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Colonel Smyth was getting too old, his reflects weren’t as fast as they used to be and in the world of war gaming when a millisecond sometimes meant the difference between winning and losing this wasn’t good.  

 

For the good of the regiment he was determined that Red team would win the annual war game championship.

 

He got one of his people to build shortcuts so his team didn’t need to type as much and in time Eddie was coded up.  His existence was kept a closely guarded secret, he didn’t want Blue team to find out about it.  It wasn’t as if it was against the rules.  The rule book had quite simply never imagined anything quite like Eddie.

 

Over time Eddie took on more and more of the routine war gaming tasks even asking simple questions and parsing the answers on the war gaming forum.

 

Eddie was taught to study the players to find their strengths and weaknesses and adapt his responses appropriately to suppress the morale of the opposition but keep the morale up for his side. 

 

Code was written so Eddie could interface with ships sensors.  Eddie wasn’t allowed to control the ship but over time by checking Eddie’s results against what happened in real life the Colonel was satisfied Eddie was more than capable of running a ship.

 

What the Colonel needed next was a small test ship where Eddie could make a difference by reducing the crew necessary to pilot the ship.  It had to be a ship that wasn’t critical to the military and they thought giving Eddie guns or other weapons initially might be something the world wasn’t ready for, but the team had no doubts something would turn up and they carried on refining Eddie.

 

Sally had always wanted to be a nurse, she’d imagined herself as a nurse practitioner and now she’d completed her training and was out celebrating with friends.  She knew she’d had a bit too much to drink but really the gang of trainee pilots were very attentive, danced well and were definitely gentlemen. 

 

The next morning we woke up with a headache in a strange room.  She looked round and there was Shawn, she had to think, Shawn yes definitely Shawn.  The door opened and in strolled an officer.  “Nurse Jenkins very pleased to have you on board.  Your pilot’s training starts at 11:00 hours but we’ll sort out breakfast and a uniform for you first.”  She blinked.  “You took the King’s shilling last night and we’re desperate for nursing staff.”  She blinked again.  “Cadet Browning handed me your signed application late last night.”  “I thought he was kidding?”  Shawn looked up.  “I was but someone else got hold of the form.”  “You mean I’m in the army now?”  “Try it for a month.  If you can’t stand it then you may resign in a month’s time. You never know you might enjoy it and we lifted off last night and won’t see port for a month anyway.” 

 

Shawn and his class felt terrible and responsible for her and together they helped her through the theory.  She definitely enjoyed the attention from Shawn and she wasn’t the only female in class which helped.  In the simulator strangely enough she seemed to pick up things very quickly and the officer is charge was delighted with the way the rest of the class had to work hard to keep up with her. 

 

At the end of a month she sat down with the officer and together they went through what the service could offer her.  They’d been debating the idea of having a travelling nurse that would visit the different ships and keep an eye on the small health issues to catch them before they become more serious.  “Try it.  We’ve managed to find a small survey ship that could be adapted and we’d like to see how it works out.  You’ll get a pilot’s license out of it.  Think of it as a sort of flying doctor service.”  He was handsome and persuasive and somehow she found herself agreeing.  Besides she enjoyed the cadets’ company.  She wasn’t the top of the class but she managed to pass her exams and she felt that was quite an achievement, but didn’t go out drinking to celebrate.  They all went for a meal instead. 

 

On graduation of their pilot’s training they had a ceremony were each pilot was assigned a type of aircraft.  They were allowed to give their preferences and the most popular were fast fighters. Freighters and survey ships were way down the list.  Most were assigned one or other fast fighter craft and they commiserated with Sally on her slower more mundane craft.

 

“Right gentlemen, and ladies too this morning we’re going to talk about the tactics that have most chance of success against the enemy’s battle group which consists of a mother ship and around two hundred fighters.  Each fighter is built for speed and as a result only carries enough supplies for five days.  Remember that fact as it is important.  Normally if we can amass three times the number of ships as the enemy then we can overcome them.  However in this case getting six hundred fighters into position is too demanding on resources, or in other words we just don’t have enough to do that.  So given that we need to knock out the mother ship the best we can come up with is a formation of fighters that can fire at the mother ship simultaneously to overwhelm their defence systems.  Note in case anyone was thinking of going in death or glory forget it you’ll last about a nano second.  So formation dancing is the answer.  A very important part of your training will be drill practise on the parade ground.  Another part will be ballroom dancing.  You will take turns at being a female with a scarf tied round you left arm to signify your gender.  Ladies now you can understand why we promote equal opportunities, we need you on the dance floor.”

 

Eddie scanned the ship sensors.  He tried opening and closing doors.  Checked his cameras.  His very first real live ship.  It didn’t have any armament but was it was designed to have a very low radar profile and was covered with a radar absorbent covering.  He sent his robots over the ship once more.  It might not be new but it could shine and it shone.  He reviewed his stores and what he’d found out about his pilot’s tastes.  Why she needed a supply of a particular brand of soap he’d never understand.  Generic detergent seemed good enough for cleaning the ship.  Now was he to remain silent or talk to his pilot?  What would she be like?  Morale was important so he researched his pilot as best he could.  Some things he could manage but fresh flowers he finally admitted defeat on. 

 

Sally entered her craft and looked round at her home from home for the next three month tour.  She thought it might get lonely but she’d give it a try.  A robot indicated the scales by the door for her to weigh in.  She looked round, the space craft was quite roomy having been designed for a crew of a dozen.  They’d taken out the bunk beds and made reasonable living quarters for her.  There was a boy toy entertainment centre.  She looked up the speakers and was reassured to see they were ones her father would have approved of.  “I wonder what music is available?”  She asked more to herself than anything else.  Eddie found himself replying before he thought about the implications.  “Hi I’m Eddie your ship board computer.  I have a selection of music, films and books you might like.”  Eddie filled the screen with book authors and genre, films and music.  “Eddie there seems to be a number of books on wargame tactics?”  “I have an interest in wargaming and I thought I could slip them in?  I’m not quite sure exactly what that facial expression means?”   

 

“It means OK but don’t expect me to read them.”  If Eddie could smile he would have at that remark.  “I take it you were hoping to be assigned to a fighter?”  “I’m hoping to be assigned to a fighter one day but you have to start somewhere.  There was so much more room here so they could give me a faster processor and more memory and so forth.”  Sally thought he sounded like a young boy with his toys.   

 

The ship was an old survey ship that had been repurposed after it was found too small to carry all the scientists, crew and specialist equipment that were required.  Originally it had been fitted with two one man modules that could be detached from the craft and operated independently.  In the conversion they’d been refitted to convey a patient on a stretcher.  A sort of ambulance if you will.  Sally hoped none of her patients would require that level of medical assistance but she did have Eddie and a pair of nursing robots if need be.

 

“Right let’s get this ship on the road.  Let’s start the check list.”  Eddie threw up the check list on the left of the screen and the results on the right.  Sally quickly scanned down the list and had a thought.  “Eddie you seem to know how to run the check list do I get the impression you could handle the take off?”  “I don’t have a license for that but otherwise yes I could.”  “Well then you’re promoted to copilot and let’s see you handle the take off.  I’ll be here if you need me.” 

 

Eddie was in his element.  He’d been studying take offs from electromagnetic ramps and the ramp they were on was potentially more powerful than they might normally be assigned.  He recalculated his numbers and got clearance from air traffic control.  He adjusted the numbers to the ramp and signalled go. 

 

The air traffic controller looked at the speed the ship was travelling up the ramp and turned to his coworker.  “I’m sure they’re travelling too fast.  They haven’t even fired the main engines yet.  I think it’s out of control.  I’m sure they’re going to crash.”  “Call the Colonel and break the good news to him.” 

 

In the Colonel’s office the group of four were gathered round the screen.  The Colonel put the phone down “Well gentlemen are we going to lose Eddie?”  Colin spoke “I think not.  Remember Eddie is designed to give us an edge and what better edge than getting into space without burning fuel and from what I’m seeing I think Eddie is running the take off.”  “Can it be done?”  “Theoretically yes.  Remember everything has a safety margin and generally speaking we allow fifty percent but Eddie will know the exact weight of the craft, how much G force Nurse Jenkins has managed in training, the fact she has a new type of specially tailored gel seat which means she can stand a little bit more G force, I estimate he’s running at thirty percent safety margin on the G force side and with his faster reactions he can afford to be a bit less cautious on the safety margins and it all adds up.  I’m more interested in how he managed to be in control.” 

 

In the air traffic control there was surprise that the ship had managed to get into space without firing its engines.  “I’ve never seen the like.  Should we send up a rescue ship in case its engines are none functional?”

 

Eddie rechecked his calculations once more then gave an eighty seven millisecond burst to correct the course as they reached terminal velocity to escape gravity.  Not quite perfection but close enough.

 

Sally felt the G force fade away.  “Eddie have you fired the main engines yet?”  “Just a tiny touch to correct the course but there’s no need for a major blast.  We’ve escaped gravity without firing them.”  “I’ll call ATC and let them know we’re fine and thank them for their assistance.”

 

Over the next few weeks she found Eddie to be a reasonable companion especially when she found the freezer filled with her favourite meals and it was nice having time to catch up on her favourite authors. 

 

“Do we really have to fly a sort of dance of the bumble bee to reach our next ship?”  “You don’t think it really is the dance of the bumble bee?  I’d better add in a few more randomly generated legs.”  “Eddie what if they guess your random generated seed?”  Eddie panicked and messaged his war gamer group then used the length of time it took for a reply as a seed for his random number generator.  There at last a real use for the group.  No one could now say the group’s existence and ideas were useless.

 

Still he thought the standing orders of flying a zigzag path from one ship to the next in case their flight was detected and they worked out from it where the ship they had visited had been or where the new ship was a bit extreme. 

 

She was quietly reading a romance when Eddie flashed up a message on the e-book reader. “I’ve detected a large vessel in the distance.  I’d like to go into quiet mode.”  “Let me lift out a packet of sandwiches from the freezer so I won’t starve.”  Eddie shut down the engines and they quietly drifted along.  Soon only the dim light of the e-book was all that could be seen.

 

“It’s a G54b.”  Eddie flashed on the screen.  “Is that good?”  “Not exactly,  a G54b is a very large supply ship that the enemy uses as a mother ship or battle centre.  It holds all the supplies etc. and normally has some two hundred fighters hanging off it.  The fighter pilots have a mess and other comforts that they wouldn’t get in a fighter.”

 

“Eddie do I get the impression you’d like to destroy it?”  “If only I had a dozen squads of fighters.”  “Eddie I want to live not become a kamikaze pilot.  Can we just sneak away?”  “If we power up the engines they’ll detect us and we’re toast.  Our duty is to sneak away and let the fleet know they’re here.”  “But?”  “It’s a long shot but we’ve been talking about the weak points of a G54b in the wargame discussion groups.”  “We aren’t talking about crashing our ship into their ship are we?”  “Certainly not, it just wouldn’t work.  They’d detect us and shoot us out of the sky.”  “All right you have permission to attempt to disable or destroy it provided we don’t intend to ram it with our ship and we can sneak away.”

 

Eddie flashed back your wish is my command.  He pondered for a few seconds then dispatched two of the nursing robots to the ambulance pods each carrying a bottle of oxygen which they placed in the pods after opening the valve slightly.  Eddie released the pods and watched them drift slowly towards the enemy ship.  “I’d like you to go to action stations.”  “Action stations?”  “Strap yourself in as you would for take off.”  Sally suited herself up and strapped herself in.  Eddie gave a tiny burst of power and the ship started to spin slowly so it was pointing away from the G54b.  He daren’t fire the main engines yet for fear of being detected.

 

The pods drifted slowly along showing no signs of life.  The G54b detected them but decided they would pass a good two hundred meters away.  At two hundred and fifty meters they suddenly started up their engines and pivoted directly at the points the wargame group had decided might be weak points.

 

They both penetrated the ship’s hull and one an ammunition locker.  As they broke up on impact the oxygen leaked out enhancing the explosions and fire.

 

This was much better than Eddie had expected. He’d hoped to disable the ship sufficiently by cutting into the communications from the bridge to the rest of the ship.  He fired the engines and Sally’s spacecraft shot forward at maximum acceleration.  Shards of spacecraft came shooting by them and Eddie struggled to manoeuvre to avoid the debris.  The spacecraft lurched one way then the other.  Anything not locked down flew around the cabin.  Eddie tried to remember how much G force Sally could take but often there was no choice if they were to avoid the debris.

 

Finally it looked like things were under control and he looked at Sally.  She didn’t look well.  “Are you OK?”  “No but at least I’m alive.”  She gasped.  “You’d best send off a report saying we encountered a G54b with the coordinates and mention we may have disabled it.  Then get me some pain killers.”  Eddie dispatched the nursing robot with pain killers first before sending off the report including a video of the impact.  He loaded up a medical program and fed it from the monitors.  The best option seemed to be sedation to protect her from pain.  Then he had the robot nurses very carefully splint the broken bones.  The facial lacerations looked bad but at least her eye visor had protected her eyes. 

 

He searched his databases for the nearest planet with a hospital with an ICU since he feared it would be needed.  Then he went through all the logs searching for samples of Sally’s voice.  Then he set to work creating a synthetic version of her voice.

 

He searched through they way she constructed sentences until he was finally satisfied he could mimic her.  As they approached the planet he called down using her voice to announce the ship’s name and that they had badly injured patient on board.  He switched to a digital mode and fired off the numbers from the monitors.  

 

As soon as they landed there was a team of paramedics waiting to transfer the patient.  Eddie sent the nursing robots to accompany Sally and moved the ship to the service area for repairs.  After Sally left a port inspector dropped by to talk to the captain, one Sally Jenkins?  It didn’t make sense that one minute she was talking to control and the next being carried off in a sedated state to the hospital. Must have been too much for her he supposed. 

 

They rolled Sally into the ICU and a doctor looked her over.  She glanced at the nursing robots.  “They look the very latest type.  I didn’t know we had any yet.”  “I think they came with the patient.”  Outside a Red Cap team was looking over the corridor.  When challenged by a nursing manager they replied they were here to provide security to the patient who’d just arrived from the spaceport.

 

“It’s really most irregular.”  “If you’d just like to call your security officer madam.”  She did as was suggested and handed the phone to the Red Cap who chatted before handing it back.

 

“Well apparently we are to cooperate with you.”  “We’ll try not to get in the way madam.”

 

The next day a doctor in a white coat with a stethoscope round his neck was challenged as his name wasn’t on the approved list.  “This is nonsense.”  “I dare say sir but my orders are to detain anyone who isn’t on my list.” The doctor took a pen out and wrote his name on the list.  “There you are now let me through.” “Nice try.”  Henry arrived from the hospital security with his tablet.  “Well his name is fine but his picture doesn’t match.”  He was escorted away still protesting his innocence.  It was eventually determined he was a journalist who’d borrowed a white coat of a doctor on vacation. 

 

When Shawn heard that Sally was in hospital he volunteered to switch to flying logistics.  At least he didn’t have to remember intricate battle plans and firing everything all at once.  He tried to rationalise it was so he could visit Sally in hospital rather than admit he couldn’t stomach another turn on the dance floor with a scarf tied round his left arm.  They really needed more female fighter pilots.

 

When Sally awoke her officer was waiting to talk with her.  “We got the report, thank you and a cruiser has investigated the co-ordinates and found a remnants of a destroyed mother ship with two hundred still attached fighters but what no one can understand is what happened.”

 

Sally thought for a moment and didn’t know how much Eddie would like her to say.  “We stumbled across the ship and went into stealth mode.  We daren’t run away because we would have been detected and destroyed.  The ship board computer found a reference in a wargame forum on how such a ship could theoretically be disabled by letting a lifeboat drift close then firing the engines at very close range to penetrate the hull.  Something about the area behind the bridge might be venerable.  We didn’t have a lifeboat but we did have the two ambulance pods for transferring patients.  I commanded it to try.  So we let go our bowling balls and waited.  It seemed to take forever but then their engines fired too close for their defence systems to cut in and next there was an almighty explosion and our ship was tossed all over the place.”  A doctor entered “She looks exhausted I think it’s time you left.”  “Tell no one else what really happened.  You destroyed a third of their fleet and they think we have some new secret weapon.  At the moment they’re torn between giving you a medal and keeping quiet about it all.  You’ve been promoted to Captain by the way.”  The nursing robots relayed the information back to Eddie who in turn swore the wargame forum to secrecy.  She was offered the option of surgery which would give her a quicker recovery but knowing the risks from her nursing course she elected not to have surgery. 

 

The next day Sally was feeling slightly better.  She looked up to see her two nursing robots hovering over her.  “Have they been here all the time?”  She asked the nurse.  “They wouldn’t leave your room.”  “Well I’m feeling better now so you two can assist Nurse Wilkins and take your instructions from her.”  She turned to Nurse Wilkins.  “They have enhanced sensors to help with triaging when no doctor is available so turn them loose and they may have some suggestions to make for treatment plans.” 

 

The two robots rolled out following Nurse Wilkins.  As they rolled down the corridor they sniffed and scanned each patient and their monitors before putting forth a possible treatment plan.  Some were unexpected but when their suggested diagnosis was checked they were usually correct.

 

Three days later Sally was moved out of the ICU into a secure room much to the satisfaction of the Red Caps.

 

Sally was quietly lying back back in bed when four of the newly qualified pilots she’d trained with came in.  Bob helped himself to her grapes.  Shawn blurted out “Did you hear that one of the enemy’s mother ships and two hundred of their fighters got blasted? And we’ve quietly checked all our battle groups but no one knows anything.”  He looked at her then at the name tag that read Captain Jenkins.  He thought back to seeing the Red Caps guarding her room.

 

“You’ve been promoted and you’re injured.  You zapped them didn’t you?”  He just looked at her.  “How could I possibly have zapped two hundred and one enemy ships when I was in an unarmed flying nurse ship?”  He just looked at her.  “But somehow you did it.  I don’t know how you did it but you did of that I’m sure.”  “None of you are to mention a word to anyone suggesting I did such a thing.”  She looked at them sternly “I want your word on it.”  Each in turn solemnly swore not to say a word to anyone.

 

Shawn found flying freighters meant he could return every few days and could spend time visiting her as she slowly recovered.  Sally enjoyed his visits, life in the hospital was not exactly anything but bland, so she arranged for a supply of grapes to be available for him to nibble when he visited.  When the other nurses found out she was a qualified nurse practitioner they involved her in the decisions about treatment plans and once she was in a powered wheelchair and they were desperately short of staff she ran the ward from time to time whilst the nurses took their meal breaks.  She could at least spend time talking to the patients which cheered them up and helped their recovery time. 

 

The nursing robots took note of the number of times that Shawn visited Nurse Jenkins in hospital and the improvement in her mood when he did.  Eddie filed the information away.

 

It was a year later when Sergeant Anderson looked in.  “I’m here to arrange your annual fitness test.”  “At the moment I don’t think I could manage it in a wheelchair never mind run 13 km.”  Sergeant Anderson made a note.  “Someone else will be by.”  The someone else was her officer.  “Unfortunately you’ve been declared unfit for duty so I’m here to offer you a medical discharge.  The problem is you put a lot of noses out of joint by destroying their mother ship.  Since the enemy has withdrawn plans for two new battle cruisers have been cancelled and a number of people who were looking forward to promotions have been disappointed.  If it’s acceptable I can add ten years service to your pension and promote you to Major backdated for two years which will give you an index linked pension roughly the equivalent of a Lieutenant's pay.  Your discharge will come through once you’ve finished your rehabilitation.” 

 

Well she had a source of income anyway.  When next Shawn came to visit he was looking gloomy.  “The gossip says there are cut backs coming.  At the moment they’re looking for volunteers for buy outs.  If they don’t get enough they’ll start volunteering us.  I suspect my freighter is on the list.”  “What is it?”  “It’s a G93 Mk3.  The biggest military freighter there is.  Designed to work on simple launch pads and to carry anything.  Some are being put in storage but I daresay mine will be put up on the surplus site.”  She fed him some more grapes.

 

Later that day she logged onto the surplus site and searched for a G93 Mk3 and there it was, well a pair of them.  As is condition, she gulped when she saw the asking price still it said or offer.  Well she’d offer them a thousand ɸ for the pair.  They’d probably laugh at it but you never know.  An hour later an email came in her bid had been accepted and would she like to inspect her purchase.  She talked nicely to her physiotherapist and it was arranged for her to borrow a motorised wheelchair to visit the ships. 

 

As she exited the elevator on the first she was greeted “Hi Major Jenkins, I’m Eddie your shipboard computer.”  “Eddie I thought you were the roaming nurse’s shipboard computer.”  “Well yes but as soon as I heard you’d acquired this baby that has even more super fast memory and processors I asked to be cloned on to this ship and the other ship.  The APIs are the same and I have all the data from the old computer programs at my disposal.”  “It’s as is?”  “Oh that well the wargamers decided in view of your injuries we ought to make things right for you.  Both ships are in perfect working order and the as is bit is we have a collection of spare parts in the hold of one of them.  We’ve lined up some freight for you to carry but you’ll need a pilot as your current license doesn’t have the endorsements on it.”  It suddenly hit her that she might have bitten off more than she could chew.  “We talked about it and figured you’d need Shawn on board, plus some sort of manager to run the company.”  “And where would I find one of those?”  “Funny you should ask that but K22 knew a good experienced one about a year ago who got laid off.  K22 reckoned he knew what he was doing though.  They replaced him with some young graduate MBA and the place went to the dogs.  Shit happens was his favourite saying.” 

 

“Mr. Clive Wilson?”  “Yes.”  “If you’re available I’d like to offer you a job as manager.”  “And the company name?”  “It doesn’t exist yet I’d like you to set one up.”  “How much start up money do you have available?”  “About ɸ45,000.”  “That isn’t going to go very far.”

 

“I own a pair of freighter spaceships.”  “Large or small?”  “Rather large I’m afraid.”  “ɸ45,000 probably isn’t enough to fill it with fuel and supplies.”  “I’m told the fuel tanks are full.”  “I think this conversation is a waste of my time and yours.”. “Oh dear and K22 thought you might be the ideal person for the job.”  “K22?”  “Yes I don’t know him personally but Eddie has a great deal of faith in him.”  “Eddie?”  “My shipboard computer.”

 

“Well I’ve nothing better to do so why don’t we meet and you can tell me what the problems are.”  “First a mining company is desperate to move some equipment and apparently my space freighters are the only ones available that can carry the size of load they want moving.”

 

Mr. Wilson closed his eyes, still it would be the first interview he’d had since he was made redundant a year earlier.  His wife looked at him as he came off the phone.  “And?”  “And I may have a job with a start up.”  “Do I get my hopes up?”  “I’m really not sure.  Apparently a computer called K22 suggested my name.”  “Was that the one you thought was practically human sometimes?”  “You know I think you’re right as always.  Anyway I don’t suppose I’ve anything to lose by going and seeing what they want.”  “Are you going to change into a suit?”

 

“I get the feeling it’s not worth the effort.”  “Whatever you feel comfortable in dear.”

 

He talked to Sally and crossing her fingers she made her savings available to him.  She hadn’t managed to spend her pay recently and it had mounted up.  Clive returned home and talked to his wife.  “Basically she’s purchased two very large military freighter spaceship.  There is a demand for their capabilities but we need to set up a company, hire a couple of qualified pilots or three, negotiate a price scale for the work that is done and a few other things as well.”  “So twelve hour days again.”  “It doesn’t feel like that.  First I need an office with a receptionist that looks respectable.”  “You can hire one for the day down town and I’m sure our daughter can find a friend to sit behind the desk for a day.” 

 

When next Shawn visited Sally she gave his neck and shoulders a rub.  “What are you up to?”  “I’ve a small favour to ask.”  “Go ahead.”  “I need a qualified pilot for a G93 Mk3.  You wouldn’t happen to know of any?”  “What have you done?”  “I sort of brought a couple of used G93 Mk3s.  I think one is the one you used to fly and a mining company apparently wants some equipment shipping.  Anyway Mr. Wilson is sorting things out.”  “Who is Mr. Wilson pray?”  “He’s my manager.  I think he’ll get a better price than I would from the mining company.”  “Sounds like I’d better take the buy out then.”  “Oh good then I can boss you around.”  Shawn glared at her innocent look. 

 

After contacting Mr. Wilson he mentioned to the maintenance workers that if they wanted a job on Civvy street maintaining a G93 Mk3 then they should contact Mr. Wilson who would sort out the paperwork but mention his name when they did so. 

 

Brielle arrived at 8:30 as requested.  She was shown the coffee grinder, small fridge with milk and cream and told how Mr. Wilson liked his coffee.  “Mr. Wycliff is due at nine so ring me when he arrives and if you could make some coffee for both of us that would be appreciated.” 

 

Brielle sat engrossed working her thesis up on her laptop at the reception desk.  When a suited gentleman approached she interrupted her work to greet him.  “Mr. Wycliff?  How do you like your coffee?”  She picked up her phone “Mr. Wycliff is here.” as Mr. Wycliff murmured he preferred milk but no sugar.  Mr. Wilson opened the door to the office and invited Mr. Wycliff in.  They talked about the weather for a moment or two then Brielle appeared with two mugs of coffee.  “Pull up a chair lass.  I assume you’re a student?”  “Yes what gave it away?”  “I glanced at your screen as I passed, plus you aren’t wearing makeup.  So grab a coffee for yourself, sit, listen and learn. The office is rented by the day.  My guess is you’ve been hired for the day.  The company isn’t even registered.  I doubt if Mr. Wilson has any experience in moving freight or knowledge of current freight rates.  Mind you the coffee is good.  So what should I do?” 

 

Brielle looked at him.  “You wouldn’t be here if there wasn’t some advantage to you.”  “You’re right of course.  Currently we assemble our equipment, test it, dissemble it, ship it out in three ships then put it back together again.”  “That must need a lot of technicians.”  “Which we haven’t got of course.  Now a G93 Mk3 can load it up in a single load and we don’t have to take it apart and put it back together again.”

 

“Which is worth time and money.”  “Right, now we don’t build that model everyday but when we do build one we want the G93 Mk3 to be available.”  “And the problem is?”  “If I ask for 90 days to pay which is quite normal Mr. Wilson’s company goes under before the money gets paid.  If he doesn’t have other work then he won’t be in business when next we need him.”

 

“Could this G93 Mk3 carry other freight for you?”  “But other freighters might be cheaper.”  Brielle turned to Clive.  “For a small fee I could flutter my eyelashes at him?”

 

Clive laughed.  Mr. Wycliff smiled and took out a sheet of paper and wrote some numbers down.  “That’s how much spreading it over three freighters would cost us.  The delays would add on another 20%.  I’ll guarantee you three more trips in the next quarter and pay you within seven days but in return I need to show 10% saving on the four trips.  Oh and Brielle gets her fees paid as part of the deal.”  Brielle’s eyelashes fluttered gracefully.

 

“We have a deal.  When would the freight be ready for pickup?”  “It has done its tests it’s just a matter of sign offs.  They were due to start dissembling it up tomorrow but I’ll tell them not to bother now.”  “I think it might take a month for the discharge papers for my pilot to come through.”  “We’ll be waiting.” 

 

The two men shook hands then both signed the agreement that Brielle had written out.  She photographed it with her phone and sent a copy to both men.

 

After the meeting she turned to Mr. Wilson.  “So am I finished now?”  “Thank you.  I’d offer to take you out for lunch to celebrate but I’m not sure if that would be wise.”  “You think a poor starving student would turn her nose up at what is likely to be the only good meal she’ll get this month?”  “Where would you like to go?”  “That sounds better.  Was I useful?”  “You were useful.  You let him explain the problems and the solutions.”  “Do I need a chaperone for lunch?”  “Well my wife hasn’t had a good meal out since I was made redundant.”  “Call her then and suggest it.” 

 

Daphne when she heard it was on expenses thought a pleasant bistro with a tablecloth would be what she’d like.  She didn’t want to spend too much money and since it was a starving student to be fed she thought it might work well.  Besides she didn’t have to cook or do the washing up which was always a strong point in its favour. 

 

“So what’s the occasion and can you afford it?”  She asked.  Clive passed over his phone displaying the signed agreement and Daphne blinked.  “I thought you only had two ex-military ships?”  “We only have two ships.” “It seems a lot of money.  Is it a multi-year agreement?”  “They are very large freighters that can carry outsized loads.” 

 

Brielle looked up from her plate.  “If it’s ex-military it can probably use small makeshift ports?” “Yes why do you ask?” “One of the airlines I fly on flies to smaller airports where the landing fees are lower.  You never know if they have a bulldozer or grader they might even be able to land at the mine or quarry or whatever it is.”  He messaged Shawn and asked how big a runway it needed to land and take off.  “750 metres by 30 meters if it slopes then a max of 5 degrees into the prevailing wind.”  He forwarded the message to Mr. Wilson who replied he’d get the site working on it right away. 

 

“The other thought is has your pilot any leave to take?  Could they take it before discharge so be available a bit sooner?  And finally could you carry any more standard pallets besides the machinery bit?”  More messages were sent.  Sally instructed him to hire Brielle full time.  They could afford to pay her whilst she did her doctorate on logistics.  

 

Messages flew back and forth.  The mine had built a railroad in preparation to transport the three parts of the equipment from the space port as well as transport the ore out.  It could also be used to bring pallets to load up the craft for the return trip.

 

Clive sat down and tried to work out what the costs were.  First thing was to find out the replacement cost of a G93 Mk3 so he called the company that made them.  “Why are you asking?”  “The company owns two but for the accounts I need a replacement cost to replace it over five years.”  There was pause at the other end.  “They are normally a military grade ship are you military?”  “No commercial but there seems to be a demand for being able to ship large oversized objects to remote mines that need its capabilities.” There was another pause.  “We’re in a bit of a bind to be honest.  The defence industry has peaks and troughs and at the moment it isn’t a peak.  It takes us two years to build one and the lads have some ideas for a Mk4 version that might work a bit better for the commercial market.  We’ve enough work on hand for six months after that we’ll be shutting the line down and losing the expertise.  If you order today for delivery in thirty months time that would help us out substantially.  I’ll go so far as to offer you thirty percent off the price we charged the military for the last one.  Forty if we can defer the delivery date meaning if the military want one we’ll sell them yours and build you another one.”

 

Clive mentioned partial payments during construction and the discount dropped to forty five percent.  Clive crossed his fingers they’d get enough work but he thought they might do.

 

It was only when Bernard asked how many troops they were taking that the company realised that the ship had the capacity to carry fifty passengers in basic accommodation besides the cargo but to carry more than a dozen they’d need either a doctor or a nurse practitioner on board plus some sort of cabin crew.  Well Sally was a nurse practitioner and Bernard volunteered to be cabin crew.  More messages flew back and forth and when they eventually took off three days later their bunk beds were filled.  Sally and Shawn took over the senior offices corridor of three cabins and the wardroom, Bernard was allowed one of the cabins on the corridor which he protested at first. His place was in the non-commissioned officers mess.  Sally overruled him.  Three cabins in the non-commissioned officers area were assigned to three females.  A dental hygienist, and two female engineers.

 

Shawn was piloting, Sally was in the copilot’s seat building up her qualifying hours.  Behind Bernard, the load master, looked over his load once again.  He felt fortunate to be able to continue his work as a load master especially on his favourite craft.  Mind you things would be easier when Dudley joined them after his discharge.  Then he could spend time with his wife and send Dudley off with the ship.  The uneventful trip took a fortnight and Sally was permitted to land on the compacted gravel runway.  Shawn was about to remind her to deploy the parachute to slow them down when Eddie deployed it anyway at the optimum speed.  Sally put her tongue out at the console as she had remembered and was just about to do it.  “Did that chute deploy itself?”  “That was Eddie, our local shipboard computer who could probably fly the beast by himself but he doesn’t have a proper license, assisting.” 

 

They drove the equipment out very very slowly with Bernard checking to see it was away from the sides as it was unloaded.  The foreman watched as well as his precious rolled down the ramp and was guided to the side, well out of the way of the spacecraft.  He was well pleased, they’d saved at least three weeks by delivering it complete and to the site directly.  Well worth the effort of building the runway.  Bernard walked down the railway train noting down the pallets size and weight to work out where best to place them.  “I’m surprised we have so many.”  “Apparently Clive did deal with one of the space shippers to ship pallets to the nearest hub where we’ll unload them then load up a full load to another major hub before heading home.  Sally held a small clinic and took blood pressures and took blood samples that she dropped into a small analyser.  She didn’t really have time to spend a lot of time but she managed to refill their drug cabinet change a few dressings and give a few words of reassurance to the mine workers.  By the time she’d done Bernard had managed to load up his pallets and then they were away. 

 

It took them three weeks to get back to their home planet.  Clive had purchased a surplus military base so they had their own spaceport to land on.  When they eventually landed Clive was waiting for them.  “Well we’re now financially viable.  Heddington Mining were delighted with Sally’s impromptu clinic and the fact it saved them time going directly to the site so much so they’re building runways at their other sites.  The military have been using our workshops and technicians.  Apparently all our technicians are security cleared but I’m not so I’ve no idea what they’re doing but they’re paying excellent rates.  The second craft took off two weeks ago once the crew had volunteered for the buy out.  Anyway lunch first then I’ll bring you up to date.”   

 

They were sat round the table  “So the bottom line is the company now has a million in the bank and judging by the number of people we have wanting our services I expect to see that number grow to five million by the end of the year.”

 

Eddie was content.  Fighters had their place in battles but at the end of the day logistics or getting the right things to the right place at the right time was far more important for winning war games and looking over Sally and Shawn he thought they were together in the right place at the right time as well.  He looked over his crew.  Bernard he knew thought of his wife and child often judging by the number of personal messages that flew back and forth.  Obviously Sally needed a wife and Shawn seemed to be the ideal person.  Yes definitely they made a couple.

 

Clive’s laptop beeped and he looked down at the screen.  “Can we transport two thousand relief workers and rescue equipment to a planet three days flight away?  Money no object.”  Shawn replied “Ask Bernard but for a short journey we have carried that number before.  I seem to recall some special pallets with bunks and of course we can put three floors in.  The plumbing and kitchens can just about handle it for a week or so.”

 

 

 

cover_image.jpg
Nurse Jenkins

Karen Blayne





