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— One —

 

 

 

The battle stations siren yanked Siobhan Dunmoore out of a deep sleep and sent a surge of adrenaline coursing through her arteries.  She jumped out of bed before her brain caught up with a body already tensed for action and reached for her clothes.  Dunmoore took a few seconds to regain a sense of reality and recognize surroundings that had not yet imprinted themselves in her muscle memory.  She was aboard the Q-ship Iolanthe, her new command, an armed cruiser disguised as a bulk freighter whose sole purpose was to attract hostile ships by posing as a ready victim before dispatching them with superior firepower.  The Fleet had decommissioned her previous ship, the frigate Stingray, retired the ship's bell and posted her former crew to new assignments.

If the officer of the deck was calling Iolanthe to action, it meant that the trio of Shrehari Ptar-class corvettes plaguing human shipping in this sector had taken the bait, and not before time.  They had been sailing along the most obvious star lanes for longer than anyone wanted.  There were always more marauders to exterminate in the vast chunk of contested space between the human Commonwealth and its alien foe, the Shrehari Empire, and never enough naval vessels to keep civilian shipping safe.  Moreover, after eight years of war, other non-human species were feeling bold enough to nibble at the edges of the conflict while the giant interstellar polities had their eyes fixed on each other.  Even outer colonies far from grasping Shrehari hands and once thought safe from alien depredations had come under increasing threat.

Dunmoore pulled on a midnight black tunic with the stripes of a merchant captain on the collar and ran long, bony fingers through short copper hair shot with silver strands.  She grinned at her reflection in the cabin’s sole mirror, amused by the feral glint she spied in her gray eyes.  The thrill of the hunt always excited her, but in Iolanthe, it had another dimension.

She made her way to the Combat Information Center, dodging crew members running to their stations, trying to keep a steady, if not a stately pace.  Warship captains never ran.

A charged atmosphere of repressed excitement greeted her the moment she stepped through the doorway.  Iolanthe’s combat systems officer, Lieutenant Commander Thorin Sirico, rose from the command chair and stepped aside.

“We picked up three simultaneous emergence signatures one and a half million kilometers aft,” he said.  “Preliminary analysis of their power curve makes them Ptar-class with ninety percent confidence.  They’re on a direct pursuit course.”

Siobhan took the throne-like seat and studied the three-dimensional schematic at the center of the CIC showing their immediate surroundings out to one light minute.  She touched a control surface on the arm of her chair and rotated the image, examining the intruders’ projected course from every side.

“It’s them, Thorin,” she said after almost a minute of silent contemplation.  “They’re maintaining the standard Shrehari echelon formation.”

“It took them long enough to notice us,” Sirico replied with a fierce grin that lit up his dark, ascetic face.

One of the petty officers of the watch raised his hand to attract her attention.  “Captain, the first officer confirms we’re at full battle stations.  He has the bridge.”

“Excellent,” she replied, touching the chair’s control surface again.  The miniature holographic image of a slender, blond, one-eyed man with a patch over the other eye shimmered into existence by her right elbow.  “How long did it take, Zeke?”

“Four minutes,” Commander Ezekiel Holt replied.  “We shaved ten seconds off the earlier record.  Not bad for a bunch of scruffy wannabe privateers.”

“Who still remember they’re in the Navy.”

“Combat systems are active,” Sirico reported from his station to Dunmoore’s left.  “Standing by to retract covers.”

“Not too early,” she warned.  “I don’t want to spook the buggers.”

Dunmoore still felt a vague unease at commanding her ship in battle from the CIC while her first officer sat on the bridge.  Her previous ships had been too small, or in the case of Stingray, too old for separate command nodes.  However, in Iolanthe, mostly thanks to the automated systems that allowed the Q-ship to sail with a frigate-sized crew, it made sense to separate control of the fighting from that of the systems needed to keep her in the fight.  Here she could focus her full attention on destroying the enemy while Holt dealt with everything else.

“I’m picking up faint sensor pings,” the combat systems chief said.  “They’ve locked on, but aren’t targeting us yet.”

“Do you want my ship,” Dunmoore murmured, running a gloved finger along the scar on her jawline, “or do you want to create wreckage?”

Iolanthe seemed harmless enough that she might tempt the commander of the Shrehari flotilla into a boarding operation, which would bring his ships within point-blank range.  Bringing home a captured freighter would not only mean a bounty for him but a measure of fame.  After years of war, seizures had become increasingly rare, and transport ships a valuable commodity.

“I suppose we’ll know if he comes within missile range and doesn’t fire,” Sirico said, having heard her musing in the stillness of the CIC.

“That we will.”  She gave him a quick smile.  One thing she missed most about Stingray was the atmosphere on her bridge when going into battle, not in small part because of the banter, especially that between her former first officer, Gregor Pushkin and her coxswain, Chief Petty Officer First Class Guthren.  Pushkin now commanded his own frigate, Jan Sobieski, while Guthren sat at Iolanthe’s helm under Holt’s eyes, having transferred over to the Q-ship with her.

She enjoyed the calm professionalism of her CIC crew, but they were a different bunch.  Sirico was pleasant enough, even if his mustache and goatee gave him a piratical air, while the sensor chief, Marti Yens, had turned out to be a woman of few words.

She stared at the schematic, willing her opponent to show his hand.  If he intended to take Iolanthe, Dunmoore would let him come almost within visual range before unmasking.  However, if his plan was to destroy what he thought was a freighter, he would open fire from much further out, forcing her to unmask on his schedule and not hers.  The soft whispers of conversation in the CIC and the sounds of a warship ready for battle barely reached her ears.  Her new command did not just have a quieter, less rambunctious crew; it also did not generate the background noise only an ancient ship, rebuilt once too often, could muster.

Then, the three icons representing the Shrehari corvettes changed position relative to each other, transforming the echelon formation into an inverted arrowhead.  Her opposite number had decided what he would do.  He would attempt to board.

“Looks like we’ll soon hear a summons to heave-to,” Sirico said, confirming her thoughts.  “He’s come close enough to read our fake emissions and conclude we’re nowhere ready to jump out yet.”

“It’s a mistake he won’t make again,” Chief Yens said in a low growl.

“Let’s not sin through overconfidence,” Dunmoore replied.  “Their commander could be smart enough to smell a rat and abort.  We’re not the only ones who’ve learned over the last few years.”

Yens, a compact, middle-aged woman with a hatchet face and dark almond eyes beneath a mop of jet-black hair nodded.  “True enough, sir.  Yet I have the premonition that this one’s had his last bit of schooling, and I’m rarely wrong.”

“From your lips to God’s ear,” Sirico grinned at his chief.

The minutes ticked by as the three Shrehari corvettes closed the distance, passing optimum missile range while the strength of their sensor signal grew.  Then, one of the sensor techs seated in front of Yens raised his hand.  “They’ve switched to targeting sensors.”

“Any signs they’re about to fire?”

“Negative.”

Sirico scrutinized his screen, then said, “At this distance, they figure we’ll pick up their weapons lock with our civilian gear and panic.”

As if on cue, the signals tech called out, “Incoming message from the Shrehari, sir.  Text only, in Anglic.  Prepare to be boarded.  If you resist or try to escape, you will be destroyed without mercy or hope.  If you cooperate, you will be treated honorably as prisoners of war and live to return home one day.”

“A rather wordy message,” Sirico said.  “I’ve always figured the boneheads to be more concise in an ‘obey or die’ fashion.”

“If we were a genuine merchant crew, we might be inclined to surrender and save them the trouble,” Dunmoore replied.  “As I mentioned earlier, they are learning.  Respond, via text, that we will obey.”  Turning to the holographic Holt, she said, “I trust you heard that, Zeke.  Shut down the reactor spoofing, so it’ll seem like we’ve aborted the hyperdrive spool up.”

“Consider it done,” the first officer replied, nodding.

“Now, we pretend we’re nothing more than a clapped-out behemoth with the firepower of an aviso and none of its speed.”

The signals tech raised his hand again.  “We’ve been ordered to maintain our current course and velocity, and we’ve been warned that at the first sign of weapons powering up, we’ll be destroyed.  Further instructions concerning the boarding party will follow in due course.”

A cruel smile tugged at the corners of Dunmoore’s mouth.  “Step into my lair, said the spider to the fly.”

Though she missed Stingray and her crew, commanding a Q-ship was turning out to be even more of a joy than command of the frigate had been.  She enjoyed wielding the element of surprise more than anything else, and with Iolanthe, she could make it fatal in a matter of moments.

“Two of them are decelerating,” Yens reported.  “Maybe the enemy commander has a pricking in his thumbs.”

“He’s playing it safe,” Dunmoore said.  “They’ll only need one to provide a boarding party.  The others are keeping their distance just in case something goes wrong, such as Iolanthe self-destructing or should a Navy ship show up unannounced.”

“When do you intend to go ‘up weapons,’ Captain?”  Holt’s tiny hologram asked.

“Soon.  I want the one designated to board us as close as possible but still far enough so we remain beyond the danger zone if his reactor core has an explosive failure.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” the first officer replied with a chuckle.  “For a moment, I had visions of our gunners firing over open sights.  If we had manned gun turrets that is.”

“Too old-fashioned, Zeke.  I would rather my combat systems team fire over close circuits.  We achieve more first round hits that way.”

“Sir,” Chief Yens said, “the two ships that decelerated have now matched our velocity.  They’re keeping a steady distance, though it’s still well within our missile and gun envelope.”

“In theirs as well,” Dunmoore replied, “but we hold the upper hand.  How’s our optimist doing?”

“If by optimist you mean the ship detailed to take us into custody, he’s approaching point-blank range.”

Dunmoore dialed up the three-dimensional schematic’s resolution.  Sirico had overlain a Ptar-class corvette’s self-destruct danger sphere.  The ship was still at a sufficient distance, but closing fast.

“Do we have a tentative firing solution?”  She asked, knowing until Iolanthe went live, her targeting sensors would not be able to reach out and lock on.

“As good as we can make it, sir,” Sirico replied.  “We’ll need twenty seconds after ‘guns up’ to confirm the lead ship, thirty for the others, based on range and velocity.”

Siobhan let her instincts reach out, eyes still on the icons floating in the holo-projection.  Chief Yens’ voice snapped her back to the CIC.  “The lead ship is decelerating at a greater rate than necessary to come alongside.  I think he’s decided that something wicked this way comes.”

“Close enough.  Up systems, ID signal on,” Dunmoore ordered, “up guns and get me a firing solution on the three in equal measure.  I think the chief is right.  They’ve made us.”

Almost instantaneously, a series of low rumbling sounds permeated the Q-ship, signaling that the camouflage plates hiding the massive plasma gun turrets and the gaping maws of the missile launchers were sliding aside.  At the same time, Dunmoore felt an almost palpable electric aura permeate Iolanthe as her energy shields snapped into place.  No longer the lumbering, superannuated freighter, her ship had now revealed itself as a high-powered killer.  She tried to imagine the surprise felt by her Shrehari opponents and failed.  The inability to adapt fast enough to changing circumstances was not only a human failing.

In the days of ocean-going navies, she would have run up her true colors.  Here, in interstellar space, she had to settle for activating her naval transponder, identifying Iolanthe as a Commonwealth warship.

“Shields up,” Sirico reported, “ID on transmit and targeting sensors locked on.  Ready to engage.”

“Fire missiles.”

Iolanthe had four launcher bays, two per side, each of four tubes fed by automatic loaders.  The first salvo, from the port bays, sent eight birds at the rearmost corvettes while the starboard launchers shot their ready loads at the closest ship.  Within moments, the loaders cycled through, filling the tubes with a fresh salvo.  Lieutenant Commander Sirico glanced at Dunmoore, expecting the signal to send another brace at the enemy.  She held up her hand, enjoining him to wait, while her eyes tracked the missiles’ path in the holo-tank.

“Enemy has opened defensive fire,” Yens said, “and I’m getting a lot of coded chatter on their frequencies.  The lead ship is altering course.”  Then, “The enemy has fired missiles.  Four birds per ship for a total of twelve.”

“Second salvo, Mister Sirico, if you please,” Dunmoore said.  “Stand by with the guns.”

The closest Ptar fired at the oncoming missiles with everything it had.  One exploded in a flash of light, then another, but the third and fourth evaded the continuous stream of plasma erupting from the Shrehari calliopes.  Even before seeing if any of them would strike the enemy’s shields and either weaken or collapse them, Dunmoore ordered the main guns to engage.  The enemy commander was not the only one to feel a pricking in his thumbs.

Iolanthe’s close-in defense guns opened fire first, laying a curtain of plasma across the Shrehari missiles’ path.  Then the Q-ship’s main turrets, designed so they could turn all the way aft, spat out heavier streams to take advantage of a missile’s direct strike on the Ptar’s shields.  Seconds later, one exploded at point-blank, creating a power surge that sent a bluish green aurora dancing around the corvette, weakening its defenses.

The first large-bore plasma blobs hit seconds later, sending a howling feedback through the unfortunate starship’s circuits.  That strike failed to overload them, but the second and subsequent ones ate away at the bow shield until it collapsed, its generators overwhelmed by the Q-ship’s massive firepower.  A further salvo splashed against the pristine hull, digging divots into the hardened metal until it failed in one spot, allowing the next burst from Iolanthe’s main guns to wreak havoc on the corvette’s interior.  The Q-ship had the guns of a battle cruiser and the Shrehari never stood a chance.  

The other two corvettes, mere spectators so far, now faced their own existential crisis.  Each had a brace of Mark Thirty anti-ship missiles aimed at it, every bird backed by a gun turret ready to exploit a weakened shield.  While they fought off the initial assault, the first Ptar to suffer Iolanthe’s wrath broke apart — not in a spectacular fashion but by bits and pieces, leaving a widening trail of wreckage in its wake.  The flash of a miniature sun put an end to the disintegration when its antimatter containment failed.

“One down,” Sirico said, smiling with glee.

“We’ll have a second kill at any moment,” Yens replied, “I make two hits on the one to starboard.”  A moment later, she continued, “Forward shield failure; she’s toast.”

The Q-ship’s own defensive guns opened up just then, swatting aside the less capable Shrehari missiles, but her main plasma cannons never ceased firing, hammering weakened shields before eating through armored hulls once the former collapsed.  Corvette number two vanished in a blaze of fury and then Iolanthe gave the third one its deathblow.

Silence descended on the CIC as realization set in that they had destroyed three starships, killing hundreds of Shrehari spacers.

“Did they send a final message?”  Dunmoore asked, breaking the spell.

After a few heartbeats, the signals petty officer shook his head.  “I didn’t pick up a transmission on any of their known frequencies, captain.”

A sigh of relief escaped her lungs.  “Good.  It wouldn’t do for the enemy to figure out that some harmless-looking freighters aren't actually prey.  Secure from battle stations and turn her back into an honest civilian transport.  Department heads to the conference room for the after-action review in one hour.  Resume cruising stations.”

“What about our report to HQ?”  Holt asked.

“Send the following, along with our coordinates — engaged three Ptar-class corvettes; destroyed same.”  She climbed to her feet and gave Sirico a wan smile, feeling tired now that the adrenaline rush of battle faded away.  “You have the CIC.  I’ll be in my day cabin.”


[image: Image]

 

 

— Two —

 

 

 

The shipwrights had wedged Dunmoore’s day cabin between the bridge and the conference room, with a private door to each, though wedged was a relative term.  It would put more than one admiral’s office to shame and made her ready room aboard Stingray seem like a linen closet.  She had placed the old ship’s clock with the silhouette of a gaunt knight on its face, and the leather bound tome that inspired the drawing, in this compartment rather than her sleeping cabin.  Both items and her other antiques seemed to fit this space as if it had been designed for them.

She tapped her ever full coffee urn and filled a mug with Iolanthe’s crest on its side.  The emblem, a winged woman brandishing a blazing sword seemed far removed from the mythical fairy that had inspired the name.  However, few would know about the actual Iolanthe story and even less recognize that the Fleet, in a fit of remarkable whimsy, had named all Q-ships after ancient comic operettas, stories in which things were never as they seemed.  Whimsical, but fitting, in her opinion.  Smiling as she sat behind her desk, Dunmoore wondered how the captain of Pinafore felt about his ship’s name.

Almost exactly fifteen minutes later, her door chime sounded, announcing that Ezekiel Holt had finished placing the ship at cruising stations, held his own after-action review with the bridge crew and was now ready to share his views on the engagement, ahead of the meeting with all department heads.

“Come.”

The gray panel slid aside with a soft sigh, admitting a tall, one-eyed man who still walked with a faint limp, courtesy of a regenerated leg that had replaced the prosthetic he had worn since losing the original in action years earlier when he had served as Dunmoore’s first officer aboard the corvette Shenzen.  He would receive a regenerated eye, to replace the one lost along with his leg in due course, but since it would mean almost a year in an undemanding shore posting while the war still raged, he preferred to style himself a pirate aboard a ship one step up from a privateer.

After helping himself to coffee in a mug with the furious fairy emblem, he dropped into a chair facing Siobhan.  “That was interesting,” he said, raising the cup in salute before taking a sip.

“How so?”

“Without pre-judging, I'd suggest something gave us away at the last moment.  Fortunately, or if you were the Shrehari commander, unfortunately, it was a few minutes too late.”

Dunmoore nodded.  “That's what I thought.  Chief Yens called it before I did.”

“A touch of the second sight, that one,” Holt replied with a crooked smile.  “It's just as well she's working combat systems, where she can supplement the sensors with her intuition.”

“I’ll wait until the after-action review to decide, but I think we might want to send Chief Yens and someone from the engineering department, perhaps Renny himself out in a shuttle to take a new baseline reading on our ‘covert’ emissions signature.”  Lieutenant Commander Renny Halfen, Iolanthe’s chief engineer, took great pride in his ability to make the Q-ship seem inoffensive to all who scanned her. Until that is, she became a raider’s worst nightmare at Dunmoore’s orders.  He would take any revealing leaks personally.  “Mind you, the Shrehari commander might simply have felt, as Yens put it, a pricking in his thumbs without enjoying the privilege of a combat systems wizard on his bridge, unlike me.”

“Is there such a thing as intuition in the Shrehari psyche?”  Holt asked.

“Perhaps.  I’ve told you about Brakal.  It wouldn’t surprise me if he had their version of second sight.  Thank God there’s only one of him.  Otherwise, we might be looking at the shitty end of the stick.”

Holt raised his mug again.  “Here’s to boneheadedness.  The Deep Space Fleet can strike three more corvettes off their order of battle without ever knowing how they disappeared.  I’d like to see your Brakal suss that one out.”

“Hopefully their loss will have the Shrehari admirals rethink this latest obsession with deep raids, but I won’t hold my breath.  They adapt all too slowly.”

“We should be thankful.  It's a double-edged sword.”  Another sip, then the first officer asked, “When do you think you’d like to take a break from patrolling and top up our stores?  After today, we have little more than half of our missile stocks left, and the fresh food is down to a quarter.”

“With that Ptar flotilla gone, I suppose we can head for the Sigma Noctae Depot any time we want.  Shame we don’t qualify for replenishment underway.”  Though she tried to sound indifferent, it failed to fool her first officer.

“Not keen on revisiting the scene of what almost turned into a disaster, both for you and the Fleet?”  A mischievous smile creased Holt’s face.

“Some memories are best left untouched.”  She shrugged.  “Unfortunately, it’s the closest naval supply point, so my tender sensibilities will have to take a back seat to practicality.  We can’t afford a long trip to the Sigma Draconis depot, and I’m not even thinking of what the Admiralty might say about my sanity if I head inward, wasting time and fuel.”

“The depot staff will have changed, never mind that many of the culprits are still rotting in the stockade.”

“But not the people behind the embezzlement scheme.  Most of them escaped punishment.  They’ll have no reason to remember me with any fondness.”

Holt grinned at her.  “Yet once we’re in orbit, you’ll hold the power to obliterate all human life on Toboso in the palm of your hand.  She who can destroy a thing at will commands its destiny.”

Dunmoore cocked an eyebrow at him.  “Please, Zeke, you think I’d use the threat of Iolanthe’s firepower to get my way with the folks controlling the colony’s destiny?”

“In a nanosecond.”

“Not even in an eon,” she replied with a dismissive shake of the head.  “Your time in counter-intelligence has turned you into an unredeemable cynic.”

“Merely into a realist.  All of us are venal to some extent.  Only the ones who resist temptation might save humanity from its fate.  Sadly, there’s all too few of them, when weighed against the bovine masses or even against that segment of society dedicated to seizing power at any cost.”

“You’ll find that Toboso has its own, scaled down version of that latter group and they’re not impressed by a naval uniform.”

“After what you did to their nastier elements, I wouldn’t be so sure about that.”

“They’ve had a few years to forget, Zeke.  Human nature being what it is…  Yet we have little choice in the matter.”  She touched the comlink embedded in her desk.  “Bridge, this is the captain.”

“Officer of the watch here, sir,” a feminine voice replied a second later.  Just the person Siobhan wanted – her sailing master, Lieutenant Astrid Drost. 

“Plot a course to Cervantes.  We’re paying the Sigma Noctae Depot a visit.”

“Aye, aye, sir.  Any idea of when you’d like to go FTL?”

“As soon as we’re ready.  There’s no point in hanging around this place, watching Shrehari corvette debris spin out in an ever widening cloud.”

Holt raised a finger to catch Siobhan’s attention.  “What about the emissions check?”

“We’ll do it after the first jump.  Yan and the engineers can use our time in FTL to check for anything else that might have betrayed us.”

The first officer nodded.  “Fair enough.”

Dunmoore turned her attention back to the comlink.  “Astrid, once all departments have reported ready and you’re satisfied with the astrogation, you may call the ship to jump stations and execute.”

Iolanthe’s officers had proved to be a cut above the average, not unexpected aboard a special operations man-of-war, and needed a lot less prodding and hand-holding than most of her previous crews, though Stingray’s complement had almost reached that level near the end.  Dunmoore knew Drost would have her junior, Rin Pashar, work out the numbers, so she could be the second set of eyes checking the results, rather than kicking the proposed course up to the first officer or the captain for approval.  A crew with a high level of initiative and experience to spare left her with less to do on a daily basis, but after eight years of fighting the Shrehari Empire and sundry star lane scum, she did not mind.

A quarter of an hour later, the call to jump stations echoed through the Q-ship, followed by the usual one-minute warning klaxon.  Then, Dunmoore’s universe twisted sideways as FTL nausea threatened to expel her guts through clenched nostrils.
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The moment of silence following Iolanthe’s emergence at the edge of the Cervantes system dissolved as the crew recovered its senses following the shift between hyperspace and their own universe.  Status reports flowed to Dunmoore’s command chair display as the duty watch probed space in an ever-expanding sphere, searching for threats, both natural and sentient.  The debris of the Shrehari flotilla lay many light years and many days behind them.

While reading the messages pushed to her bridge console, she heard a male voice behind her mutter, “That’s strange.  Where are you, my pretty?”

Turning the command chair to face Lieutenant Theo Kremm, her information systems officer, Siobhan cocked a questioning eyebrow, waiting for him to elaborate.  His first duty upon emerging was to set up an encrypted link with the system’s subspace relay buoy and use it to warn Sigma Noctae they were inbound, attaching a list of needed supplies to the message.

“The relay’s gone absent without authority, sir,” he said.  “I’m not picking up its carrier wave.”

“Is it in lockdown?”  She asked.  Buoys sometimes slipped into stealth mode if their AIs sensed a hostile presence within detection range, or if human controllers had ordered them to go silent for that or any other reason.

“That’s what I first thought, so I ran a visual.  The charts say we should be within half an AU of its current position, close enough for the sensors to pick it up, but that area of space is empty.  I’ve sent out a coded query on the emergency subspace channel, ordering it to respond, but got nothing more than static in return.  We’re around four light minutes away, so it’ll be another five minutes before we can get a reply to my query via conventional radio.”

Hostile forces sometimes destroyed subspace relays, if they could find them, to cut a system off from the rest of the Commonwealth.  However, Cervantes was far from the war zone and had little to commend it as a target for Shrehari raiders when there were more strategically vital systems closer to their own forward operating bases.  Marauders, most little better than opportunistic pirates, seldom had the ability or even the inclination to hunt down, let alone destroy relay buoys that did not want to be found.  Why risk damage from its automatic guns and trigger an alert that would warn everyone with a working subspace receiver within a parsec when your most useful asset is the element of surprise.

Dunmoore’s eyes narrowed as she contemplated the ramifications of Kremm’s news.  There had been no reports of marauders in this sector, let alone Shrehari raiders – Iolanthe had taken care of those who had penetrated the furthest into human space almost a week earlier.

“Are you getting anything from Toboso itself?”

Kremm shook his head.  “Negative, but that wouldn’t be unusual.  The newer setups use tight-beam technology to connect the orbital transmitter with the outer system relay to avoid signal spillage, and it’s not beyond the realm of possibility that Toboso’s comm facilities received the upgrade already thanks to the presence of a Fleet depot.  Do you want me to try pinging their orbital?”

Dunmoore hesitated, and then said, “No.  Not yet.  If things are off kilter around here, it’s best we don’t advertise our presence until we know more.”

“Are you having one of your gut feelings, Captain?”  Ezekiel Holt asked.

“Yes and no.”  Her lips twisted into a brief grimace.  “Keep in mind that my time as Sigma Noctae’s deputy commanding officer has left me with less than fond memories of this system, and that’s bound to affect my perception.  I can think of many legitimate explanations for the relay's failure to respond.  However, one of the things I’ve learned over the years is why take chances when there’s no extra effort involved in being cautious.”

Holt chuckled.  “I never figured I’d live to see the day when Siobhan Dunmoore used the term cautious when speaking of her actions.”

She gave him a pained smile, all too conscious that his injuries stemmed from a lack of caution when Dunmoore drove the corvette Shenzen, with one Ezekiel Holt at her side as first officer, to ruin under a Shrehari flotilla’s guns.  Her expression only increased Holt’s mirth.  Where Gregor Pushkin, her number one aboard Stingray, had been guarded, if not taciturn, Holt was a fount of good humor and held not so much as a shred of resentment at her condemning him to years ashore and many painful rounds of regeneration.  In fact, at the court-martial for Shenzen's loss, he had testified on her behalf, endorsing all of her decisions, including the one that had sent the corvette to its doom.

“Cautious it is,” he said after regaining a modicum of seriousness.  “I assume we’re keeping up the false flag until we're in contact with the depot?”

“We are.  Until we’ve established the lay of the land, we’re a big, fat, and dumb freighter.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” Holt replied with a twinkle in his single eye, “setting Iolanthe to big, fat and dumb.”

“As soon as Mister Kremm has confirmed that the subspace relay isn’t responding to a radio query either, we can head in-system.”

“Course laid in for a jump to the hyperlimit,” Astrid Drost confirmed.

“Thank you.”  Dunmoore touched her screen, calling up the CIC.  “Anything of interest?”  She asked when Sirico’s foreshortened holographic image appeared above her command chair's arm.

“Strangely, no.  We’re not picking up any traffic, not even around Toboso, though they might be experiencing a lull.  The register shows no off-planet installations in this system, other than the automated fueling station, and it’s not a shipping hub.”

“How is the fueling station?”

“It’s still where it should be, in orbit around the inner gas giant, Benengeli.  We have a lock on the beacon, and it’s telling us all is well.  I'm not seeing any customers.”

“Hmm…”  Dunmoore, in an unconscious gesture that her new crew now recognized as showing deep reflection, ran a gloved finger over the scar running along her jawline, a souvenir of a battle gone wrong.  The gloves themselves hid another souvenir, reactor coolant burns suffered when the cruiser Sala-Ad-Din, in which she served as second officer and thus responsible for damage control, took the full brunt of a Shrehari broadside.  “What’s that thing they say in those corny stories that seem to clutter up the entertainment services?”

“It’s quiet — too quiet?”  Holt suggested.

“No, wrong cliché, but it’ll do.”

“You maybe thought you had a bad feeling about this?”  Chief Guthren offered over a hunched shoulder, his eyes on the navigation plot, preparing to helm Iolanthe deeper into the Cervantes system.

Dunmoore snapped her fingers and pointed at the coxswain.  “That’s the one.”

“I prefer mine,” Holt replied, smiling.  “It’s less theatrical.”

Guthren snorted.  “No arguments here.  Besides, everything we’re seeing, or not seeing, as the case may be, might have a reasonable explanation.  Paranoia’s an ugly thing.”

“But it saves lives,” Sirico’s tiny hologram said.  “If your instincts are bugging you, Captain, we can put the ship at battle stations without unmasking before our emergence at the hyperlimit.”

Siobhan glanced at Holt who, after a moment of reflection, nodded.  “Concur with Thorin’s suggestion.  If nothing else, a little drill to drive away the last of our FTL daze wouldn't hurt.”

“In that case, make it so.  Set us at battle stations ten minutes out.”

Several minutes ticked by in silence as the bridge crew prepared for the final micro jump that would take the Q-ship as close to their destination as the star’s gravity allowed.  Finally, Lieutenant Kremm slumped back in his chair and sighed.  “Nothing from the relay on the regular radio frequencies either, Captain.  It either vanished into an alternate dimension, a rogue wormhole sent it ten thousand years into the past, or it suffered a fatal incident that left no trace we can find from our current position.”

Dunmoore repressed a smile at Kremm’s quip about wormhole time travel, something he and most of humanity, except for the former crew of a now decommissioned frigate, believed to be an unproven theory advanced by a few of the more adventurous astrophysicists over the centuries.  The data Stingray had carried back concerning a human society that had established itself on a distant world two thousand years before the first spaceflight, thanks to a rogue wormhole throwing their ancestors’ colony ship back in time, had vanished into the memory hole.

“How about a detour to check?”  Holt suggested.  “In the interests of paranoia.”

“No.  If something happened to it, we’re more likely to find answers on Toboso.  Set the ship at jump stations if you please.”

 

*

 

“I think we can cancel battle stations,” Dunmoore said after almost half an hour spent scanning the inner system once they had dropped out of hyperspace within a day’s travel from Toboso at maximum sublight speed.  “This time I’ll wholeheartedly agree with the first officer.  It’s too damn quiet.”

“At least the orbitals are still there.”  Holt pointed out.  “I’d have been far more worried if they had vanished into the same rogue wormhole as the subspace relay.”

“Perhaps, but I’m still not getting a response from the communications platform,” Kremm said.  “It may still be spinning around Toboso and its own axis for all we know, but refusing to acknowledge my attempts at establishing a link, whether I try subspace, radio, or laser.  That’s worrisome enough, I’d say, sir.  At this point, the only thing left is a general broadcast to announce our arrival and hope that someone will pick up the communication.”

Dunmoore shook her head.  “Not until we’re in orbit, although if someone reaches out, we’ll reply.  Stand her down, Mister Holt.”

Moments later, an announcement echoed through the ship, sending its crew back to cruising stations, although the sensor watch in the CIC would maintain full vigilance and continue to probe the system for anything unusual.

She stood, tugging her battledress tunic down and repressed the urge to stretch like a cat.  “I’ll be in my day cabin.  Officer of the watch, the bridge is yours.”

Kremm jumped to his feet and came to attention.  “I relieve you, sir.”

“I stand relieved.”  She caught Holt’s eye.  “Coffee, Number One?”

“A quick one, sir.  I’ve promised our chief engineer a moment of my time to discuss the new shielding ideas he’s had.”

Once ensconced in the privacy of the captain’s office, Dunmoore, after taking a sip of the fresh hot brew, sighed.  “Admittedly, it’s been a few years since I last graced this system with my presence, and the appointment as second in command proved to be short, but I don’t recall a near total absence of orbital and supra-orbital activity, not to mention the silence.  Sigma Noctae has an operations center linked to the geosynchronous communications platform, which also serves as one of the long-range warning satellites.  If the duty shift isn’t passed out drunk on the deck, they’ll have seen us by now.  God knows Iolanthe has a big enough emergence signature.”

“Does that happen often?”  Holt asked with a feigned air of innocence.

“Does what happen often?”

“The operations duty shift passed out drunk?”

Dunmoore’s lips twisted with revulsion.  “The state of the place when I took up my billet would have appalled you.  Alcohol abuse while on duty was only one of the many dysfunctions enabled by the late and unlamented commanding officer.  It helped make sure he had a free hand with his many criminal dealings.  Unfortunately, it also made the depot vulnerable to attack, which eventually happened.”

A spark of understanding lit up Holt’s single eye.  “And you’re afraid history might have repeated itself, but without a Siobhan Dunmoore to pull off a surprise turnaround.”

She tapped the side of her nose with a finger.  “Exactly.  My memories of that time are coloring my instincts right now, and that’s not something I’m keen to share in public — at least not without evidence.”

“I thought you gave the place a thorough cleaning out.”

“The Depot, yes.  The colonial administration and those colonists who were making hay off the Navy’s back, not so much.  A few of them joined the CO in an early grave, but most escaped the consequences of their perfidy.  By the time investigators showed up, they’d reformed ranks, and I was on my way out.  They’re still on Toboso, or at least I assume many of them are, in particular the colonists.  I’m sure the governor at the time and her staff rotated out long ago.”

“No wonder someone buried the real story so deep even I wasn’t able to find your report during my time with counter-intelligence.”

“Oh, it gets better, Zeke.  I’m not supposed to talk about it, but later, when I’m not fretting as much, I’ll tell you the entire story.”

“Fretting?”  He gave her an alarmed look.  “First caution and now anxiety.  The war hasn’t been generous with you.”

“It isn't really the war's fault.  I used to think I had to hide my deepest thoughts and fears even from my first officer.  I know better now.”

Holt contemplated her for a few heartbeats, and then asked, “Pushkin?”

“Yup.”  She nodded before taking another sip.  “He figures he learned much from me.  What he doesn’t know is that I learned valuable lessons from him as well.”

“Perhaps he does.”  Holt raised his mug in salute.  “I misjudged Gregor Pushkin back then, so count me as someone else who learned a lesson from him.”

“I wonder how he’s doing.  We’ve not heard news of Jan Sobieski’s exploits since he took command.”

“That's a good thing,” he replied.  “Fleet gossip is amazingly swift and vicious when a starship captain screws up, but we have to wait for an official communique to learn of victorious battle runs.”

Dunmoore snorted.  “I suppose the good thing about being captain of a special operations vessel means that my screw ups won’t become gossip quite so fast.”

“Considering you’re one of the few in this war who brought a ship home and decommissioned it with all due ceremony after racking up a solid combat record, I wouldn’t worry.”  He drained his mug.  “Now if you’ll excuse me, Renny’s waiting, and I’d rather get this over with before we enter Toboso orbit.  Replenishment, especially from a dirtside depot, turns cheerful first officers into unpleasant grumps, and that doesn’t much help the relationship between bridge and engineering.”

 

*

 

The intercom’s soft chime yanked Dunmoore out of the intense story of one of the Second Migration War’s most infamous battles.  Having wrapped up any ship’s business that still awaited her attention, and with nothing else to do but fret, something best done in the privacy of her day cabin, she had plunged head first into her on and off study of humanity’s dark history.  Compared to the billions who had died in that most murderous of civil wars a century earlier, the fate of a small colony world such as Toboso seemed almost risible.  Yet the inexplicable radio silence permeating the Cervantes system felt ominous enough to prevent Dunmoore from napping, let alone withdrawing to her quarters.

She placed her tablet on the bare desk and touched the comm screen.  “Dunmoore.”

“Chief Yens, sir, in CIC.  We’ve entered visual range and are getting images of the surface.”

“Pipe them up to my day cabin, Chief.”

“I think you’ll want to see this on the main screen.”  Yens’ inflection sounded matter of fact, but it conveyed an undertone that caught Dunmoore’s attention more than her words.

“On my way.”

The sensor chief must have called her department head right after Dunmoore because Sirico, off duty at this hour, entered the CIC on his captain’s heels.  Both came to a sudden stop when their eyes took in the grainy image projected on the large tactical display.

“Oh, my,” the combat systems officer whispered.  “I guess now we know why Sigma Noctae wasn’t answering our hails.”

“Aye.”  Yens nodded.  “It’s no longer there.”


[image: Image]

 

 

— Four —

 

 

 

Little remained of the naval installation at the base of an imposing cliff.  Where once there had been an extended runway big enough to accommodate the largest landers, a circle of defensive ordnance emplacements and a cluster of aboveground buildings for operations and crew quarters, nothing remained but a series of craters.  Only the part of the landing strip closest to the underground warehouse’s massive doors remained intact, though Dunmoore had no doubt they would find the entrance to the cavernous underground facility blown wide open and most of the valuable ammunition, food and spare parts gone.  This time, someone had managed to carry out a successful raid.

“Sir.”  Chief Yens’ voice intruded on her thoughts.

“Yes?”

“I’d like to show you a picture of Doniphon.”

Her gut clenched at hearing the name of Toboso’s capital, a few kilometers south of Sigma Noctae.  Yens would not have brought it up unless…

“Go ahead.”

The grainy image of the ruined depot faded, replaced with an equally rough one of a small town on the banks of a slow-moving river.  It had sprouted a cluster of craters at its center.

“They took out the colonial government complex as well,” Dunmoore said in a flat voice after her memory had dredged up a mental map of Doniphon.  “What about the other nearby communities, specifically Stoddard, Valance, and Duke?”

“No craters, but that doesn’t mean they didn’t also suffer an attack.  We’re still too far out for any sort of detailed images.  The remaining settlements on Toboso aren’t in visual range right now.”

Dunmoore’s eyes shifted to a side screen where, among other navigation data, a display of their time to orbit showed the minutes ticking backward.  The laws of physics being what they were, she would have to stifle her impatience for a few more hours, but that did not mean they could not prepare.  She reached out to the comm screen embedded in the command chair’s arm.

“First and second officers to the CIC.”

While she waited, Dunmoore fought to suppress the urge to look over Yens' shoulder.  The chief would have seen this as the lack of patience it signaled, and might even take it as a sign the captain thought Yens could not do her job.  When new data came in, Dunmoore would be the first to hear.  Lieutenant Commander Emma Cullop, a slim, prematurely gray woman in her late thirties showed up first.  Like so many in the expanded wartime Navy, she was a former merchant officer who joined up days after the outbreak of hostilities, along with most of her old ship’s crew, and had proved invaluable in helping Dunmoore and the others maintain the Q-ship’s cover identity when in port.

She studied the image of the depot once more and whistled.  “Someone did a real number on the place.  I doubt it was an ordinary marauder raid.  I suppose we’re still too far out to know if there are any survivors.”

“Aye,” Yens said, nodding.

“They hit the government buildings in town as well,” Sirico said.

“Who hit what?”  Holt’s voice asked from the threshold as he entered the CIC.  Then, he too assimilated the overhead view of Sigma Noctae.  “Wow.  Your gut feeling was right on the mark, Captain.  Things aren’t just off kilter — things aren’t anymore, period.  Kinetic strikes from high altitude or low orbit?”

The combat systems officer nodded.  “That’s what I'd say.  Cheap and nasty if you don’t mind risking collateral damage.”

“Except these strikes look precise,” Dunmoore said, “in particular the ones that took out the five government buildings at the heart of Doniphon without damaging the structures bordering them.”

“As far as we know,” Sirico replied.

One corner of Siobhan’s mouth went up in a half-smile that acknowledged the point.  “As far as we know.  The landing party will give us a full report, which brings me to my next point.”

“You wish me to form a landing party and head for the surface the moment we’re within range,” Cullop said in her precise, clipped tone.  “I want to take two shuttles with the landing party armed and armored.  Did you wish me to bring the surgeon and a detachment of medics as well?”

Dunmoore glanced at Holt who shook his head, then said, “Take a physician’s assistant and one medic.  If the situation warrants Lieutenant Polter’s skills, we’ll either send him down with more folks or bring any casualties up.  I dare say Iolanthe’s surgical suite beats anything the colonists have, especially since I seem to recall that the Doniphon clinic was in one of the government buildings replaced by a gaping crater.”

“What about our flag?”  Holt asked.  “If Emma goes down with full naval accouterments, we might as well put on our big, fat, and dumb Navy transport identity.  The folks planetside might find it strange for the crew of a civilian freighter to come in hot.”

“Agreed.  Activate the appropriate transponder and have the crew put on their uniforms.  It looks like we’re rejoining the Service for the duration of our stay around Toboso.”

Holt leaned over and said, in a low voice, “I trust you’re not thinking about heading down until Emma’s declared the area secure.”

A burst of ironic laughter escaped Dunmoore’s throat.  “No worries.  I received an earful from your predecessor after the last time I put myself in a bad situation without adequate reconnaissance.  Considering he had to send Guthren at the head of a raiding party to retrieve us under enemy fire, the guilt trip he laid on me afterward has left a permanent scar.”

“Ah yes, the mission of which no one can ever speak.”  Holt winked at her.  “Anything else, Captain?”

“As a matter of fact, there is.  We should think about how we’ll relieve a humanitarian disaster down there.  We can only see the largest wounds inflicted on the colony, and they appear to be concentrated on the centers of authority, but Emma’s landing party could come face-to-face with a situation requiring every resource we still own.”

“Of course.”  Holt’s earlier roguish expression gave way to a more solemn one.  “If there’s nothing else, I’ll have the purser figure out what we can spare, assuming our next replenishment is ten light years away and we don’t want to become the latest version of the Flying Dutchman.”

 

*

 

“Other than the depot and the government precinct in Doniphon, Toboso didn't suffer any visible damage, Captain,” Chief Yens announced soon after Iolanthe entered orbit.  “We’re not picking up any signs that might show whoever raided the place is waiting for fresh meat, but this might interest you.”

A live view of Sigma Noctae materialized on the main tactical screen, showing small figures moving around the ruins.

“Part of the garrison survived.”

“Aye.  Lord knows what they think they’re guarding, bless them, but I’m referring to the emission readings on the craters.  The heat signatures show that the strikes happened only a day or so before we dropped out of FTL on the system’s outer rim.  Bastards who did this got away under our damn noses, and no, I didn't find any trails leading away from Toboso.  Their spoor has dissipated.”

Dunmoore touched the intercom screen.  “Bridge, Captain here, I assume you see the feed from the CIC.  There appear to be survivors within the depot’s perimeter.  Try to open a communications link with them.  Identify us by name and registration number as a Fleet unit, using the current transponder data.”

“Acknowledged,” the officer of the watch replied.  “Stand by.”

The minutes passed as Siobhan worked hard to keep her fingers from beating an impatient tattoo on her thigh.  Iolanthe was braking to assume a geosynchronous orbit above the depot while on the hangar deck, Lieutenant Commander Cullop was completing the preparations for their flight to the surface.  

One of the duty ratings raised his hand to attract her attention.  “Sir, hangar deck reports that the landing party is ready to go.”

She studied the tiny, ant-like figures among the ruins for a few moments, feeling her impatience at getting answers warring with caution.  Impatience won out. “They may launch.  If we can’t open comms with the surface, they’re to exercise extreme caution.”

Moments later, another data stream appeared on one of the status boards, proof that the shuttles had left the Q-ship’s embrace.  They were as unmarked as their mothership, and though armed, they had a distinctly civilian appearance.  Only their transponders identified them as naval units, though with the destruction of all aboveground facilities at Sigma Noctae, there would not be anyone listening for the beacons.  She would have liked to link up in advance with what was no doubt a very jumpy bunch of survivors before two unidentified spacecraft crossed their gun sights, friendly fire being anything but welcoming.  However, Cullop and her party would have to chance it.  If the survivors had casualties requiring medical treatment, time would be of the essence.

 Moments after Iolanthe assumed her orbital parking slot, the shuttles dipped into the atmosphere on a long, spiraling glide designed to shed both altitude and speed high above Toboso’s equatorial ocean, before turning north towards their target, yet they still had no contact with the people on the ground.  The tension in the CIC, though not at combat levels, was high.  Then, the first images transmitted by the lead shuttle reached them.

“Those folks are wearing Fleet armor,” Sirico said.  “They're Commonwealth ground forces, either Army or Marines.  There's no National Guard on Toboso.”

Dunmoore nodded.  “I'd say Army.  By the time I left, they were planning to establish a garrison to help deter raiders who had more greed than sense.”

“It doesn’t appear to have worked.”  A pause, then the combat systems officer frowned.  “Mind you, I don't know of any star lane scum who uses kinetic strikes from orbit, let alone manages this degree of precision.”

“Indeed, Mister Sirico, and therein lies but one of the mysteries we’re facing.”

Before he could reply, the duty rating said, “The shuttles are on final approach to Sigma Noctae.”
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— Five —

 

 

 

Lieutenant Commander Emma Cullop, born to a space-faring family aboard the sort of freighter Iolanthe pretended to be, though it had little more than a few small-bore guns for self-defense, had followed both her parents into the Merchant Guild, never expecting to spend a single day in a naval uniform.  Then, war broke out, and the Navy requisitioned the ship in which she was serving as the third officer.  Instead of looking for another berth in a commercial fleet shrinking by the day, Cullop joined up for the duration plus six months and received a direct commission as a lieutenant.  To her surprise, she not only took to naval life with ease but also discovered that she enjoyed the adrenaline rush of combat.

Leading a boarding or landing party into an ambiguous if not downright dangerous situation came a close second.  However, that did not make her rash.  Eight years of war spent aboard three different ships, including a narrow escape from her first one after the Shrehari ambushed and wrecked it, had taught her to distinguish between boldness and recklessness.

She nudged the petty officer at the shuttle’s flight controls.  “Take us over the runway at five hundred meters, nice and slow, then peel off towards the south for a one kilometer loop before approaching at a running pace while shedding altitude.  We’ll land as planned in front of the warehouse where our ground-pounding friends have set up camp.  I think they’ll understand we’re not the enemy and hold fire.”

“I hope your optimism isn’t misplaced, sir,” the pilot replied, grimacing.  “In my experience, folks who’ve taken a beating are more trigger happy than usual.”

“Cheer up, Purdy.  I see no surviving aerospace defense ordnance, and small arms fire won't bring us crashing down in flames before we fly out of range.”

“You hope.”

“We both hope.”  She grinned at him.  “Remember, my ass is sitting right next to yours.”

Someone had spotted Iolanthe's shuttles because the troops on the ground scattered to emergency fighting positions prepared after the unknown attackers had demolished the depot’s permanent defenses with surgical precision.  They came within plasma cannon range, but no one fired, bolstering Cullop’s hopes that someone on the ground was keeping his or her cool.  Helmeted heads stared up at them through blank visors as they wafted over the full length of the ruined runway while weapons, none larger than a twenty-millimeter squad support gun, tracked them.  The shuttle’s threat board showed several targeting sensors had locked on to them.

“Give them a waggle,” Cullop said.

“Waggling, aye.”

The pilot made their shuttle sway from side to side by firing the attitudinal thrusters.  It was the closest thing to a friendly wave they could manage from five hundred meters up; then he banked to the right, aiming them at Doniphon’s low skyline.  The second spacecraft followed suit, still without a shot fired from the ground.  They looped around, then came straight at the gaping hole in the cliff where massive doors had once protected the extensive underground warehouse, flying so slow and low they made perfect targets for anyone inclined to open fire.  Once across the perimeter berm and over the edge of the tarmac, Cullop raised a hand and gave Petty Officer Purdy the signal to land.  Both spacecraft settled side by side, the whine of their thrusters dying away in the breeze.

Cullop unfastened her safety harness and climbed to her feet.  She motioned towards the rear of the shuttle.  “Drop the ramp.”

Then, she gestured at Chief Petty Officer Holger Henkman, Iolanthe’s gunnery chief, in charge of this half of her landing party.  “Let’s you and me say hi on our own.  I prefer not to startle them with a bunch of armed naval yahoos erupting through the aft hatch.”  Turning back to the pilot she said, “Tell Lieutenant Pashar that he and his folks are to sit tight until I give the general disembarkation signal.”

“Consider it done.”

Chief Henkman held up a hand, preventing her from exiting the shuttle.  “I suggest we take off our brain buckets, sir.  If we want to come across as friendly visitors, maybe showing we’re harmless gray-haired old squids will help.”

“Good point.”  In an instant, both had removed their helmets and handed them to the nearest ratings.  She grinned at the bosun’s mate who took hers.  “If I find something in there that didn’t come from the top of my head…”

The rating smiled back.  “If you think I would dare mess with an officer who controls my every waking moment aboard ship, sir, you're mistaken.”

By the time Cullop and Henkman stepped out onto the tarmac, a cluster of armored troops, weapons at the ready, was approaching them.

“Let’s let them come to us,” she whispered at the chief, before stopping level with her shuttle’s nose and assumed a loose version of the parade rest position, imitated by Henkman.  Although the spacecraft carried no markings, their passengers wore naval rank insignia and name tapes on their chests.  One of the approaching soldiers, with the three four-pointed stars of an Army captain on the chest, held up a hand.  The others fell back while the officer kept on walking, raising her helmet visor to show a narrow female face, deeply creased by fatigue and worry.  Her eyes met Cullop, and she came to attention.

“I’m Lieutenant Commander Emma Cullop, CSS Iolanthe, armed transport.  This is Chief Petty Officer Henkman.  We came to top up our larder, but perhaps we might have to top up yours.”

The woman stopped a few paces from them, then gave them a twisted smile that oozed both relief and weariness.  “Sir, you’re a sight for sore eyes.  Captain Tatiana Salminen, Company Group 31, Scandia Regiment, in command of what’s left of Sigma Noctae.”

“Although my skipper will have plenty of questions for you, Captain, do you have any casualties requiring medical care?  I brought a physician’s assistant and a medic with me, and we’re equipped to evacuate those needing more than first aid to our sickbay.”

“I’ll gladly take whatever you have, sir.  My own medics have barely been coping, and with Doniphon taking a hit, we’ve pretty much been on our own.”  The smile became a sad grimace.  “Half of CG31 died in the attack, along with most of the depot’s naval personnel, but we have over a dozen injured inside, mine and the Navy’s.”  She jerked a thumb over her shoulder at the warehouse entrance.

Cullop glanced at Henkman, who nodded once, before jogging around the shuttle to order the landing party ashore.  Salminen glanced back at her troops.

“Sarn’t Major, they brought medical personnel.  Take ‘em to the first aid post.”  Turning to Cullop again, she said, “Since your CO is now the senior Fleet officer in the system, I guess you’d better put me in communication so I can deliver my report.  We have ourselves a big mess.  Toboso no longer has a colonial government and what’s left of their leadership is in shock — at least those I’ve been able to contact.  I don't know what happened to settlements on the continent's far side.  The bastards who did this took out our long-range communication gear.”

“Doniphon’s government buildings are the only installations besides Sigma Noctae to have suffered an attack, but we still had no contact with the ground by the time I left orbit.  Do you know what the situation on civilian casualties is?”

Salminen shrugged, a difficult gesture while wearing a battle suit.  “The Doniphon people evacuated their injured to Stoddard, the next settlement downriver.  A bunch of colonists bugged out too, afraid the raiders might come back to finish the job.  What’s left of the colonial administration’s moved to Valance, even further away.  A lot of them blame us Fleet folks for attracting the attackers in the first place, so they’ve not been communicative or helpful.  Mind you, it hasn’t been two days yet since they hit us and I don’t expect civilians to work it through as fast as we can.”

Sub-Lieutenant Pashar and the medical personnel jogged past them with half of the landing party hard on their heels.  A stocky figure in combat armor waved them over, then fell into step beside Iolanthe’s junior navigator, leading them towards the gaping wound in the cliff side.  Chief Henkman deployed the rest in a defensive half circle around the shuttles.

“Why don’t we step aboard,” Cullop suggested, pointing at the nearest craft, “and link up with the ship.  If the attackers struck recently, we might still pick up an ion trail from their drives and be able to pursue.”

The moment she spoke the second officer realized she said too much.  However, Salminen did not react at the bizarre notion of an armed transport chasing marauders.  Sometimes dealing with the Army had its advantages.  A Marine captain would not have missed it.  Instead, she removed her helmet, revealing short, matted black hair that made her look younger than Cullop had thought, based on her tired features.

“Lead on, sir.”

Once aboard, the pilot opened a link to Iolanthe and set them up to use the passenger compartment’s rear-facing screen.  After a brief flash of the ship’s badge, Lieutenant Commander Sirico’s face swam into view.

He nodded.  “Nice to see you made it in one piece — hold for the Captain.”

Ten seconds passed, and then Siohban’s face appeared.  “Sorry for the delay, Emma.  Who have we here?”

“This is Captain Tatiana Salminen, Company Group 31, Scandia Regiment, the senior surviving officer on the surface.”

Dunmoore inclined her head.  “Captain, I’m Siobhan Dunmoore, commanding the armed Fleet transport Iolanthe.  What in all that’s holy happened down there?”

OEBPS/cover.jpg
!Y RY'S

‘%
N e






OEBPS/images/compass-600dpi-1.png





OEBPS/images/Logo_copy.jpeg
SanddLver
Books





OEBPS/images/compass-600dpi.png





OEBPS/images/image.png





