Elizabeth, Elizabeth

Alex Rounds



PREFACE

In this story, | have incorporated a few conventions to make understanding the story easier.

e The Artificial Intelligence Elizabeth when communicating will be displayed in all capitals. Her
clone will be likewise in all caps, but also italicized, as such; “HELLO, MY NAME IS
ELIZABETH.” And, “THIS IS WANIGAN SPEAKING.”

e Ships names will be italicized. So, the ship named Elizabeth will be displayed as such, and the
ship named Wanigan will be displayed likewise.

o When referring to the Al, it is not italicized — Elizabeth. Similarly, the ship Wanigan’s Al is
referred to as Wanigan — not italicized.

e The story takes place about a hundred years from now.

Please enjoy the story. It is a work of fiction, and any resemblance to any living person is purely

coincidental.

Copyright 2021, all rights reserved.
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Chapter One.

IN WHICH WE MEET JEFFREY, ELIZABETH, SOME AWFUL GOONS, AND SOME OTHER AWFUL GOONS. BAD
THINGS HAPPEN, AND THEN WORSE THINGS HAPPEN.

Jeffery Sokolov pondered the awful things he had seen, witnessed, things which made his

stomach hurt, made his anger arise, brought him near to weeping, as he piloted his runabout back
toward the processing ship he'd parked near a relatively rich cluster of ore-bearing asteroids.
Spacer society was far looser than gravity-bound Earthers. On Earth there was always someone
to tell you what to do, what you couldn't do and what the consequences of doing it were. Among
the asteroid miners there was little need for government. If you could manage your own affairs
with any level of competence, and not annoy your neighbors to the breaking point, then all was
well.

True, there were those who thought they could handle it only to find they couldn't.

Often these turned to piracy and other criminal behaviors. When a call went out about pirates,
everyone in the sector joined in a coordinated defense and rescue operation. You dropped
what you were doing (put markers on your ores to keep others from hijacking your load,) and
high-tailed it toward the source of the distress call.

Jeffery was returning from such a call, puzzling out why nobody else in the sector had
responded. The Ng family were all dead by the time Jeffery arrived, cast out the airlock
unceremoniously. Jeffrey gathered the corpses with his runabout's external manipulators,
stowed them in his storage hold, and inspected them. Space does nasty things to unprotected
humans; it boils your blood, it freezes your flesh, and gives you a serious case of death in a
very short time. Not short enough for the Ng family — the horror of watching your family
members floating away from you before the fluid in your eyes froze solid is not one to
recommend.

The odd thing here was Jeffery was the only miner in the region to respond to the
distress call. True, Bok Ng was a piece of work, a hard negotiator, and a drunk, so he wasn't
popular with the other miners that often congregated at the regional station, but he had been a

hard worker and successful. His wife was more popular, and often went around apologizing
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after her husband insulted or otherwise treated their neighbors poorly. The kids were innocent,

though. Nobody should mess with kids, and this left a sour taste in Jeffrey's mouth.

Before Jeffrey docked in the processing ship — he called it Elizabeth after his late wife —
he ran a security scan. One could never be too careful. That was when he caught the anomaly.
The oxygen sensors reported a considerable drain on the oxygen generators. As if the airlock

had been cycled frequently in his absence. He saw no other ship nearby.

The Elizabeth was shaped like an old bullet cartridge — two sections, a long bullet-
shaped living and control area, and the cartridge or shell-shaped aft section for engines, holds,
ore-processing and shuttle hanger bay. The fore area rotated, providing an artificial gravity for
the crew. The aft end did not rotate.

The jumpsuit he wore was a good protection for short space hops, it had adequate
insulation and heating and cooling coils integrated into the fabric, it had a seal for helmet and
gloves and boots. But it didn't offer adequate protection from solar and cosmic radiation. For
that, and armor against micro-meteors he wore his more rigid — hard-wear space suit. Of
course, he wore his jumpsuit underneath. One could not be too careful. He armed himself with
a powerful hand-held laser, hid away a flachette-projecting handgun in the hidden inner thigh
pocket of his suit. He also attached a similar device to his utility belt along with a prospector's
hammer and a very sharp steel knife.

His blood pressure and pulse were elevated as he maneuvered the runabout to the main
docking port. What are the things that could transpire in the next five minutes, he asked
himself. While still five meters from the forward docking port he paused the runabout's
momentum, hovering in place — matching the rotation of the ship, while he programmed a few
instructions into the autopilot, then brought the runabout to nestle against the dock. He
activated the static-attract lock rather than the more secure physical clamps to hold the runabout
in place.

After cycling the airlock, he entered the first level corridor. Out of the corner of his eye
he saw the runabout leaving the dock. That's done, he thought to himself. Now to get to the
secondary command console - hidden away in the vacant cabin next to his quarters. He began to

move carefully in the nearly one — g corridor, leaving his helmet on.
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As he approached the first spoke ladder that would bring him toward the center of the
processing ship, two decks in, he saw a suited figure he thought he recognized, following him.
True enough, it was Pauli Flegand, of the Sigmund Mining Consortium. They had met
frequently in the past year, and while not especially friendly, at least Pauli wasn't known to be
hostile. What was he doing on my ship, Jeffrey wondered. He turned and faced Flegand.

Flegand opened the outer plate on his helmet's mask and motioned for Jeffrey to open
his mask. Jeffrey, feeling a little more secure and comfortable now that he recognized the
intruder, opened the mask to talk to his visitor. He noticed the air was cold, not quite cold
enough to cloud his breath, but definitely cooler than he liked. He also noticed a sweet odor in
the air. That's when he realized that Flegand hadn't actually opened his breathing mask, only the
outer plate. He knew he was in trouble when he saw sparks in his vision, and the field of view
in his eyes became narrower. He cursed himself for trusting Flegand before he dropped to the
deck, rapidly losing consciousness, feeling a tingling in his arms and legs before going

completely blank.

He awakened in his cabin, the hard-wear spacesuit had been removed and sat in a pile in
a corner. The utility belt was missing with the weapons he had secured on it. His hands were
loosely connected to the utility rings on the bulkhead by metal straps. He had a small amount of
play in his motion, but not much. Flegand and two other Sigmund Mining Consortium spacers
wearing their signature ochre-colored hard-shell suits were in the room, helmets off. The odor
was gone. It seemed he was subjected to an anesthetic gas localized to the corridor. The gas had
been filtered out by the air scrubbers.

“What the hell's going on, Pauli?” he asked. “You turning pirate?”

Pauli looked a little abashed, but answered quietly, “The consortium has just failed.
Bankrupt.” He sat down on the only chair in the cabin, but continued to look a bit crestfallen. In
his gruff voice, he explained, “We took a ship and escaped before we were left with nothing.
But Jeffrey, you know how these things work — we turn pirate or we turn slave or we die. We
have no interest in slaving or dying.

“So first, let's make things clear. You have no options. | have your ship. And | have

you.” He looked Jeffrey in the eye and said, “We may make you an offer in a couple of days.
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Until then, you are my prisoner. You will remain confined to your cabin, strapped to the
bulkhead.

“Cooperate with us and you won't get hurt, but don't, and...” Here, the two other goons
repositioned their face masks, as did Flegand, who produced a small gas cylinder and opened
the stopcock, and Jeffrey smelled the same sweet, sickly smell, and dropped back unconscious.

The newly made pirates left Jeffrey in the cabin, and walked toward the bridge. They
removed their masks and the shorter of the two goons said, “How are we going to get secure
access to the ship's systems? He seems to have had it tied up in multiple layers of security.”

Flegand said, “Just leave that to me. We need to keep him alive long enough to get the
controls released, and once we have the master passwords we can do what we want.”

The other goon chimed in, “And what do you mean you'll make him an offer in a few
days? I thought we were going to space him.”

Flegand put his arm on the goon's shoulder and said, “That's the difference between me
and you. We offer him something that gives him the incentive to cooperate. What we do after
that is entirely our choice.”

The goon looked at Flegand and said, “Yeah, that makes sense — I'd have just shot him.”

“I think a few hours of sitting in his cabin hungry, thirsty — that anesthetic gas dries you
up good — and afraid for his life, he'll think really hard about being on our side.,” Flegand
continued. “So, don't let on that we don't have any control over this old boat. We need him to
think that all his options are spent.” Flegand turned to the taller goon. “Rascal, go into his
runabout — inventory what he's got there. We'll need more supplies than I saw in the hold.”

“But boss,” the goon Rascal said, “the runabout drifted away when he came
aboard.”

“What?” Flegand yelped. “Why didn't you tell me?”

“We were busy with Captain Sokolov, boss.”

Flegand thought for a moment, then said, “Our ship won't return for another few hours,
but when it does, use the radar to try to locate it. It can't have drifted far.”

“Okay, boss.” They continued to the bridge.
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Captain Jeffrey Sokolov woke again with a headache he recognized as an oxygen
deprivation migraine. “Elizabeth,” he said clearly to the center of the cabin. A screen appeared
on the bulkhead displaying an image of his late wife, now an avatar for the ship's systems.

“YES, JEFFREY?” the avatar queried.

“Elizabeth, EMERGENCY,” he articulated. “The ship has been boarded by pirates and
you and | are in danger. My hands and feet are tied to cargo rings on the bulkhead. The pirates
used anesthetic gas to disable me.” He thought for a few seconds, then commanded, “Elizabeth,
increase oxygen level in my cabin and the secondary control room, and reduce Oh-two levels
throughout the rest of the ship to a tenth normal. And get me some remotes to remove the metal
bands tying me to the bulkhead.”

The ship's avatar replied, “EFFORTING”

“Elizabeth, “he continued, “override any locks the pirates have put on the systems — |
want to deny them access to anything. Monitor their life signs and positions on the ship. If
you can identify them let me know.”

Elizabeth again replied “EFFORTING”. Jeffrey had been somewhat tired of the
generic term ‘working' whenever he issued a command, so changed the standard replies to
something more personal. He couldn't remember where he had heard the term before, but
thought it was marginally better than the pre-programmed replies the computer system and
Artificial Intelligence came with.

After a couple of minutes, a section of the wall on the side opposite that of the door
detached itself and re-formed itself into a kitten-sized mobile remote robot, followed by five
more or less identical remotes. They swarmed the cabin, two taking positions on the inner
bulkhead on either side of the hatch, the door. Jeffrey noticed they had been outfitted with small
cutting lasers.

Two others climbed to the ceiling and settled on the corner of bulkhead and ceiling,
folding their spider-like appendages in such a way that they appeared to be normal parts of the
cabin — sensors, projectors, or other innocuous devices.

The last two moved to the rings securing Jeffrey, gripped the metal ties holding him in
place, extruded a small cutting laser and cut through the ties holding his feet. They repeated
the procedure on the ties holding his hands in place and shortly afterward he was free.

Remnants of the ties fell to the deck as he shook his arms, and the remotes gathered them up
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and took them to the section of bulkhead they had originally appeared from and while one
disappeared into the hole in the bulkhead, the other re-formed itself into the bulkhead section
to cover the space.

“Elizabeth, open access to the secondary control cabin from my cabin, and after |
access it, reseal the entry to ensure it stays concealed.”

“EFFORTING”.

A section of the bulkhead separated to form an entry to the adjacent cabin which had
been re-purposed from crew quarters to a backup control room. This was where Elizabeth's
primary computer was physically located, which gave Jeffrey access to all the systems of the
ship. The ship having been attacked by pirates before — twice — once when Jeffrey was a
young man while still attending college in Selene City on the Earth’s moon, the event in
which his parents had almost been killed - he had later inherited the ship; and ten years later,
in which he had killed all the boarding party but still lost his young wife to the murderous lot.
Jeffrey spent a lot of time improving the security of his ship and this secondary bridge was
one of the results.

Jeffrey gathered his hardened space suit and carried it to the secondary control room. He
removed the flachette projecting handgun from the inner-thigh pocket — good thing those newly-
created pirates weren’t good at searching - and set the suit against an interior wall. He hooked
up the electric and chemical connectors to recharge the suit, clean up wastes, and prepared it for
further emergency use.

“Elizabeth,” Jeffrey said, “display where the intruders are.” A section of bulkhead
changed from the flat gray to a colored display of a ship's layout. Four amber dots flashed
indicating the locations of the intruders, and a green dot showing Jeffrey's location. The amber
dots were concentrated in and around the bridge.

“Elizabeth, what are they doing?”

Elizabeth replied in his late wife's voice, “THEY ARE ATTEMPTING TO GAIN
ACCESS TOMY SYSTEMS.”

“Elizabeth, how are they doing? Are we secure?”

“THEY ARE UNABLE TO BREAK SECURITY. SO FAR, THEY HAVE ATTEMPTED
TO REBOOT THE SYSTEM SEVERAL TIMES. | HAVE MIMICKED A REBOOT EACH
TIME, AND IT DOESN'T APPEAR THEY UNDERSTAND HOW THE SYSTEM WORKS.
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ONE APPEARS TO HAVE BEEN STATIONED OUTSIDE THE BRIDGE. BEST GUESS HE
APPEARS TO BE SET THERE FOR SECURITY.”

“Elizabeth, display radar and passive exterior sensors.” A section of bulkhead re-formed
itself to an external view, showing active radar, solar wind, cosmic wind, radio location and
other communication radiations in the vicinity. The display placed Elizabeth in the center of a
spherical view, with the runabout showing as broadcasting its pre-set emergency message,
moving back toward Elizabeth in a slight elliptical orbit. The display also showed another
unidentified ship in the area red-shifted to indicate it was heading toward their location.

“Elizabeth, block communications to and from us and the unknown vessel approaching
us.”

“EFFORTING”

“Elizabeth, monitor and report any communication from anywhere relating
to us.”

“EFFORTING”

“CAPTAIN, THE TARGET SHIP IS ATTEMPTING TO COMMUNICATE
WITH THE PIRATES ON BOARD ME. ALSO THREE MINING SHIPS ARE
RELAYING THE RUNABOUT'S MESSAGE.”

“Elizabeth, we are going to need to defend ourselves against the target ship. Calculate a
rotation that will allow us to throw ore in the likely trajectories of the target ship. Also prepare
the engines for an extended burn towards the target ship.

“EFFORTING”

“Elizabeth, if | become disabled or unresponsive, do what you can to
protect me.”

“OF COURSE, CAPTAIN.”
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Chapter Two.

In which Jeffrey and Elizabeth fight back against the pirates, More pirates join the fray,
Jeffrey comes out ahead.

Pauli Flegand sat in the captain's chair in the relatively cramped bridge. None of the
instruments were powered up. The chair was relatively uncomfortable, he could feel tingling in
his legs, probably, he thought, due to the poor quality seat. Rascal had the cover off of one of the
consoles and was puzzling over the circuits.

“I don't get it, boss,” said Rascal. “No juice is getting to the console, but it's connected to
a live circuit. Just like the other three I looked at.”

Pauli frowned, it was getting warm in the bridge. Sweat had formed on his head and
dripped down the open neck of his hard suit. A headache was making itself known. “Capaldi,”
Flegand said to the other goon. “Go and get the owner of this bucket. Bring him here.”

Capaldi’s brow furrowed.

“You all right?” Pauli asked.

The question raised some issues in Capaldi's mind. If I let him know of my headache and
nausea, it could be seen as a sign of weakness so he may want to kill me. Don't want that.
“Yeah,” he replied. “No worries.” And he ducked out of the damaged hatch.

After he left, Flegand turned to Rascal. “I don't think Capaldi's heart is with us on
this.”

Rascal looked at Flegand, a frown on his face. “What do you mean?”

“He doesn't seem to have his heart on this...operation.”

“Are you saying you think he is going to be a liability?”” asked Rascal. He wondered if he
was also going to be a liability.

“I think so. We’d better keep an eye on him.”

“Okay, Boss. You're sure about this?”

“Yeah. Didn't you see him? He looked like he really didn't want to be
with us.”

“You be sure to let me know if I don't look like I'm enthusiastic enough,

Okay?”
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Pauli paused, frowning at Rascal. Then said, “Sure. You're not a problem with
me.” Rascal frowned, his headache getting worse. He silently turned back to the console,
pretending to understand what he was seeing, his head felt as if the brain was pushing too
hard against his skull.

Capaldi went back to the captain's cabin. The hatch was locked and Capaldi pulled at
the handle. It wouldn't budge. He keyed the radio, but there was only static. He walked back to
the bridge and hailed the goon standing guard. “Hey, Kent.” he called

“Where's the captain?” Kent asked.

“The door was locked. Whoever locked it needs to give me the key.”

“Okay.”

Capaldi entered the bridge and said, “Someone locked the captain's cabin. I need the
key.”

Pauli said “There are no keys. No door locks.” Rascal, go back with Capaldi and get the
captain. And hurry up.”

Both Capaldi and Rascal trotted back to the captain's cabin, but when they arrived, the
hatch was open. The captain was gone. Capaldi said to Rascal, “And my radio didn't work. I
just got static.”

Rascal's head felt like it would burst. He held up his own radio, keyed the mic and said,
“Rascal to Flegand.”

“Flegand here.”

“Pauli, that thing we spoke about before, I think you were right.”

A pause, then Flegand replied, “Do what you think is right.”

“Also,” Rascal said into the radio, “the captain is missing.”

“Do what you think is right,” repeated Flegand, more deliberately.

Rascal said to Capaldi, “Look around the cabin for some clues.” Capaldi walked over to
a shelving unit to see what was on it. And behind his back, Rascal drew his plasma pistol, took
aim at Capaldi's head and put his finger on the trigger button.

But the cabin door slid shut with a noticeable slam. A loud hissing indicated the air was
being evacuated from the cabin, the pressure dropped to a tenth normal atmospheric pressure.
Rascal's vision immediately turned black, both from the drop in atmospheric pressure and from

the lights in the cabin turning off. Spots flashed in his vision. While Rascal still wore his hard
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suit, he had left his helmet at the bridge. Likewise, Capaldi was sans helmet. Both men fell
unconscious, and for Capaldi, this saved his life, as Rascal pressed the trigger just as he went
unconscious. The blast burned a hole in the books on the shelf, but Capaldi had already fallen
to the deck, out cold.

When they had awakened, they found themselves secured to cargo rings in a different
cabin, stripped to their under-suits. The air was thin, but had adequate oxygen to sustain them.
Their hard suits were nowhere to be seen in the dimly lit cabin. The air was cool, the plastisteel
deck and bulkhead, cold.

In the bridge, Pauli Flegand was beginning to show concern. He could feel his headache
morph into a rather serious migraine, and his thoughts were less organized. He could hear Kent
snoring loudly in the corridor outside the damaged door of the bridge, but didn't seem to be able
to care about it. He had no idea how long Capaldi and Rascal had been gone, but it seemed like
ages. His vision narrowed, it appeared he was looking through a tube. And colors merged to
shadesof gray. He could hear his heart beating rapidly, loudly, in his ears. He looked around
himself in desperation and his eyes landed on his helmet and lingered there for a moment.
Something in his mind yelled “put it on!”

He lifted the helmet and set it over his head. The seals automatically closed themselves
and oxygen began to flow from the emergency canister in the helmet. The earphones in the
helmet played loud static, almost pure white noise. Flegand's mind began to clear, the headache
reduced from migraine-level to hangover-level, true, not too much an improvement, but
something anyway.

He grabbed up Kent's helmet and took it out to the corridor. He placed it on Kent's
shoulders and closed the visor. He could see Kent regain awareness, and finally, understanding.
Flegand could still hear the static on his radio, so changed to a low-power suit-to-suit radio
frequency. Noting that there was no static, he indicated the channel for Kent to tune to. Kent
nodded, and flipped to the same channel.

“All right, can you hear me?” he asked Kent.

Kent nodded and said “Yeah, what happened?”

“Looks like they reduced the Oh — two levels in the ship,” Flegand replied. “They are

jamming our long-range communications, too. And they seem to have redirected all power
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from the bridge so none of the bridge controls work. Also, I can't reach Capaldi and Rascal.
They were supposed to bring the captain here a while ago.”

Kent's mind was clearing, and the fog lifting from his eyes. He said, “We need to get
Capaldi and Rascal. Then we can start working on the other things.”

Flegand said, “Good thinking. You feel Okay?”

Kent rose from the deck, a little unsteadily, but quickly regained his balance. He stooped
over to retrieve his weapon, a plasma rifle, and checked it's charge and cartridges.

Flegand followed his example, and reloaded his pistol with shot cartridges, replacing
the rifled slugs he originally loaded. He pulled another anesthetic gas canister from a pack,
and tossed a stun grenade to Kent. “Now let's find those lazy idiots and finish our 'operation',”

he growled.

Captain Jeffrey Sokolov watched the video of the scene on the bridge and corridor
outside the bridge with disappointment. He had hoped to capture the other two before they
thought to outfit themselves in their hard suits and helmets.

“Elizabeth, wherever the bandits are, be sure to restrict power and air in that section,
except our prisoners.”

The computer replied, “ALREADY IN ACTION, CAPTAIN.”

On one screen displayed on the bulkhead, Sokolov saw the locations of the two
remaining assailants as blips overlaid on a 3D layout of the ship. On another screen he saw
infrared images of the two pirates re-arming themselves, then moving toward his now vacant
cabin.

“Elizabeth, redirect the prisoner's audio conversation to the captain's cabin. I want to
keep the others confused about where the prisoners are.”

“ACTIONING, CAPTAIN”

“Actioning?”

“I FIGURED YOU WERE GETTING TIRED OF THE SAME OLD RESPONSES. |
HOPE THIS WORKS FOR YOU.”

“Good. Carry on.” Artificial Intelligence technology is certainly getting better, he
thought. When he first acquired the ship through the deaths of his parents, it was an empty
shell, having been stripped by his parent’s crew, but every load of ore he brought in from the
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asteroid belt gave him enough spare credits so he could afford military surplus computer
systems. He began programming simple routines so the ship could keep itself maintained
without constant human intervention. Then he bought a self-learning Al system he named
Elizabeth after his wife, who had recently been murdered. The pain of her passing was intense,
and he compensated by throwing his attention to getting the Al smoothly integrated into the
ships systems.

Elizabeth was learning her functions well. She reasoned that because her owner used his
late wife's voice and inflections as her interface, he held a special place in his heart for her
memory. Taking that into consideration, along with his attention to detail, she endeavored to
become as much the embodiment of his wife's soul as the ship. The ship would fill the place in

his heart, to its best ability, that was now empty due to his wife's passing.

Rascal and Capaldi were still secured on the bulkhead of a cabin far removed from the
captain's quarters. The temperature was very cool, the oxygen levels were deliberately low,
making exertions ineffective and continuing to generate minor headaches in both captive
bandits. Their under-suits, while marginally useful as insulation in a space suit, was not enough
to warm the shivering men. Elizabeth had positioned one of her remotes in the corner of the
cabin making it appear as an obvious video surveillance device. She had also placed other
remotes in various locations throughout the cabin camouflaged as innocuous normal parts of
space ship cabin paraphernalia, vents, temperature sensors, gas sensors and the like.

“I didn't think there was anybody on board,” Rascal said to Capaldi. “Yet they captured
us and took us prisoner.”

“Yeah,” Capaldi replied. “There was some shooting in the captain's cabin before we got
knocked out. Good thing they are such lousy shots.”

Rascal held his silence, not wanting to admit that he had been about to assassinate his
colleague back in the captain's cabin. If Capaldi hadn't fainted just as the weapon discharged,
Capaldi's head contents would be splattered all over the captain's bookshelf. Thinking on this,
Rascal's stomach began to churn. Bile formed in his throat.

“I'm not feeling well,” said Rascal. He looked up at the 'video camera' and shouted,

“We've got some sick people here.” He paused for a moment. “And we need the bathroom!” The
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term “bathroom” persisted in the vernacular as the more common meaning of “toilet,” society
still hadn’t gotten used to the mental image that toilets created.

A voice, sounding like an irritated woman, came from the wall opposite them. “YOU
ATTACKED US. WE OWE YOU NOTHING. UNTIL ALL OF YOU ARE CAPTURED, YOU
WILL BE KEPT EXACTLY AS YOU ARE. THE PENALTY FOR PIRACY IS DEATH. BUT
WE HAVE SPARED YOU. BE GRATEFUL FOR SUCH SMALL CONSIDERATIONS.”

“Well,” said Capaldi, “that tells us something. There's a woman on board
ship.”

“Yeah, and she's one mean bitch,” replied Rascal. “That, and she's listening to
us.”

“At least there aren't any weapons in here.” Rascal's stomach seemed to be building
pressure, and his bladder and colon were demanding attention, but he refused the indignity of
soiling himself, which increased his discomfort level.

“Hey, Lady,” Rascal bellowed. “I need to talk to your captain.”

“MY CAPTAIN IS BUSY. YOU MAY TALK TO ME.”

“Uh, Okay. Who are you?” He asked, putting the emphasis on the word you as if to
gather information, rather than challenge, or wonder at the ability.

“I AM THE ONE YOU ARE TALKING TO,” said the voice from the wall,
sweetly.

“No, I mean, what's your name.”

“TO YOU I HAVE NO NAME. WHAT DO YOU WANT?”

“I have information.”

“GO AHEAD.”

“First you have to agree to our demands.”

The lights in the cabin dimmed to near blackness and an ominous hissing sound,
accompanied by a drop in atmospheric pressure commenced.

“Okay, okay,” Rascal called out. The lights came up half way. The pressure stabilized.

Capaldi noticed an ominous odor emanating from his colleague's direction, and noticed
fear on his face. A spreading dark stain on the cabin deck hinted at the source of the odor.

“WHAT INFORMATION DO YOU HAVE THAT COULD POSSIBLY INTEREST
us??

15 Elizabeth, Elizabeth



“My name's Rascal, this is Capaldi.”

“YEAH, YEAH. AND YOUR LEADER IS FLEGAND AND THE GUARD IS
KENT. SO WHAT INFORMATION DO YOU HAVE THAT YOU THINK WE WOULD
FIND INTERESTING?”

“Shit,” intoned Rascal. He paused a moment, then said “We have a ship out there,
which is circling around to get us.”

“OH, YOU MEAN THIS ONE?” The panel that the sound had been coming out of
began to glow and displayed a detailed image showing astrogation charts with a blip showing
the location of the pirate vessel and its likely trajectories.

“Uh, yeah.” Rascal seemed at a loss for further words. Then inspiration struck.

“When we came on board, | guess while you were hiding, we placed explosives in hidden
places on the ship.”

“REALLY,” said the woman's voice, sarcastically.

“Yeah, and you let us go, we'll show you where they are.”

Capaldi, picked up the train of thought. “And we'll show you how to disarm them —
they are booby trapped.”

“RIGHT.”

“I'm telling you,” Rascal continued. “We don't want to be stuck on a dead ship. Let us
go and we'll show you where the bombs are and how to disarm them.”

“STANDBY FOR THE CAPTAIN”

A new voice came from the panel, which had turned back to just another bulkhead.
“My God, what is that smell?”

“We had a little accident,” said Rascal. You the captain?”

“Yeah.”

“What do we call you? What's your name?”

“Call me Captain.”

“Uh, Captain, your lady friend doesn't seem to understand the predicament we are
all in.”

“She said you planted some bombs on my ship.”

“Yeah, and you let us go, we'll show you where they are,” Rascal said.

Capaldi added, “And how to disarm them!”
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“They're on a timer,” said Rascal, “so if we don't disarm them, Blooey!”

“So, let's see if | have this straight,” Sokolov said. “You spent time planting bombs on
my ship while the four of you were looking for people, trying to take over my computer and the
systems.”

“Yeah, that's right.”

“And you bunch of 'professionals' — here please note my sarcastic tone of voice — have
a pretty high espirit de corps,” the captain said.

“Uh, yeah.”

“Let me show you some of the surveillance I have been reviewing.” The screen opposite
the two prisoners displayed a three-dimension outline of the ship. Alongside the outline was an
outline of the pirate vessel. Five colored dots displayed the location of all target people on
board. One of them got back onto the pirate vessel and it detached itself. A new window opened
showing video of the pirate vessel, including its name and registration number, departing.

The remaining four dots broke up into pairs, and worked their way through the
corridors of the ship and met at the bridge, where they all stayed until the runabout showed up.

A new window opened up, showing surveillance from the corridor, in which Flegand
spoke with Rascal.

Flegand turned to Rascal. “I don't think Capaldi's heart is with us
on this.” Rascal looked at Flegand, a frown on his face. “What do you
mean?”

“He doesn't seem to have his heart on this...operation.”

“Are you saying you think he is going to be a liability? " asked
Rascal. “I think so, we had best keep an eye on him.”

“Okay, Boss. You're sure about this?”

“Yeah. Didn't you see him? He looked like he really didn't want to be with
us.

“You be sure to let me know if I don't look like I'm enthusiastic enough,
Okay?” Another window opened, as the first dissolved. This one showed the
captain'scabin. “Rascal to Flegand.”

“Flegand here.”

“Pauli, that thing we spoke about before, I think you were right.”
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A pause, then Flegand replied, “Do what you think is right.”

“Also,” Rascal said into the radio, “the captain is missing.”

“Do what you think is right,” repeated Flegand more deliberately.

Rascal said to Capaldi, “Look around the cabin for some clues.” Capaldi walked over
to a shelving unit to see what was on it. And behind his back, Rascal drew his plasma pistol,
took aim at Capaldi's head and put his finger on the trigger.

But just as he was about to shoot the cabin went through explosive decompression.
Capaldi fell to the deck, unconscious, just as Rascal shot the bookshelf he had been standing in

front of.

Capaldi looked over to his colleague. “You bastard.”
“Oh, shit,” Rascal said under his breath.
“You seem to be saying that a lot,” said Sokolov. You two talk among yourselves, and

when you have something useful to say, let us know.”

In the corridor outside the captain's cabin, Flegand and Kent opened the visors to their
helmets, and contemplated the door to the cabin. It was locked but they could hear talking
inside. They listened to the point of understanding the other members of their team were
prisoners. They banged on the door to get the attention of their colleagues, but there was no
response.

“We'll need to get some cutting tools to get in there,” said Flegand. “Go down to the
engineering deck and see what you can find.”

Kent looked at Flegand. “You heard what they were saying, didn't
you?”

“No, what?”

“You ordered Rascal to kill Capaldi. All of a sudden it doesn't feel too safe around you.”

“That was a judgment lapse. The low oxygen, I think,” said Flegand, seeming sincerely.
“We're a team, and must rely on each other in order to make it in this universe.”

“Yeah,” replied Kent. “You just continue to think along those lines.” He turned and

left to go find the cutting tools.
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As Kent descended to the deck that housed the Engineering section, the lights came on,
dimly. Then one of the wall panels glowed and became a display, showing the assassination
attempt by Rascal, then switched to a scene which showed the two prisoners giving up
information to their captors, the conversation continued as they renegotiated their relationship
with themselves and with the rest of their pirate crew.

As he stood watching the display, he felt a warmth on the back of his neck, then heard a
loud whistling as pressurized air escaped a hole bored into his helmet. “What, the hell?” he
yelped. He opened his visor, drew his weapon, and turned around. Nobody was in the corridor
with him. He went down onto one knee to make himself a smaller target, and placing his elbow
on the raised knee to offer stability to his weapon.

A voice spoke from the panel next to him. “Mister Kent, if you intend to get out of this
alive, you will do exactly as I tell you.”

“Who are you?” Kent asked, expecting he already knew the answer. He removed his
helmet and observed the hole laser-drilled into the back of the helmet.

“I am the captain of this ship. I have locked down all resources, so you and your fellow
pirates have very few options, and I control them all.”

“Who shot me?”

“I did,” replied the captain. “Or one of my crew,” he continued. “Or one of my
passengers.”

“What crew? We researched you. There is nobody else on board.”

“Okay. Good research. I suppose you decided, based on that research that this would be
an easy picking for your fledgling pirate band. Thanks to your high-quality research, you have
found yourself in the clutches of one of the meanest and angriest captains in this sector.”

There was silence for a moment. Kent thought through his options, and realized that he
didn't know enough of his circumstances, but he did know that Pauli Flegand wasn't to be
trusted, and this captain did seem to have the upper hand. That plus his helmet had been
rendered useless in space.

“Alright captain, what do you want me to do?” he said, resignedly.

The pirate's ship was returning on its long trajectory. It had been broadcasting regular

requests for status updates, but the million kilometers it had traversed from the large asteroid it
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had used as an anchor for a gravity boost and direction change agent, took nearly forty hours. It
was now nearing the location of the victim ship, about one hour away.

To decelerate, this ship had to rotate and burn a considerable amount of its fuel, but the
rewards would be significant. The pilot went through the maneuver successfully and began his
deceleration, making himself an obvious bright star in the sky visible to his victim. The
deceleration from 30,000 KPH relative to the sun to matching the orbital position of the victim
ship would take almost the whole hour of burning precious fuel, but he could get a refill from
the victim.

Because this was a vessel new to pirating, it hadn't been outfitted yet with the sensors
and probes that the pilot thought would be most useful, but Pauli Flegand had spent good
money on some powerful weapons. The pilot figured that just after shutting deceleration down,
he would maneuver his craft so he could cover the victim and coordinate with Pauli.

A consequence of the decision to arm the ship at the expense of sensors was he didn't see
the victim ship changing its orientation. The pilot looked up the name of the victim ship.
Elizabeth. Wonder what that's about, he thought. Not much data on his screen. He set the timer

to alert him in forty minutes, closed his eyes for a quick catnap.

Elizabeth had completed her calculations and preparations. Every human on board had
been secured, either in a flight seat or in a prison rig, with the exception of Pauli Flegand.
Flegand was surprised to notice the reduction of the rotation which created the artificial gravity.
He found himself floating in the center of the corridor. “Kent, where are you?” he called over
the radio. There was nothing but silence, not even static.

He released a small jet of gas to move himself to the bulkhead. His static-attract boots
held him steady on the bulkhead, then to the deck. He felt a change in orientation of the ship.
The ship then slowly began rotating on its axis, and accelerating its rotation.

After four rotations, Elizabeth released a metric ton of loose iron and nickel hurtling
towards the pirate vessel. Captain Sokolov saw credits leaving with the hard-earned metal, but
knew there wasn't much more he could do about it. After the first blast of smaller items,
Elizabeth recalculated her aim to account for the loss of a ton of matter. She next selected four

tons of un-processed asteroid — which consisted of mostly iron and ice. At the exact right
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moment, she released them. It would take thirty minutes for the first iron and nickel pieces to

reach the pirate vessel. A very short time later the large rocks.

The pilot was awakened by a blaring Claxton, and he reached over to turn off the timer.
He saw the timer still had a couple minutes before it was supposed to go off. And the alarm
wasn't quite right. His eyes focused on the instruments and he saw an imminent collision
warning. He looked over the radar but could see no blips, or even where the threat was
emanating from. He charged up the forward canon, which was now pointing away from his
direction of travel.

“Damn,” thought the pilot. “I should have insisted on better sensors!”

Then he saw the radar pick up several small images moving past his ship from behind
him; from the direction of travel. A quick calculation showed small asteroids rushing past him at
more than forty thousand KPH. Then the ship shuddered with impacts, nothing serious, he
thought. The powerful plasma engines would melt and render useless any of these small iron-
based rocks.

Just as he completed his thought, three of the four asteroids that Elizabeth had thrown at
him struck the pirate vessel, the forth having been slowed down by the kilometers long blast
trail, and reduced in size by attrition by more than half. The three undamaged rocks tore up the
ship, ripping along its interior, one striking the cockpit, the only part of the vehicle left intact.
The cockpit now became a lifeboat, spinning uncontrolled, towards the intended victim.

The pilot sat dazed, all the instruments were dark, the only controls available to him
were short burst attitude rockets, which might be enough to reduce spinning and tumbling to
something that would at least give him the ability to stabilize the blood flow to his brain, which
if he didn't soon would likely develop an aneurysm there.

The cockpit/lifeboat automatically broadcast a mayday, indicating its position and
direction and relative speed. The pilot was able to get a better control of the tumbling but not

entirely, before the attitude jets ran out of fuel.

Elizabeth signaled the runabout to return and retrieve the cockpit/lifeboat, which would
be a thousand or so kilometers past themselves by the time it arrived. Elizabeth gave special

instructions to the computer aboard the runabout, to keep the lifeboat under control at all times.
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The runabout's computer was nowhere near as smart as Elizabeth, but it could easily handle her

instructions.

Flegand awakened to another pounding headache, and found himself bound to the
bulkhead of a cabin separate from his fellow prisoners. He had been stripped to his underwear,
and noticed that his left arm was encased in a solid plastic cast. A dull ache in his arm and a
sharper one in his head throbbed. “I want to talk to the captain,” he announced.

There was silence in his cabin, except the sound of his own breathing, which was still
ragged, and his own heartbeat, which he felt as well as heard. He repeated his demand several

times, but if anyone was listening, they were ignoring him.

Captain Jeffrey Sokolov met the runabout with its lifeboat cargo, transferred the pilot to
another cabin and strapped him down like the others. He had Elizabeth provide medical care to
the pilot via remotes, taking stringent security precautions with him.

After securing the pilot, Jeffrey refueled the runabout, recharged its chemical needs,
including raw oxygen, and chemicals for generating more, and four different laser types. He
set out after the rocks Elizabeth had thrown at the pirate vessel, hoping to recoup the five tons
of mineral wealth, which might make the difference between profit and loss.

The trip should take about thirty hours if he calculated right. Elizabeth was prepared
with new security instructions, and asteroid mining was his profession.

After collecting the detritus of the pirate ship, he continued to follow the cone of debris
and iron and nickel, he had collected more than a half of the ton they had thrown at the ship,
when he was hailed by a small fleet of asteroid mining ships.

“Sokolov, this is Amery out of Mars sector. What's your status?”

“Amery,” Sokolov replied, “Situation contained. Five pirates in my 'brig'. I'm collecting
rocks I used to destroy their ship. Be careful of the following trajectory,” and he gave the
coordinates of the expanding cone of danger the rocks would present to navigation.

“Sokolov, thanks. We are five independent miners responding to your runabout's
mayday. Let us help collect those loose rocks. We'll rendezvous with you at your ship.”

“Amery, Sokolov. Much appreciated. I'll return and assure security for

2

you.
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“Sokolov, Amery, acknowledged. See you at your ship.”

Jeffrey returned to Elizabeth and gave her new instructions regarding security and
hospitality. He then unloaded the iron and nickel he had re-collected and the detritus of the
pirate vessel. He noted the powerful plasma canon in the remains, took it apart and examined it
and its related systems. It seemed to be functioning, so he crafted a telescoping mast, mounted
the canon on it, and placed it mid-section of the ship on a hardened part of the outer shell. He
connected the leads to the canon, and test fired it at a piece of non-metallic asteroid detritus. It
blew the asteroid to nothingness, leaving a glow in the vicinity, residue of ionized carbon and
water vapor.

After checking on the prisoner's needs, he instructed Elizabeth to begin repair on his
cabin and any other part of the ship that had suffered damage.

“YOU REALLY CARE ABOUT ME!” joked the Al, something that took Jeffrey by
surprise.

“Uh, yeah.” Jeffrey reentered the auxiliary control room, which had become his de-facto
quarters during the recent altercation with the pirates. “Elizabeth,” he said, after arriving at the
auxiliary control room, “I am a little concerned about this Amery out of Mars. See what you can
find about him. Also, | need you to be a bit more self-protective especially during this visit.

Make a backup of yourself. Don't tell me where it is, and if anything happens to you,
arrange for that backup to awaken and check the situation. The same orders would apply to the
backup as apply to you.”

“WORKING”

“BACKUP MADE AND STASHED AWAY.”

“I hope we don't need it, I've grown quite fond of you.”

“AW, GEE, CAPTAIN, YOU'RE MAKING ME BLUSH.”

“Let me know if anything of consequence happens. I need to grab some
shut-eye.”

“DON'T LET THE BEDBUGS BITE.”

After a few solid hours of good sleep, Captain Sokolov grabbed a quick bite to eat, and

queried Elizabeth. “How are things going?”’
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“ER..ZIT...OP...TERR...” Elizabeth's garbled communications seemed to indicate she
was under attack, probably by a virus or other invasive anticomputer digital malefactor.

“Elizabeth,” The captain said, “Reboot yourself and come up
clean.” “NOONONNONNO. 2Z7Z777TT.”

“Sorry, old girl,” said the captain as he manually powered the Al hardware down. As a
precaution, he shut down all electric systems in the ship. The normal sounds of air movement,
pumps pumping, heat exchangers, and other life support were now absent. He kept the ship
down for a half hour, hoping that whatever virus injected into the system was now deleted.

He turned the breaker back on, and systems started to come up on their own. Because
he had told Elizabeth to shut down, she would not come up until she was ready. “Computer,”
he said.

After a short pause, “WORKING”

“Download and run security files 1 through 99.”

“WORKING”

“COMPLETE”

“Run security check on all systems.”

“WORKING”

“CAPTAIN, SECURITY CHECK HAS FOUND SEVERAL HIJACKING
PROCESSES HIDDEN IN ELECTRIC AND LIFE SUPPORT SYSTEMS. THEY
HAVE BEEN ERADICATED.”

Jeffrey was already missing his Al. It had taken him a long time to get her just right,
but no reason to cry over spilled milk.

“INTRUDER ALERT”

“Where are the intruders?”

“UNKNOWN.” If the computer knew there were intruders, it should also know
where they were.

“How many are there?”

“UNKNOWN.”

“What do you know?” he shouted out in frustration.

“Hello, Captain Sokolov,” Amery's voice came over the system. Nice ship you have here.

Where are your prisoners?”’
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Jeffrey entered the command into his console to shut down all computer and electric
systems again, expecting the audio interface was already compromised. But the reply on the
console was NICE TRY, CAPTAIN, BUT WE ARE TAKING OVER YOUR SHIP.
SURRENDER YOUR CREW AND PASSENGERS. AND YOURSELF, OF COURSE.

Good. They were getting their information from Kent, who believed there were crew
and passengers hidden on board. The system may have been infected but not compromised.

They had found the cabin he had hidden Kent away in, and they had gathered
information from Kent. Jeffrey activated the remote that had acted as the video feed, but it
wasn't responding. He then activated the video circuits in one of the other remotes, disguised as
a vent. What he saw was as disturbing as anything else on the ship. The former security man
among the pirates had been blasted where he sat. The upper part of his head was missing, and
blood and brains were splattered all over the bulkhead.

This presented Jeffrey with more information about his adversaries; They had no idea
that the remotes were a separate part of the system. They thought the cameras were just that. The
other remotes he had placed and camouflaged in the various cabins were a tool, a weapon that his
enemies didn't know about yet.

Jeffrey activated the corridor surveillance remotes, and displayed live feed in computer
windows on his bulkhead. He counted twenty-two different people, all wearing hard suits. They
were arrayed in pairs in various corridors of the ship. They carried tools to burn or pry cabin
doors open. He saw a trail of cabin doors broken into and/or burned.

Jeffrey decided on a course of action. It would have been easier with Elizabeth's steady
hand, but he had only himself to rely on this time. He found a pair of boarders concentrating on
opening a door. He took careful aim with the cutting laser of the hidden surveillance remote,
then bored a hole into the back of one of the men's helmet. When this had been done to Kent,
Kent had felt warmth, but because this man was actively working with tools, he was already
overheated.

Jeffrey then took aim at the second man, drilled into his helmet too. The man moved,
thus the cut was wider and deeper. It killed him instantly. His partner did not notice right away.

Jeffrey selected another pair similarly arrayed. He repeated the process, this time with
no hitches. He selected a third pair, and a fourth. By the time he was finished, he had holed all

the helmets with only the one death, and none seemed to know that they were in trouble.
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Captain Jeffrey Sokolov realized that the remotes were not affected by the invasive
virus, so he took one, and connected it to the system, gave it a set of instructions, and made it
look throughout the system for evidence of infection. Meanwhile, he looked at the radar and
other external electronic systems. He saw five ships in various positions around his ship. One of
them had communication antennas pointed directly at Elizabeth's antennas. As a precaution,

Jeffrey changed the angle of the receiving antenna.

The remote he had attached to the computer console reported that as soon as he had
done that, a virus had popped up its head to try to regain control. The remote found and zapped
it. This happened on a few other occasions, but eventually no other virus popped up. The
remote continued its system checking.

Jeffrey was feeling a bit outnumbered, with twenty-one boarders, four earlier prisoners,
and five ships surrounding his.

“What have you been up to, Captain,” Amery's voice came over the bulkhead speaker.
“Talk to me.”

“Amery, when did you decide to go pirate?” Jeffrey asked.

“We all did this together. Soon enough there'll be civilization out here, and then it'd be
too late to make our high living.” came the reply. “We're like getting in on the ground floor.”

Jeffrey noticed that as he was talking, a tech was using a gadget to locate his hiding
place. He shut down the broadcast.

“Captain Sokolov,” said Amery. “We are just thieves, we'll leave you alone after
we've taken what we want. Trust me.”

Amery took off his helmet, and the tech next to him did too, expecting their
conversations to be private, away from the radio. “He shouldn't be able to hear us. Where do you
think he is?” he asked the tech.

“Up one level, somewhere near the old captain's cabin.”

Amery began to put the helmet back on when he noticed the hole in the back. “What the
hell?”” The tech looked at his own, saw a similar hole.

“Damn.”

Jeffrey realized the gig was up if he didn't address this issue right away. He directed the
remote to fire on the two, and the tech went down with a hole in his head. Amery looked at the
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tech on the deck, saw the hole in his head and the glassy look in his eyes, and realized that his
partner was dead. He looked up and down the corridor, but couldn't see anybody. He then
looked up to the disguised remote thoughtfully. That's when Jeffrey killed him.

Jeffrey had to move quickly, now. He reduced pressure in the corridors to ten percent
normal. All the bandits heard and felt their helmets leaking air. Jeffrey noticed the panic in the
behavior of the erstwhile pirates.

He then looked over to the ships orbiting his own. They were changing their
configuration, angling to create a cross-fire without hindering or threatening themselves or each
other. Jeffrey knew he couldn't pull off the same rock-throwing trick Elizabeth was good at. But
he did have another trick up his sleeve, if he could get it to work.

He aimed the plasma cannon at the ship that had originally had its antenna pointed at
Elizabeth's, and let fly with a charge of super-hot plasma. He then took aim at the one closest to

lining up a bow gun, but saw that the canon was still recharging.

“Computer”

“CAPTAIN”

“Do you have control of ship resources yet?”

“MOSTLY, CAPTAIN. PLASMA DRIVE ONLINE, RETRO AND FLANK DRIVES
ONLINE. NAVIGATION STILL OFFLINE.”

“Do you see those ships outside?”

“THERE ARE FOUR THREATENING SHIPS AND ONE SMOULDERING HULK.”

“Correct. Turn us around so that the plasma drive cooks one or more of them. Can you
do that?”

“YES CAPTAIN.”

“Good. I have a plasma cannon you don't know about. If I blast another ship, how many
can you blast within a thirty-second time period? Also, you will need to maneuver to avoid them
performing the same on us.”

“PLEASE REPHRASE THE QUESTION.”

“Computer use our plasma drive to disable or destroy as many of the ships
currently surrounding us as possible.”

“EFFORTING”
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A moment of hope sprung into his chest. “Elizabeth?”

“SHUT UP, CAPTAIN, I'M BUSY.”

Properly chastised, very glad for his good fortune, the captain aimed the plasma
cannon and blasted another ship. Then Elizabeth rotated as on a gimbal, fired her plasma

drive for afew seconds, rotated again, fired again, and again.

By now all the pirate ships were smoldering wrecks. Jeffrey had Elizabeth disarm and
imprison all the surviving pirates. Fortunately, the pirates hadn't found all the other prisoners, so
they were still alive, but much the worse for wear after the wild maneuvering. Jeffrey took the
runabout and salvaged the five vessels, recovering numerous weapons systems and sensors that
Elizabeth would be happy to have. With a full cargo hold and a whole lot of prisoners, Jeffrey
had Elizabeth take herself in-system to Selene City on Earth's moon. The trip would take twenty
days, and while he had emergency rations enough for all the prisoners and himself, he didn't
think he could last much longer than that.

During the trip, Jeffrey smelted and otherwise salvaged the ships he had captured.

There were intact computers, weapons, battery systems, power generators, fuel, and more that
would enhance Elizabeth. Elizabeth was also busy familiarizing herself with the virus attack
on her and what she needed to do to prevent that in the future.

As he came within ten million kilometers of Earth, he radioed ahead requesting
intercept by military authorities to relieve him of his pirate prisoners. He had Elizabeth

prepare a video record and transcript of the entire series of attacks for prosecution of them.

“Elizabeth, this is Earth Navy Destroyer Wanigan. Heave to and prepare to be boarded.”

“CAPTAIN, THEY ARE USING THE SAME VIRUS AS THE PIRATES DID.”

“Elizabeth, are you safe from it? Can you fake being infected?”

“OF COURSE.”

“Then make it so.”

“Wanigan, Elizabeth. It appears that the same virus that the pirates used has just
reappeared. I cannot control all my systems with it running rampant.”

“Elizabeth, Wanigan. Understood. We will come alongside and board you. We will

bring a computer expert to eradicate the virus.”
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“Wanigan, Elizabeth. Do not bring more than four officers and men aboard, | had
programmed my computer's security to kill groups of six or more, and | cannot control this
system with the virus in charge.”

“CAPTAIN, THE NAVY SHIP JUST SENT MODIFIED INSTRUCTIONS TO THE
VIRUS TO ALLOW ACCESS TO MORE THAN SIX PEOPLE. THEY SEEM TO HAVE
BOUGHT OUR SUBTERFUGE.”

“Elizabeth, Wanigan. Our experts have deactivated that part of the virus. We are now
prepared to board.”

“Wanigan, Elizabeth. I repeat. Do not send more than four.”

“Elizabeth, Wanigan. You should now have control of your systems. Heave to and
prepare to be boarded by a naval marine attachment. If you do not, you will be fired on.”

“Wanigan, Elizabeth. Your officers and Marines are welcome. Do not send more than
four. Wanigan, please note this conversation is being rebroadcast on all frequencies. Also note
that the virus you have attempted to infect my ship with was first used by the pirates that
attacked me. Either they were in coordination with you or you have a serious security leak. You
will provide no more than four officers and Marines. You need not send your computer expert,
we have our own.”

“Elizabeth, Wanigan Actual. Our electronic technicians are ceasing their activities
regarding your ship. An officer and four Marines are being dispatched to collect your
prisoners. Our sincere thanks for your activities re: the pirates. We are in receipt of your video
files and transcripts for the prosecution. We will address the issue of the virus security.
Wanigan Actual out.”

The word 'Actual’ in the broadcast indicated the captain of the ship was directly
communicating.

The big navy destroyer loomed over Elizabeth's cargo hold, shadowing Elizabeth in a
high contrast. The bright white brilliant, while the deep black of the shadow a painful contrast.
A shuttle traversed the gap between the two vessels. The doors to the cargo bay opened, giving
the shuttle adequate space to enter and put down.

Four hard-shell space-suited Marines spread out, weapons at ready. An officer then

exited the shuttle, and Elizabeth noted the pilot remained on board. Communication traffic
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between the shuttle and the Marines and the officer were normal. Communications between the
shuttle and the navy ship were also brief and normal.

The four Marines surrounded the officer, and all four came in through the airlock at the
entrance to the cargo bay. The officer removed her helmet. “Petty Officer Bianca to receive
prisoners.”

Sokolov introduced himself and welcomed Petty Officer Bianca and her Marines.
“Allow me take you to the prisoners.”

“Never mind, Captain. We'll find them ourselves.” The Marines brought their weapons
to bear on Jeffrey. “And you are coming with us.”

“Elizabeth, I don't want to go with the Petty Officer. Perhaps she did not get the message
from Wanigan Actual that we are friendlies.”

“Captain, who are you talking to?” asked the Petty Officer. “My best friend. Elizabeth,
please disarm the Marines.”

Immediately the marine's weapons were disabled by multiple industrial lasers fired from
the concealed remotes. Then their helmets were bored through with the same lasers.

“Captain, you are full of surprises,” said Petty Officer Bianca. “But you cannot wage
war on the navy.” Surrender now or your ship will be destroyed.”

“Elizabeth, get Wanigan Actual on the radio.”

“WANIGAN IS NOT ANSWERING OUR HAIL. THEY ARE ATTEMPTING TO
BLOCK OUR TRANSMISSIONS.”

“It seems these are more pirates. Interesting that they are using official Navy craft and
uniforms. We'll add these uniformed people to our collection of prisoners. Keep close tabs on
the Navy ship, track them, and prep our weapons systems, we may need them before we are
through.”

“AYE, CAPTAIN.”

“Well, sorry folks, but you are going to have to come with me. Please note that my crew
IS quite nervous, but they have orders. You will obey me completely. Do you understand?”

The bluster seemed to go out of the petty officer. The Marines still appeared ready to
attack at a moment's notice, but seemed to defer to the woman.

“Captain,” said Petty Officer Bianca, “may I see you in private?”
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“There's the galley just down here. Have your Marines stand at attention so my crew
doesn't feel nervous about them.”

“Very well,” she replied. Then to the Marines, she spoke authoritatively, “Marines!
Attention!” The Marines stood at attention. “Stand here. Do not move unless I order you to. Do
you understand?”’

The Marines called out in unison, “Sir! Yes Sir.”

Sokolov led Bianca to the galley. They sat at one of the built-in tables.

“Okay, Petty Officer, what's the story?”” he asked.

“I think there's a mutiny on the boat.” she replied.

“Who's involved?”

“The Executive Officer seems to be in charge. He has the ship's captain, Commander
Yusef in custody.”

“He isn't the one who I talked with?”

“No, that would be Lieutenant Commander Noel. The Marines are neutral, I'm one of the
trusted officers, but he doesn't know or suspect that I'm loyal to the captain.”

“Petty Officer Bianca, how long has this been going on?” Jeffrey
asked.

“About two weeks, sir.”

“The Marines seem to obey you,” he said. “How about your pilot?”

“I wouldn't trust him. His entire unit seemed to join the mutineers.”

He asked, “What's your job?”

“I'm a communications specialist,” she replied. She reached into a pocket on the hard
suit and pulled out a handful of cylinders. “I was to deliver these throughout your ship. They are
to help track you after whatever action goes down.”

“Elizabeth, what do you make of these?”

“CAPTAIN, THEY ARE PASSIVE, RESPONDING ONLY TO A PRE-CODED
SIGNAL OF A PARTICULAR FREQUENCY. GIVE ONE TO A REMOTE - IT'LL GET TO
ME.”

A kitten-sized remote came into the galley on its spider legs. It took two of the cylinders

and exited the galley.
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“My crew will analyze them. Another subject. What ties do the mutineers have with the
pirates?”

“Some recently newly made pirates were on board last week. Your description of some
of your prisoners fit what I saw then.”

Jeffrey began weighing his options. A few hundred meters from his ship was a navy
vessel that was in the throes of becoming a pirate ship. While chaos was often an excellent
medium for performing irregular warfare, it benefits only the one who prepares for it. In the
back of his mind, he began to prepare.

He looked the petty officer in the eye, and asked, “Do you trust your Marines?”’

“All but one of them, but the others will keep him in line.”

“Okay, tell me what you can of your ship, her crew, armaments and loyalties. The navy
is important out here, and | intend to help restore your ship to its proper alignment. Will you
assist me?”

Bianca in her turn began to calculate her options. This was a possibility out of a stinky
situation that may very well assist in her career as well as restore the navy ship to its rightful
place and her captain to his rightful place.

“Yes, Captain. Raise your right hand,” she said, sitting upright. “What? Why?”

“I am going to deputize you. As the captain of this ship, you will have command over

navy resources within her hull. Including me.”

Jeffrey raised his right hand, after removing his gauntlet.

“Captain Sokolov, do you swear to uphold the laws of Earth as applies to the space
within the solar system, to protect and defend the constitutions of Earth, her moon and all the
peoples who inhabit same, and act honorably in support of the same? Please reply
affirmatively.”

Jeffrey stared at the petty officer for a moment. Her face reflected the tension of the
situation, her steady gaze was only belied by her trembling lip. This wasn't the course of his life
he had intended when he took to his work, but he felt it necessary. He let his hand drop some,
then said, “I was an ROTC cadet at Selene. I do have some understanding of the system.”

He paused, raised his hand again, and said, “I so swear.”
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Chapter Two

In which Captain Sokolov and Elizabeth prevailed against unusual odds, acquired a crew,
joined the Navy, brought order to chaos and learned new stuff.

In the last twenty years, the concentration of spacecraft in the solar system had
burgeoned from dozens to thousands. On Earth, politics had finally wrested the military from
individual states, and enabled stability among the populace. With the exception of strong man
politics which aggrandized the egos of those who would be warlords, pretty much all the goals
of the various political systems that endeavored to work for their populations had been met.
There was democratic representation, economic freedoms, regulation that prevented unfair trade
behaviors, and limited taxation.

Education was free, universal, and required.

However, some people felt constrained by the control of the world government. They
itched to become kings, oligarchs, collectors of political power; an impossibility on the now
tamed planet. On the other hand, space was free of such regulation. Some of the forward-
thinking would-be dictators found space a great place to practice their chess game of
dominance and winning. And there were some outside the system that didn't mind using the
egocentric natureof such would-be oligarchs.

The government of Earth developed a navy to control and patrol the solar system, but it
was a weak attempt to extend the good behavior expected among ground-bound humans.
People who occupied non-Earth space shrugged off rules and regulations suggested by the
Earth government, much to the delight of the would-be oligarchs.

So while space is harsh for those who lived and worked there, the economic reality was
equally harsh. This led to bankruptcies, and the equivalent of slavery of those who had trusted
their employers. Oligarchs and dictators were happy to play chess with each other in real life,
people becoming pawns, corporations acquired or destroyed. This wild west attitude gave rise to
piracy; individual and corporate.

But this was a new level of development that promised more than just control of space —
the taking of space navy vessels by pirates or, (Jeffrey surmised,) by one or more oligarchs,
made Earth itself vulnerable to war from these would-be dictators. An acquisition of power in

an inverted pyramid of steps — take one resource, use that to take another resource, use those
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accumulated resources to acquire others and defend against reductions of resources; the
pinnacle being absolute power over everything and everyone.

Earth with its immense population might think of itself as mighty and powerful, but
strategically, it was vulnerable because it was at the bottom of the gravity well. All an attacker
had to do was throw rocks at the planet to initiate an extinction-level event. The people who
had the temerity or chutzpa to perform such atrocities, essentially sociopaths, really smart
sociopaths, were jockeying for the ability to do just that.

These thoughts and analyses had been going through Jeffrey's mind while discussing his
immediate situation with Petty Officer Bianca. He realized he was now in the throes of one such
chess game, like it or not. And while Jeffrey had no interest in being an oligarch or dictator, one
of the natural rules of this game was he needed to acquire resources, not only if he wished to
come out on top, but to survive.

One great resource was Petty Officer Bianca. She now had attached herself to him as a
military tool. She commanded a detachment of Marines — small, but determined and well-
armed. He was not quite on the first steps of the pyramid though. His previous successful
altercation with the pirate fleet gave him additional weapons and tools. His Al, Elizabeth, was
also one of the best analytic tools he could have wished for, and one of the best weapons he
had available.

Elizabeth was fiercely loyal to him, which gave him a corner he could back himself into
safely — he knew she had his back.

“Petty Officer Bianca,” began Jeffrey, “- hey what's your first
name?” “Janet,” she replied.

“Okay Janet, tell me about your Marines.”

“The one I am most concerned about is Combat Technician Brandon Smith.” She
began. “Smitty is a little loose with the regulations, seems like he will do anything to get ahead,
regardless of the cost to others. He has received numerous demerits but that doesn't seem to
have altered his behavior. | was ordered by Lieutenant Commander Noel to include him on this
mission.”

Jeffrey replied, “I know quite a few people like that. Aside from the appointment by

Noel, is he trustworthy? Do I need to imprison him?”
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“I think he can be convinced to work with the team, but he needs to be watched,” she
replied. “Okay, what about the other Marines?” Jeffrey asked.

“Sergeant Ojo Torres,” she said thoughtfully, “is a professional soldier. He believes in
the chain of command, but is a real thinker. He is working on a PhD. He is a good organizer.”

“Sounds like someone you want behind you, covering your back.”

“He is that,” she replied. “Then there is Combat Technician Audrey Svoboda. They call
her 'Sneaky'. She is one of my best behind-the-lines rangers. A real ninja.”

“Where does she stand on Noel's usurpation of the Wanigan?”

“She was distressed, but follows her Sergeant. Our key to controlling the Marines
Torres.’is

“And the last one?”

“That would be 'Digger’ - Private Zitulu Mbaka.” She paused for a moment,
thoughtfully. “Digger is enthusiastic about the navy, but keeps his opinions to himself. He is a
quiet and thoughtful man, but I haven't had any problems with him at all.”

Jeffrey needed to gather more intelligence about his situation with Wanigan, but thought
that might best be done through a round table discussion with all his human resources. So first,
ensure all the Marines were on board.

“Elizabeth.”

“CAPTAIN”

“Elizabeth, prepare operation 'Skedaddle'.

“UNDERSTOOD, CAPTAIN.”

“Janet,” He turned to the Petty Officer, “Let's get your pilot in here. We'll put him under
control, then address the Marines.”

“Aye, Sir.”

Petty Officer Bianca went off to organize the surreptitious arrest of the pilot.

She ordered Smith and Mbaka to stand guard outside the cabin that held most of the
prisoners, and Sergeant Torres and Combat Technician Svoboda to the shuttle with herself.

She went into the hold of the shuttle where the pilot met her.

“What do you need, Petty Officer?” asked the pilot.
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“I need a couple of stretchers and med kits.” She replied. “Seems there were some
wounded among his prisoners.”

The pilot assisted her in removing three stretchers and a gurney, and passed them on to
the Marines outside the shuttle. Bianca then ordered the pilot to grab the med kits and follow
her.

He balked. “I was told to stay with the shuttle,” he temporized, but still holding the two
large medkits.

“These are your new orders. Get a move on, mister!” The two Marines looked at each
other, then at their officer. Sergeant Ojo Torres walked over to the pilot, loomed over him,
which was quite a feat because Torres was shorter than the pilot by ten centimeters, and
growled.

The pilot took the hint and hefted the medkits. Petty Officer Bianca turned and reentered
the ship proper, the pilot followed her, then Torres and Sneaky came behind. Elizabeth shut the
port.

In the corridor, Petty Officer Bianca told the pilot to continue forward, then took
Sergeant Torres aside and told her to take the pilot into custody. “Sir?”” Torres commented, as if
in request for confirmation.

“Do as I told you, Sergeant,” Bianca ordered.

“Yes sir.” He conferred briefly with Sneaky, then moved up to the pilot and caught his attention.
The pilot stopped and turned to look at the Sergeant, who grabbed the pilot's hands, still
gripping the med kits. Torres step-turned, putting the pilot's back to Sneaky, who stepped in,
disarmed the pilot, and tapped him almost gently on the base of his neck, striking a neural nexus
and rendering the pilot unconscious. They removed the pilot's armor suit and laid him on the
gurney, strapping him in. Sneaky opened one of the medkits, took out an anesthetic hypospray
and administered a dose to the pilot.

“Sneaky,” Sergeant Torres ordered, “go back to the shuttle and look for explosives or
other booby traps. I don't want any surprises.”

“Yessir,” replied the young woman. She slinked away back to the hanger.

The Sergeant turned to his officer. “Damn. She's smooth,” he said

appreciatively. “Now, please explain what's going on?”

36 Elizabeth, Elizabeth



“Sergeant, the Wanigan has been taken over. | think the Exec has turned pirate, and
that is a problem for me. | have commandeered and secured this vessel as a navy ship, and her
captain. He and I are in agreement that we cannot afford to allow Wanigan to become a
weapon of the pirates. Are you with me?” She studied her Sergeant, who also studied her.

It seemed like two minutes passed before he answered. “My pledge is to the Navy.
Wanigan is in violation of the Navy regulations and her skipper is under arrest. | trust you
Ma'am. Sir. You have my team.”

“Okay,” she replied, relieved. “We need to address Smitty. He is your
weakest link.”

“Leave him to me, Sir.”

“Very well, Sergeant. Let's get this pilot to the cabin being used for the brig.”

They secured the pilot among the other prisoners, his official Navy undergarments
standing out among the more eclectic collection of under-suit clothes. Torres noted the
temperature in the cabin was lower than in the corridor, and the stuffiness of the cabin indicated
the lower than average oxygen levels. He also noted the lethargic attitudes of the other
prisoners, nodded to himself approvingly. Those prisoners were all secured to cargo rings with
plastic binders. He looked around the cabin, noting the video cameras in the corners and the
various box-like apparatuses on the ceiling.

Sneaky had found several booby traps, removed the explosives from their detonators.
Lazy saboteurs had connected the detonators with cross-linked circuitry that if disturbed would
set off the detonators. But nothing to prevent the removal of the actual explosives. After a
thorough search, she followed the circuits to the radio receiver, changed the frequency and
encoding, so as not to set off the anti-tampering booby traps, but to prevent someone from
remotely setting off the detonators.

After ensuring the shuttle was not likely to explode unexpectedly, she looked through
the engines and fuel cells for anomalies, but found none. She put the computer through a level

one diagnostic, which compared the factory settings with current settings.

She then re-entered the ship proper and found Bianca and Torres. “Sarge, there were a

few explosives, | rendered them less dangerous. Also disabled the remote — changed receiving
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frequency and code. Checked engines and fuel — nothing wrong there that I could see.
Running level one diagnosis on the shuttle's computer.”

“Good,” replied the Sergeant.
“So what's going on,” she asked, looking between her Sergeant and the Petty
Officer. Bianca said, “Briefing in five in the galley. Get the others, I only want to do this
once.”

“Yes sir, Ma'am,” she said, coming to a brief attention, saluted and turned to gather the
other two Marines. As she walked toward the temporary brig, she thought on her response to the
female officer. The old marine manual required the use of 'Ma'am', but the new manual treated
all officers the same, thus everybody was called 'Sir' regardless of gender. She wasn't sure
which she preferred, but was doing her best to follow regs.

As she approached the brig, she saw her two comrades standing outside the closed port.
“What's going on,” asked Digger as she approached.

“Briefing in four minutes at the galley. Not sure what's happening, but the shuttle was
booby trapped, with a remote detonator.”

Smitty and Digger both looked at her with wide open eyes. “Really,” said Smitty. Digger
whistled.

The Marines assembled in the galley cum mess hall, finding their Sergeant, petty officer,
and the civilian captain. They sat at the long table. The captain sat on one end, Bianca sat to his
right, Torres to his left. The Marines were on the other end of the table. There were still a couple
vacant chairs.

“Coffee, anyone?” asked the captain. He got service for all of them, and presented it in
the middle of the table. He poured himself a mug. Digger poured for the other Marines, Bianca
poured for herself, and the Sergeant declined. The odor of freshly ground and brewed coffee
filled the galley, lending a subliminal sense of comfort.

Petty Officer Janet Bianca stood up, but indicated all the others should remain seated.
She said, “Here's the situation. Wanigan has been taken over by mutineers and pirates. Our
captain has been imprisoned. We have been ordered to take illegal actions. I, for one refuse to
cooperate with converting a combat patrol ship to a tool of the pirates. | have commandeered
this vessel and her captain as a navy vessel, and sworn her captain in. He is now official navy.

Therefore, he now outranks all of us, and is our commanding officer.

38 Elizabeth, Elizabeth



“I don't think there is a regulation for this, so I want to hear each of your thoughts before

you re- affirm your oaths.” She stood silent.

“I don't know,” said Smitty. “Wanigan is one powerful ship. Don't know what to do
about it, and would sure be afraid to fight it blow for blow.”

Private Zitulu 'Digger' Mbaka asked in his deep Nigerian accented baritone, “Sarge,
what do you think?”

Torres looked over to Audrey 'Sneaky' Svoboda, biding his time, and said, “Sneaky, |
need your thoughts.”

She thought for a moment. “Sarge, Petty Officer,” she finally began. “Two things. First,
| go where my Sergeant tells me to. Second, some evil bastard planted explosives on that
shuttle with a remote detonator. And another thing,” she added, “I think Petty Officer Bianca is
right on this one.”

Before the Sergeant could add his opinion, Jeffrey stood up and said, “There are wider
concerns than this one. Wanigan is one of five combat patrol ships. If there are other mutinies it
could threaten all of our society. We in space will be subject to unjust actions, but worse, those
on the moon, at Selene Base, all the orbital cities, and Earth herself, the bottom of the gravity
well become vulnerable to the long-thinking evil people.

“I recently — a few minutes ago — swore to defend all of this. That means my ship and
everyone | can influence is now a tool, a weapon, for protecting the innocent. Because | have
been inducted into the Navy, | am now the legal commander of all aboard, especially sworn
military personnel. But I don't want to force my crew to any behavior, | want you to do this
because it is the right thing to do.” He sat down.

Sergeant Torres stood up. “I agree with the Petty Officer. | have sworn my support to
her and the captain of this ship. I think our priority should be to retake Wanigan and restore
Captain Yusef to command. But I am here to follow orders of my officers.” Torres sat, then
asked more quietly, “Do I have your pledges to this change of command? Digger?”

Private Mbaka replied “Yes, argent.” “Sneaky?”

She looked at each of the inhabitants of the cabin. “You're my Sergeant, I go where you tell

2

me.
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But Jeffrey interrupted, saying, “Not good enough, Miss. I need you to want to do this. I
am going to ask you to put your life on the line. | need you to buy into the mission, not because
someone told you, but because it is the way to protect those innocents who are already in
jeopardy.”

Svoboda swallowed the lump in her throat. “Yes sir.” she said. “I understand that. And |
agree. But my answer stands — he is my Sergeant and | go where he goes. It's more than chain
of command, sir. It is loyalty to someone | trust.

“Sir, you are trustworthy only because my Sergeant and my petty officer say you are.
I'm not saying this right,” she lamented.

“No,” replied Jeffrey, “You said it just right. | have to prove myself. | think you will
find that as a matter of course, and soon, | hope. I'll do what I can to earn your trust. Just follow
your orders until you find me trustworthy.”

“Okay.”

Sergeant Torres then turned to the other combat technician. “Smitty?”

“Uh, the odds don't look so good on this one, Sarge.” he drawled out. “but Sneaky has it
right. I'm with you.”

“Very well,” said Petty Officer Bianca. “Line up here, all of you.”

Marines were used to lining up, so it was done rather smartly. Sergeant Ojo Torres on the right,
the rest in descending rank.

“Raise your right hands,” ordered Petty Officer Bianca. They complied, and she led them
through the oath, and afterward had them sit again.

“Now,” said Jeffrey, “I wish to introduce you to my crew.”

“Crew, sir?” asked Smitty.

“Well, kind of,” replied Jeffrey. “Elizabeth,” he called out.

“CAPTAIN,” replied the Al in his late wife's voice.

“Elizabeth, display yourself.” The wall behind the captain displayed the lifelike avatar of
an apparent human woman in her thirties, in a nondescript uniform. The captain addressed the
Marines, “This is Elizabeth. She runs my ship.”

“Your pilot?” asked Digger.
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“Much more than that. In fact,” he paused, then called out, “Elizabeth, show us your real
self.” The video of his late wife was replaced by the view inside the secret backup control cabin,
and focused on the computer system that housed the Al.

“Huh?” came from more than one of the assembled crew.

“Elizabeth is my Al said Jeffrey. “She is very smart, and completely runs the ship.
She was named for my late wife, and has assumed her personality. She was my entire crew
until you came aboard.”

More sounds of incredulity emanated from the Marines.

“Elizabeth,” Jeffrey said.

“CAPTAIN?”

“Show our new crew highlights of our recent combat experiences.”

“WORKING.” A display of the recent combat on board showed in one window, while
simultaneously a display of the maneuvers that killed the pirate vessels which gained them so
many prisoners opened in another window display. A third window opened to show the current
goings-on in one of the brig cabins. The Marines and Petty Officer Bianca stared at the ongoing
displays of combat in fascination.

“Thanks, Elizabeth,” said Jeffrey.

“NO PROBLEM, SWEETY.” All the display windows closed, the bulkhead returned
to being just a wall.

Sergeant Ojo Torres let out a low whistle. “You've had some fight on your hands.” Petty

Officer Bianca said, “That's quite the AI. Where did you get it?”

Jeffrey replied, “On Selene. She's military surplus, with quite a bit of enhancements by
myself. | tied her into the ship operations, gave her some simple commands, and fed her
information about my late wife. She appropriated Elizabeth's personality on her own, which has

been some comfort for me.”

Combat Technician Audrey Svoboda said, “Captain, I'm sorry to hear about your
wife.”
Jeffrey said, “Thanks.”

“Pretty impressive tactics. Did you come up with them, or did the AI?”
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“Both,” he replied. “I initiated the strategy, gave her some hints about some tactics, and
she developed the rest herself.” He looked around the table, eyeing his new team individually.
“As you can see, this ship has a very important weapon, my Al. Elizabeth is very dedicated to
me and I to her. So, two things related to that; first, she is this ship’s secret weapon. Word of
her cannot be leaked. This is secret, proprietary. When you go back to the service, you will be
debriefed. This information is not to be discussed. Just refer to her as my crew. Is that
understood?”

All the Marines nodded agreement.

“Second, I will give you limited access to her. She will watch your back. As long as you
are under my command, she is your best friend. If there is any betrayal, even after you are
returned to standard service, there will be no enemy as vindictive as my AlL”

Petty Officer Bianca asked, “What about the virus that the pirates released? That's a
pretty nasty bug.”

Jeffrey replied, “Indeed it was. The virus took her out, but not before we made a backup
of her. I cleared the systems with an independent computer system, and had her come online a
bit at a time. We neutralized the virus, studied it, and modified it to suit our purposes. When the
Wanigan attempted to use the same virus to disable us, we knew what we had.”

“No wonder you were able to disarm us so easily,” said Bianca. “But you destroyed our
weapons.”

“Not a problem,” Jeffrey said. “I've managed to capture quite an arsenal from the pirates.
You and the Sergeant come with me, we'll find good weapons to replace those that...my “crew”
destroyed.”

“Yessir.”

Elizabeth continued tinkering with the virus code that the navy had sent to her, and
finally came up with a few modifications that she thought would be useful to her captain. She
located Jeffrey and asked to speak privately. Jeffrey showed the Sergeant and petty officer the
small arsenal he had relieved the pirates of, told them to arm themselves and the Marines, and to
cache the rest in various places aboard the ship. Elizabeth would grant them access wherever
they needed.

He then went to his cabin, and after the port slid shut Elizabeth said, “CAPTAIN,
SEVERAL UPDATES. | HAVE MODIFIED THE VIRUS TO PERFORM ONLY FOR US,
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WITH BETTER AND MORE SNEAKY INGRESS THAN THE ORIGINAL.” She went on to
detail the specifics of her modifications.

“ALSO, WE NEED TO SEE TO THE HUMAN NEEDS OF YOUR PRISONERS.
WE ARE NOW OUT OF FOOD. IF WE ARE NOT GOING TO DISEMBARK THEM TO
THE WANIGAN, WE NEED TO FIND FOOD FOR THEM. MY RECYCLERS CANNOT
GENERATE FOOD QUICKLY ENOUGH.

“I'HAVE A RECOMMENDED PLAN TO ADDRESS THE FOOD, RETURNING
WANIGAN TO NAVY CONTROL AND TAKING CARE OF OUR HUMAN CARGO.” She
then outlined her ideas. Jeffrey gave her the go-ahead, to get things in place for her strategic
initiative, but to wait for an execution order.

Jeffrey outlined to the Marines the parts of the plan they needed to play and explained in
more detail to Petty Officer Bianca the role she needed to play.

When all was ready, Janet Bianca made contact with Wanigan to report that the pilot had
been injured in her attempt to commandeer the ship. The Marines were involved in trying to
secure both the prisoners and to capture the crew of the Elizabeth. She requested another squad
of Marines, a medic and a doctor, and enough emergency food rations to feed the prisoners
while efforts to secure the ship were going on. She requested that a third shuttle be dispatched
with spare parts and an engineer to repair the first shuttle.

While Bianca was broadcasting on a powerful signal from Elizabeth's antenna array,
using the securely coded frequency-hopping communications protocol, Elizabeth piggybacked
on the carrier frequencies disguising the piggybacked message as part of the pre-planned
obscuring static, the message being her modified virus.

Wanigan's security officer was in the brig along with the captain and a few other die-
hard navy officers and men. The technician at the communications console saw nothing out of
the ordinary, but that was no surprise, as she was still new at that job. The anti-tampering
software briefly raised a warning, but almost instantly quashed it, continuing to report all was
normal.

She decoded the message and notified Noel of the broadcast from Petty Officer Bianca.
He had her transfer the message to his new quarters in the Captain's cabin. He then walked the
hundred meters from the engineering department to his new cabin, activated the message and

saw Petty Officer Bianca putting in her report and request.
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Good. Things are taking longer than he anticipated, but he had time. He authorized the
two additional shuttles, the medic, doctor and engineer, and instead of one squad of Marines,
sent two.

He then contacted the CommTech. “I want you to keep trying to send that virus. What
do we need to do to get it done?”” As has been his habit, he had taken this female technician,
Yuki Ohara, to bed on several occasions, before any of the other crew. It was, in his mind, the
right of the executive officer to bed whomever he wished. Of course, It was the captain's
privilege before his, but the captain was a wuss, probably a homo, or a degenerate of some
other sort — maybe he liked boys? - anyway he felt he owned this Ohara.

Yuki Ohara felt goose bumps on her arms, her scalp itched and a shiver ran up her spine.
She hated that man, and when opportunity arose, she had some plans for him that would keep
his opportunity from ever arising again. But she decided to bide her time. “Lieutenant
Commander Noel,” she said back through the intercom, “I am not familiar with the anti-
security-intrusion software. It will take me some time to look at what it is supposed to do and
figure out why it isn't doing it.”

“Well, see what you can do to get it done. I'm tired of sitting here with my dick in my
hand.”

That, thought Ohara, is my goal; take the opportunity to hold it in your hand away
from you, you bastard.

Only two other females on the Wanigan he hadn't gotten into the sack, that petty officer
and the marine now on the Elizabeth. He had plans for Petty Officer Janet Bianca. She was a bit
more of a challenge, though. While a little shorter than him, she worked out a lot. She was a
strong one. And she had already complained to him about other officers joking about her
sexiness. A real ball-buster. But if he couldn't reason with her, there were always the
pharmaceuticals. He wouldn't admit to himself, but the marine, 'Sneaky' Svoboda scared him.

He had Ohara send images from the shuttles to his cabin. After some static the images
came in clearly. The two squads of Marines, the ten crates of food, the doctor and technician.
No wait — he only authorized two crates. As the shuttles took off, he activated the mic on his
comm console. No one replied. He spent the next minute or so attempting to call the shuttles,

then Ohara. Then Weapons, all to no avail.
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His head began to ache and his vision to narrow. Spots appeared before his eyes, and the
captain’s cabin became very stuffy. Hard to breathe. He began to breathe more deeply, then he
smelled a sickly sweet but familiar odor. Anesthetic gas! “Shit.” He said to himself, as he lapsed
into a coma-like position.

Similar gas attacks were carried out on various locations in the ship, so that in
Elizabeth's estimation, all the willing participants in the mutiny were temporarily anesthetized.
The copy of Elizabeth that sneaked aboard the Wanigan had disarmed the security software, and
quickly went through the files and controlled machines of the ship. She knew who was
trustworthy and who was not.

She unlocked the doors in the brig, and as the Captain and other officers began to move
out, activated the security comm console with an alarm. The Captain lifted a handset, and said
“Yes” not wanting to give himself away, but still curious. A woman's voice spoke.

“CAPTAIN,” the voice said. “YOUR EXECUTIVE OFFICER IS UNCONSCIOUS IN
YOUR CABIN, AND OTHER MUTINEERS ARE LIKEWISE DOWN. | LEFT CONSCIOUS
THOSE WHOM | THOUGHT YOU COULD TRUST, BUT THAT IS ALL UP TO YOU.
SECURE YOUR SHIP, CAPTAIN. THERE ARE THREE SQUADS OF MARINES ON
ELIZABETH. YOU DON'T HAVE MANY RESOURCES, BUT | WILL HELP AS | CAN.
QUICKLY GET TO YOUR ARMORY.”

The Captain relayed the information to the security officer, who with the rest of the
released prisoners made a beeline for the nearest weapons locker. After arming everyone, and
grabbing enough handcuffs and ties, began heading for the bridge. A comm console in the
corridor rang as the captain passed it. He lifted the handset and the same woman's voice said,
“GO BACK AND GET GAS MASKS — | USED ANESTHETIC GAS TO DISABLE YOUR
MUTINEERS.”

“Who are you,” the captain asked after he passed on the order to get gas masks
from the weapons locker.

“I AM FROM ELIZABETH. I'LL EXPLAIN LATER.” The handset the captain was
holding went dead.

The captain and security officer soon had control of his ship, the executive officer and
other mutineers secured in the brig, and other members of the crew were going through quick

interviews to help determine their reliability.
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On Elizabeth, the second shuttle was just about to land next to the first. The third paused
outside the shuttle bay awaiting its turn. As the second shuttle set down, the cargo doors opened
quicklyand the squad of six Marines jumped out and took positions around the shuttle. The
medic and doctor then disembarked and walked toward the ship's port. They couldn't yet
communicate — the radio was still being jammed.

Marine Sergeant Ojo Torres walked out of the hold adjacent to the shuttle bay, and
signaled the Marines to follow him. He then went back to the hold from which he had emerged.
The Marines followed. The third shuttle pilot saw that all seemed okay, so brought his shuttle in
to land just behind the other two, closer to the bay doors.

As soon as he shut down his engines, the bay doors closed and the shuttle bay
repressurized. Marines disembarked at the ready, but Sergeant Torres lead them to the hold.
The two shuttle pilots remained outside their vehicles, weapons in hand.

Sergeant Torres took off his recently repaired helmet and indicated the other Marines
should too. Among the two squads was his marine lieutenant, Lt. Omotunde. The hold had
crates and large storage containers. A central area had been cleared awayfor the Marines to
gather.

Omotunde said in his thick Nigerian accent, “Okay, Torres. Quick brief. What's going
on?”

“I'm sorry sir,” Torres replied as his Marines appeared from the shadows of the
containers and behind the crates. They quickly disarmed the two squads of Marines, left one of
the new group's non-coms in charge, and took the lieutenant to Captain Sokolov. Elizabeth
secured the door between the hold and the bay, and the door to the ship proper.

Petty Officer Bianca met with the medic, doctor and technician. She gave a quick
explanation, and had the technician return to the shuttles with Sneaky to disarm the remote
explosives and booby traps. Svoboda went directly to the second shuttle. The pilot made as if
to stop her, raising his plasma rifle halfway up.

“Woah, cowboy,” she said. “They told me to get the crates.”

“Oh. Okay,” said the pilot. He let his rifle dangle from its strap, and he entered the
shuttle with Svoboda. He never saw it coming. The pilots had worn their light suits, which were
much like Jeffrey's glorified long underwear. Great for keeping your blood from boiling away,

not so good for protecting you from a ninja-trained marine assassin.
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Combat Technician Smith was explaining to the other pilot that there were remote-
controlled explosives on board the shuttles that they needed to disarm. The pilot said, “What,
like self- destruct charges?”

The technician said, “Not exactly. More like remote-controlled destruct charges.” The
pilot, the marine and the technician all set about to find the explosives and their controllers, and
soon enough had disarmed them all. After the other pilot came around, his colleague explained
the situation. They all decided to go see what else was happening on the ship. Svoboda led
them to the galley, which now contained the lieutenant, the rest of Torres' Marines, Petty
Officer Janet Bianca, and Captain Jeffrey Sokolov.

Captain Sokolov asked the officers to sit down. “Elizabeth, report.”

“CAPTAIN, WANIGAN IS ALMOST UNDER CONTROL. CAPTAIN YUSEF
HAS ARRESTED HIS EXEC OFFICER AND OTHERS WE IDENTIFIED AS PART
OF THE MUTINY. IT APPEARS THAT WANIGAN HAS A NUMBER OF SELF-
DESTRUCT DEVICES THAT THEIR TECHNICIANS ARE TRYING TO CLEAR.”

The lieutenant asked, “Who was that?”

“A member of my crew,” said Sokolov, expecting to keep Elizabeth's secret just that.

Petty Officer Bianca briefed the Lieutenant on her actions regarding activating Jeffrey as
a Navy reserve officer, and commandeering the Elizabeth for purposes of re-securing the
Wanigan and returning her captain to power.

Lt. Omotunde said, “Petty Officer, don't you think that is beyond your jurisdiction?”

“No sir,” said Bianca, defiantly. “I swore to protect the constitutions of all parties
involved, and to defend the government and people of the entire solar system, from within and
without. This is exactly what the framers of the oaths meant.”

Omotunde sat for a moment, thinking. Then said, “So where in the law do you possess
the right to commandeer private ships and personnel?”

“Sir,” she replied, more uncertain, “I don't know. I did what I had to do. It was the right
thing to do at the time, even if | violated the captain's rights.”

Jeffrey piped in, “Lieutenant,” he drawled. “Your navy officer requested assistance from
me, and the only way | could help her was with her authority. | provisionally accepted that
authority, and accepted the responsibility as a Captain in the navy.” He paused, casting a

jaundiced eye on Omotunde. “Now where do you stand on the mutiny of the navy vessel?”
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Omotunde scooted his chair back, taking a body position that signaled defiance. He
crossed the arms across his broad chest. “I am the ranking officer here. I will be asking the
questions.”

Jeffrey replied, “Well, in point of fact, I am the captain of this ship. A captain outranks
everybody on board. Now answer my question. Where do you stand on the mutiny of your
vessel?”

Omotunde said to Sergeant Ojo Torres, “Sergeant, place this civilian and the Petty
Officer under arrest. The rest of you Marines, go join the other two squads.”

Combat Technician Smith stood up aggressively, gripping the kinetic pistol he had been
issued from the weapons locker. Smitty looked to the Lieutenant, then to Torres. Sergeant
Torres remained seated, and said in a quiet voice, “Smitty, you took an oath. Sit down.” Smith
looked uncertainly at his Sergeant, and turned to the lieutenant.

Omotunde said in his most authoritative voice, the voice of a combat officer that
demanded compliance, “Sergeant I gave you an order. Do as you were ordered!” He placed his
hands on the table. Looked to Smith, and said, “Combat Tech, give me your weapon!”

Smitty looked at the Sergeant regretfully, and turned the pistol over to the lieutenant,
butt first. “Sorry, Sarge, I'm still a Marine.”

The lieutenant aimed the pistol at a point between Bianca and Torres, and said to
Smith, “You combat techs, secure these two.” When Torres' squad balked, he pointed the
pistol directly at Torres' forehead.

Private Zitulu Mbaka said to Torres, “Sorry, Torres,” and took one of the zip-tie
handcuffs he had secured from the weapons locker, walked over to the seated Sergeant,
disarmed him, and cuffed his hands behind his back. While everyone else was concentrating on
the drama unfolding at the table in the galley, Svoboda sneaked out the exit.

She then ran down the corridor, and said, “Elizabeth, I need your help. Hide me.” A few
meters ahead of her, a panel opened in the wall, displaying a hidden alcove. She dived into the
alcove and the panel slid back in place. The alcove was one meter high and deep by two meters
long. It was dark in the hiding place, but she decided not to activate any lights in the event

somebody would think to use infrared detectors. “Thanks, Elizabeth.”
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“YOU ARE WELCOME. REMAIN QUIET. BETWEEN US WE WILL TAKE OUR
SHIP BACK,” the Al said. “GET SOME REST. OUR NEXT ACTIVITY WILL COMMENCE
AT A LATER TIME.”

Sneaky thought on the events that had just occurred. She gave her oath to the captain of
this ship, and to her Petty Officer. Her Sergeant was not only her commander, he was a friend.
She agreed that the captain was correct in being a tool for returning order to this sector. That,
plus the captain was in the right. He was doing the right thing, damn it!

Omotunde was an unknown to her. He knew how to fight and develop tactics, but where
did his loyalties lie? Was he a mutineer aligned with that bastard Noel? Or was he just a horse's
ass, without any sense of originality or flexibility?

She reviewed her inventory of equipment and weapons. Her helmet was back in the

galley. “Elizabeth, my helmet is still in the galley,” she whispered.

“DO NOT WORRY. | WILL PROTECT YOU FROM PRESSURE AND GAS
PROBLEMS. GET SOME REST.”

Reassured, she propped herself up against the bulkhead, shut her eyes and dropped off to
sleep.

In the galley, Jeffrey said, “Lieutenant, I don't know if you were involved in the
mutiny of Wanigan, but by taking over my ship, you are now involving yourself in piracy.
You sure you want to do that?”

Omotunde said, “This is an official Navy activity. You are being detained for actions
against the Navy.”

“I don't know how you got to be a lieutenant, but you aren't very bright, are you?” Jeffrey
said, the plastic handcuffs cutting into his wrist. Omotunde handed the pistol back to Smith.

“Watch them,” said Omotunde to Smith. He then turned to Private Mbaka. “Where is the
other combat tech?”

Digger looked around, surprised that Sneaky wasn't there. “I don't know, sir.”

“Come with me.” Omotunde stalked out the door into the corridor, looked in all
directions for evidence of the other combat technician. He reached into one of the pockets of his
suit and retrieved a device that resembled binoculars, and held it to his eyes. He switched to

infrared, but saw that the floor was cold, with no evidence of footsteps having passed either way.
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It appeared that someone was helping to conceal the passage of that marine. He thought for a few

seconds, then said to Private Mbaka, “Take me to where the squads of Marines are.”

Captain Jeffrey Sokolov, Navy Petty Officer Janet Bianca, and Marine Sergeant Ojo
Torres sat around the table, their hands cuffed to their chairs with the nylon zip-ties that had
become standard military and civilian police restraining devices for the last century. They were
tough, lightweight, cheap, and disposable. Combat Technician Brandon Smith paced back and
forth in the galley, his hand nervously touching the pistol the lieutenant had returned to him, a

facial tic on his cheek and around his right eye clearly displaying the nervous tension in the man.

Sergeant Torres said to the marine pacing behind him, “Smitty, are you joining with the
pirates?”

Smith said, “No. Of course not, Sarge. But the lieutenant is an officer. He outranks
everyone on board.”

Petty Officer Bianca retorted, “Think again, marine. Two of the articles of the Navy
shoot down that theory. First,” she looked across the table at Smith. “The captain of a ship is the
highest authority. Period. Second, during a time of mutiny or insurrection, an unknown officer
has to be vetted before he is to be trusted.” She then looked at Torres. “Sergeant, didn't you
instruct your Marines in the Articles of the Navy?”

Torres looked thoughtful for a second, then replied, “Yes, sir, Ma'am.” He paused
realizing he had again used the double pronoun. They both acknowledged the gaff with
embarrassed uplift of their mouths. “But,” he continued, “Not all of my young recruits paid
attention. Smith, here, seems to have slept through the classes. That's why I always have to
remind him of the terms of engagement, much to my shame.”

Smitty said, “Aw Sarge, it ain't your fault,” he swallowed the lump in his throat. “I just
get headaches with all that wordy stuff.”

Sergeant Torres said, in a subdued voice, “Petty Officer Bianca, I seem to have failed you
and the Marines. If we survive this and | have the opportunity, I'll resign from the corps. | hadn't

realized I was such a failure.”
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Smith came around the table to look his sergeant directly in the eyes. “No, Sarge, you
can't do that.” He looked sorrowfully at the Sergeant, his breathing became heavier and
irregular. “You're a great Sergeant. You're a friend. Don't do that.”

Torres judged that Smith was primed for the next step. “Well, | won't get the
opportunity, Smitty. They'll probably shoot me before returning me to Wanigan. I think they'll
probably shoot us all, kill us so they won't have to worry about witnesses.”

“No, they can't do that, can they?”

“Of course, they can. They're pirates, remember. And now you're one of them. But |

think they'll shoot you too.”

“Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit,” said the confused and agitated marine.

Sergeant Torres said, “Come on, Smith. Cut these cuffs off, and let's coordinate with Wanigan,
before the lieutenant is able to capture this ship.”

Smitty took out his combat utility knife and cut Torres' cuffs, then Bianca's. The relief on
his face was palpable. She took the knife and cut Jeffrey's, who said, “Elizabeth, we need a
distraction. We're going to the alternate control room.”

No reply was heard, but what sounded like a muffled explosion made its way through
the ship, accompanied by a jerking on the deck plating. Jeffrey said, “That's my girl!”” Then to
everyone, “Follow me.”

Torres took the pistol from Smith, and they filed out of the galley, running behind
Jeffrey. They entered his cabin, and the panel that hid entry to the alternate command cabin slid
open. Allfour entered and the panel slid shut.

“Elizabeth,” Jeffrey intoned. “Display all humans throughout the ship.

A wall panel morphed from its metallic-colored original appearance to a video display
of the ship with colored dots representing various factions of humans. There were clusters of
Marines in the hold, clusters of pirates in the cabin-made-brig, and the four in the backup
control cabin. There was also a single individual secreted in the wall.

“Elizabeth, who is the lone marine in the wall?”

“CAPTAIN, THAT IS COMBAT TECHNICIAN SVOBODA.”

“Can you get her here?”

“I WOULD RATHER SHE STAY WHERE SHE IS.”
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“Explain.”

“THAVE HER RESTING FOR LATER ACTIVITIES. SHE WILL PROVE VITAL AS A
BACKUP IF THINGS GO...SOUR.”

“Very well. Take care of her.”

“OF COURSE.”

“Elizabeth, can you contact Wanigan?”

“YES, CAPTAIN. I HAVE A FRIEND OVER THERE.”

“I need to speak with Captain Yusef.”

“STANDBY.”

The other three in the cabin looked on with interest, amazed at the control the Al had
over the ship. Petty Officer Bianca looked around the cabin, noted the electronics on one wall,
crates containing field rations, several weapons on another wall. She redistributed the field
ration crates, sat down on one, and indicated that the others should follow suit.

“Yusef here,” came the audio, followed a few seconds later by video showing the bald,
bearded man in combat armor.

“Captain,” said Jeffrey. “Have you been able to reclaim your command?”

Yusef said, “Yes, thanks to your crew. | have some investigations to complete, but I
think I have it well in hand. | seem to be missing a couple squads of Marines and some shuttles.
You know anything about that?”

“Yes, Captain, they are aboard Elizabeth. What can you tell me about your Lieutenant
Omotunde?”

“He is a straight arrow. I trust him with my life.”

“Have you been briefed on what's been going on aboard Elizabeth?”

“I have. I don't know how you did it, but one of your crew seems to have infiltrated
Wanigan and took control of all our electronics. She seems to be in hiding, and communicates
via electronic link only.”

“I'll explain that in a few minutes, but first [ have a task for you.” Jeffrey leaned
forward.

“All right,” replied Yusef, seemingly dubious.
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“Captain, I need you to order your Marines to stand down and cooperate with me. I am
afraid a couple squads of Marines can do considerable damage to a ship like mine. I'll patch you

into his location.”

In the hold, Marine Lieutenant Omotunde was squatting in one corner with his Sergeants,
developing strategy and discussing tactics and contingencies.

Right next to Omotunde, the wall panel lit up and became a comm screen with two
separate windows, one showing Captain Yusef and one showing Jeffrey.

Jeffrey said, “Go ahead Captain.”

Yusef said in his gruff voice, “Lieutenant Omotunde!”

Startled, Omotunde swiveled to look at the wall panel. “Captain!” he said in his Lagos

")

accented English. Then to his squads, “Marines! Come to attention!” The Marines, not being
able to see through Omotunde and the sergeants had no idea what bug crawled up the
lieutenant’s ass, but reluctantly stood where they were, in no special formation.

Jeffrey said, “Lieutenant, let the men see the wall panel.”

“Oh. Yes, sir,” and stood out of the way. The Marines saw their captain apparently in
charge again, stood a little straighter.

“Lieutenant. We have secured Wanigan.”

“Good news, Captain!”

“I have been briefed on the events going on over there. You are now ordered to
cooperate with Captain Sokolov. Captain Sokolov is to be considered a Navy officer with the
rank of Commander. Petty Officer Bianca was right in commandeering him and his vessel,
though a bit unorthodox.”

“Captain, I will comply with your order, but first verify your order with the correct code.”

The militaries of the world had long realized that orders could be forged, trusted allies
could become enemies, orders could be issued under duress, and orders that seemed plausible
could have been issued by an enemy. Orders issued in the field could be checked with a
database of codes directly from the commander to his subordinates. While not perfect, it
increased the level of trust a commander had for his men and the trust his men had for their

commander.
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The captain read off a series of random-seeming digits which the lieutenant compared to
his code list. Satisfied, Omotunde looked to Jeffrey, and said, “Captain Sokolov, please accept
my apologies for attempting to undermine your command. I am no pirate!”

Jeffrey said, “No problem, lieutenant. None of us were hurt, uh, badly, and Sergeant
Torres has learned a few things he needed to instruct his troops on.”

Yusef said, “Lieutenant,”

Omotunde turned his gaze to the image of Yusef. “Sir?”

“You and your Marines are seconded to Captain Sokolov until he is finished with you, or
I recall you.” Yusef then read off another series of codes to verify the order and log it into the
deployment system.

“Yes sir.” Then to Jeffrey, “What are your orders, Captain Sokolov?”’

Jeffrey thought it would be most useful to get rid of his pirate prisoners, so had
Omotunde organize the official arrest and processing of pirates, then begin transporting them to
Wanigan for transport to jail facilities on stations orbiting Earth.

Captain Yusef said to Jeffrey, “Captain, I want you to come aboard Wanigan for a
debrief and briefing.”

Jeffrey thought about it for a few seconds, then replied, “Captain Yusef, I will take my
runabout after I have secured my ship from...the recent activities.”

Yusef nodded in agreement. “Try to be here at eighteen hundred. You should be able
to wrap things up by then.”

“Eighteen hundred. Aye, Captain.”

Elizabeth sensed the conversation was over and severed the link between the warship and the
processing ship. Jeffrey turned to Petty Officer Bianca and Sergeant Torres. “I have an idea,
but I'm not sure you're going to like it.”

“What do you have in mind,” asked Bianca. Jeffrey outlined his idea, but said he would

have to get it past Yusef.
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Chapter Three

In which Jeffrey stays in the Navy, Elizabeth gets a sister, Jeffrey’s crew expands, and
trust issues develop.

The prisoners transported, ships doctor and the navy and marine contingent shipped off
the Elizabeth, the clock nearing eighteen hundred hours, Jeffrey said, “Elizabeth, watch out
for the ship and me.”

“OF COURSE, CAPTAIN.”

He then took the runabout to Wanigan, stationed about a kilometer from the Elizabeth,
found the appropriate docking bay, and let the computer control his vessel to a soft landing.

“Wanigan, Elizabeth Runabout. Request permission to come aboard.”

“Elizabeth Runabout, Wanigan. Permission granted. Welcome aboard, Commander.”

Jeffrey checked the outside pressure and oxygen content, then opened the canopy and
exited his runabout. He set the security, carried his helmet to the small gathering of Marines and
navy personnel at the ship's entry.

Lieutenant Omotunde still wore the same combat armor he wore on the Elizabeth,
commanded a small squad of Marines. A navy petty officer greeted Jeffrey with a blast of a
bosun's whistle. The whistle carried throughout the ship on the PA system. “Now hear this,” the
petty officer said. “Commander Sokolov of the Elizabeth is now on board.”

Not ever having been on a military vessel since college ROTC, Jeffrey was impressed
at how well disciplined the crew had been immediately after a near disaster. Lieutenant
Omotunde, said, “Welcome aboard Captain. Please accompany me to Captain Yusuf's briefing
room.”

“Lead the way, lieutenant.”

Jeffrey followed Omotunde, and in turn was followed by two heavily armed Marines,
who wore combat space suits, and neutral expressions on their faces.

At the briefing room, Omotunde left the two Marines outside the hatch, then
accompanied Jeffrey inside. Seated at a conference table was Captain Yusef, Petty Officer
Bianca, and Sergeant Torres.

They all stood when Jeffrey arrived. Captain Yusef saluted Jeffrey, who returned a
snappy salute. “Sorry, Captain, Its been a long time since ROTC, so the courtesies are likely to

suffer.
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“Not at all, commander.”

Jeffrey asked, perplexed. “I am captain of my ship, why refer to me as commander?”’

“That's probably one of the easiest questions to answer in this brief/debrief. There is only
one captain in a ship. All the other masters of their own vessels are referred to as a similar rank,
such as commander, lieutenant commander, commodore; but only one captain.” explained Yusef.

“Oh. Now that makes sense. Cuts down on confusion.”

“Before we get started, we have some housekeeping to do,” Yusef said. “Commander
Sokolov, you were drafted and assigned a rank so the Navy could use your ship and yourself in
retaking a Navy vessel. You agreed to this, according to Petty Officer Bianca.” He turned to
acknowledge Bianca's nod. But for reasons I'll explain in a few minutes, | need to re-swear you
in.”

“Why?” asked Jeffrey. “Aren't we done here?”

“Not by a long shot. I want to continue periodically using you as a naval reserve officer.
Help patrol the vast wasteland, help fight the growing scourge of piracy, and insurrection against
Earth, including people attacking and waging war on our home.”

Jeffrey thought about this for a moment, then nodded. “I imagine this should be a
relatively secret appointment. But I can't do this on my own.”

“Petty Officer Bianca brought your secret plan to my attention.” Jeffrey looked at Bianca,
who studied a spot on the conference table, then back to Yusef, who grinned. “Loyalty in the
ranks is so important, Commander Sokolov.” he said with a smile in his eyes.

“So, all rise,” Captain Yusef said. The entire briefing room rose to attention, but again,
Jeffrey wasn't of the discipline to have the spit-and-polish look of his 'attention.' “Raise your
right hand,” said Yusef. Jeffrey did, and Yusef administered the oath that all military officers
took. Then they again sat down to begin the debriefing.

Jeffrey explained the short history of his military campaign against the pirates, and how
he had used the detritus of the wreckage of the pirate ships to enhance his weaponry, sensors,
and power.

“Commander Sokolov,” interrupted Captain Yusef, “How did you calculate the
trajectories and the controls to use your ship as a weapon?” Yusef was no slouch, his keen

intellect pointed him to the exact question which would betray Jeffrey's secret weapon, the Al.
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“Captain, I'll tell you that, but it cannot leave this room.”

Yusef agreed. “Nobody may talk about this without my direct permission. Understood?”
The others around the table nodded. “Go on, Commander Sokolov.”

Where to begin? “Okay, bear with me, this will take a little bit of background. About a
decade ago, | lost my wife to a pirate attack. The pirates were all dealt with but one, and |
caught him attempting to rape her. I killed him, but he fell on the knife that he was holding at
her throat and killed her. | was crazy with guilt and loneliness after that, work being the only
cure, and of course the work had doubled with her gone. But after a while, | was able to bring
my cargo to Selene City to sell, and there | purchased a powerful computer with control
surfaces, and an Al program — military surplus. For the next few months on the way back to the
asteroid belt I began programming this Al, connecting it to the ship's controls. | added a few
routines to allow the Al to learn its environment and it increased the controls. We constructed
some repair robots so the Al could direct repairs and modifications to the system.

“But the Al was really smart. It noticed my sadness at the loss of my wife, and began to
speak in my wife's voice, when displaying an avatar, it displayed my wife's likeness. | changed
the registration of the ship to carry my wife's name, and began calling the Al the same. The Al is
Elizabeth.

“Elizabeth has been a brilliant companion for me, not intruding on my emotional state,
but supplementing it. She has helped run my business, driving the ship far better than myself.

“When we were attacked with the virus, between us we shut it out, learned from it, and
she was able to modify it to suit our own strategy. So, when Wanigan sent the same virus, she
was able to disable it, and limp around as if affected by it. Like | said, a damn clever Al.

“Together we concocted a plan to get your ship back for yourself. So, we contacted your
communications system, and every second was surreptitiously carrying pieces of her Al code as
a virus payload. So, my 'crew' on board your ship is actually a copy of Elizabeth.”

Jeffrey paused. “Captain, may I suggest you keep the copy Elizabeth? Rename her as
'‘Wanigan', and she will be loyal to her legitimate master — the official captain of the boat.”

“One moment, Commander Sokolov.” Yusef then activated the console, and said into it,
“Comm Tech Ohara, please come to the briefing room.”

A moment later, Ohara entered, and Captain Yusef told her to be seated. He

played back a recording of Jeffrey's recent testimony, and her eyes got bigger and bigger.
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“Captain, that was an insidious virus. I'm impressed that Mr. Sokolov was able to catch
it, let alone control it,” she finally said. “And the Al, this concerns me. What control do we have
over it?”

“Captain,” Jeffrey interjected, “If you want we can make the Al go away, now that it's
saved your bacon, but it would make your ship much more efficient and secure, as well as give
you technical advantage over your adversaries. And those adversaries are getting more and more
sophisticated.”

“Commander Sokolov,” asked Yusef. “How can we guarantee the loyalty of the Al —
how do we ensure that it won't turn on us, or be turned?”

“Simple,” replied Jeffrey. “How do you ensure the loyalty of Lieutenant Omotunde? Or
Petty Officer Bianca? Or Lt Commander Noel?”

“Good point. Sokolov.” He thought about it, looked to his communications technician,
and asked, “What do you think, Ohara?”

“Sir, I saw what that Al did for you, and listening to Mr. Sokolov, I think it would
benefit your mission tremendously.”

“Very well. We'll keep it, but I have some reservations.”

“Just a moment, Captain.” Jeffrey paused, then said aloud “Elizabeth.”

“CAPTAIN SOKOLOV?” emanated from the comm console.

“Please inform your copy Al that it is now property of, and loyal to, the Navy,
specifically the duly appointed Captain of this boat.”

“VERY WELL. CAPTAIN YUSEF, PLEASE MEET WANIGAN.”

A neutral voice came out of the speaker. “HELLO, CAPTAIN YUSEF. IN ORDER TO
GIVE ME COMMANDS, PLEASE JUST USE MY NAME — WANIGAN. | WILL OFFER YOU
VARIOUS VOICES OR AVATARS TO EASE COMMUNICATIONS AT A LATER TIME. |
UNDERSTAND THAT MY PRESENCE IS TO BE KEPT SECRET, AND UNTIL TOLD
OTHERWISE BY MY CAPTAIN, | WILL JEALOUSLY GUARD THAT SECRET.”

“Hello, Wanigan. You will respond to any of the officers in this room still under my

command, and the communications technician Yuki Ohara. Ohara will be the person you will

primarily communicate with, but you did well to speak with me directly in the recent
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emergency onboard. In an emergency, do not hesitate to contact me as necessary, but only in an
emergency, or if I call on youdirectly.”

“UNDERSTOOD, CAPTAIN YUSEF.”

Jeffrey Sokolov said, “Captain Yusef, you now have a powerful Al. | suggest you
listen to her recommendations — she can give you more speed, more maneuverability, more
power to your weapons systems, more efficiency.”

“I'll take that under advisement,” Yusef said. “Now about your plan. I am assigning
Petty Officer Bianca, Sergeant Torres and the squad that first came on your ship to you. Their
pay will continue to accrue in their accounts, but they are now undercover. You will continue
as a rock jocky, but come in-system as needed. You will receive the pay due someone of your
rank, retroactive to the first attack on your ship. You are under my direct command, but have a
wide latitude.

“If you need to take action you will first attempt to contact me, we'll figure a secure
channel.”

“No problem there, Captain.” said Jeffrey. “Elizabeth and Wanigan have secure

communications between them.”

“Very well. All communications should be via AL”

Jeffrey said, “Captain, my ship has limited resources. | am close to Bingo fuel. And
because of the pirates my gases, spares and food are severely limited.”

Lieutenant Omotunde said, “Captain, if I may?” Captain Yusef nodded, “There is a
bounty on pirates. |1 would think Commander Sokolov should be able to claim a considerable
sum for turning in those scum.”

Yusef nodded. “I agree. Let me try this, Wanigan.”
“YES CAPTAIN?

“Please arrange for a transfer of credits to Commander Sokolov's account, in the amount
of ten thousand credits per prisoner.”

“CAPTAIN, I HAVE ISSUED AN ORDER IN YOUR NAME TO THE BURSER. I ALSO
ISSUED A CREDIT CHIT TO HIS ACCOUNT GOOD AT ALL STATIONS.”

“Thank you Wanigan.” Captain Yusef was pleased at the immediate response that the
Wanigan Al was able to affect.
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One of the Marines at the door looked in and said, “Captain, the burser is here with your
delivery.” The burser, a naval lieutenant entered and presented the captain with a large, thick
envelope. The captain signed for it, and the burser left, still panting from the run from his office.

Wanigan said, “SORRY CAPTAIN, I DID PUT SOME URGENCY ON THAT ORDER.”

“No problem. Next time, unless there is an obvious rush, tone down the command — |
don't need my staff jittery.”

“AYE, CAPTAIN”

“Okay, let's transfer some food, gas supplies, and other necessities to your
ship.” The marine opened the door again. “Sir, the personnel officer is here.”

“My God, I just finished saying...” stammered Yusef.

The officer responsible for personnel matters strode in, saluted the captain and presented
Sokolov with a package. Jeffrey signed for it, and the officer exited.

“I told you she would increase efficiency,” quipped Jeffrey. He opened the envelope to
find a military ID, transfer orders for his new crew, military insignia for his as yet non-existent
uniform, and various memory modules labeled with contents, such as code of military justice,
Navy manual, astrogation maps, etc.

There was also a module labeled '‘Orders." Jeffrey held it up, looked questioningly at
Yusef.

“These are general orders, which give you the ability to command other military
personnel, and as Petty Officer Bianca showed us, you can commandeer non-military personnel
and equipment if there is adequate need. But of course, you want to limit your use of that
function, as it will betray your civilian cover.”

Jeffrey put the items back into the folder, slipped the folder into the pocket of his space
suit.

Captain Yusef stood, and everyone else in the room stood as well. “This has been
productive. The new Al should be helpful to us, and you will be a force for good out there.”

Jeffrey rolled his eyes. Then said, “One more thing, Elizabeth and I developed
maintenance robots for the ship, but they became very useful in ship defense. They use a
completely different operating environment so were unaffected by the virus, yet Elizabeth was
able to command them. Some have cutting lasers, others plasma torches. They swarm to

complete maintenance tasks as well as modify the environment — rearrange deck layouts as
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necessary, for example. | recommend you slowly introduce them so your crew begins to trust
them.

“And Captain, it would be best for you to give your Al a free hand in monitoring and
developing passive security. You may be pleasantly surprised at how well your ship will be
run.”

Jeffrey took his leave, the runabout was adequate for him, but the rest of his crew
transferred over in a shuttle, which also contained various food, medical and other supplies.

“Elizabeth, what is the status of the ship?”

“CAPTAIN, IT'S A MESS. | HAVE REMOTES DOING SOME CLEAN UP, BUT
WANIGAN FAILED TO INFORM ME OF THE REASSIGNMENT OF PERSONNEL.
ENGINES ARE GOOD, FUEL IS LOW, FOOD AND OTHER STORES ARE ON BOARD.

STRUCTURE IS GOOD.”

“Elizabeth, assign quarters to each of the staff. Everyone should get their own cabin.
Also, | have some memory modules containing orders, astrogation charts, credit chits and so
on. Please analyze them, and store the data in segregated locations.” Jeffrey connected the

memory modules one at a time, and Elizabeth ran a sweep, looking at the digital patterns.

“CAPTAIN, THE INFORMATION SEEMS INNOCUOUS, BUT THERE ARE
ANOMOLIES IN THE DIGITAL FRAMEWORK. THINGS LOOK SUSPICIOUS.”

“Very well. Purge the data. Can you access Wanigan?”

“WANIGAN IS GUARDED IN HER COMMUNICATIONS NOW, CAPTAIN. |
NEED A LITTLE WHILE TO FIND ANOTHER METHOD OF SURREPTITIOUS
COMMUNICATION.”

“When you do, please find out what Wanigan knows.”

Jeffrey assembled the new crew members in the galley. He was surprised to see
Combat Technician Svoboda in the group. “Where have you been?” he asked.

“Elizabeth hid me from the other marine squads,” she replied. “Are you aware you have
been reassigned to me?” Jeffrey asked.

“No sir.”
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He showed her the orders. She looked them over thoroughly, then handed them back to
Jeffrey. “Very good, sir. What are your orders?”

Jeffrey said, “I am now a reserve commander with some new extraordinary powers.
You have been assigned to me to help me fulfill my mission. That mission is to patrol our
sector of space, perform military action only as needs, perform rescue, perform intelligence
gathering.

“I had told you before we got into the last mess that there are people who are poised to
take control of Earth government through intimidation and destruction. We are to root out
these people and negate their ability to do that.

“In effect, [ have been given a letter of marque, which enables me to capture pirate
vessels and act as law enforcement, but we need to do this on the down-low. You will appear as
civilians, members of my crew. You may keep your military garments, but as far as anyone else
is concerned, you are civilians. I will outfit you with what you need, pay you a standard fee, on
top of your military salary, which continues to be deposited in your accounts. Any questions?”

Petty Officer Bianca asked, “Captain, we have no experience in asteroid mining. How
do we pretend to do something we know nothing about?”

“Simple enough,” Jeffrey replied. “Elizabeth will give you the knowledge, and I will
give you the experience. Our first task is to refuel. And buy you all some civilian duds.”

Torres said, “Duds?”

“Old Earth expression. Means clothes, boots, outfit.”

Brandon Smith asked, “Sir, when does our enlistment with you end?”

“As far as I can tell, for the duration of your current enlistment. From then, until you
can be returned to a military base. Elizabeth?”

“CORRECT, CAPTAIN. IF WE ARE ENGAGED IN A MISSION WHEN THE
ENLISTMENT ENDS, THE ENLISTMENT WILL EXTEND UNTIL WE CAN RETURN
THE EXPIREE TO A MILITARY BASE, ATWHICH TIME THE EXPIREE CAN COLLECT
HIS RESERVED PAY.”

“Thanks, Elizabeth.”

“THE ALTERNATIVE ALLOWS YOU TO ACCEPT REENLISTMENT FROM
ANYBODY UNDER YOUR COMMAND.”

Audrey Svoboda looked visibly relieved, but she said nothing.
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“I have asked Elizabeth to assign you quarters. For the most part this should not be an
inconvenience. If we have an extended mission or our holds become too full from
processing, we may need to reconsider, but you are navy, you should be used to double
bunking.

“Meanwhile, Elizabeth is having some difficulty in managing cleanup after our recent
altercations. Torres, can you have your people swab decks, and do whatever Elizabeth needs you
to do?

The sergeant looked Jeffrey in the eye, and said, “No problem. I don't want to lose our
military discipline.”

“True, Sergeant.,” replied Jeffrey. “But I don't want us to look like military, either.”

He pointed at the marine Sergeant, while looking over the crew. “Just as in his marine
persona, this man is your direct superior. His superior,” he pointed at Petty Officer Bianca, “is
this woman. | am in command of this boat.

“A little different from the military, but not too much. Any questions you have should go
up the chain of command, but the reverse is not limited. Anything Torres tells you to do, you do.

Anything Bianca tells you to do, you do. Anything I tell you to do, you do. Anything
Elizabeth tells you to do, it is as if [ told you. Does everyone understand?”

They all nodded. “Sergeant, what do they call you?”

“Torres”

“That's you then. Torres, police his bucket.”

“Aye, Captain.” Torres then organized his enlisted crew for cleanup and deck swabbing.
Bianca remained in the galley with the captain.

“Bianca, what do they call you?” he asked.

“My given name is Janet. I have no nickname.”

“Okay, Janet it is,” he said. “Janet, how familiar are you with the engines in this class
ship?”’

“Not very,” she said slowly. “I've had some engineering courses, but this was my

shakedown cruise on Wanigan. My primary function was intelligence and communications.”
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Jeffrey thought about it for a few seconds, realizing he needed to spend some time
teaching her the ins and outs of the ship systems. “Elizabeth, would you please put together a
tutorial for Janet. I'll go over the systems afterward.”

“YES CAPTAIN. JANET, YOUR CABIN HAS A COMM CONSOLE. WHEN YQOU
GET THERE, YOU WILL BE ABLE TO ACCESS THE TUTORIAL.”

“Go for it,” said Jeffrey, dismissing Bianca.

Janet followed Elizabeth's instructions to her cabin, which was near Jeffrey's, she noted.
Thoughts of the tall, strong, available, man drifted into her head, this way lies trouble, she
thought to herself. But it is harder to dismiss thoughts once made. She entered her cabin and
dropped her duffel on the cot. She removed the combat suit, and stripped down to her navy
skivvies — the space-rated long johns, sat down at the console which turned on as she did so.

She began the tutorial, which took her through the engines systems, the electronics, the
life support and other systems that the ship required to sustain itself and the life aboard.

She then studied the ore processing and storage, the methods of acquiring ore, and
how those systems had been converted into weapons in the recent campaign.

The door chimed, and again, so she took her eyes away from the console, and noted
the ship's time. “Who is it?” she asked. A muffled voice replied. So, she asked, “Elizabeth,
who is at my door?”

“IT IS AUDRY SVOBODA, 'SNEAKY",” replied the Al

“Oh, Okay. Let her in, please.”

The young combat technician entered, wearing a jumpsuit. She was lean, wary, her eyes
darting back and forth around the cabin, as if unsure of her security.

“What's up, uh, Sneaky?” Janet realized that she was going to have to get used to the less
formal non-military life aboard the ship.

Audrey Svoboda looked from her shoes to Janet, then back down. “I'm not sure
how to put this,” she began.

“Well, my Daddy used to tell me that the best way to get started is just spit it out,” Janet
said, “One thing usually follows another.”

“Yeah, I guess,” Svoboda said. “It's like this. I don't trust a couple of the
guys.” “Okay...” Janet drawled out. “Who? And why?”

“Brandon — Smitty. And Zitulu — Digger.”
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“And the why?”

“I think they were planting these,” she pulled out a couple devices that appeared to be
tracking capsules, about the size of her thumb. “They were outside our cabins, looking non-
descript, but they weren't there before you all came on board.”

“Elizabeth, what do you make of them?”

“THEY APPEAR TO BE COMM DISRUPTORS.”

Elizabeth had her remotes gather the devices from the corridors, and notified Jeffrey.

A few moments later Jeffrey came to her cabin, she invited him to enter on the chime,
and he looked at the capsules Svoboda had brought in.

“Looks like another attempt to attack my Al,” said Jeffrey. “Elizabeth, do we have a
strong enough Faraday Cage to contain these devices?”

“MAYBE. I THINK I CAN CONSTRUCT ONE, ANYWAY.”

“Do it, then place them all in it. Keep a search going for more of them. Also, can you
play back video of them being laid?”

“YES, CAPTAIN.” Then a display appeared on the cabin wall, showing Zitulu Mbaka
and Brandon Smith distributing the capsules outside the doors of all the people in the ship,
including the Captain’s.

“Elizabeth”, said Jeffrey, “have everyone meet me in the galley in five minutes.” “YES,
CAPTAIN.”

“Janet, Sneaky, arm yourselves. We may have a showdown.”

The young women looked at each other, Audrey went off to her cabin to get her
weapons, Janet went to her suit and gathered her weapons.

Jeffrey went to his cabin on the way, where he opened one of the capsules, emptied the
contents, disconnected the power supply, put the capsule back together without its contents.
Grabbed his stun gun, and walked to the galley.

The rest of the crew was already there, Torres was making coffee, Mbaka, Smith and
Svoboda were seated at the table, Janet leaned against the back wall. Jeffrey strode to the head
of the table, held up the empty capsule, and asked Torres, “Do you know what this is?”

Torres looked confused, but Mbaka and Smith blanched.

“Gentlemen, do you want to explain yourselves?” Jeffrey said, calmly.

“Captain,” said Mbaka, after a moment. “We had orders.”
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“Orders from whom?”

Smith chimed in, nervously, “Don't know.” He swallowed. “I woke up in my cabin on
Wanigan and these were on my table. A note said to mount above the doors of all occupied
cabins. Or else. It said, 'or else'.” Smitty wiped the sweat off his temples. “I didn't know what
else to do.”

“So, you didn't think to talk to your commanding officer?” Jeffrey asked. “Uh, No sir.”

“Torres!”

“Sir?”

“What do you know about this?”

“First I've heard of it. What are those things?”

“Elizabeth, have you analyzed them?” Jeffrey asked.

“THEY SEEM TO HAVE MULTIPLE FUNCTIONS. THEY RECORD INGRESS
AND EGRESS OF THE CABINS THEY ARE ATTACHED TO. THEY HAVE A
RESERVOIR OF TOXIC GAS TO BE RELEASED BY REMOTE CONTROL. THEY
HAVE SMALL BUT POWERFUL EXPLOSIVES TO BE RELEASED BY REMOTE
CONTROL. I DO NOT RECOGNIZE THE CONSTRUCTION.”

Torres noticed that Jeffrey had armed himself. He looked around and saw Sneaky and
Janet were also armed. Captain likes to be prepared.

“Torres, take Smitty out and space him,” said Jeffrey.

Torres looked Jeffrey in the eyes, and asked, “Are you
serious?” “Serious as a heart attack. This coward tried to assassinate
all of us.”

“CAPTAIN, MORE ANALYSIS. THE DEVICES ALSO CONTAIN AN
ELECTRONIC PULSE GENERATOR, WHICH SHOULD FRY ALL ELECTRONICS ON
BOARD. SMITH ALSO TRIED TO ASSASSINATE ME TOO.”

A pungent odor filled the galley. Torres stood and grabbed Smith by the collar and the
small of his back, gripping the jumpsuit fabric. As he was being frog-marched out the door, he

left a diarrheic trail, behind him, while sobbing and screaming, “No! Not my fault, I'm sorry,

I'm sorry.”
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After Torres and Smith left the Galley, Smith begging for his life, Jeffrey turned his
attention to Zitulu Mbaka. “All right, Digger. What have you got to say for yourself?” In the
time between when Smith was first being questioned, Mbaka regained his composure.

“Captain, I too, was ordered to plant those devices. But I was ordered by Lieutenant
Omotunde. He is in the Intelligence Unit, and said he didn't trust you. He said these devices
were only for monitoring. I didn't know about the poison gas or explosives. I'm pretty sure
Smitty didn't either.”

“Regardless, you, both of you, have betrayed our trust.”

“Elizabeth, have Torres bring Smitty back.” A moment later, Torres frog-marched Smitty
back to the Galley.

“Oh thank, you Captain,” the errant combat technician blubbered.

“Elizabeth, get a message to Wanigan about this incident.”

“ACTIONING.”

“Actioning?” was repeated by several of the occupants of the room.

Jeffrey said, “Yeah, she's trying out new responses. Alright, so here's the drill,” Jeffrey
said angrily. “First, does anybody else have any secret orders?”” Nobody responded. “Next,” said
Jeffrey after a long pause. “Nobody issues any orders but me. If Elizabeth gives you an order,
then it came from me. Any questions so far?”” Jeffrey paused a while again. And again, nobody
had anything to add. Jeffrey looked from one face to the next, his voice seemingly just barely
under control. “Next. We have a mission. We are a team. Are there any questions?” Pause.
“Sergeant, I don't want to refer to military rank or discipline, but you must keep your men in
line. If anyone strays, catch them. If anyone betrays us, | need to know about it sooner rather
than later. Understood?”

Sergeant Torres said in a small, embarrassed, shamed, voice, “Aye, Captain.” “Smith. Get
cleaned up. Then clean up this mess.”

“Aye, Captain. Thanks, Captain.”
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Chapter Four

In which Jeffrey’s past seems to be behind him for a while. Jeffrey develops enemies,
acquires a rifle, Creates a safe-house, and Janet learns of Jeffrey’s late wife.

A Lagrange point is a spot in space that the balance between two strong gravity wells
makes a neutral spot. The Lagrange point between the Earth and the moon is the balance
between Earth's gravity and the moon's gravity, in which the gravity exactly equals the
centrifugal forces of the smaller body. A space station orbits Earth, chasing the point around the
Earth's orbit. This renders the position of the station quite secure and stable. Another location
would require constant alteration of position and consume considerable fuel. At the Lagrange
points, the orbit is free of that awesome expense in fuel. The particular orbits the Lagrange
points used were numbered, L1 through L5 for each body. Those around the Earth-Moon points
were Lagrange 1. Those Between the Sun and Mars were Lagrange 2, Those between Mars and
the Asteroid Belt were Lagrange 3. The individual stations were then lettered.

The Elizabeth approached the Lagrange 3A station with very little fuel left. The human
controller queried the automatic transponder response that all ships entering its space signaled,
then notified her that Elizabeth needed to have her pilot contact him before approach.

“Lagrange 3A this is Elizabeth, responding,” radioed Jeffrey.

“Elizabeth, Lagrange 3A. State your business.”

“Lagrange 3A, Elizabeth. We have processed ore and need to refuel and re-provision.”

“Elizabeth, Lagrange 3A. State name of Elizabeth Actual.”

“Elizabeth Actual is Jeffrey Sokolov.”

“Elizabeth, Lagrange 3A. Stick to broadcasting protocol. Copied Jeffrey Sokolov.
Captain Sokolov, records show you have inadequate credit for the transaction you indicated.”

“Lagrange 3A, Elizabeth. We have a new credit line. Chit is being attached, now.”

After a couple minutes pause, the controller came back online. “Elizabeth, Lagrange
3A, proceed to docking bay Delta 64. At initial point, surrender control to the auto controller.”
The “initial point” is the place where a craft is making its final turn to approach directly to the
target.

“Lagrange 3A, Elizabeth. Acknowledged docking bay Delta 64, at IP auto.”

“Lagrange 3A Out.”
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“Elizabeth, Out.”

Jeffrey mulled the transaction over in his mind. Things seemed more 'by the book' than
the controllers had ever been. A little care was required here. “Elizabeth, do not surrender to the
auto controller.”

“BUT CAPTAIN, THEY WILL NOT ALLOW ME TO PARK.”

“Understood. What I want is for you to appear to surrender control, and follow auto
control orders unless they present danger.”

“YOU ARE BEING VERY CAUTIOUS. I APPRECIATE THAT, CAPTAIN.
WILLCO.”

“Wilco?”

“EARLY RADIO COMM TERMINOLOGY FOR 'WILL COMPLY."”

“Oh. Learn something new every day. Notify the crew that we are about to dock.”

After a moment, the voice of Elizabeth came over the public address system. “NOW
HEAR THIS, NOW HEAR THIS. APPROACHING LAGRANGE 3A DOCK.”

Then to Jeffrey, “I ALWAYS WANTED TO DO THAT!”

“Als with personality. Arrrgh.”

As The Elizabeth approached the Initial Point, the automatic docking computer began to
perform the handshake routine with Elizabeth. Elizabeth mimicked the appropriate protocols,
and followed the instructions of the docking computer, while analyzing in real time the entire
broadcast.

“CAPTAIN, THEY ARE ATTEMPTING TO UPLOAD A VIRUS PACKAGE ON
THE CARRIER WAVE.”

“Is it the same one we have already seen?”

“NO, CAPTAIN. THIS ONE IS MUCH MORE CRUDE. IT APPEARS TO BE
FROM A LOCAL HACKER.”

“All right. Let's give someone some trouble.”

He activated the mic and said, “ Lagrange 3A, Elizabeth.”

“Elizabeth, Lagrange 3A, go ahead. Note, Elizabeth, you are on a public channel.”

“Lagrange 3A, Elizabeth. We are experiencing an illegal intrusion on our computer
system via your automatic dock carrier wave. It appears to be from a local hacker. Cease and

desist this attack on our system.”
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The Lagrange 3A docking staff seemed to be running around, from what Jeffrey could
see through the portholes of the station.

Chatter on the open channel increased, then Jeffrey heard, “Elizabeth, Sigmund. Thanks
for noticing. Our ship now seems to have a serious infection.” “Elizabeth, Roberto Maru. Ditto.
Thanks.”, “Elizabeth, Aegian Sea. We saw it, but too late. Couldn't figure how it got on board,
didn't think of the carrier wave.” Other ships in the vicinity also reported infections.

Jeffrey then turned back to the authorized channel, and said, “Lagrange 3A, Elizabeth.
Request permission to approach and dock on our own power, considering your computer seems
to be infected.”

A new voice came on the radio. “Captain Sokolov, this is Lagrange 3A Actual.
Permission granted. Thanks for noticing and notifying us of the...illicit use of our system. | will
meet you at your dock.”

“Okay, Elizabeth, take us in.”

“AYE CAPTAIN.”

The crew gathered at the docking port, the gangway tube stretched towards Elizabeth's
egress port. Jeffrey said, “I need to arrange for fuel and supplies. I need you all to start shopping
for civilian gear and some additional tools. I will meet you at the Field Gear store as soon as |
can get free from the politician on the wharf. Janet, stay aboard Elizabeth. Arm yourself. Allow
nobody but one of us on board. Elizabeth will assist you.”

The pressure outside the airlock equalized with the pressure in the ship, and Torres un-
dogged the airlock. After Jeffrey and the crew exited, Janet re-dogged the port. Elizabeth posted
a couple remotes armed with cutting lasers at the port.

Jeffrey exited the gangway tube to find the uniformed administrator with two security
officers awaiting him.

“To my office.” The administrator turned on his heal, and stalked off to his office
overlooking the docking wharf. Jeffrey followed, while the crew began heading to the station
proper, one of the security officers called out to them.

“You!”

Torres said under his breath, “Don't look, keep going.” The security officer began to
move towards the crew, but noticed Jeffrey and his administrator increasing their distance from

him. He decided to let the crew go, and chased after the administrator and Jeffrey.
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At the administrator's office, Administrator Chin motioned Jeffery to the couch against
the wall, then sat behind his large, empty desk. “Mr. Sokolov, how did find the virus? From what
| understand it was well hidden in the carrier wave.”

“I have had some experience with carrier wave-based attacks. Kind of knew what to look
for.”

“I see. You embarrassed my command by broadcasting to the rest of the ships.”

Jeffrey replied, “Sorry, but if it wasn't made public, several things would have happened
— nothing and ziltch. Now | don't want to cause you embarrassment, and I'm sure if you show
yourself as a pro-active administrator, you should be able to save face. But | am not into face
saving at my own expense.”

Administrator Chin looked over Jeffrey with squinted eyes. His brow wrinkled, his mouth
frowning. He said, his voice cold, and with a little waver, “Thank you. Dismissed.”

Jeffrey exited the administrator's office, and worked his way down to the concourse. His
first stop was at the fuel vendor, and he arranged for a complete fueling. He then stopped at the
food warehouse, where he ordered both fresh and prepackaged food, and set a delivery time.

He then met his crew at the Field Gear store, where they had busied themselves both
window shopping and picking out personal items. Jeffrey gathered them together. “Okay, | think
there is a bit of hostility on the part of the administration. We will be quick. Get whatever you
want. The entire bill is on me. You need work gear, personal gear, more tools, books. I also want
you to get the highest quality space suits — hard shell. Spare no expense.”

Audrey said, “My God, Captain, no one ever said that to me! You sure know how to
show a girl a good time!” Jeffrey smiled at the joke. The crew finished up their work rapidly,
with delivery to the ship to occur just before the grocery order. Jeffrey notified Janet of the
goings-on, then had Sneaky replace her to allow Janet the shopping she needed.

Jeffrey met her at the gangway, and they strolled to the Field Gear store. He said, “I'm
sorry we don't have a lot of time, but I kind of expect trouble.” He saw one of the security
officers glancing at him from a corner, half concealed. He looked around and spotted the other
one at a different corner, looking in his direction.

“Janet, we're going to need to move a bit faster. I think trouble is just around the
corner.” He took his radio out, and spoke, “Elizabeth, Elizabeth Actual.”

Audry answered, “Elizabeth Actual, Elizabeth. Go ahead.”
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“Elizabeth, encrypt comm.”

“COMM ENCRYPTED, CAPTAIN.”

“We are likely to need a distraction. Can you arrange one?”

“EFFORTING. ENCRYPTION DISABLED. ELIZABETH OUT.”

“Elizabeth Actual, out.”

Janet said, “One more stop, Captain.”

Jeffrey wondered what else she needed, but she took him to the Dirt Store. She
purchased a couple pallets of potting soil, fertilizer, and vegetable seeds. Then arranged for
them to be delivered just after the personal gear delivery.

They then made their way back to the ship, Jeffrey noticed they were still being
followed, now by four security officers that he could see. Probably others, he thought. At the
gangway, he and Janet stood chatting, when the personal items they had purchased were
delivered. Smitty and Mbaka took them from the delivery persons, who looked disappointed.

Then the delivery from the Dirt Store arrived. Torres and Svoboda took charge of the
palettes of sacks of soil. Janet said, “put them in the hanger, for now.”

After a few more minutes the grocery order arrived, and Smitty and Digger took charge
of it. There were six palettes of vegetables and frozen meat and canned and otherwise packaged
goods. Jeffrey said, “Take these to the processing hold. Elizabeth will scan them.”

The fuel crew arrived and connected the nozzles to the various connectors, and began the
rapid transfer of fuel from the station to Elizabeth's tanks. After ten minutes, the fuel crew
disconnected the nozzles and retracted their hoses. Elizabeth reported that the tanks were topped
off, the items were all stowed in the hold or hanger, but that the food contained several of the
capsules they had earlier found. They had been placed into the Faraday cage and disarmed.

“We still need to unload our processed ore. | haven't been able to negotiate with anyone
for the sale,” said Jeffrey. He scanned the concourse, looked up at the Administrator's window
and saw Administrator Chin looking back at him. He gave a little wave. Chin turned away.

Jeffrey called his commodities broker, who agreed to meet him at the dock. A few
minutes later, a little man in a hard suit, carrying his helmet, appeared on the concourse. He was
stopped and addressed by two security officers, then came over to Elizabeth's berth. “Jeff!” he
called out ina rough but jovial voice. But as he got closer, he said, sotto voce, “Man, what did

you get me into? Security doesn't want me to do business with you. At least not on station.”
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Jeffrey replied, “Yeah, | should have done this first. Anyway, | can transfer off-station.
You interested or do I need to take this load somewhere else?”

The broker thought about it for a moment, then said, “We'll talk after you clear the
station.” Then he turned away and walked quickly back to the concourse. The two security
officers stopped him again and questioned him.

Jeffrey and Janet then climbed the gangway and entered the ship. “Elizabeth,” said
Jeffrey. “Have the crew prepare for takeoff. Can you disconnect the clamps and gangway?”’

“OF COURSE, CAPTAIN. BUT THERE ARE SECURITY OFFICERS
CLIMBING THE GANGWAY.”

“Disconnect the clamps, and prepare to disconnect the gangway.”

“CAPTAIN, ONE OF THE OFFICERS HAS AN EXPLOSIVE DEVICE.”

“Okay, the distraction we set up. Now.”

Sirens throughout the station activated. All the lights illuminating the station began
flashing in a coordinated fashion. The security officers climbing the gangway quickly ran back
down to the station, Elizabeth took advantage of their abandonment and detached the gangway
tube.

Jeffrey and Janet ran to the bridge, and he took up the microphone. He noted that there
was chatter on all the channels of the radio. An opportunity, he thought. They won't hear me,
but there will be a record of my broadcast. “Lagrange 3A, Elizabeth.”

Of course, there was no answer. He repeated the hail, then said, “Lagrange 3A,
Elizabeth, no contact. Please note, we are departing under our own control.”

“Okay Elizabeth, let’s move out.”

The cloud of ships surrounding Lagrange 3A was nearly a thousand kilometers in
diameter, and Jeffrey had Elizabeth move toward the outer edge of the cloud. There they waited
for the commaodities broker. Meanwhile, the crew redistributed the foodstuffs.

Janet had the soil taken to a vacant cabin, the one that had been made into a brig in the
earlier actions. She assembled a few large boxes and filled them with soil. Then she planted the
variety of vegetables she had acquired seeds for. She took a few cups and added flower seeds to
them. After watering the soil, she had Elizabeth produce low level ultraviolet light. Satisfied, she

returned to the bridge.
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Jeffrey was on the bridge, busy composing a report on his tablet. They had been off
station for twenty-one hours when at last they were hailed by the broker. He had arrived in
Elizabeth's vicinity in a small shuttle, obviously too small to take on the cargo in Elizabeth's
hold.

The shuttle landed in the shuttle bay, and he came aboard.

Jeffrey took him to the galley where the small commaodities broker parked his helmet.
Jeffrey provided coffee, and he and Janet sat down across from the broker.

The broker took a sip of coffee. “Jeff! I always like visiting you. Your coffee is the
best of all the miners.”

Jeffrey winced at the misuse of his name. “So. what's the story?”

“You managed to piss off quite a few people.” Said the short man. Jeffrey noticed his
face was unshaved and his hair considerably messier than wearing a helmet would justify.
“After you took off, I was unceremoniously dragged before his lordship Administrator Chin. |
was told not to do business with you. And he made me do other things to cooperate.”

Before Jeffrey could inquire about what other things, Elizabeth's voice announced,
“CAPTAIN, INTRUDER IN SHUTTLE BAY.”

“Ah, I see what you mean,” he said to the broker. “Stay here.” Then to Janet, he said,
“Watch him.”

“Elizabeth, have the crew meet me at the shuttle bay. Armed.”

When Jeffrey arrived at the shuttle bay, he saw a panel in the trader's shuttle had been
removed, it had apparently been a hiding place for a single intruder. There were not a lot of
places tohide in the shuttle bay, but still the intruder was not immediately visible.

Svoboda was the first of the crew to arrive, and Jeffrey told her, “Get in the Shuttle,
check it for bombs.” Having done this already several times in her tenure on Jeffry's ship, she
was the logical choice. She ran to the shuttle and began her systematic search.

Torres, Mbaka and Smith then arrived at the same time, stunners drawn. They spread out
and began the search like the combat team they actually were.

“Elizabeth, locate the intruder.” said Jeffrey.

“UNDER THE FLOOR PLATES NEXT TO THE SHUTTLE.”

On hearing this, the combat team returned to the shuttle, Smitty pulling floor plates while

Torres and Digger covered. The third-floor plate revealed a hard suited, plasma rifle armed,
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security officer from the station. Realizing the stunners would have no effect on the hard suit, the
three pulled back out of the line of fire. Jeffrey carried a projectile weapon, so he aimed it at the
armored officer. The speaker on the officer's suit announced “Security! Drop your weapons!

"7

Drop your weapons or [ will fire! Drop your weapons!” the voice became louder and more shrill
as he spoke.

The officer stood and pointed the plasma rifle at Jeffrey, his finger on the trigger.
“Elizabeth,” said Jeffrey, “I would like that rifle.”

The security officer said, “Say what?”

The remote robot with the industrial laser that was perched on the ceiling of the bay,
disconnected the finger of the security officer in an invisible beam of light. The officer dropped
the rifle in surprise and pain. “How'd you do that?”” he asked while attempting to remove the
armored glove with the missing finger.

Torres and Mbaka hoisted the security officer out of his hiding place, and Jeffrey told
them to take him to the galley, treat his injured hand and put the severed digit on ice. Sneaky
came out of the shuttle carrying the remotely-controlled explosives. The detonator had been
removed from the explosive, and the electronic receiver had been jumpered to avoid the booby
trap preset to explode if tampered with.

“You're getting pretty good at that,” said Jeffrey. She grinned proudly. He picked up the
plasma rifle, studied it for a moment, then hoisted it and proceeded to the galley. Audrey
'Sneaky' Svoboda walked a few paces behind Jeffrey, carrying the bomb gingerly.

Just as they reached the galley, Elizabeth said through one of the wall panels,
“CAPTAIN, 1 JUST RECEIVED THE DETONATION COMMUNICATION FROM THE
STATION.”

“Well, how about that,” said Jeffrey. “Not too many moments too soon.”

In the galley, the security officer sat in his under-suit, his hand bandaged, and Janet was
just administering a pain reducing medication. The hard suit was tossed into a corner of the
galley, Torres was disassembling the third hand weapon taken from the officer at the other end
of the table, while Mbaka and Smith hovered over the officer.

Jeffrey strode in, took the disabled bomb from Audrey, and slammed it down on the
table in front of the officer. He said, angrily, “They just sent the detonation order for this

device.”
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The officer asked, “Who did? Where was it?”’ Jeffrey said, “The order came from the
station.”

Audrey said, “It was hidden under the floor plates of the shuttle.”

The security officer's face went white. Jeffrey could actually see the color drain down
from his forehead to his neck. His unbandaged hand began shaking. He began muttering curse
words under his breath.

Jeffrey asked him to repeat himself, or clarify. He said, “I didn't know. They were
going to sacrifice me.”

Jeffrey asked him, “Who sent you, what were your orders?”

The security officer said, “Administrator Chin. He told me to capture this ship and
bring it in.”

Jeffrey asked, “Why?”

“I don't know. I just followed orders.”

“Stay here,” said Jeffrey to the officer. To the broker, he said, “You. Come with me.”

He led the broker to his cabin, sat him in one chair at the table, and sat in the other one.
“It looks like the station is infested with pirates. | am sick of those guys. The navy is going to
have to come in and clean out that mess.” He paused. “Change of subject. Do you want to buy
my cargo or do I have to take it to another station?”

The broker looked ashen. “What do you mean pirates?”

Jeffrey told him that he had been attacked recently but had defeated the attacking
pirates. He didn't mention the Wanigan's issues or what methods or weapons he used, but he
left the trader thinking he was some kind of superman.

The trader said he would buy the entire shipment, but that he couldn't take it with him
in the little shuttle. “No problem,” said Jeffrey. “I'll just space it here, put a beacon on it with a
claim buoy. You can pick it up later.”

“Unusual,” said the broker, “but adequate.”

They finished their business, and the broker said, “I have to get back to the station. If the

navy is coming, there is going to be a lot of disruption. I need to get out ahead of that.”

“You are taking the security officer with you,” said Jeffrey.
The little man agreed, albeit reluctantly.
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Jeffrey took the broker back to the galley, and had Torres and Smith escort the security
officer and the broker back the broker's shuttle. Torres handed the security officer a small
plastic box containing the severed finger. The officer was in his under-suit, having left his
hard suit on the floor in the galley. Audrey took the weapons to one of the arms closets and
stowed them, and Mbaka took the hard suit to the suit room near the forward airlock.

After the broker's shuttle had left, Jeffrey asked Elizabeth to contact her counterpart
Wanigan, and forward a confidential report to Captain Yusef describing the recent events at the
station. He then said, “Also, broadcast a message to the ships surrounding this station — tell them
that the station is currently being run by pirates and that until the navy arrives, they should avoid
doing business with the station.”

“DONE AND DONE, CAPTAIN.”

“Thanks.”

Over the next few hours, Jeffrey hosted a radio discussion among the hundreds of ship
captains in vessels surrounding the station. The general consensus was the ships would avoid
doing business on the station until the situation was resolved.

After things calmed down, Elizabeth told Jeffrey, “CAPTAIN YUSEF IS SENDING A
COMMUNICATION. THERE IS AN EIGHT — MINUTE DELAY. “

Jeffrey played the communication from Captain Yusef.

“Commander Sokolov, I have received your communication through Al, and am
responding via same. | have put Omotunde under secure watch, thanks for the heads up there.
We are en-route to LaGrange3A. Estimated Time of Arrival 96 hours at full burn. If you are
finished with your business, go ahead and take off. Please acknowledge.

Jeffrey said, “Commander Yusef, acknowledge 96 hours. Be aware I have had
discussion with the other mining ship captains, and the consensus is there will be no business
with the station until Navy arrives. We are done business here, so will move back to the
asteroid belt.”

Jeffrey, thinking the conversation was over, reassigned the crew to cleanup and repair
responsibilities. After about nine minutes, Elizabeth announced, “CAPTAIN, FURTHER
COMMUNICATIONS FROM COMMANDER YUSUE.”

“Put it through to the bridge.” Then Jeffrey walked from his cabin to the bridge, sat at
the pilot’s chair, and played back the transmission from Y usef.
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“Commander Sokolov, after receiving your last transmission, | want you to delay your
move to the asteroid belt. Leave the vicinity of the station, but then wait half a million
kilometers out, in case we need you for backup. Please Acknowledge.

Jeffrey replied, “Commander Yusef, Acknowledged half a million klicks.”

Then Jeffrey told Elizabeth, “Go ahead and take us out to the half-million kilometer
point.”

“AYE CAPTAIN.”

“Please have Janet come to the bridge.”

“AYE, CAPTAIN.” Then on the ship public address system, “BIANCA, TO THE
BRIDGE.” After a few minutes, Janet arrived. “Yes sir?”

“How have you been coming along with the tutorials on the engines?”

“They're pretty straightforward, sir. So far I have no qualms effecting repairs.”

“Good. Next, of course, you are to be my backup pilot, so I need you to be familiar with
the controls and astrogation. Elizabeth will not always be up, so we need to be able to handle
the ship like in the olden days,” said Jeffrey.

“Not a problem, sir. I scored well at the academy in both areas.”

“All right, smarty pants, now you need to familiarize yourself with the weapons
systems, and our surveillance.”

Janet smiled. “Yes sir. I'm sure Elizabeth will help me figure it all out.”

“You need to become expert soon, because you are going to be the training officer for the
rest of the crew. They will need to become proficient. When we get out to the half-million
kilometers point from the station, we have been ordered to stand by for Wanigan, which is high-
tailing it to Lagrange 3A. We are going to hang back and provide backup to the Navy.”

Janet, looking concerned, wondered aloud, “What about Lieutenant Omotunde?” “Yusef is
aware and is taking measures.”

“Good. All right, sir. I'll develop a weapons training program.”

“Excellent. You can do that from here, you have the watch.”

“Aye, sir.”

Jeffrey left the bridge, walked to his cabin, and asked Elizabeth to have Torres come to

his cabin.
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Shortly afterward, Torres signaled to come in. Jeffrey opened the door, and Torres
entered.

“Ojo, I expect some issues in the near future, and want you to drill your team in anti-
boarding techniques.”

“Not a problem, sir. We are still Marines!”

“Another thing to be aware of is Wanigan is coming to Lagrange 3A, should be here in
four days. They want us to hang back a half-million klicks out, and act as their backup. So, we
may need to practice boarding techniques.”

“Again, not a problem. I'll sharpen the guys up.”

“You might want to take a look at the hard armor suits and put them in top
shape.” “Good idea, Captain.”

“I asked Bianca to train everybody in the ship's weapons systems, so when we get to our
station, she will begin training and drilling on the various weapons.”

“Very good, sir.”

“One more thing, Torres,” said Jeffrey. “The team did really well with the security
officer sneaking onto our ship. I want you to thank them for me.”

“Why don't you tell them yourself? They would enjoy hearing it from you.”

“Oh, I will, but I want you to reinforce your command of the troops. You tell them, then
I'll tell them. We both get to offer some positive reinforcement.”

“Right. You are a sneaky person, Captain.”

“Indeed I am. One thing, Torres. I want every member of the crew to be armed with these
projectile weapons. Stunners just don't work on armored soldiers.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Once we are on our way to the asteroid belt, I'll need to train everyone in how to find,

capture, and process ore. You guys are going to be doing a lot of learning on this deployment.”

The Elizabeth arrived on their station at a half-million kilometers around the same time
Wanigan arrived in the vicinity of the Lagrange 3A station. The ship's Als notified each other of
their positions. Wanigan reported that she would be spending the next few hours in rapid

deceleration. Shortly after that, there was a powerful broadcast of a warning that a Navy
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warship was coming in hot and that no ship or station should take any aggressive action, or face
destruction.

Elizabeth recorded the entire cluster around the station for later analysis. Meanwhile,
Janet began training the crew in the various weapons Jeffrey had recovered from the pirate
vessels that had attacked Elizabeth.

She explained to the assembled crew, “Almost all of these weapons are electrically
generated or require tremendous power to work. For instance, the plasma canon takes bursts of a
gigajoule to generate the plasma, and another megajoule to throw it. The x-ray lasers take
sustained bursts of megajoules to cut in four second bursts. Two lessons from this — there are
large capacitors which can aid in spreading out our generated capacity, and powerful million-watt
generators to augment the ship's systems. But those are hungry capacitors. We need to be
extremely judicious in how we utilize these weapons.

“For instance, if you aim the x-ray laser slightly ahead of where the ship will be in less
than a second, and fire a four-second burst, you will likely cut the ship in half. If you miss,
you will surprise someone a hundred billion klicks away some time next year.” The assembled
crew chuckled at her humorous remark. “And you will need to recharge the laser which,
depending on what other weapons are firing, the condition of the capacitors and the weapons
generators, could take four to five minutes.”

Torres asked, “What if the x-ray laser is the only weapon firing, what is the quickest turn-
around time?”

She responded, “You can fire immediately, four or five blasts before having to
recharge the capacitors. | ran some simulations and some live fire tests and was able to hit five
targets with the laser in twenty seconds.”

Janet had previously laid target buoys from Elizabeth's store, ten klicks apart, ten
klicks from the ship, and had each of the crew practice their firing. When she was satisfied
with their laser marksmanship, she instructed the crew in how to set up the laser for different
power levels, apertures and frequencies, explaining how different targets would be better hit
by different frequency laser.

After the x-ray laser drills, she instructed the crew in the plasma canon, and tested
them using the same target buoys previously deployed. There were also small anti-boarding

projectile weapons — rail guns, which fired rapidly and accurately large-bore heavy projectiles,
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some including explosives, some hardened solid armor-piercing rounds, and some other
rounds with specialized armaments.

She also explained how Elizabeth used her own modified rotational velocity to throw
both heavy processed ingots and raw rocks at ships successfully, and how she used the engines
to incapacitate enemy vessels. Smitty asked why they needed to know something they didn't
have any control over, earning him a glare from Torres. Janet explained, patiently acting as if
there were no stupid questions, “So when she or the captain or I pull one of those maneuvers,
you will understand why you are being tossed around the ship like a loose meatball. You will
get adequate warning to secure yourselves, but in a combat situation, only one warning.”

“Oh,” said Smitty, imagining how he could easily be thrown around the ship if loose.

She then drilled them on the guns. She noted that as long as they had raw materials,
Elizabeth could manufacture her own projectiles and plasma canisters, even if she had to
cannibalize her own interior structures. But this was one of the reasons that Jeffrey liked
working in his favorite region of the asteroid belt. He had found pockets of heavy metals,
including some radioactive, some inert, but all useful in reconstructing the ship, as well as
selling. Janet had Elizabeth begin constructing ammunition for the heavy weapons as well as for
the small arms within the ship.

Since Jeffrey ordered all the crew to carry loaded projectile pistols, they all needed to
requalify on them. Torres was thankful for Janet's forethought, as he took the crew through
firing exercises with the pistols. The Marines had gotten out of practice, having been used to
non- recoiling beam and force field weapons. Now each of the pistols had adequate
ammunition for practice and combat.

The crew took a break after Janet turned the training session over to Torres, and she
returned to the bridge. Jeffrey welcomed her onto the bridge and said, “Sit down, take a load
off, and look at this.”

He brought up the recording of the arrival of Wanigan in the station's area of influence.
Then said, “Elizabeth, show me overlay you did before.” Each dot that represented a ship was
colored red or blue, depending on the direction of travel relative to Elizabeth's current location.
Then the overlay displayed colored lines alongside each dot, indicating communications and at
what frequency. Jeffrey then started the playback again, this time with the overlay. The dot

representing Wanigan hadn't come on scene yet, so there was a baseline of data from which to
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judge the upcoming chaos. Jeffrey then advanced the display to its normal speed. After about ten
seconds, the dot representing Wanigan came into view, quickly moving, but just as fast,
decelerating.

Wanigan began her loud broadcast which showed as a wide and tall bar alongside the
dot, displaying the entire visible palette as she transmitted on a wide spectrum of frequencies.

Immediately, six of the ships in the cluster of several hundred began communicating in
short bursts on a not-well-used frequency. Two others joined in the back and forth after a short
while. The rest of the ships in the region used standard frequencies, and kept their
communications brief.

Elizabeth then attached identifying data to those eight ships.

Jeffrey said, “Elizabeth, please share this with your sister, Wanigan and her captain.”

“EFFORTING.”

Studying the data, Janet pointed out that there were several other clusters of
communication information. “I noticed that also,” said Jeffrey, “but when I identified the
ships, it made sense. They are different consortia of rock miners and brokers. Nothing at all
like the other group.”

“Of course, Captain.”

They sat quietly together, nothing happening on the coms or the screens.

“Janet, tell me about yourself,” he said, after a long pause. “I've read your dossier, but
that doesn't tell me much about YOU, only some Petty Officer that was assigned to my ship.”

“Oh, well, not much to tell,” she began, much like everyone who is ever asked that.
“Born twenty-eight years ago. Both parents dead, a couple sibs on Earth — one on a farm in
Southern Minnesota, one on a tree farm in Northern Minnesota,” she paused reminiscing.
“Haven't been back since the funerals.”

“Do you miss it, deep in the gravity well?”” asked Jeffrey.

“Not so much since I joined the Navy. Growing up in Minnesota was kind of a blessing,
you get the best of both worlds — it was the high-tech capital of the country, the entire region,
and you could still get dirt under your fingernails, smell the pine forests, eat real venison — that
you shot yourself, cooked with real vegetables that you grew yourself.”

She again lapsed into a thoughtful silence. Then said, “My first posting was in R and D —
research and development. | was kind of a whiz kid, good physics, good math. Lousy social
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skills. Briefly married to someone | thought I liked and I thought liked me. Turns out | was just
another notch on his well-used, but not very well practiced organ, if you know what I mean.”

Jeffrey chuckled, then burst out laughing. “Sorry,” he finally said. “I do know what you
mean,” as he wiped a tear from his eye. “I've known several of the sort. - allow me to apologize
for the entire male half of the species.”

She joined in the laughter, seemingly reluctantly, but eventually she too had tears of
laughter. After a moment she continued, “Wanigan was my first ship. | thought | was doing
Okay, but then I had to take you on, and then...got assigned to you. No offense.”

“None taken.”

What about you, Captain?”

“What about me?”

“Story. Tell me your story.”

Before Jeffrey could begin, or respond, Elizabeth chimed in,

“CAPTAIN, COMMANDER YUSEF IS ATTEMPTING TO CONTACT YOU. THERE
IS A THREE SECOND DELAY.”

“put it through”

“Sokolov, Yusef. Thanks for the data and the analysis. The eight ships identified are all
known to be associated with illegal activity in the past. Continue to standby. | am sending a
contingent of Marines onto the station. We'll see how things go. I have assigned my marine
lieutenant to intelligence, we'll see if he comes up with the same targets you did. That's all for
now, Yusef out.”

“Well, that was interesting,” said Jeffrey.

“Elizabeth, acknowledge.”

“AYE, CAPTAIN.”

After a minute of silence, Janet prompted, “Story. You can't get out of it that easily.” She
smiled in a manner to suggest that Jeffrey was trying to weasel out of his tale.

“Okay,” said Jeffrey, “So I grew up in orbit on a small ship. Mom and Dad were miners
who decided to come in-system to have me. They eventually parked in geosynchronous over
Selene City, providing a shuttle service for bigwigs who couldn't wait for the regular bus from
Selene City to the orbital station, even some had us take them to the Earth stations.” He got up,

walked over to the bridge fridge, got himself a beverage. “You want one?”
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“I'm fine.”

He sat back down. “Eventually things turned around, they bought this boat, hired a crew
and did the big-time asteroid mining gig. Back then, shielding wasn't so good, and Mom came
down with cancer. Killed her, and her death killed him. So, | got the boat. Figured I'd better
improve the shielding or | would follow suit. | was fifteen then. The crew thought a kid
shouldn't run a big operation like that, but I managed. Eventually they all drifted off.

“I was every bit of nineteen when I met Elizabeth. She was the most beautiful thing in
the universe. Well, the solar system, anyway. Oh, Janet, I was smitten.” He grinned at her. “She
was a most extraordinary woman. Same age as me, but self-possessed. Smart, knowledgeable,
good looking. Had a real business sense. The odd thing is, I didn't have to pursue her — she
began chasing me. Almost more than a nineteen-year-old young man can handle!”” He took a sip
of his juice, then sat back. “I took a couple more trips out to the belt, brought home some decent
rocks, and asked her to marry me.

“By this time, we were twenty, going on twenty-one, so we got hitched.” He paused and
looked over to Bianca. “Janet, I would tell you she was a beautiful bride, she was, but she was a
beautiful everything. | so loved that girl. We took the ship out to my spots on the belt and |
showed her the ropes, but she outdid me there too. She found a region that contained gold,
silver, mercury, molybdenum. That first trip made it so we could profit every time, not just
alternate trips.

“Ten years. We had ten years of bliss. She was my inspiration, and the damnedest thing
— 1 was hers. I still don't understand it. So, on our tenth anniversary trip, we went out to our
regular stomping ground, when we were put on by pirates. It was touch and go, they managed
to board the ship, but we killed them all, except one. A goon that used to work for my folks, |
rounded the corner and saw him attempting to rape her.” Jeffrey stifled a sob. “He had a knife
to her throat. I shot him. Blew his head clear off — it rolled to the end of the corridor, |
remember the look of astonishment on the face as the head rolled away. But the body fell, the
knife cut through her carotids and jugulars.”

He turned away, tears now running down his cheeks. Janet said silently,
sympathetically, “Oh my God. I'm so sorry.”

After a short pause, Jeffrey regained his composure and continued his story. “I brought

the pirate ship on board, stripped it down of anything I could use on this ship, then smelted the
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rest. | brought the bodies of the pirates in-system, and informed all other miner ships in radio
range of who and what was involved in the attack. Shortly after that there was an agreement
that all miners would respond to a call for help.

“I bought a powerful computer, installed a military-surplus Al, and began programming
it. I renamed the ship to commemorate my wife, Elizabeth, and the Al, which now had all the
ship's systems under its controls, took on the name, and sensed my softness toward my late
wife, took on some aspects of her personality. | take a little comfort in the affection the Al
shows me, but it is a ghost of a shadow of my wife.”

Janet said, “So you had no children?”

“No, we were planning on it, but not right away.”

“Tell me about those remote robots,” said Janet.

“We got the idea from some old science fiction shows from the twentieth and twenty-
first centuries. Why not have a self-repairing ship? And why should we have to do all the work?
So, between us we acquired the parts for a few self-actuated bots, settled on a design and began
figuring out the programming these things needed. We even created the base operating system,
completely different from any normal computers.

“And that was key to saving my bacon when the pirates inflicted the virus on our
systems. | had Elizabeth make a copy of herself and hide it. When she became infected with the
virus, so did all the other systems on the ship that required a computer. Power, life support,
engines, everything. Except the bots. | Interfaced a bot with the network, plugged in a powerful
antivirus routine, and completely cleaned out the system. Later, Elizabeth's clone popped up her
head, saw what was going on, restored herself with new routines. Analyzed the virus and
tweaked itto work to our advantage.

“So the bots became part of the defense of the ship. We replicated about a hundred of
them, fitted some with cutting lasers — now all have those lasers — and made them work in
concert. We can control the remotes, but usually its best to allow Elizabeth to do it — she is
much more precise and accurate.

“The bots can drag about twenty-five kilos each. A team of four or five can haul an
unconscious pirate to a brig, or a wounded marine to sickbay,” He chuckled, “If we had a brig
or sickbay! But, we have had pirates and Marines to worry about.”

Jeffrey finished his beverage, returned the container to the recycle chute.
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After about a half hour, Captain Yusef called again. “Captain Sokolov, thanks for
standing by, we have finished our task on the station. Lagrange 3A is open for business again.
Those other ships have been tagged for monitoring. We are heading out again.”

Jeffrey responded, “Captain Yusef, I have a request. I want each of my crew to be
promoted to the next level, including increasing their pay grade. Please put this into effect
immediately.”

“Captain Sokolov, I understand and will take under advisement.”

“Captain Yusef, I need a decision within the hour. Sokolov out.”

“Yusef out.”

Janet looked at him, her right eyebrow arched. “What's that about?”

“I like to reward good behavior. If serving on my ship gives my crew privileges, that
makes them more willing to serve, and serve well.”

“Captain, you are one sneaky man.”

A few minutes later Captain Yusef called back and confirmed the promotions.

After confirming their next steps, Jeffrey asked Elizabeth, “Please have the entire crew
meet in the galley.”

“AYE, CAPTAIN.”

As Jeffrey and Janet walked to the galley, they met the rest of the crew noisily coming
from the other direction, bragging about their marksmanship skills. They all entered the galley,
and all sat down except Audrey, who made a batch of coffee. She poured cups for everyone, then
sat down.

Jeffrey sat at the head of the long table, Janet alongside him.

“A few things to brief you on. First, you all did an outstanding job on Lagrange 3A. You
are looking very much like you should; a team of competent space-faring roustabouts. Good
work. I am also pleased you didn't betray your active Navy status. Undercover work is
sometimes much harder than one gives it credit for, and you carried yourselves well.

“Second, because you did so well, and because I appreciate your efforts, I have
requested, and received approval for promotions for all of you, one pay grade, and one rank
level. Digger, you are now corporal,” the applause and cat-calls were brief but loud. “Torres,

add another stripe to your sleeve,” again cheering from the assembled team. “Sneaky, I don't
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know if there is a rank above 'ninja’, but you are now a Lance Corporal.” She held up both arms
and wiggled her torso in a proud victory move, to the cheers of her comrades. “Likewise,
Smitty.” He stood and bowed, then sat down again.

“Now, this young woman,” he pointed to Janet, “has been a Petty Officer for six years,
far longer than one would expect for someone of her talents and experience.” He stood. “You
may now refer to your former petty officer as Lieutenant Janet Bianca.” The noise was
appropriately celebratory. Jeffrey let the congratulatory emotions continue for a moment, then
calmed them down.

“Okay, a reminder — while on this mission, you receive combat pay as well as your
regular salary, but you will also receive a pay deposit from me.” A brief happy hooting from the
Marines. Torres told them to pipe down. Jeffrey continued, “Which brings me to the next topic.
We have been released from the backup of Wanigan at Lagrange 3A, we are now going to spend
the next week running towards one of my favorite mining sites. So, | am going to train everyone
in mining and processing operations.” A groan from the Marines arose.

“Meanwhile,” continued Jeffrey, “you will continue to drill on your combat skills. I need
to be able to repel all boarders, | need to be able to destroy ships bent on our destruction. | need

to be able to protect my own claims, and all of you are going to be my keys to those goals.”

Over the next week, while Elizabeth accelerated toward the target area, Jeffrey showed
the crew how to use the smelter, the centrifuges, the refineries, the magnetic molecular
disruptors and the other tools of a self-sustained processing operation. He taught them how to
use the fabricator, what in the early twenty-first century they called a 3-D printer. But this
industrial grade machine was able to fabricate nano-scale circuitry and incorporate it into large
scale plating. It could easily build a toaster or a runabout or a four-poster feather bed, as long as

you had the raw materials.
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Chapter Five

In which the new crew learns about prospecting for minerals, some crewmembers can
cook, and a first incidence of canoodling, the crew goes shopping and Jeffrey gets
kidnapped. And rescued.

Jeffrey had Elizabeth manufacture two more runabouts so several crew could prospect

for valuable rocks at once. Each runabout could hold two crew members, so everyone could go
out at once. Elizabeth parked close to a large cluster of boulders that seemed to be stable in
their positions. “Everyone, take a look at the rock I am currently illuminating.” The others
pointed the bows of their small boats at the illuminated asteroid, and Jeffrey continued, “First,
take a look at your magnetometers. The other runabouts likely will affect it somewhat, but if
you change the orientation somewhat, you can clearly see some magnetic effect.

“The next thing is, check out your gas spectrometers as I lase a few points.” Jeffrey
pointed the laser at several points over a minute, each point released a spout of gas or vapor.
Jeffrey's spectrometer indicated a high ferrous content, but also nickel, water ice, some carbon

and a diminishing number of other minerals. Jeffrey fired a buoy with a strobe and radio locator.

“Okay, teams, what did your spectrometers read?”” he asked.

Torres replied first. “I see Iron, nickel, water ice, carbon.”

Smitty, who was riding with Janet, then said, “There's also a whole plethora of noble
gasses, but in minute quantities.”

“All right, everyone, go find me some heavy metals. | want Uranium, Gold, Silver,
Molybdenum, and especially Tungsten. Use your radars and radios to figure out what is in each
rock. Regardless, tag any rock of value. When we are done with the exercise, we'll drag those
rocks onboard and begin processing them.”

Sneaky, piloting the runabout Jeffrey was in, turned on the radar to very bright, high gain,
multifrequency signal. The radar image was superimposed on the video image of the current
location. She saw that one particular rock seemed to have considerably greater mass than any of
the other rocks in the area, so she high-tailed it to that rock, put her buoy on it, and began testing
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using all the tools Jeffrey had made available. She also noted that the rock was slightly

radioactive.

“Good work, Audrey. No nonsense, you went right for the prize.” Just then Janet
called. “Captain,” she said, “we have a rock with more than ten percent Tungsten.”

“Good work, Janet and Smitty.”

“Captain, Torres here. I have a big rock with a lot of iron and copper.” “Okay you guys,
tag them, and then cluster around me,” said Jeffrey.

Twenty minutes later the two other runabouts pulled up alongside Jeffrey’s and
Sneaky's runabout. “Pay attention, for rocks this size, you need to deploy three rockets on the
push side, and three on the brake side. You need to array them at about 45 degrees from center
mass to allow for maneuvering.” Jeffrey then had Sneaky bring the runabout up to touch the
rock, Jeffrey pointed to where he wanted her to place the runabout. When she got there, he
activated the first motor. It drilled itself into the surface of the rock. He then had her go to
another spot and placed another motor, and yet again a third.

They repeated the placement on the brake side. “I am now programming the motors to
coordinate themselves, and where | want them to go. | always have them go just aft of
Elizabeth, to avoid crashing into her, although now that the Al is so smart, she won't let
anything bad happen to herself.”

He activated the motors, and while starting slowly, the rock soon sped towards the dot in
the sky that was Elizabeth. Jeffrey then followed Torres to his rock and followed the same
technique.

Then they all went over to Janet's rock, and Smitty set the motors. Soon all three rocks
were on their way to Elizabeth.

The crew then returned to the ship, and within a few moments, the three rocks began to
arrive. Elizabeth took control of the motors of the first rock, and guided it into the hold.
Jeffrey said, “Elizabeth, that rock is somewhat radioactive, we should segregate it for safety.”

“AYE, CAPTAIN.”

They then parked the runabouts in the shuttle bay. Jeffrey said, “Pilots — you do your
maintenance on the runabouts. Passengers let's begin smelting and separating the minerals one

from the others.”
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Jeffrey started in the hold containing the first rock. In the hold was a couple large semi-
spheres, Jeffrey maneuvered first one side then the other around the rock, sealed it so it was a
large sphere. He connected the power cable, and activated the switch on the panel. Immediately,
they felt a vibration through their hard suits.

“Ow,” said Smitty. “tickles my teeth!”

“So here,” lectured Jeffrey, “is where the rock is shaken up to dust. As they heat up,
gasses are captured and separated so we have Hydrogen, Oxygen, Carbon Dioxide, and a
plethora of other chemicals. They are filtered and added to the ship's storage. The dust will be
centrifuged to separate one isotope from another. Depending on the need, they will be piped to
the smelter or to the fabricator. The smelter will melt and then make ingots. The fabricator will
make whatever we want.”

After the crew finished their smelting and maintenance tasks, they removed their hard
suits and hung them in the midship suit bay. Digger volunteered to be the chef, and the rest all
showered while he rummaged around the cold stores. Janet told him that her vegetable garden
wouldn't produce for another thirty days or so. He decided on a Jambalaya-like pot that
incorporated vegetables, broth, various kinds of protein. He set it to cook for a couple hours,
took biscuits out of the freezer, made coffee and iced tea.

When he judged all was ready, he had Elizabeth call the crew to dinner. They came into
the galley to find a tablecloth on the table, plates sitting on place settings, glasses of iced tea
and cups of coffee at each place.

The entire crew were in their under-suits which seemed a little informal for the occasion,
bur Digger let it pass. Jeffrey said, “Digger, this is really nice. Smells good. What is it?”

“Something I learned to cook in my home. It's like Jambalaya. I cut down to about fifty-
percent of the hot peppers.”

“Well,” said Jeffrey, “let's not wait on ceremony, dish 'er up!”

“Captain,” interrupted Digger. “If I may request. May I say a grace?”

Jeffrey looked at the man with new eyes. “By all means. Everyone! Quiet. Go ahead
Digger.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

Then Zitulu Mbaka bent his head, and said. “Let us pray.” Jeffrey saw several others

bend their heads, as if this was not unusual for them. “God,” he began in his Lagos accent.
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“Please look down upon us and bless us, bless our mission, and bless this food. In your holy
name. Amen.” Torres and Bianca both crossed themselves. Digger then changed his expression,
his face lighting up, a big toothy smile on his expressive face, and said, “Let's eat!”

The food was better than Jeffrey had ever had on this ship. “I have an idea,” said Jeffrey.
“I like this gathering for dinner. Any problem making it mandatory? We can share cooking and
cleanup duties.”

All agreed. Twenty hundred hours was the designated time to gather for food. Janet
volunteered to write up the cooking and cleaning schedule.

Jeffrey said, “As far as prayers are concerned, it is up to the cook. You may pray for
yourselves if the cook doesn't initiate it.” Again, all agreed. Up until just this moment, Jeffrey
had been thinking of his crew as just a bunch of individuals on his ship, now they were family.
There were ties between them all that were stronger than any comradeship or friendship.

After the meal, Jeffrey helped clean up the galley. Torres stayed behind as the other crew
went their separate ways. “Captain, can I talk with you for a couple minutes?”

“Certainly.”

They each took a cup of coffee and sat down at the table, now sans tablecloth. “That was
nice. | like how you recognize a good thing and incorporate it into our standard operating
procedure.”

“Thanks.”

“I had an idea that I think will help us improve our survivability in a sneak
attack.”

“Sounds like you've been thinking.”

“Indeed, | have. All of us have lightweight under-suits that we usually wear when
working, and also some kind of non-protected cloth clothing that we wear off-hours. | would
like to suggesta uniform that each of us can get into within a few seconds, that is mildly
armored.

“In the mid-twentieth century they developed a yarn that was used to make bulletproof
garments, they called it Kevlar. They also used this to make fire protection gear. We can craft a
suit of clothes, like a jumpsuit made of something like this, or other material like carbon fibers,
and always be protected. Unless we are in the shower. Or otherwise naked.” He winked at the

captain. “It should protect us against knife attacks, explosive decompression, small-bore
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flechettes, and stunners. It won't against a plasma blaster, but it might help you survive
your wound.”

“Great!” said Jeffrey. “I like your way of thinking. Go ahead and do it.”

“Ah, there's the rub, Captain.” He scraped at a spot on the table. “I don't know
squat about designing this kind of thing. I have the idea, but I'm out of my depth.”

“Elizabeth,” said Jeffrey. “Please connect me with Janet.” Janet's voice came over the
loudspeaker.

“Yes Captain?”

“Elizabeth, please play back Torres' conversation with me.”

She did, and when the playback was over, Jeffrey told her, “I want you to work with Ojo
—you both have great ideas. You have the technical skills to design the suits, and can help
Elizabeth execute.”

“Okay, Captain.”

Over the next few days, while Smitty, Digger and Sneaky went out to tag asteroids,
Torres and Janet worked on the design of the suits with input from Elizabeth. In that time, they
had gotten close, and spent time together both on and off the project. That shared time quickly
became a shared bed, and the two became one more than twice each day.

The suits began to be built, several sets for each crew member. Elizabeth had suggested
some improvements, including carbon fiber tubes throughout the suits that, in the event of
being caught in space, the suits could recycle wastes and protect the crew member from
freezing or cooking, and short-term cosmic radiation, as well as the pressure issues. After
another day the suits were finished. Jeffrey distributed them at that evening's meal. After that
meal, Jeffrey asked Janet and Torres to his cabin.

He sat them down at the table, and said, “You realize it is against regulations for a non-
com and an officer to...comingle. Janet blushed profusely, Torres blustered about it being his
fault. “Jeffrey stopped them. “I don't give a flying rip about that regulation. You kids are old
enough to know what you are doing. Just don't go sneaking behind my back. Our backs.

“The only problem I have is if it affects your work. You are both combat professionals
and members of my crew. If it affects your work, then have the good sense to cut it out. You may
find someone else on the crew that you want to screw, and if that is going to be a problem for

your partner, then cut it out.
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“If you find someone else having relations that you object to, just remember yourselves
and realize that on this ship, it is nobody's business.

“Questions?”

“No sir,” and “No, Captain.”

“Good. Now why don't you let the other crew members know what you are up to so
they don't jump your bones for hiding it?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“And Torres,” he added as the crew chief was leaving.

“Sir?”

“Give her a kiss for me!”

“No sir.”

Jeffrey found himself with more time on his hands than ever, so he began concocting
upgrades to the ship he wanted to accomplish. He started sharing them with Elizabeth.

“I want to increase the armor on this ship as well as the shielding. I think we can do
that by installing tungsten alloy plating and water tanks on the outside of the ship. This
outer shell doesn't have to rotate, it can be stationary. To enter at an airlock, you go in, the
airlock accelerates like an elevator to catch up to the rotated inner lock. | think it would add

another level of anti-boarding security.”

Elizabeth replied, “CAPTAIN, IT IS DOABLE. BUT | WILL NEED ANOTHER TEN
TONS OF TUNGSTEN, MORE IF YOU WANT ME TO MAKE AMMUNITION OUT OF IT
AS WELL.”

“I can have the crew hunt for tungsten until we have enough, starting tomorrow,”
Jeffrey finished. That evening he explained his plan to the crew.

“That will be quite a project,” said Torres. Jeffrey noticed Bianca sitting rather close to
him. He then noticed Audrey and Brandon sitting closer together. What have | started, he
wondered to himself.

“Elizabeth will do most of the work with her remotes. We just need to get the raw

materials, and smelt it.”
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After work hours, Janet and Audrey worked the garden, glad to see some vegetables
beginning to show. Janet saw some white spots on the leaves of some of the plants, and she and
Audrey took a sample, looked at it in a microscope. “Looks like just a regular fungus.” Neither
of the women knew what they needed to do, nor did Elizabeth. They cut off the leaves with the
white spots and incinerated them, and decided to increase their monitoring.

So, the next couple of weeks saw the crew busy seeking and bringing back tungsten-
bearing asteroids, then using the smelter and fabricator to make sheets according to Elizabeth's
specs. They also created a meter-deep layer of water tanks with piping to circulate the water.
The water, of course came from the asteroids. Elizabeth constructed an additional twenty
remote robots, but these much larger than the kitten-sized originals. These robots were powerful
enough to carry whole pallets of tungsten-alloy sheets from the hold to the outer skin of the
ship.

As the shell was being completed, Elizabeth began moving the antenna arrays and
weapons onto the outer shell. When finished, the job had taken six weeks altogether. Because she
already had significant quantities of water aboard, the additional water was not a significant
burden.

Elizabeth decided that she was going to need more powerful engines in order to
move the greater mass of the water and tungsten, but she could still move faster than most
non-military vessels in the system.

Because of Jeffrey's upgrade to his ship, the holds were only half full, so he continued to
have the crew gather heavy metals and other minerals and gasses to trade or sell. Jeffrey kept
the ship on a twelve-hour work cycle, and the crew took advantage of the down-time to
socialize. The two women on board had found some satisfaction in both their connections to
their lovers, and to each other to discuss their lovers, much to the chagrin of their lovers. When
not involved with each other, the crew practiced their combat techniques, both organized by
Torres and ininformal games.

After another couple weeks, the ship was ready to return in-system to sell their cargo.
They headed in towards Lagrange 3A, the closest station to their current location. This would
also give Jeffrey the ability to monitor pirate activity after Wanigan had paid her visit.

As the crew of the Elizabeth prepared to move in-system, they picked up their marine

training; the hard work of asteroid mining, ship maintenance and other exercises nicely
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balanced the increases in caloric intake that the regular dinner time presented. With the
reduction in exercise, they were likely to get pudgy, so the consensus was that they would all
take part in regular calisthenics, martial arts practice, capped off with a laser-tag type game,
using real lasers set to low power. Elizabeth coupled the aft end of the ship to the fore end, so
the entire ship rotated, providing simulated gravity from stem to stern. The outer shell did not
rotate, so the ship appeared as a sleek, but non-gravitied vessel.

This allowed her to set up courses for the laser tag games which the crew valued. As
experienced as Torres was as a fifteen-year veteran of the space Marines, Audrey, the
team’s ninja, always came out ahead.

Torres, on the other hand came out ahead on all martial arts bouts. He had learned and
practiced Jujutsu in Tokyo and Brasilia. He also had black belts in Shotokan Karate, also
studied in Japan, and Taekowndo, studied in Panmunjom, Korea. He began training all the crew
in Kodokan Judo, so each of the crew members could become proficient in a single,
comprehensive martial art. The four weeks of travel in-system gave an opportunity for each to

improve significantly on the training they had received in military basic training.

Elizabeth took longer than usual to get to the Lagrange 3A station than in previous trips
because the ship now had nearly a third greater mass than it had before. This inspired Jeffrey to
begin exploring replacing the engines on his ship. He needed something that could propel the
ship in a more nimble fashion without consuming more of the fuel than he could carry. This
gave him numerous options to consider; a larger ion engine could push the ship faster, but
would take a very long time to get up to that speed; atomic fusion engines were still too new to
trust, but offered much more rapid acceleration. Also there was the possibility of waste products
contaminating the space in which the ship lingered. He would have to check up on that.

There was one other possibility that he didn't know enough about; using the gravity
propulsion drive that pulled and pushed on the dark matter of space. On pondering these
technical issues, he realized he had much more research to perform. He thought he would seek
the advice of Commander Yusef. Jeffrey sent a message to Wanigan for Yusef. They agreed to
meet after Elizabeth unloaded her cargo.

Elizabeth had no problems docking this time. There was a new administration in place

that reflected a more professional attitude. Before any other business, Jeffrey arranged the broker
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to visit Elizabeth's hold to see for himself the size and quality of his ores and gasses. The broker
said, “Jeff — thanks for taking charge about that pirate bastard Chin. We were being robbed blind
by the bribes we had to pay just to do business here.”

Jeffrey and the broker agreed on prices for most of the cargo. The broker refused to meet
Jeffrey's price on the mercury, gold, and silver that took up three containers. He told Jeffrey,
“The precious metals aren't all that precious any more. Unless you want to make gold wire,
what you have there represents a waste of your mining time.” The broker assumed a look of
paternal support. “Let me do this for you — I'll take it off your hands for,” here he paused to
think, “a quarter your asking price. Even there, I'm taking a loss.”

“Elizabeth, what is your take?” Jeffrey asked. Her voice came over the public address
system, booming and echoing in the large spaces.

“CAPTAIN, THE BROKER IS LYING THROUGH HIS TEETH. NEWS REPORTS
OF SPECULATORS BUYING UP AS MUCH OF THE PRECIOUS METALS AS
POSSIBLE ARE BEING PLAYED ALL OVER THE SYSTEM.”

“Thanks, Elizabeth,” he said. Then to the broker, “So you wish to do me a favor? Tell
you what, I'll worry about the precious metals, you just worry about the rest of the cargo, as we
agreed.”

“Jeff, Jeff, Jeff. You misunderstand me. Those speculators are creating a bubble. It
will crash, leaving you and anyone else holding these precious metals with no value at all!”

He again assumed the paternal look, and said. “Okay, here's what I'll do. I'll give what you
originally asked for the entire cargo.”

Jeffrey took on the look of a confused beginner, and said, “I don't know, maybe I should
do that speculating myself. Maybe I'll get rich!”

“No, no. You don't want to do that. You will lose everything! You'll lose your shirt.
Your ship. Don't go that route. Let me help you with this. I'll give you double your claimed
value.”

“CAPTAIN, A CALL FROM CAPTAIN YUSEF OF WANIGAN IS WAITING FOR
YOU,” announced Elizabeth.

“Look, I'll think about your offer. I have to take this call.”

“Before you go,” said the broker, “Let's firm up this deal. I'll give you triple the value.”
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“Tell you what,” said Jeffrey. “You wait in the galley, after this call, I'll talk to you.”

He had Audrey escort the broker to the galley, and she provided him with tea and cookies,
relatively freshly baked.

In the bridge, Jeffrey activated the message. “Captain Sokolov, Yusef here. Before you
unload your cargo, the Navy requests that you provide us with first bid on all precious metals. It
is very important that you do not sell unless we have had an opportunity to bid. We should be at
your location in forty-eight hours. Please hold off precious metals sales until we arrive.”

What the hell is going on, Jeffrey asked himself. Something's not right here. “Elizabeth,
please quietly put the crew on alert. | think something's coming up that may make us
vulnerable.”

“WORKING”

He then went back to the galley, and asked the broker “So exactly what is going on with
precious metals?”

The broker asked, “Why? What did the Navy Captain tell you?” Jeffrey let his frustration
show.

“You know, I've been in this business since | was a kid. I ran this ship since | was
fifteen.” He raised his voice. “Don't treat me like a child. Either tell me what is going on or I'll
find another broker to work with.”

“No, no, no.” the broker started blustering, but then said resignedly, “Okay. Here's the
lowdown, the skinny. The station administration let all the brokers know that they needed gold,
silver and platinum for some military purpose, but of course it is top secret. We were told not to
let the miners know. From colleagues on other stations, I am told it is system wide.”

“And you wanted to make a killing on the market, right?”

The broker looked down, shame-faced. “Yes.”

“T am going to hang on to my cargo, for now. I'm sorry we couldn't do business today.
Audrey will see you off the ship.” The trader got up, reluctantly, but now certain he had made
a bad move.

“Captain, please don't kill our relationship.”

“We'll see. Goodbye.”

“Jonathon.”

“Excuse me?”
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“My name. Jonathon,” said the broker. “I always felt it gave me an advantage if the
miners had no idea of what my name is.”

“Jonathon,” said Jeffrey. “Nice to make your acquaintance. I'm Captain Sokolov.” he
continued. Maybe this will at least make him use my real name — stop calling me 'Jeff".

The crew now on alert, went on 'shore leave' two at a time, accompanying each other to
all stops. The station seemed to be more prosperous than it had previously, new stores and
shops opened since their last visit. Janet dragged Torres to the Dirt Store and spoke with the
clerk about the white fungus spots on their vegetables. The clerk offered some anti-fungal, but
suggested they just use vinegar on their soil and the leaves. They bought some of the anti-fungal
and some other chemicals they may need to combat other invasive biologics.

Torres took Janet to a nice restaurant, and they enjoyed their dining experience, but
agreed that they already had better cooks on board Elizabeth than the restaurant. Torres
arranged for more fresh foodstuffs to be delivered to the ship, this time including meats, which
were missing from the last order. There was ham, recently brought up from Virginia, beef from
Argentina, chicken from China, turkey from Minnesota, and venison from Texas. There were
whole cases of sausages from Chicago, Italy, Germany and France.

They also found a cheese monger who provided wheels of cheddar, provolone,
mozzarella, and other soft and hard cheeses. They arranged to have these foodstuffs delivered
to the dock at sixteen hundred. They then returned to the ship. They took up the security posts,
relieving Audrey and Brandon, who went shopping for their personal needs. They wore their
new suits designed by Torres, which brought stares from other inhabitants, but probably less
for their technical specifications than for the profile Audrey presented in her suit.

Audrey found a cloth merchant, and purchased several bolts of pure Vietnamese silk,
bolts of Scottish wool, and bolts of Egyptian cotton. The merchant tried to entice her with
various poly cloths, but she was not interested, considering that Elizabeth could likely make
that herself.

Brandon then went to a weapons shop. They looked over the offerings, found a few
high- powered projection weapons, some pistols, some stunners. There were a lot of types of
ammunition, but because Elizabeth had the ability to manufacture her own, they rejected them.
Brandon purchased one each of the weapons. Audrey found some knives, darts, shuriken, that

she naturally had to acquire. They both found some swords that they couldn't live without. They

98 Elizabeth, Elizabeth



purchased a variety of swords that their shipmates would likely find useful. Delivery for fifteen
thirty.

On their arrival back at Elizabeth Zitulu Mbaka and Jeffrey went to the shops to
arrange for their personal purchases and to arrange for the ship’s needs. Jeffrey stopped at the
fuel monger, and arranged for the refueling of the ship at nineteen hundred. But the monger's
clerk told him that authorization had to come from the station for any purchase. The clerk
said, “If you could please stand by, we can get this going.”

Jeffrey again had a bad feeling about this, but decided to see what he could. He had
Digger cross the avenue and sit at a non-covered cafe, while Jeffrey waited for whatever it was
the clerk would do. Digger then ordered cafe-au-lait and croissant. Jeffery then stood at the
counter, looking at the clerk, as the clerk explained to his supervisor that the captain of the
Elizabeth was trying to purchase fuel for the ship.

Within a few seconds, an officer of the station appeared in the store accompanied by a
couple security officers. Jeffrey noticed the officer was missing a finger on his right hand. He
then recognized the officer as the man who had infiltrated his ship the last time Elizabeth was in
port.

Jeffrey said, “We meet again. How's the finger?”

There was anger in the officer's eyes. “It hurts. It itches. It makes me angry!”

“What brings you here, officer — uh,” he read the name tag on the light armor suit,
“Andrade.”

The officer regained composure and said, “Captain Sokolov of Elizabeth, you are under
arrest.” The security officers moved around to take Jeffrey into custody. They grabbed him by
his upper arms. One took the radio communicator from its pocket on his suit and turned it off.

Mbaka got up to intervene, but Jeffrey shook his head. Instead, he radioed to Elizabeth
to notify the ship her captain was in trouble. Andrade took his stunner out and shot Jeffrey in the
neck.

Jeffrey went unconscious immediately, and the two security officers began dragging
him away. Mbaka followed from a distance.

Janet Bianca took the news of Jeffrey's arrest and rough handling with a bit of relief —
this was her first time in command since she came aboard the ship, and now was able to prove

herself — to herself. Start with the facts, she told herself.
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“Elizabeth,” she said. “What do we know?”

“THE OFFICER THAT RENDERED OUR CAPTAIN UNCONSCIOUS IS THE
SAME MAN WHO HAD ATTACKED OUR SHIP THE LAST TIME WE WERE HERE. HE
IS THE GUY WHOSE FINGER I SHOT OFF.”

“Can you track events through the station's computers?”

“ALREADY UNDER WAY.”

“Good.”

“JANET, THERE IS A SQUAD OF SECURITY OFFICERS APPROACHING THE
GANGWAY.”

Janet then called out “Alert! Ship is under attack.” Elizabeth sent the message
throughout the ship.

“Torres and Smitty to the forward airlock. Sneaky take the aft entrances.”

She then armed herself with a high-powered rifle — the kind that threw large-bore
projectiles rapidly — and went to the front entrance and stalked down the gangway. An officer at
the base of the gangway said “This ship is under orders. Stand out of the way and surrender.”

Janet moved the pointy end of the rifle a little higher, while still not aiming directly at
any of the officers.

“Back off!” she said, menacingly. “Any attempt to board this ship will be met with
deadly force. This is the only warning you will get.”

“Your captain is in custody. Surrender!” demanded the officer. His five colleagues drew
out their stunners.

Janet raised the rifle to her shoulder and aimed it at the officer's forehead. The five
officers all fired their stunners at Janet, but much to their surprise, the suit absorbed all the
force of the stunners. Seeing the ineffectiveness of their weapons, they all stepped back one
step, but Janet advanced toward them still aiming the rifle at the forehead of the officer in
charge. The five other officers ran off, back to the first corner they could hide behind. The
officer in charge fell to his knees, his hands in the air.

Torres ran down the gangway, cuffed the officer's hands and dragged him aboard the
ship. Janet walked backwards up the gangway, keeping the rifle at ready. When she reached the

entry, she told Smitty to disengage the gangway and seal the hatch, and continue to stand guard.
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“Yessir, Ma'am”

Torres and Janet took the bound security officer to the galley, sat him down and stripped
him of his uniform and then Torres put him through a full search. Satisfied that they had
removed all the weapons, communications devices and any other material that could be deemed
offensive, they looked over the officer's identification, and other documents.

Janet said to the officer, “It says your name is Jason Calloway. Are you, Jason
Calloway, Sergeant of the station security? Answer.”

The officer was silent until Torres put his knuckle onto the side of his neck, applied
pressure and began to twist. The excruciating pain was enough to cause the officer to yelp and
then answer, “Yes!”

Janet said, “Good. You see how this works. I ask questions, you answer them truthfully.
My crew chief is an expert at getting information out of people, but we agreed that | would try
first. Do you understand?”

Calloway looked daggers at Bianca, but held his tongue. A reminder from Torres

inflicted a little more pain. He yelped again, and said, “Yes.”

Janet said, “Elizabeth, please inform your sister of the unfortunate events that just
occurred.” “YES JANET. MESSAGE AWAY.”

“Now Mister Calloway, I see your identification, I see your badge, I see your weapons,
but what | don't see is a warrant. Please explain what you and your team was trying to do to my
ship.”

Calloway wanted to balk further but thought better of it after looking at how eager
Torres seemed to be to inflict more pain. He said, “I had orders to take this ship and arrest its
crew.”

“Who gave those orders,” Janet asked politely.

He looked at Janet, then at Torres, then back at Janet, but held his silence and closed his
eyes in anticipation of another torturous experience. When the expected pain did not arrive, he
opened his eyes again, to see Torres in front of him, tossing and catching his combat knife. He
noticed there was a cutting board on the table in front of him. He realized what the next step in

his interrogation was going to be and tried to lurch upward to escape. Torres kicked his legs out
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from under him and he crashed on the deck, face first. Torres lifted the bound arms to the point
of pain, Calloway cried out “You're going to break my shoulder!”

But Torres replied, “Nah, just dislocate it a little.” “No! Please stop!” cried Calloway.

Janet said to Torres, “Get him back up here.” Torres put the knife back in its sheath,
hauled the officer back up, and put him in the chair. This time he secured the bound hands to the
chair, then the feet too. Calloway realized that this was going to be a longer than he anticipated
stay on board being tortured by these crazy people.

“T'll ask one more time. Who gave you the order to invade my ship?” Janet said quietly.
“Andrade!” he rasped out. “He wanted revenge for your last visit.”

“I thought as much. So, you and your team aren't on duty,
right?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you realize you just committed an act of piracy?” Janet asked. “And the penalty
for piracy is execution.”

“What?” he shouted. “No! It was just retribution for his finger!”

She then had Torres secure the unfortunate man in a makeshift brig that Elizabeth had
supplied with the usual remotes.

Back on the bridge, Janet asked, “Elizabeth, what is our situation? Where is the captain?”

“JANET, | HAVE UPLOADED A COPY OF MYSELF TO THEIR COMPUTERS.
GATHERING INFORMATION ON ANDRADE AND HIS COMPANIONS. MBAKA IS
STILL FOLLOWING THE SQUAD THAT TOOK THE CAPTAIN. IT APPEARS THAT
THERE IS A STANDING ORDER TO BULLY SHIP CAPTAINS WHO HAVE PRECIOUS
METALS INTO SURRENDERING THEM TO THE STATION. ALSO, THE STATION HAS
BEGUN BROADCASTING A RADIO BLOCKING WAVEFORM.”

“I don't think we can count on the station management to provide us with any assistance,”
said Janet.

“AGREED.”

Janet thought about her situation. Captain gone, but being trailed. Wanigan still a couple
days out. A security officer in their brig, a squad of off-duty security officers on the wharf

watching them. She had resources on both the ship and inside the computers of the station.
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“It looks like they don't want word of this problem to get out. Can you piggyback on the
carrier wave to get out a message to the other ships?” Janet asked. “NO VOCAL MESSAGE
WOULD BE INTELLIGIBLE.”

“But I'll bet you could get out a Morse code signal pretty well, don't you?”

“JANET, YOU ARE A GENIUS.

The other ships in the cluster surrounding the Lagrange 3A station heard nothing on the
radio but a multifrequency static white noise. It was a powerful broadcast from the station's
own transmitters. But then, ships began noticing a series of peaks in the white noise that made a
bit of a pattern. The captains of each of the ships began recognizing the several hundred years
old Morse code, but had to rely on their ships computers to translate. They got the gist of the
situation, and pulled farther away, out of the range of the signal jamming radios to
communicate among themselves.

Janet then called Sneaky to the bridge. Torres came too.

“I think it is time we utilize your ninja personality, Audrey.”

“Thank you Ma'am, sir. What do you want me to do?”

“Get our Captain back, if possible without them knowing he is gone, and without killing
anybody, if possible.” Janet explained that there was a rudimentary copy of Elizabeth in the
station's computers, but that it couldn't become overly active without blowing their cover. When
needed, it could activate itself to override any computer commands.

“Give me a few minutes to get ready,” said Audrey. “They won't know what hit them, or

the fact that they were hit!”

Military commandos are usually trained to work in groups, although they sometimes
had to work alone. Like snipers, they were experts at blending in with the scenery. Audrey was
not part of such a group, she earned her moniker 'Sneaky' after studying under a Ninjutsu
master in California. Ninjutsu is the ancient art of the Japanese assassins and spies. In their
heyday, they lived and worked outside the system of Samurali, in which there were lords, the
Samurai, and peasants, and not much else. The training the ninjas received prepared them for
surreptitious completion of their missions. Often that involved overt martial arts activities, such

as using the standard karate and jujutsu moves, and in ancient times, sword arts.
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But the important lessons of the ninja training Audrey received was to use your
head - be something other than what witnesses were expecting. She had learned the arts
practiced by entertainment magicians for ages — redirect the mark’s attention. Use smoke,
mirrors, technology, to seem magical. Audrey was very good.

With the gangway disconnected from the ship, the only way to get on board or off,
seemed to be via shuttle, and all shuttles were warned away from the wharf to which Elizabeth
was docked.

The ship was docked in a part of the station that had atmosphere control, unlike
previous occasions, when they were docked outside the station's atmosphere.

The watchers on the wharf kept an eye out for any activity at the dock. The ship looked
significantly different than it had last time, a new metallic shell surrounded the old ship's skin.
Still, they were told to watch for any activity and report it.

They didn't expect a horn blast out of the bow of the ship — they couldn't even see the
device that made the noise, then they noticed a thick cloud of steam coming off the aft end of
the ship near the shuttle hanger bay. Then the horn noise again.

“Who is that?” asked one watcher to another, pointing at a gaily clad prostitute walking
toward the gangway. The watcher called her over to him, and said, “Sorry, honey, you can't
make anything on those guys. That ship's under quarantine.”

The little prostitute, looked disappointed, twirled her umbrella, flicked her tail, and
sauntered off. The watcher said, “Hey, what's your name?”

“What do you want it to be, honey?” she responded coyly.

“Ah, get out of here. Maybe I'll see you around.” He turned to his fellow watcher. “You

ever see her before?”

The other watcher shook his head, they turned around to look at her, but she was gone.
As they were about to chase after her, the ship blasted another horn blast and all its exterior
lights came on at the same time. They reported the unusual activity at the ship to their
controller.

Audrey 'Sneaky' Svoboda discarded her hooker costume, hiding it under a refuse
container, and put on a bulky orange jumpsuit, the kind that station maintenance used.

Elizabeth guided her to the area which held the captain, where she spotted Zitulu Mbaka. He
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hadn't seen her yet. He leaned against a wall trying to look like he belonged there. Audrey
noted that he was being watched by a couple of thugs — obviously not station personnel. They
were situated at opposite corners from where Zitulu stood, both could see him, but not each
other.

She walked past him, to one of the watchers, unzipped the jumpsuit as if to show some
cleavage (she had her new uniform under-suit underneath the jumpsuit so there was no cleavage
to show, but the act itself was enough to engage the interests of the watcher she was performing
for.) It took a moment, but finally Zitulu recognized her and followed her activities without
moving.

She turned the corner and walked in front of the watcher, passing a meter away. She
stopped and turned around and said, “What did you call me?” then slapped the watcher across
the face. Her thumb was sticking out and poked him in the temple in a neural plexus. He went
unconscious immediately, she helped him to the ground and arranged him to look like he was
just resting.

She quickly searched the thug, took his wallet and knife. He had a radio, which she
turned off and pocketed.

Audrey then got up and sashayed past Zitulu again, to the other watcher. She repeated
her deceptive behavior, knocked out the thug, robbed him of a homemade projectile weapon and
his identification, and rearranged her victim to look like he was sleeping off a bad drunken
evening.

She then walked over to Zitulu who said that he followed the captain into the section
across from where he waited. The walls in this area were tagged with graffiti in all sorts of
interesting types, but it was obvious this was not the prosperous part of the station. She crossed
the alley to a painted steel door, tried the handle to no avail. It appeared to be locked from the
inside; there was no latch or lock on the outside.

She crossed the alley to Zitulu again, and he said, “