slightest tinge of red. “Chief Stevens is a senior member of the faculty. Her time is best spent with the advanced classes on Burleson drive theory and practice.”


  “I know her, Mr. MacBradaigh. We’ve worked together in the past. I know she enjoys her time here at the Academy, but when she’s in engineering she relies on the senior ratings to teach the basics. If the chain of command has only one link, it doesn’t cover much ground.”


  Confusion washed over his face, starting with the furrows on his forehead and ending with his jaw agape. “You’ve worked with Chief Stevens?”


  “Wrote a few papers with her, yes, but don’t get sidetracked. You can’t expect the officers to do the training. We’re busy making sure the ship is running and relying on all the people to do their jobs. For senior members of the crew, that involves training those coming behind.”


  He looked around, first at Alys, then me, then Pip, then back to Natalya. “You wrote a paper with her?”


  “Yes. A long time ago in a system far, far away. Buy me a beer sometime and I’ll fill you in on all the juicy details of emergency jump-drive emitter collars.” She gave her head a quick shake. “In the meantime, maybe it would help if you’d share your vision of what this educational experience would consist of.”


  He drew himself up. “We have a training ship. One that the cadets can work on. The same way they work on the Academy sailing yachts.”


  “I remember those trips,” she said. “Even us engineering types got to go sailing. What’s the purpose of those exercises? Academically?”


  “To learn how to follow orders and the basics of ship handling.” He smiled. “It’s one of our most effective courses.”


  “So what do you plan for the Collins?” she asked.


  He frowned. “Largely the same, but more directly related to their vocation.”


  Natalya frowned back and looked to Alys.


  Alys shook her head and grinned. “You’re doing fine, Ms. Regyri. Carry on.”


  Natalya shrugged. “Are you expecting that ship to stay docked or something?”


  “Docked? Of course not,” he said. “It’s a freighter. How can you learn to handle a freighter if it’s docked?”


  “Where do you think it’s going to go?” she asked. “The Academy yachts just sail up and down the coast a bit. Even when they’re learning celestial navigation. Are you expecting the Collins will swan around Newmar for a stanyer?”


  He frowned. “A stanyer?”


  “You signed up for this, Caoimhin,” Alys said, a note of warning in her voice. “What did you think that contract meant by a stanyer?”


  “I thought it meant I’d be advising students attending school on the training vessel,” he said, a note of impatience threading through his words.


  Alys sat back in her chair, her eyes narrowing in a way that I recognized. “I’ve seen your plan of advisement. Are you saying didn’t realize that the Marva Collins will be a working freighter for that stanyer?”


  His expression shifted from clear-eyed certainty to frowning confusion. “I know it’s going to be a working freighter.”


  “What do you think a working freighter does?” Pip asked.


  Caoimhin shrugged. “It sails around the sector carrying freight.”


  Pip blew out a deep breath and looked at Alys. “Not one of your best?”


  “Be kind, Pip,” she said. “Caoimhin. You’re one of the best curriculum design people we have. Who did you consult with on laying out your advisement plan?”


  “I spent a lot of time with the seamanship department. I helped them design that program. It works very well.”


  “Did you talk to anybody in the management program? Perhaps get some feedback from engineering or the deck programs?”


  Mr. Bashar asked, “Or steward?”


  MacBradaigh shook his head. “Am I being herded here?”


  Pip nodded. “Yeah. Your idea of what we’re planning to do with these ships only coincides with what we actually plan to do in that we all believe we’ll be training cadets on them.”


  “What do you want them to learn?” he asked.


  “That’s the first question,” Pip said. “What I want them to learn is what it looks like when a crew works together, eats together, sleeps together, and depends on each other in the Deep Dark. When they know that nobody goes home unless everybody goes home, that’s a crew. I want them to come back to their third year at the Academy knowing that in their bones, not just in their heads.”


  “At least two-thirds of all cadets have some experience in space,” Caoimhin said. “How is this going to be different?”


  “Because we’re probably not going to take the ones who already know,” Zoya said. “That’s why I want to interview every cadet who wants to go before they’re accepted.”


  MacBradaigh’s jaw hung open at that. He leaned forward as if to hear better. “You want to what?”


  “I want to interview them,” she said.


  Alys nodded. “That’s possible.”


  “But I thought we were taking the best cadets,” MacBradaigh said.


  “We are,” Zoya said. “Right now, we’re negotiating the definition of ‘best’ when it comes to cadets.”


  “And who are you to decide that?” MacBradaigh said. “Do you have any academic credentials?”


  Zoya blinked at him for a few moments, then laughed.


  Pip turned to Alys. “Tell me we’re going to keep him. Please.”


  Alys shrugged. “I would have bet on it before this week. Now? I’m not so sure.”


  “Do you?” he asked again.


  “No, Mr. MacBradaigh. I have no academic credentials. I have only my diploma from the Academy and my command experience.”


  “Command experience? You’re the first mate. How much experie—”


  I surprised myself when anger boiled up from a growing well of amusement. “Mr. MacBradaigh, the next words from your mouth should be ‘I’m sorry’ or you’ll be sitting on the dock when the Collins leaves.”


  “It’s all right, Skipper. I’m used to it,” Zoya said.


  “Not all right,” I said. “I don’t stand for that kind of arrogance on my ship. Am I clear, Mr. MacBradaigh?”


  He drew in a deep breath, his face turning redder.


  “Caoimhin, before you speak, let me assure you that you’re in the wrong on this,” Alys said. “You can step out of the lock under your own power if you really want to. You’re a great instructional designer, but you’re working from a flawed set of assumptions. The people around this table are your subject matter experts. Collectively they know more about running ships, managing crews, and keeping everybody safe than most of the faculty at the Academy.” She paused, her face a titanium mask. “Your call.”


  His jaw tightened and his right hand clenched into a fist where it sat on the table beside his dessert plate. He took a long breath and let it out. “I’m sorry,” he said. He sat back in his chair. “I’ll withdraw from the assignment.”


  Pip snorted and grinned. “Oh, no. You don’t get out of it that easy. What is it you say about me, Ishmael?”


  “You’re an idiot, but your our idiot,” I said.


  Alys chuckled.


  MacBradaigh scowled.


  Pip leaned forward, his elbows on the table in front of him as he stared at MacBradaigh. “All kidding aside, Mr. MacBradaigh, if you want out, I’d just as soon not force you to honor your contract.” He glanced at Alys who gave a small shrug in return. “But I’d like you to consider that you don’t know what you’d be giving up yet. None of us around this table is going to try to tell you how to do your job.”


  Alys cleared her throat and gave Pip a look.


  Pip laughed. “All right. Other than the commandant, nobody around this table is going to try to tell you how to do your job.”


  Even MacBradaigh smiled at that.


  “What’s on the table here is the future of the Academy,” Pip said. “Alys thinks you’re the man we need to take with us on the Marva. You don’t have experience in the field, so you need us to help you do that.”


  “The future of the Academy?” MacBradaigh asked. “Hyperbole?”


  “He’s serious, Caoimhin,” Alys said. “So am I.”


  “What do you know of the Toe-Holds?” Pip asked. “Anything?”


  He glanced around at each of us before answering. “I’ve never been out there. I only know what’s taught at the Academy. What has that to do with training cadets?”


  “You scoffed when Zoya called the Toe-Holds the future.” Pip raised an eyebrow. “If your entire understanding comes from the lessons here, then I understand why.”


  MacBradaigh shook his head. “You seriously believe that.”


  “I do,” Pip said. “Currently all the growth in the Western Annex comes from expansion in the Toe-Holds, not the High Line.”


  “The High Line?” MacBradaigh asked.


  “CPJCT-controlled space,” Pip said. “It’s called the High Line by Toe-Holders. It’s not exactly a complimentary phrase.”


  “You realize you sound insane?” MacBradaigh asked.


  Beth chuckled. “That’s exactly what I thought the other night when they tried to tell me.”


  “It takes a bit of getting used to,” I said. “I didn’t believe it either before we took the Chernyakova out there. It’s a bit of a culture shock just seeing the stations. They’re nothing like the Academy led me to believe.”


  MacBradaigh worried his lower lip between his teeth and squinted his eyes, glancing around again before looking at Alys. “So why do we teach that it’s a ghost town? That it all faded away after the CPJCT was formed?”


  “Because that’s what the CPJCT requires us to teach,” she said with a shrug.


  “But why?”


  “Because CPJCT doesn’t earn credits off the Toe-Holds,” Pip said. “They need to keep as much commerce as they can isolated here. They do that by downplaying the Toe-Holds and making it difficult for people who work in both.”


  “Smugglers, you mean,” MacBradaigh said.


  Pip shrugged. “If you mean people who buy and sell products in both places, then sure. Smugglers.”


  “I’m having a hard time with this.” MacBradaigh shook his head, leaning forward over the table. “If the Toe-Holds are the future of the Western Annex, why aren’t the big players all out there?”


  Zoya laughed. “We are. None of the really big players operate solely in the High Line. Usoko Mining has been out there as long as there’s been Usoko Mining. It’s where we started. The company predates CPJCT but even I didn’t realize the scope and potential until I graduated and moved out there myself.”


  “You’re telling me companies like Manchester and Pravda operate there?”


  We all nodded.


  “And Mellon-Merc and Saltzman,” Pip said. “Carstairs has our home port there. We don’t even keep offices in the High Line.”


  MacBradaigh frowned and blew out a breath. “So what kind of instruction do you want me to design?”


  “We need to graduate officers who can think,” Alys said. “We can’t keep promoting this ‘ghost town’ idea of the Toe-Holds. Not anymore. CPJCT-controlled space has been stagnating for decades. Any growth or expansion has come from individual companies growing their markets and branching out, but we haven’t added any new territory. We’ve almost saturated the existing markets but we still rely on products from the Toe-Holds to keep the machinery running. Even the bank is a Toe-Hold.”


  MacBradaigh pursed his lips and nodded. “What you’re saying is that I picked the wrong subject matter experts.”


  Pip gave him a wry grin and a nod. “’Fraid so.”


  “You willing to give it a chance?” Alys asked. “I’ll tear up the contract and you can go back to your department, if you like.”


  “Why me?” he asked.


  “You’re the best we have. What we’re asking you to do is observe the training underway at a level the Academy has never tackled before. You’ll have access to the people who do the work every day, and you’ll be on the ship with the students. You’ll also have the chance to shape the new curriculum from the keel up. We need somebody aboard with the credentials to certify that the on-board instruction satisfies the Academy’s requirements for academic rigor, and to collect any new information we need to revise the curriculum we have.” She paused and cocked an eyebrow at him. “You up for it, Caoimhin?”


  He took long looks at each of us around the table before nodding. “Never let it be said that Caoimhin MacBradaigh walked away from a job because it was too crazy.”


  “If we follow through with this, do we need somebody aboard the Chernyakova to fulfill the same function?” Zoya asked.


  “I don’t have anybody I can tag for it.” Alys frowned. “I think Caoimhin’s insights from the Collins will be enough for what we need.”


  MacBradaigh bit his lower lip and leaned back in his chair. “Perhaps we can have a sit-down and I can revisit the instructional goals and plans with you?”


  “Have you ever worked on a ship before?” Pip asked.


  MacBradaigh frowned. “No. Why?”


  Pip looked to Alys. “So? Your goal is two-fold. First, you want cadets to find out what it’s like to serve on a ship before they’re asked to manage one.”


  She nodded.


  “Second, you want to break open Toe-Hold space to the next generations of officers.”


  “Yes,” she said.


  “What are your success criteria?” MacBradaigh asked, leaning forward into the conversation, his elbows on the table.


  Alys glanced around and sighed. “That’s harder to put into words, Caoimhin.” She shook her head and frowned at her wineglass. “From an instructional standpoint, there’s a marked difference between students who’ve come from a spacer background, especially those who’ve come from family and co-op ships, and those who haven’t. The historical data is very clear on that. We don’t get many applicants from orbitals, and fewer still from planets, but those we do get struggle. They fail or drop out at higher rates.” She glanced at me. “I want to level that playing field a bit.”


  “What has that to do with this Toe-Holds narrative?” MacBradaigh asked.


  “I want to open their eyes to the wider implications of becoming fleet officers,” she said. “The grounding in shipboard operations will help that greatly. Seeing that the Western Annex is more than their collected, regulated, and closed arcologies will give them an actual leg up over those who, like you, believe that the Toe-Holds are a wasteland. You may not believe it now, but everything these people have said about the Toe-Holds is true.”


  MacBradaigh pursed his lips and frowned at the table in front of him for a long moment before his eyebrows rose and a smile curved his lips. He looked up at her. “You don’t need me to design instruction for the crew, do you.” A statement, not a question.


  Alys gave him a rueful grin. “Not really. I need you to certify that the cadets received an appropriate number of credit hours of instruction. Most of that instruction will be training in various shipboard functions.”


  “Any adjunct could do that,” MacBradaigh said.


  She gave him a one-shouldered shrug and a nod. “True.”


  “I don’t get it,” Reynolds said.


  Natalya leaned over to him. “She wants him to design the new Toe-Hold curriculum. The one that will replace the official version.”


  Reynolds’s eyes widened.


  “You won’t be able to teach it at the Academy,” MacBradaigh said.


  “Let me fight that fight,” Alys said. “I need you to get the information and design the curriculum I can fight with.”


  MacBradaigh frowned, scanning around the table. “It’s that important?”


  Alys nodded.


  He shrugged. “Then I’m in.”


  “Are you sure about this, Caoimhin?”


  He looked down at his empty dessert plate for a moment before answering. “I’m having to re-order everything I thought I knew about this project. We’re conspiring against the fabric of the universe I thought I understood.” He gave his head a slow shake and blew out a noisy breath. He looked around the table, pausing a beat on each of us. “I feel so far out of my depth right now, I don’t know what to do.”


  “First principles,” I said.


  He looked at me, head cocked.


  “For us, it’s feed the crew. What’s the first thing you need to start the next job?”


  “Define the academic goal,” he said. “And then determine where the students are starting from. Then we map various paths to get the students from there to where they need to be.”


  Pip grinned. “We use different words, but it’s the same deal.”


  MacBradaigh shook his head. “You’re talking about experiential learning here. I can’t design lessons around goals like ‘Go visit this place and find out that everything you know is wrong.’”


  Alys chuckled. “We do it all the time, don’t we? Our biggest challenges as teachers involve getting students to unlearn the things they think they know.” She paused, glancing around the table. “Why don’t you and I have a little chat after?”


  His eyes narrowed a fraction, but he nodded.


  “Good,” she said. “With that, are we having a change of command tomorrow at noon?” She looked back and forth between Case and me.


  Case nodded with an apologetic glance in my direction. “I’m game. I’m also sorry for blowing a gasket.”


  “It’s on us,” I said. “We’ll set a new course.”


  “More ways than one,” Alys said with a quick grin at MacBradaigh, before addressing the table at large again. “Then I think we’re done here. There are a lot of details to iron out, but I think we have the right people in the right conversations now. We’ll have a change of command aboard the Chernyakova tomorrow at noon. We’ll sort out the crew structures as we go.”


  She stood, signaling the end of dinner. We all followed her lead. “Caoimhin?” She beckoned with a nod of her head. “Ishmael? Pip? Beth?”


  We huddled in one corner while the rest of them filed out. I heard chatter about the oh-two deck and figured they’d continue their cross-pollination on their own. I smiled.


  “What you so happy about?” Pip asked.


  “I love it when a plan comes together.”


  “You have a plan?” Beth asked.


  “Making a new one as we go,” I said.


  Alys pulled MacBradaigh into the huddle. “Look. Here’s the raw skinny. Caoimhin, you’re going out to the Toe-Holds to learn as much about them as you can. I need you to come back after your year in space with a curriculum to replace the authorized CPJCT History-330.”


  “Why the smoke and mirrors, then?” he asked.


  “A few ticks ago, you didn’t think the Toe-Holds existed. I need that curriculum to take to the trustees. I can’t just go to them and say ‘This official, sanitized vision of the Western Annex isn’t going to stand’ without something to replace it. I need you to get me that replacement.”


  “Won’t they fight you on it?” Pip asked.


  “They have been all along. I’ve been talking to the chair of the Board of Trustees. He’s hard-core Confederated Planets to his bones.” She sighed. “I’ve exhausted what I can do without more ammunition.”


  “We’re going to come back with two ships full of people who know that the existing curriculum is not exactly accurate,” Pip said.


  Alys smiled. “More than one arrow in my quiver.”


  “Do you think he knows?” Beth asked.


  “Who? The chair?” Alys asked.


  Beth nodded.


  Alys worried the corner of her mouth with her teeth for a moment. “I would have thought so.”


  Beth shrugged. “I didn’t. I’m not exactly a greenie in the fleet. I might have gone my whole career without knowing if this hadn’t happened.”


  “Is the chair a spacer?” Pip asked. “Industry guy?”


  “Orbital management,” Alys said, her eyebrows coming together in a frown.


  “Vested interest in maintaining a worldview,” Pip said, shrugging.


  “Hard to get anybody to learn something when their paycheck depends on ignorance,” I said.


  Pip raised an eyebrow at me. “You come up with that by yourself?”


  “Something my mother used to say about university admins.”


  Alys chuckled. “She wasn’t wrong.”


  Chapter 11


  Newmar Orbital: 
 May 4, 2379


  Evening


  Pip and I left Alys with MacBradaigh and headed back to the ship. “What do you think, boss?” I asked.


  Pip sighed and shook his head. “Not sure yet. This all seems—I don’t know. Too much?”


  “Too much what?”


  “The Marva Collins. Start there. Manchester basically gave the Academy the ship. It’s probably part of the reparations deal they made over Telluride, but why bring us into it?” He looked over at me. “Just to use us for our Toe-Hold expertise?”


  I gave that a few moments thought as we ambled past a few shop windows. “We’re handy?”


  He chuckled. “Yeah. Probably, but she’s got hot- and cold-running captains at her beck and call.”


  “None she controls like us, though.”


  He scowled at the deck. “And what’s with this ‘I need information to change the curriculum’ stuff? She’s the commandant. Why doesn’t she just put the new curriculum into place? You really think the trustees would replace her?”


  “I remember my mother fighting similar battles with the administration back on Neris.” I shrugged and pressed the lift call button. “Maybe the trustees aren’t happy with the Giggone dynasty. Her father was commandant for a long time. Now her? Maybe they’re just looking for an excuse and she’s not willing to give them one.”


  He arched his eyebrow at me. “They appointed her. They can just as easily un-appoint her.”


  “This is Alys Giggone we’re talking about. You think the fleet isn’t watching what happens here?”


  “Good point.” He grimaced and looked around as if the answer might appear strolling down the promenade.


  “CPJCT will pressure the trustees if she gets extended too far. She needs to have some solid rationale to stand up to that.”


  The lift doors opened and we stood aside to let passengers leave before stepping into the empty car. He pressed the button for the docks, scowling at his feet.


  “What about MacBradaigh?” I asked.


  “What about him?”


  “He seem odd to you?”


  “Odd how? Too sure of himself? Too certain that he’s got the answers to questions he’s never considered?” He shook his head. “No. Doesn’t seem all that odd to me. Why?”


  I chuckled.


  He glanced over at me. “You start from the assumption that you don’t know what’s happening and proceed from there. You don’t know how unusual that is.”


  “I don’t know what’s happening most of the time.”


  “Most people don’t,” he said. “But they think they do because they’ve framed it in a context that makes sense to them.”


  I raised a hand. “Guilty as charged.”


  The lift doors opened on the docks and we stepped out into the cold, passing a herd of laughing spacers in civvies.


  “You extrapolate early. That used to get you in trouble, but you’ve changed a lot since the Lois.”


  “Back to the Marva,” I said, turning down the dock toward our ship. “What’s your best take on how this should work?”


  “How it should work? We should tell Alys to find a crew for her ship and get back to work ourselves.” He sighed and thrust his hands in his pockets, hunching his shoulders forward. “It’s too complicated. Too many moving parts.”


  “I thought you wanted to go.”


  “That was then.” He stomped up to our dock and keyed the lock open. “Now? I’m not sure, and I hate not being sure.”


  He followed me into the ship.


  Mr. Bentley had the watch and logged us aboard. “Is it settled, Skipper?”


  “Which, Mr. Bentley?”


  “You’re leaving to take over the Marva Collins and leaving Captain Case with the Chernyakova?”


  “You got the notice about the all-hands meeting?” I asked.


  “Yes, sar.”


  “I’ll lay it out for everybody then. We’ve all got decisions to make.”


  “How do you feel about having cadets here?” Pip asked.


  Mr. Bentley’s eyes widened for a moment before narrowing. “In what capacity, sar?”


  “Quarter shares. Maybe halfs.”


  “What? Take the place of our crew?”


  “No, Mr. Bentley. How many of the crew are ready to move up but we don’t have the slots?” I asked, shooting a glance at Pip.


  Bentley shrugged. “Not sure, Skipper. At least a few, but they’re getting paid at their listed rank regardless of job title.”


  “Even you, Mr. Bentley,” I said. “You’re able spacer but you’re rated at helm.”


  He shrugged. “Yes, sar, but I’ve no complaints. My bank account is happy.”


  “Would you like to go to the Marva and take helm?” Pip asked.


  I looked at Pip and bit back a remark. He was the CEO, after all, and we weren’t underway even if we were aboard ship.


  “Is that possible?” Mr. Bentley asked.


  “Details at the all-hands meeting tomorrow,” he said, turning to me and practically pushing me into the passageway.


  I waited until we reached the cabin before turning on him. “Really?”


  He shrugged. “Not like it’s not making the rounds already, and it’ll be all over the ship by morning. Everybody’s gonna want to know what the hell is going on. They all think we’re going to the Collins and leaving them with a whole new cadre of officers to train.”


  “Which, it seems, we’re doing.”


  “Not entirely,” Pip said, making himself comfortable in one of the visitors’ chairs and stretching his legs out in front of him, crossing them at the ankles.


  “What? Leaving Tom as third mate?” I took my seat behind the console.


  “Leaving Zoya and Tom,” Pip said.


  “What? This better be good because Zoya is going to punch your lights out for cutting her off.”


  Pip shook his head. “Your first problem is thinking staying here is ‘cutting her off.’ Your second problem is you’re not seeing the big picture. At all.”


  “Weren’t you the guy who just had doubts about this whole thing?”


  “Yeah. That was me. I still do. My doubts aren’t going to stop it happening, so, as CEO, I have to put my feelings aside and consider how our company can benefit most.”


  I sighed and leaned back in my chair. “This better be good.”


  He grimaced and scratched the angle of his jaw. “We’ve been thinking of this as two ships. We’ve only flirted with the idea of a fleet of two. What if it’s one crew in two hulls?”


  “I’m not following this logic. Each ship needs a crew.”


  “Yes,” he said, his eyebrows rising. “But something Zoya said at dinner. They don’t need to keep the same crews all the time. It might be beneficial if they don’t.”


  “Explain it in small words that even a captain can understand.”


  “All right. We divvy up the hands and officers. If we all split and leave the Chernyakova to Beth Case and company, we’ve hampered their ability to operate in the Toe-Holds.”


  “Granted.”


  “We want to operate in the Toe-Holds primarily. Minimizing our exposure to CPJCT and maximizing the cadets’ exposure to the Toe-Holds while grabbing as many credits as we can stuff in our greedy little pockets.”


  “Also giving Beth Case the background to operate out there,” I said.


  He touched his finger to the tip of his nose.


  “I’m still missing something.”


  “Ignore the crew component. Think of the ships. The Chernyakova gets a can heading for, say, Dark Knight. The Collins picks up a bunch of cargo heading for Dark Knight. That’s what we’re planning, right?”


  “I’m with you so far.”


  “So the first jump into Dark Knight is going to be an eye-opener for Captain Case and everybody who hasn’t already been there, or at least heard of it. Their mental image of a Toe-Hold is three cargo cans welded together with a leaky head.”


  “Probably not far off.”


  He grimaced. “That’s what you were expecting.”


  “Maybe in the beginning, but when you got a billion-credit can of black malt as our first cargo, I figured I was off base.”


  “And getting those cargoes tied on will help change their minds, too, but seeing it? Docking and going aboard?” He grinned.


  “What’s that got to do with this ‘one crew, two hulls’ thing?”


  “When Marva docks, where will Chernyakova be?” he asked.


  I shrugged. “I don’t know. Next dock over?”


  He touched the tip of his nose again. “Now, consider Beth Case. She’s sitting in the big chair getting ready to jump a freighter into a place that she’s always thought was three cargo cans and leaky head. Tom? Good man. Top notch. He can help them lay the courses correctly, but what if she had both Tom and Zoya?”


  I nodded. “Makes sense.”


  “In the meantime we have Southern on the Marva. They see what the Toe-Holds are all about from our decks. Kim as second mate backing them up. You and I supporting them.”


  “Along with MacBradaigh and a ship full of cadets?”


  He shook his head. “Not cadets. A crew with a lot of quarter shares with a few of our steady hands.”


  “Keep going. I’m not sure I’m with you yet.”


  “We both dock at Mel’s at about the same time. Within a few meters of each other in the same gantry. Zoya swaps with Southern. Some of the crew swaps berths. Everybody’s all in the pool. The people who fit the slots best move to the best slots. Quarter shares who’ve learned half share jobs move to those jobs. Halfs move to full. Everybody gets the benefit of working with a changing crew, and the officers new to the Toe-Holds aren’t left swinging in the breeze.”


  He made a lot of sense. I nodded. “Is there more?”


  His lips twitched like he might be holding back a grin. “It won’t matter which ship they’re on. We pool the profit and calculate shares based on both ships.”


  He caught me sideways with that one. “Will they go for it?”


  Pip shrugged. “Who? The crew? Maybe. Zoya pointed out that none of them are hurting financially. It’s only for a stanyer. By the time we’re back here in Port Newmar, we’ll have two officer cadres who know their way around the Toe-Holds and a bunch of cadets who’ll be let loose to question their third-year instructors about why Mel’s isn’t exactly a ghost town and how come all the credits in the Annex flow through High Tortuga.” He paused a heartbeat. “And, in theory at least, this MacBradaigh will come up with a new curriculum to bail their asses out.”


  I could almost see it. “You’re overlooking the trustees and any faculty curriculum review process that has to happen.”


  “Details.” He shook his head. “Goals. Ours is make a profit. The Collins’s is, too, even though it’s not on the top of Alys’s mind. Breaking the CPCJT grip on the Toe-Holds? They don’t have a grip now. It’s all smoke and mirrors. Just propaganda or we wouldn’t be able to operate the way we do. Break the silence on the Toe-Holds? That might happen. At the very least it will become common knowledge among a growing number of licensed officers, along with the knowledge of how to get around the regs without breaking them.”


  “You’re underestimating the recalcitrance of the status quo.”


  He shook his head. “I know it’s not going to happen right away. First stanyer. No. Fifth stanyer? That’s going to be a different can of ore. By then, we’ll have second mates who’ve been through the curriculum. More of them will have seen a Toe-Hold station for themselves. In a decade, more of the firsts.”


  “The trustees are going to scream.”


  A smile eased over his lips. “I’m counting on it. I think Alys is, too.”


  “You say that like it’s a good thing.”


  “No secret survives a bureaucratic scramble. If you want to keep the lid on the Toe-Holds, you can’t complain very loudly about them. Everybody will want to know what the argument is about.”


  I felt my jaw unhinging a little.


  “It’s also no secret among the bigger fleets. Even Saltzman, who kept Beth in the dark by keeping her in High Line routes. They didn’t do it because of some CPJCT regulation.”


  “Why did they?”


  He shook his head. “They didn’t. They just didn’t give her any cargo to go out there. Inertia did the rest.” He paused and flexed his left shoulder in a kind of shrug. “I mean, think about it. It’s not your normal run. Getting in and getting out only requires a not-so-secret handshake like our favorite steakhouse at Dark Knight. If you’ve got enough captains who know how to deal with it, you use those ships. Anybody who doesn’t have the knowledge set doesn’t need it, because they just do what they’ve always done. CPJCT is happy because the fleet keeps servicing the orbitals. Saltzman is happy reaping the rewards from operating in the Toe-Holds with impunity.”


  “What about DST?” I asked.


  “Geoff Maloney didn’t have much to do with freight outside of Diurnia. Compared to the Saltzmans and Federated Freights, DST is just another local hauler.” He pursed his lips. “The Lois had a pretty prescribed route that got defined at corporate for the most part. We didn’t go to the Toe-Holds because we didn’t need to.”


  “But you knew about them.”


  “I grew up there, remember?”


  “Why didn’t you say anything?”


  He shrugged. “You know a lot about granapple cultivation and universities. Did you talk about that?”


  “No, but we’re not in the granapple business, either.” I sighed. “Do you think Alys will go along with this ‘one crew, two hulls’ idea?”


  He scrunched up his face and stared at the toes of his boots for a few heartbeats. “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  “Because it’s the logical extension of what she wants to do. It gets her cadets more experience in a variety of contexts, gets Beth Case and her cadre up to speed faster by cross-pollinating the wardrooms, gives the cadets more exposure to different kinds of ships.”


  “There’s not that much difference,” I said. “Crew’s a little smaller on the Barbell.”


  “Different management styles,” he said. “You run a very different ship than Alys Giggone did.”


  I blinked at that. “How so?”


  “I’m guessing Frederica deGrut had a more significant influence on your style than Alys. You’re much more accessible to the crew than she ever was. The steam room notwithstanding.” He screwed his lips around on his face for a moment and squinted at his boots a bit. “I don’t know what kind of ship Case will run.”


  “I’m not convinced about this ‘one crew’ idea.”


  “All right,” he said. “First, we need the full shares and senior ratings to run the Marva. Second, our people all know the Toe-Holds aren’t made up of three cans and a leaky head. That’s going to help steady the cadets and give them all people they can group up with when we get out there. Working beside them will bond them better than saying ‘Oh, here’s a group of friendly spacers you can hang with.’”


  I nodded to grant him the point. “Still not convincing me that playing musical berths is a good idea.”


  “Kotawalla is solid. He may need help finding a can to take out, but he can handle picking up a can from any Toe-Hold station. Reynolds? His role doesn’t change. If he knows Barbells, he knows the Chernyakova even with the longer legs. Natalya could fly a dumpster if it had a fusactor and a Burleson unit. Keeping the scrubbers clean won’t change. In a lot of ways they’re interchangeable because their skills are the same wherever they are. Natalya has wider experience, especially in the Toe-Holds, and she’s probably better overall, but Reynolds has more time in grade.”


  “We’re overlooking Skaggs and Cartwright,” I said.


  Pip spent a few moments communing with the toes of his boots. “Cartwright is interesting. He’s not just a third mate. He’s a green third. Makes me wonder why Alys tapped him.”


  “I spoke with him. Comes from a co-op ship. Too many thirds there already.”


  Pip grimaced. “I know that song and dance well enough.”


  “Skaggs is the cipher in this. The only thing I picked up from him is that he’s not really on board with the whole program.”


  “Really?” Pip’s eyebrows flashed up. “I didn’t get a clear read on him at dinner. Did you talk to him?”


  “No. We’ll want to brace Kim on that. She spent the most time with him.”


  “Then what?”


  I sighed and shook my head. “Just something in his body language made me think he wasn’t at the meeting voluntarily.”


  “He might have just not liked having dinner with the brass,” Pip said.


  “Yeah. That could be it, but I’m not convinced. I still want to talk to Kim.”


  “Think he’ll be a problem?”


  I sighed again. “My gut says yes, but I don’t have anything beyond that.”


  “Did I hear my name?” Kim asked from the cabin doorway.


  Pip turned around in his seat and hooked an arm over the back. “Home already? I thought you kids would have been out most of the night.”


  She snickered. “David wasn’t much for socializing and bailed right after dinner. I hung around for a bit but I left them down at the pub drinking beer and arguing about whether the Marva or the Chernyakova could earn better shares.”


  Pip shot me a glance and gave Kim a grin. “Come in. Sit down. We want to pump you for all you learned tonight.”


  She laughed but took the seat beside him. “I don’t know that I learned a lot.”


  “Mr. Skaggs doesn’t seem too keen on this project,” I said.


  She frowned a moment. “I got that feeling, too.”


  “What’d you talk about?” Pip asked.


  “Mostly he told me about his last ship.” She shrugged. “He didn’t seem too interested in the Chernyakova.”


  “He say why he left?” Pip asked.


  She shook her head. “Isn’t it in his jacket?”


  “Only that he left the Mersa May about three months ago,” Pip said. “Co-op container hauler for Weaver Industries out of Franklin in Halpern.”


  “Never heard of it,” she said.


  “I had to look it up. Small carrier specializing in shuttling parts around the various shipyards and assembly plants. Does a lot of work with Higbee and their suppliers.”


  “Long way from Port Newmar,” I said.


  “Commandant Giggone sent him the ticket to come back,” Kim said. “He didn’t seem pleased by that.”


  “He say why?” Pip asked.


  She shook her head.


  “What makes you think that?” I asked.


  “He said something like ‘I wouldn’t be here if Alys Giggone had minded her own business.’” She shrugged. “He didn’t offer much beyond that and I didn’t press it. Seemed a sore subject.”


  “You two seemed to get along all right,” Pip said. “At least over dinner.”


  “He was fine at dinner. When we left and started down to the oh-two, it’s like he flipped a switch. We talked a little shop, but he didn’t have much to say once he learned I was a new second mate.”


  “So, he can put on a good show for the brass, but does he know his stuff?” Pip asked.


  “He could be great. He could also be the worst second mate in the Western Annex, as far as I know.” She shrugged.


  “Would you sail with him?” I asked.


  “Hypothetically. No reason not to. Everybody else at the table seemed to be top notch.”


  “Even MacBradaigh?” Pip asked with a crooked grin.


  She laughed. “Yeah. Well, he’s an ass, but he backed down once he realized that he’d made a mistake.” She paused. “Or four.”


  “You want to sail on the Marva or stay here?” I asked.


  She froze in her seat for a heartbeat. “Serious?”


  I shrugged. “Hypothetically.”


  She glanced back and forth between Pip and me a couple of times. “I’m good either way.”


  “Which way’s the argument going on better shares?” Pip asked.


  “Reynolds thinks the Marva can do better by diversifying high-value cargo. Zoya’s holding the ‘one big can is better’ line.”


  “Where’s Abe on it?” he asked.


  “He’s sitting back with a grin on his face and refusing to offer any opinion one way or the other.”


  “What’s your take on Bashar?” he asked.


  “Mr. Bashar is the real deal. He’s scary good.”


  Pip blinked. “Good how?”


  She shrugged and glanced around the cabin. “You ever meet somebody and you know they see you? Like really see you?”


  Pip’s eyebrows rose. “That makes him good?”


  “That makes him unusual. Even in this crew.” She pressed her lips together between her teeth and glanced over at me. “No disrespect, Skipper. You’re like that, too.”


  “None taken,” I said. “I know what you mean.”


  She gave Pip a glance, too. “We’re a good crew. Ms. Sharps is great. Mr. Bashar? He’s what she’ll be in twenty stanyers.”


  “Reynolds?” Pip asked. “Your take on him?”


  She shrugged. “Good guy. Funny guy. Nats likes him. He doesn’t talk over her and listens when she talks.”


  Pip glanced at me with an expression I couldn’t read. “What about Captain Case?”


  “I didn’t get much chance to talk to her directly, but she seemed nice. Competent. Clearly a clipper captain.” She glanced at me, almost coyly. “She has the walk.”


  I laughed and she smiled.


  “Cartwright seems nice,” she said. “Still a little star struck, I think. He just graduated. We’ll be his first ship.”


  “Would you sail with him?” I asked.


  She shrugged again and tilted her head back and forth a couple of times as if weighing the question. “Honestly, Skipper. I’d sail with any of them. At least once.” She paused, her eyes narrowing as she looked between me and Pip. “Why? I thought it was settled.”


  “Pip thinks we should split the ships between us.”


  She eyed him, lips pursed. “We’re doing that with the ratings, aren’t we? Wasn’t that what we talked about at dinner?”


  He nodded. “If we leave Tom with Captain Case, she has one officer who’s been to the Toe-Holds and a good number of specialists and full shares.”


  “Yeah. That’s my understanding.”


  “When we get out to Mel’s, where will the Marva dock?” he asked.


  “One of the big ship gantries, I suppose.” She frowned. “What are you getting at?”


  “Where will the Chernyakova dock?” he asked.


  She shrugged. “Same place, won’t she? Is there some other dock?”


  Pip shook his head. “No, there isn’t and that’s my point. We’re all going to get underway at the same time. We’re heading for the same port on the same course. We’ll probably arrive within a few ticks of each other.”


  “Well, that depends on when we jump as much as anything, doesn’t it?” she asked. “Jump error on the other end. Mel’s is what? Three or four jumps out?”


  “Maybe more. Depends on Collins’s legs,” I said. “We’re spoiled by having the longer legs here. If the Collins has the standard Manchester engine room, it’ll be set up for three Burleson units instead of the five to seven we have.”


  “Where are you going with this?” she asked, looking at Pip.


  “What if we stopped thinking about two crews?” he asked. “We’re going to be traveling together for the next stanyer or so. What’s stopping us from swapping people around once we hit Mel’s? Or The Ranch? Or Dark Knight? Or all of them?”


  “We’d be living out of our grav trunks for a stanyer,” she said. “Hard to generate a sense of cohesion with that kind of rotation.”


  Pip nodded. “Granted, but—looking ahead—a portion of them will be leaving at the end of the stanyer. None of the cadets are looking for the kind of long-term relationship we usually think of when we sign on.”


  She settled back in her chair and looked at me. “Skipper? This seems messed up to me, but I can’t put my finger on why.”


  “I’m with you,” I said, with a shrug for Pip.


  Her eyebrows lifted just the slightest amount. “So, what? We pool the expenses, pool the revenues, split the pool across all the shares?”


  Pip nodded. “Owner’s share will still go to the owners. Phoenix will get their cut from the Chernyakova’s and the Academy will get their cut from the Collins. The rest of us split the remaining share pool.”


  “Does the math work on that?” she asked.


  “I haven’t run the numbers, but I think so,” he said. “What are you seeing that I’m not?”


  “The Collins will have half again more crew,” she said. “We’ll have a bigger pool here, too, if we go to four sections like you’re thinking.”


  “A larger proportion of quarter shares in both ships, but you’re right.” He grimaced.


  “Would it matter?” I asked.


  She tilted her head and I could practically see the wheels turning. “Not to the cadets. I doubt they’re even aware of the amounts we’re talking about in shares.”


  “What about your share?” Pip asked. “If it went down by 10 percent? Would it matter to you?”


  She shrugged. “It’s all in the cargo. I don’t know if I’d notice until the end of the stanyer because every payout differs. We’re kinda spoiled because our shares have been stupidly high for so long.”


  “You want me to run the numbers?” he asked. “Would it make a difference to you in terms of staying with the ship?”


  She blinked at him. “Which ship?”


  “Either.”


  She laughed. “No. No, it wouldn’t.” She pursed her lips for a moment. “Might wanna run them before you pitch this idea to the crew.”


  I heard voices coming up the ladder and looked to see Zoya and Natalya step onto the landing. They peeked in and I waved them forward. “We’re only missing Tom at this point. You may as well join the party.”


  “We can get him,” Natalya said. “He’s down on the mess deck.”


  “We could adjourn to the wardroom,” Zoya said. “I take it you want a debrief?”


  I glanced at the chrono on my console. “It’s getting late, but what’s your first impression?”


  They shared a look before Zoya spoke. “Beth is going to be fine. Southern—I told you before I’d hire her for Usoko if they had a slot. Cartwright is a newbie but he seems willing.”


  “Reynolds knows a Burleson from a box of rocks. He should work out,” Natalya said. “Abe’s quiet but when he says something it’s usually worth hearing. Bashar is intense.”


  Zoya nodded.


  “And Mr. Skaggs?” I asked.


  Zoya shrugged and glanced at Natalya.


  “He bailed after dinner,” Natalya said. She chewed a few words around in her mouth a bit before speaking. “He’s got some issue. I don’t know what it is.”


  “Can you work with him, Zoya?” Pip asked.


  She shrugged. “Can he work with me?”


  “You think that’s it?” Pip asked.


  She shrugged again. “No idea. MacBradaigh is the one to watch.”


  “Why do you say that?” Pip asked.


  “He backed down, but he didn’t change his mind. Just stopped arguing.”


  “He talked a good game afterward,” Pip said.


  “To you and his boss.” She looked at Kim and then Natalya. “He’s going to be a challenge.”


  “Because he’s a misogynist?” Pip asked.


  Natalya shook her head. “Because he’s a know-it-all. His way is the right way. Even when it’s not.”


  “Now that we’ve seen the other team, what do you think?” Pip asked. “Is this viable?”


  Zoya shrugged. “We can make it work. I’m not sure how I feel about leaving Tom here to carry the water.”


  “How would you feel about staying with him?” I asked. “At least until we make port in the Toe-Holds.”


  Kim hung her arm over the back of her chair to look at them. “Wait’ll you hear this.”


  Zoya frowned. “I’m listening.”


  “One crew, two hulls. We don’t have a final crew roster. Only a list of people on each ship for the next leg of the voyage.”


  Her face flattened out, expressionless, even as Natalya’s eyes widened.


  I waited while Zoya worked through whatever calculations she had running in her brain.


  “Reynolds and I are interchangeable,” Natalya said, only glancing at Zoya once. “I’ve never worked on an Eighty-Eight before, but it’s not that much different than a Seventy-Two. Better controls. Updated consoles.” Her voice ran down, like she’d run out of juice.


  “Zoya?” I asked.


  “Crew cohesion will go to hell,” she said, blinking back from wherever her mind had taken her. Her head shook back and forth a couple of times. “It’s going to be shot as soon as we split the crew between the two ships and fill the holes with cadets, but we won’t be able to rebuild it if we keep swapping back and forth.” She looked at Pip. “I assume that’s where you’re going with this?”


  He nodded.


  “What problem are you trying to solve?” she asked.


  “Not leaving Beth Case swinging in the wind jumping into the Toe-Holds,” he said. “As you said. Leaving Tom to carry the water puts a lot on him.”


  “Where are we going to be after this year is up?” she asked. “We take the Collins out and convoy around with the Chernyakova for a stanyer, come back and turn in all the cadets. Then what? We’re back at two officer corps and half a crew on each ship. Is this Academy thing permanent?”


  Pip shrugged. “When we get back, all the officers will be experienced with doing business in the Toe-Holds, the Collins will be a known quantity in at least some of the ports. We’ll have taken a bunch of cadets out for a cruise and sent them back to their studies.”


  “And to talk about the Toe-Holds,” Natalya said.


  “That, too.”


  Zoya looked at me, the tiniest frown pulling her eyebrows together. “You’re the skipper. Your thoughts?”


  Her gaze pierced me, left me grasping for some kind of logic.


  “Skipper?” she asked.


  “We’re going about this wrong,” I said, the words clicking into place even as I said them.


  Zoya’s brow relaxed and a small smile teased the corner of her mouth.


  “What do you mean?” Pip asked.


  “I mean, we need to have Beth Case in on this conversation.”


  “Why?” he asked.


  I felt my eyebrows lifting. “Because we’re trying to answer her questions for her. This idea has too many parts.”


  Pip’s jaw dropped and Zoya nodded once. “Kim? Let’s all leave the skipper and the CEO to get their heads together while we get some sleep.”


  Kim rose and gave me a tiny smile. “Good night, Skipper. Pip. Good luck.”


  “Thank you, Kim,” I said. “See you in the morning.”


  They filed out and Zoya closed the door behind them.


  Pip straightened in his seat and stared at me. “What was that about?”


  “We made this mistake with Case before. Trying to tell her something when we need to be asking.” I shrugged. “We may be trying to solve a problem that doesn’t exist.”


  “It’s our ship,” he said, as if that explained it.


  “It is,” I said. “And we want to support the captain—whoever it is.”


  “Of course.”


  “I’d be pretty pissed if you came to me and told me who to take on as first mate.” I let that sink in for a moment. “Just like Alys was peeved at Federated Freight when they stuck Colby on the Lois.”


  He sank back in his chair. “Aren’t we that already doing it by assigning officers to the Chernyakova?”


  “You said it yourself. Too many moving parts. Yet, you’re suggesting we add more.”


  He nodded.


  “We’re assuming Beth has a problem that she may or may not have. Let’s not do that.”


  He pursed his lips and sighed, looking down at the deck. “Yeah. Good points.” He stood and headed for the door. “I need to finish packing.”


  “Pip?”


  He stopped and turned, already halfway out of the cabin.


  “It’s not a bad idea. We need to talk it over with the others before we make a decision. Why don’t you invite Captain Case and her cohort to breakfast tomorrow before the crew meeting?”


  “Kinda short notice, isn’t it?” He shook his head. “We just had dinner with them. Let’s let it go until after the change of command. Neither ship’s getting underway any time soon.”


  “Good plan.”


  “What will you tell the crew tomorrow?”


  “Just what we know. Beth’s taking over the Chernyakova. I’m moving to the Collins. We’re inviting some of our specialists and full shares to go with us to help train cadets. The Chernyakova will be taking on cadets to round out the quarter and half share ranks.” I shrugged. “Is there anything else we know?”


  He shook his head, frowning. He paused a moment—half in, half out of the cabin. “What happens after?”


  “After?”


  “After the stanyer. Do we stay? Do we come back? Do we just keep doing it?”


  “That’s the question, isn’t it? It’s the same question we’ve been asking ourselves for the last six months, right?”


  He gave me a wry grin. “That’s the question that you’ve been asking. I still think growing the company is the right approach.” He stopped at the doorway. “But you make a good point. Be careful what you wish for.” He paused for another heartbeat. “G’night, Ishmael.” He slipped out and closed the door behind him.


  I turned and looked out at the ship traffic sailing silently across the screen on the bulkhead. I couldn’t help but think I had missed something.


  Chapter 12


  Newmar Orbital: 
 May 5, 2379


  Morning


  The crew gathered on the mess deck early. A lot of them had smiles. A few looked thoughtful. Only a couple of them looked hung over. I wasn’t sure what to make of that. They all looked up as I entered.


  Somebody said, “Captain on deck.”


  “As you were,” I said before anybody shifted. “Good morning. Ms. Usoko and Mr. Carstairs will be joining us in a moment, but I needed a cup of coffee.” I crossed to the urn, pulled a clean cup from the rack, and helped myself to fresh brew.


  “How many of us are you taking, Skipper?”


  I looked up to see who spoke. “I don’t know, Ms. Cheuvront. Some, certainly. A lot of what we’re going to talk about this morning is sketching in what we know, identifying what we don’t know, and laying out some options.”


  Pip breezed into the mess deck with Zoya on his tail. “I thought you were going to wait for us.” He grinned.


  “Just got here,” I said. “Ms. Cheuvront asked a question. I answered.”


  Tom, Kim, and Natalya slipped in behind them and all stood with their backs to the bulkhead near the entry.


  Zoya joined me at the coffee urn and helped herself to a mug with a smile and a nod in my direction.


  “Mr. Carstairs has a statement. Since we’re docked and he’s the boss—” I paused for a few snickers and chuckles. “Since he’s the boss, he’s going to lay it out. If you’ve got questions for the bus driver, please wait until he’s done.” I nodded to Pip and took up station beside Zoya at the bulkhead by the galley door.


  “Right, then. As most of you know—or at least suspect—we’re having a change of command ceremony today at noon. Captain Wang will be leaving and Captain Elizabeth Case will be taking over. She’ll be along shortly beforehand, and you’ll all get a chance to meet her, if you haven’t already.” He paused and looked around. “Any questions about that?”


  One of the engineering crew, Mr. Larson, raised a hand.


  “David?”


  He aimed his question at me. “So, it’s true that you’re taking over the Marva Collins and going to work for the Academy, Skipper?”


  “Yes. It’s true.” I took a sip of coffee.


  Pip took another step into the middle of the compartment, drawing the attention back to himself. “The plan at the moment is for most of the officers to go over to the Marva. Mr. Reed will be staying aboard as third mate and you’ll get a new group of people to break in.”


  That started a round of frowns and rumbles as people leaned together and looked at Tom.


  “It’s my choice,” Tom said, raising his voice over the noise. “I was going to take third so Ms. Fortuner could get some time in grade even before this.”


  The murmurs calmed down.


  “Here’s the straight skinny,” Pip said. “We have the opportunity to help train the next generations of officers. Most of them have never been to the Toe-Holds. Many of them think it’s a ghost town.” He paused for the chuckles to taper off. “Because of the nature of the situation, I’ve offered the Chernyakova to sail alongside the Marva Collins for the next stanyer. We’ll be splitting this crew between the two vessels and bringing in cadets as fresh quarter shares. Some of them might even be half shares. Perhaps a few fulls if they can pass the exam.”


  “What’ll happen to us, sar?” Ms. Adams asked from the galley door. “We’re just quarter shares.”


  “You’re quarter share here, but the Marva will have an extended galley and will need full shares, even steward specialists, to work with the chief steward. Where are you on the exams?” Pip winked at her. “You’re rated at Able Messman, aren’t you?”


  “Yes, sar.”


  “You and Mr. Franklin shouldn’t need to arm wrestle for who goes and who stays but consider what Ms. Sharps would have to do with two brand new quarter shares.”


  Ms. Sharps stuck her head out of the serving window. “Ms. Sharps thinks they should go if they want to. I’ve trained new hands before.” She grinned and waved at the resulting laughter.


  Pip caught my eye and nodded at the galley with a raised eyebrow.


  I nodded back. “I’ll talk to her.”


  Pip raised a hand to quiet the room again. “You now know as much as I do, except for one thing that Ms. Adams said. If you’re here, you’re here. You won’t be forced out, be replaced by a cadet, or otherwise have your world shaken up.”


  “You mean other than having half the crew be greenies, sar?” Mr. Bentley asked, a cocky grin on his face.


  “Yeah. Other than that. And a new set of officers to break in.” He shrugged.


  “When will we meet them?” Mr. Bentley asked.


  “Soon. Captain Case today. The rest, probably this afternoon. The captains will trade out today and the rest of the officers over the next few days. We’re planning some overlap in the handoff.”


  Zoya leaned in to speak in my ear. “You going to talk to Beth about who she’d like to keep?”


  I nodded. “Thank you for snapping me around.”


  She smiled and nodded. “Just doing my job, Skipper.”


  Mr. Jensen raised a hand. “What happens after that, sar?”


  “After what, Mr. Jensen?” Pip asked.


  “After the stanyer, sar. You said we’d be flying with the Collins for a stanyer.”


  Pip nodded. “Yes. I did, but I don’t know the answer to that. Maybe we’ll continue for another. By then everybody on both ships will be up to speed with operating in the Toe-Holds except for the cadets. Maybe we’ll like working with the Academy and will extend our contract with them. Maybe we’ll hate it and go back to hauling freight.” He let that lie on the deck for a few heartbeats. “I don’t know. A stanyer from now maybe some of you will be thinking it’s time to retire to a beach someplace. Or maybe buy a ship of your own.” That earned him a few more chuckles, but I saw a thoughtful expression wash over more than one face. “Point is, you’re all really well off. I don’t think there’s a single person aboard who couldn’t retire right now if they wanted to. If this doesn’t work out for you, I won’t hold you to any kind of obligation to stick it out with us.”


  “Just don’t decide to quit unless we’re docked,” Kim said from the back of the room. “It’s a long, cold walk home.” She got the biggest laugh of the morning with that.


  “Any other questions?” Pip asked.


  “Can we see the Collins, sar?” Mr. Bentley asked. “It’s the talk of the docks.”


  “I’ll see about laying on some tours,” Pip said. “You won’t even need a sponge.”


  A few of the crew looked confused by that but the older hands—those who’d been with us since the beginning at Breakall—grinned.


  My tablet bipped and I read the message from the brow. “Captain Case just reported aboard,” I said. “Hang tight and I’ll see if she wants to say anything before the ceremony.”


  Pip raised his eyebrows as I walked past him.


  “I’m packed. It’s not a problem,” I said.


  He snorted and raised his voice again. “Anybody else have a question? Comment? Shaggy dog story?”


  I ducked down the passageway and met Beth at the brow. Ms. Torkelson stood behind the console and nodded when I entered. “Skipper.”


  “In a few stans, that’s going to be her,” I said, smiling at Captain Case.


  “Welcome aboard, Captain,” Ms. Torkelson said.


  “Thank you, Ms. Torkelson. I’m looking forward to being here.”


  “You didn’t bring a trunk?” I asked, leading her into the passageway.


  “It felt presumptuous to show up with bags in hand.”


  I stopped a few meters from the entrance to the mess deck. “I convened an all-hands meeting this morning to fill them in what’s happening. Do you want to speak to them?”


  Her eyes widened a fraction. “Not what I was expecting.”


  “Sorry. Didn’t mean to sandbag you. I figured you wouldn’t be here until closer to noon.”


  “We’re going to have to walk right past the entry, aren’t we?”


  “Yeah. There’s that. You don’t need to say anything if you don’t want to.”


  She snorted. “Ice Queen isn’t the nickname I want below decks.”


  I shrugged. She wasn’t wrong.


  She took a breath and let it out. “Sure. Let’s do this.”


  I led her onto the mess deck and every head swiveled to face her.


  “Crew, this is Captain Elizabeth Case. You can call her ‘Captain,’” Pip said, a crooked grin and a light dancing in his eyes.


  “Good morning, everyone. I guess you all know I’ll be filling some really big shoes starting around noon. I’m looking forward to the challenge and to working with all of you. The Chernyakova has earned her good reputation on the docks, and I’m pleased to be joining you for the next leg of her voyage.” She smiled around the compartment, seeming to look at each and every one of them for just a moment before turning back to Pip. “Don’t let me interrupt, Mr. Carstairs.”


  “I think we’re about done here,” Pip said.


  “Anybody have any questions for me while I’m still captain?” I asked, looking around. Lots of heads shook and nobody raised a hand. “In that case, I’ll show Captain Case to her new digs.”


  She followed me up the ladder to the cabin and I took a seat in one of the visitors’ chairs. “Make Pip pay for painting it out, if you want. He’s good for it.”


  She laughed and took the chair beside me. “I’m not captain yet. You can still sit at your console.”


  I shook my head. “Nothing left for me to do there now. I cleared the reports. They’re in the archive if you want them. Messages to the captain will start coming to you at noon as soon as Pip flips the keys.”


  “How do you feel about this?” she asked.


  She made me laugh. “I was just about to ask you the same question. I’m fine with it.”


  “Really? Alys gave me the rundown on what you’ve been doing with Phoenix Freight. Impressive.” She paused for a moment before looking me square in the face. “I wasn’t kidding when I said big shoes. You really did bring this ship back from the dead.”


  I looked around, letting my gaze trace the curve of the painted shearwater’s wings on the bulkhead. “Yeah. Maybe that’s why it still looks like a mausoleum.”


  She coughed a little laugh at that. “I like it.” She looked around as if seeing it for the first time and then back at me. “It suits you.”


  “Maybe. I’m ready for a change. Fewer ghosts.”


  She looked away for a moment and nodded. “I could understand that, too.” She looked back at me with a little grin. “You really didn’t know about the Toe-Holds either?”


  “No.” I laughed again. “Pip came to me here at Port Newmar after I sold my last company. Convinced me that I needed to get back out there. Brought this cock-and-bull story about El Dorado out in the Deep Dark. That we’d get filthy rich but we needed to win the auction for the Chernyakova.”


  “Did you believe him?”


  “About El Dorado?” I snorted and shook my head. “Pip’s been a—well, a liar, if I’m honest—as long as I’ve known him.” I glanced back at the open cabin door. “He’s changed a lot in the last couple of stanyers.”


  “But you went along with him. Bankrolled a big piece of it, according to Alys.”


  I gave her a sheepish grin and a shrug. “I didn’t have anything else to do at the time except sit and brood.” I shrugged again. “He’s a lot of things, but he’s usually serious about cargo. Granted, he wasn’t exactly forthcoming about why he wanted the Chernyakova specifically. I only found out later that he thought it held the secret to a lost ship.”


  Her eyebrows lifted at that. “Lost ship?”


  I chewed a few words around for a bit before answering. “Yeah. The rumor was that Manchester had a skunk works program running in the Toe-Holds. They’d developed a mega-hauler. A frame that could jump a million metric kilotons using five Barbell cans.”


  “Merciful Maude,” she said, eyes going round.


  “They were supposedly on final space trials and getting ready to swan it up to the Manchester yards in Margary for the grand unveiling. It never arrived. Pip thought the Chernyakova’s systems might have some information about where it was.” I shook my head. “It didn’t, so we headed into the Toe-Holds to see if anybody would approach us.”


  “All on his say-so?”


  “Yeah. Like I said. I didn’t have much else to do. Long story shorter, we found it eventually. I’m not sure what happened to it after we left it, but we think that’s the reason Manchester gave the Marva Collins to the Academy. Part of a reparations scheme for running a seriously problematic program for a decade. Manchester, Mellon-Merc, Pravda. They were all in on it.” I shook my head. “They never made it work. Even if they had, I don’t see how they could get it into a gravity well and out again with cargo. It would have been more economical to take a fleet of Barbells.”


  She shifted back in her seat a little. “You’re serious.”


  “Zoya and Natalya joined the crew after that. Maggie Stevens was our engineer, and she moved on to another job. Alberta Ross was our first mate. She retired.” I looked away, a sour taste in my mouth. “I was never able to get her a captain’s board. She left before I got a chance. She’d have been a great skipper.”


  “Alberta Ross?”


  “Yeah. You know her?”


  “Know of her. Legendary astrogator. A bit of a reputation as a wild child.” She shook her head. “How’d you wind up with her?”


  “Picked her off the docks in Breakall. She was beached. Pissed off her captain, probably. She didn’t exactly say.”


  She tilted her head, her expression almost incredulous. “And you picked up the heir and the tycoon as a result?”


  “Zoya and Natalya? Yeah. Maggie Stevens’s doing. She knew them from before and arranged it so that they just happened to be here at Port Newmar when we needed a first mate and chief engineer.”


  She shook her head. “‘Just happened’ to be here. Yeah. All right. Sure.”


  “They’ve both got extensive backgrounds in the Toe-Holds. They flew as wingmen in an old exploration scout after the Academy. They’ve got some stories to tell.”


  “Are they a couple?”


  “Not that I know of.” I laughed. “No more than Pip and I are.”


  “Are you?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.


  I laughed again. “No. We’ve flown together since before the Academy but fate just matched us up.”


  She frowned and examined her fingers for a moment. “You think we can match your performance? Share-wise?”


  I blew out a breath and shrugged. “We’ll be right alongside for the first few jumps. Mr. Kotawalla impresses Pip. That’s not an easy thing to do when somebody has an ego as big as his. It’s possible that you’ll exceed it.”


  “Alys said you’ve made billions.”


  “Eh. We’ve carried billions. The crew shares have made at least half of them millionaires.”


  “And you?”


  “I made my first few millions by selling Icarus to Diurnia Salvage. I’m just along for the ride these days.”


  “Should I buy stock in the company?”


  “What? Phoenix? Talk to Alys. There may be a few shares laying around, but they’re pretty expensive. We don’t have many stockholders.”


  She grinned. “Yeah. Private company. Alys shared that, too, but the amount of public information about Phoenix Freight is slim.”


  “I own 51 percent. Pip has some. Alys, Maggie Stevens. A few others.” I looked around the cabin. “We got the hull cheap but had to spend a metric buttload of credits to turn it into something I felt confident sailing.”


  She laughed. “And you’re going to leave it to go fly the Marva Collins with a bunch of cadets?”


  “Why not? I don’t do it for the credits. Nobody really gets paid enough to do anything just for the credits.”


  She grimaced. “Sometimes you have to.”


  “Yeah. When I started, I needed food and shelter. I lucked into a quarter share berth on the Lois McKendrick with Alys Giggone as skipper and Benjamin Maxwell as first mate.”


  She grinned. “The rest is history?”


  “She kicked me out to attend the Academy. After that, I went over to Diurnia Salvage and Transport because nobody else wanted me.” I paused. “What about you?”


  She shrugged. “Spacer born and bred. Lived on the co-op ship until my parents got tired of living on board. I eventually got a system shuttle pilot license. Met Alys, who pushed me to come here to Port Newmar. Stayed third for a couple of stanyers and then scooted through second to first. Tried a bunch of different ships. Different skippers. All Saltzman.” She looked down at her hands. “Until now.”


  “What was your favorite?”


  “Ship or skipper?” she asked.


  “Either. Weren’t they the same?”


  “No, my favorite captain was a guy named Larry Hart. He ran a tanker. The Ranklin. We had a decent, if somewhat boring route between New Caledonia and Chiba.” Her focus turned inward. “He was my second skipper as first mate. The ship itself was a horror show. Filled with the misfits from the southern side of the Annex. You ever work a tanker?”


  I shook my head.


  “They’re funny beasts. Plug into a pump, load up. Disconnect and off you go. Takes a while for the tank to fill. Crew gets liberty while it’s loading. Just one tank, baffled all over to keep the cargo from sloshing, but once it got full, there was no room to slosh so it wasn’t bad. A tank that wasn’t full?” She laughed and shook her head. “Ship would fight us every step of the way.”


  “Sounds challenging.”


  “Made good shares on her, but the crew drove me crazy. Work parties? No. Even getting them sober on watch was a problem with a few of them.” She shook her head. “More than a few.”


  “Why did the skipper put up with it?”


  She shook her head again. “That was Larry. He just said, ‘This is their last stop on the road to hell. The devils take them if we don’t, and I won’t have that on my conscience.’”


  “So, what’d you do?”


  “Lots of masts. Lots of fines. Made pretty good shares but not that many of the crew managed to hang onto the credits between problems on station and garnishing their wages and shares. They got confined to the ship only to get back into the soup as soon as they could.”


  “Much turnover?”


  “That’s the thing. I’d have been happy to replace about half of them but they just grinned, paid the fines, did their time, and showed up with booze on their breath at the next watch. They seemed happy to be part of the crew, never took it poorly when we slapped them with another captain’s mast, took most of their credits away. They just rolled with it.”


  “Sounds awful. Why did you stay?”


  She looked down at her hands again and chuckled. “Larry. I stayed because he had this aura. A kind of charisma. Peaceful. Ran the ship by the book, but made it a home for the wastrels and ne’er-do-wells. Never judged them, but never let them off the hook either. With all the drugs and alcohol, we never had much trouble with crew fighting with each other.” She looked at me and chuckled again. “Ashore? They were hell on a booster rocket. On the ship? I don’t know. Something about Larry calmed them. Calmed me, to be honest.”


  “When did you leave?”


  “Larry made his last jump. Passed in his sleep, near as we can tell. Medics said natural causes, but didn’t elaborate. The new skipper cleaned house. Cashiered everybody. Including me.”


  “Why?”


  “Figured if I couldn’t handle Larry’s crew, he didn’t want me handling his.” She shrugged. “In spite of that, Saltzman let me work a tractor for a while after that. Small crew. Tight knit.”


  “I spent some time on one. Nice ride, but yeah. More officers than crew.”


  “It was fine but I was always the outsider. Maybe still grieving over Larry. I don’t know. Gave it a couple of stanyers and got a lead on a Barbell running around New Caledonia. That was my favorite ship. Good crew. Great skipper. The other officers were funny and welcoming. The Franz Kafka.”


  I laughed.


  She looked over at me. “Funny?”


  “Kafka was an ancient author. Wrote a lot of strange works about people alienated by complex and incomprehensible systems.”


  She raised an eyebrow at that. “I knew he was an author, but why would somebody name a ship for him?”


  “The CPJCT is a complex and incomprehensible system,” I said. “Maybe it was commentary.”


  “How did you know that? About Kafka?”


  “My mother was an ancient lit professor over on Neris before she died. I picked up a lot of odd pieces of literary trivia.”


  “Sorry to hear.”


  I shrugged. “It was decades ago. She died just after I turned eighteen. I would have been kicked off planet but Alys picked me up.”


  She shook her head. “That why you’re taking her up on the Marva?”


  “No, actually. I kinda like the idea of helping the next generations of officers be better prepared than I was.” I looked around the cabin again. “This place has never felt like home. It’s probably me. I thought I’d put all the ghosts to rest but maybe there’s more here. Every once in a while I catch myself seeing the ship the way it was when I found it.”


  “That’s what you meant by too many ghosts?”


  “Yeah. We did good work with her. I’m ready to move on to something else. The Marva’s a new ship. Pip’s anxious to try his models on a mixed-freight hauler. We’ll have a crew of cadets to bring up to quarter and half shares.”


  “You’ll have Caoimhin MacBradaigh.”


  I laughed. “Yeah. Him, too. We’ll see how that flies. He’s not going to have much to do aboard ship. Alys just wants him to learn about the Toe-Holds first hand so he can revise the curriculum. As long as he stays out from underfoot, we shouldn’t have much problem with him.”


  “What’s your take on Mr. Skaggs?” she asked.


  She caught me by surprise with that one. “What’s your take?”


  “He doesn’t want to be here. That seemed pretty clear at dinner. Any idea why?”


  “No. Pip and I talked about it last night. Not sure why he left his old slot to come all the way up here on Alys’s dime.”


  “Does seem like a long way to come to be disgruntled,” she said. “Maybe we should ask him.”


  “Wanna do it together?” I asked.


  “Kinda.”


  “What do you think about jumping into the Toe-Holds with Tom Reed as your third mate?”


  “You vouch for him?” she asked.


  “He’s a wizard.”


  “As good as Alberta Ross?”


  I took in a deep breath and blew it out. “That’s a high bar, but he’s good. He’s been getting us in and out of the Toe-Holds for stanyers now.”


  She sighed. “But Mr. Skaggs will be sitting in that chair.”


  “Yeah. That’s why I’m wondering if that’s the best choice.”


  “You have a proposal?”


  “I don’t see a better choice. Let’s have a sit-down with Mr. Skaggs after the ceremony. I assume he’ll be here for that?”


  She nodded. “In theory.”


  “Maybe there’s another option,” I said. “I don’t want to explore it just yet, I don’t think.”


  “It’s your ship, at least for the moment,” she said. “What’s that line you use?”


  “I’m just the bus driver?”


  “Yeah. That one.” She grinned. “Come on. Show me around before the ceremony.”


  


  Pip surveyed the throng gathered on the bridge. All the officers from both crews stood along the forward armorglass, while the ratings filled in the rest. “Thanks for coming, everyone. Especially you, Captain Case.”


  She laughed.


  He crossed to the watchstander’s console and pulled the mic from its clip. “Now hear this. This is the owner speaking. Be it logged at 1200 hours this date, command and responsibility for the Solar Clipper Chernyakova passes to Captain Elizabeth Case, relieving Captain Ishmael Wang of his charge. That is all.” He put the mic back amid a smattering of applause.


  “That’s it?” I asked.


  “What? You wanted a speech? I got it right out of the Spacer’s Handbook.”


  Everybody laughed.


  He extended a hand to the new captain. “Welcome aboard, Captain Case. Safe voyage and record profits.”


  She shook his hand and nodded. “Thanks, Mr. Carstairs.” She looked around the bridge. “Thank you all for the warm welcome. I’m looking forward to working with some of you, at least, going forward.”


  “You’re not looking forward to the rest?” Pip asked.


  “Well, some of you will be on another ship.” She had a laugh in her voice.


  I stepped back to let the officers all pass and shake her hand. Zoya herded the ratings off the bridge and cleared the way for the rest of us to leave.


  Case turned to me. “How do you want to handle the changeover?”


  “We have some things to iron out. Can we talk about it in the cabin?”


  “One piece of business we should take care of.” She reached out and tagged Mr. Skaggs’s arm. “Would you join Captain Wang and me in the cabin, Mr. Skaggs?”


  He jumped at her touch and glanced back and forth between us a couple of times. “Of course, Captain.”


  As the crew drained off the bridge, Pip stepped over to me. “Do you need me?”


  “No. Not yet. Maybe. You leaving the ship?”


  He shook his head. “Grav trunk is parked at the brow, but I’d like to spend a little time with Abe before I decamp.”


  “I’ll catch you later, then. We can head up to the hotel together.”


  He nodded and smiled at Case before heading for the ladder.


  She followed him down with me right behind her. Skaggs waited outside the cabin door, a small frown wrinkling his brow and a toe tapping a slow tattoo on the decking. Case led the way into the cabin and took her seat behind the console. She settled into the chair almost gingerly and offered me a smile before looking up at Skaggs. “Come in, Mr. Skaggs. Close the door if you would? Have a seat.”


  He followed her directions and took the visitor’s chair closer to the bulkhead, twisting slightly to keep me in view as I sat beside him.


  Beth took a breath and placed her palms on the console. “Talk to us, David.”


  He blinked and bit his lower lip, shooting me a glance from the side of his eyes. “About what, Captain?”


  “You don’t seem to want to be here in spite of the fact that you sailed halfway across the Annex to get here. Is there a problem? Something we can help with?”


  His eyes widened and his jaw clenched. “I thought I was joining a crew. I get here and I’m supposed to wet-nurse a bunch of cadets?”


  Case’s eyes narrowed a fraction and her head tilted to one side. “Is that what you think?”


  He looked at me, as if for help. “What else is there to think? Half the crew is going to be cadets who don’t know their way to the head. That’s what I heard at dinner last night. I had my doubts about this whole deal before I got here. Now I find out half the crew will be cadets? And we’re going into the Toe-Holds?” He shook his head. “This is a recipe for disaster, pardon my saying so, Captain.” He bit the last word off like a curse instead of her title.


  She settled back in her chair, her palms sliding across the console until her hands fell into her lap. She stared at him for a long moment before nodding. “Fair enough. What would you like to do, Mr. Skaggs?”


  He gave his head a little shake. “What do you mean, what would I like to do?”


  “Well, this berth is clearly unsatisfactory to you. I’m not exactly sure what about it you find problematic, but I’m not going to force you onto a crew that you are uncomfortable with.” She shrugged. “What would you like to do?”


  He blew out a single hard breath, like a cough. “It’s not like I can just walk off this ship and find another berth.”


  She frowned. “Why not? You’ve got a good jacket. Time in grade. Recommendations from your last captain and the support of Commandant Giggone. What’s keeping you from finding another slot?”


  “How long do you think Commandant Giggone is going to back me if I turn my back on this?”


  Case looked at him and ran the tip of her tongue back and forth over her bottom lip, her eyes narrowing. “Why do you think she tapped you for this to begin with?”


  “I have no idea.”


  “Perhaps you might ask her.”


  “What? Just walk up the commandant of the Academy and ask ‘Why’d you stick me in this mess?’”


  She chuckled. “Well, no. Put it that way, I see your dilemma.” She glanced at me. “You know her best, Captain. Any ideas?”


  I shook my head. “I’m not going to second-guess Alys Giggone. She’s a master at developing talent.” I looked at Skaggs. “She picked you for a reason. I have no idea what that reason might be, but I guarantee you, she has one. Would you like to find out what it is?”


  His face scrunched up a little, part confusion, part frustration, some anger maybe. “Does it matter?”


  “You said there were three problems,” Captain Case said. “New officer corps, half cadets, and the Toe-Holds.”


  He gave her a jerky nod.


  She held up her index finger. “First, we’ll have a bit of time to get to know each other and work together before we have to get underway. We don’t know each other now, but we will before we push back. It’s only slightly more difficult than joining a crew where you’re the only new face in the crowd, isn’t it?” She paused with a raised eyebrow.


  He gave a halfhearted shrug and a grudging nod.


  She lifted another finger. “Second, they’re not cadets. They’ll be quarter and half shares. Yes, there’s going to be a lot of them who are green, but we’ll also have some very good senior ratings to take the load of bringing them up to speed before we leave.”


  He shook his head. “It’ll all be make-believe to them. Something to get through. In the end they’ll go back to being cadets. They’ll have zero incentive to do more than the minimum.”


  She frowned at him. “A valid point. In the meantime we get to show them what they’re studying for. Some of them won’t ever have been on a ship except the one that brought them here. Do you think that a stanyer working as crew won’t help them? Even if they do think it’s all make-believe?” She paused and gave him a crooked smile. “It won’t be make-believe. That’s going to have to be one of the first things they learn.”


  He scowled for a moment. “Still temporary.”


  She grinned at that. “It’s all temporary, David. It’s what we do with the time we have that matters.”


  His eyebrows shot up at that.


  She didn’t give him time to reply, just leaned forward placing her elbows on the console. “Third, what’s your issue with the Toe-Holds?”


  He glanced at me. “They’re dangerous. Bad enough with a solid crew. This crew? Even after a few weeks of shakedown?” He shook his head.


  Case shook her head. “Have you ever been there?”


  “No,” he said, a bit sullenly. “Never had a need to turn to smuggling.”


  She smiled. “Me, either.”


  He blinked. “Why are we doing it?”


  “Captain Wang?” Case asked. “You’ve been there. You didn’t know any more than we do when you started here. Care to weigh in?”


  I smiled at him. “It’s because the Toe-Holds are the future of the Western Annex. We said that last night.”


  “Yeah. You said that, but are we just supposed to take your word for it?” He swallowed before adding a belated “Captain.”


  “Good point. You don’t know me. You probably don’t know Zoya or Natalya or even Alys Giggone that well. Was she commandant when you were here?”


  He shook his head. “Her father was still here for most of it. She took over the year I graduated.”


  I nodded. “I understand your concern. All I ever knew about the Toe-Holds was what I learned at the Academy. When Mr. Carstairs asked me to go into business with him and go out there? I thought he was joking. ‘Toe-Holds? What are they? Three cans and a leaky head welded together?’” I got a laugh out of him and a grin from Case. “I didn’t have anything better to do, so I went along with him. Our first cargo was a billion credits’ worth of black malt.”


  “A billion?” His eyes practically bugged out of his head. “Wait, black malt? What is that?”


  “It’s for brewing beer. We took two hundred metric kilotons of malt so that they could make beer.”


  He looked at me like he thought I was kidding. “Isn’t that a hell of a lot of beer?”


  “Yes, Mr. Skaggs. It is. Way more beer than somebody living in three cans welded together with a leaky head could make, let alone drink.” I paused to let that sink in. “To say nothing of pay for.”


  I caught Case looking at me with eyes wide and jaw hanging open. “A billion?” she asked.


  I shrugged. “Turns out malt is expensive. I never did find out if they used the whole can or just retailed it out to brewers around the Toe-Holds. We didn’t make that much just hauling it, obviously, but it felt like we were carrying gold dust at the time.”


  She shook her head and focused on Mr. Skaggs. “I’m sympathetic to your concern about the Toe-Holds, Mr. Skaggs. I might have laughed in the captain’s face the other night when he and Mr. Carstairs tried to tell me. A question to ask yourself is, why would they lie?”


  “It’s crazy talk until you’ve walked along the gantries at Mel’s or The Ranch,” I said.


  Skaggs settled back in his chair and frowned at me. “You keep saying it’s the future. What about New Caledonia? Ciroda? They’re barely settled.”


  “They’re developed, Mr. Skaggs,” I said. “I haven’t checked but if you’d like to look, I think you’ll find that every system that the CPJCT considers commercially viable has a lease and an orbital. Sure, a few are still developing, but the CPJCT isn’t growing. They’re not expanding the High Line into new systems, new sectors. Virtually all new expansion is in the Toe-Holds.”


  He shook his head. “How is this even real?”


  “You know the bank is a Toe-Hold, right?” I asked.


  “What? No, CPJCT handles all the credits.”


  Beth’s eyes widened as she stared at me, but she didn’t interrupt.


  “High Tortuga handles all the financial and communications traffic for the Western Annex. Technically, they’re a Toe-Hold. The CPJCT doesn’t run them. The CPJCT uses them.”


  “Why would they do that?” he asked.


  I settled back in the chair and grinned. “It goes back to the beginning, before the Annex had shape and form, when all was void.” I got a chuckle from Captain Case but Mr. Skaggs still looked unconvinced. “Look, start with what you learned. The Toe-Holds are called that because those were the first places explorers set up shop here. The toe-holds in this region of space, even before it was the Western Annex.”


  They both nodded.


  “The Toe-Holds grew up to support the exploration scouts. All the services and supplies they needed to stay out here for extended periods. They needed a way to communicate, to be able to pay for stuff on various stations without carrying all their credits with them in chips.”


  “Chips?” he asked.


  I reached in my pockets and pulled a couple of credit chips out, handing one to him and passing one to Captain Case. “Portable credits. You don’t need to thumb a tab if there’s enough credit on the chip to pay for whatever it is. Completely anonymous. Can’t be traced.”


  “I’ve heard about these,” she said, flipping it around in her hand and rubbing a thumb over the surface. “I’ve never seen one.”


  “Mr. Carstairs always carries some around with him. It took a while before I figured out where he got them.”


  “The Toe-Holds?” she asked.


  “No, you can get them at any banking terminal. Even refill them.”


  “Wait, you can get them here? In Port Newmar?” he asked looking back and forth between me and the chip. “Why have I never seen these?”


  “Most people don’t pay any attention to them. They just thumb everything. I hardly ever use them myself, but once in a while, I buy little things with them. Cup of coffee. Instead of running a full tab, I can use a chip and just pay from there instead. It’s not common but nobody has ever refused me.”


  “Black market,” Case said.


  I grimaced in what I hoped was a comical manner. “You say ‘black market.’ I say ‘I don’t want my name associated with this transaction.’” I shrugged. “It’s surprising how many people are happy to work under the table in the High Line.”


  “Including you?” Skaggs asked. He put no heat into the question. Mostly just a question.


  I laughed. “I have no need to, but I still keep a few chips in my pocket in case of emergency.”


  “Wait. If they’re anonymous, then I could just take this and use it? Buy something with it?” he asked.


  “Yes. You’re welcome to keep it. I think it has something like twenty credits on it. Try not to spend it all in one place.” I grinned.


  “How do you know?” he asked, rolling it over in his hand. “No markings.”


  “Tablet can read it. Try it.”


  He pulled out his tablet and brought up the screen. “I’m not on the shipnet, yet.”


  “Just hold the chip next to the tablet. It should show you.”


  I saw when the little pop-up appeared on the screen. His eyebrows flew up to his hairline.


  “Was I right?”


  “Nineteen,” he said.


  “Enough for a beer or two,” I said. “On me.” I looked at Captain Case. “That’s the other thing they’re good for. I can buy you a beer without having to follow you to the pub.”


  “Cookies,” she said.


  “Yeah, in a way.”


  She pulled out her tablet and tapped her chip on it before giving me a sharp look. “You carry this much in your pocket?”


  “It’s not that much,” I said. “It’s nice to have an emergency cache.”


  “But what if it got stolen? Or lost?”


  I shrugged. “I’d just replace it.”


  She slid the chip back across the console toward me, but I turned back to Mr. Skaggs. “So, the Toe-Holds. It’s not what you think. You don’t even need to get off the ship if you don’t want to. Second mate is astrogation. You any good at it?”


  He blinked and gave his head a little shake, like his brain needed a jolt to change lanes in the conversation. “Yeah. I’m pretty good.” He paused and frowned again. “How am I supposed to navigate without charts?”


  “We have charts. All ships have charts. You can get updates easily outside of CPJCT space, but even new ships have the charts. I haven’t looked, but I’d bet even the Collins has a pretty recent base set.”


  He frowned. “In all the ships I’ve worked on, I’ve never seen them.”


  “They showed them to me,” Case said. “The other night. I thought it was a hoax.”


  “Wanna see them?” I asked. “It won’t prove anything but it’s one more piece of evidence for you to consider.”


  His eyes narrowed a little, but he nodded. “Sure. If you can show me the charts, I’d really like to know what I’ve been missing.”


  I stood and they followed me up to the bridge. I started to reach for the keyboard on the astrogation console but remembered I didn’t have access. “Captain Case? Can you fire this up for him?”


  She grinned. “I didn’t see him disable your access.”


  “Happened when he enabled you as captain. I’ll need to ring the call button at the lock next time I want to come aboard.”


  “What about the other officers?” she asked, firing up the console.


  “Mr. Reed is staying, if that’s all right with you. Everybody else will swap out when their counterparts come aboard.”


  She stepped back and waved Mr. Skaggs into the seat. “Mr. Skaggs. You can do the honors.”


  He sat and ran through the normal screens, bringing up the navigational charts. “This is just the system.”


  “Zoom out to the full Annex,” I said. “Say you wanted to plot a course to Narcross in Ciroda.”


  He tapped a couple of keys and brought up the full chart. “This isn’t how I’d do it for real. I’d just search Ciroda, then Narcross.”


  “Humor me.”


  “What am I supposed to be seeing? This looks like a normal chart.” He grabbed the corner and spun it in three dimensions, all the system icons rotating to show them from different directions.


  “Search for Bar None. Two words. Bar. None.”


  He popped the query window and typed them in. The console bipped and flashed “Not Found.”


  He glanced up at me with an “I told you so” look.


  “It’s not there because the Toe-Hold charts aren’t enabled. See the little icon in the bottom left? The one that says Authorized Systems? Click it.”


  He did. The empty core of the chart began filling in largest stations first—High Tortuga—down through Mel’s, The Ranch, The Junkyard, Iron Mountain, and the rest until it simply plotted amber dots scattered across the screen. “What the—?”


  “That’s what they showed me the other night,” Beth said. “I thought it was a joke.”


  He rotated the screen, revealing the depth and extent of the actual Toe-Hold stations.


  “The size of the icon represents the size of the station,” I said. “That biggest one is High Tortuga. It’s the banking and communications hub for the whole Annex. It’s actually three or four systems close together, each with a few stations in it. It’s more like a CPJCT sector than a Toe-Hold station.”


  He zoomed in and out, focusing on one station and then another, spinning the view to get a different perspective. “These are all Toe-Holds?”


  “Yes. Our first stop when we leave here will be Dark Knight Station.” I pointed to a spot on the screen. “It’s there. Handy to Port Newmar.”


  He clicked the icon and tried to plot a course. The console objected. “Wait,” he said and tried again. “Not found? What gives?”


  “CPJCT shenanigans,” I said. “You can’t file a flight plan for a Toe-Hold from a CPJCT orbital.”


  Captain Case looked at me. “Seriously?”


  “Oh, yes. It’s part of the narrative. Why would anybody want to go to the scary, dangerous Toe-Hold station? So they make it just a tiny bit difficult.”


  “We can’t undock without filing,” Mr. Skaggs said, looking up at me. “So, how am I supposed to do this?”


  “We usually file for Diurnia. It’s the Confederation capital in the Diurnia sector,” I said. “Once we jump into the Deep Dark, all bets are off.”


  “You file a false flight plan?” he asked, twisting in the seat to look up at me.


  “You say ‘false.’ I say ‘going to make a few stops on the way.’”


  Skaggs looked up at me. “How can you get away with that, sar?”


  “It’s all window dressing. You file the plan, but then what? Say you file for Dunsany Roads with a can of widgets due in three months. What happens if you don’t jump into Dunsany Roads in three months?”


  Skaggs shrugged. “Wouldn’t the shipping company want to find out where you went?”


  I nodded. “Yes. The shipping company would. CPCJT? No. TIC has no jurisdiction outside of CPJCT-controlled space. They could go look for you, but that’s a hell of a lot of space to search. Jump errors alone would make it impossible to find you.”


  He frowned. “So if the shipping company knew you weren’t actually going to arrive, they’d have no reason to raise the alarm.”


  “Exactly. Mr. Carstairs is the absolute expert on his. His family runs Port Lumineux. They’ve been out there longer than CPJCT has existed, I think.”


  “Wait, how do you get back?” Mr. Skaggs asked. “You can’t just sail into any CPJCT system without a flight plan without TIC getting involved.”


  “Actually, yeah. You can.” I shrugged. “The point of contact is the cargo.”


  “You tried to explain this to me the other night, but I’d already decided you were lying,” Beth said. “Go over it again?”


  “The regulation says you can’t land a cargo at a CPJCT orbital if that cargo lacks proper provenance. That means it has to be a recognized cargo from a recognized vendor.”


  “If none of the Toe-Holds are recognized, how does that work?” Mr. Skaggs asked.


  “That’s what you meant about the back doors,” Beth said.


  “Yes. Almost every CPJCT system has a back door. You just need to drop your inbound cargo there, pick up an outbound load and skip over to the orbital to dock.”


  Skaggs blinked a few times. “No. That can’t be right.”


  I nodded. “Seems completely at odds, doesn’t it?”


  “There’s one here in Newmar?” he asked, flipping back to the Port Newmar system chart. “Where?”


  “There are three,” I said. “Raw ore can go to this smelter here in the belts. They actually take anything, but they always have outbound cargoes of finished metal. You can land electronics at this fabrication plant at the L3 point in Port Newmar’s orbit. There’s another one here at the ship repair dock at L2. We’ve never hit the Lagrange points coming back here. It’s easy enough to broker a can through the smelter.”


  “But that’s CPJCT space,” Skaggs said.


  “It is, but those aren’t CPJCT orbitals,” Beth said. “That’s what you were trying to tell me.”


  “Exactly, they’re private stations. Cargo laundries in addition to being actual business operations. CPJCT turns a blind eye to anything coming in there, but accepts anything that comes out.”


  “In theory, could you just dock, get them to stamp the can, and leave with the same cargo you brought in,” she said.


  “I’m pretty sure we’ve done that, so yes.”


  “Why the theater?” she asked. “It seems all very strange.”


  “The cynical answer is ‘credits.’ CPJCT makes credits by controlling trade, leasing systems for colonization and exploitation. They suppress the trade they don’t want and encourage the trade they do.”


  “I can understand that, but why the smoke and mirrors?”


  “Because they can’t survive on just their own trade. If I’m reading it correctly, they never have. They need the Toe-Holds for their products, their markets, and as a safety valve. The Toe-Holds don’t really need CPJCT, but they’re happy to have the trade.”


  “Safety valve?” she asked.


  “Some people like order. They like being told what to do. They can’t do what’s expected of them if they don’t know what’s expected.”


  “Sounds like fleet doctrine to me,” she said.


  “Yeah. For CPJCT operations with the Saltzmans and Consolidateds and Federateds, everybody knows their place and what’s expected of them.” I shook my head. “Then there are the people who want to do it their own way. Do it for themselves. Go it alone. They can get disruptive in a crew.”


  “Been there,” she said with a wry grin.


  “Same with a society. CPJCT needs a place for those square-peg people who don’t fit neatly into round holes.”


  “They ship them to the Toe-Holds?” Skaggs asked, frowning. “Like what? A penal colony?”


  I shook my head. “Nearly as I can tell, they just make it pretty easy for people who want to ‘escape’ the CPJCT to leave.”


  His frowned deepened. “What? How? If they don’t even acknowledge it exists, how can people escape?”


  “Oh, they acknowledge it, all right. They even tell stories about how bad it is. You’ve probably heard them. That’s what’s coloring your view of them as lawless havens for criminals of all stripes.”


  He frowned but seemed to be listening.


  “Have you heard of companies that run tours to various gambling dens out in the Dark? The one I know best is Plunkett’s Junkets, but I suspect there are outfits everywhere.”


  “Wild Side Tours,” Beth said. “Over in Ciroda. They run vice tours out of the Confederation seat.”


  “Good name for them. Vices discouraged in one place, legal in another. On stations—not orbitals—that exist just outside of a recognized CPJCT system. Basically halfway houses to the Toe-Holds.” I shrugged. “Once you’re out from under the microscope, you can go wherever you please. The forbidden can be really attractive to a certain kind of person.”


  “What about you, Captain?” she asked.


  “I was a good fleet officer until Pip corrupted me. Now I happily bank the credits earned in the places where CPJCT says I shouldn’t go.”


  Mr. Skaggs looked back at the screen and expanded the view to show the Annex again. “That’s a lot of places.”


  “Yes, Mr. Skaggs. It is. That’s the real Western Annex. There’s no central control. Every station is autonomous. Every one of them has their own set of rules, own culture.”


  “Why isn’t it chaos?” Case asked.


  “Bad actors have no place to borrow a tank of oxygen,” I said. “Out there you cooperate to survive. My house, my rules. I’ll respect your rules and your right to have them in your house as long as you do the same for me.”


  “Except for the bank,” Mr. Scaggs said. “What did you call it?”


  “High Tortuga. Not sure what that signifies. Something about a turtle. They’re the commercial hub. Final arbitrators in disputes. Completely neutral when it comes to scraping a few fractional credits off every single one that passes through their systems.”


  “Drugs? Prostitution?” Beth asked.


  “Murder,” I said, the pain dulled by time.


  She winced but Skaggs looked up in alarm. “I thought you said it wasn’t dangerous.”


  “It’s not, as a rule, but remember the phrase ‘my house, my rules.’ Make sure you know the rules for any house you enter.”


  “That doesn’t sound ominous at all,” Beth said.


  “By and large, you’ll never have a problem. We’ll be with you all along the way for the first few, at least. We aren’t going to go anywhere we think might be dangerous, even risky.”


  “But those places exist,” she said.


  “Oh, yes. The big bad is Iron Mountain. Ironically, it’s also alleged to be the safest station in the Toe-Holds.”


  Skaggs frowned. “That makes no sense.”


  “Littering is a capital offense there,” I said. “Every offense is a capital offense there. What you do when you’re not there? That’s not their problem.”


  Beth winced. “Must cut down on recidivism.”


  “Yeah. Also makes it a haven for the people who are willing to go to any length to profit from somebody else’s misery.”


  “But the Toe-Holds are safe?” Skaggs asked, skepticism dripping from his lips.


  “Once you get beyond the probabilities of mechanical failure, accident, stupidity, and willful cussedness,” I said. “Sure. Every place in the Western Annex is pretty equally safe, but there’s one common danger—and it’s the same whether you’re on a station or an orbital.”


  “What’s that?”


  “People,” I said. “CPJCT isn’t any safer than the Toe-Holds in that regard.” Images from Greenfields flashed in my mind. Greta laying on the deck, eyes dulled. The blood pooling everywhere. “Maybe less because we don’t expect it,” I said. I shook my head and blew out a breath. I looked up to find them both looking at me, Mr. Skaggs with wide eyes and Captain Case with concern written on her forehead. “So, Mr. Skaggs? That’s the Toe-Holds. By the time you undock, I’m pretty sure Captain Case here can weld the officers together. Other than having to oversee a bunch of green quarter shares? Do you have any other concerns?” I tried to lighten my tone but Captain Case’s expression didn’t change much even as Mr. Skaggs looked back at the chart.


  “No, Captain. I guess I don’t.”


  I clapped him on the shoulder. “Good man. You’re going to be surprised at how much you’ll earn over the next stanyer.”


  “Money doesn’t solve everything,” Case said, a darkness in her tone.


  I sighed. “I’m a member of that choir, Captain. Got the robe and everything.”


  Chapter 13


  Newmar Orbital: 
 May 5, 2379


  Afternoon


  By midafternoon, I felt confident that Captain Case had a handle on the ship. Too many things still swung in the breeze, but that wasn’t going to change any time soon. The same had been true for me when I took over the Chernyakova and applied equally to the Marva Collins.


  “What next?” she asked as we settled back in the cabin after a full tour of the ship.


  “You good with Mr. Skaggs?”


  She pursed her lips and looked to the side. “Why did Alys recommend him?”


  “There’s nothing in his jacket, that I saw. Good or bad.” I shrugged. “We could ask her.”


  She gave a little snort. “Not sure I want to open that can of worms. I might want to know why she recommended me.”


  “I can guess at that.” I grinned at her. “If we can win you over, the rest of fleet can’t stand against us.”


  She frowned at that. “You think so little of me?”


  “No. Just the opposite. I think that much. You’re fleet to the core. You were willing to turn your back on a lucrative posting, but you didn’t. You did what any good captain would do. You double-checked. Cross-referenced. In the end, you decided to give the situation a chance to develop.” I shrugged. “There are a lot of captains who aren’t that flexible. I’ve known a few of them.”


  “Can we change their minds?” she asked.


  “I don’t know. Maybe. Might not matter. What matters is the next generation. The people who know about the Toe-Holds now probably don’t think much about it. It just is and they go with it.”


  Zoya rapped her knuckles on the cabin’s door jamb. “Excuse me, Captains.”


  I turned in my seat to look.


  “Come in, Ms. Usoko,” Case said. “What can we do for you?”


  “I gave Julie a tour of the ship. Introduced her to some of the key ratings. I thought I’d run my grav trunk over to the hotel and get out of her hair for a bit.”


  “Come in, please,” Case said. “Close the door a moment.”


  Zoya stepped in, closed the door, and stood by the bulkhead. “Julie will be fine.”


  Case smiled. “That’s what I was going to ask. Did you get a chance to spend some time with Mr. Skaggs?”


  Zoya shook her head. “Only in passing. He seems a bit more relaxed now than he did last night.” She glanced at me. “I saw you had him up on the bridge earlier.”


  “Captain Wang gave him a tour of the Western Annex on the astrogation console.”


  Zoya grinned. “Yeah. That’s a wakeup call. I still remember when Nats gave me my first look at the full charts.”


  “Do you think that the Toe-Holds are the future?”


  “No question. One of our earliest jobs out there was doing some consulting and troubleshooting for High Tortuga Holding Company. That was a decade ago. Even then, the signs were there. HTHC was concerned enough to start re-engineering their whole infrastructure to support it.”


  “And yet, here we are,” Case said.


  “Yes, Captain. Karma may be a bitch, but inertia is intractable.”


  Case laughed. “Any advice on the crew?”


  “We don’t know who’s going and who’s staying yet. Some of them have the rating but no time in grade. All of them are good. I’d have no qualms about putting any of them in the jobs they’re rated for.”


  “We won’t take all of the senior ratings,” I said. “We’ve asked around, but some don’t want to pack up and move. You’ll have good people to work with.”


  Beth looked at Zoya. “What do you think of this cadet situation?”


  Zoya glanced at me before answering. “It’s an interesting idea. In theory, every quarter share comes aboard knowing nothing. It’s why they start with swabbing the deck. It shouldn’t matter that they’re cadets, but I’m sure it will.”


  “How so?” Case asked.


  “You need a certain mindset just to apply to the Academy. For the most part, these people will be ambitious. Perhaps even a little put out at having to do what amounts to the worst jobs on the ship.”


  “But they’ll have volunteered to do it,” Case said.


  “Yes. It’s why I want to interview them before we agree to take them aboard.”


  Case frowned, biting her lips between her teeth. “Your thinking?”


  Zoya leaned her shoulders against the bulkhead and crossed her arms. “The commandant wanted the ‘best’ cadets. What does ‘best’ mean to the Academy?”


  Case shrugged. “Good grades. Good attitude. Good record.”


  Zoya nodded. “Also probably the people with good connections and some background already. The people least likely to benefit. I can’t speak for you, but those aren’t the cadets I want on my decks.”


  “Why?”


  “Because we make the best use of a limited resource by helping those at the bottom to move up,” she said. “Not by giving those at the top more advantages.”


  Case tilted her head to the side. “That’s an odd take on it. Don’t you think those at the top of the class earned their places?”


  Zoya pursed her lips and looked down at the deck for a few heartbeats before giving Beth a cold stare. “Some did, certainly. Some earned their places by manipulation and connections. Some by buying their way in. Some by abusing fellow cadets to keep them in their places.” She glanced at me with a quick shrug. “Just the way I remember it.”


  “You were at the top of your class,” Beth said. “Is that how you did it?”


  Zoya shook her head. “No. Neither did Chief Regyri. I wish I could say the same for all of my classmates. We did our own work, helped each other along the way as best as we could.” She shrugged. “We were easy targets to shoot at but hard to hit. A lot of our classmates tried.”


  Case frowned. “I remember my days at the Academy. I don’t remember it like that.”


  “I don’t either,” I said, looking at the captain. “But I wasn’t at the top of the class. I never had anything to prove and didn’t know that I was supposed to.”


  “I knew I wanted to graduate,” Beth said. “I managed to land somewhere in the middle.”


  Zoya shrugged. “The Usoko name got me a lot of attention. I didn’t have to worry about paying my bills, but that just meant I had a lot of people trying to ride my coattails. And more trying to take me down a peg.”


  “You think it’s the same under Alys Giggone as it was under her father?” I asked. “You’ve met her.”


  Zoya took a deep breath and blew it out before answering. “I don’t know how, or if, things have changed in the last decade. I know that the faculty has a different view of what constitutes the ‘best’ cadets than I do. Even Mr. MacBradaigh took umbrage at the idea that I might find people who could benefit from the program because I lack educational credentials. If there’s anything I’ve learned, it’s that what’s best in school doesn’t always stand up to the Deep Dark.”


  “What’s your decision tree look like?” Beth asked. “What’s a good candidate?”


  “For this program? Somebody who needs the break. Maybe somebody who’s facing their second-year disillusionment. Thinking they need to quit because it’s all just too hard. Or too expensive.” She paused. “Somebody who thinks they’re the answer to all the questions. Those people are dangerous in space. I want to break them of that attitude.”


  “Punish them?” she asked, a real question rather than an accusation.


  “No. Show them that the strongest person in the crew isn’t the one that can do everything themselves.” She grimaced. “Or beat up everybody else on the ship.”


  “Do you think you can do that?” Beth asked.


  Zoya shrugged. “I don’t know, but I feel an obligation to try.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Usoko.”


  “My pleasure, Captain. Anything else?”


  Beth shook her head.


  I stood up. “I’ll walk you over to the hotel. I want to get checked in myself.”


  “Let me get my trunk, Skipper.” She slipped out of the cabin.


  “She’s intense,” Beth said. “Is she as good as she thinks she is?”


  I laughed. “No. She’s much better and labors under the mistaken belief that she’s just lucky and privileged. She thinks she owes everything to that and has an almost pathological need to pay it forward. She also has a steel-trap mind and decades of command experience. She’s one of the most insightful people I’ve ever met. I count myself lucky just to know her.”


  “Decades? She’s not that old, is she?”


  “She sat in the big chair on her grandfather’s ore haulers before she hit puberty. She’s got more time in space than I do and I’m older by nearly ten stanyers.”


  Case raised an eyebrow. “You two aren’t ...?”


  “No.” I laughed. “Not.”


  “If you say so,” she said, grinning.


  Zoya showed up at the doorway, trunk in tow.


  “We’ll be back tomorrow. You’ve got my contact info if there’s anything you need in the meantime,” I said.


  Case stood and offered her hand across the console. “Thank you, Ishmael. It’s going to be an interesting trip.”


  I shook her hand and smiled. “Well, Pip is involved so ‘interesting’ is always on the agenda. At least you won’t have your boss riding along with you.”


  She laughed. “Neither will you.”


  “That thought had crossed my mind more than once,” I said on my way out the door.


  Zoya followed me down the ladder toward the brow but didn’t speak until I’d collected my luggage and we’d stepped out onto the docks. “You think she’ll cut it?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “I do. She’s not as inflexible as some we know.”


  “Like MacBradaigh?”


  “He’s only the latest, but I suspect there are others.” I glanced back at the lock, almost involuntarily. “She kinda reminds me of me just after Pip convinced me that he wasn’t pulling my leg but before we got our first cargo.”


  “How so?”


  “Wanting to believe. Hoping it was true. But still with that little festering sore in the back of my mind that Pip lies about everything.”


  She laughed. “He’s gotten better. He’ll tell you what he had for breakfast now without embroidering it.”


  I laughed with her. “You’ve been a good influence on him.”


  She shot me a look that bordered on panicked. “Me? I can’t imagine why.”


  I shrugged. “He’s mellowed since you joined us.”


  “You know I met him a long time ago, right?”


  “He told me, yes.”


  “I thought he was a creep at the time.”


  I glanced at her. “Have you changed your mind?”


  She blew out a breath. “I really don’t know. He’s an operator in the worst sense of the word. He’s got a kind of charismatic superpower over a lot of people.”


  “I don’t know that I’d have described him that way.”


  “You’re too close to him. Maybe developed an immunity.”


  I chuckled. “Yeah. That’s probably it.”


  “He’s a devious monkey, but he uses his powers for good.” She shook her head a little. “At least most of the time. I can’t deny that.”


  “You mean good for the ship or good in general?”


  “Mostly the ship, but I think he really does want to make the Western Annex better for everybody.” She paused and glanced at me. “But I’ll go back to ‘better by whose definition.’”


  “Same with the Academy?” I asked.


  She nodded. “I have nothing but the utmost respect and admiration for Alys Giggone.”


  “But?”


  “She’s part of that establishment. She’s got her finger on the pulse, but her feet are still firmly rooted in the status quo.”


  “Don’t you trust her?”


  “I trust her. Implicitly. I knew of her but didn’t begin to know her until I joined this crew.” She glanced at me again. “There’s some old saying about asking goldfish to define water.”


  I nodded.


  “Even the most trusted and respected goldfish is going to be suspect when it comes to their opinion on water.” She punched the lift call button. “Not that it’s automatically wrong, but it’s worth considering whether or not there might be some bias.”


  “True of everybody, isn’t it?” I asked.


  She grinned as the doors slid open with a ding. “I’m a skeptic at heart. What can I say?”


  I followed her onto the lift and pressed the button for deck four. She gave me a lot to think about.


  Only then did I remember that earlier I’d told Pip I’d meet him.


  Chapter 14


  Newmar Orbital: 
 May 6, 2379


  Morning


  It felt odd to wake up in a hotel. Pip hadn’t booked us a suite as he had so often in the past. We each had individual rooms along the same passageway. It felt lacking somehow. A mostly restful night left me craving a big breakfast and coffee, but when I got to the lobby, I had to wait for them to open the restaurant. Settling into one of the easy chairs to wait, I marveled at the almost surreal feeling of having nothing that needed my immediate attention.


  I pulled out my tablet, but without the shipnet, I only had access to the station comms network. I’d been set up as captain on the Collins, but nobody had access there either because I hadn’t brought the shipnet online. I turned off the tablet and stuck it back in its holster. For the first time in stanyers, I had nobody asking for something, no reports to file. Nothing that needed doing.


  I didn’t know what to do with myself.


  Zoya’s comments about Alys Giggone and the Academy echoed in my mind. Alys had always been a near-mythic figure to me. Athena in a captain’s uniform. She took me in when nobody else would. She nurtured me. Trained me. Launched me out into the universe on a trajectory that I had no way to anticipate. Zoya made me wonder about the gratitude I felt toward her. Alys had earned my gratitude, but had that gratitude blinded me to her?


  I’d always known Pip was Loki. The thought made me smile, even as I realized that I hadn’t always known. I hadn’t been self-aware enough in the beginning to recognize when he pranked me. We’d been friends for decades. I trusted him, even though I knew he had a somewhat loose grasp on concepts like truth and honesty. Going our separate ways for a time had given me some perspective on him. I knew when I saw him come off the shuttle back at Port Newmar that he’d bring a new round of chaos into my life.


  Yet, I’d hitched my wagon to his star again. A charismatic superpower, Zoya had said. She wasn’t wrong about that. He’d used it on me more than once.


  The smell of floor wax wafted past my nose, pulling me back from my thoughts. A couple of workers in hotel uniforms wheeled a floor buffer across the lobby, their steps loud in the early morning quiet. The restaurant’s gate rattled open and a waiter waved me in.


  “One for breakfast?” he asked.


  “For the moment,” I said.


  He led me into the dining room and we worked through the various options of breakfast and buffet. In short order he brought me coffee, and my world seemed to settle a bit. I felt torn between the menu and the buffet, but before I could make up my mind, Pip slid into a chair across from me.


  He waved to the waiter and grinned at me. “Feels funny, doesn’t it?”


  “What? Being in the hotel?”


  He nodded.


  “I feel cut off,” I said. “No shipnet. No demands.”


  “Then you’re in luck. I’m here to demand,” he said. “We need to get the crews sorted out so we know how many cadets we can take.”


  I shook my head. “That’s your problem now.” The waiter came back with coffee and place setting for Pip. “I’ll have the buffet.”


  Pip nodded. “Me, too. And set up a couple more places if you would?”


  He nodded. “Of course, sir.”


  I stood up and headed for the buffet line. “We expecting company?”


  “Natalya and Zoya will be out in a few ticks.”


  I grabbed a plate and worked my way down the line, not really paying much attention to what I picked. Pip followed at my elbow. “What do you think about Alys’s plan?” I asked.


  “Subversive. Necessary.” He sighed and used the tongs to pick through the bacon before dropping half a dozen rashers on his plate. “We need to inoculate the next generation of officers to fight the Toe-Hold aversion we ran into with Case.”


  “You good with hiring her to run the Chernyakova?”


  He nodded and frowned at my plate. “You going to eat all that?”


  I looked down at a plate mounded with enough food to feed me for a week. “Yeah. Probably. I must be hungry.”


  “You all right?”


  I passed up the pastries and breads at the end of the line and headed back to the table. “I think so. Just something Zoya said yesterday.”


  We slid into our seats and addressed the food for a moment or five.


  “What’d she say?” he asked.


  “Only that Alys has her own agenda.”


  “Obviously,” he said. He shoveled a forkful of egg into his mouth and washed it down with a swig of coffee. “Don’t we all?”


  “Do we know what her agenda is?”


  He raised his eyebrows. “Same as ours, isn’t it? Make a huge pile of credits? Train the next generation of spacers?”


  I grimaced and cut my scrambled eggs into the potatoes.


  “What’s got you spooked?” he asked.


  “Is that your agenda?”


  He shrugged. “Get filthy rich? Of course. I’ve made enough to scratch my Midas bump for a while, but I still feel like the poor relation when I’m sitting with you and the dynamic duo.” He took a sip from his mug. “I’ve wanted to pay it forward for a while.”


  “Your Toe-Hold school?”


  “Yeah.” He sighed and looked at his plate. “It’s slippery. I don’t know exactly how to go about it. It’s not like cargo where you can pick a can and go.”


  “Would it make more sense to give Kondur credits to fund his existing operation?” I asked.


  “What? Like an endowment?”


  “Endowment, contribution, grant. I don’t know what you call it. Running his educational program can’t be cheap. Not like he can get CPJCT support for it.”


  He frowned. “Seems kinda cold. Just throwing credits at the problem.”


  “Sometimes that’s the key ingredient, isn’t it?” I crunched a piece of bacon. “We couldn’t have done half of what we have without a big pile of them.”


  Natalya walked up to the table, Zoya in tow. “What are you two plotting?”


  “Morning, Nat,” Pip said. He nodded at Zoya as she slid into a chair. “Just thinking about how to help.”


  The waiter showed up with extra place settings, mugs, and a full carafe of coffee. “Menu or buffet?” he asked.


  Natalya looked at our plates. “That’s the buffet?”


  I nodded.


  “Buffet for me,” she said.


  “Same,” Zoya said. “Be right back.”


  They headed for the serving line and Pip went back to frowning at his breakfast. “You’re thinking we establish a foundation to fund educational efforts?”


  “Sure. I’m good for a few million.”


  “It doesn’t feel like enough,” Pip said. “I want to do something.”


  “Like being cargo master on the Collins and mentoring Abe Kotawalla isn’t enough?” I sampled the biscuits and gravy. If it had still been hot, it probably would’ve been delicious. “What are you going to do with your fortune?”


  “I don’t know.” He sighed and took a bite of his toast.


  Natalya and Zoya returned, plates laden.


  Pip glanced at Zoya. “How do you deal with being rich?”


  She tilted her head to the side. “Deal with it?”


  He nodded.


  “I generally ignore it.” She dug into a pile of scrambled eggs and bacon. “I was born to it. It’s not something I think about.”


  “Goldfish and water?” I asked.


  She chuckled and nodded. “Probably true.”


  He looked at Natalya. “You? You weren’t born to it.”


  Natalya sighed. “Maybe I’m just greedy but I have an investment broker and a financial analyst to make sure my credits aren’t just filling an account.” She frowned at him. “Why? What’s this about?”


  “Breakall,” he said. “You two weren’t there when we hired the initial crew. We had dozens of applicants for every berth. People stuck there.”


  “You’ve mentioned that before. So why the interest in the Toe-Holds?” Natalya asked. “If the problem was in the High Line.”


  He froze in place for a heartbeat or two. “I don’t know how to address it here. CPJCT controls everything.”


  She shook her head. “I think you’re looking at it through the wrong lens.”


  Zoya cradled her coffee mug in front of her face and grinned. “You’re going to have to spell it out for him.”


  “CPJCT only appears to control everything,” Natalya said, talking around a mouthful of fried potato. “They project the image of control, but really it’s all illusion and propaganda.” She paused to sip her coffee. “Without the Toe-Holds, CPJCT would be nothing. They need the markets, not just to supply them but to sell to. They need the personnel, too, although they try to pretend differently.”


  “Well, yes. Smoke and mirrors, but why are so many spacers unemployed?” Pip asked.


  “Are there really a lot of unemployed spacers or was that a local condition? People not where the jobs are?” She took a sip of coffee. “Spacers aren’t the people that CPJCT needs. They need people to administer orbitals. They wind up with bullies and martinets in key posts because there’s a limited number of people they can tap who have the right kind of credentials and the expertise to back them up.”


  “I’m sure Benjamin Maxwell would be pleased at that characterization,” Pip said, frowning.


  “Don’t play that card,” Natalya said. “Of course there are decent admins. Port Newmar isn’t the norm. Never has been. Orbitals in Confederated systems get the pick from a farm team of administrators and technicians that work up through the ranks from backwater systems to decent corporate systems and finally to the plum jobs in places like this. Look at Breakall. Next door to one of two Confederated systems. Gets a lot of traffic, but who runs it?” She speared him with a look. “Wasn’t that the place where you couldn’t give tours?”


  He frowned at her. “All right. Point made.”


  “Orbitals are ships that never get underway,” she said. “They have crew turnover just like we do. Same problems except their engine rooms don’t have drives, just really complicated environmental sections. They have a bigger admin section because they need to support the ships that do get underway. They’re all controlled by a central authority, according to Tom Reed. Like Consolidated on steroids.”


  “I get it,” he said. “You think we can solve the unemployment problem?”


  “I’m not even sure there is an unemployment problem.” She picked up her coffee cup, nodding at Zoya. “Usoko has a good program for unemployment over in Margary.”


  Pip blinked. “Really?”


  Zoya finished chewing and swallowed, wiping her lips before speaking. “Good? I don’t know. We try.”


  “What’s it do?” he asked.


  “We hire people to work.” She picked up a piece of toast. “The thing about mining stations is that they always need people who can sweep and swab. Doesn’t matter how good your filtration, how advanced your cleaning systems, there’s always routine, people-based work available. Always. They’re not jobs that people stick with for a decade. Some don’t last a week.”


  “But they’re a foot in the door,” Natalya said. “Like quarter shares for miners. CPCJT doesn’t have that program. You have to go through some kind of specialist training first. It costs to attend that training, so it scrapes out all the people who need it most.”


  “Many of whom wind up in the Toe-Holds,” Zoya said.


  “How does Usoko’s program help?” he asked. “Isn’t the demand huge?”


  Zoya shrugged. “Yes, but Usoko has a few hundred stations across the Western Annex. Some are only a couple of mining barges that service an ore collection facility. Some are huge operations like Margary and Zvezda Moya. Sure, they require a few highly skilled people, but it doesn’t take much training to learn how to change a water filter or swap out scrubber cartridges.” She picked up a forkful of egg. “When you have a payroll numbering in the tens of thousands, hiring another two or three thousand people at the lowest tier doesn’t add much to overhead.”


  “What about turnover?” Pip asked.


  She shrugged. “Irrelevant when the training is the equivalent of ‘Here’s a broom, there’s a passageway.’” She paused for a moment. “Getting them to and from the station is the expensive part, but we’d run logistical support whether there was a new hand or not.” She frowned at him. “What’s your hangup, anyway?”


  “I want to help people,” he said, almost mumbling as he looked down at his plate.


  “So help people,” Natalya said, reaching over to touch his forearm. “Your problem is that you keep spinning schemes. They get too complicated and then collapse.”


  Pip looked at me, a pained look on his face.


  “She’s not wrong,” I said.


  He looked back at Natalya. “What are you suggesting? Just toss credits around?”


  “People need work. They need purpose,” she said.


  “That’s what I’m getting at. How do I do that?”


  Natalya laughed. “You can’t have purpose if you’re hungry. Your purpose at that point is ‘find food.’ You must have learned that at the Academy.”


  “Of course.”


  “Well, give them food. Or the credits to buy the food.” She shook her head. “The problem is the system. It’s always the system. Doesn’t matter what problem.”


  “You say it like all I need to do is change a water filter.”


  Natalya sighed and looked at Zoya who held up a hand, palm out, as if to say “Don’t look at me.”


  “You’re a smart guy, Pip,” Natalya said. “Don’t be dumb.”


  He bristled a little. “How am I being dumb?”


  “By ignoring the basics. You can’t fix a stable system. Alys knows that. I think it’s why she’s taking the course she’s taking with the Collins, and by extension, us.” She finished pushing a remnant of bacon around on her plate and tossed her cutlery onto the dish, shoving the dish toward the center of the table. “The High Line is a stable system. Just barely, but they have rigorous controls to keep it that way.”


  “And that creates the unemployment?” Pip asked.


  She sighed. “You keep chipping at that rock looking for ore. Anybody can be a quarter share. With a little effort you can move up. But most of the jobs in the High Line are either corporate or Confederation. When you consider there are hundreds of millions of people employed in the CPJCT systems by corporate renters, a few thousand unemployed people scattered around the orbitals amount to a rounding error. A terrible, tragic way to look at people, but there it is. What can you do if you’re a quarter share stranded on an orbital? Any CPJCT jobs require credentials that you can only get from CPJCT. Sure, get a job with one of the vendors, maybe. Bartender in one of the pubs. Bus boy at a restaurant. Dishwasher. But you can’t even sweep the passageways on the orbital unless the CPJCT blesses you, and the only way they bless you is if you pay them for the indulgence by getting the required credentials.” Her ears had turned red as she delivered her speech. She looked around at us and shrugged. “Sorry. Got carried away.”


  Pip’s expression caught my eye as he looked at Natalya with something bordering on awe. “I didn’t know that.”


  “Which part?” she asked, a little heat in the question.


  “That you needed a CPJCT credential to work for CPJCT.”


  “Never needed to look for a job here, I take it?”


  He shook his head. “Always had the family backing me.”


  “Privilege is invisible to those that have it,” she said. “Usually. Takes some effort to understand it.”


  “Goldfish,” he said.


  “Goldfish,” she said, nodding.


  “That’s why the Toe-Holds are so important,” Zoya said. “In case that had skipped by you. They don’t have those structures in place. Most of them, anyway. It was something I wasn’t aware of either, until we wound up on Dark Knight without any clients.”


  “You worked on Dark Knight?” I asked.


  “No, we had just barely enough income to keep a small place and cover our expenses,” she said, glancing at Natalya. “But I looked into it, just in case.”


  Natalya’s eyebrows rose a fraction. “Really? I didn’t know that.”


  Zoya shrugged. “You could have been employed from day one. Their environmental section always needed trained people. It would have taken me a little longer, but they had systems jobs opening up about once a quarter or so. My third-mate systems credentials would have gotten me in the door easily enough.”


  “That wouldn’t work on an orbital?” Pip asked.


  “That’s what I’ve been saying,” Natalya said. “Skills are irrelevant without the credentials on the orbital, and the CPJCT controls who gets the credentials.”


  “So if we want to help people, we need to get them out of the High Line?” Pip asked, wheels turning behind his eyes.


  Natalya sighed and shook her head. “You’re already scheming on how to put together some kind of clandestine transport network to pluck people out of their squalor and transport them to the land of milk and honey, aren’t you.”


  She derailed him so thoroughly, he froze. His eyes rotated in their sockets to look at her.


  “The light bulb has to want to change,” she said. “What’s the biggest obstacle right now?”


  “They don’t want to change?” he asked.


  She shook her head. “They don’t know change is possible. Say what you will about Alys’s plan and its elitist ideals, the cadets who come back are going to start chipping away the ice that’s freezing people out of the market.”


  Pip looked at Zoya, a small frown on his face. “You a rebel, too?”


  Zoya shook her head and chuckled. “I’m a tool of the machine, if you listen to Usoko’s critics.”


  His frown deepened when he looked back to Natalya. “If they’re broke, how do they get out there?”


  “Good question,” she said. “If they don’t know that ‘out there’ exists, what does it matter?”


  His frown deepened even more. “This is about a stable system. You’re saying we can’t change it?”


  Natalya shook her head. “Not at all. I’m saying we need to be aware that stable systems are stable for a reason. They have controls that keep them stable. No system stays stable just because it’s already stable. It only gets stable with guidance, with governors that keep it in check. Entropy is the enemy. Always. Entropy will bring down the CPJCT eventually, unless they adapt to it.”


  “I might argue that the continued importance of the Toe-Holds represents that adaptation,” Zoya said. “The mechanism that allowed the CPJCT to get established has become a vestigial organ of the body politic and continues to provide a vital, if underappreciated, value.”


  Pip looked at Zoya before turning to me. “She’s starting to talk like you.”


  I shook my head. “She makes more sense than I usually do.”


  The grin she shot at me felt like a blessing—a feeling I wasn’t sure what to do with.


  “One of the guardrails defending this system is the asymmetric knowledge about the Toe-Holds,” Zoya said. “A few people know, but the dominant perception is ‘bad, danger, avoid.’ If we try to chip away that defense, it could do one of three things. We may not be able to counter the defense, so it will do nothing. We may be able to improve the lot of some who are more open to possibility. We may push the system into a fatal instability.”


  “You think that’s likely?” Natalya asked, head tilted to the side.


  “Fatal instability?” Zoya shook her head. “No, but we’d be short-sighted if we ignored it completely. I think the three states aren’t discrete points as much as indicators of a position on the continuum.”


  Pip sighed and looked at me. “What do you think?”


  “I think this is way above my pay grade. It’s an interesting academic argument, but we’ve got things to do. Notably, finish getting the new officers installed on the Chernyakova, get us all wired into the Collins, and get the cadet interviews underway.” I looked at Zoya. “What’s your thinking?”


  Zoya finished off her breakfast and slid the plate toward the middle of the table. “Natalya and I can finish handing off to our counterparts today so they can settle in. We’re supposed to be planetside tomorrow morning to make the pitch, aren’t we?”


  “That’s my understanding,” Natalya said. “We’ll want to get the applications up as soon as possible so we have a chance to review them before they all go wandering off for the summer.”


  He nodded with a grunt. “I don’t have anything until the symposium. That starts the Monday after graduation. I’ll be tied up with that for a couple of days but not full time.”


  “What do you need me to do?” I asked. “Besides making sure the ship’s livable.”


  Zoya bit her lip and looked at the tabletop for a moment. “Get MacBradaigh on board.”


  “The ship or the project?” Pip asked.


  She snorted. “Ideally, both, but I was thinking the ship.”


  “So he can see what goes into building up the crew?” I asked.


  “That and because he’s laboring under some serious misconceptions. Get him aboard, used to the routine before we add in all the complications of quarter share crews. Does he even have any time on a ship?”


  I shook my head. “Not a lick.”


  “We need to talk to Alys about that,” Natalya said. “How can he design course work for future officers if he doesn’t know what the work is about?”


  “Do you remember the Academy?” Pip asked, a note of incredulity in his tone. “The only nod to shipboard life was the summer cruise and physical training.”


  She nodded. “Yeah. That’s what I mean. I don’t know about you, but so far, in my whole career I’ve never had to use a heavy projectile weapon. Lugging them around and doing calisthenics with them taught me nothing more than ‘Here, carry this meaningless mass around so you’ll get stronger faster.’”


  “I can see we’re going to have some interesting discussions in the wardroom,” I said. “Theory meets practice.”


  “I hope so,” Natalya said. “My fear is that MacBradaigh hides in his stateroom except when we’re in port.”


  “We can assign him a job,” I said.


  Zoya laughed. “What? A quarter share on the mess deck?”


  “No, but spacer apprentice might work,” I said. “Get him started on the Spacer’s Handbook. He won’t be bound by the quarter share mass limits and he’ll be getting paid whatever the Academy contract says, but can you think of a better way for him to learn how to create coursework for the Academy? He’s not going to have a lot to do before we blow up his perception of reality with Dark Knight or Mel’s Place. Might as well soften him up first.”


  “Would he do it?” she asked.


  “Depends on how he’s asked,” Pip said, an evil glint in his eye.





  After breakfast, Pip followed me back to my room. “What’s on your agenda today?”


  “I want to check in with Beth. Unless she has something she needs, I plan to go over to the Collins.” I looked around the room. “It’s not that much further away from the Chernyakova’s dock than this place. I’d like to move aboard, if I can. Set the tone.”


  “By yourself?” he asked.


  “I’m trying to avoid breathing down Beth’s neck. She needs time to establish herself with the crew. She doesn’t need me holding her hand.” I looked around the sterile room. “I can’t see staying here all day.”


  “You know who you’re going to take over with you?”


  “Of the ratings?”


  He nodded.


  “No. Zoya and Natalya have a roster they’re working through. They’re trying to get a few of the ratings who are working at level to stay. Leave Torkelson for ship handling but bring Jenson over. Cheuvront has spec/3 in astrogation and she works well with Tom. By this time next year, she could have spec/2 if she stays there. Natalya’s doing the same kind of calculations with the engineering crew. She’s got a lot more people to sort through, but she also has a lot more room for quarter and half shares in her roster.”


  “It’s the biggest department,” he said. “Makes sense.”


  “How about you?” I asked.


  “I’m working with Abe to show him through my system. I’m leaving him my contact list and files on the various brokers. I’ll clone it and take it over to the Collins, too, but I wanted to give him my sources so he’ll know where and how to find the best cans.”


  “Have we decided on Dark Knight as our first stop?” I asked.


  “Yeah. I think so. It’s not as impressive as Mel’s but the Collins doesn’t have the legs for the run to Mel’s, does she?”


  “I’d be surprised if she did, but I’m not sure that’s a factor,” I said. “Short jump out of here, medium jump into Dark Knight. We could have them on the docks there within a few weeks, but Mel’s wouldn’t take that much longer.”


  “Most of that time is leaving here,” he said. “Mel’s is only another day with a jump into the dark between.” He shrugged. “You have to admit. Seeing Mel’s Place when you’re expecting three cans and a leaky head?”


  “I’d argue that seeing any of them is enough of a jolt to the system that starting with Dark Knight and then jumping to Mel’s might have a greater effect.”


  He nodded. “True. After Mel’s every station seems kinda pale by comparison. Unless we want to jump to the Royalties and show them High Tortuga.”


  “Have we ever seen a can going to High Tortuga?” I asked. “I know we’ve never taken one.”


  He nodded. “I’ve seen a few, but you’re right. The only can-sized loads I’ve seen were at The Ranch. Felder has a dedicated fleet to support them.”


  “So, we hit Dark Knight. See what Kondur has for us. Take it from there, based on where we can find enough freight for both ships.” I shrugged. “More freight means more credits, and you’re out of practice picking small cans.”


  He made a rude noise, but shrugged. “It could work.”


  “It’s a good shakedown,” I said. “Dark Knight isn’t as deep in the well as Mel’s. Shorter run in. Shorter run out. Short hop back to Newmar if we have trouble with the ships or crew.”


  “You anticipating any?”


  “No. We’ll be loafing around in-system here for a few weeks on our way out to the limit. If we’re going to have problems, it’ll be on this side of the jump. Probably.”


  “You having doubts about the Collins?”


  “No. She jumped in here with a caretaker crew from Margary. Her systems work. Natalya will have time go over everything with a fine-toothed comb before we get underway.”


  “There’s a world of difference between a caretaker crew and a full crew,” he said.


  “I expect we’ll find jammed lockers, dead light sockets. Normal stuff that will work nicely for our cadets to discover.” I grinned. “I’m seeing that as an opportunity, not a problem.”


  “That’s fair.” His tablet bipped and he checked the message. “Abe. Time to earn my princely wage. Enjoy the peace and quiet on the Collins.” He scurried out.


  Peace and quiet. I doubted that would be the case, but I appreciated the sentiment.


  


  I surprised one of the fire watch crew who looked slightly nervous. He wiped the screen on his tablet and holstered it quickly. “You’re the new captain?”


  “Yeah. That’s me.” I crossed the brow and offered my hand. “Ishmael Wang. Alys Giggone already checked me in.”


  He shook my hand and nodded. “Rudy told us. I didn’t expect you so soon. They told us sometime next week. I’m Fred. Fred Montague.”


  “You’ll need to keep up the fire watch for a bit. We’re not bringing crew on for at least a few days. Probably a couple of weeks before we get them all sorted out.”


  His shoulders lost a little of their tension. “Good to know. Sar.”


  “I’ll be up in the cabin if anybody comes looking for me. You know how to reach me?”


  “Yes, sar.” He nodded at the console. “You’re listed in the ship’s directory.”


  “What does your crew use for coffee?” I asked.


  He reached down and pulled up a thermos. “Bring it aboard. There’s only two of us here at a time. Ellen’s aft in the engine room. Ellen Nagel. We swap posts every other cycle.”


  “How long are your shifts?”


  “Eight stans. There’s four teams on rotation so there’ll always be two of us here. Round the clock.”


  The lock call buzzed and Fred glanced at the monitor. “Nobody I know. One of yours?” He turned the screen a little so I could see. A familiar wiry man looked into the video pickup.


  “I didn’t expect him, but yes. He’s the new cook.”


  Fred nodded and keyed the lock open from the console. “You have a list of people to expect?”


  “I’ll get one put together,” I said, crossing to the lock. “Mr. Bashar. Unexpected but welcome.”


  He strode up the ramp, a grav trunk in tow. “Good morning, Skipper. Mr. Carstairs suggested I might find you here.”


  “Come aboard. Let’s get you logged in and set up.”


  He followed me into the ship and we took care of adding him to the ship’s roster using the console at the brow.


  “Let’s go see what we can find, Mr. Bashar. Alys gave me a quick tour earlier, but I’m eager to see what we have to work with.”


  Bashar nodded and smiled, the lines at the corners of his eyes making me think he smiled a lot. “I’m looking forward to getting it set up.”


  I headed into the ship, Bashar following behind. “What has the commandant told you about this job? Besides what we talked about at dinner?”


  “New training ship. Expanded crew. Mostly cadets.” He shook his head. “Not much beyond that.”


  We swung into the mess deck, Bashar beelining for the galley door. He flipped the light switches, and the overheads reflected off the metal countertops and steam kettles. Surveying his domain from the door for a long moment, he seemed to be cataloging the room in his head. Every so often, he gave a short nod. He stepped in and started going through the various cupboards. “Glad I came early,” he said, holding one of the cabinet doors open. “The ship’s here. The fittings look good, but there’s nothing else.” He stepped back, frowning. “I didn’t expect the freezers to be stocked, but not even basic utensils?”


  I leaned against the door jamb. “Well, it’s right out of the docks. Think of it as an opportunity to do it right.”


  “Do I have a budget?” he asked, his eyebrows rising.


  “How much will you need?”


  He spun in place, scanning the compartment. “I don’t even know. At least a few thousand credits.”


  I looked around, trying to picture what the galley needed. “Make a list. Make sure it has everything you want, not just what you think you’ll need. We’ll need mattresses and linens, too.”


  His mouth screwed into a grimace. “No doubt.”


  “Stock us up, Mr. Bashar. I won’t want to run out of coffee between here and the Burleson limit.”


  “Standard CPJCT levels on foodstuffs?” he asked.


  “Yes, but check in with Mr. Carstairs before you fill the freezers.”


  His eyebrows raised in question. “The CEO?”


  “Also our cargo master and an expert in trading stores reserve stock.”


  “Trading stores reserve?” A smile lit up his face. “Is he now?”


  “He can explain it better than I can. The Chernyakova’s galley operated as a profit center rather than an expense. If it makes sense to you, consider doing it. If it’s too much, feel free to turn him down.”


  Bashar nodded and shrugged. “I look forward to hearing about this scheme.” He looked around. “Budget?” he asked, again.


  “Keep it reasonable, but don’t skimp. The Academy can afford it.”


  He grimaced. “You sure? Have you seen the Academy’s budget?”


  He made me laugh. “Fair enough. Give me good, better, best choices for pricey items. I’ll arm wrestle the Academy accountants for it.”


  “You’d think they’d set a standard,” he said, almost a grumble.


  “Give them their due. Cadets need to learn how to turn a profit.”


  “Reducing maintenance and replacement costs should be part of those lessons.”


  “We’ll teach that here. I can’t answer for what happens on the ground.”


  He gave me a look, like he might be weighing my words. “You mean that?”


  “I do, Mr. Bashar. We didn’t make bank on the Chernyakova by cheaping out. It took a planet-load of credits to make that ship right and another pile to outfit it. I know how much this stuff costs, and I won’t get underway until I’m satisfied with the ship and her crew. Being the captain gives me a certain leverage. Whatever leverage I have, I’ll use.”


  He nodded, seeming to make up his mind. “It’ll take me a day or so to put the list together.”


  “We’re not going anywhere for at least a couple of weeks.”


  He nodded and looked around the galley again. “Yes. I would imagine so. How long before we need to have meals?”


  “You and I are the only crew at the moment. I expect the officers will fill in over the next few days, but we can eat ashore. Eventually we’ll have a skeleton crew. Probably a couple of weeks. We’ll release the fire watch company and begin a truncated watch schedule of our own as soon as we can. I don’t know what the schedule for cadets is yet. Ms. Usoko and Ms. Regyri will be working on the interviews through the end of the month.”


  “Do you have a billet structure?” he asked.


  “Nothing formal, but you’ll be rated for four assistants. Probably attendants, but we’ll be asking all the quarter shares to work toward half.”


  “I can work with that. These will be cadets working for their steward ratings?”


  “Ideally, yes.” I shrugged. “It depends on whether or not any of them apply for the cruise.”


  “So I could wind up with engineering students?”


  “You could. Even a deck ape or two.” I grinned. “I started out as a mess deck attendant, before I went to the Academy. Knowing how the galley runs? Knowing how important it is to the life of the ship? Those are lessons I’d hope every cadet could learn, even if some of them would bridle at the suggestion they learn it.”


  His head tilted to one side just a couple of degrees. “You make a good case, Captain.”


  “Thanks. The time I spent in the galley has stood me in good stead over the course of my career.”


  “You really were a mess deck attendant?”


  “Yes. Alys Giggone can vouch for me. It was on her ship.”


  He laughed. “That explains so much.”


  “We go back a long way.”


  He nodded and surveyed the galley again. “Well, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll get going on that list.”


  “One favor?” I asked.


  He nodded. “If I can.”


  “Coffee? You don’t need to fire up a whole urn, but a pot?”


  “I brought one with me. In my trunk. I’ll bring you a cup when it’s ready.” He grinned. “You need anything in it?”


  “Black is fine. Thank you, Mr. Bashar.”


  “Thank you, Captain. I think I’m going to like working here.”


  “I hope so,” I said. “We’re stuck for a stanyer.”


  “I can do anything for a stanyer, Captain.” He grinned, his whole face crinkling in amusement. “Except hold my breath.”


  I chuckled all the way up to the cabin. Bashar had been quiet in our dinner meeting. Clearly the man had hidden his light under a freight can.


  I’d wanted to get settled in the cabin, but camping out was the best I could hope for until mattresses and linens arrived. I kicked myself for not suggesting Bashar do that first, but loathed to get in the man’s way before he had a chance to deal with the bigger picture. In the long run, it didn’t matter so I shrugged it off and addressed the roster. I filled in the people I knew, just as place holders. Zoya. Natalya. Pip. Mr. Cartwright. Bashar. I knew we’d see some of the ratings but wouldn’t add them until I got the lists from Natalya and Zoya.


  I brought the shipnet up to connect us to the orbital. The transit crew’s captain left an abbreviated log showing when the ship had arrived. His final entry: “She’s a solid vessel. No outstanding issues. Safe voyage.”


  I owed the fire watch a list of people so I exported the truncated roster, adding Alys Giggone and Benjamin Maxwell. I didn’t expect him to show up. I hadn’t seen him at all since our last stockholders’ meeting. Being the station administrator kept him busy, but if he wanted to come check out the ship, I wasn’t going to turn him away. I sent a copy of the file to Bashar and filed a copy for the brow watch.


  I sat back in the chair and looked around. Something told me it was just the calm before the storm.


  Chapter 15


  Newmar Orbital: 
 May 6, 2379


  Midmorning


  It didn’t take me long to finish my exploration of the cabin. Standard, two compartments with a private head. The office had a lot more floor space than the Chernyakova’s. It felt more closed in without the big screen on the bulkhead, but I could imagine the extra room might come in handy with the larger crew and our educational mission. The empty linen closets made me wonder what the transit crew had used. Whatever it had been, they’d left no trace of it. The ship looked like it might have appeared at the dock by magic.


  I checked out the data closet under the ladder to the bridge. It reminded me of the Lois. Maybe a little sleeker. Maybe fewer cabinets but largely the same, according to my limited memory of it after so many stanyers.


  The bridge, by comparison, felt luxuriously new. We’d put new consoles in the Chernyakova but Manchester had installed something newer still in the Collins. Looks seldom equated to performance, but these looked amazing. Rounded corners. Extra desk space around the controls. The helm position had a full set of navigational displays in addition to the normal helm controls. I suspected that the whole ship could be handled by one person on the bridge, even if the regulations required at least two.


  I eased my butt into the tall captain’s chair and found the adjustments that made it fit me, including the adjustable foot rest and a lumbar support. The chair didn’t tilt like the one in the cabin, but it had all the other features including extra repeaters at my fingertips. I might not be able to set the course from my chair, but I could monitor it readily enough without having the watchstanders feel like I was looking over their shoulders.


  I went back down to officer country and stuck my head into each of the staterooms, paying closer attention than I had on our first walk-through. The layout looked familiar. It didn’t really matter who designed the space, the function dictated how it went together. The first mate’s stateroom wasn’t as large as the cabin but had its own head. Second and third mates shared a head. I always thought the engineering chief had gotten short shrift on Barbells because they shared a head with cargo, but here each had their own. The chief steward’s stateroom shared its head with the last compartment—usually unassigned and unnoticed. It seemed bigger than the closet we had on the Chernyakova for a supercargo passenger who never sailed with us. In this case, Chief Bashar would be sharing a head with Mr. MacBradaigh.


  The passageway ended at a blank bulkhead that marked the aft side of the forward nacelle. It looked strange to me. I kept expecting to be looking down the spine as I would in a Barbell. It would take me a while to get used to dropping down to the main deck in order to get aft.


  I took the ladders down and rummaged through the crew berthing areas. Instead of two relatively large ones, I found four. Two large, two smaller. One looked to have a little more elbow room but all had their own sanitary facilities. It took me a tick to recognize that one was for department heads and the other—much smaller—for stewards. It felt strange at first, but I finally realized that they’d split the berthing into day-worker and watchstander. With the larger crew of rotating watchstanders, I realized that the department heads wouldn’t need to stand watch to fill in the rotations.


  I chuckled, thinking of what some of our senior ratings would think about that.


  The larger areas each held sixteen bunks in four quads. There would still be a line for the head, but I remembered the Academy dorms as being somewhat less accommodating than shipboard life had led me to get used to. The cadets would be living in luxury here.


  For just a moment, I wondered if they’d want to return to school after tasting shipboard life.


  I followed my nose back to the galley where, true to his word, Chief Bashar had a pot of coffee ready. He looked up from his workstation in the corner and smiled. “It just finished. Paper cups for now. It’s all I packed.” He raised his in a mock toast and took a sip.


  I helped myself and leaned back against the counter to take a tentative taste. “Is this private stock? The coffee?”


  “Yes. Don’t get too used to it. They don’t sell it at the chandlery.”


  “I think we’re going to get along just fine, Chief.” I took another sip. “It’s not one of the arabasti variants, is it?”


  “You know your way around beans, I see. It’s a single source out of Cromwell, in the northern part of Venitz. Liberica. I love it, but it’s got a limited availability. They don’t distribute it outside this sector.” He grinned. “We’ll have to take what we can get when that runs out.”


  “More or less expensive than sarabanda?” I asked. “Or shouldn’t I know?”


  His eye brows flicked up. “Do you like sarabanda?”


  “I prefer this,” I said, lifting the cup. “Just seems like everybody in the High Line sees sarabanda as the top shelf.”


  “Sarabanda is snob coffee,” he said. “People like it because they keep it rare and, therefore, expensive. The dark is burnt half the time. The medium roast is too dark. They don’t even pretend with a light city roast.” He shook his head.


  I laughed. “You been to the Toe-Holds?”


  “No, but I know that what you’re saying about it is true.” He shrugged. “I probably should have spoken up the other night, but Ms. Usoko and Ms. Regyri seemed to be handling it.”


  “Why’d you sign on to this circus?” I asked.


  He sat back in his seat and took a sip of coffee, his focus far away for a few moments. “The short answer? Alys asked.”


  “The long answer?”


  He blew out a long breath and looked around the galley as if taking stock. “I always thought I’d like to go back to the Academy to teach in the steward program. Wanted to help the next generation, you know?” He offered me an almost sheepish smile. “This is as close as I’m likely to get.”


  “Could be your foot in the door if you still want it.”


  “No. That’s not going to happen.” He shook his head.


  “Why not?”


  He snorted. “You heard MacBradaigh. Credentials. You don’t get to teach without the right credentials.”


  “Who told you that?”


  “You ever check out the staff there? Even Alys has a post-graduate degree in educational leadership.”


  His assertion raised my eyebrows. “I didn’t know that.” I sipped my coffee and thought about it. “She threatened to put me in a classroom not long ago.”


  “Really?” He seemed genuinely surprised.


  “I was moping about in one of the visiting officer cottages. This was before Pip convinced me to throw in with him on the Chernyakova.” I took a sip to let that sink in. “She told me that if I stayed, she’d put me on faculty. Management or something.”


  He chuckled. “Would you have taken it?”


  “I don’t think so. It was a good threat. It got me moving.”


  He took a sip, seeming to weigh me with his eyes. “You’ve had a remarkable career, Captain. I hope you don’t mind, but I looked up your jacket.”


  “It’s public information. Most of it.” I grinned. “I looked at yours, too.”


  He chuckled. “You’re the captain, Captain. I’d have expected it of you.”


  “I looked up Alys Giggone’s jacket when I first signed on with her.” I shook my head. “Decades ago, now.”


  “That one never occurred to me,” he said. “I’ll have to check it out.”


  “While you’re looking, check out Zoya’s. Natalya’s, too.”


  “They’re really rich, aren’t they?”


  I laughed. “Yeah. That’s remarkable enough, I suppose. It doesn’t show on her jacket, but Zoya’s got more command experience than I do. Most of it happened before she went to the Academy. I think Natalya teethed on a socket wrench. There’s more to the story of how she and Chief Margaret Stevens came to work together. I don’t know it all, but the few pieces I’ve put together make me think she may invent the next step beyond the Burleson.”


  “Who’s this Stevens? MacBradaigh knew the name but I’ve never heard of her.”


  I took a sip to give myself time to marshal my thoughts. “She wrote the book on Burleson engineering. Literally. They use her textbook here at the Academy. She stops by every few stanyers to teach for a semester or two, from what I gather.”


  He frowned. “Is there a long answer?”


  “Yeah, but you’ll need to ask Maggie about that yourself.”


  “Is that possible?” His eyes widened. “The way people talk about her, she’s a legend.”


  He made me chuckle a little. “Yeah. Well. She has the damnedest knack for showing up in places that you wouldn’t expect. Usually when there’s about to be trouble. If we run across her in our travels, buckle up.”


  “That sounds ominous.”


  “She’s really, really good. Almost always there when I needed somebody with her skills.” Even when I didn’t know I needed her particular skills, but I didn’t say that part out loud.


  “What about you and Carstairs?”


  “We go back to the Lois. Roommates here at the Academy but we went our own ways at graduation. He had a ship waiting for him and I went over to Diurnia to work for Geoff Maloney.”


  “Captain deGrut put you in for your board.”


  “She did. Surprised me. Came right after a grueling salvage operation, but I passed. Maloney gave me the Agamemnon.”


  He nodded. “Anyway. I’m happy to be sailing with you, Captain. If there’s anything you need, let me know.”


  “Thanks, Chief. It’s going to be a different kind of ship than I’m used to. A different kind of crew.”


  “That’s safe to say,” he said, a grin behind his coffee cup.


  “In your planning, consider you probably won’t see another Confederation port until we get back here.”


  He frowned. “Anything I should stock up on?”


  I held up my cup. “If you could fill one of our cans with these coffee beans, that would be a good start.”


  “Don’t they have coffee in the Toe-Holds?”


  “They do. Some darn good coffee, too. These beans? Yeah, they’d fetch a good price.”


  “You’re joking, right?”


  “Only half. Pip will have his own ideas.” I paused. “Don’t let him bulldoze you.”


  Bashar nodded. “I’m familiar with the type.”


  “Just fair warning. Pip’s in a class by himself.”


  He chuckled. “Thanks for the heads up.”


  I topped off my cup and toasted him with it. “Thanks for this.”


  “I’ll have that replenishment order ready for you soonest, Skipper. First cut on basic linens, cutlery, and cookware.”


  I paused at the galley door. “I’ll get with the commandant to figure out what our budget is. I’m too used to having that authority two doors down in officer country. This is going to take some getting used to.”


  I heard him laughing as I left the mess deck and headed for the brow. I still needed to pass the officer list to the fire watch.


  


  When I met Pip for lunch, he already had a half empty glass of beer in front of him and a full one waiting for me. He looked like he’d swallowed a frog and was concerned it might come back up. “Bad news? I thought you were working with Abe.”


  “Yeah. I was. I am. I did.” He lowered his face into his glass and took a solid slug of his beer. “Whatever. I also heard from the Academy’s finance department.”


  I slid onto the seat beside him at the bar. “Oh, good. I was going to ping Alys but got sidetracked by wandering around the ship.”


  “They think they’re in charge,” he said.


  “Who? The finance department?”


  “Yeah. They put bumpers on the value of the cargoes we can haul.”


  “Bumpers?”


  “‘The department cannot be held liable for losses incurred on cargo valued over—’” He cut himself off with a sour grimace and took another slug of beer. He shook his head, sighed, and followed it with a belch. “Basically they’re trying to dictate what kinds of cargoes we can carry.”


  “We’re going to need to talk to them about our operational budget, too. Did you order?”


  “Sandwiches coming.” He shook his head. “I’d forgotten what it’s like to operate on somebody else’s dime.”


  The server slid plates in front of each of us. “Anything else?”


  “Another beer,” Pip said, his voice a growl. He looked at me. “You?”


  I nodded at my nearly full glass. “I’m good.”


  The server nodded and left us to our lunches.


  “This isn’t tenable.” He tilted his glass back then snapped the empty down on the bar. “What are you thinking?”


  I shook my head. “I’m a little worried about getting the ship ready for space. Outfitting that hull is not going to be cheap. We don’t run a ship by cheaping out on it.”


  “We don’t, but others do.” He picked up his sandwich and tore a chunk off it with his teeth.


  “We’re used to having things just so.” I took a bite of my toasted ham and cheese.


  “We pay for it, and the margins justify it,” Pip said, talking through a mouthful of sandwich.


  I glanced at him. “You think the Academy has that kind of budget?”


  He scowled but sighed. He nodded to the server, who put the fresh beer down before taking the empty and slipping away. “Probably not.”


  “We’re still on with Alys at 1500?” I asked.


  He nodded and reached for the fresh glass.


  “So, we talk to Alys. See what she says. Do that first before we start trying to horse around with the finance department. Nothing says we can’t buy our own linens.”


  He shot me a disgusted glance. “Are we going to stock their ship out of our own pockets?”


  I shrugged and let him stew while I enjoyed my sandwich for a bit. “Maybe. How bad do you want high thread-count sheets?”


  “Don’t tell me you agree with them?”


  I washed a mouthful of sandwich down with some of the ale. “No, but it’s an interesting exercise.”


  He froze in his seat and stared at me, his mouth hanging open.


  “Close your mouth. I don’t want to see what you’re chewing.”


  His jaw snapped shut.


  “We’ve been lucky,” I said. “We can afford to run higher on the expense side of the ledger because we have enough on the revenue side to cover it.”


  He bristled a little at my comment. “Our expense ratio is excellent.”


  “That’s my point. The Chernyakova’s expense ratio allows for things like premium foods. Top flight equipment. Good mattresses and high thread-count sheets.”


  His angry chewing slowed as he frowned. “But those things pay off in the long run.”


  “We’re privileged. The Academy isn’t. You want your comforts. I get it. So do I, but is that what these cadets are going to graduate to?”


  He took swallowed and shrugged. “Probably not.”


  “Probably not,” I said, echoing it back to him. “Most of them are going to get ships that run on a much narrower margin with a hefty expense ratio. Can we model how that’s done, rather than how we’d do it with our deep pockets and willingness to put it all on the line with every can?”


  “I hate you,” he said.


  “I love you, too, but we’re not the subject here.” I grinned at him over the top of my beer glass.


  He took another bite of his sandwich, hunching over his plate like somebody might be trying to steal his food. He stared at the top of the bar as he finished his lunch, tucking the last morsel in his mouth before wiping his hands and lips with a napkin. With a sigh he sat back in his chair, reaching for his glass. “How do we do that?”


  “First we need to figure out what ‘that’ means exactly.” I shook my head. “What’s the lesson? How to maximize profits? How to minimize expense ratio? How to balance efficiency with effectiveness? All of the above?”


  He looked off into the distance over my shoulder. “Maximize profits is the normal operating strategy.”


  “Right, but what’s the Chernyakova’s basic strategy?” I gave him a heartbeat to think about that. “Do we even have one?”


  He focused on my face again. “Get the best cargo we can find to the most lucrative port.”


  “Right, but what’s it mean to the company when every member of the crew has top end mattresses and bedding? When Ms. Sharps has a stores budget equal to some ships’ entire revenue?”


  “That’s a bogus comparison. We have a bigger crew and carry more freight than some ships,” he said, a sour grimace on his lips.


  “You know what I mean. We trade and make a profit off some of those stores, so it doesn’t really reflect what we consume.” I finished my sandwich and pushed the plate toward the far side of the bar. “Speaking of which, I warned Bashar. He’s expecting your ‘we need to talk’ session.”


  “When did you see him?”


  “He came aboard this morning. Brought his grav trunk. Ship has no mattresses or linens so I don’t know if he plans to stay, but he brought a coffee pot and some really good coffee.”


  Pip grinned. “He has you dialed in already, I see.”


  “Back to the problem. What’s our operational stance going to be with the Collins? Do we try to do something different from the Chernyakova?”


  “We’re asking some of the crew to come over with us. We can’t very well ask them to lower their standard of living because we’re taking on cadets, can we?”


  I shrugged. “Interesting dilemma, isn’t it?”


  The server came to collect the dirty dishes. “Anything else? Dessert? Another beer?”


  “I’ll take a coffee. You have any pie?” I asked.


  “Apple, custard. Granapple cobbler?”


  “Apple pie.”


  He looked at Pip.


  Pip shook his head. “Just a coffee.”


  “Be right back.” The server strode away.


  “Are you leading me somewhere?” Pip asked, fiddling with his nearly empty glass.


  “Yes.”


  He sighed and shook his head again. “We need to keep a decent expense ratio and still have a reasonable quality of life aboard.”


  “I think it goes beyond that.”


  He looked at me, chin raised in challenge.


  “We need to show cadets that it’s just as important to invest in the ship and crew as in the cargo. That maximum profit isn’t a viable goal in and of itself.”


  He gave me a slow blink. “How in the name of Aphrodite’s skimpy nighty are you going to teach that to quarter shares? That’s not even something our own crew deals with.”


  I shrugged. “We model it. Whether they realize it or not, the Chernyakova’s crew benefits from it and so does the company.”


  He folded his arms over his chest and frowned.


  I let him stew for a second. “What’s the difference in cost between best and good? What’s the incremental value there?”


  He shook his head. “You can’t just put quality of life in those terms.”


  “Why not? If you’re trying to turn a profit in the High Line, then that extra few percentage points in expense ratio is significant. If you don’t have the operational revenue to support top shelf, where’s the line between ‘good enough’ and ‘why bother?’”


  He chewed his lip and scowled, but I could tell I had his attention because his eyes flicked around like he was consulting some internal table of data in his head. When he looked over at me, I knew I had him. “Will our people accept it? The ones we bring over from the Chernyakova?”


  The server brought our coffees and my pie before attending to a new customer on the far end of the bar.


  “If we do it right, do you think they’ll notice?” I asked, digging into my dessert, savoring the sweet cinnamon taste.


  “Why wouldn’t they?”


  “Because we’re not talking about the difference between top shelf and bottom shelf. We’re talking ‘good enough.’ Trying to thread the needle you and I both know perfectly well the Academy wants us to use.”


  “We need to talk to Alys about this,” he said after a few moments of chewing his lip again.


  “We do. I’m kicking myself for not thinking of this sooner.”


  “I’m supposed to be the business guy. I didn’t think of it either.”


  “We’re spoiled by having our own bankroll,” I said. “I think this might be a good exercise for us.”


  “How so?”


  “If we dropped our expenses to the ‘good enough’ level, would it matter to our bottom line?”


  He shook his head. “Not significantly. Maybe a few hundred credits per share on dividend.”


  “What if we’re a co-op or family ship? One that’s operating cargo-to-cargo?”


  He opened his mouth as if to speak but frowned and closed it again.


  “You know they’re out there,” I said. “Shoe-string operations. Poor people have the least but pay the most.”


  “You’re suggesting we teach these cadets those lessons as well as what it’s like as ratings?”


  I nodded. “If Zoya’s right, and I’d never bet against her, we’re going to have cadets who’ve never seen the inside of a ship except as passengers. Modeling best practice won’t hurt us and may benefit them.”


  “I can see that.”


  “I think it’ll help our crew out as well. At least those who’re interested in it.”


  He raised his eyebrows at that. “You think they care?”


  “I don’t know. How many of them are in that investment club now? How many look at Phoenix with that lens already?”


  “They can’t invest in Phoenix,” he said.


  “Doesn’t stop them comparing us to other companies, even with the limited public data they can find.”


  His head started a slow nod. “It is an interesting question.”


  I played dumb. “Which one?”


  “How much does ‘good enough’ cost? Where’s the value line when you’re balancing a strained budget?” He paused. “We still need to talk with Alys. There’s a big difference between ‘good enough’ and ‘not enough’ when it comes to outfitting a ship.”


  “That’s my point.”


  He nodded and flexed his thumb at the bartender. “Let’s see what Alys has to say this afternoon.”


  Chapter 16


  Newmar Orbital: 
 May 6, 2379


  Midafternoon


  Alys met us in the cabin on the Marva at 1500 with a wry grin on her face. Chief Bashar had laid on a coffee service complete with cookies. I didn’t ask where he got the serving tray or the plain china mugs. One sip told me he’d raided his personal supply of beans for us.


  Pip lounged on one side of the small conference table. Alys helped herself to coffee and settled across from him, leaving me the seat at the head.


  “Finance tells me you’re being a prima donna,” she said without preamble.


  “Yeah. About that.” Pip squirmed. “They gave me a line about not being able to take high-value cargoes.”


  “And you objected so strenuously there’s a dent in the overhead.” She sipped her coffee.


  “Yes. I’ll write them a formal apology if it’ll help.” He shook his head.


  “But?”


  “But we have to be able to take the best value cargoes. That’s not part of the expense budget. This ‘unable to accept the risk’ thing is bull.”


  “So you’re refusing to go by their guidelines?”


  “I need to understand them.”


  “I realize you’ve been your own master for a long time now,” Alys said. “It’s going to take some adjustments.”


  “It shouldn’t mean we accept restrictions on our operations that hamstring our ability to accomplish the mission.”


  Alys took in a deep breath through her nose and blew it out. She nodded once before looking at me. “Your take?”


  “We’re going to take the best cargoes we can find. With the Collins, high-value, low-volume cargoes are key. From what I’ve heard, the Academy isn’t prohibiting that. Just putting us on notice that it’s our problem if things go bad.” I shrugged. “With the Chernyakova? That’s still our ship. We want Beth to run the cargoes that make the most sense.”


  She nodded with a sideways glance at Pip.


  “The question I need an answer to is about the operational budget,” I said. “The ship’s here, but she’s naked. We’ll need to stock the freezers and pantries. The spares lockers are empty. I don’t know where Chief Bashar came up with these cups, but he either pulled them out of his grav trunk or went down to the chandlery himself. What’s our financial support look like?”


  Alys shrugged. “Order what you need. You’re the captain.”


  “It’s going to be a lot,” I said. “Engineering expenses alone are going to be into six figures. Galley equipment won’t be too much, but filling the pantries is going to be a big chunk.”


  She winced. “That bad?”


  “If the tanks are as empty as the pantries and freezers? Yes.”


  She sighed and took a sip of her coffee. “You can’t very well get underway without it. Put in the orders and I’ll deal with any fallout on the other end.” She looked at Pip. “You still on board with this?”


  He shrugged, chewing on his lower lip for a moment. “Yeah. If you’re willing to back us up with the Academy, then we can probably make it work.” He shook his head. “But I’m not going to leave credits laying on the dock by limiting the cargo values we can carry.”


  She took a moment before nodding. “Fair enough, but if it comes back to bite us, it’s your neck on the chopping block.”


  He snorted and gave her a crooked grin. “Fair enough.”


  Pip and I walked her down to the brow and onto the dock.


  “I’m heading down now. We’ve got the theater lined up for tomorrow morning at 1000 hours with the second-year cadets,” she said.


  Pip nodded. “We’ll be down on the early shuttle. Probably come back up right after.”


  “Perfect. I’ll have a cadet meet you at 0930 at the port.”


  “You think we can’t find the theater?” Pip asked, grinning.


  She laughed. “I just don’t want you to get sidetracked walking across campus. Humor me.”


  “We’ll be there,” I said.


  “You know what you’re going to say yet?” she asked.


  I shrugged. “I’ll think of something.”


  Pip shot me a sour look. “You better have more than ‘I’m just the bus driver’ or we’re going to have words after.”


  Alys and I both laughed at that before she headed off down the docks with a jaunty wave.


  He turned to me. “‘I’ll think of something.’ Seriously?”


  “What are you planning?” I asked. “You have it all scripted out already? Or are you going to just wing it with introductions?”


  He gave me a tight-lipped, frustrated grunt. “Yes. I have a script. Written. You want to read it?”


  I shook my head. “You’re the salesman here. I’m just—”


  He slugged me in the shoulder. “Don’t you even start with me.”


  I laughed. “I’ll think of something between now and then. Not much else to do on the shuttle in the morning, is there?”


  He screwed his lips around and shook his head with a sigh. “Dinner?”


  “1800?” I asked.


  “Yeah. I’ll check with Nat and Zee and meet you back at the hotel.” He stuck his hands in his pockets and shambled off toward the end of the dock.


  My tablet bipped and I found Chief Bashar’s requisition form attached to the message.


  No rest for the wicked. I headed back up to the cabin to use the console. I had some time before dinner and I expected to use it all.


  


  I changed into civvies before meeting Pip in the lobby. I found him slouched in one of the easy chairs staring into his tablet. “Nat and Zee?” I asked.


  Shaking his head, he stood as I approached. “They had other plans.” We headed for the door. “This feel off to you?”


  I glanced at him. “Off? How?”


  He shook his head and made the turn toward the lift, dodging between a couple of hotel guests coming in. “The Academy? The ship? Getting recalled and having to cool our heels here for a month?”


  “You still on about that?”


  He shrugged and stuck his hands in his pants pockets, frowning at the deck as he slouched along.


  When he didn’t say anything else, I said, “No. Not really.”


  He shot me a sideways look. “Nothing?”


  “The question in my mind right now is dinner.”


  He sighed, stepping up to push the lift call button. The doors opened immediately on an empty car.


  We stepped in and I punched the button for deck five. “What’s going on?” I asked as the doors closed. “Something in the business end?”


  He shook his head. “No.” He grimaced and shrugged. “Yeah. It’s going to take a lot of credits to outfit that ship.”


  “And?”


  “A lot,” he said, landing on the word hard. “New-classroom-building levels of a lot. That’s not something the Academy can fund out of petty cash.”


  The car dinged, the doors parting. The waiting passengers stepped back to let us off.


  “Where are we going, anyway?” he asked.


  “Anthony’s. I need some lasagna.”


  His eyes lit up. “Excellent choice.” He struck out along the promenade. When I fell into step beside him, he glanced over. “How do you see this working?”


  “Honestly? I’m just taking it one step at a time. At the moment, we need to get the ship fitted out enough to move ourselves aboard. That’s the easy part.”


  “You think?” he asked, still shambling along with his hands in his pockets.


  “Theoretically. Eventually we’ll need to outfit the whole ship, top off the tanks, fill the spares locker in engineering and the freezers in the galley.”


  He nodded. “That’s the part that’s got my feelers twitching. You think the Academy has that much just laying around in terms of loose credits?”


  “Do we?”


  He shook his head. “We don’t keep that much liquid, but we have a going concern. That’s my point.”


  “What? That they don’t have it and we do?”


  “We don’t have it right now but we could get it. Even without Natalya and Zoya’s help. Alys knows it.”


  “What? You think she’s putting Phoenix Freight in the position of having to bail out the Academy?”


  “That’s what has me bugged.”


  “I’ve got it, if it comes to that,” I said.


  He shot me a sharp glance. “You’ve got half a billion in liquid funds?”


  “Not all of it, no, but it’s not going to be that much.”


  He pressed his palms together as if in prayer and looked at the overhead. “Mercury, have mercy on him.”


  “What?”


  “You’re a shareholder and your idea of wealth management is leaving your credits just laying around? Did you fill a box with credit chips and stash it under your bunk?”


  “Well, not all of it, no.”


  He stopped in the middle of the passage and grabbed my arm, swinging me around to face him, eyes wide and mouth hanging open. “Tell me you’re kidding.”


  “I’m kidding.”


  He blinked like I’d slapped him.


  I grinned.


  I thought he might punch me but he laughed and continued down the promenade. After a few steps he asked, “How much do you have in a box under your bunk?”


  “Nothing.” I waited until his shoulders relaxed. “I keep it in my grav trunk.”


  He gave me his “You’re an idiot” look and sighed. “You don’t keep anything like that in your grav trunk. Even you’re not that dumb.”


  I laughed and nodded. “Cabin has a perfectly good safe. I never keep more than ten thousand in it.”


  He pursed his lips. “What’s your thinking on that? You can’t spend it underway. If we dock, there’s always a terminal we can use.”


  “I’ve never had to tap it, but if push comes to shove, it’s enough to cover bail or pay for damages if the crew gets in trouble.”


  “Why not just pay it out of ship’s funds?” he asked.


  “I have in the past,” I said. “Even in the Toe-Holds.”


  “Then why?” He frowned at me. “I don’t understand the logic. The risk of having that much in the safe on the ship. What if somebody steals it?”


  I shrugged and opened the restaurant’s door. The aromas of bread and garlic wafted out. “It’s not that much. It’s a rounding error. It makes me feel better knowing I can afford to stay in a hotel until I can catch a ride back here, even if I can’t access my bank account.”


  “Are you that paranoid?” he asked. “You think I’d kick you out on a dock somewhere?”


  “You going to eat or just argue about credits?”


  He huffed and went into the restaurant ahead of me. The woman at the podium smiled as we entered. “Two for dinner?”


  “Yes, please,” Pip said, still shooting me dark glances.


  She led us back through a well-lit dining room to a booth along the side wall. “How’s this?”


  “Perfect,” Pip said and slid into one side.


  “William will be your server. He’ll be along shortly.” She put a pair of menus on the table before heading back to her station.


  He picked up his menu but peeked over the top of it. “Ten thousand. Really?”


  I laughed and checked out the menu, but I already knew what I wanted. I glanced over at him. “How much do you have in your pocket right now? A thousand?”


  He scowled and opened his menu, holding it up so it almost blocked his face. “A hundred,” he said.


  “Why? Not like there’s anything here you can’t thumb.”


  He lowered his menu just enough to peek over the top. “You’re just trying to deflect. You really have that much liquid in your account?”


  “Not all of it, but I could get it by the end of the month.” I shrugged and ceded the point. “Yeah. I probably need to do something about that.”


  “Yes, you do.” He lifted his menu again for a moment before slapping it closed and tossing it down.


  “What’s your problem? I’m already worth more than I can spend in the rest of my life unless I try to buy a Barbell or something. What does it matter if I’m mostly liquid?”


  He frowned at me for a few heartbeats, then shook his head with a long-suffering sigh. “Your credits. Your life.”


  The server came over to take our orders, interrupting Pip’s sulk. “Evening, gents. I’m William. What can I get you? Drinks? Appetizers? Both?”


  “Clipper Ship. Calamari. Lasagna with the garden salad and thousand island,” Pip said, barely looking up.


  William looked at me. “And for you?”


  “Coffee, black. Lasagna, salad, house Italian.”


  “I’m not sharing the calamari,” Pip said.


  William looked like he might be fighting back a laugh.


  I nodded up at him. “That’s all for me.”


  “I’ll be back with your drinks in a tick,” he said and slipped away.


  Pip shrugged. “It’s all very messy right now.”


  “Is that what has you bugged?”


  “I’m not bugged.” He bit the words off.


  “You’re peeved about something. Alys potentially backing us into a corner?”


  He leaned forward over the table. “That doesn’t bother you? What the hell? She’s practically forcing us to cough up Phoenix credits to bankroll this training ship.”


  “You don’t know that. You’re just supposing that Alys organized this whole thing knowing that the Academy can’t—or won’t—fund it. That she’d manipulate us like that.”


  He sighed and looked around the dimly lit restaurant as if taking a head count of the patrons.


  William showed up with our drinks and placed a huge platter of calamari in the middle of the table. “I’ll have your salads up in a bit. Enjoy.” He shot me a crooked grin before whisking off.


  “We could refuse,” I said.


  Pip took a long pull from his beer. Unceremoniously, he grabbed a piece of calamari off the plate and dunked it in marinara sauce before taking a bite. He shook his head. “We can’t refuse.”


  The coffee was better than I expected. I waited him out by taking a second sip.


  He stuffed another ring of the fried squid into his mouth, looking everywhere but at me as he chewed. Every so often his head would shake. “We can’t refuse.”


  “We can,” I said. “We can pull the new crew off the Chernyakova and head back to the Toe-Holds.”


  His head snapped around and he scowled at me. “What? And leave Beth Case and the others to figure it out? Where are they going to get the credits to outfit that ship if the Academy balks? Other than Abe, do any of them know anything about the Toe-Holds? What’s that going to do to the Academy?”


  I raised my eyebrows at him.


  “What?” he asked. “Spit it out.”


  “You’re just peeved that she out-maneuvered you. It’s killing you that you didn’t think of it first.”


  His scowl deepened. “I didn’t think we would need to bankroll the damn Merchant Officer Academy.”


  “You don’t know that now. You’re just assuming the worst.” My tablet bipped. I pulled up the incoming message and frowned at it, a hint of chill zipping down my back.


  Pip raised an eyebrow at me as he grabbed another piece of squid.


  I closed the message and pocketed the tablet. “Order refused. Unauthorized charges.”


  He froze for a moment before dunking the calamari into the tartar sauce with a snort. “Still think I’m just assuming the worst?”


  I took another sip of coffee. “It’s probably just an accounting thing. We can go down and check it out after dinner.”


  “An accounting thing?”


  “Yeah. Like the ship hasn’t been set up on the chandlery end or I haven’t been authorized to use the account or something.” I put the cup back in its saucer. “Something simple.”


  “Uh huh.” He stuck the calamari in his mouth, chewed a bit, then took a slug of beer. “Something simple.”


  “Hindsight,” I said, taking another sip of coffee and eyeing the plate between us. “We should have thought of it.” The smell of the calamari was driving me crazy but I’d be damned if I’d eat any until he offered.


  He shook his head again. “The reparation agreement only included the ship. I wonder how much it cost them altogether.” He took another calamari ring. At the rate he was going through it, we’d be there all night.


  “The ship?”


  “No. Total bill for reparations. The ship wasn’t all they paid. I’d bet your salary on it.” He grinned.


  I laughed. “Big of you.”


  “What did they think the Academy would do with a ship they couldn’t get underway with? Just let it sit at the dock and be some kind of display piece?” he asked.


  “All the ship’s systems work. The layout isn’t that far off a standard Eighty-Eight, is it? That has to be worth something.”


  He shrugged. “I’ve never seen one. I assume any major changes are the expansion of officer and crew quarters along with a little extra galley and stores space.”


  “They kept the gym from the Seventy-Twos,” I said.


  He grinned and chomped on another piece of squid.


  “I mean, how is it different from taking delivery of a ship if we bought it new? Would you expect it to be outfitted? Full pantries, full tanks, and ready to go?”


  He grimaced and shrugged. “Probably not.”


  “Maybe they never expected the Academy would actually sail it.”


  He blinked a few times. “That’s nuts.”


  “Not really. Running freight is what they teach. It’s not what they do. It’s not a core value of the Academy. Not one of their products.”


  “But leaving a ship like that moored? A dock rocket?”


  I sighed and took another sip of coffee. “You said you wanted to do something to help people. What’s the downside of bankrolling this? Hypothetically.” I leaned forward, putting my elbows on the table. “Phoenix has the ready credit, doesn’t it? Even if it lacks the liquidity. We could front it to the Academy without blinking, couldn’t we? It won’t change a thing for us.”


  “It might if Case and crew can’t keep the revenue flowing.”


  I nodded, granting him the point. “That’s always possible. What’re the chances of it? It could happen with us at the helm. We’re not going that far away. We’ll be at the next lock over and within light-speed comms range all the way in and out.”


  “Jump errors,” Pip said.


  I snorted and sat back. “Now you’re just making stuff up.”


  “What? Jump errors are real.”


  “Yeah, but you’re suggesting that there’d be enough jump error to keep us from communicating with our own ship in the same system?”


  He took another pull from his beer, the sour look never leaving his face. “You’re such an optimist. How did you get rich?”


  “Brute force and ignorance,” I said.


  He laughed and reached out to push the platter of calamari closer to me. “You better help with this. I like squid, but I didn’t realize we’d be getting the whole squad.”


  I nodded and helped myself from the near side of the plate. “How can they have a depreciation expense if they basically got the ship for free?”


  He blinked at me. “It’s still based on the value of the asset when it hits the Academy’s balance sheet. Manchester probably overstated it.”


  The fried squid was delicious. Perfectly done with just the right amount of snap in the bite and chew to the mouth. We munched for a while.


  “I thought you had your cap set for Zoya,” I said.


  His head snapped up. “What? Where’d that come from?”


  “Zoya. You remember. The woman you couldn’t talk to?”


  He seemed to shrink into himself and took another bite of the squid. “Yeah. Well. She’s still Zoya.”


  I heard an almost wistful note in his voice. “But what?”


  He took his time chewing before swallowing and taking a slug of beer. “But she’s Zoya. She’s everything you say. Brilliant. Dedicated. Driest wit this side of the moon.”


  “Beautiful?” I asked.


  “Not hard to look at.” He paused. “Awe inspiring. But no, I can’t see us as a couple.”


  I felt my eyebrows rising. “Why? When we signed them aboard, you worshipped the deck she walked on.”


  “I’m not right for her.” He shrugged and pushed the calamari away. “She’s not right for me.”


  I just stared at him. “After all this time? You’re just saying no?”


  He snorted. “After sailing with her, after seeing her with the crew? After getting to know her? Yeah. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but there’s not a lot of chemistry between us.”


  I didn’t know what to say. He’d struck me speechless.


  “What?” he asked after too long a time had passed.


  “I’m just surprised. Did you ask her out? Take her to dinner?”


  “What? Like a date?” He tilted his head to one side. “Are you feeling all right?”


  “Me?”


  “Yeah. You. I thought you had more sense about relationships that that?”


  “You’re saying you’re not interested in Zoya. After months of being barely able to speak to her in more than a mumble.”


  He shrugged, sat back in his seat, and folded his arms. “Yeah. That’s what I’m saying. It’s actually making things a little easier for me. I hope it is for her because I was being stupid.”


  “Crushing on her?”


  He looked anywhere but at me, but finally said, “Yeah. Crushing on her.”


  “And now you’re over it?” I grabbed one of the last pieces of squid from the platter.


  “Now you’re being stupid. I have the utmost respect for her. She’s come a long way with the crew.” He scowled at me. “I got over it.”


  I sat back in my chair, mirroring his posture. “I’m shocked.”


  He gave me a sour look and a rude gesture.


  William came back with salads and delivered them to each of us before indicating the platter. “You done with that?”


  Pip nodded.


  “Can I get you anything else?”


  Pip held up his nearly empty beer glass.


  William nodded and raised an eyebrow in my direction.


  “I’d take a warm-up,” I said.


  “Lasagna will be up in a few,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”


  “We’ll need to get that chandlery account straightened out soon,” I said. “We need that stores order.”


  He nodded and tucked into his salad, spearing leafy greens. “That’s just the tip of the iceberg. He’s going to need everything.” He glanced up from his plate. “What’d he ask for?”


  “I asked for a list of the basic fittings for the galley. He gave me all the linens at the same time.”


  “We’ll need to alert Natalya,” he said. “Her initial parts order is going to be a killer and it’ll take some time for the chandlery to put that much stuff together.”


  “There’s plenty of time. Especially if she can get it ready before they start interviewing and picking the crew to bring over from the Chernyakova.”


  William brought the drinks back and left us in peace to crunch through the greenery.


  Pip finished his salad first, taking up his glass and leaning back in his chair. “So? We should probably go to the chandlery after dinner and straighten out the accounts. What are you thinking in terms of level? Good, better, or best?”


  “I was thinking ‘good’ out of deference to the Academy’s budget, but how much do you think we can get out of the Collins for the owner’s share?”


  “What, in a stanyer?”


  “Well, whatever part of a stanyer we get after swanning around here for a month or more before we actually do any business, and allowing for another few weeks digging ourselves back in at the end,” I said.


  He laughed. “That’s fair.”


  William interrupted us again and swapped the salad plates for larger ones loaded with blocks of steaming hot lasagna. He also brought fresh rolls with butter. “You good on drinks?”


  We both nodded.


  “I’ll check back with you in a few.”


  “We could probably do best.” Pip tucked into the lasagna but shrugged. “We probably should do best. Whether the Academy will let us get away with it, that’s another question. Bashar struck me as the kind of guy who knows the value of quality and can take advantage of it.”


  I nodded my agreement and tried not to burn the roof of my mouth with the hot pasta and cheese. I had to pull some air in over my tongue as the flavors exploded. I put the ship out of my mind for a blissful few ticks while I gave the lasagna my full attention.


  “It’s all in the amortization,” Pip said after demolishing two-thirds of his dinner. “The linens and shipsuits and everything are expense, but the mattresses and galley equipment, we could amortize over a couple of stanyers. Stores for the freezers and pantries are straight up expense, too, but I think we can offset the cost there.”


  “I warned him about your predilection for treating stores as trade goods.”


  He took a sip of beer before leaning back into the lasagna. “You never complained about the value it added to your share.”


  “And I won’t now.” I looked over at him. “Just letting you know that Chief Bashar may have other ideas, and it’s his galley.”


  Pip nodded. “Message received.”


  I addressed my lasagna again, pushing a chunk of pasta around in the sauce on my plate. “This is going to be harder than I thought.”


  He nodded again. “Yeah. We can’t just snap our fingers and make things happen.”


  “Well, we can,” I said. “We just have to keep the receipts and be willing to front the credits.”


  He finished scraping his plate clean and grabbed a piece of the chewy bread to sop up the remaining sauce. “We only have to play ‘Mother, may I’ until we make that first jump. After that? We’re on our own.”


  “You think so?”


  He shrugged, putting his cutlery across his plate and wiping his mouth with his napkin. “Not like she has control over us in the Toe-Holds. As long as we bring back the same people we left with in good working order, she won’t have much she can say, will she?”


  “That’s a good point. What’re you thinking in terms of cargoes?”


  He shrugged and popped the last bit of bread into his mouth, chewing slowly. “Whatever we can find, for the first jump.”


  “Think you’ll have any trouble?”


  “No. Well, maybe.”


  “That’s definitive. Makes me feel better.”


  He shot me a dirty look and a short laugh. “We’ve got eighty-eight cans to fill with an assortment of high-value, low-volume goods. The challenge up here is finding the cargoes that are really bound for a Toe-Hold but show a destination across the Annex.”


  “How do you find them?”


  He shrugged. “I know a guy who knows a gal. It’s how everything is run out here. I’d have thought you’d realized that by now.”


  “Sounds familiar. I might have heard it once or twice.”


  He snickered. “The challenge is going to be getting the cadets selected, brought up here, outfitted, and ready to go to work. We’re still on the Academy’s fire watch, aren’t we?”


  “Yeah. They seem nice enough.”


  He nodded at my plate. “You done?”


  I scooped up the last chunk of lasagna and tucked it away before nodding.


  He looked around the dining room and caught William’s eye, flexing his thumb in the air. “We should head down to the chandlery, then.”


  William showed up with the tab and a tray, offering the tab to Pip who added a tip and pressed his thumb to the pad while William finished collecting the dirty dishes.


  “Thank you, gentlemen,” William said, slipping the tablet into his pocket and pulling the tray off the table and up into a carry position without as much as clinking the glassware together. “Appreciate you coming in tonight.”


  Pip nodded and waited for William to move out of the way before standing up. I followed him out and down the promenade toward the lift.


  


  The clerk at the chandlery smiled as we approached her counter. “Good evening, sars. How can I help you?”


  I held up my tablet. “Our supply order was refused? Can we get that straightened out?”


  “We can certainly look into it for you. What ship?”


  “Marva Collins.”


  She tapped a few keys on her console, squinting a little at the screen. “Yes.” She looked at me. “You’re Captain Wang?”


  “I am.”


  She shrugged. “Well, see, Captain, that’s the problem. You’re not an authorized agent for the owner. At least not on our records.”


  Pip stepped up beside me. “The record shows that Ishmael Wang is the captain, doesn’t it?”


  She nodded. “Oh, yes, sar, but the Merchant Officer Academy owns the Marva Collins and hasn’t extended financial authority to anybody associated with the ship. Without authorization from them, there’s nothing I can do.”


  “What do you need?” Pip asked. I heard the exasperation in his voice, even if the clerk appeared to ignore it.


  “In order of preference, a visit from an authorized agent of the Academy, or a certified affidavit from an authorized agent that you are, in fact, the captain and therefore able to order goods and services from the chandlery without double-checking with the ground. Financial controls and all that.”


  Pip frowned and pulled out his tablet, keying a message as he turned away from the counter.


  “Thank you,” I said to the clerk.


  She nodded. “Sorry, Captain.”


  Pip looked up from his tablet and turned back to her. “We just had a change of command on our ship. Will the new captain have a problem on our company account?” Pip asked. “Chernyakova? Phoenix Freight? Captain Case will be placing some supply requisitions shortly. Is she going to have any problems?”


  Her eyebrows rose at that. “Let me check.” She tapped the keyboard a few times, pulling up a screen, before glancing at us. “She’s not in our records.”


  “How do we fix that?” Pip asked, glancing at me. “I should have thought of this before. Sorry.”


  The supervisor offered the thumb pad. “Captain Wang? You’re authorized to make changes in the absence of the CEO.”


  Pip raised his hand. “CEO is present. Phillip E. Carstairs.”


  “E? I didn’t know that,” I said.


  He shot me a sour look. “Never use it except on official documents. It’s in my jacket if you’d bother to read it.”


  I shrugged. “Never noticed.”


  She waited for us to finish. “Well, either of you, then.”


  Pip mashed his thumb on the pad. “So that’s enough to authorize the new captain to draw on the Phoenix Freight accounts to supply the ship and authorize other crew to do the same in her name?”


  She consulted her screen again before nodding. “Yes, Mr. Carstairs. Captain Elizabeth Case, currently captain of record on the Chernyakova, has that authority now.”


  “Thank you,” he said, turning away from the counter again.


  I gave the clerk an apologetic smile. “Sorry about him.”


  She shook her head. “I wish you luck, Captain. Dealing with the Academy can be frustrating sometimes.”


  I laughed. “Yeah. Well. We’ve had a lot of experience dealing with Commandant Giggone. Thank you. You’ve been most helpful.”


  “You’re welcome, Captain. Any time. I’m just sorry we couldn’t have handled the issue directly.”


  I followed in Pip’s wake, walking quickly to catch up to him before he got out of sight.


  He glanced at me as I came up beside him. “Alys left already but we’ll see her in the morning. We’ll have to iron this out before we come back up.”


  “Think we can do it on one trip?”


  “I’ll pack a bag.” He looked over at me. “You won’t need me up here for a few days, will you?”


  “I think we can limp along.”


  He chuckled. “Still think I’m worried over nothing?”


  “No,” I said. “But I still don’t believe Alys set us up.”


  He snorted. “What? You think the finance people are pulling a fast one on her? To what end?”


  I shook my head. “Who knows? It could be nothing but a missed communication. It could be some failed program that didn’t come through. It could be any number of things that pass as common-place but ripple out of the ivory tower and into the community at large.”


  He punched the button. “Something your mother used to say?”


  “No. She always said, ‘When it comes to the administration, don’t attribute to malice that which can be completely explained by stupidity.’”


  Chapter 17


  Port Newmar: 
 May 7, 2379


  Morning


  The cadet guide showed us through a back door into the sprawling administration building. The scents of floor wax and brass polish brought back my Academy days as if the years in between had been but a day. She took us through a labyrinth of corridors before leading us into a small dressing room outfitted with mirrors, low tables, and stools along with a few folding chairs.


  Alys smiled when we walked in. “Good. You’re here.” She nodded to the cadet. “Thank you, Ms. Nolan. That will be all.”


  “Sar, thank you, sar.” Our guide executed a sharp, parade-ground about face, and pulled the door closed behind her as she left.


  “You ready for this?” Alys asked, looking us over.


  Pip nodded. “How much time do we have?”


  She chuckled at him. “How much do you need?”


  He looked around at us. “Probably not more than a stan. I don’t have that many remarks.”


  Natalya snorted.


  He shot a scowl in her direction before looking back at Alys. “I don’t. I have no idea what they’re going to say.” He gave each of us a pursed-lip frown. “They won’t tell me.”


  Alys nodded. “You’ve got at least that. Nobody else has the room today and the second-year schedule is pretty loose this whole week.” She glanced at the chrono on the wall and sighed. “We can talk after.”


  Pip nodded. “Let’s do it.”


  Alys gave them a come-along nod and headed for the only other door in the room. A short corridor took them through the backstage area and onto the left wing of the stage. She didn’t pause but strode directly to the podium at the front of the stage.


  A cadet marshal’s voice rang out over the din. “Ah-ten-HUT!”


  For second-years, they did a respectable job of jumping to their feet and bracing in the narrow aisles in front of their seats. Silence washed across the large room after the crash of feet.


  Alys rested her hands on either side of the podium and looked over the sea of faces for a couple of heartbeats. “Be seated.”


  After a brief period of shuffling around, punctuated by one loud sneeze from the back, she grinned. “Bless you.”


  A few quiet laughs rippled through the cadets.


  “Most of you know why you’re here this morning, so I won’t belabor the obvious. When you leave, you’ll have a decision to make about how you spend your next year. The people behind me will help you understand what’s involved. Please give them your full attention.” She looked around the room. “I’ll start by introducing the Chief Executive Officer for Phoenix Freight, Cargo Master Phillip Carstairs.” She stepped away from the podium, waving her hand in invitation as she took her place at the back of the stage.


  Pip stepped up to one side of the podium and folded his hands behind his back in a studied pose. “Good morning, cadets. As the commandant said, I’m Phillip Carstairs, CEO of Phoenix Freight and, recently, cargo master on the Solar Clipper Chernyakova. Commandant Giggone asked us here this morning to invite you to participate in a prototype program. Since nothing travels faster than light except rumor—” Small chuckles spread out from the back of the room and he waited for them to subside. “You probably know that Manchester Yards recently donated a modified Eighty-Eight to the Academy for use as a training vessel. Some of you will be the lucky lab rats who get to help us figure out how to use it most effectively.” He paused for the expected laughs and got them.


  “Bottom line: We need a few cadets to fill quarter share roles on the ship. You’ll be learning how to do the jobs that, in theory, you’ll graduate to and be tasked with managing. Some of you have never been aboard a ship other than the one that brought you here. We believe that the best way to disabuse you of any romantic misconceptions you might have about becoming officers is to show you what it isn’t.” He grinned at them and got another short round of laughter. “Before we get into the details, let me introduce you to a couple of the officers you’ll be serving under.” He stepped back from the podium and held out a hand to Natalya. “First, Engineering Chief Officer Natalya Regyri.”


  He must have prompted her in advance because she stepped up beside him, giving the cadets a nod and a smile.


  “You probably don’t know that Chief Regyri has worked with Senior Chief Margaret Stevens and was instrumental in helping to develop the emergency jump harness.” He paused to let that sink in a moment. “She’s also the founder and CEO of her own freight company, which she’s been running from the engine room of the Chernyakova.” He stepped back and gave her a nod. “Chief? Would you like to say a few words?”


  She grinned at him. “Not really, but I’ll give it my best shot.” A few of the cadets nearest the stage laughed as she looked out over the audience. “As Mr. Carstairs didn’t actually say, we want to use the Marva Collins to introduce those of you who haven’t had the experience of living and working in the Deep Dark to the realities and rigors of shipboard life. For cadets in the engineering program here, your first few days in an operational engine room can be overwhelming, especially if you’ve not been exposed to shipboard living as part of growing up. We hope to hire a few of you to fill the quarter share billets on the Marva Collins. In return for your princely wages and share payouts, you’ll learn how to change water filters and maintain scrubbers. After your first two years here at the Academy, I’m sure you’re already familiar with which end of the swab to hold. On the Collins I hope to teach you which end of the wrench.” She smiled at them. “I won’t be doing it alone. We’ll be staffing with department heads from the Chernyakova and a few of you will have the opportunity to work with Chief Engineer Patrick Reynolds there as we fill in the bottom ranks with fresh-faced and eager cadets.” She took a step back and nodded to Pip as the cadets murmured among themselves.


  Pip led the audience in a short, polite round of applause before stepping to the front of the stage again. “Thank you, Chief.” He gave them just a few heartbeats before continuing. “As Chief Regyri just said, we’ll be hiring quarter shares to fill in the vacancies left when we transfer some of our working ratings over to the Collins to help you all learn how to do your new jobs and give you the skinny on how to advance up the ladder. We’ll talk more about those opportunities and give you a chance to ask your questions later.


  “For now, let me introduce First Mate Zoya Usoko. Some of you may know she’s heir to Usoko Mining but stepped back from active management of that company to pursue her captain’s stars. She started sailing as a teen in her grandfather’s hauler fleet and never stopped working toward her goal.” He turned to her with a flourish toward the front of the stage. “Ms. Usoko?”


  A small smile flicked across her lips as she took the few steps to stand beside him for a moment before he took a step back. “Yes. I’m that Usoko. Please don’t hold it against me.” She put her hands behind her back, left hand holding right wrist as she looked down along the front row of cadets. “I owe a lot to my first first mate. He taught me a lot of good lessons about leadership. About respect—both how to earn it and how to give it. Deck division has always been my home and, like many of you, I came to the Academy as the next step in a long journey toward sitting in the big chair.


  “I’m looking for quarter share crew to fill out positions on the bridge and as part of the support staff necessary to keep the ship safe and on course.” She gave them another smile. “We don’t get paid for sitting at the dock, so getting from here to there is our bread and butter. We plan to show you what’s involved in making that happen. Some of you will sit at the helm. Some will be messengers. A few might help the second mate with astrogation and plotting the ship’s course. We don’t use wrenches in the deck division, but we still need to know how to use the tools we have. At the end of a year working with us, you’ll have a much better grasp of how the ship fulfills its mission and turns a profit for the owners, officers, and crew.” She nodded to Pip and stepped back in line again.


  Again, he led them in a short round of applause before facing them once more. “If you’re wondering about the cargo division, yes. You’ll get a chance at it. You’ll either work for me on the Collins or with a young, up-and-coming cargo chief officer, Abdulla Kotawalla on the Chernyakova. I’ve known Abe for a few stanyers now. He’s a regular at the data conference we put on here at the Academy each summer. With us you’ll learn how to deal with cargo chiefs as a quarter share crew, knowledge that should help you as you get your cargo third rank and head out into the fleet.”


  I saw a lot of frowns and puzzled looks in the audience as the cadets began processing the information we presented to them.


  Pip must have seen it, too, because he raised his hand, palm out. “We’ll get to your questions in a few moments but first, let me introduce Captain Ishmael Wang.” He nodded to me.


  I took the few steps to stand with him.


  “I’ve known Captain Wang since before we came to the Academy together. He’s worked his way up through the rating ranks and served in every shipboard division except cargo.” He shrugged and shot me a side-eyed glance. “I don’t hold that against him.” When the chuckles petered out, he continued. “As first mate, Captain Wang led the salvage team that recovered the Chernyakova in Breakall and commanded the crew that saw her refitted in the Unwin Yards in Dree. In addition to earning his captain’s stars, he founded his own company, Icarus, which specialized in luxury interstellar travel before selling that company to Diurnia Salvage and Transport and joining me in founding Phoenix Freight. A few words, Captain?” He stepped back again.


  I gave him a nod and looked out over the faces lit by the house lights. Some of them looked interested. A few looked like they’d rather be somewhere else. A few had raised eyebrows and lips twisted with skepticism. One cadet to my left lounged back in his seat, arms crossed, a deep frown on his face. “Good morning. As you’ve heard, we’re here to recruit you to our effort to improve officer training. The Marva Collins represents a new opportunity for the Academy and, by extension, each of you and every class of cadets that comes after.” I let that sink in for a moment. “Let me be clear. Not everybody will be able to participate. Not everybody should. We’re looking for specific candidates to fill out the rosters for the Marva Collins and the Chernyakova. As Mr. Carstairs said in his opening remarks, if the fast packet that brought you here is the first ship you were ever on, we want you. If you’ve already got a rating? If you’ve been standing helm watches since you were knee high to the third mate? If you teethed on a screwdriver, like Ms. Regyri?” I waited for the chuckles to die down. “This isn’t for you. Likewise, if you’ve got a berth waiting for you at the co-op or on your family ship? Probably not a good fit because this will add an extra year to your program.” I saw eyes widening at that in the front row. “Who do we want? People with initiative. People who want to learn to be the best officers they can be. People who aren’t afraid to get their hands dirty.” I gave them a little shrug. “People who may be sitting there wondering how they can afford their third-year tuition and would practically kill for a break from the Academy to catch their breath before continuing.” I cast a crooked grin at Alys while some in the audience laughed. “Don’t get me wrong. It’s not a vacation. We plan to take the ship out, haul freight, and make enough profit to keep doing it, because here’s the bottom line. If you can’t turn a profit, you can’t keep sailing. You can’t operate a ship in the Deep Dark without credits, and you can’t do it alone. Everybody has to make it back to port or nobody does, and that, more than anything else, is what we want you to learn.” I let them think on that for a few heartbeats. “Sure, it seems obvious to you sitting there now, but until you’ve been out there, until you’ve had to rely on the least trained member of the crew to alert the ship of immediate danger, you really don’t understand it in your gut. Everybody comes home or nobody does. As captain it’s my job to see that the people who sit at the consoles and do the jobs are the right people. The people who understand at a core level that the ship depends on everyone doing their jobs and doing them right. That’s what we want to teach you because someday, relatively soon now, each of you will be in command and it’ll be up to you to make sure that everybody gets home.” I nodded to Pip and took a step back.


  Pip did his master of ceremonies hand-clap act again before turning back to the audience. “On that cheery note.” He paused with a grin for their laughs to taper off. “Questions? We’ll try to answer them as best we can.”


  For a half a tick, I thought nobody had any questions. Then the sour-looking guy with the crossed arms raised his hand. Pip nodded to him. He stood before speaking. “Sar, how much will this extra year cost us, sar?”


  Pip shook his head. “Nothing out of pocket. You’ll be paid according to your rank, including whatever share you may be entitled to.”


  A murmur spread through the theater as people shifted in their seats.


  “Sar, maybe I misunderstood. I thought this was a training mission, sar,” the cadet said, frowning. “Are you saying the Academy isn’t going to charge tuition, sar?”


  Pip turned to Alys. “Commandant?”


  Alys stepped forward. “Mr. Stanford, isn’t it?”


  The cadet stiffened a fraction. “Sar, yes, sar.”


  “Well, Mr. Stanford, the Academy is going to charge tuition.”


  A smirk flirted across his face for a split second before he got it under control.


  “We’re going to charge one credit hour and the cost will be deducted from your pay.” She shot a glance at Pip. “It will also cost you a year of your time. Anybody selected will be picking up their third-year studies when the mission ends.”


  Pip nodded. “That’s why this is not a good fit for any cadet on a schedule or for whom a berth is already waiting. You’ll graduate a year later, but with skills and experience you don’t currently have.”


  Mr. Stanford sat down again. A woman at the back raised her hand.


  Pip nodded to her. “Your question?”


  She stood. “Sar, I don’t understand how this is going to help us with our studies, sar.”


  Pip looked at Alys, who took a step back and waved him ahead. He pursed his lips and gave the woman a nod. “Fair question. Short answer: It won’t. At least not directly. It’s aimed at helping you with your careers. Some of you have never lived and worked on a ship, yet you’re halfway through an educational program aimed at putting you in positions of authority on ships like the Marva Collins and the Chernyakova. We want to change that dynamic with this program by giving those people a chance to level the deck with those who may have already lived and worked in the Deep Dark.


  “Whether you realize it or not, you’re at a crossroad. Up to now, your coursework has been relatively general. About the same as you’d have in any other institution of higher education.” He paused and gave a little shrug. “Just with better uniforms and more marching.” He got his expected chuckles from the audience. “When you return to the classroom, you’ll find the focus changed. It will be more specialized depending on the path you choose. Most of you want to become officers in the merchant fleet that serves the Western Annex. We want to make sure you know what that means before you find yourself wearing your shiny new third officer pips in a ship that’s a few trillion clicks away from everything and wondering ‘How did I get here?’


  “In real terms, you’ll learn how the crew lives and works, what they do in detail, because you’ll be that crew. We believe that perspective could be invaluable to anybody who hasn’t already been exposed.”


  The woman nodded before sitting back down.


  “Anybody else?” Pip asked. “I thought you’d have a lot more questions.”


  A cadet in the middle of the room raised a hand, standing when Pip nodded to him. “Sar, I have a question for all of you. Were you ever a quarter share crew, sar?” The guy had a ‘gotcha’ smirk on his face and several of his classmates shot him angry glances.


  Pip nodded. “Fair question. Yes. I served under the Articles for three stanyers on the Lois McKendrick as a steward.” He looked back at us. “Chief Regyri?”


  She shook her head. “No, but I sailed with my father in a restored exploration scout from the time I was old enough to pass him a 10mm socket wrench. I wouldn’t have been a good fit for this program. I already had the basic grounding in how ships work and the work that goes into keeping them running.” She smiled at Zoya. “You wanna tell them how you got started?”


  Zoya shrugged. “Why not?” She looked out at the cadets. “When I was ten, my grandfather had me sailing ore haulers for the Usoko facilities in Margary. When I was twelve, he put me in the captain’s chair. I stayed in that chair until I came to the Academy. I wouldn’t be a good fit for this program because I already had the experience of living and working on a ship.”


  The guy didn’t look as confident any more.


  Zoya looked at me. “Skipper?”


  “Yes. I was a land rat when I left home on Neris to join the Lois McKendrick’s crew. I served two stanyers there before coming to the Academy. That experience has been invaluable.” I nodded to Pip.


  “He’s not telling you the punch line,” Alys said, stepping forward. “In those two stanyers he earned full share ratings in every division. When he came to the Academy, he held Spec/3 in environmental and Spec/2 in systems.”


  The cadet frowned. “Sar, weren’t you captain of the Lois McKendrick before you took over as commandant, sar?”


  She smiled. “Yes, Mr. Logan. They both served with me.” She gave us both a mock scowl. “At the same time.”


  A quiet ruffle of laughter floated over the audience and the cadet took his seat again.


  “No other questions?” Pip asked, looking around. “Then next steps. You’ll be getting an invitation to apply for a berth in the next day or two. If you’d like to be considered, submit an application. It’s basically the same one you’d fill out for any quarter share berth. We’ll review the applications and set up interviews for the week after finals. I realize that’ll cut into your party time, but we’ll keep it brief. We want to get the ships underway by June 1, so we’ll be here through graduation and the data symposium that follows it. If any of that timing does not work for you, don’t apply. If you already have some shipboard experience, maybe apply. If you have no shipboard experience or if you’re having second thoughts about your life choices right now, definitely apply.” He got a few more nervous laughs at that. “Commandant? Anything you’d like to add?”


  Alys stepped up to the front of the stage. “This is a prototype program. You’re all part of the experiment to see how to best use the Marva Collins as a training vessel. My vision is that we can serve you all better by using it as a freighter rather than a glorified classroom in long-term mooring. I’d like to see us give every cadet the opportunity to serve aboard, but there’s only so much we can do with two ships and a limited number of berths. If you’re selected, I’m certain you’ll learn much more than you could by sitting in a classroom here.” She paused. “Let me emphasize, this is a trial program. Your class may be the only ones to experience it for one reason or another. I suggest you all give it serious consideration, because I know what you’ll take away from it will be invaluable.”


  She looked to Pip with a raised eyebrow.


  He shook his head. “If they don’t have any more questions, we’re done.”


  After a few moments where nobody raised a hand, Alys said, “Dismissed.” We all followed her backstage and through to the dressing room where we’d started.


  “Not as many questions as I’d expected,” Pip said.


  Alys shrugged. “About what I expected. They’re still dazed from coursework and already fretting over finals. This just layers a new source of information on their already overworked psyches. Once they’ve had a chance to process it, they’ll probably have more.”


  Pip nodded. “Probably. We were pretty blunt about who we don’t want. Think enough of them will sign up to give us full crews?”


  Alys nodded. “I think so. You’ll get more people with some experience than you think. The break from the Academy will appeal to some of them. A few of them are political animals. They’ll see the opportunity to network with successful officers as more valuable than the experience of working on the ship.”


  Zoya snorted. “Thank you for outing me, Pip. I saw at least ten cadets light up when you said I’m the heir.”


  He gave her a little salute and a cheeky grin. “All part of the service.”


  “You’ll get enough, I think,” Alys said. “Maybe not right off, but as the deadline gets closer, they’ll pile on at the last minute.”


  “What about the finance department?” Pip asked. “We need to get the Collins outfitted sooner rather than later.”


  “I need to talk to them.” She pulled out her tablet. “They’re on my schedule for 1300. I should have some answers by then.”


  “Mind if I tag along?” Pip asked.


  “Might be good, if you can spare the time.”


  Pip shrugged. “I’ve got nothing to do but shepherd this project along.” He looked at me. “You heading back up?”


  “You don’t need me jogging your elbow.”


  “Yeah. Let’s head over and grab a shuttle back up to the orbital,” Natalya said. “I think we’ve done all we can here.”


  We left Alys and Pip getting their heads together as the three of us strolled back across campus.


  Chapter 18


  Newmar Orbital: 
 May 8, 2379


  Morning


  At one of the vendors on the promenade outside the hotel, I grabbed a cup of coffee and a breakfast sandwich. I could have taken the time for a sit-down, but I wanted to talk to Chief Bashar about his good-better-best categories. I’d spent some time with his supply order and culled it down to a minimum viable list to get us moved aboard. In about four bites I finished the sandwich and washed it down with some of the alleged coffee before the lift arrived.


  My tablet bipped with a message from Captain Case before I made it down to the main docks. She wanted to meet with me, so I detoured and headed for the Chernyakova’s lock.


  I keyed the lock but it buzzed an error. It took me a half second to remember my credentials didn’t work anymore. I grinned into the video pickup and pressed the call button. The lock levered open and Mr. Bentley met me on the ramp.


  “Hi, Skipper. Captain Case said to send you up to the cabin when you arrived.”


  “Good morning, Mr. Bentley. Keeping out of trouble?”


  “No, sar. Still being me.”


  I chuckled. “You know which way you’re going to jump?”


  “What? Here or the new ship?”


  “Yes.”


  He shrugged. “Ms. Southern seems like she has a good head on her shoulders. Mr. Reed is still Mr. Reed.” He grinned.


  “What’s your take on Mr. Skaggs?”


  “Haven’t seen him to speak to, Skipper. He’s got the third watch. Only seen him coming and going.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Bentley.”


  He nodded. “Good to see you, sar. You remember the way? I can call the messenger.”


  I laughed. “Thanks, Mr. Bentley. I think I can find it.”


  Captain Case met me at the top of the ladder. “Bentley said you’d arrived. Thanks for coming so soon.”


  “I was on my way to the Collins. Figured I’d just stop on the way.”


  She ushered me into the cabin and closed the door behind us. “I’ll try not to keep you too long. Have a seat.”


  I took one of the visitors’ chairs and she sat behind the console.


  “How can I help?” I asked.


  “Skaggs.”


  “Something happen?”


  She shook her head but paused, then shrugged. “Something isn’t right with that man.”


  “I thought we had him sorted out over the Toe-Holds.”


  “I thought so, too. I think we do, but he’s got some massive chip on his shoulder.”


  I took a breath and blew it out. “That’s a problem.”


  She nodded. “I figured you’d understand.”


  “I’ve been lucky with crew.” Honesty made me second-guess that statement. “Well, mostly lucky. One turned out to be a murderer. Another was blackmailing people.”


  She stared at me slack-jawed for a moment before laughing. “That’s mostly lucky?”


  I laughed. “I’ve sailed with some unusual people over the stanyers.” I paused. “How is he with the crew?”


  “I haven’t heard anything. He’s got third section. Jenson, Keehn, and Heath.”


  “They said anything?” I knew the answer but figured I could at least ask.


  She shook her head. “I wouldn’t have expected them to. I’m too new.”


  “I’m not sure they’d have complained to me. Unless it was egregious or dangerous, jumping the chain of command isn’t something that happened often here.”


  “I wish I had something more to go on,” she said.


  “What are you seeing?”


  “It’s like he’s expecting trouble so he sees it everywhere.” She shook her head. “He doesn’t have much by way of duties yet. We’re going to be at least another few weeks before we get underway, aren’t we?”


  “At least.” I thought about it for a moment. “If he’s expecting trouble, it’s probably because he’s been on the wrong end of it before.”


  She nibbled on her lower lip for a moment, eyes narrowing. “Yeah. I could see that.”


  “Is he doing the updates for astrogation? Staying ahead of those now will clear the decks for when we get to Dark Knight and pick up the latest chart updates.”


  “He hasn’t mentioned it, but I haven’t asked.” She frowned. “No real reason to.”


  “Is he being the big man in berthing?” I asked.


  “Big man?”


  “Does he treat the crew like he’s better than them? Even if he doesn’t say anything overt, that message comes across.”


  Captain Case sighed and seemed to shrink a little in her seat. “Damn. That’s a good question. I haven’t seen it myself, but then—” She shook her head. “I know what you mean. I’ve seen it before. Particularly in junior officers.”


  “They have a tendency to stay junior until that gets fixed,” I said.


  “Suppose that’s why Alys tapped him for this?” she asked.


  “Unlikely. She picked you because she thinks you got a raw deal and are worth more. Bashar because he’s probably one of the best chief stewards in the Annex and she wants him training her stewards.”


  “From the Collins?”


  “No better place, is there?”


  She gave me a slow blink. “Probably not. What about Reynolds?”


  I shrugged. “Don’t know. I haven’t spent enough time with him to get a read. Natalya likes him. I trust her judgment on engineers. She’s got a nose for it.”


  “Engineering?”


  “That too, but I was talking about crews.”


  “She’s impressive.” Case tilted her head. “Don’t suppose you’d be willing to trade her back?”


  I laughed. “Yeah. No. Not unless she wants to stay with the ship. I’m pretty sure Alys wants her on the Marva, if only for the PR value.”


  “PR value?”


  “She’s a rags-to-riches story. Zoya was born to money. Natalya made her own.” I paused. “Well, with a lot of help from Usoko Mining, but that wouldn’t have happened without the two of them cutting their teeth on their own in the Toe-Holds after graduation.”


  “Ms. Fortuner?”


  “Solid third mate from day one. Takes her job seriously. Herself? Not so much. Not afraid to tell me what she thinks, even if it’s counter to what I’ve said.”


  Captain Case’s eyebrows shot up. “Isn’t that disruptive?”


  I thought about it for a couple of heartbeats. “No. It’s not like she argues with me in front of the crew. The wardroom? That’s fair game and she has had some great insights on the crew.”


  “Do I understand that she and Mr. Reed are swapping seats?”


  “Yeah. He suggested it, actually.”


  “He was willing to take the step back?”


  “Oh, yes. He’s something of an enigma. Competent. Diligent. Gentle, but he has a presence that the crew respects.”


  “Doesn’t his lack of ambition seem problematic?”


  “Not at all.” I sifted through a few lines of thought, looking for the one I needed. “He’s where he wants to be. Completely at home in his skin. Would he be a good first mate?” I shrugged. “Probably, but he’s never hinted that he wants the job. Just the opposite, in fact. Loves astrogation, but he’s willing to help Kim by taking over third mate so she can get some seat time. I never considered him lacking in ambition. More like being where he wanted to be.”


  “And now he’s stuck behind Skaggs,” Captain Case said.


  “That’s one way to look at it,” I said.


  She raised her eyebrows.


  “He’s also an ally, knows the crew, knows the Toe-Holds, and—if things go pear-shaped—he’s an experienced second mate.”


  She sat frozen for a few heartbeats. I could practically see her weighing my words. “Good point.”


  I shrugged. “Your ship to command, Captain.” I looked around at the cabin. “Decided what colors?”


  She laughed. “No. The more I look at that mural, the more I like it. I’d like something to balance it. Something light.” She glanced over her shoulder. “That screen, though. Why aren’t they on every ship?”


  I laughed. “I know. It’s not the same as being on the bridge, and my brain does a little twist every time I look out. Like I know that’s the starboard side of the hull, but the view is usually from the bow or the stern.”


  “Oh, I hadn’t noticed. I guess I just see it as a screen and not a window.”


  “My first command was a tractor. Ever serve on one?”


  “Did a stint as third mate early on. Why?”


  “The cabin has that armorglass window across the bow. It’s right above the docking ring and curves around following the shape of the hull. I still miss that ship.”


  “Oh, yeah. I remember that.” She turned to look at the blank screen. “Yeah. If I had that in the back of my mind, it would probably make my brain itch, too.”


  “So? Skaggs?” I asked.


  She turned back to me. “You’ve given me a lot to consider. Thanks.”


  “I don’t need to tell you how to do the job, but I’d be remiss if I didn’t take the opportunity to point out that I own a majority stake in the company and I have a vested interest in helping you succeed.” I grinned at her.


  She laughed. “I’ll take that under advisement, Captain.”


  “Thank you, Captain,” I said. “Seriously, you’re senior captain here. I should be pumping you for tips.”


  She laughed again. “You’ve sailed in skies I didn’t know existed. Skaggs is my problem, but I appreciate the insights on the ship and crew. I’m going to lose about half of them anyway, aren’t I?”


  “Not that many. Five? Six? I don’t know how it’s going to shake out. I’m leaving the decisions to Zoya and Natalya. They’ve got the best handle on their people. It’s a great opportunity for everybody to step up and be recognized for their contributions.”


  “Even Mr. Reed?”


  “I recognized his contribution right away. Nothing says ‘stepping up’ like stepping back to give somebody else a chance.”


  She blew out a slow breath. “How rich are they?”


  “Who? The crew?”


  “Yes.”


  “All of them are quite well off. I don’t know exactly but the share pools have been in the millions.” I shrugged. “Even spread across all the shares, that kind of income adds up when you can only spend it a few days out of a stanyer.”


  “Will I need to keep an eye on the cadets? Young people with lots of credits tend not to be the best judges.”


  I laughed. “Well, I’m not saying that we didn’t have some rather spectacular blow-outs below decks in the beginning. Lean on the investment club. They’ll help curb the exuberance. At least a little.”


  “Investment club?”


  “The ratings got together and pooled their resources. I don’t know who all’s involved, but Bentley has his fingers all over it.”


  “Isn’t he one of the ratings coming over with you?”


  “I’m not sure. He said he was interested, but Zoya’s making up the final list for deck. Having both ships sailing in convoy has changed some of the calculations, I think.”


  “I’ll make a point to ask him about it. Ask him if the club will look out for the cadets.”


  “They’re a good group,” I said. “They’d probably do it anyway, but asking won’t hurt.”


  She nodded. “I won’t admit it outside this room but I’m nervous about this.”


  “Me, too. We’re having to arm wrestle over the outfitting.”


  “What? For the Collins? I thought Manchester gave them the ship.”


  “Essentially, yeah. They just didn’t give them anything like spare parts, tools, basic equipment. Dishes. Linens. Mattresses.” I shrugged. “I don’t think Manchester intended the Academy to actually sail the ship.”


  “You think Alys knew?”


  “If not, she does now. Pip is with her planetside, trying to straighten it out.”


  She paused for a moment. “It takes a lot of credits to outfit a ship. Just the spares alone.”


  “Yeah. I’m well aware. We started out with next to nothing here. Gutted the ship and rebuilt it from the hull in. Just the spares ran over a quarter of a billion.”


  “The Academy has that amount?”


  “I hope so. Otherwise this whole project just got a whole lot more complicated.”


  “Merciful Maude. How can they—” Her sentence trailed off as she looked at me, comprehension dawning. “What if they don’t?”


  I shrugged. “Alys and I go way back. I owe her a lot.”


  Her eyes went wide. “That’s a damn big ask.”


  “Well, there’s big and there’s big. The raw number is a little staggering. As a percentage of what Phoenix Freight can bring to bear? It’s still big, but it’s not staggering.”


  “I should have asked for a raise.”


  “You’ll get one.”


  “What?”


  “You’ll get one. When this stanyer is up, we’ll all be re-evaluating everything. Phoenix will look at whether it makes sense for us to continue with the Academy. We may learn something that will convince us to change our minds. We may decide that it’s working out fine. After a few months of sailing around with us, you’ll be well positioned to strike out on your own. We could trade ships back.” I shrugged. “Anything could happen, but I’m sure you’ll get a raise. If nothing else, the captain’s shares will overshadow your salary so much that you won’t care.”


  “You keep saying things like that.”


  “You keep disbelieving me.” I grinned at her. “I don’t blame you. We’re trained in ‘it sounds too good to be true.’ Usually there’s good cause.”


  She shook her head. “I’m just having a hard time accepting it.”


  “I did, too, in the beginning. I was just so numb at the time, I don’t think it really sank in. Unless you’ve been there, this whole Toe-Hold business sounds like some kind of fantasy.”


  She sighed and drummed a short tattoo on the desk with her fingers before nodding. “Well, thanks for the time. I appreciate you’ve got more on your plate than helping me do my job.”


  “Majority shareholder, remember?”


  She stood and reached over the console. “Thanks. I’ll let you get on with your morning.”


  I stood to shake her hand. “Always glad to look out for my investment.”


  “What are you doing for dinner?” she asked.


  “What?”


  “Dinner? This evening? Unless you’ve got plans?” She shrugged. “Might be my best chance to pick your brain without the CEO looking on.”


  I considered it for a few heartbeats before nodding. “What do you like to eat?”


  “I’m partial to food,” she said. “Beyond that? Cooked is good.”


  She made me laugh. “I had lasagna last night. Fish the night before. Rays? Steak house on deck seven.”


  “Perfect. Say? 1900?”


  “I’ll make a reservation,” I said. “Two? Or you wanna bring a plus-one?”


  She shook her head. “No witnesses, remember?”


  “I’m good with that,” I said, heading for the door.


  “Ishmael?”


  I stopped with my hand on the knob.


  “Thanks.”


  “You’d do the same for me.”


  “Would I?”


  I nodded. “I’m pretty sure. Meet you there. 1900.”


  “1900,” she said.


  On my way back through the ship, I looked around at the few crew I saw. Between leave and portside liberty, most of them were either asleep or ashore. I heard the familiar sounds coming from the galley, loud in the quiet of the moored ship. Ms. Cross sat on the mess deck with her tablet and a cup of coffee in front of her. She didn’t look up as I passed.


  “Mr. Bentley,” I said, coming up to the console at the lock.


  “Leaving, sar?”


  “Log me out, Mr. Bentley.”


  He nodded and clicked a few keys on his console. He looked up when I didn’t move on. “Something else, sar?”


  “How’s it going here?”


  He shrugged. “Not normal, if that’s what you’re asking, Skipper. Everything’s up in the air. No cargo. Nobody’s really sure who’s even going to be here this time next week. Long port stays are the worst. At least most of us won’t run out of credits by the fifth day.” He grinned.


  “How’s the investment club doing?”


  “It’s going great. Having instant access to the markets here? Yeah. Makes things much smoother.”


  “Don’t get used to it,” I said. “You’ll be back in the Toe-Holds before you know it.”


  He laughed. “Safe voyage, Skipper.”


  He keyed the lock open and I glanced back over my shoulder at him. “Safe voyage, Virgil.”


  As I strolled along the docks, I pondered the fine line between assistance and interference. Between support and undermining. She’d asked for help with Mr. Skaggs. I wondered if I’d gone over the line by asking Mr. Bentley. Would I see that as interfering if, say, Alys Giggone quizzed some of my crew?


  I sighed, even as I pulled out my tablet and reserved a table for two at Rays. As a longtime student in the school of constantly overthinking everything, I knew I was probably overthinking everything. I just couldn’t shake the feeling that I was missing something with Skaggs. Captain Case’s instincts matched my own. Something had his hackles up over the deal, which probably raised mine in defense.


  Something to think about.


  


  I met Chief Bashar in the galley and helped myself to coffee. “What’s the difference between better and best, Chief?”


  He looked up from his console. “Best is better,” he said with a grin.


  “Is it worth the expense?”


  His eyebrows climbed a bit. “Not always. Why?”


  “The chandlery refused the order last night. It seems I’m not authorized to spend university credits.”


  “Oversight?” he asked. “Somebody forgot to file the right forms?”


  “Probably. The galley isn’t the only cupboard that’s bare. I’m pretty sure the fuel tanks are all but dry. I know the spares lockers are empty. We’ve got a few air and water filters, but that’s about it.”


  The chief slumped against one of the work tables, his gaze sweeping the empty shelves for a few moments. “How is this going to work?”


  “Pip is working with Alys Giggone now to get it straightened out. I hope it’s just a missed form. Things have been moving pretty quickly over the last couple of days.”


  He nodded but frowned. “If it’s not?”


  “I guess we’ll have to see what’s possible instead.”


  He frown relaxed but he blinked a few times. “What’s possible?”


  “Worst case, we pull the plug. At least put it on hold until the Academy gets its financial house in order. It takes a lot of credits to get a freighter up and running.”


  “That’s not going to be a popular outcome on the ground, is it?”


  I chuckled. “Not at all. Not up here either. Alys wouldn’t take it lightly.”


  “What’s that going to do to our replenishment order?”


  “We’ll have to hold it for the time being. At least until Pip and Alys can work something out.”


  He squinted and grimaced. “Somebody didn’t think this through, did they.”


  I laughed. “Honestly, I don’t know. We could still back out, but we can’t put people aboard without at least having bedding.”


  He snorted. “Living at the hotel would be a lot cheaper, wouldn’t it?”


  He surprised a laugh out of me. “Short term? Yeah, no doubt, but we’re going to need to spend the credits sooner or later.”


  He shook his head. “How can I help?”


  “I’ve made a first cut of the stores list you sent me, trying to whittle it down to what we’d need to get the staterooms habitable. Mattresses. Bedding. Towels. Supplies for the heads. I’d like you to add the supplies you need to bootstrap the galley and then a second list for what we’d need to get the crew aboard and serve three meals a day.”


  He nodded. “I can do that, although some of it would be cheaper to just buy as a package. What kind of quality are you looking for?”


  “I’m looking for quality over cost. I’m not saying you have a blank check, but I need you to rework that list so that it represents what you’d pick if you had the choice for best value instead of best quality. They might be one and the same, but a lot of the time they’re not.”


  “Makes sense.” He looked around the nearly naked galley. “Not much I can do at the moment except plan.”


  “Plan to prioritize food variety and quality. We’re going to be the only place to eat for a billion kilometers. I want the crew to see that as an advantage.”


  He grinned. “I like the way you think.”


  “I learned it from my boss when I was a mess deck attendant. Seemed like a good perspective.” One of the ranges caught my attention. “While you’re at it, what’s that range? Good? So-so?”


  He glanced at the appliance in question and shrugged. “It’s good enough. Not top of the line but serviceable.”


  “Is it the one you’d have picked?”


  He shook his head. “Probably not. I’d have gone with a six-burner cook top and an extra stand-alone oven.”


  “Do me a favor and start a list of items you’d upgrade on end-of-life replacement. I can’t see yanking it out now, but when the time comes, it’ll save time if we have some guidance.”


  “Freezers, too?”


  “Anything ‘good enough’ but not ‘what it should be.’” I glanced at him as I topped off my mug. “I take it you’ve looked it all over by now?”


  He nodded.”


  “How bad is it?”


  He shrugged. “Good enough.”


  “I expect that to be a theme. I’m dreading what Natalya finds in the engine room.”


  “What will you do about it?”


  “It’ll be good enough,” I said. “By the time we get back we’ll have a better handle on how much yard time the ship will need.”


  “Yard time?”


  “Good enough for CPJCT is barely adequate for the Toe-Holds. Manchester knows that, but the CPJCT standards don’t support it.” I headed for the cabin. “It’ll be slow going, but we’ll be careful.”


  “Good to know, Skipper.” He looked around the galley again. “Good to know.”


  I made my way up to the cabin and made a little inspection of my own, taking the time to really look at things as I went. I started in the head, noting the fixtures. I didn’t spot anything out of the ordinary. A lot of ordinary, in fact, but nothing special.


  That made me curious so I fired up the console and checked the actual release dates. They looked good, but the units installed in the cabinets were only one generation newer than we had on the Chernyakova and two behind the current generation.


  I sighed. “Maybe I’m just not cut out to be a tycoon.” The blank walls made my words echo in the empty cabin.


  Chapter 19


  Newmar Orbital: 
 May 8, 2379


  Evening


  Captain Case joined me outside Rays a few ticks before 1900. She wore camel-colored slacks and a rose-hued blouse under a dark blazer. It wasn’t exactly a uniform but owed a lot to the style. I looked down at my jacket and jeans, realizing that I had followed that same pattern.


  “How’d it go today?” I asked when she got into earshot.


  “It’s smoothing out. Your people know their business.”


  “Our people. We’ll be sharing them soon enough, but thanks.”


  She chuckled. “True enough.” She nodded at the door. “Shall we?”


  I grabbed the handle, pulled it open, and waved her ahead. “Reservation’s for 1900. It’s probably ready.”


  “Waiting long?”


  “Maybe a tick. I ran out of things to do on the Collins. I’m not used to this life of leisure.”


  She laughed.


  The host raised his chin as we approached the podium. “Two for dinner?”


  “Reservation for two. Wang. 1900.”


  He didn’t even consult the list. “Captain Wang. Of course.” He nodded a smile at Captain Case. “If you’d follow me.”


  He led us through the dining room to a table out of the main traffic path. “I hope this is satisfactory?”


  “Thank you, yes.”


  He settled us in our seats and handed out menus. “Felicia will be with you shortly.” He smiled and sailed back through the dining room.


  “This is new since the last time I was here. Who’s Ray?” she asked, holding up the menu and looking at the cover.


  I nodded at a mural on the far wall. “It’s not a person. It’s the rays of the local star. They had some kind of advertising motto.” I flipped open the menu and found it on the top of the first page. “Here it is. ‘We shine the light on fine dining.’”


  She opened her menu and frowned at it. “Really? That’s their slogan?”


  I chuckled. “As good as it needs to be, I guess. We’re here, and they do have good steaks.”


  An older woman wearing the restaurant’s uniform of black slacks with a white shirt and gold tie stepped up to the table. “Good evening, folks. I’m Felicia. What can I get started for you?”


  I nodded to Captain Case.


  “I’ll need a minute, but do you have a good red?”


  “I quite like the house red. Nice tannin with a light fruit chaser. Dry without parching you out.”


  “Sounds good.” She nodded. “I’ll try a glass.”


  “Same,” I said.


  “Be right back.” She walked away.


  “I had you pegged for a beer man.”


  “Pip’s the real beer guy. He’s got a thing for Clipper Ship Lager. I swear we only come back here so he can resupply.”


  She laughed and looked down at the menu. “Anything you recommend?”


  “It’s all good. I don’t think any of it’s local.”


  She glanced up over her menu at me. “Is anything local anywhere out here?”


  “The seafood on the surface,” I said, grinning back at her. “Except the squid. That’s imported.”


  Her eyes narrowed a sliver. “Imported from where?”


  “The squid? That comes from one of the other systems here in Venitz. Blanchard, if I remember correctly.”


  Her eyes narrowed a little more. “Let me guess. The beef comes from the Toe-Holds?”


  “Most likely. A place called The Ranch. Technically, Bar None Ranch. It’s a station in the Tehas system, Combine cluster. They specialize in beef, but they’re one of the biggest provisioners in the Annex. Chances are good that anything you eat in orbit, other than fish, came from there.”


  “You go there often?”


  “Been there quite a few times. Met the man who runs it. Interesting character.”


  “Did you set me up for this?” Her smile took any sting that might have been in the question.


  “Not intentionally, no. Down on the surface, you’re less likely to get Toe-Hold–produced food. In orbit, more likely.”


  “Because of the cost of lifting it up?”


  “Partly. Mostly because every planet in every High Line system has a specialty. Some specialize in food production. St. Cloud over in Dunsany Roads exports fish, wool, and a lot of grain products, like flour.”


  Felicia returned with our wine and a basket of bread. “Can I get you an appetizer while you’re considering?”


  “I’m ready to order,” I said, looking at Captain Case.


  “Me, too,” she said. “I’ll have the strip, medium. Baked potato. Steamed vegetables.”


  “That comes with a salad. What kind of dressing?”


  “Oil and vinegar.”


  Felicia nodded and looked to me. “Sir?”


  “Same except rare on the steak and Italian on the side.”


  “It’ll be a few ticks, but I’ll get the order right in.” She headed toward the back.


  “So what possessed you to throw off the shackles of—what do you call it? The High Line?—and take up the life of a smuggler?”


  I chuckled and took a sip of the wine, letting the flavors wash over my tongue. “I told you. Pip talked me into chasing some pipe dream into the Deep Dark. I thought he was crazy at the time.”


  “But you went along with him anyway.”


  “I did.” I shook my head and looked away from her, scanning the other tables but not really seeing them. “In hindsight, it seems incomprehensible. Even to me.” I looked back at her and shrugged. “I really didn’t have anything else to do at the time. I’d just sold my company and didn’t really know what to do after that. I visited with my father for a while but hopped a fast packet back here to Port Newmar after only a couple of weeks.”


  “That was in Diurnia?”


  “Yes. I’d spent my whole officer career there at that point.” I took another sip as Felicia returned with our salads.


  “Your meals will be up shortly,” she said and went off to the next table.


  “What about you?” I asked, drizzling a little of the dressing over the greens. “You came from Saltzman?”


  She nodded, taking a forkful of salad. “Saltzman by way of Consolidated. My mother was in orbital administration at Illian in Ciroda. My father worked maintenance.”


  “But you wanted to see the universe?”


  She chuckled a little and chewed her greens, washing them down with a sip of wine. “I had this dream about what it would be like to sail between the stars.”


  “How’d you get to the Academy?”


  “Fast packet. Same as you, I suspect.” She grinned at me. She had the most expressive eyes. Her smiles caught the corners. Her brows moved all the time.


  “True,” I said. “Pip’s aunt and uncle, actually. His whole family is in the business. I’m a land rat, but Ciroda’s a long way from Venitz.”


  “My father wasn’t keen on me leaving, but my mother encouraged me to apply and ran interference for me. In the end, I think she wore him down. The Academy was actually his suggestion.” She tucked her chin down and lowered her voice. “‘If you’re going to be gallivanting all around in those ships, be in charge.’ Then Alys Giggone came along and greased the ways for me.”


  “Any new insight on Mr. Skaggs?”


  “Since this morning?” she asked, her eyebrows rising to match her grin. “I haven’t seen him since I talked to you. He’s on liberty until tomorrow morning.”


  “He’s a puzzler,” I said. “I don’t like puzzles. I always think I’m missing a piece.”


  “You don’t strike me as the kind of guy who misses much.”


  “Thanks.” I felt a little warmth climbing up the back of my neck. To distract myself from it, I pushed the salad around with my fork for a moment. “What did you hope for when you started over in this direction?”


  She pushed her salad plate to the side and took her glass, leaning back in her seat. “A new beginning, I suppose. How about you? You said you came back here after selling your company.”


  “Same, I think.” I remembered the early sessions with Malloy Gains.


  “What was that grin?” she asked.


  I glanced up at her. “What?”


  “A little grin flashed over your face for a split second. What’s that about?” A teasing quality to the question made me answer.


  “I was a mess when I got back here,” I said. “Alys set me up with one of the Academy resources. He helped me sort things out.” I smiled at the memory of my cottage festooned with clothing. “Literally. I sorted out my grav trunks in the process.”


  She leaned forward. “Really? How long did that take?”


  I got the sense that she wasn’t just being curious. “The grav trunks? It took a few days but got down to one before I left with Pip.”


  She chuckled a little and gave me a crooked grin.


  I shrugged. “Quite a long time, actually. We didn’t dock here that often but I always did a check-in with him. He’d give me what he called homework. Ideas to wrestle with until I got back.”


  “Did you check in this time?”


  “Not yet. I should try to get on his schedule.” I raised an eyebrow at her. “He comes highly recommended, if you need to talk to somebody. There’s time.”


  I gave her credit for nodding and not dismissing the idea out of hand. “I may just do that,” she said after a few moments. “Think we should send Skaggs?”


  “I want to say ‘yes,’ but it’s not really going to work if he doesn’t want to be there.”


  She finished her wine and placed the empty glass beside her plate. “That’s fair.”


  She looked like she might say something else but Felicia came back with the steaks, deftly swapping the empty salad plates for platters of hot food. “There ya go, folks. Is there anything else you need?”


  “I’ll take a refill on this,” Captain Case said, tapping her glass with a single finger. “It’s very nice.”


  “I like it, too,” Felicia said. “Sir?”


  I glanced at my half a glass of wine. “Nothing right now.” The aroma of grilled beef wafting up from the plate made my mouth water.


  “This looks really good,” Captain Case said, nodding at Felicia.


  “I’ll be right back with your wine.” She and the dirty salad plates headed back to the kitchen.


  “Am I being paranoid?” she asked, cutting into her steak.


  “About Skaggs? No. I don’t know what his issue is, but I’m almost sure he has one.” I speared a piece of steak and savored it for a moment before returning to reality. “I didn’t see anything in his jacket when I reviewed it. Did you?”


  “No. I’ve been over it a couple of times. Medicals seem routine. There’s nothing in his performance reviews, but I don’t know how redacted they might be.”


  I sighed. “You’re senior to me. I’ve had some scrapes, but this is new.”


  “Ever request a psych eval?” she asked.


  “For me or one of my crew?”


  She laughed. “I was thinking crew. You already said you’ve got a therapist.”


  “No, but I had a second mate once who thought everything bad happened because of pirates.”


  She smiled around another bite of her dinner. “That must have made for interesting conversations.”


  “He was a really good second mate, until he got mugged and left for dead.”


  A frown crashed her eyebrows together. “I thought you said the Toe-Holds were safe.”


  “I never said that. Relatively safe, yes, but orbitals aren’t safe either. He got rolled on Dree over in the Diurnia sector. It was before I knew about the Toe-Holds.” I sighed and stared at my plate.


  She sighed. “Sorry. Bad subject.”


  Felicia swung by the table and dropped off a fresh glass of red. “We still all right here?”


  “Yes. Thanks,” Captain Case said.


  Felicia moved on.


  I blew out a breath. “Sorry. My baggage. Not yours to carry.” I took refuge in my glass of wine with a short sip.


  “He gave you homework? Like what?”


  “The one I remember most was ‘Does a snake miss his skin?’ It kept me busy for weeks.”


  “What does that even mean?”


  “Snakes shed,” I said.


  She nodded. “Yeah. I remember. What’s that got—oh. Sorry. Dense. The shed skin?”


  “Yeah. That’s the question. It’s kind of easy, but I had to overthink it three or four different ways before I’d admit to myself that the problem wasn’t the skin.”


  “It wasn’t?”


  “No. The problem was the snake. It had outgrown the old skin and the only way to deal with it was to slough it off and leave it behind.”


  “Ah. You’d outgrown your skin.”


  “So it appears.” I took another bite of the steak, the meaty goodness rolling over my palate.


  “You know, some shellfish shed, too,” she said. “Exoskeletons don’t expand.”


  “Yes, and that’s a more troubling metaphor.” I sipped my wine. “When snakes shed, they don’t have to harden new shells.”


  “Are you saying you’re a crab?” she asked, her lips curling into a smile, her eyebrows rising in amusement.


  “Perhaps,” I said. “It’s been a while, I may be safe. At least until the next time I have to shed my hardened shell.”


  “Afraid you’ll be left soft and vulnerable?” she asked.


  “The last time cost me a ship, a company, and the woman I loved.” I didn’t know why I was telling her all this. It just came tumbling out. “I’m not looking forward to the jolt that cracks my shell again.”


  She drew in a deep breath. I heard it as she blew it out. “In that, we have something in common.”


  “Shedding our shells?” I asked, the image almost comical in my head.


  She picked up her wine glass and took a swallow before shaking her head. “Dreading the next jolt.”


  I finished the last of my steak. “Captains can talk to captains, but Mal Gains is a professional.”


  “I appreciate the suggestion. I do.” She looked away for a moment. “I think I need a little time to let my shell harden a bit before I’m willing to take that step.”


  “I took a bit of time, too.” I finished my wine and slid the empty dishes away from my edge of the table. “Do we need to order a round of something harder and bare our shells?”


  She laughed and tossed back the rest of her wine. “No. Some other time maybe. You’ve given me a lot to think about.”


  “You want me to take Skaggs?”


  “What, you’d leave me the redoubtable Ms. Fortuner?”


  “We have options. At the moment we have three people rated for second mate and only two seats. Tom Reed could step into the slot if Skaggs isn’t going to work. It’s easier to find a third mate. Especially here.”


  She snorted. “I’d hope so. The Academy makes them here.” She looked off into the distance before shaking her head. “No. I’ll keep him. Not like I haven’t had problem people in the past.” She shrugged and focused on me again. “Besides, I’ve a feeling he’ll be worth the effort.”


  “You’re probably better equipped to deal with him than I am.”


  “You think so?”


  “Yeah. I may know my way around the Toe-Holds, but you’ve got more experience in the big chair.”


  “You callin’ me old, sonny?” A grin cracked across her face.


  “Just acknowledging your superior skills and abilities,” I said, holding my palms up and mock-cowering behind them.


  We both laughed loudly enough that the people at the next table turned to look.


  She cleared her throat and straightened up. “Decorum, Captain. Decorum.”


  Felicia swung by the table, glancing over the empty dishes and glassware. “Can I get you a dessert menu? The chef makes a killer chocolate volcano.”


  “Not for me.” I looked at Captain Case.


  “I think I’m good,” she said. “The steak was wonderful and more than sufficient.”


  Felicia smiled. “Good enough, then.” She pulled a tablet from the pocket of her apron and held it out between us.


  I added a nice tip, thumbed it, and handed it back.


  Captain Case nodded. “Thank you, Captain. I’ll buy next time.”


  “You’re welcome, Captain. I’ll hold you to that.”


  We stood from the table, clearing the path for the bus staff..


  I stopped outside the door and looked at Captain Case. “You’re heading back to the ship?”


  “Yes. Not much to do portside but it’s a good quiet time to get familiar with the crew that’s still there.”


  We started down the promenade toward the lift.


  “Any better idea of when we might get underway?” she asked.


  I blew out a breath. “Early June, probably. I hate being tied up, but we’re at the mercy of the Academy. We still don’t have clear lines on operational funding and can’t get the cadets before they’re free from classes. I’m not planning on moving the Collins out of the long-term dock until all that gets resolved. It’ll be at least a few days after that before we get underway.”


  “That gives me time to figure out Mr. Skaggs.”


  “You’re going to get him tested?”


  She shook her head. “I’m going to get us all tested.”


  “The whole crew?”


  She laughed. “Just the officers. I’ll go first to set the example.”


  I raised my eyebrows at that. “You think that’s the right message to send?”


  “I do. It’s certainly better than singling out a young man whose only trespass is, apparently, having a chip on his shoulder. I also don’t have any real background on the others beyond what’s in their jackets. I’ll ask everybody to get a certification checkup on the orbital for the record.” She shrugged. “It’s not like I haven’t had to do them myself.”


  I nodded and pressed the lift call button. “That’s a good point. Mine’s probably overdue.”


  “It won’t answer all the questions about Mr. Skaggs, but it might flag something that we can help him deal with.” She stepped aside to let the passengers leave the car before stepping in. “At the very least, it’ll help us rule out a few things.”


  I pressed the button for deck four and the one for the docks. “I need to check our records. That’s something I haven’t been on top of.”


  “We live in metal bubbles,” she said. “Sometimes they become mental bubbles, too. We think that as long as the ship is sound, we are.”


  I sighed, wondering if that was really true. “Good point.”


  The lift stopped at four and I got out.


  “Thanks for dinner, Captain,” she said.


  “Thanks for asking me,” I said. “It’s been a while since I’ve been able to talk with another captain.”


  She gave me a rueful smile. “Me, too. Remember. Next one’s on me.”


  I nodded as the lift doors closed. She’d given me a lot to think about.


  Not the least of which: Malloy Gains.


  Chapter 20


  Newmar Orbital: 
 May 9, 2379


  Morning


  When I went for breakfast, I found Pip already in the hotel dining room, sitting alone at a table and scowling into his tablet. I joined him and helped myself to the coffee. “How’d it go with Alys?”


  He finished whatever he’d been doing and holstered the tablet with a grunt. “She’s looking into it.” He took a slug of his coffee. “She was still wrestling with their head of finance when I left her last night. She is not happy with the answers they’ve been giving us.”


  The waiter came over with a fresh carafe. “You ready to order, gentlemen?”


  He started to clear the extra place settings but Pip stopped him. “We’ll use them. I’ll have the buffet.”


  The waiter nodded, looking to me. “Sir?”


  “Same. Thanks.”


  He smiled. “Help yourselves, then. I’ll check in when the rest of your party arrives.” He took the old carafe, leaving the new one before heading back to the kitchen.


  “You been back to the ship?” Pip asked.


  “I was there yesterday afternoon, talking to Bashar. He made a good a point about it being cheaper to just stay at the hotel until the dust settles.”


  Pip grimaced but nodded. “Can’t fault that logic, but the problems that need solving will show up faster if we’re living aboard.”


  I took a sip of my coffee and nodded.


  Natalya and Zoya strolled over and took their seats.


  Zoya helped herself to the coffee before handing the carafe across the table to Nat. “Good morning. How are we doing?”


  Pip shrugged. “Still trying to get the finances squared away. How’s the Chernyakova holding up?”


  “Julie’s got a good handle on it,” Zoya said, taking a tentative sip. “Captain Case seems to be settling in nicely.”


  “Reynolds knows which end of the wrench to hit you with. He’ll be fine. The crew seems to be taking to him. What few there are aboard.”


  “Problems?” Pip asked.


  “About half took advantage of the extended stay to grab some leave time on the ground. Pat’s brought in enough caretakers to round out the engineering watches. I told him you’d cover it.”


  Pip nodded. “Expected it, actually. Where’s Kim?”


  “She’s holding down the third-mate seat for the moment,” Zoya said. “Tom’s on leave down below for a couple of days. Said he wanted to get some fishing in.”


  “Any grumblings?” I asked.


  Natalya shrugged. “Nothing I’ve heard. The ship’s pretty quiet.”


  “Nothing in deck that I’m aware of,” Zoya said.


  The waiter came back around. “Can I get you folks anything?”


  Zoya shook her head. “Buffet for me.”


  He looked at Natalya.


  “Me, too.”


  Pip picked up the coffee carafe and drained it into his cup before holding it up to him. “This one seems to have a leak in it.”


  The waiter chuckled. “I’ll be right back with a full one. Enjoy your breakfast.” He headed back to the kitchen, and we all went to the buffet.


  “Any bets on how it’s going to shake out?” Zoya asked after we’d settled into our food for a couple of ticks. “With the credits?”


  “I’m betting they don’t have them,” Pip said, picking up his fork. “The question is what do we do about it?”


  Natalya looked back and forth between Pip and me. “You think she knew?”


  Pip shrugged and tucked into his biscuits and gravy. “She seemed legitimately peeved the last time I saw her.”


  A small smile played around Zoya’s lips. “So? What do we do?” She speared a piece of melon from her plate.


  I dug into my eggs and fried potatoes. “Nothing until we know more.”


  Pip shook his head. “Well, yes. Nothing to be done until the cards are all face up, but what would we want in our hands?”


  Zoya looked over at him. “What are our choices? Pull the plug and recall the crew? Put Case and company ashore and go back to work?”


  “That’s one,” he said. “We could bankroll it ourselves.”


  Natalya didn’t seem too surprised. She just glanced over at him. “You want to do that?”


  “It’s an option.”


  “What other options are there?” Zoya asked, looking up from her plate.


  “Put on a show in the barn to raise the money?” I asked.


  They all looked at me with various shades of consternation.


  “What?” Pip asked.


  I shook my head. “Something my mother used to say when money got tight. It was apparently something people did to save their farms in ancient times. She tried to explain it to me but I never understood it myself.”


  “So, basically raise the funds for the Academy,” Pip said. “One way or another.”


  “That’s my take, yeah.”


  He glanced at Natalya and Zoya. “Comments?”


  The two women shared a look before Zoya shook her head. “Take too long to set it up and get it going.”


  Natalya shrugged. “Only need a couple of people with deep enough pockets.” She shot me a crooked grin. “Know anybody like that?”


  “I wonder what the Academy’s credit limit is,” Pip said. “I’d have to think they’d be able to float some kind of loan for it.”


  Zoya shrugged. “I’m not up on Academy financing. Usoko has given them credits in the past. We help fund other colleges and universities around the Western Annex that have mining and metallurgy programs. Seems like the more you give them, the more they want.”


  Pip smeared some jam on a piece of toast and frowned. “I started digging into it when I was down there. They have a solid endowment, but I doubt that they have that much liquidity if they haven’t been planning and fundraising for it for the last few years.” He shook his head. “I don’t think they’ve been working on it for that length of time.”


  “Do you think Alys is lying about the budget?” Natalya asked.


  “No. I think they showed her the budget they wanted her to see.” He took a bite of toast.


  “Then what’s the issue?”


  He washed the toast down with a sip of coffee. “Plans aren’t actions. I’m absolutely sure they have a projected budget that’s enough to outfit the ship. I’m just as certain they haven’t been able to raise the kind of credits they needed to actually fund it.”


  Zoya sighed noisily and focused on her breakfast for a bit. “I was afraid of that. We’re going to have to do it, aren’t we?”


  Natalya nodded. “Probably.” She looked to Pip. “You’ll need to do the wheeling and dealing.”


  He raised an eyebrow at her. “Why me?”


  She laughed. “Because you’re already aching for it. You just want us to tell you to do it.”


  “Not like we haven’t seen this coming,” Zoya said. “I assume you two have talked about it already, haven’t you?”


  I nodded. “True.”


  She looked at Pip. “Lay it out.”


  Pip ran the last corner of toast around his plate and popped it in his mouth. He nodded and swallowed. “How’s this sound? We form a holding company to run the training ship. Issue some stock. The Academy gets half of the shares for giving us the Collins to run. Sell the rest for whatever we need to outfit the ship. Phoenix will buy a few. Between us I think we can get the funds needed to get the Collins operational.”


  “Can we raise that much?” Natalya asked.


  He shrugged. “Back of the napkin numbers, but yeah. I think we can get her underway and away from the Academy’s sticky fingers.”


  “Board? Officers?” Zoya asked.


  “Ask Benjamin Maxwell to be chair. Alys and I will be directors,” he said.


  Zoya shook her head. “You need to be CEO.”


  “Not Alys?” I asked.


  Zoya shared a look with Natalya before shaking her head. “Alys needs to focus on the Academy.” She looked back at Pip. “You shouldn’t be both.”


  “Who then?”


  “Somebody to represent Phoenix.” She looked at me. “You maybe?”


  “Who’s going to put up the credits and hold the stocks?” I asked.


  She shrugged. “How much could we swing?” She looked at Pip. “How much can Phoenix get liquid short term?”


  He grimaced and shook his head. “Short term? Maybe twenty mill.”


  Natalya looked at him in surprise.


  “Don’t give me that,” he said, grinning at her. “Long term we could do more, sure, but we don’t have that much time. You?”


  She shrugged. “Between personal and corporate? Yeah. We could find some.”


  Zoya nodded. “I could get Usoko to bankroll the whole thing, given enough time. Personally, I could probably pick up a chunk of it.”


  Pip shot me a glance. “How much pocket change do you have?”


  “What kind of risks are we talking about here?” I looked around the table. “At the moment, this isn’t a going concern. We don’t even know if this experiment can succeed at the end of the term. What happens if the ship isn’t profitable?”


  Pip raised his eyebrows. “If the Academy signs the ship over to the holding company as their contribution? We’ve got half ownership in a multi-billion-credit vessel for a fraction of its value.”


  I shook my head. “That assumes the ship has any kind of market value. Could the Academy sell it if they needed to? Would they even agree to putting it under our management, let alone give it to the holding company as their contribution? What does that do to their balance sheet?”


  He frowned. “They have nothing now if they can’t outfit it.”


  “No,” I said. “They have a classroom in space now. Giving cadets access to a theoretically working vessel has some value just sitting at the dock. It doesn’t help Alys with the Toe-Hold curriculum, but even a lock lizard’s worth a little.”


  Pip toyed with his coffee cup for a few moments, staring off into space. “So you’re thinking about what happens if we have to liquidate at the end of the experiment?” he asked without looking up.


  “Something like that.”


  “By your own argument, the ship has some value even just permanently docked, right?”


  I had to admit he had a good point.


  Zoya leaned in. “What if we just let them buy into the holding company and the holding company leases the Collins for some nominal amount?”


  Pip looked over at her. “From the Academy?”


  She nodded, looking at me. “What’s the issue in your mind?”


  “We’re proposing to form a company to operate the Collins, right?” I asked.


  Pip gave one short nod. “Last-resort planning. Partnership with the Academy. They get their owner’s share based on the shares they own in the holding company.” He paused a moment, then nodded. “Presence on a board chaired by a third party. That could work.”


  Natalya nodded but looked to me. “Keep going.”


  I shrugged. “So we cough up enough credits to outfit the ship and get it out there. The Academy’s contribution is whatever they bring to the table, but what happens if the training program isn’t worth it to them? When we get it back with MacBradaigh and the cadets talking about the Toe-Holds? The trustees are going to blow several gaskets. They’ll want to shut it down. Then what? Are we left holding the bag?”


  “The goal is to get the ship out from under their financial control long enough to get it into space and test out the feasibility of using it as a working freighter with cadets as crew, right?” Natalya asked, looking back and forth between Pip and me.


  Pip shrugged. “The goal is to figure out how to get the ship outfitted without just handing a few hundred million credits to the Academy.”


  “Is there some advantage to us if we do that?” Zoya asked.


  His eyes went wide. “What? Just give them the credits?”


  She nodded. “Why not?”


  “What do we get from it? Besides the headaches of trying to run a ship under their management restrictions?”


  Zoya shrugged. “Weren’t you the one saying he wanted to do something to help people?”


  He sighed and sat back in his chair. “I wasn’t thinking we’d go broke to do it.”


  “Yes, but we’ll be generating revenue once we get underway, won’t we?” she asked.


  Pip puckered his lips and see-sawed his head. “In theory, yes.”


  “You’re the wheeler-dealer here,” she said. “You don’t think you can make that back in owner’s share?”


  He growled and looked down. “In one stanyer?” He shook his head. “We paid off the Chernyakova early because of some windfalls and lucky breaks. We’d probably need to pull something north of a billion in revenue to cover expenses for a stanyer.” He sighed and fidgeted in his chair, staring down at his empty plate. “In theory, I think it’s possible. In practice? I don’t know.”


  I finished off my breakfast and pushed the plate away. “We’re spinning our wheels here.”


  They all looked over at me.


  “One, we need Alys in this conversation before we get too far down the rabbit hole. Two, we don’t know how much we need to get the ship outfitted. We’re throwing around really big numbers because that’s what it cost to outfit the Chernyakova while it was sitting in a yard. We spent a metric kiloton of credits setting it up as top of the line. How much do we really need, now that we’re here? How much is good enough?”


  “We can’t scrimp on fuel or spares,” Natalya said.


  “Granted. That’s going to be the biggest chunk, isn’t it?”


  She nodded.


  “We need a better handle on what those numbers are. We’ll use up the fluids and gasses, but the ongoing expense for spares should be pretty small outside of consumables, shouldn’t it?”


  She nibbled her lower lip for a moment but nodded again. “Yeah. True.”


  “Well, I’ve already been talking to Chief Bashar about dialing back from best to good enough. We’ve been paying for the mess deck by trading stores. Will that change?”


  Pip shook his head. “Shouldn’t. It only needs to break even for replacements as we use it up.” He grimaced. “That’s still a lot of credits stacked in the freezers.”


  “Which you’re going to trade to offset the expense. We could recover some of it if we need to liquidate, couldn’t we?” I asked.


  He sighed but nodded. “Yeah. That’s possible.”


  “So, besides the obvious engineering ones, what are we really talking about in terms of initial expenses?” Zoya held up a hand, index finger extended. “Mattresses and linens.” She raised a second finger. “Galley equipment.” A third finger rose. “Shipsuits for the crew? Everything else falls under spares or consumables like food and fuel?”


  I nodded. “That looks right to me. We still need Alys in the conversation.”


  “Agreed,” she said, lowering her hand. “Too bad she’s still planetside.”


  “I can go over engineering today and get a better estimate for spares and consumables,” Natalya said.


  “I’ll brace Bashar on stores,” I said. “I’ve got some of it. I’ll get the rest from him, but I don’t know how long it will take.”


  “What else do we need?” Pip asked. “Organizational paperwork to form the company?” He paused for a moment, looking around the table. “Anybody have a problem with me taking point on that?”


  Natalya shared a look with Zoya. They both shrugged.


  Zoya looked to me. “Skipper?”


  I eyed him for a couple of heartbeats. “We need to know what’s feasible, not just what’s possible. Call me stingy, but I’m not willing to go broke financing the Academy’s errors.”


  His eyebrows shot up. “You think they’ve made a mistake?”


  “I don’t know, but somebody has dropped a ball or two here. I can’t help but feel like there’s too much happening behind the scenes we don’t know about.”


  Zoya chewed the side of her mouth and nodded. “I get that impression, too.”


  “Can you get numbers by tomorrow?” Pip asked, looking to Natalya.


  “I should have something close by end of day.”


  “I’ll work with Bashar,” I said. “Between us we can probably hammer it out by then, too.”


  “What would you like me to do?” Zoya asked.


  “Check in with the Chernyakova. I’ll feel better knowing one of us is backstopping Kim and Tom over there.”


  She nodded. “I can do that.”


  “While you’re at it, think of whatever it is we’re forgetting,” I said with a grin.


  She grinned back, glancing at Pip. “You think I’ll think of something you two have missed?”


  “I’m almost positive. We’re moving too fast and thinking too slow. We might want to back off the throttle and make sure everything is lined up the way it should be before we weld it into place.”


  “Meet up at the Collins at 1800?” Pip asked.


  “You’re not going down to catch up with Alys?” Natalya asked.


  He shook his head. “I’ll message her. Set up a meeting with the finance people at the table. I want to look them in the eye when they tell me they can’t afford the ship.”


  Chapter 21


  Newmar Orbital: May 13, 2379


  Evening


  Pip caught me in the lobby of the hotel as I was coming back from dinner. “Oh, good. Did you get the paperwork?”


  “Hi, Pip. How are you? It looks like you had a good trip.”


  He laughed. “Did you?”


  “Yes. Was it much of a problem?”


  “I think she expected it, now that I think of it.”


  “So, we’re back to CEO and captain? Except now I can’t get the board to fire you?”


  His head snapped around. “What? Why would you do that?”


  I shrugged. “No reason. Just an expression.”


  He frowned. “Really? Just an expression?”


  “Did you get dinner?” I asked.


  “Not yet. I was on the shuttle getting back up here. Why would you want to fire me?”


  “Well, I can’t now, can I?” I said. “Move on. You’re the CEO. I’m just the captain.”


  “I’m still CEO of Phoenix, too.”


  “And you’ll remain that way as far as I’m concerned. Now, what about the Collins?”


  He frowned at me and led me into the hotel bar. “I need a beer.”


  “You need something to eat.”


  “That, too.” He strode up to the bar and hitched his butt onto one of the stools. “Can I get dinner here?”


  The barkeep, a youngish looking guy wearing the hotel uniform, nodded and pulled out some cutlery. “Need a menu?”


  Pip shook his head.


  He looked at me, offering a pack of cutlery.


  I shook my head and took the stool next to Pip’s. “Clipper Ship?”


  He nodded and looked at Pip. “Whatcha need?”


  “The ham on rye? Mustard. Clipper Ship.”


  “Chips or fries?”


  “Fries.”


  The barkeep nodded. “Be right back.”


  Pip drew in a deep breath and blew it out hard. “So what have you been up to?”


  “Mostly cooling my jets. Spent a fair amount of time touring the ship. It’s pretty but it’s not exactly what it looks like.” I gave him a rundown on the consoles and the overall “good enough” state of the equipment.


  The bartender brought our beers over and left them without comment.


  “So, basically the least they could do and still say they did it?” Pip asked.


  “Well and succinctly put.” I toasted him with my beer bottle. “Can we earn enough to get our investment back from their owner’s share?”


  Pip glanced at me and took a pull from his beer. “How closely did you look at those documents?”


  I stopped, my beer halfway up to my mouth. “Basically signed the contract and started the packet around to the others. Why? What did you do?”


  He glanced at me and took another slug from his bottle. “You said you didn’t mind if I took point.”


  I put the bottle back down on the little square coaster on the bar and turned in my seat to look at him. “What did you do?”


  He shrugged. “Basically what we talked about. You were right. Phoenix had the leverage to fund the project. We bought a partial share in the Marva Collins Educational Foundation.”


  “I saw we had a one-third share.”


  He nodded. “It’s a good investment. We got a third of the foundation for a little over two hundred million. Part credits, part loan. Should be enough to get the ship underway.”


  The barkeep brought the meal and slid it in front of Pip. “Wanna start a tab?”


  “No,” Pip said. “Bring us a couple more Clipper Ships and close it out?”


  He nodded and went back down the bar.


  “It’s quiet in here,” Pip said, looking around as if only suddenly noticing.


  “Lots of other places to be on an orbital,” I said. “How’d you swing it?”


  “I put some of our shares up as collateral on a short-term note. Alys helped.”


  “Doesn’t that require board—” I cut myself off and sighed.


  He shrugged.


  I blew out a breath. “So we mostly still own our own company and partly own a piece of this Marva Collins foundation?”


  “It’s a big chunk,” he said. “We got a one-third ownership in a ship valued at ten times our investment in return for outfitting it and using the Chernyakova as a secondary training vessel.”


  “Am I still the biggest shareholder in Phoenix Freight?”


  “Yes. It’s all company to company and your shares went up in value by at least 20 percent. You’re still richer than me and a little richer than you were last week. The company’s a bit tight on liquidity, but not desperately.” He elbowed closer to the bar and took the sandwich in both hands. “Would you have told me not to do it?” He took a big bite.


  I straightened out in my seat and picked up my bottle again before speaking. “No.” I took a swig. “Why? It’s what we talked about the other morning, isn’t it?”


  “Basically.” He chewed and swallowed. “Really?”


  I shrugged, staring straight ahead at the fancy shelves of booze. “Really.”


  “You don’t think I overstepped?”


  Did I? I took a sip and thought about it before answering. “No. You’re the CEO. We’re not in space.” I looked around at the bar. “Well, not underway.”


  He took another bite of his sandwich and washed it down with the last of his first beer.


  “You’re the CEO,” I said, again. “That was our deal. I’m in charge underway. You’re in charge when we’re not. We’re not. You’re in charge.”


  He shrugged. Apparently his sandwich was fascinating.


  “Besides, you wanted to expand Phoenix and now you have. You knew before you went down, didn’t you.”


  He took a deep breath and blew it out before taking another bite of sandwich. He nodded as he chewed. “Not knew knew,” he said around the mouthful of food.


  “But you figured you could negotiate with Alys.”


  He nodded again.


  I finished off the first beer and picked up the second. I took a sip from it and put it back down. “What’s the damage?”


  “Net on rough numbers, Phoenix Freight’s worth about 20 percent more than it was yesterday.”


  “Just on the spreadsheets,” I said.


  He did that sideways nod thing. “Yeah. On the spreadsheets. We’re carrying a bit more debt than I’d like but less than a lot of other companies. In return, Alys should have the ownership documents changed over by now. The ship is—or soon will be—officially owned by the Marva Collins Educational Foundation and out of the Academy’s operational grip. As CEO I’m authorized to open the accounts for the chandlery. Once I set you up, either of us can control who has access to those accounts.”


  “So you really did set it up like Phoenix?”


  “Basically. Alys went along with it easily enough.”


  “There’s probably a conflict of interest in there somewhere,” I said.


  He glanced at me. “You think?”


  I laughed.


  “She already had the Phoenix model to go by and had lawyers on hotkeys.”


  “Of course, she did.”


  “So the Academy is two-thirds owner, but control is through the board of directors. Alys, Benjamin Maxwell, and one of the Academy lawyers. Bartholomew Newmar.” He glanced at me. “Great-great grandnephew or something.”


  “He know what he’s doing?”


  Pip stuffed the last of his sandwich into his mouth and nodded, washing it down with a slug of beer. “He told us how to get around the Academy’s board of regents or governors or whatever the hell it is. Was ready to pop off the case law precedents and Tortuga docket numbers.”


  I nodded and took a swig of my beer. “Well, tomorrow we need to get those accounts set up, get Natalya and Chief Bashar access to them, and start getting the ship stocked up, I guess.”


  He looked over at me. “Yeah.”


  I glanced at him. “Something else?”


  He chased a bit of something around in his mouth with his tongue for a few heartbeats, just staring at me.


  “What?” I asked.


  “I just thought you’d be mad.”


  I shrugged. “Why? You’re CEO. You saw a good deal for the company and you took it. We’re not underway.” I shrugged again. “I don’t ask you about running the ship. I just do it. I can’t get too upset when you return the favor, can I?”


  He stared at me for a long moment. “No, I suppose not.”


  “What?” I asked.


  He shrugged. “You were pretty set against expanding the company. I did it anyway.”


  I rolled it around in my head again before letting out a deep breath. “Yeah. Well, I also said I wanted to do something new. This qualifies, doesn’t it?”


  He grinned and nodded. “Well, it’s going to be different.”


  I toasted him with my beer again. “Here’s to the next chapter.”


  Chapter 22


  Newmar Orbital: 
 May 23, 2379


  Afternoon


  Zoya stood up from the conference room table and arched her back. “That’s the last of them. Do we have who we need?”


  I nodded. “I think we’ve got enough to pick from, at any rate.”


  “Can we get tentative crew lists ready by tomorrow?” Beth asked. “Other than the few obvious clunkers, I’d be good with any of them.” She looked at Julie Southern and Pat Reynolds. “You two agree?”


  They both nodded.


  “We can arm wrestle over them after we see who’s who,” Pat said with a grin at Natalya. “I liked the looks of Sadi.”


  She nodded. “All right. You give me Nunnelee for Sadi?”


  He laughed. “Deal.”


  I stood up beside Zoya. “Let’s do that. For now, my brain is mush from all the names and faces. I’m thinking we need to get some dinner.”


  “I’d second that motion,” Beth said. “Who’s buying?”


  Natalya said, “Pip.”


  Beth frowned. “He’s not even here.”


  Natalya grinned. “I know.”


  I checked my tablet for the time. “How’s 1900 sound? That should give him time to arrange a room. How many?”


  Zoya looked around. “Six of us, plus Pip, plus Kim or Tom? Chief Bashar? Who else?”


  I started punching in a message for Pip. “I’ll tell him to get a ten-top for 1900 and we’ll see who wants to eat with us.”


  They started filing out. I finished up the message, then fell in step with Beth. “What do you think?”


  She nodded. “Zoya and Julie have been working with the deck division. I think we’re getting the better deal in terms of senior ratings. Having seen Tom Reed working with the crew, I know we’re getting the better deal there.”


  “Did he tell you he passed his first-mate exam?”


  “No. Did he take it?”


  “I made it a condition of being allowed to step back to give Kim her shot at the second-mate seat.”


  “So, in return for taking a demotion he had to take the higher level exam?” Her eyes widened in surprise. “And he went for that?”


  “He’s a team player. I’m going to miss him in the wardroom.”


  She shook her head. “You’ve got some strange ideas about how to run a ship, Captain, but I can’t fault your success at it.”


  I shrugged. “Thanks. Mostly I’m blessed with good people and try to stay out of their way.”


  She snorted and shook her head. “Yeah. Right. Sometimes I wonder who’s the senior captain here.”


  I laughed. “There’s no question in my mind. You’ve got me beat.”


  She shook her head again. “Time in grade, maybe.” She looked ahead to where Natalya held the lift doors open for us. “You’ve got a hell of a tailwind pushing you forward with that crew.”


  She gave me pause with that and the thought made me grin. “We better hurry up before they leave us in the dust then, huh?”


  She chuckled and picked up the pace.
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