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Tortured metal screeched as the ship shook under the pounding of another broadside.

“Commander Dunmoore!” 

Not just a shout but also a plea, a panicked entreaty.  The voice drilled through pain and wormed its way into Siobhan Dunmoore's concussed brain, driving back the blessed darkness that had cocooned her momentarily.  A strong arm shook her right shoulder and she gradually, unwillingly, reacquainted herself with her surroundings.  The acrid stench of burned polymers and superheated metal assailed her nostrils.  She grunted in distaste, reflexively, almost instinctively.  The universe shook, and her body shifted abruptly.  Something hard bit into her lower back and sent fresh waves of agony coursing through her.

She opened her eyes and closed them immediately, stung by the gray fumes filling the ship's bridge.  Dunmoore's mind took a few seconds to reconnect with reality, and she immediately wished it had not.  The worst nightmare was hundred times preferable to the pulsing horror around her.  But this was war, and she was a commissioned officer of the Commonwealth Navy.  Had been since... since too long.

“Commander, please wake up.”  The young ensign's voice tugged at her, fighting the part of her soul that craved darkness.  Her memory of the last moments before the plunge into unconsciousness came back mercilessly nonetheless.

Blinding salvos had hit the crippled ship's remaining shields, collapsing them with a spectacular bloom of warring energies.  In another place and another time, it would have been a beautiful, surreal sight: distorted auroras of green and blue, beacons in the night.  But beneath shimmering curtains of light, the backlash from competing waves of radiation had burned through the hull, eating metal, plastic and flesh indiscriminately, cutting a wide swath of death through the already damaged battleship.  The captain...

“Commander Dunmoore, please, you've got to wake up.  The captain's dead.  The CIC was destroyed by the last hit.”  Siobhan bit back a yelp of pain as the ship shuddered again.  “You're in command.”

The ensign was close to tears, his words half smothered by the insistent scream of the sirens.  “They're coming back for another run.  Please!”  His naked, heart-rending plea finally broke through.  Something within her knew that hiding from reality meant imminent death unless she did something.  Though it might not make an iota of a difference.  Her eyes focused on the smudged face hovering a few inches above hers.

Ye gods, he can't be old enough to shave yet.  Are we so desperate that we take children into battle?  The sudden weight of responsibility threatened to crush the air out of her struggling lungs, and full consciousness returned, unmercifully.  The ship, the crew, mine now, by default. 

Her eyes met Ensign Hernett's and she saw the terror fighting for dominance within them.  He was a child, his gold rank stripe still shiny and new.  Academy Class of '65, his commission a few weeks old and this, his first battle.  Most likely his last, too.

With an effort of will Commander Siobhan Dunmoore, first officer of the battleship Victoria Regina pulled herself up on the twisted command chair, gasping at the surge of pain flaring through her battered body.  She took the ensign's proffered hand, blinking away tears.  Her eyes met Hernett's again, and she saw his need for reassurance, for someone to tell him what to do.  It steadied her.

Dunmoore's head throbbed from the blow that had knocked her out.  Nausea rose in her throat, and she barely suppressed a retch as the acid taste of bile filled her mouth.  She grimaced, turning her bruised, soot-smeared face into a mask of death.  For a second or so, the image of another ruined bridge superimposed itself on her vision, and she made the mistake of shaking her head to clear away the mirage.  Dunmoore nearly passed out again from the incredible pain.

Unsteadily, she braced herself on the jagged remains of the chair and glanced around at the damaged, smoking consoles, the shattered screens and dislocated bodies.  Red battle lights, diffused by smoke, gave the ship's nerve center a hellish cast.  Conduits had broken free and hung in tatters over the helm.  The main view screen flickered and sparks flew as overloaded damage control systems gave up the fight.  Dante's Inferno had nothing on Victoria Regina's bridge.  Satan and all his demons could be capering around and not look out of place.  An automatic extinguisher hissed dully behind her, dampening an electric fire, one of many.  Too many.  She recognized a starship's death throes only too well.

Ashes to ashes...

“Status,” Dunmoore croaked, still dizzy.  She tried to raise her left hand to grasp the ensign by the shoulder, to steady herself but found her arm would not respond.  A glance down told her why.  It hung at an unnatural angle, the bones broken.  Somehow, the injury did not register on her overloaded nervous system, though whatever had broken it had also torn open the sturdy, vacuum resistant material of her tunic.  The flesh between the tattered strips of black material had more in common with raw liver than human skin.

Unreal.  Like I'm not connected to that arm anymore.  Severe nerve damage?

A blackened face appeared in front of her eyes, like some jinn from an ancient eastern fairy tale, complete with beard and turban.

No, that was a bandage.  Too bad.  A jinn would be damned useful right now.

“Number Two and Three shields have collapsed, sir.”  The apparition said, spitting out every word in a raspy, tortured voice.  Gunnery Chief Sen was steadier than Hernett, though his eyes had the same wild, frightened spark.  Nobody ever got used to the carnage of a losing battle, not even after years of war.  Some just learned how to ignore it for a short while.  Others vanished into a permanent fugue.  “The lower forward battery is out of commission, as are all the starboard guns.”

Starboard... The word connected the last of the shaken synapses in Dunmoore's brain.  The Imperial Shrehari cruiser Tol Vakash.  Captain Brakal.  He had ambushed Victoria Regina with a small task force five light years from enemy-occupied Cimmeria.  A glance at the flickering tactical display confirmed what her memory dredged up: the old lady was selling her life dearly.  Of Brakal's four-vessel force, only his ship remained.  The smaller escorts were now nothing more than debris.  But Victoria Regina was no longer in any condition to stop Tol Vakash.  The Shrehari had struck her hard on the starboard side.  Not quite a killing blow, but her lifeblood was draining away just as inexorably.

The human battleship hung in space like a punch-drunk boxer waiting for the knockout blow.  Only there would not be a referee to stop the match or a manager to pick up the loser and nurse him back to health.  The Imperial Deep Space Fleet bred killers, and it was Victoria Regina's misfortune to fall victim to one of the best.

Dunmoore's churning guts clenched into a tight knot, threatening another bout of nausea.  Her brain did not want to believe what her eyes saw very clearly.  Brakal was coming about to finish off Victoria Regina and kill what remained of her seven hundred and fifty strong crew.  His attack had been masterful, unexpected and completely un-Shrehari, almost human in its unconventional daring and reckless disregard of imperial doctrine.  It had worked.  So far.  But the fight was not quite over yet.  The thought of all those lives hanging on her next order steadied Siobhan.  A final, desperate gambit slowly formed in her mind.

Commander Dunmoore, acting captain of Victoria Regina, would have her say, and give Brakal a final lesson in human tactics.  Even wrecked, the battleship remained a dangerous weapon.  In the right hands.

A sudden wave of coughing racked Dunmoore's battered body, and she felt, for the first time, the full agony of her broken arm, bruised back and the hundreds of hot stabs where minuscule metal pieces had sliced through her battledress.

Damn!  No nerve damage after all.

She clamped down on the pain, forcing herself to ignore everything but the Shrehari cruiser.  Her eyes found the ship’s status board, with a gaping black hole on the schematic where the Combat Information Center used to be.  Gone, her friend and mentor, the captain of the ship, incinerated by a plasma bolt that had punched through armor and layers of decking.  Dunmoore cleared her throat, blinking away the tears in her eyes.  Bile rose again, burning like fire and added to the rage building within.  Adnan had taught her well.  His ship would go down fighting, as he would have wanted it.  With an astonishing coldness, Siobhan Dunmoore knew what to do.

“Helm, bring her about — ninety degrees starboard — increase speed to one-half and stand by for further course changes.”  Siobhan's voice was uncharacteristically hoarse, deep, unfeminine, damaged by the toxic fumes and the stress of battle, but it carried a firmness that steadied the helmsman, though his fear was still very real and all too visible in his wide-eyed stare.  Another kid caught in the implacable meat grinder of war.

“Ninety degrees to starboard, increase to one-half and stand by for further course changes, aye, sir.”  At least his voice remained steady.  Navy training prevailed.  Siobhan felt a sudden flash of pride in her crew.  There would be commendations for everyone when this was over. 

Provided the afterlife has a subspace link to 3rd Fleet.

“Engage.  Guns, bring all remaining firepower to bear forward, ready at my command.”

“Aye,” the chief growled from his console, visibly relieved that Dunmoore had taken control and was giving orders, any orders.  “You've got the upper forward battery, the port guns, and the secondary forward guns.  And one missile launcher.”

He could have added, 'less than half of Victoria Regina's full armament,' but Dunmoore knew that.  As first officer, she knew the battleship intimately and experienced the pain of her death throes.  The VR had been — was — a good ship.

The massive vessel slowly came about and accelerated, her abused hull creaking ominously.  All eyes remained fixed on the flickering screen, the dazed and shocked survivors oblivious to the ship's death rattle.  A small bright speck grew steadily against the backdrop of stars: Tol Vakash on a collision course.

Learn, you Shrehari bastard, that unpredictability and surprise is mine to use at will.

A surge of viciousness, driven by pain and despair, filled her.  “Helm, come to mark sixty, rotate on central axis one-hundred and eighty.  Now!”

To his credit, the terrorized young petty officer at the starship's controls reacted promptly.  Victoria Regina rose above Tol Vakash's course, her hull groaning so loudly that several of the bridge crew exchanged worried looks as if fear of the ship breaking up added anything more to the general terror of fighting a losing battle, lightyears from home.  Maneuvering thrusters firing along her hull, the Empress Class battleship turned slowly in a maneuver that owed more to pre-spaceflight barnstormers than wet navy tactics.

Dunmoore steadied herself and gave the crew a final glance.  The old gunnery chief met her eyes.  He had figured out what she was about to do and nodded minutely in approval before turning his attention back to his weapons.  None of the others had an inkling of her intentions.  But then, chief petty officer second class Sen and she were the only veterans left alive on the bridge.  The rest were mere kids.  Kids about to join the millions already ground up by the Shrehari war machine.  The Empire had a lot to answer for.  So did her own government.

“Helm, zee minus one-hundred at my mark; prepare to increase to full.”

“Zee minus one-hundred.”

“MARK!”

With a sound of rending metal, the battleship Victoria Regina, almost a kilometer long and a third of a kilometer wide, plunged to spear Tol Vakash in a last, desperate attempt to salvage at least a pyrrhic victory from this disastrous encounter.  A panel tore loose as the internal gravity wavered, the generators stressed beyond specs.  No one paid the falling debris any attention.

Somehow, as if she had a window into Brakal's mind, Dunmoore could sense his surprise, his sudden hesitation at the unexpected maneuver.  Battleships were not designed to move like fighters, and battleship captains were not known for kamikaze attacks.  Tol Vakash filled the center of the screen, looking like a butterfly about to be pinned down by a collector's needle.  Part of Dunmoore's mind screamed at her to change course, avoid the collision, but she, like the others, stared at the screen with sick fascination, hypnotized by the onrush of death.  Theirs and the hated Imperials'.  Lord Tennyson's words, dimly remembered, came back to her.

...Into the valley of death...

“Optimum range, sir,” Chief Sen called out.

“Wait for it,” Siobhan replied, her voice rising above the noise of a ship at the limits of endurance.  “At point-blank.”

Victoria Regina shook under the thrust of her sublight drive, beginning to disintegrate on her own, well before she struck her opponent.  Ensign Hernett turned to stare at her, a pleading, puppy-like look in his eyes.  He did not want to die.  None of them wanted to die.  Siobhan gave him a tight, brief smile.  For a shavetail, the kid had held up splendidly.  He would have made a good line officer with a bit more experience.  Too bad.

“Guns, at my mark...”

*
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Siobhan Dunmoore woke, bathed in sweat, her heart beating a loud, disjointed tattoo that filled her ears with the dull roar of rushing blood.  She knew she had yelled out the order.  Again.  Her left arm hurt like crazy, though the multiple fractures had been healed by Victoria Regina’s skillful surgeon weeks earlier.  It still looked like hell and the cellular memory of pain remained all too vivid.

The cabin was quiet.  Only the hint of a hum disturbed the monastic silence.  The absence of sound was shocking after the deafening pressure of her nightmare, the same nightmare she had most nights.  But she was no longer on Victoria Regina.  She was on Starbase 31, in the transient officers’ quarters, and the old battleship was nothing more than orbiting scrap, awaiting final disposal in a star system many light years away, her bell already in a navy museum, awaiting the birth of a new ship with the same name.  The way this war was going, the bell might not wait too long.

As for the Grim Reaper...

The nightmares were slowly sapping Dunmoore’s sanity.  The VR was the fourth ship she had shot out from under her in less than five years.  Two of them had been her own commands.  What made this one worse was Adnan’s death.  He had been one of the few people in the Fleet whom she could truly call her friend, and whom she would trust with her life.  Now she felt utterly alone again, vulnerable and open to the petty politics that had pursued her for years.  Or maybe it was all paranoia.  She no longer knew.

They say even paranoids have enemies.

She rose and ran a long, slender hand through short hair the color of burnished copper.  The timepiece by her bed showed it was nearly three bells in the morning watch.  There was no point in trying to sleep again, though her body and her soul craved rest, it was not the kind of rest she could get during an interstellar war.  She had seen more than her share of action and bore the scars to prove it.  Yet the Fleet would give her no respite.  Experienced officers were a precious commodity, even officers like Siobhan, who teetered on the edge of burnout.

With the last tendrils of her all too vivid dream slowly dissipating, she stepped into the shower and washed off the restless night.  Standing under the warm air jets, Siobhan glanced at herself in the mirror and sighed.  She looked thinner than ever, drawn, and pale, with sunken, dark rimmed eyes.

Though Dunmoore’s handsome, angular face was but a pale shadow of itself, where even the smattering of freckles had faded with fatigue, her large brown eyes still radiated an intensity that could silence the most insubordinate spacer.  Now, though, they also had that strange spark people usually associated with nut cases.  They were the eyes of someone who heard voices and had an irresistible urge to obey them.

And what are my voices saying today?

Those eyes had stared down Captain Brakal of the Imperial Shrehari Deep Space Fleet moments before he broke off a fight that had suddenly become uneven.  No sane commander risked a good ship against a madwoman with nothing left to lose and the full bulk of a dying battleship at her command.  Brakal had been outmatched by despair, and he had known it.  Yet in his parting call, he had honored the humans in the ritual Shrehari way.  No wonder the imperial commander was fast becoming a legend among his Commonwealth opponents.  The kind of legend to make human commanders envious.  Especially commanders like Siobhan Dunmoore.  With her record, the only thing she was fast becoming was a three-striped jinx.  Which made the new assignment all too fitting.  And if Fate continued to fuck Siobhan Dunmoore with her fickle finger, this could just as well become her final assignment, let alone her final command.

Shaking off the early morning blue devils with an irritated shake of the head, Siobhan finished washing and pulled on a clean, well-pressed service uniform.  The dark blue, high-collared tunic with the three gold stripes of her rank on the cuffs of both sleeves, hung loosely on her tall, slender, almost rangy frame.  She bore a long pale scar running from behind her right ear along her jaw line and down the side of her neck, disappearing under the tunic’s collar, a souvenir of the battle of Antae Carina, where she had lost the corvette Shenzen.  It was only one of many such marks of a hard career etched on a tough body.

As a final touch, she slipped on thin, black, leather gloves, to hide the ugly scarring on her left hand, burned by reactor coolant on the cruiser Sala-Ad-Din as the crew fought to keep it from exploding.  At least the hand still worked, mostly.  When this war was over, maybe she would be able to get reconstructive plastic surgery.  When...  Maybe by then she would not care anymore.  Or she would be dead, like so many of the Academy class of ‘53.

At thirty-four, Siobhan Dunmoore looked like a woman ten years older.  Crow’s feet at the corner of the eyes from too much squinting, lines around the mouth from too much worrying and a dusting of gray hair at the temples from too many sleepless nights.  But she did look every inch the veteran starship captain she would be again in a few hours, right down to the impressive rows of ribbons on her left breast.  Veteran, at thirty-four.  She shook her head in a mixture of amusement and despair.  She had reached the rank of commander in just under twelve years, as fast, if not faster than her youthful ambition had once desired.  But nobody had told her it would be this hard, this wrenching, this utterly draining.  No wonder so many starship captains either burned out or went mad.  Right now it was an even bet which way she would go.  Maybe she should get herself a pair of steel marbles to play with, just in case.

A few minutes before six in the morning, Commander Dunmoore left her temporary accommodations and made her way to the officer’s mess for breakfast.  The rest of her meager personal belongings were already on board.  Or should be.  Shifting from ship to ship, a few times in nothing more than a lifeboat had whittled down her luggage considerably.  But she had long ago learned to save sentimentality for human beings, not objects, and her spare personal life reflected her spare turn of mind.  Unattached, unburdened and, she thought with a wry grin, unhinged.  Fortunately, no one was around to see the sudden, manic twist on her thin lips.

*
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The spartan mess hall was empty save for a navy steward who promptly seated her by the huge bay windows and poured her a large mug of coffee.  While she sipped the scalding liquid and waited for her meal, Siobhan Dunmoore let her eyes roam the cavernous inner space dock.  Five of the 31st Battle Group's ships were docked for repairs and refit after a brutal tour on the line.  But only one ship interested her, an old missile frigate close to retirement, the last of her class afloat.  Whether that retirement would be honorable or not would depend on one Commander Siobhan Dunmoore, soon to be the captain of the missile frigate Stingray.

An unlucky captain for an unlucky ship.

From a distance, the frigate retained her graceful beauty, with the elongated sweep of her main hull, the slant of the two-tier superstructure on her top and the single tier on her keel, and the main hull framed by long hyperdrive nacelles.  She had the elegance of a bygone age when the slow pace of peacetime naval construction gave shipwrights and architects the time and desire to create not merely functional ships, but beautiful, efficient designs.  Stingray was all that, and much more.  But she was also worn out, one of a dying breed, surpassed by the quickly designed and built wartime products of thirty shipyards working around the clock.

Stingray was supposed to be in refit after her last cruise, but Dunmoore could not see any activity around her.  A frown creased her forehead.  The 31st, like any other Battle Group, was hard pressed and could not afford to keep its ships in the dock for any length of time.  Starship engineers worked watch after watch to keep them in space.  Why could she see no evidence of that on her new command?

It was a question that could have many reasonable answers, yet her mind found only one.  And that answer did not bode well for the crew.  Admiral Nagira had warned her, and he was a fair man, able to stay above all the petty intrigues that had followed Dunmoore for most of her career.  She replayed the interview with the commander of the 3rd Fleet again in her mind.

*
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“The investigation into the loss of Victoria Regina has determined that a Court of Inquiry will be unnecessary.  Captain Prighte and you acted with the highest professionalism and competence.  I have recommended Captain Prighte for a posthumous Navy Cross, which means he shall probably get a Distinguished Service Medal,” Nagira shrugged at the navy’s idiosyncrasies.  Personally, he would have given Prighte the Commonwealth Medal of Honor for his leadership, but the politics of the Service had long ago placed the dead captain among the outsiders.  Insisting on Dunmoore as first officer had made him no friends among the privileged and incompetent of what Nagira privately thought of as the officer caste, the wealthy, indolent drones who advanced through patronage, not ability.  Fortunately, the war was weeding them out through courts martial and deaths.  Not fast enough, in his opinion, but in a few more years, the officer corps as a whole should be a whole lot healthier, provided the Empire did not win.

“We have lost a good captain, and a strong ship.  Victoria Regina is to be scrapped.  She is beyond repair.”

This time, it was Dunmoore’s turn to shrug.  She found it difficult to care for much.  It had taken her seven days to bring the dying battleship home.  Then, she dealt with the aftermath, writing to the families of the two hundred and thirteen killed crewmembers, answering the investigators’ questions, visiting the injured in the base hospital, and all the other tasks that came with decommissioning a ship.  She had no energy left and no time to regenerate her depleted reserves.  The nightmares also gave her little rest when she did have some down time.  Most of Victoria Regina’s senior officers were either dead or in sickbay, and she had to apportion the work among young, mostly shell-shocked lieutenants and ensigns, as well as bitter old chiefs.  The VR had died hard, but it had been a lingering, painful death.

Vice-Admiral Nagira’s comfortable office made an eerie contrast to Victoria Regina’s ruined compartments.  Her eyes took in the richly tinted mahogany furniture, the leather-covered chairs, the cabinets with their intricate scrollwork, the Japanese silk prints on the walls, the sound-dampening wall-to-wall carpet, and the magnificent view of the planet below.  But she did not really see any of it.  Just as she could not bring herself to care much for the admiral’s words.

“For what it’s worth,” Nagira continued, all too conscious of Dunmoore’s state of mind, and worried for her more than he cared to admit, “the crew will all get commendations for their performance.  Losing Victoria Regina might hurt us, but losing three escort cruisers will hurt the Shrehari more, as will the blow to Captain Brakal’s prestige in the eyes of the Imperial High Command.”

Dunmoore did not comment, and Vice-Admiral Nagira resumed his monologue after a quick sip of coffee.  Siobhan too had a mug of the admiral’s excellent brew in her hand, yet she had not given it any attention.  Nagira’s black eyes studied her weary face with concern.

“Your own actions after Captain Prighte’s death will go far in removing any official doubts about your ability,” he continued, “and I have directed that a special citation be included in your file.  I know it will not do much in the short run.”  Dunmoore shrugged again, too tired to care about Nagira’s sympathy.  “But coupled with your actions at the Sigma Noctae Depot last year, it will go some way in protecting your career.  You know I have always believed you to be a superior commander, and my faith remains unshaken.”

Even though I wonder whether you did not lose too much of yourself on Victoria Regina.

Siobhan Dunmoore acknowledged the compliment with a nod, but her face remained set in its weary lines.

“Thank you, sir.”  It came out strangled and hoarse.  Nagira examined her face, wondering whether it was emotion or remaining damage to her vocal cords.  He needed her strength and her clear mind.

“I have been looking for a suitable command for you ever since Victoria Regina limped in, held together only by the force of your will and the strength of your crew.  I will not hide the fact that your name still brings up considerable opposition from certain quarters, but I was insistent and ultimately successful.  However, I fear your new command will be a double-edged sword.”  This time, Admiral Nagira was rewarded with a slight raising of Dunmoore’s eyebrows.

“I suspect I obtained that command for you because no one else wanted it, which probably commended it to the enemies of Siobhan Dunmoore.”  Nagira shook his head minutely.  That was not exactly the whole truth, but close enough.  The same could be said for his next words. “I need every ship I can put on the border, and I don’t believe in superstition.  As far as I am concerned, you are getting that command because you are probably the one officer in the 3rd Fleet who stands a good chance of rehabilitating her.  My other option is to disperse her ship’s company and start from scratch.  Which would be a waste of a potentially decent crew.”

“What ship, sir?”  Siobhan asked, a sick kind of interest now animating her pale face.  She heard the gossip of the Fleet as much as any other officer and the worm of suspicion raised its ugly head.  This was the moment most officers dreamed about, getting a major starship of their own.  Not a small auxiliary or escort, but a rated ship.  It should have been her moment of personal glory.  But the sick feeling only intensified and Siobhan took a deep breath, setting the coffee aside as if the strong, bitter scent nauseated her.

“The missile frigate Stingray.”

“I thought so,” she whispered.  “The unlucky ship.  The jinx.”

“As I said, commander,” Nagira replied with more sharpness in his voice than he had intended to use, “I do not believe in superstition.  However, I do believe in bad leadership, and Stingray is a sad example of the worst kind.  Her previous captain is now facing a Disciplinary Board and will probably be dismissed from the Service.”

“Who is he?”

“She.”  He paused for a few heartbeats.  “Commander Helen Forenza.”  When he saw Dunmoore’s face tighten, he gently continued, “I told you this assignment was a double-edged sword, Siobhan.  I would rather try to rehabilitate Stingray than take her out of service, and you are the one officer I believe can do it.”

“Because I’ve got little left to lose?”  Dunmoore asked bitterly, showing real emotion for the first time.

Nagira sighed mentally.  It was not a reaction he liked.  She had more than enough reason for bitterness, but sinking into self-pity was something that did not suit her.  Yet he could not tell her everything.

“No, Siobhan.  Because I have faith in you.  And whether you believe it or not, you have more to lose than you think.  You do have friends.”

Dunmoore looked away, embarrassed at her conflicting emotions.  She had always hated people who wallowed in self-pity.  Now, she was guilty of that sin herself and despised her own weakness.  Nagira sipped his coffee in silence, letting her sort out her feelings.  If the old combative spark was still there, somewhere, she would take up the challenge and win, or go down trying.  If it was not, then she was lost to the Fleet no matter what.

After a few moments, Siobhan looked up at him, face set in an implacable mask.

“When do I take command, sir?”

Nagira repressed a smile of pleasure, conscious that Siobhan, in her present state, would have interpreted it as a smirk of victory.  She had a volatile character, and that made her a top-notch fighting captain, but when she was down, that trait turned against her and those around her at the most awkward times.  And this was as awkward as it got.

“In four days, Commander Dunmoore.  That will give you enough time to take the courier run to Starbase 31.  There will be no formal change of command.  Commander Forenza has already been shipped planet side and is currently awaiting the board’s pleasure.”

“Thank you, sir.  Will that be all, sir?”  She was suddenly impatient to leave and drown her misery in work.

“Yes, commander.”  Nagira rose, followed by Dunmoore.  “Your orders will be delivered to your quarters by this afternoon.  Good luck.”  He held out his hand.  Siobhan took it and gave him a perfunctory shake.  Then she straightened up and saluted with just a touch of the old rebellious, insubordinate and self-confident Siobhan.  The spark he had seen in a young, bright, and aggressive lieutenant long ago was still there.

As she turned to leave, Nagira softly said, “Just remember to trust your instincts, Siobhan.  You are a good officer, and spacers respect that.  And,” he smiled briefly, “stay away from windmills.”

Then, she was gone.

Nagira stared at the closed door for a long time, wondering whether he had condemned her to career oblivion, or worse, and deprived the navy of the services of a good commander.  But there was no painless escape from this one.  Dispersing Stingray’s crew was the coward’s way out, and Hoko Nagira had prided himself on never taking the easy route.  Yet he wondered whether Siobhan, already teetering on the edge, would be able to salvage the ship, its company, and its reputation, without utterly ruining what was left of hers, or worse, destroying her sanity.

*
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Siobhan drained her mug, the coffee's bitter tang mirroring the residual bitterness in her soul.  Her interview with the 31st Battle Group's flag captain, an hour after arriving the previous day, had only reinforced the fears raised by words Admiral Nagira had not spoken.  

As prescribed by naval tradition, Dunmoore had immediately gone from the docking port to the command deck, intending to report to Rear Admiral Kaleri, her new commander.

An officious senior clerk informed her Kaleri was not available, and she was to report to Flag Captain Jadin.  Seething at the man's manners, but unwilling to cause a scene the moment she arrived at a new duty station, Siobhan beat a quick retreat to Jadin's office suite.  The flag captain kept her waiting for an hour, while clerks and junior officers streamed in and out of his office at a constant rate.  It did not bode well for a pleasant meeting.  Finally, an acne-scarred lieutenant poked his head into the antechamber.

“Captain Jadin will see you now.”  After a brief pause, he added, “Sir.”

Siobhan took a deep breath to flush her resentment away and marched in, coming to a halt the prescribed three paces in front of Jadin's desk.  She saluted.  The flag captain, gazing out the window at the distant field of stars, did not turn or otherwise acknowledge her existence.  Angry, Siobhan dropped her hand and assumed the parade rest position.  After nearly a minute, Jadin turned around and examined her much as a biologist examines a new species of bacteria.  Stung, Siobhan returned the favor.

Flag Captain Jadin was thin, elderly and carried himself with almost artificial erectness.  His weak, receding chin, beaked nose, and bulging eyes gave him the kind of pop-eyed appearance that had been fodder for caricaturists for centuries.  The eyes held a disdainful, detached look.  He sniffed.

“Commander Dunmoore.  I see you are not quite recovered from your ordeal on Victoria Regina.  Well publicized, that was.”  His enunciation was excruciatingly perfect, pedantic even, and his tone left no doubt that he believed the publicity surrounding Siobhan's actions was at her instigation, for self-promotion.

“Admiral Kaleri is on the planet right now, and will not be able to receive you.  I shall not disguise the fact that your arrival is unwanted by the admiral.  In her opinion, which I share...”  You probably do not have a bloody opinion of your own, Siobhan savagely retorted in her mind.  “...Stingray should be decommissioned without delay.  The ship is old and the crew, — well you shall see for yourself.  It distresses Admiral Kaleri that her recommendations were not considered.  Nevertheless, you are here, though I have serious doubts about your competence to command a frigate.  You have a questionable record of accomplishment with your previous commands.  I suppose being one of Admiral Nagira's favorites makes that irrelevant.”

Siobhan did not reply for a few moments, but her anger dissipated, replaced by a coldness that matched Jadin's.  Very well.  This is how it's to be, then.  “Thank you for making my position clear, sir.  I shall endeavor to prove you wrong.”

“Or die trying?”  Jadin mockingly asked, not at all put out by his inability to provoke her into an insubordinate response.  “We shall soon see.  I wish you to familiarize yourself with this Battle Group's standing orders, operating procedures and signals.  You will sail in one week from now.  Make sure your ship is ready, or suffer the consequences.  I will have your orders sent over in the next few days.”

Jadin turned his back toward Siobhan and gazed out the window again, signaling the end of the interview.  Dunmoore snapped to attention, saluted and turned on her heels.  His voice checked her step.

“One piece of advice, commander.  Keep your energies confined to your ship or yours might be one of the shortest commands in naval history.”

*
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“Excuse me, sir,” the steward had reappeared at her elbow, carrying her breakfast.  Siobhan's attention returned to the officers' mess, and she gazed up at the man in surprise.  He was a veteran, too disabled by combat injuries to continue serving on a warship and his white tunic bore a broad wound stripe.  A badge of honor.  He placed the plate in front of her and deftly refilled her coffee mug.

“Thank you, spacer.”

“Be my pleasure, sir.”  His voice had a deep growl as if his vocal cords too had suffered the outrage of the Shrehari broadside that had beached him.  She felt a sudden kinship with the man.  They both bore the marks of their service like proud badges.  He hovered near Dunmoore for a few moments, evidently wishing to speak, but unable to form the words.

“Begging your pardon, sir,” he finally said, “you be takin' Stingray then?”

His eyes met hers without shame or fear.

“Aye.”

His head bobbed.  “Don't take no notice of her bein' a jinx then, sir.  She's a good 'un an' she's got good spacers aboard.  All they needs is a good skipper.  One they can trust.”

His words shocked Siobhan into momentary silence.  Before she could recover, the steward had left.

Gazing thoughtfully at her ship, she ate her breakfast, wondering about Vice-Admiral Nagira's double-edged sword.  When she took command of her previous ships, she had felt a buzz of excitement that made her whole body tingle with anticipation.  Not this time.  It was as if something vital within her had snapped, or simply worn out.  Maybe it was the memories.  Or maybe Siobhan Dunmoore was simply past it.  Washed-out at thirty-four.  She shrugged and finished eating, her eyes slipping back into the long-distance stare that alarmed spacers who had never experienced the losing side of a battle.

By the time she finished her meal, the mess had filled.  Most of the other officers ignored her.  She did not care.  There was not a spacer on the station who did not know that the tall, redheaded commander with the tired eyes was the unlucky ship's new skipper.

She toyed with her mug until her chrono read fifteen minutes to the start of the forenoon watch, a quarter to eight in the morning.  Dunmoore had sent a message to Stingray advising them she would come aboard at eight.  There had been no reply, and she assumed that meant they were ready and waiting.  If not, then God help them.

As she left the mess, she felt the eyes of many an officer on her receding back.  And the eyes of a disfigured leading spacer in an immaculate white steward's tunic.

“Good luck,” he whispered as the doors closed behind Siobhan, “because you’re gonna need it, cap'n.”
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The missile frigate Stingray was berthed at Dock 37, well below the station's habitat levels, down at the bottom of the central well.  It seemed like the admiral wanted to keep her crew as far as possible from the others, to avoid contamination as if bad luck was contagious.  Perhaps it was.

Siobhan ignored the glances, both curious and speculative, of spacers from other ships as she walked to her ship.  She wore the silver and black stingray insignia on her left sleeve and a ship’s captain’s star on her right breast, leaving passers-by in no doubt of her identity.  But the scrutiny did not actually register, and she absently returned salutes.

The station’s side of Dock 37 was empty, abandoned as if no one wanted to approach the jinx.  A thin layer of dust covered almost everything.  The floor was deeply scarred and scuffed by generations of spacers and their gear.  Through thick windows, Siobhan saw huge grappling arms holding the frigate tightly in her berth.  Stingray's white hull seemed as tired as her new skipper, her metal tarnished and aged under the dock's uncompromising lights.  Close up, the frigate was huge, but even that was an illusion.  The old Victoria Regina could have swallowed her for lunch without as much as a belch.

A transparent gangway tube led from the dock to Stingray's main airlock, like a thick umbilical cord joining an unwanted child to an unwilling mother.  An empty sentry post stood forlorn at its mouth, abandoned like the rest of the dock.

Dunmoore's footsteps echoed through the long, empty gangway.  She kept her eyes fixed ahead, building up a head of steam.  The ship's pitted and scarred main airlock was closed, but lights on the control panel showed green.  It was not locked from the inside, contrary to standing regulations.  Siobhan's face tightened as anger began to bubble up from within.  Patience was not one of her virtues and this morning, it had vanished entirely.  She breathed in deeply before touching the keypad, her nostrils filling with the acrid tang of lubricants, reactor coolant, and recycled station air.  Kicking ass was a bad way to start a new command.

The airlock opened with the weary groan of lousy maintenance.  Just inside, a petty officer second class, his service dress tunic unbuttoned, beret casually tucked under a shoulder strap, sat in a cheap chair balanced on its back legs, reading something no doubt pornographic.  His erection was painfully visible under his tight uniform trousers.

At the noise, the man's head swiveled toward the gangway, a look of annoyance crossing his features.  Then, his brain caught up with what his eyes saw, and he struggled to rise, overbalancing on the chair.  He fell backward with a clatter, head striking the bulkhead with a dull thud while the reader went flying across the airlock, landing at Dunmoore's feet.

After a few stunned moments, he managed to untangle his thick limbs and awkwardly got to his feet, still dazed, struggling to regain some semblance of dignity.  Fury tightened Commander Dunmoore's features.  Her nostrils flared whitely as she stepped aboard her ship and saluted toward the bow, where in the days of wet navies, the national flag used to fly.  Then, she turned her attention on the petty officer, examining him from head to toes with blazing, contemptuous eyes.  He was a short, stocky man, with a red face covered by a fine tracery of broken veins.  Small, piggish eyes framed a thick, oft-broken nose beneath a mop of dark, greasy hair.

Bleary-eyed, disheveled and unshaven, his breath and body odor were distinctly stale.  The dark blue tunic had seen better days and bore evidence of food and drink stains.  He was the sorriest picture of a non-commissioned officer Siobhan Dunmoore had ever seen.

She locked eyes with the PO and read the emotions passing through them.  His initial annoyance had been replaced by fear, but that was in turn, giving way to a sly craftiness.  Siobhan came to the instinctive conclusion that the man was a bully.  Maybe even a coward, but definitely someone to watch.  A good ship shone through her non-commissioned officers, and Stingray was looking shabbier by the second.

“Commander Dunmoore.  Permission to come aboard?”

“Sir?”  He attempted a smile, which faded the moment it appeared, killed by Siobhan's scornful stare.

“You are?”

“Petty Officer Second Class Zavaleta, sir.  Bosun's mate.”

“Tell me, Petty Officer Zavaleta, do you usually look like a bag of shit or is today a special occasion?”  Siobhan kept her voice deliberately low.  Zavaleta seemed to lean toward her as if to better understand her words.  The slyness gave way to fear again at the lack of emotion in her expression.

“Sir?”  He glanced down at his tunic and, fingers trembling, hastily buttoned it up.  Then, he put his beret on and came to attention again.

“Pick up your bloody reader, PO Zavaleta.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

Straightening up again, eyes narrowed in an unconscious display of rancor, Zavaleta truculently held out the reader, its screen gray and scuffed.  “Palm print, please, sir.”

Dunmoore placed her hand on the cool screen, but not without a twinge of revulsion at what it had shown moments earlier.  “Commander Siobhan Dunmoore, captain, CSS Stingray.”

The reader flashed as it acknowledged her identity.

“Permission to come aboard granted, sir,” Zavaleta replied, his tone taking on more than a hint of nauseating oiliness.  A bully, then.  Someone who would have thrived under Commander Forenza.

Not under me, boyo.  Nor, if you continue like this, will you keep those stripes for very long.

“Thank you,” Dunmoore automatically responded.  Then, her voice took on its earlier edge.  “Zavaleta, you will not, under any circumstances, inform anyone on this ship that I have come aboard.  Do you understand me?”

Zavaleta looked at her for a few heartbeats, digesting his new captain's order and then nodded as understanding filled his face.  Understanding and a look of pure malice that disturbed Siobhan.  She was repelled by the intensity of the naked emotion.

“Aye, aye, sir.”

“And Zavaleta...”

“Sir?”

“Find someone to relieve you so you can get cleaned up and put on a proper uniform.  And lose that porno crap you've got loaded on the reader.  You've just used up your one chance with me.  Next time I find you in this state, I will put you up on charges.”

Leaving a stunned Zavaleta behind, Dunmoore stepped out of the airlock and into the main hull.  The corridor was wide and well lit.  Though free of litter and clean, it felt grungy.  Siobhan could not explain the feeling as she walked toward the lift bank at the heart of the frigate.  She did not meet any crewmembers along the way, and even though the ship's environmental systems hummed along, Stingray could just as well have been abandoned.  She certainly felt that way.  If starships had a soul, then this frigate was a very lonely one.

A poorly maintained lift whisked her up to the bridge deck.  Moments later the door opened with a tired whisper, revealing a darkened compartment empty save for a single officer sitting in the command chair, playing a game on a small computer screen.  At the sound of Dunmoore's entry, the officer, a lieutenant, looked up.  More alert than the duty petty officer at the entry port, he immediately jumped to attention, his right hand quickly fastening his tunic.

“Lieutenant Devall, sir, officer of the watch, and ship's gunnery officer,” he introduced himself in precise, clipped tones with only a hint of an accent.  “Welcome aboard, captain.”

Siobhan nodded.  “Thank you, Mister Devall.  At ease.”

Devall relaxed minutely as she examined him in much the same way she had inspected Zavaleta.  He was a good-looking man in his late twenties, with a handsome, chiseled face, intense blue eyes and impeccably styled blond hair.  His uniform was superbly tailored and would have passed muster on any admiral's guard, or in any aristocratic salon.  He had the look that spoke of a privileged upbringing, much like her predecessor, Helen Forenza.

The lieutenant's languid, almost nonchalant gaze, as he met Siobhan's eyes, was nevertheless guarded, wary, as he waited.

He examined Dunmoore in the same manner she examined him, and came to the conclusion that, exhausted as she seemed, Stingray's new captain was probably as dangerous as an overloaded gun capacitor.  He knew someone was going to taste the lash of her coiled anger before the watch was over.

“Stand easy, lieutenant,” Siobhan finally said, her damaged vocal cords transforming the matter-of-fact words into a harsh order.  He adopted the parade rest position, eyes staring over her right shoulder.  “Where is the first officer?”

“Shore leave, sir.”

Siobhan raised her eyebrows in astonishment.  “Didn't you get my message that I'd be on board this morning?”

“Aye, sir.  It's been logged in.  But the first officer was already ashore.  He didn't get the word.”  Malicious enjoyment briefly flashed across Devall's eyes.

No love lost there.  “And the crew?”  Her voice took on a dangerous edge.

“Half are on shore leave; the remainder is either at harbor watch stations or off duty.”  There was a barely perceptible pause.  “Sir”

“I see,” Siobhan replied abruptly, choosing to ignore Devall's manner.  “Is it standard procedure on Stingray to have only the OOW on the bridge during harbor watch?”

Devall shrugged as if the question was irrelevant.  The gesture annoyed Siobhan immensely.  “There's not enough to do to bother with more than one person at a time.”

“I see,” Siobhan repeated, eyes narrowing.  If it was standing procedure, she had no cause to tear into him until she established her own ways.  But if you do not get rid of your world-weary act soon, you'll find out what my ways are.

“Open the ship's log, lieutenant.”

“Sir.”  Devall nodded, his face losing all traces of his earlier disdain as he correctly read the captain's mood.  He walked over to the first officer's station and touched the keypad.  “Ready, sir.”

Siobhan joined him, inhaling a brief whiff of expensive after-shave.  She pulled a small data wafer out of her pocket and shoved it into the reader.  Then, she placed her hand on the screen.

“Computer, I am Commander Siobhan Alaina Dunmoore, NO199235.”

“Acknowledged,” the computer's impersonal voice replied.  At least this one sounded female.  On Victoria Regina, the computer had always sounded like a muscle-bound bruiser.  Some misguided soul had programmed it to flirt with her a few weeks after she took over as first officer, thinking it would be a splendid joke.  A month of back-to-back watches had cured that particular sense of humor.

“I hereby take command of the frigate Stingray.”

“It has been so logged.”

“Mister Devall,” she turned to the lieutenant, “you will not post my taking command for another hour, nor will you advise anybody that I'm aboard.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” he replied, sudden amusement dancing in his pale eyes.  He was quick on the uptake, usually a good trait in a gunnery officer.  “Do you need someone to guide you around the ship?”

“No, lieutenant.  I'm quite familiar with Type 203 frigates.”

“Anything else then, sir?”  The hint of disdain returned.

“No.”  Face set in a hard mask, Siobhan Dunmoore left the bridge.  When she was gone, Devall shook his head and whistled softly.  Many people were going to be in for one hell of a shock.  Especially the first officer.  He sat down in the command chair again, this time without loosening his tunic, and smiled.  Dunmoore looked like someone who ran a tight ship.  Good thing he had not taken Kowalski up on her bet.

*
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The door to the wardroom automatically opened at her approach, exposing a sight that added fuel to Dunmoore’s anger.  Used plates, utensils, and cups littered the tables, the coffee urn was cold and empty, its traditional shine dulled by a lack of care.  Like the ship itself.  But what actually made Siobhan’s blood boil was the sight of three officers sprawled around a littered table, their tunics unfastened and rumpled.  The three, clearly worse for wear, were playing cards for money, in contravention of regulations.

It took them a few moments to realize their privacy had been invaded, and the oldest of the three, a woman, quickly got up and closed her jacket.  The two younger men were up and getting dressed seconds later, their movements as unsteady as the focus of their bloodshot eyes.

Not trusting herself to speak Siobhan Dunmoore merely glared at the trio while they arranged their uniforms.  When they finally came to attention, eyes staring straight ahead, the captain of Stingray took a deep breath and turned her blazing anger on the senior of the group.  She was a hard-faced lieutenant of average height who appeared to be several years older than Siobhan.  Her short dark hair was shot with gray, and lines marked the corners of her green eyes.  Her bloodless lips were tightly pressed against each other.  Siobhan read no shame or resentment on her face.  She saw nothing at all.

“You are?”  Dunmoore asked her.

“Luttrell, ship’s surgeon,” she replied in a surprisingly deep alto, “Sir.”

For some reason, Siobhan got the impression that Luttrell dearly wanted to continue her sentence by asking, “And you?”  She could almost see the surgeon bite her tongue.  Turning toward the youngest man, an ensign who looked like he was fresh out of the Academy, almost young enough to be Luttrell’s son, Siobhan asked, “You?”

“Ensign Sanghvi, sir, junior navigator.”  His face was red with shame, and he looked like he’d rather be reaming out plasma conduits under full sail than stand here explaining why he was gambling with his seniors.  He was handsome, in a boyish way, with his mop of chestnut hair, and large, sensitive brown eyes.

The third officer, a large, bald, swarthy man who kept licking his thick lips was perspiring heavily.

“You?”

He bobbed his shiny, bullet-shaped head several times, lips working furiously.  “Lieutenant Rossum, sir.  Purser.”

Dunmoore let the silence deepen as she stared at them.

“For some reason I cannot begin to identify,” she growled, “I thought this was a warship, not some cheap, rat-infested floating casino.  In all my years of service, I have never seen such a disgusting, filthy wardroom.  If I didn’t know better, I’d have you all imprisoned for impersonating commissioned officers of the Commonwealth Navy.  Right now, I’m not sure whether to arrest you or make you clean this pig sty with a toothbrush.”  Before she lost what remained of her temper, Siobhan growled, “Clean this place up.  Do it yourselves.  Do not make the wardroom steward do it.  Then get yourselves cleaned up.  I will decide what to do with your sorry asses later.”  Then she turned on her heels and stomped out.

Luttrell glanced at her companions and grunted.  “We’ve got a live one, laddies, and no mistake.  Something tells me she subscribes to the hard-assed school of command, and doesn’t give a shit what anyone thinks.  It’ll be an interesting change if nothing else.”

“Gods above,” Rossum wiped his forehead with a thick handkerchief, “hard-assed could get us all in deep trouble, Viv.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much, chums.  She’ll be wanting to look good, like all skippers.  Turning over rocks to see what’s wiggling underneath ain’t gonna do it.  So long as we keep the past as buried as it gets.”

*
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The door to the captain's cabin opened at Siobhan's touch, and she stepped gingerly over the threshold.  It was bare save for the permanent fixtures: bed, desk, computer terminal, closet, and washroom.  And the two small boxes containing her personal effects.  At least those had made it to their proper destination.  But bare as the cabin was, she could still feel the traces of Commander Forenza's occupation, a dampening presence just like the dullness she felt in every other part of the ship.

Siobhan and Forenza had been classmates at the Academy, and lifelong enemies.  That Forenza had finally met her downfall was small consolation to Siobhan.  Most likely her family connections would ensure she did not suffer for her misdeeds.  The real story of her dismissal would probably never be known.  Earthers protected each other.  The only thing Siobhan knew for sure was if she failed to pick up the pieces left by Forenza's habitual self-indulgence and scheming, she would be the one paying the price.

*
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Engineering was as silent as the proverbial grave.  The main fusion reactor pulsed dully, its energies damped with the ship at anchor.  She knew the matter/antimatter reactors in the nacelles would be dark and silent, dead without the highly volatile fuel.

A short, stocky woman wearing coveralls stamped with a lieutenant commander’s two and a half stripes emerged from the chief engineer’s office.  She glanced at Dunmoore in surprise and came to attention.

“Chief Engineer Tiner, sir.”  Her small dark eyes darted around the engine room, looking everywhere except at Siobhan.  Tiner had a seamed, weathered face topped by an unruly thatch of iron gray hair.

“Commander Dunmoore,” Siobhan replied.

“Yes, sir.  New captain, sir.”

“Ah, finally someone who knew that I was expected aboard,” Dunmoore replied with more than a hint of sarcasm in her voice.  She immediately regretted her tone when she saw the engineer flinch.  Siobhan forced herself to smile and took a gentler tone.  “Why don’t we tour the engine room, Mister Tiner?  You can brief me on the ship’s status.”

Within minutes, Siobhan’s heart began to sink.  Stingray was in bad shape and deteriorating fast.

“Why the long list of repairs, Mister Tiner.?”  The captain’s voice was loud in the silent engine room.  Before she could reply, Siobhan continued, her volatile temper gaining the upper hand.  “Most of these problems you can fix yourself.  All you need is to request the necessary parts.  The ship has been in port for some time now.  Did you do anything to put her back to rights?”

“Ah,” Tiner floundered under the intense stare, “yes sir, we did a few minor fixes, but there – ah – was some question whether we would be decommissioned, sir.”

“As you can deduce, this ship will remain in service.  Therefore, I suggest you start work, and the sooner, the better.  I expect my chief engineer to keep the ship running, not running for excuses.”

“Ah, yes sir, but –”

“That will be all, Mister Tiner.”

When the chief engineer returned to the privacy of her office, she found herself shaking uncontrollably, as if Dunmoore had jolted her with a live feed from the reactor.  It did not matter that she had no choice under Captain Forenza.  The ship was in a lousy state, and Tiner knew it.  She ran a thick, callused hand through her hair and sighed.  How she was going to get out of this mess with her career intact, she did not know.

*
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By the time Siobhan returned to her cabin, she felt a pounding migraine grow behind her eyes.  Pushing it aside as best she could, she turned on the intercom.

“Captain to bridge.”

“Bridge,” Devall's languid voice replied, “OOW.”

“Mister Devall, send out an immediate recall for all crewmembers currently ashore.  Leave is cancelled as of this moment.  No one is to leave the ship unless it's on business.  And track down the first officer.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

“I want a status report in two hours.  Captain out.”

Without bothering to unpack her bags, Siobhan Dunmoore carefully lay down on the bed and closed her eyes.  But wishing did not make the migraine disappear, no more than it made Stingray disappear.

On any other vessel, the arrival of a new captain meant a masthead to keel scrubbing, the full manning of the harbor watch and a proper side party to greet her.  Instead, she saw a warship all but abandoned by people who had stopped caring.  Whoever had logged her message had kept the information a closely guarded secret, knowing the blame would fall elsewhere.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


— THREE —

[image: image]




The intercom woke Dunmoore from a restless nap.  She sat up too quickly, triggering a wave of nausea and she retched miserably, fighting to keep down the bitter, half-digested remains of her breakfast.

“Captain, the first officer has reported aboard.  He's on his way to your quarters.  Seven crew members are still unaccounted for.”

“Good.  Advise the shore patrol to arrest the missing people and deliver them to our airlock.  Let me know when they've been handed over.  And ask the cox’n to stand by.  I'll see him after I speak with the first officer.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

“Captain, out.”

With an effort of will, Siobhan arranged her uniform.  Then, she carefully sat behind the desk and waited.  The wait was not very long.

“Come,” she called out when the doorbell chimed.

A stocky, powerful looking man in his late thirties stepped into her cabin and came to attention in front of her desk.  His square face was dominated by dark, hooded eyes that stared at her warily.  He seemed older than Siobhan, and as tired and discouraged as she felt.

“Lieutenant Commander Pushkin reporting to the captain as ordered.”  The first officer saluted stiffly.  His tone was clipped, his words precise, but he sounded strained.  “I apologize I wasn't aboard when you arrived.”

Dunmoore returned the salute.  “Sit down, Mister Pushkin.”

“I wasn't aware you'd be arriving this morning, sir,” he replied defensively as he sat in the hard chair facing Siobhan.

“I sent a message to the ship yesterday when the courier docked.  It has been logged in.”

“The message wasn't passed on to me, sir.”  Pushkin's eyes held a dangerous glint.  Bingo, Dunmoore thought.  “But I'll make sure whoever forgot to tell me, won't forget again.”

“I hope you enjoyed your shore leave,” Siobhan replied, her voice still controlled, but nonetheless hard.  “From what I've seen, it'll be a long time before anyone steps off the ship again.”

Pushkin's nostrils flared.  “It wasn't much of a leave, sir.”

Siobhan arched her eyebrows.  “Oh?”

“I was on ship's business, sir.”

Dunmoore's voice took on a honey-sweet tone that masked her growing irritation.  “Then pray tell why were you logged out as being on leave?”

“It was nothing.”  Pushkin looked past her shoulder at the porthole, his jaw working furiously.

“Nothing,” she replied in a soft tone, eyes narrowed, “kept my first officer from carrying out his duties aboard this ship?”

Pushkin suddenly rose and turned angrily toward the door.  “If you must know, captain, I was getting one of our crew out of jail dirtside.  I logged it as leave so my movements didn't come to the attention of the Provost Marshall.”

For a moment, Siobhan was speechless, robbed of her anger by his words and the intense bitterness in his voice.  “Why?”

He whirled around to face her.  “One of ours was about to get shafted by the local cops.  They don't exactly adore the navy dirtside, war or no war.  If I hadn't gone down myself, Able Spacer Bertram would be facing two to five for assault and battery.”

“Did he do it?”

Pushkin laughed bitterly.  “Does it matter, captain?  But you wouldn't understand, would you?  Simple spacers being pegged as fall guys for whatever crime they can pin on him.  Just as long as it doesn't touch your precious reputation.”

“Dammit!”  Siobhan's voice lashed out, “that was uncalled for, Mister Pushkin, and as much of an insubordinate attitude as I'll tolerate on my ship now or ever.  I'm as concerned for the welfare of my crew as you are.  Judging by what I've seen so far, probably more.”  Red spots danced in front of her eyes.  She breathed in deeply and sat down, eyes blazing.

“I'll let the matter pass.  How you dealt with problems before now was your privilege as first officer.  What concerns me more is this run down, damn near unserviceable ship with what looks like an unserviceable crew sitting at anchor, doing nothing whatsoever to regain space worthiness.”

To Siobhan's surprise, Pushkin shrugged, his clenched fists loosening their death grip.  “This ship hasn't exactly been a priority with Battle Group staff, captain.  Nobody told us what was going to happen, and rumors of decommissioning her were in the air.  Until Command decided what to do with the ship, there wasn't any point in wasting effort.”  He sounded almost defiant.

Siobhan did not know what angered her more.  Pushkin's dismissal of his responsibilities, or his implicit admission that no one gave a damn for Stingray, not even her first officer.

“Mister Pushkin, rumors of decommissioning do not excuse the lack of care I've seen.  Spacers who don't give a damn anymore are evidence of a lack of proper leadership, notwithstanding your commendable efforts to protect one of ours from rough justice dirtside.”

“With all due respect, sir,” Pushkin interrupted, his tone bordering again on insolence and contempt, “you know nothing about Stingray.”

Siobhan slammed her hand on the desk's smooth surface, the sound echoing like the report of a gun.  She ignored the pain coursing up her arm.

“Mister Pushkin, you will not interrupt me.”  Face white with anger at her loss of control, she breathed in deeply, struggling to recover her composure.  Her eyes met Pushkin's again.  The first officer, in his agitation, had let his guard slip, and Siobhan read his bitterness, a living, writhing thing, fighting to take over.  The venom in his expression shook her enough to bring back her self-control.

“Very well, Mister Pushkin.”  Her voice was calm, relaxed, though her eyes still held his with the full force of her will.  “Let's start this over again.  I've been given command of Stingray, and my brief is to get her back into the war, notwithstanding anything that may have happened up to the moment I stepped aboard.  This ship will sail in one week.  I am prepared to do what I must to make this happen.  You, the first officer, will be part of the solution, or you will find other employment.  Understood?”

Face tight, Pushkin replied, “Aye, aye, sir.”

“I wish to speak with all the officers in the wardroom, which had better be clean by now, in half an hour.”

“Aye, aye, sir.  Will that be all?”

“For now, Mister Pushkin.  Dismissed.”

He saluted Dunmoore with stiff precision, eyes filled with anger and humiliation.  When he was gone, she sighed and slumped back in her chair, massaging her temples.  The interview had gone as badly as she had feared.  Though he deserved her anger, he was also, until she relieved him, her right hand, and the man who would turn her orders into action.  One thing was clear by now.  This was the unhappiest ship she had ever seen.  Siobhan touched her desk terminal's screen.

“Computer, access authorization Dunmoore, captain's logs for the last six months.”

“The captain's logs are unavailable,” the computer's soothing, dull voice replied.

“Why?”

“Under Article 115.1, the captain's logs have been impounded by the Disciplinary Board, pending resolution of charges against Commander Forenza.”

“Damn!”

“Please rephrase the question.”

“Disregard,” Siobhan smiled briefly at the computer's mistake.  “Display ship's logs for the last cruise.”

“Under Article 115.1, the ship's logs have been impounded by the Disciplinary Board, pending resolution of charges against Commander Forenza.”

In frustration, Siobhan hit the keypad, switching the terminal off.  If the Forenza family still had as many connections within the navy, those logs would vanish forever, no matter the outcome of Helen Forenza's hearing.  The only way she would discover why her ship was in such a lousy state and why the crew's morale and pride were in tatters, was through her crew.

Siobhan got up, intending to work off her frustration by pacing the small cabin, but she forgot her migraine.  She reached the toilet just in time.

In her misery, she did not hear the first ring of the door chime.  When the sound finally registered, she climbed to her feet and glanced at herself in the mirror.  If she had looked bad this morning, she looked ghastly now.  Quickly rinsing out her mouth with water, she adjusted her uniform and returned to her desk.

“Come.”

The door whispered open, and a thickset slab of a man stepped in.  His close-cropped blond hair contrasted neatly with the short gray beard surrounding a battered, homely face.  Intelligent, pale brown eyes shone under thick brows, framing a flattened nose.  His shipboard uniform was clean and well-pressed, but the short tunic strained over a muscular chest.  The sleeves of the tunic bore the starburst and crossed anchors of a chief petty officer second class.

Five years had wrought many changes on the man, but his coarse features still registered the smug satisfaction Siobhan knew so well.  She rose, a smile breaking through her gloom.

There is a God after all.

“Cox'n reporting to the captain as ordered, sir,” Chief Guthren saluted, a tentative grin emerging from the beard.

“It's been a long time, chief.”  

Siobhan felt unexpected warmth in the pit of her stomach.  Five years and a whole lifetime ago, a younger woman, not yet worn out by strain and fatigue, had taken command of a small scout ship.  The powers that had decreed a maverick lieutenant named Siobhan Dunmoore would take her first step up the ladder of command had also given her a senior petty officer under a suspended threat of court-martial as cox’n:  Guthren.

“Aye,” Guthren relaxed, smiling with genuine affection now, “a long time.  You're looking well, skipper.  An' your stripes suit you.  Not before time, either.”

“Still a silver-tongued bastard.”  Guthren, dependable, loyal and a true friend.  Someone to watch her back aboard this treacherous ship.  “Sit, chief.  Sorry, I can't offer you a celebratory libation.”

Guthren shrugged.  “All ye have to do is breathe in deeply.  With the booze sloshing around this tub, I figure a body could get a real hangover without the joy of oblivion.”

“That bad?”

The chief's eyes roamed the cabin, briefly touching the ancient ship's clock on the sideboard, one of the captain's few personal belongings that had survived all these years.  Its face bore the outline sketch of a gaunt knight on horseback, holding a long, thin lance.  The clock was a gift from the crew of that scout ship, presented by Petty Officer Guthren to the skipper on the day the old Don Quixote was decommissioned and sent to a fiery grave.  The Don had been a happy ship, a family.  He grimaced, facing Siobhan again.

“Bad ain't the word, skipper.  I came aboard last week, the day the old skipper walked down the gangplank, to replace a drunken idiot of a cox'n.  With any luck, he'll finish the war in a psych ward dirtside.  The man had many ghosts riding him, not least the ghost of Captain Forenza.  The whole ship is filled with those ghosts.  What crew ain't drunk is catatonic.  Tried to kick some sense into the non-coms, but they were past the point of caring.  Just waiting for a transfer, waiting for the crew to be broken up.  Officers, well...” he shrugged.  “Spent the last few days getting settled and digging up some dirt on this here tub.  No joy on the grapevine.  People don't want to talk.  When I found out you were coming in as skipper, I figured I'd better wait before really tearing into things.  No point in sorting out the non-coms if the officers aren't gonna play.”

His smile came back.  “Though now that you're aboard, skipper, we can turn this thing back into a warship.”

Siobhan tried to match his smile.  Guthren's presence aboard did much to lift her spirits, but his words dampened most of that.  The cox’n was a man of the old school.  Tough, hard-nosed, brutal if necessary, but honest.  And loyal, she reminded herself.  That counted for so much.

“We will, chief,” she sighed, “we will.”

Guthren frowned briefly.  He remembered Dunmoore as a fire-breathing damn-the-torpedoes kind of officer, one of those who would win the war for the Commonwealth.  There was little of the old Dunmoore in the face of the tired, worn-out woman sitting across from him.  Except in the eyes.  They still burned somewhere deep within.

“What have you been up to lately?”  Siobhan asked, massaging her temples, wanting to discuss anything but Stingray.

“This and that, skipper.  I got my chief third stripes thanks to you after we left Don Quixote,” they did not exactly leave the scout ship, more like scuttled it into a star, “and spent two years as cox’n on the Shantung corvette.  Then they had me posted as company commander at boot camp, Fleet School Wyvern.  Not exactly my first choice.  I tried for Special Ops and made it through training.  Spent six months with a team out on -” he paused, suddenly embarrassed.  “Anyways, from there it was a quick jump to chief second and a posting here.”

“A good way to spend a war, chief.”

“Aye.  Heard that you had a good run too, especially with the Sigma Noctae Depot.  Spec Ops Command uses that one as a training problem,” he beamed proudly.  “A one-woman strike.”

His face hardened quickly, however.  “Anyways, I figure we both learned enough in the last while to take this bunch on and kick some serious butt.  I'm ready to start the moment I walk out of here.”

Siobhan nodded.  “I've started already.  Have you met Petty Officer Zavaleta?”  She went on to describe her encounter with the man in excruciating detail.  

Guthren grunted.  “Zavaleta is a waste of rations from what I've seen and heard, skipper.  A bully who should never have worn stripes.  He must do his job somehow to survive, but for the rest...”

Dunmoore slumped back into her chair, massaging her temples again.  “I'd really like to know what's wrong with the people on this frigate.  I've seen garbage scows where the crew had more pride.  My predecessor obviously had a different way of doing things.  Different, hell!  If the non-commissioned officers can run around looking and acting like Zavaleta...”

“Like I said, skipper, the crew's either drunk or staring out at a black hole.  They'll need more'n a little shock treatment.”

“Go ahead and do it.  Hit 'em hard, chief and tell 'em how it is.”

“Before the end of the watch, skipper,” he nodded.  “Begging' your pardon, sir, but Zavaleta was bloody lucky this morning, I'm thinking.  Just let me sort 'em out, skipper.  Like old times.  We'll put this ship under navy discipline again.”  He briefly studied her exhausted face.  “You just take care of yourself, sir.”

“Aye, chief.  And thank you.”

Guthren rose, grinning.  “Old times, skipper.  Don Quixote was a good ship, with a good skipper.  This one will be too, or I'm hanging up my starbursts.”

*
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“Ten-SHUN!”

Pushkin's bark silenced the assembled officers of Stingray as Dunmoore entered the wardroom.  The buzz of animated conversation that Siobhan had heard from the passage died down, and seventeen pairs of eyes turned toward the captain.  Many of them were bloodshot from lack of sleep or overindulgence of alcohol, or both.  

A fine lot they were.  Most wore shipboard dress, rumpled in many cases, except for the engineers, who seemed to wear their worn-out coveralls with a moody defiance.  The eyes that met Dunmoore's showed a combination of wariness and fear when they betrayed any emotion at all.  It was evident they had been discussing her.

They would be the usual mixture of average officers, incompetents and shining stars, with most falling into the first category.  She would have to figure out who was what soon, and without Pushkin's help.  If Devall's attitude was any indication of the wardroom's dislike for the first officer, then she was sure those feelings were reciprocated.

Repressing an overwhelming urge to clear her throat, a sure sign of nervousness, she let the silence live on for a few more heartbeats.  Then, her voice cracked out loudly in the small room.

“At ease.”

Like Lieutenant Devall had, earlier on the bridge, they assumed the more formal parade rest and did not stir.  So they knew already she was a very pissed-off woman.  Good.

“I am Commander Siobhan Dunmoore and as of eight bells in the morning watch, captain of Stingray.  Under the circumstances, I'll dispense with the customary bullshit speech a new skipper usually gives.  I am not at all sure I'm going to like being your captain, nor do I even for a moment think I’ve inherited a fine crew and ship.”  

Her tone was hard, her words sharp and she saw several of the younger officers take a sudden interest in what she had to say.  

“It is my considered opinion, after spending the forenoon watch aboard this ship, that Stingray has more in common with a whorehouse than a Commonwealth warship.”

The resentment was almost palpable, as were the undercurrents of humiliation and fear.  But none made the fatal mistake of speaking out.  The look of disgust on Siobhan's face, made harsher by her barely repressed pain, was too much for anyone to challenge.

“I don't really give a damn, about what happened under my predecessor.  The state of the ship and crew speaks for itself.  The navy and Admiral Nagira have given serious thought to dispersing this crew and starting from scratch.  You all know what that would mean to your careers.”  She paused and let her eyes rest on each of them in turn.

“Well, by the grace of God and the Grand Admiral, you've been given a chance to clean up your act, and I am the instrument of the Lord and the Admiralty.  This ship will sail in one week, repaired and resupplied.  Once we are out in interstellar space, I will retrain this crew to bring it back up to navy standards.”

“Ladies and Gentlemen, the Commonwealth is at war and cannot spare a single ship, no matter how old.  If you cannot or will not perform your duties by the standards I will set, I will rid myself of your presence so fast your lousy performance report will take years to catch up.”

Her words cracked over the silent officers like a bullwhip.

“The enlisted spacers aboard this frigate look to you, the officers, for leadership and example, and by God, you will give it to them, or I will know the reason why.  I have seen too many good officers, petty officers, and ratings die under the guns of the Shrehari to have any mercy for slackers, incompetents, and feather merchants.”

“My orders on how this ship will be run are simple: by the book, as per navy discipline and without stinting any effort.  There will be no more liberty during this stay in port, and you will be working back-to-back watches until I am satisfied that your individual departments and divisions are up to snuff.”
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