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— One —

 

 

“That assemblage of spare parts has to be the Shrehari forward operating base my drones picked up.”  Lieutenant Shanna Nishino’s hologram looked up at Siobhan Dunmoore, sitting in the throne-like command chair at the heart of Iolanthe’s combat information center.  “It appears lightly armed by our standards and isn’t hosting any ships at the moment.  As my favorite obachan would say, a carp on a cutting board.  We paid particular attention to the planet’s Lagrangian points, in case the boneheads know about us and are running silent hoping to spring an ambush, but found nothing.  However, based on the emissions signature, there’s someone home, and they put a half dozen satellites in geosynchronous orbit as a rudimentary surveillance constellation.”

“Confirmed,” Chief Petty Officer Third Class Marti Yens, Iolanthe’s sensor chief said.  “And if we can see it, then it’s a given Fennec’s eyes aren’t telling lies, since they’re at least twenty percent better than ours.”

“Make that thirty percent, Chief,” Nishino, Fennec’s captain, replied with more than a hint of pride in her voice.

“Eyes aren’t telling lies?”  Lieutenant Commander Thorin Sirico, Iolanthe’s combat systems officer, cocked an eyebrow at Yens.  “When did you take up the fine art of poesy?”

“Everyone needs a hobby, sir,” Yens replied, unrepentant.  “And I’ll accept thirty percent, Lieutenant.  Those new long-range sensors are amazing.”

The Q-ship and her diminutive consort, one of Task Force Luckner’s two sloop-sized scouts, had come out of hyperspace as close to the dead planet as they could while remaining within the wartime safety envelope.  They were now running silent, albeit with an undetectable laser comlink joining them while looking for the enemy battle group calling the hastily constructed orbital station home.

Dunmoore nodded.  

“That they are.  Let’s hope the resident Shrehari battle group isn’t stalking Admiral Petras while he’s hunting that convoy.  Otherwise, it could become messier than planned.”

Nishino made a face.  

“No kidding.”

After weeks of fruitless patrolling as a formation along the frontier, Rear Admiral Kell Petras had finally accepted Dunmoore’s suggestion and taken Task Force Luckner well into what was Shrehari space even before the war.  There, instead of stalking known interstellar shipping routes, they’d loitered at the heliopause of a star system named Khorsan.  According to naval intelligence, it might harbor a forward operating base.  Perhaps even the one which supported the strike group Iolanthe fought from time to time.

FOBs received regular supply convoys, and every ship crossing the heliopause was forced to drop out of FTL because hyperspace physics severely limited a starship’s velocity inside a heliosphere.  Passing the heliopause on an inward-bound course at interstellar speeds never ended well.  And jumping through interstellar space at in-system speeds meant an endless voyage.  Starships were never more vulnerable to ambush than either at the heliopause or their target planet’s hyperlimit.

Thanks to a stroke of luck, when they probed Khorsan, the scouts detected an eight ship convoy.  Its presence in an otherwise uninhabited system meant it was probably leaving a FOB after resupplying it with ammunition, food, spare parts, and other items essential to waging interstellar war.  Five of the vessels were armed freighters, the other three were Ptar class escorts, corvettes that stood no chance whatsoever against the Q-ship’s guns.  

But inexplicably, Petras had ordered Iolanthe, his most powerful ship, to reconnoiter the suspected FOB accompanied by Fennec instead of putting her at the head of Task Force Luckner’s attack phalanx.  But Dunmoore could guess why.

Ever since joining Luckner, she had been as cooperative as possible with the demanding admiral, biting her tongue whenever his tactics during their never-ending battle drills ran counter to the experience Iolanthe’s crew had gained from raids inside the enemy’s sphere.  After a few rebuffed attempts at diplomatically suggesting ways to improve performance — always in private, with no one else around to hear — she’d given up.  

The task force’s mission was to raid enemy commerce, harass their shipping, and cause as much havoc as possible, just as its namesake, Count Felix von Luckner, a famous wet navy commerce raider did during one of Earths’ wars centuries ago.  Yet Petras insisted on deploying his ships in ways that didn’t seem to deviate much from conventional doctrine.

That he didn’t want Dunmoore around for his first real try at stalking and destroying a Shrehari convoy wasn’t exactly a surprise to most of Iolanthe’s people.  Or to Lieutenant Nishino, a career chief petty officer commissioned from the ranks early in the war when the Fleet doubled in size and experienced officers were at a premium.

“What are your intentions, sir?”  Nishino asked.  “We could do a flyby at fairly close range and carry out a detailed scan.  With no enemy ships around, the FOB is pretty much a sitting duck.”

Commander Ezekiel Holt, Iolanthe’s first officer, or rather his hologram, since he was at his station on the bridge, saw an all too familiar gleam appear in Dunmoore’s eyes.

“The admiral wants us to scout out this place, Skipper.  He didn’t indicate we should attack the FOB if it appeared ripe for the picking.  That bizarre construct might be lightly armed by our standards, but I’m sure it still packs a punch.  Even a flyby should stay out of gun range.”

“Are they carrying out active scans, Chief?”  Dunmoore asked instead of answering Holt.

“Negative.  And I’m not reading anything that might show they’re powering up to fight.”

“Not unreasonable,” Sirico said.  “They don’t expect hostile ships this deep inside their own space, which means they aren’t looking for any.”

“And we should take advantage of that.”  She smiled at her first officer.  “Don’t you think, Zeke?  Imagine the effect on Shrehari morale if we destroy one of their orbital stations and then simply vanish.  The battle group based here would need to travel further back for resupply, meaning they’d have less time to spend hunting us.  A winning proposition, no?”

The first officer let out a soft sigh, knowing his captain’s mind was made up. 

“Once again, I find it difficult to argue with your logic, Skipper.”

She grinned at Holt.  

“To paraphrase the great Horatio Nelson, our fleet will sooner forgive an officer for attacking his enemy than for leaving him alone.  When the station’s orbital period takes it behind the planet, we will fire thrusters to accelerate and hope their surveillance systems don’t spot us.  A single pass, then we boost back to the hyperlimit and check out the gas giants before rejoining the task force.  One of them must have an automated antimatter fueling station in orbit.  We should destroy it as well.  Fennec will stay out of known effective enemy range at all times.”

“I’ll ask Astrid to prepare the navigation plot right away.”

“And I,” Lieutenant Commander Sirico added, rubbing his hands with bloodthirsty glee, “will prepare a firing plan to destroy that monstrosity with a single salvo.”

“Best plan on several salvos, Thorin,” Dunmoore replied.  “It could be tougher than we think.  The Shrehari aren’t much on esthetics, but they know how to build something solid.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

It wasn’t long before the CIC’s tactical projection lit up, showing a plot that would bring the Q-ship within optimum gun range of the FOB as it swung around the planet on a course to slingshot back toward the hyperlimit.  Fennec would follow a parallel course, but beyond known enemy weapons range, and record every single detail about the target for Fleet intelligence.  Lieutenant Drost’s hologram appeared beside that of the first officer.

“Good work as always.”  Dunmoore smiled at her.  “What about you, Thorin?”

“My fire plan is coordinated with Astrid’s plot, sir.”  Further symbols appeared in the tactical projection, showing the planned firing window.

“Fennec?”

“We received your navigator’s calculations, Captain, and our own course is laid in to conform with your movements but at a greater distance from the target.”

Dunmoore gave the three-dimensional projection of the dead planet and the orbital station one last glance, knowing she was about to cast the die and exceed her orders.

“Since the target no longer has a direct line of sight to our current position, you may fire sublight drives as per the navigation plot and put us on the right course at full acceleration.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” Drost and Lieutenant Nishino responded in unison.

“And Thorin…”

“Sir?”

“Turn her into the Furious Faerie.  There’s no sense letting the enemy watch us unmask.  They will undoubtedly send word on their subspace net, and I prefer them to think a battlecruiser is attacking and not that dastardly phantom raider they’ve been chasing for months.”

“Aye, aye, Captain.”

Moments later, Dunmoore felt the vibration of camouflage plates sliding aside and gun turrets rising from their hidden compartments, transforming a harmless bulk carrier into a deadly warship.  A countdown timer appeared on one of the CIC’s secondary screens, marking the hours, minutes, and seconds remaining before Iolanthe reached optimal engagement range.  Or as Sirico would put it if asked, marking how long the Shrehari forward operations base had left to live.

Dunmoore climbed to her feet.  

“You have the CIC, Mister Sirico.  I’ll be in my day cabin.”

“Sir.”  The combat systems officer sprang up.  “Shall I send for you five minutes before we reach extreme engagement range?”

“Please do.”  She glanced at Holt’s hologram.  “Join me for coffee.”

Her day cabin was halfway between the bridge and the CIC, and they arrived simultaneously.  Once inside, Holt headed for the urn, picked up two mugs emblazoned with the ship’s Furious Faerie crest and filled them while Dunmoore dropped into the chair behind her desk.

“I hope you won’t try to talk me out of attacking, Zeke.”

He handed her one of the steaming cups.  

“Me?  Perish the thought.  It’s too late, anyway.  But be prepared for one of Petras’ stern talks about managing risk this far from the nearest Commonwealth star system.”

“I am.”  She sighed.  “You’d think after working at Special Operations Command HQ, the idea we exist to take greater risks than conventional units would come naturally to him.”

“Sure, but losing ships still gets you in front of a board of inquiry.  And if there’s the slightest hint of preventable error, it turns from a formality into a full-blown inquisition, even for a SOCOM flag officer.”

“And he’s not experienced enough to understand just how far we can push the envelope.  I know.”  Dunmoore took a sip of the dark brew.  “What I fear is that he’ll never make the leap, meaning ships such as Iolanthe and Jan Sobieski, who were built to take the fight deep into enemy space, will be wasted.  The Shrehari are running out of steam.  I can feel it.  Every intelligence digest hints at it.  Which means this is the time to hit them below the belt often and hard.”

“Such as destroying one of their FOBs and tons of supplies recently delivered but not yet distributed to patrolling ships.  As I said, Skipper, I can’t fault your logic, but the admiral will try.  Especially if we come back damaged enough to need dry dock time.”  Holt snorted.  “I wouldn’t be surprised if he considers you a bad influence on the other captains.  Petras must already suspect Gregor Pushkin feels more loyalty toward you than toward him.”

“But he’s also smart enough to know Gregor will do his duty with utmost diligence nonetheless.  Lena Corto is the one who worries me.”  

Holt made a face upon hearing the name of Task Force Luckner’s flag captain.  “Me as well.”

  “Lena is desperate for her first star.  And she knows the only way to become a commodore when you’ve spent most of the war in staff appointments and never commanded at the captain rank is by riding an admiral’s coattails.  And you don’t ride coattails that aren’t headed up the greasy pole.  Dear Lena won’t want her boss to make the sort of mistake that’ll see him stay a rear admiral for the rest of his career.  She’s invested too much in him for a change of patrons at this late date.  The rule is passed over for promotion ten times, and you retire — at least in peacetime.  Her last promotion was a while back, which means she’s already been passed over several times.  A few more and the moment this war ends, she’ll swallow the anchor for good, even if she doesn’t want to retire.”

“Tick tock.”

“Yup.  And that sound is getting louder in her ears.”

“Meaning Corto won’t let Petras take what she considers undue risks.  Better to be suspected of excessive prudence than seen as overly aggressive when one comes home with dented starships.”

“It has ever been thus, Zeke.  Our dear navy will never change, not even under the pressures of interstellar war.”  She put her mug down.  “Speaking of excessive prudence versus naked aggression, how about a few games of chess?”

Holt let out a theatrical groan, but it was mostly feigned.  He enjoyed their regular matches, even though she still beat him two times out of three. 

“I’ll fetch the set.”

Five rounds later, Dunmoore glanced at the timer on her cabin’s main display.  Sirico would call soon.  She moved her queen and sat back.

“Checkmate.”

Holt sighed.  

“I was hoping you wouldn’t notice my mistake, but nothing ever gets by you.”

Dunmoore grinned at him.  

“Cheer up, Zeke.  You won two games.  That’s almost half.”

He rounded up the chess pieces and placed them one by one in the antique mahogany case which, when open, also served as the board.

“I suggest we grab a sandwich before returning to our duty stations, Skipper.  My stomach is making demands I can’t ignore.”

“Ditto.”
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— Two —

 

 

“Captain.”  Lieutenant Commander Sirico jumped up the moment Dunmoore entered the CIC.  “I was just about to call you.  The boneheads are still quiet.  No active scans, no signs they’re powering up for a fight, and no ships hiding in plain sight.  We’re tracking the target on passive.  Our weapons systems are ready and waiting on low power standby.  It’ll take the usual ninety seconds from your command to the first round downrange.”

She studied the three-dimensional targeting plot, where a red icon orbited a reasonably accurate facsimile of the rocky, airless world.  A pair of blue icons, one larger than the other were moving toward it, their planned course marked by two dotted lines.  The larger of them would pass within a few thousand kilometers of the red icon at its closest approach to the planet before using a gravity assist maneuver to slingshot around and head back out toward interstellar space, along with its smaller companion.

Sirico touched his console, and the projection zoomed in on the orbital station, now bracketed by symbols marking the beginning and end of the optimum engagement window.

“Provided they don’t detect us until we go up systems, our firing window will allow for way more than three salvos, sir.  It’s really a question of how much ammo you want to expend.  The boneheads are stuck in a predictable orbit.  Which means every shot and every missile will be on target.”

Dunmoore squinted at the tactical display.

“We might as well give them as little time as possible to react and thereby not empty half of our stocks on a target of opportunity.  I think it won’t be as tough a nut to crack as our own FOBs.  Besides, the admiral might look to the weight of our broadside during a planned operation before our next resupply run, and I’d rather not come up short.”  

She reached into the hologram and, with a fingertip, narrowed the firing zone.  

“There.”

Sirico tilted his head as he studied her changes.  

“Three salvos it is, Captain.  And it gives us enough margin for a fourth.”

Major Tatiana Salminen, commanding officer, E Company, 3rd Battalion, Scandia Regiment — Iolanthe’s embarked infantry contingent — entered the CIC, no doubt warned by one of the watchkeepers they were on final approach and would soon go to battle stations.  She joined Dunmoore and Sirico.

“Captain.  Thorin.  I gather they haven’t spotted us yet.  Incredible.”

“Not really,” Sirico replied.  “Space is vast, our hull is dark, Shrehari sensors suck, and our emissions control is tight. Besides, garrison troops of every sapient species share a common failing.”

Salminen nodded.   

“They become complacent if they never see the enemy.”

“Making them prone to dismiss sensor ghosts as an equipment malfunction or a natural phenomenon, especially if they occur frequently,” Chief Yens added, “instead of immediately thinking enemy ship running silent.  Mind you, our orbital station crews aren’t much better in that regard, even if our sensor gear is.”

Dunmoore took the command chair and glanced at Holt’s hologram.  

“Put the ship at battle stations.”

“Battle stations, aye.”

Seconds later, a klaxon sounded, though, under the circumstances, it was mainly a formality.  Most of Iolanthe’s crew members were already at their posts, as Holt’s report proved when he declared the ship ready less than three minutes later.

Time seemed to slow, and space expand as they approached the optimum engagement window, making it appear forever out of reach.  But the impression was merely an illusion brought on by pre-battle jitters and fear the enemy would detect them before they came out of silent running.  No matter how often the Q-ship went into combat, the last moments before they unmasked were always the same.  Everyone aboard monitored the countdown timers displayed throughout the ship, bracing themselves as the last sixty seconds ran out.

“Up systems.”  Dunmoore’s order came out in a smoky, almost raspy voice.  A new countdown timer appeared, this one to mark the minute and a half until the weapons systems were ready to spew death.

“Shields are up,” Sirico reported twenty seconds later.

“Active targeting is on,” ten seconds after that.  “We should be lighting up the boneheads’ threat board brighter than a Founder’s Day fireworks show.”

“Pucker factor pegged at ten on the meter,” Yens rumbled.  “If they own puckers.  But then, the damn boneheads are galaxy-sized assholes…”

“We’re locked on, and the firing program is engaged.  Thirty seconds to first rounds downrange.”

Dunmoore felt a faint, almost imperceptible vibration run up the soles of her feet — Iolanthe’s missile launcher bays opening.

Precisely ninety seconds after she gave the order to go up systems, Dunmoore’s ears picked up the characteristic dull thump of launchers ejecting missiles and autoloaders shoving pure copper disks into plasma gun breeches.  The CIC’s main display, showing a real-time visual of the space between Iolanthe and its target, came to life with excruciatingly bright streaks of light. 

Hell was descending on the hapless Shrehari forward operating base.  With any luck, the first rounds would strike before they could raise shields.  And that station didn’t look as if it carried the sort of armor protecting permanent orbital installations.

“Their watchkeepers are awake,” Yens said seconds before the opening volley splashed against an invisible cocoon enveloping the station, giving life to an ovoid greenish-blue aurora.  “Shields are up, and targeting sensors are locking on to us.  Countermeasures are taking out our missiles.”

A second salvo left Iolanthe’s launchers.  With the enemy awake and fighting back, the best tactic was saturating their defenses.

“First batch of birds neutralized, though the guns are degrading shields.”

The aurora dancing across the cocoon took on a deeper hue as competing energies battled each other.

“For what we are about to receive,” Sirico intoned moments before a green glow enveloped Iolanthe as the enemy’s guns found their mark.  But only the guns.  “Fifteen missiles in their first volley.  All destroyed.”

The Q-ship’s thirty quad-barreled close defense calliopes had done their job.

“Enemy guns and launchers are of the same type as those aboard a Tol class cruiser, except the FOB has more of them,” Yens announced.  

Sirico gave off a ferocious chuckle.  

“This is where the boneheads’ habit of keeping production lines to a minimum will bite them in the ass.  We can take what they’re chucking twenty-four hours a day long and twice on Sundays.  Third salvo away.”

“Reluctant to waste heavier ordnance on a FOB?  Or don’t they make bigger guns?”  Holt’s hologram glanced up at Dunmoore.

“Considering we’re probably the first to attack a Shrehari orbital base, at least in this sector, I doubt anyone can answer that.”

Though she’d witnessed the same scene many times before, Dunmoore still watched with something close to awe as an almost continuous stream of plasma connected her ship to the FOB.  Its shields crackled and glowed with an increasingly more menacing shade of purple as missiles evaded defensive fire and exploded against them, triggering energy feedback loops capable of damaging emitters.

“Sir, the target is transmitting in code on a Shrehari emergency subspace frequency.  The crypto AI thinks it’s a distress signal,” Chief Day, the CIC communications noncom, reported.

A faint, almost inaudible whine, reached her ears.  Iolanthe’s shield generators were feeling the strain of sustained enemy fire.

As if he could read his commanding officer’s thoughts, Sirico said, “We’re going into the blue, Captain, but only a little.”

“Second missile salvo, four hits,” Yens said.  “Enemy shields are flickering.”

The FOB’s protective energy shell now sparked with deadly deep purple flares, its edges wavering as generators fought to keep out the energy unleashed by four nuclear warheads exploding almost simultaneously.

Moments later, “Third missile salvo, five hits.”

With a silent pop, the eerie colors vanished, leaving the orbital station exposed to Iolanthe’s large-caliber cannon.  The continuous stream of plasma attacked its outer shell with remorseless intensity, at first digging divots in the thick alloy, then punching through to release geysers of flash-frozen air.  

The entire CIC crew stared at the main display, mesmerized by the enemy installation’s death throes.  Then, without warning, a bright light blotted out their view.  When it faded, nothing but wreckage remained.

Yens let out a low whistle.  

“That never gets old.  We either hit their main reactor or a stack of nuclear missiles destined for the resident battle group’s ships.”

“Check for life signs.”

Almost a minute passed before the sensor chief shook her head.  

“Nothing.”

“Destroy the satellite constellation and make it a clean sweep, Mister Sirico.”

Dunmoore briefly wondered how many enemy lives they’d taken, but before she could reflect on the vicissitudes of war, Chief Day raised his hand.

“Fennec is calling.”

“Put her on.”

A holographic projection of Lieutenant Nishino materialized in front of Dunmoore.  

“That was spectacular, Captain.  Did you take any damage?”

“Probably nothing more than strained shield generators.  My chief engineer hasn’t reported yet.”

“How about I push out to the hyperlimit and make a jump for the innermost gas giant?  That way, when you arrive, I’ll either be able to point you at the antimatter fueling station right away or tell you it’s not there.”

“Certainly.  In fact, if you find it before we join you and are willing to fire a missile or two, or perhaps even engage in a little target shooting, please indulge yourself.”  

Dunmoore winked at Fennec’s captain.

Nishino’s face lit up with a hungry smile.  

“Yes, sir.  Thank you, sir.  I believe my crew will enjoy that.  It’ll make a nice change from our usual shoot and scoot.”

“Then you’re free to accelerate out of here.”

“On our way.  Fennec, out.”

Dunmoore glanced at Holt’s hologram.  

“Return the ship to cruising stations.  After-action review for the department heads in the conference room in one hour.  If you and Renny would care to join me for a cup of coffee when you’ve finished your own reviews.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

She stood.  

“You have the CIC, Mister Sirico.”

Forty minutes later, a soft chime pulled Dunmoore from her perusal of the ammunition expenditure report.  If Admiral Petras counted on using Iolanthe’s ammo locker as Task Force Luckner’s emergency supply should Skua, his replenishment ship, run out before they returned to base, he might be disappointed.  

Not that Petras ever mentioned it in so many words, but his flag captain had recently made several comments about Iolanthe’s extensive holdings.  Never mind that Q-ships carried so much ammo because they fought more often and couldn’t be easily replenished underway — not when they were hunting several light-years inside the Shrehari Empire’s sphere.  It was just another sign of how little Petras and Corto really understood Q-ship operations.

“Enter.”

The door slid aside soundlessly to admit Commander Renny Halfen, Iolanthe’s bearded chief engineer.  

“Captain.  I hear there’s decent coffee on offer in here.”

She nodded at the urn.  

“Help yourself.  Still not getting satisfaction from the engineering crew?”

He let out a disconsolate grunt.  

“I’ve given up trying to teach them how proper coffee should look, smell, and taste.  Philistines, the lot of them.  Thankfully, being inept with the fine art of coffee making is their sole weakness.”

Halfen poured himself a cup and sat in one of the chairs by Dunmoore’s desk.  

“Before you ask, the shield generators are fine, though a few more engagements of the sort and I’ll need to swap out the number two aft starboard unit.  We have only one spare left, and so far HQ hasn’t seen fit to send us more, even though we’ve had three on order for several weeks.  Field repairs only go so far, and will break at the worst possible moment.”

The door chime pealed again before she could reply.  This time it was Holt.  He headed straight for the urn.  

“That was a nice thing you did, giving Fennec the chance to break something.  I think you might end up being as popular with Shanna Nishino’s crew as you are with Gregor Pushkin’s.”

“Aye.”  Halfen nodded gravely.  “And won’t that thrill the admiral.”

Dunmoore raised a restraining hand.  

“Let’s not go there, gentlemen.  Anything I should know about before we run the after-action review?”
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— Three —

 

 

The intercom’s insistent pinging pulled Admiral of the Fifth Rank Brakal, Imperial Strike Group Khorsan’s commanding officer, from a deep sleep.  He sat up with an irritated grunt and stabbed at the offending object.

“What?”

“It’s Urag, Lord.  We received a message from Commander Gra’k.”  Brakal’s face twisted in disgust at hearing his flagship captain pronounce the name of Strike Group Khorsan’s chief of staff, whom he’d left behind when he took his ships on patrol to hunt the humans bedeviling this part of the imperial frontier.  “Our base is under attack by an enemy battleship.”

“A single battleship?”  Brakal’s lips parted to show yellowing, cracking fangs.  “I hope the honorable Gra’k remembers how to fight.”

Urag grimaced.

“The base’s subspace radio carrier wave is gone, Lord.  We are trying to re-establish contact but without success.  I fear it came to grief.  Is not that demon-spawned phantom we have been seeking for the last turn supposed to be a battleship under the skin?  Perhaps it found our lair.”

“And our supplies.”  

Brakal swallowed a string of pungent curses.  Gra’k had announced the monthly convoy’s arrival a few days ago.  If the humans were indeed destroying Khorsan Base, it would force him to withdraw the strike group and head for the nearest permanent station to replenish in a few days.  That would leave this area wide open to human depredations.  And if they were now bold enough to find and destroy the Deep Space Fleet’s support installations inside the imperial sphere, then the war was indeed turning against the Shrehari Empire.

“We will head to Khorsan at best speed.  When your navigator finishes plotting our course, you may synchronize our patrol and engage without further permission.  Warn the other patrols and tell them to plan on replenishing at Atsang Base.  I will issue orders once we know for sure.”  

A sly grin twisted Brakal’s face.  “Perhaps we will get lucky and find our phantom loitering in the hopes of ambushing us.  He will be aware Gra’k called for help.  But even a battleship cannot stand against three Tol and three Ptar.”

As the words left his mouth, Brakal remembered a time, long ago, when a human battleship did just that and made him withdraw before he lost the rest of his force.  He had given as good as he got and intelligence reports proved the humans removed the battleship from active service afterward.  

Nonetheless, the flame-haired she-wolf’s actions in the Cimmeria system had ensured his promotion to a higher rank was delayed until the Admiralty dismissed Strike Group Khorsan’s former commanding officer.  And if Hralk’s inability to contain the phantom and its fellow raiders led to his downfall, what would the admiralty do once he reported Khorsan Base destroyed, along with weeks of supplies?

Urag did not notice his superior’s sudden discomfiture.  He merely bowed his head.  

“As you command, Lord.”

The intercom died away, taking Urag’s image and voice with it.  Sleep interrupted for good, Brakal rose from his bunk, threw off his nightclothes, and pulled on his uniform.  He knew with certainty that if and when his ships docked at Atsang or one of the other permanent fleet bases, he would find a missive ordering him to take the next courier headed for Shrehari Prime after turning Strike Group Khorsan over to the most senior officer available.  

How often was the same scenario repeating itself throughout the Deep Space Fleet?  How often did the leadership of strike groups, assault divisions, and fleets change because commanding admirals did not satisfy the sclerotic imbeciles who could not fathom how one fights an interstellar war against a foe as tenacious as he was irrational?  

Nor could they understand how much morale-sapping turmoil each turnover caused, leaving thousands of disaffected senior officers to languish on the empire’s core worlds, their experience and talents wasted while less seasoned warriors took over and found themselves outmaneuvered by the damned hairless apes?

Brakal was on his second mug of tvass when Tol Vehar shifted into otherspace.  Now, the only thing he could do was wait until they arrived.  Urag would not thank him for fretting on the bridge and annoying the crew.  It meant he was practically a prisoner in a day cabin he was beginning to loathe.  If only the admiralty had thought of giving Strike Group Khorsan an appropriately appointed flagship.  But the home world’s growing stinginess was merely another sign this war might no longer be winnable.

 

**

 

“Nothing.”  Menak, Tol Vehar’s sensor officer turned to face Brakal.  The cruiser and its five companions were at the dead planet’s otherspace limit, running with systems dampened.  “No emissions signature, no heat signature, and no evidence of the satellite constellation.  I only see debris, and I only hear the recording beacon’s carrier wave.”

Brakal grunted.  His worst fears had come true.  

“What about the refueling station?”

“I cannot find it nor hear its subspace radio carrier wave.”

“Any sign of the attacker?”

“No, Lord.  I paid particular attention to the planet’s co-orbital points.  Something the size of a battleship would appear on visual even if it eludes the sensors altogether.”

“Your orders, Lord?”  Urag asked.

After a moment of silence, Brakal ran his large, paw-like hand through the ruff of fur running across the top of his skull.

“We will recover the recording beacon, then plot a course for…  Where was the monthly convoy headed after dropping off our supplies?”

“Back to Atsang Base.  Khorsan was its last stop.”  Urag replied after a brief pause to consult Tol Vehar’s database.  “You think the human battleship might pursue it?”

“If I were hunting behind enemy lines that is what I would do after scoring such a victory here.  Besides, I suppose Atsang will be Strike Group Khorsan’s new home until the admiralty decides what happens, since it is the closest, and we are getting low on several consumables.”  

But not ammunition, Brakal thought, silently consigning his slippery human opponent to the deepest regions of hell.  

“Inform the other patrols they should make for Atsang once they need replenishment, then put us on a course which mimics that of the convoy.”

“As you command.  When will you inform the admiralty about Khorsan Base’s destruction?”

“Once we extract whatever the beacon recorded of the attack.  And seeing as how Menak found no threats, take us to what remains of Khorsan Base so we may pick it up.  After that, we will check on the refueling station’s status before leaving this useless star system.”

 

**

 

“Surely that thing is the battleship which ambushed us when we were hunting for the phantom,” Urag said after they watched a silent replay of the attack from the doomed base’s perspective.  “The one hiding in the co-orbitals of that accursed moon.  What was the planet’s name again?  Satan’s Eye?”

“It is the phantom.”  Brakal thumped the arm of his command chair with a meaty fist.  “The same ship we saw threatening Kilia Station under the guise of a corsair.  By the demons of the Underworld, do you know what that means, Urag?”

“You will chase him around the Black Hole of Qax, and round the Demon Star, and round the Undying Ion Storm, and through the fires of the Ninth Hell before you give him up,” Urag replied in a somber tone, quoting a famous line from one of Shrehari literature’s best known revenge stories.

“Hah!”  Brakal’s lips curled back to reveal his fangs.  “A literate flag captain.  Will miracles never cease?  So I am to be the accursed Captain Qahb and my ship is to become the Tol Ehqad is that it?”

“Consider yourself fortunate to command such an educated warrior.”  Urag glowered at his superior.  “Now, picking up the phantom’s trail — that will be a true miracle.”

“And the longer we wait, the harder it will be.  Send one of the Ptars — I don’t care which one — to check on the refueling station.  He can catch up with us.  We leave for Atsang at best speed.”

“The course is set, and the patrol is synchronized, Lord,” Tuku, Tol Vehar’s navigator said, glancing over his shoulder at Brakal with his black within black eyes.  “May I suggest Ptar Litk check on the refueling station?  He has the best of the three Ptar navigators.”

Brakal made a sign of assent.  

“So it shall be.”

“And your report to the admiralty?”  Urag asked.

An irritated growl escaped Brakal’s throat.  

“It will be ready to send before we reach the otherspace limit.”


[image: Image]

 

 

— Four —

 

 

“Unkind people who shall remain nameless are speculating that Admiral Petras got lost after letting that convoy slip through his fingers,” Ezekiel Holt said the moment Dunmoore’s day cabin door slid shut behind them.  

They’d been waiting at the rendezvous for almost four days.  By now, she and her crew were feeling the strain of both forced inactivity and continuous silent running this deep inside enemy space.

“I hope your first officer’s basilisk stare stilled unwarranted speculation.  We don’t need mutinous humor pervading the ship.”

Holt filled two coffee mugs from the urn and handed one to his captain.

“You were once in my shoes, so I’m sure you remember that stilling unkind rumors about unloved senior officers is an impossibility on the same level as controlled time travel.”

“True, but we can’t allow anyone aboard to think we might conceivably share their opinion of the senior officer in question.”

He dropped into one of the chairs facing her desk and raised his cup.  

“Don’t worry.  Anyone who disparages the admiral within my hearing never does so again.  But you and I know it’s a losing proposition.  The only thing my corrective words do is make sure miscreants watch their words in my or your presence.  Our people aren’t easily fooled, Skipper.  Sending us on a recon mission, even though it turned into a punitive expedition, instead of letting Iolanthe do what she does best — raid enemy shipping — sticks in your crew’s collective craw.  And in mine.”

“Then everybody better unstick their craws, Zeke.”  When she saw amusement in Holt’s eyes, she glared at him.  “Special Operations Command issued orders assigning Iolanthe to Task Force Luckner.  We will carry out the orders of the flag officer commanding said task force to the best of our abilities, with no mental reservations whatsoever.  Is that clear?”

“Perfectly, Captain.  And that is precisely the message I’ve been conveying to the department heads.  The cox’n is doing the same with the chiefs and petty officers.  He and the divisional chiefs are jacking up any crew member who publicly disparages our current situation.  But that doesn’t change the way people feel.  You included.”

Dunmoore let out a heartfelt sigh.

“I know, Zeke.”

“How much longer do we wait here before we decide our friends aren’t coming to fetch us?  Perhaps the admiral ran into something he couldn’t handle with three frigates, two destroyers, and a scout, even though one of the frigates could easily be rated as a light cruiser.”

She shrugged.  

“A week.  Ten days.  The admiral might be chasing that convoy back to its homeport.  Or at least the system’s heliopause.  I doubt he’ll be so foolish as to put himself within reach of a major Shrehari base.”

“Unlike a certain frigate captain several years ago.”  Holt winked at her.

“Yes, and I was damned lucky to bring Stingray home with only a handful of casualties.  Petras will have read my after-action report and knows we almost perished.  What I did then isn’t going to be taught in any naval tactics course.”

“Indeed.”  A mischievous smile tugged at Holt’s lips.  “Much better to blow up enemy FOBs on a whim.”

“All right, Mister First Officer.  That remark just earned you the right to a drubbing at chess.”  She reached for the mahogany box.

Holt grimaced in dismay.

“Me and my big mouth.”

 

**

 

Dunmoore’s eyes snapped open before the intercom in her quarters chimed a second time.  Instantly awake, she reached out and stabbed the screen.

“Captain here.”

“Lieutenant Kremm, sir.  I have the watch.  Sensors picked up several hyperspace disturbances headed in our direction.  Their course is roughly opposite to the one taken by Task Force Luckner.”

“Meaning it could be the admiral returning from his pursuit.”

“Yes, sir.  But it could equally be a Shrehari formation.  Word of our destroying the FOB would have reached higher headquarters by now, if only because it stopped reporting.”

“If they drop out of hyperspace on top of us, how long do we have?”

“Fifteen to twenty minutes.  Should I call battle stations?”

“Yes, but don’t go up systems.  I’ll be in the CIC shortly.  Warn Fennec.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

“Captain, out.”

The battle stations klaxon sounded moments later, tearing Iolanthe’s off-duty crew members from their sleep or recreational activities.  Dunmoore dressed, stepped into her boots, and ran splayed fingers through her graying copper-colored hair.

By the time she entered the CIC, it was fully staffed, with Lieutenant Commander Sirico occupying her chair.  He stood the moment one of the watchkeeping petty officers whose station faced the door said, “Captain on deck.”

“The hyperspace bubbles are still nearing on an almost perfect intercept course, sir.  We make out seven distinct signatures.”

“Then it has to be the task force.  The chances of it being a Shrehari strike group with the same number of ships as Luckner, headed in our precise direction in interstellar space are infinitesimal.”  She sat and stared at the tactical projection.  “We will, however, stay at battle stations and under silent running.”

“Out of precaution, or to show the others how we Q-ship pros make a hole in space, Skipper?”  Holt’s hologram by her elbow asked.  “And yes, the Furious Faerie is at battle stations.”

She made a face.  

“Both, I suppose.”

Dunmoore settled back and called up the ship’s log to see if anything noteworthy happened while she was sleeping.  Then, she busied herself with the never-ending stream of administrative matters until, almost precisely fifteen minutes after Lieutenant Kremm warned her, Chief Yens raised a hand.

“Seven emergence signatures three hundred thousand kilometers ahead and slightly to starboard.”  A pause.  “The signatures confirm it is Task Force Luckner.  One of the ships seems to be leaking more emissions than it did when we last saw them.”

Sirico glanced at the passive sensor readout.  “Battle damage, perhaps?”

“It’s Tamurlane,” Yens replied, naming one of Luckner’s two destroyers.  “They’re actively scanning.”

“The flagship is calling,” Kremm announced from the bridge.  “On the reserved Luckner subspace frequency and in code.”

“Did they see us?”  Holt asked no one in particular.

“Not a chance,” Sirico replied.  “We’re as tight as a tick on shore leave after two years in space.”

Dunmoore exchanged a glance with her first officer’s hologram.  

“I suppose we should go up systems and cancel battle stations.”

“On it, Skipper.  I’d love to be a holographic fly in Hawkwood’s CIC as we suddenly appear on their sensors, big as life and twice as mean.”

“Open a comlink with the flagship and pipe it to my day cabin.  Mister Sirico, you have the CIC.”

A few minutes later, Dunmoore sat behind her desk, face composed as the primary display came to life with Rear Admiral Kell Petras’ square, bulldog face.  In his mid-fifties, bald, with a hooked nose and cauliflower ears, he reminded Dunmoore of nothing so much as an aging colonial prizefighter.  Dark eyes beneath beetling brows examined her in silence.

“Sir.  I trust you gave that convoy last rites.”

He dipped his head in greeting.  

“Captain Dunmoore.  Showing us how to hide, were you?”

“I prefer running silent in enemy space when I’m in a holding pattern, sir.  Did Tamurlane suffer a hit?  My sensor chief says her emissions signature is stronger than when we parted ways.”

“Minor damage.  The Shrehari fought back harder than we expected.  Two of the freighters and one Ptar escaped.”

Dunmoore was pleased her expression didn’t change at hearing the news.  With three frigates and two destroyers under his command, Petras should have wiped out the convoy in the time it took them to cycle their hyperdrives between jumps.

“Still, three freighters and two Ptars can no longer serve our enemy’s war effort.  Congratulations, sir.”

“Did you and Fennec get a good look at the enemy installation in that star system?”

“Yes, sir.  A temporary, wartime forward operations base.  It, and the system’s automated refueling station also no longer serve the empire.”

Petras’ right eyebrow shot up as he gave her a hard glare.  

“I beg your pardon?”

“My report on the action is ready for your perusal, sir.  It came over with the rest of the reports and returns the moment we established a comlink.”

“I want to hear an explanation of why you overstepped your orders, Captain.  That was supposed to be a recon mission only.”

“I deemed the FOB a target of opportunity, sir.  Our scans showed no enemy ships in the area, and the base itself was lightly armed compared to our standards.  At best, its ordnance equated that of two Tol class cruisers.  Fennec stayed well out of enemy weapons range while Iolanthe closed in.  We suffered no damage beyond stressing one of our shield emitters, but it was already approaching end of life.  Once we fried the FOB’s shields, we either scored a direct hit on its reactor or on its anti-ship missile stocks.  It exploded, causing one hundred percent casualties and destroying everything the convoy dropped off a few days earlier.  I doubt any of the supplies reached the resident strike group’s ships before we arrived.  On our way out of the system, Fennec destroyed the fueling station.”

“I see.”  

Based on the expression in his eyes, Dunmoore figured Petras couldn’t quite bring himself to congratulate her nor issue a reprimand for overstepping his orders.

“Sir, losing that FOB will limit enemy activities in this sector by forcing them further back into the empire for resupply.  It will also hurt their morale to know we can strike at them far beyond our sphere and cause real damage.  Whoever commands the strike group based at that FOB will have some explaining to do, and since intelligence reports more and more senior officers are getting fired for perceived failures, he’ll no doubt face the Shrehari admiralty’s wrath.  It’s a winning situation all around for us.”

“Perhaps.  But what would have happened if the FOB was more heavily armed than you believed?  Iolanthe is my most powerful ship.  Losing her to battle damage would be intolerable.”

Dunmoore was again pleased with her ability to keep a bland expression, even though she desperately wanted to ask Petras why he didn’t take Iolanthe on the convoy hunt if he considered her his most powerful ship.  Perhaps none of the enemy vessels would have escaped if the Furious Faerie had been present.

“Sir, Fennec’s sensors gave us a good view of the target.  It wasn’t as big a risk as you might think.  We approached unseen until we were within optimum firing range.  From start to finish, the fight lasted only a few minutes.  We literally overwhelmed them with gun and missile fire.”

“And how much of your ammunition stocks did you expend?”

“The number expended and amount remaining is in my report, sir.  We still carry more than enough to complete this patrol.  In fact, I daresay the frigates and destroyers will run out before we do.”

A frown creased Petras’ high forehead.  

“Did you not think I might count on your capacious ammunition lockers to replenish the rest of the task force so we can stay on station longer?”

“The idea occurred to me, sir.  But considering what the loss of that FOB will do to the enemy, especially his morale, I think it was worth every missile we fired.”

“You might find me disagreeing once I read your report.”

“Understood, sir.  What are your orders?”

“We will hold a collective after-action review in three hours via comlink.  You’re welcome to join in as an observer.”  He paused and a thoughtful expression crossed his eyes.  “In fact, I want you to observe, but please keep any comments for a private discussion between you, me, and Lena.”

“Certainly, sir.  Thank you.”

“We will talk again about that target of opportunity once I read your report.  Petras, out.”

When the Furious Faerie emblem replaced his face on the main display, Dunmoore sat back and exhaled.  Moments later, the door chime pealed.

“Enter.”

Holt stuck his head through the open door and grinned.  

“Are you still my captain?”

“For now.”  She waved him in and pointed at a chair.  “I know you want a verbatim account and I need to vent just a little.”
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— Five —

 

 

When Dunmoore’s face faded from the day cabin’s main display, Rear Admiral Kell Petras turned to his flag captain, Lena Corto, who had silently witnessed the exchange from beyond the video pickup’s range.  Described by many as the archetype of the icy blond, her pale, shoulder-length hair framed a narrow face that was mostly sharp angles.  Intense blue eyes beneath brows that seemed almost white stared back at Petras.  The calculating wariness that seemed to surround her like a palpable aura struck him again.

“Any comments, Lena?”

“Her reputation as a loose cannon when she’s not under a battle group commander’s watchful eye holds true, sir.  We could have lost both Iolanthe and Fennec in that ill-considered attack, seeing as how we know so little about Shrehari orbital stations.  Dunmoore was lucky it didn’t carry heavy guns and multiple missile launchers capable of overwhelming her shields.  Iolanthe is powerful but hardly invincible.”  

Corto shook her head.  

“I’m sorry, sir, but I still can’t understand why Dunmoore was given the Fleet’s newest Q-ship and allowed to act with almost no oversight — Admiral Nagira’s patronage notwithstanding.  Also, she didn’t seem pleased when you told her she could listen in on the after-action review but not comment.”

“I noticed nothing.”

“Dunmoore kept a straight face, sir, but the eyes rarely lie.  I figure she considers our inability to take the entire convoy a failure rather than admit Stingray’s success in doing so was a fluke brought on by a combination of fatal enemy mistakes and recklessness on her part.”

Petras’ smile was devoid of warmth.  

“You really don’t hold her in high regard, do you, Lena?”

“My feelings toward her aren’t particularly relevant, sir.  I’m simply not comfortable with patronage appointments.  Dunmoore’s record shows a pattern of behavior some might consider irresponsible.  As you’ll recall, many in SOCOM weren’t happy with her taking Iolanthe.  If the attack on the FOB had turned to disaster, it would have reflected on your competence as the task force commander, and we can’t allow rash starship captains to jeopardize your command or even worse, your career.”

Petras studied Corto in silence.  He’d always known she was ambitious, seeking her first star by riding on his coattails.  And in truth, she was an intelligent, competent, and hard-working officer, though she wasn’t the sort to inspire loyalty, let alone devotion in her subordinates, or a sense of comradeship in her peers.  But Corto was nursing a deep-seated grievance ever since the Fleet gave Iolanthe to Siobhan Dunmoore.  

Corto was convinced she’d been cheated out of her turn to command as a post captain, one of the unwritten prerequisites for promotion to flag rank for officers in the combatant occupational specialties.  Yet after spending more than half the war in various staff assignments, including three years as SOCOM’s top operational planner, her chances of returning to starship duty were fading, and she knew it.  Soon after word came down from Fleet Operations that SOCOM would get Iolanthe, Corto had lobbied to become her first commanding officer, but in vain.

“I’m not quite as uncomfortable as you are, Lena.  Yes, Dunmoore takes risks, but they seem to pay off more often than not.  Besides, if we gloss over the fact she exceeded her orders, Dunmoore is right when she says destroying that FOB will mess with the enemy’s morale.  She showed them we were willing to sail deep into their sphere and hit them behind the lines, so to speak.  Considering how proud the Shrehari are supposed to be, that’s a bit of a dent in the old ego.”

“Perhaps,” Corto replied in a grudging tone after a momentary pause.  “May I ask why you forbade Dunmoore from speaking during the after-action review?”

“Because I wish to hear her thoughts privately once she’s processed the discussion.  Whether or not we agree with her methods, Dunmoore has been doing this longer than the rest of us.  If we need to make adjustments, it is better done through properly formulated orders from me than interventions during a hot wash.”

Corto nodded once.  

“Understood, sir.”

Yet Petras read more than understanding in his flag captain’s eyes.  He saw her carefully hidden resentment at Dunmoore surface for a few seconds before she brought her feelings under control.  That brief flash made him belatedly wonder whether Corto’s advice he send Iolanthe to reconnoiter the Shrehari FOB instead of taking her on the convoy hunt stemmed from sound tactical acumen or something more personal.  Dunmoore rejoining the task force with a victory of her own must not be sitting well with Corto.

Petras owed her for the loyalty she’d shown him since reporting for duty at SOCOM HQ.  Task Force Luckner would not be a reality without her efforts to help build the case for its creation.  The ideal solution, of course, would have been to appoint someone with Q-ship experience as his flag captain, but Dunmoore was the only officer at the right rank since Iolanthe was the first of her kind.  Besides, he couldn’t see her as anyone’s chief of staff.  She lacked the temperament.

It was bad luck Fleet Operations gave him Iolanthe rather than a few of her smaller siblings as he’d requested.  But he was now saddled with a resentful flag captain and a starship commander of the same rank chafing at the chains tying her to an admiral.  Or could it have been deliberate?  If so, why?

“Is something wrong, sir?”

He waved away her question.  

“An idle thought just crossed my mind, Lena.  Nothing important.  Please read Captain Dunmoore’s report and pay particular attention to her ammunition expenditure.  Find out whether she still carries enough to balance holdings across the task force once we issue Skua’s remaining stocks.  Based on what Rooikat’s recon drone saw of the Atsang star system, it seems to be a major hub.  That could mean supply convoys for the entire sector’s forward operating bases originate there, not to mention Atsang receiving even larger convoys from the empire’s core worlds.  The longer we can spend raiding their shipping before we return home, the better.  That first hunt merely whetted my appetite.”

“Of course, sir.  If there’s nothing else, I‘ll get on it now, before the after-action review.”

“Thank you, Lena.”

When he was alone, Petras called up a visual of Iolanthe on his day cabin display and gazed at it.  Task Force Luckner’s partial victory at the Atsang heliopause along with Dunmoore’s daring and entirely successful attack on the enemy FOB was finally opening his eyes to an undeniable fact.  Iolanthe’s captain knew more about raiding behind enemy lines than all of Luckner’s other starship commanders put together.  

Worse yet, if Petras was honest with himself, he’d acknowledge Dunmoore had tried counseling him.  But he didn’t listen, in part because he’d succumbed to Lena’s influence.  And that was on him.

Petras needed Luckner to prove itself — fast.  This was his last command in space as a rear admiral.  Either Luckner put him on the vice admirals’ list, or he would spend the rest of the war as a two-star working staff jobs before retiring once the hostilities were over.  Just like Lena Corto, Petras would soon face the dreaded limit imposed on senior officers who were passed over for promotion year after year.

 

**

 

“Thank you for your candid views.”  Petras met the eyes of each starship commander in turn, or rather the eyes of their holograms sitting around the conference table, except for Hawkwood’s captain, Commander Kirti Midura, who was present in the flesh along with Lena Corto.  “You’ve given me much to ponder.  We will reconvene once I’ve digested everything.  Until then.  Captain Dunmoore, please stay on the link.  I want to speak with you and Captain Corto.”

Every hologram save for one winked out of existence while Midura excused herself.

“Thoughts, Dunmoore?”  When she hesitated, Petras added, “No need for diplomacy.  I want — no, I need your honest opinion.”

Dunmoore gazed at him warily as if searching for a trap.  

“I believe the crux of the matter,” she replied in a measured tone, “is that we’re thinking of Task Force Luckner as a conventional formation which fights the enemy in conventional ways.  Before hearing my colleagues speak, I had my suspicions based on the results of our battle drills but never could put my finger on the cause because I’m used to operating alone.  Listening just now as someone who wasn’t present brought it into focus.”

“So what’s your solution?”  Corto asked.

“I don’t know that I can offer an answer as such.  My assessment is we face a mindset issue rather than a tactical or doctrinal one.  Perhaps captains trained to sail and fight in formation around a flagship don’t possess the predatory instincts of commerce raiders.”  

Dunmoore paused while a vaguely remembered historical tidbit surfaced from the depths of her memory.

“And you do?”

“Yes.  I’ve been operating far from a flagship for years,” she replied absently as an idea swam into focus.  “Please give me a second.”

Corto and Petras exchanged puzzled glances.

“That’s it.”  Dunmoore’s face lit up.  “Are either of you familiar with the wars of Earth’s twentieth century?  Specifically, the mid-century global war?”

When neither reacted, she said, “In those days opposing nations fought with ocean-based navies as well as on land.  One of those nations used underwater ships to raid convoys.  They would send dozens of them out on separate patrols.  When one of these submersibles spotted an enemy convoy, it signaled its home base.  That home base would warn other submersibles in the general area so they could converge to form what was called a wolf pack which would sink as many ships as it could.”

Petras tilted his head to one side and frowned.  

“How does this apply to our situation?  You said we faced a mindset challenge, not a tactical one.”

“Sorry, sir, I’m trying to find the right words.  I’ve only thought of this now.”

“Fair enough.  Take your time.”

Dunmoore nibbled on the inside of her lower lip, eyes narrowed.  

“There are two aspects we should consider.  One, although we know Atsang is a major shipping hub, locking onto and tracking enemy convoys is more a matter of luck than planning, even if we can keep the planet itself under continuous surveillance by using scout ships’ drones.  The more dispersed our task force, the more luck we can create.”

After a moment, Petras inclined his head.  

“Granted, for the sake of discussion.”

“Second, operating in a dispersed fashion and grouping only for the kill would force Luckner’s starship captains to shed their baked-in notions of how a naval formation operates.”  She thought for a moment.  “As a bonus, they might be more inclined to attack targets of opportunity on their own initiative.  That can create interesting second and third-order effects on the enemy’s ability to wage war, even though it might only be locally.”

“As you did with that FOB?”

Dunmoore allowed herself a faint smile.  

“Yes, sir.”
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