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— One —

 

 

Carrie Fennon carefully opened the hidden compartment’s hatch a few centimeters and listened, eyes narrowed in concentration.  Her ears, finely attuned to Kattegat Maru’s background noise, picked up no suspicious sounds.  Her nose, however, detected a faint, almost feral alien scent and the unmistakable tang of blood mixed with the freighter’s natural aroma of metal, ozone, and lubricants.

She pushed the hatch aside and stuck her head out of the shielded cubbyhole hidden behind a stack of environmental recycling pumps.  Somehow, Carrie knew she was the only living being left.  Kattegat Maru no longer seemed as alive as she did a few hours earlier before the pirates struck not long after they dropped out of hyperspace.  A shiver ran down Carrie’s spine, and she felt nauseous at the idea everyone else could be dead, that she shared the ship with seventy corpses, including that of her mother.

After a short scramble up through the opening, Carrie stood on the main engineering compartment’s dull, scuffed deck.  She paused again to listen, then cautiously crept around the pump stack, nervous eyes looking for evidence of violent death.

But engineering was empty, its crew vanished without a trace.  A quick glance at the status display, twin to the one on Kattegat Maru’s bridge, told her that the freighter still traveled at sub-light speed on the same heading as before; that her systems still functioned, and that her compartments were pressurized, save for the hangar deck.  The space doors were open, a clue that no one remained to close them after the pirates left.  

Why didn’t they take Katie with them?  Or destroy her?  Why did they just leave?  Sure, she was old, but she could still outsail most ships her size.

Carrie gingerly stepped into the main corridor running along the freighter’s spine from engineering to the bridge.  No untoward sounds disrupted the starship’s familiar, soft purr.  Nothing triggered a subconscious alert.

Members of multi-generation spacer families such as the Fennons developed an almost symbiotic rapport with the starship that was both their home and their livelihood.  Other than the oppressive sense of emptiness, Katie felt eerily normal, as if everyone had stepped off for an hour or two so they might play a prank on the captain’s daughter.

Merchant crews who spent their lives in interstellar space were partial to practical jokes, anything that might relieve the boredom of a long crossing.  But not if they carried a full complement of passengers.  Or at least they wouldn’t carry out a prank that might in any way involve them.  Captain Aurelia Fennon wouldn’t stand for it.  Kattegat Maru’s reputation was precious to her, as it had been precious to Carrie’s grandfather, the late Nemo Fennon, who first sailed Katie off the slipways and into deep space.

She passed the circular stairwell connecting the freighter’s decks.  Upward led to the passenger cabins, downward to the crew quarters and the hangar deck wedged between the forward and aft cargo holds.

Though Kattegat Maru could land on worlds whose gravity didn’t exceed one point two standard gees, Aurelia Fennon preferred to shift goods via shuttlecraft where there was no orbital station with transshipment facilities.  It spared her ship the stress of repeated takeoffs and landings and prolonged her life.

Carrie glanced up and down the stairwell, knowing she would eventually have to visit every deck, then continued forward to the bridge, stopping every few steps to listen.  But she heard nothing out of the ordinary.  Katie was humming along as she usually did between faster-than-light jumps.

A smear of blood on the scuffed deck greeted her just before the bridge’s open door.  Carrie paused again, suddenly fearful of entering her mother’s domain, one forbidden to her unless she stood watch in her capacity as an apprentice merchant officer.

She took a deep, steadying breath and then entered.  The bridge, like engineering, was devoid of life, with nothing to show it was crewed only hours earlier.  A small, almost unnoticeable blood spatter covered the helm console as if someone had struck the duty quartermaster’s head.  The captain’s chair sat as empty as the others.

Carrie reached out to touch it, to see if she could still sense her mother’s warmth, but the seat was cold.  Fear transfixed her with its icy spear, and she fought the urge to hyperventilate.

After a few minutes, during which her thoughts seemed to enter a state of suspended animation, she studied each of the bridge consoles in turn and realized everything seemed intact.  The pirates, or whoever their attackers might be, didn’t carry out the orgy of destruction conjured by her fevered imagination while she hid in the shielded compartment, invisible to even naval grade sensors.

Carrie retraced her steps to the circular staircase.  She cautiously climbed its metallic treads, careful to make no sound, and stepped off one deck higher, where an open door piercing the airtight bulkhead gave admission to the passenger accommodations.  She still keenly felt that sensation of emptiness, of being alone.

The first door to her left opened onto the saloon and she finally saw evidence of human occupation.  Half-empty drink bulbs, food wrappers, and other assorted items littered the tables as if someone hustled the occupants away without warning.  The cabins, on the other hand, appeared as desolate as the bridge, with nary a personal item in sight.  Forty-five paying guests gone without a trace.

They weren’t wealthy, to be sure.  Those with money traveled on one of the liners crisscrossing the Commonwealth.  Or if they had urgent business in a part of the human sphere threatened by Shrehari incursions, found berths on fast traders capable of outrunning Imperial warships.  But the price suited budget-conscious travelers or those for whom anonymity was more important than comfort.

The crew quarters proved to be just as devoid of human life, but personal belongings, including her own, remained in evidence as if the attackers didn’t give her shipmates time or even permission to pack.  The crew’s mess, however, appeared as spotless as it should be between meals.

Carrie wound her way down the staircase until it ended on the hangar deck, just outside the control room.  One glance through the thick, armored window told her Kattegat Maru’s shuttles were gone.

She closed the space doors but didn’t bother pressurizing the hangar.  Then, Carrie visited each of the six cargo holds.  All but one seemed undisturbed.  Cargo hold C, used for small, high value items, was empty.  When she accompanied the first officer on his daily rounds a day earlier as part of her apprenticeship, it had been filled with standard, albeit small cubic containers.  

The nervous energy that kept Carrie going since she left the cubbyhole ebbed away and she slumped to the deck, her back against a bare metal bulkhead.  Tears welled up in her eyes, and when one rolled down her cheek, she wiped it away with a brusque gesture.

After a while, the urge to cry subsided and a ghostly voice, that of her mother, reminded Carrie she was a Fennon, a spacer born and bred.  Someone trained from infancy to survive anything the galaxy could throw at her, including pirates who turned Katie into a ghost ship.

She climbed to her feet and, with deliberate steps, returned to the bridge.  Since the mysterious attackers didn’t shoot everything up, maybe the subspace transmitter still worked.  There must be a Navy ship somewhere within a short FTL jump, considering how closely Kattegat Maru skirted the frontier.  And if that didn’t work, she would get to sail solo a year before completing her apprenticeship.
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— Two —

 

 

“The ghost has struck again, Lord.”

Acting Strike Group Leader Brakal raised his angular, bony head, crowned by a strip of bristly fur, and speared Urag with eyes of unrelieved black.  The Shrehari officer’s mouth opened in a semi-feral snarl, exposing cracked, yellowed fangs.

Left in charge of the strike group by dint of seniority when the Admiralty recalled its commanding officer, Admiral Hralk, to the capital, Brakal quickly sank into the quagmire of administrative minutiae.  In despair, he took to patrolling the stars with his cruiser Tol Vehar, its brother Tol Vach and two Ptar class corvettes instead of moldering aboard a misbegotten orbital station at the hind end of nowhere.  

“What has the poxed human done this time?”  

“Convoy Yulin Twenty-One vanished after sending out a distress signal that an unidentified ship, which seemingly appeared out of nowhere, attacked them.”

Brakal’s gloved hand slammed down on the metal desk.

“May the demons of the Underworld rip out their throats.  That makes three more transport ships and one Ptar class corvette lost to this damn apparition in the last ten days.”

“Yulin Twenty-One carried our monthly resupply.”

“I know that.”  Brakal’s sneer twisted a face that could be considered handsome by Shrehari standards but would remind a human of nothing so much as a demented gargoyle.  Urag, who’d become inured to his commander’s moods long ago, didn’t reply.

“Send a message to the staff.  I want a full briefing on the event and recommendations within the day.  Let us see if they can propose a practical course of action, or if they’re merely good enough to deliver bad news.”

“As you command.”  Urag vanished into the corridor.

Alone once more, Brakal turned his seat toward a thick porthole and stared out at a faint red star in a part of space the humans called, not without justification, the Rim.

Ever since his return from the distant human colony with the unpronounceable heathen name, he and Tol Vehar had been engaged in fruitless patrols designed to probe Commonwealth defenses on the far flank of the war zone.  Then, Shrehari ships began to disappear without a trace.

The sparse distribution of inhabited systems at this end of the Rim sector meant shipping was mostly an isolated business, without any secure, acknowledged star lanes.  Yet this ghost kept not only finding Shrehari vessels that should be hard to detect, it even seemed to operate with impunity inside Imperial space, if the latest little disaster was any indication.  The Empire could ill afford a war of attrition, not after the most recent, thoroughly unsuccessful attempts to break a stalemate that just wouldn’t end.

Adding to Brakal’s long list of grievances, the ghost was directly responsible for Admiral Hralk’s recall to Shrehari Prime so he might explain why ships were vanishing in his area of responsibility with no human prize or wreckage to show for the losses.  It left the squadron’s senior commander in charge of the sclerotic, unimaginative Strike Group Khorsan staff who seemed to delight in tormenting him with bureaucratic nonsense.

After several weeks in their company, Brakal suspected the Deep Space Fleet’s staff officer corps was the Empire’s real enemy, not the humans.  So he fled aboard his ship, now under Urag’s temporary command.  Yet their baleful influence kept reaching out across the void to torment him.

At least no one protested his appointment of Tol Vehar’s secret police spy as Strike Group Khorsan’s chief political officer.  It allowed him to leave the incumbent on the orbital station with the rest of the staff and went a long way to make sure the latter kept their plots against him as innocuous as possible.  

Should Regar’s superiors on the home planet find out their agent’s loyalty belonged to Brakal instead of the Empire’s secret police, they might suffer a collective brain aneurysm.  If they possessed brains in the first place.  Regar certainly never missed a chance to express his opinion of the Tai Kan, albeit in private, and would occasionally go on at length about the stupidity of the entire organization.

However, if the ghost wasn’t run to ground soon, Brakal would follow Hralk into the Admiralty’s hallowed halls, perhaps never to emerge again this time, whether or not his loyal spy kept watch.  But it was the devil’s ion storm that brought no one good tidings.  At least Urag seemed to enjoy being one of the rare Deep Space Fleet captains with no Tai Kan officer looking over his shoulder at all hours, something the thrice-damned humans didn’t have to countenance.

As if summoned by the demons themselves, Regar’s cynical features appeared in the open doorway.  He too wore a warrior caste ruff of fur across the top of his ridged skull, a reminder he preferred to think of himself as the Fleet officer he’d been years earlier rather than a political watchdog.

“The staff should soon be stirring like an iragan blasted from its century-long slumber,” he said.  “Your ill humor at the latest news will travel at speeds unheard of if Urag has any say in the matter.  And with a tone so pungent it will give them a century of indigestion.”

Brakal grunted.

“Trying to cheer me up, miscreant?  Bring me the head of the ghost ship’s captain.  Then perhaps I can inherit Hralk’s robes along with his endless chores.”

“Sorry.  The only heads I can bring you sit on Shrehari shoulders and most in Strike Group Khorsan aren’t worth harvesting.  Although,” he took on a thoughtful expression, “I might take a few for simple enjoyment.  Your benighted chief of staff, for instance.  No doubt he still believes the mantle of command should have been his upon Hralk’s departure.  You might find things working better without his constant interference.  I mention it merely as something to consider when we return to base.”

“I wish it were that easy.  Until he openly defies me, his position must remain secure.  The Honorable Gra’k has many connections inside the nobility, and cannot fall to a casual assassin’s knife, not even if it’s wielded by a Tai Kan officer.”

“Pity.  If you showed fewer scruples, you might be further ahead.”

“If I were less scrupulous, I wouldn’t be the warrior I am.  The uninhibited exercise of power corrupts without limits, Regar.  You should be intimately familiar with that idea.”

“And yet it will take warriors with fewer scruples to force this farce of a government onto its knees and make them sue for an armistice with the humans.  Four more ships gone without a single loss inflicted on the enemy, and deep within our sphere of control too.  If these small defeats are generalized throughout the war zone, our shipyards will not keep up, and soon the advantage of numbers will fall to the hairless apes.”

“Your words need hearing in the Imperial Palace and the Admiralty, not in this miserable office.  I know the humans are slowly gaining on us.  The imbeciles back home, however, refuse to see the truth.”

Regar’s bitter laugh echoed off the bare metal bulkheads.

“And you think they would listen to a Tai Kan officer whose true allegiance lies with the Fleet?  They’d just as soon slit my throat.”

“Then barring a sudden intellectual awakening on the homeworld, let us hope we can do something about the demon scratching at our door before Tol Vehar is the only Imperial ship left in this sector.”

“You forget Chorlak, although it is under Tai Kan control.”

Brakal made an obscene gesture.

“Bah.  A damned pretend-corsair fraternizing with human outcasts and traitors in the Unclaimed Zone.  What good is he to the war effort?”  

“His crew might help us find the ghost, Commander.”  When Brakal didn’t reply, Regar said, “I can use Tai Kan lines of communication to pass the word of a human that appears out of nowhere, looks nothing like a proper ship of war, and strikes without mercy.  Allow me private access to Tol Vehar’s otherspace device so I may use Tai Kan codes and interrogate the nearest retransmission array.”

A grunt.

“Do it.  But make sure I don’t end up owing the diseased Tai Kan any favors.”

“You won’t.”
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— Three —

 

 

“Bridge to the captain.”

Siobhan Dunmoore, engrossed in a particularly well-crafted nineteenth-century mystery, looked up with a start.  She put her book down on the day cabin’s desk, careful to avoid damaging the precious paper pages and frowned with displeasure.  This was her first chance to relax since Iolanthe wiped out the Shrehari convoy after stalking it for days.

“Yes?”

“Officer of the watch, sir.”  Dunmoore needn’t ask for a name.  Astrid Drost, Iolanthe’s navigation officer, or as the traditionalists called it, sailing master, owned a distinctive, lilting voice.  “We’re picking up a distress call on the emergency subspace channel, sir, from a freighter by the name Kattegat Maru.  Pirates made off with everyone aboard save a single survivor.  An apprentice ship’s officer by the name Carrie Fennon.  I looked up Kattegat Maru in Lloyd’s Registry.  She’s an old Skeid class freighter commanded by a Captain Aurelia Fennon.  No adverse notations, no indications she’s a shady operator.  Normal complement is twenty-five crew, and she can take up to sixty passengers.  According to the distress signal she was carrying forty-five passengers at the time of the attack.”

“Distance?”

“According to the coordinates she’s transmitting, approximately zero point two parsecs.  A little over thirty hours sailing time if we push the upper interstellar hyperspace bands.  Rin is already working on the navigation plot.”  Sub Lieutenant Rin Pashar was Iolanthe’s junior navigator and Lieutenant Drost’s understudy.  “Do you want us to reply?”

“No.”  Dunmoore shook her head even though she was alone in the day cabin.  “If this isn’t on the up-and-up, I’d rather not give warning of our arrival.  Make sure we drop out of FTL at a safe distance, just in case.”

“Already factored in, sir.”

Dunmoore could almost see Drost’s pleased smile.

“In that case, when you’re happy with the plot, take us FTL.  Warn Commander Holt and Major Salminen we’ll need a boarding party and a prize crew ready to go.  A lone apprentice ship’s officer won’t be taking something the size of a Skeid class freighter anywhere on her own.”

A few minutes later, Drost’s voice echoed through the ship.

“Now hear this.  Iolanthe will go FTL in five, I repeat five minutes.  That is all.”

Soon after that, a soft chime wafted through Dunmoore’s day cabin, announcing someone wished to enter.

“Come.”

The door slid aside with a sigh to admit a tall, good-looking blond officer in unadorned Navy battledress, wearing a piratical eye patch and an almost permanent sardonic smile.  Commander Ezekiel Holt, Iolanthe’s first officer, was still resisting the notion of three months ashore to regrow the eye lost in battle years earlier when he was Dunmoore’s executive officer in the corvette Shenzen.  But at least the leg lost at the same time was now as good as new.

“What’s this I hear?”  He headed for the coffee urn almost out of reflex and picked up a cup.  Part of the ship’s bespoke crockery, it featured an angry, sword-bearing faerie in full flight along with the ship’s hull number and name.  He filled it with the rich black brew always on tap in Dunmoore’s day cabin and turned to face her.  “A distress signal from an apprentice merchant officer, sole survivor of a pirate attack?  Sounds a little loopy.  Pirates wouldn’t leave a captured ship behind, let alone a witness.”

He dropped into a chair across from Dunmoore.

“Perhaps they damaged the freighter during their attack and it’s no longer spaceworthy.  As for witnesses?  I can think of several explanations why they might have missed someone, especially if they weren’t scanning for life signs.”

“Still.”  Holt made a face.  “I hope you intend to be cautious.”

“To a fault, Zeke.”

“What about HQ?”  

“I’ll report once we know more about the situation.  There’s no sense getting everyone worked up over something that might not actually be important.  I’d rather avoid a protracted back and forth submitting report after report.  I swear even Special Operations Command is being overrun by bureaucratic gnomes intent on stifling the efficient prosecuting of this damned war.  And with a potential prize in play…”

“Ah, yes.  That misbegotten idea of growing the Q-ship inventory with seized merchant vessels rather than slip custom builds such as Iolanthe into the shipbuilding cycle.  It’s a wonder the Guild hasn’t raised holy hell with the Senate yet.”

The public address system came on again, drowning out Dunmoore’s reply.

“Now hear this, FTL in one minute.  That is all.”

Precisely thirty seconds later, a shrill klaxon sounded three times, and Holt placed his half-empty coffee mug on Dunmoore’s desk.  Then both braced themselves for the inevitable transition nausea.

It surged and ebbed as quickly as always.  Dunmoore stood and stretched, then ran a gloved hand through her silver-tinged red hair.  Though not quite forty yet, her watchful gray eyes radiated the thousand parsec stare of a veteran twice her age.  They and her lean, almost predatory features were a result of humanity’s exhausting war against the Shrehari Empire.

Of her three permanent and one acting commands before Iolanthe, only the latest, Stingray, was decommissioned with proper ceremony.  The Shrehari were responsible for wrecking the others, with attendant loss of life.  If she never faced the task of writing grieving families again, it wouldn’t be too soon.

“Chess?”  Holt asked.  “Emma will assemble a suitable prize crew since she knows merchant ships better than any of us, so I can afford to waste a bit of time.”

Lieutenant Commander Emma Cullop, Iolanthe’s second officer, was a civilian starship officer before the war and joined up for the duration, though Dunmoore suspected she would stay on afterward.  The lifestyle suited her, and she displayed all the right attributes for a warship command at some point.

“Sure, why not?”  Dunmoore reached over and retrieved a mahogany box.  “Do you want to choose a color or see what chance gives you?”  

“I’ll take white, thank you very much.  Anyone facing an opponent who thinks chess is a blood sport needs every little advantage he can get.”

 

**

 

“That’s a Skeid class freighter all right,” Chief Petty Officer Marti Yens, Iolanthe’s sensor chief said once the first scans came back.  “Looks to be in reasonable shape for a fifty-year-old tub.  Though sailing it in these parts is just asking for trouble.”

Dunmoore, seated in the combat information center’s command chair, leaned forward and studied the video feed.  Though Iolanthe, a battlecruiser disguised as a bulk freighter, boasted analytical systems so modern and advanced they would make most admirals salivate with envy, Dunmoore still took counsel from her tactical instincts.  And so she let her mind reach out to pick up the subliminal clues that could mean the difference between reacting to a hidden threat in time and finding herself on the back foot.

Around her, the members of the duty watch worked silently and efficiently at their consoles, monitoring the ship’s ordnance, her systems, the sensors, and everything else that made Iolanthe a finely tuned weapon of war.

A three-dimensional holographic projection occupied the CIC’s center and currently showed two small icons, one blue, and one green, with the former closing in on the latter.

“Power emissions are consistent with the type,” Yens continued in her usual tone.  “She appears undamaged and isn’t leaking radiation.  Her gun ports are closed.”

“Life signs, Chief?”

“Though it’s hard to be sure at this distance, I’d say only one.”  A pause.  “And unless the assorted scum, boneheads included, who call this part of the galaxy home finally mastered the art of masking emissions, I’d say there’s no one else around.  At least not close enough to try for an ambush.”

Between the Q-ship’s sensors and Chief Yens’ own instincts, it was as reliable a situational assessment as any captain could wish.  Even her combat systems officer, Lieutenant Commander Thorin Sirico, found nothing to add.

Dunmoore settled back in her chair though her eyes never left Kattegat Maru’s image.  Much smaller than the freighter Iolanthe mimicked, she was also sleeker and more rounded, befitting her ability to land on planets hospitable to human life.  As Yens said, she seemed in good condition for something that was crossing the star lanes over ten years before Dunmoore’s birth.

If she had indeed fallen victim to pirates, there was scant evidence her crew fought back.  Which begged the question why they didn’t take her.  From here it was only a few jumps before vanishing into the galactic badlands, a sector of space that both the Commonwealth and Imperial navies stopped patrolling after the war’s onset years earlier.  Who knew what mischief was brewing out there?

“Do we go as a privateer or a Fleet transport?”  Ezekiel Holt asked from his station on the bridge where he controlled the helm and navigation.  

“If I were a terrified apprentice ship’s officer, I dare say a Navy unit would reassure me more than some scummy privateer, even if she carries a letter of marque from the Secretary-General of the Commonwealth.  We’ll put up rank insignia and switch on our naval beacon.  But unless hostile starships show up unannounced, we won’t turn Iolanthe into the Furious Faerie.”

“I agree, Captain.”

Dunmoore swiveled her chair to face the signals console.

“Open a link on the standard emergency band, please.  Identify us as the Commonwealth Starship Iolanthe, naval transport.”
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— Four —

 

 

The unexpected sound of a male voice, business-like, neither kind nor unkind, erupted from the bridge speakers.  It yanked Carrie Fennon out of her funk-induced trance.  The young woman’s head whipped up while her eyes darted everywhere, looking for the source of the unexpected interruption.  Then, Carrie’s brain caught up with her reflexes.  The Navy.  Thank God — the Navy.

“Kattegat Maru, this is the Commonwealth Starship Iolanthe.  We received your distress signal.  Please respond.”  The same words rang in her ears two more times before she reached out and touched the controls embedded in the command chair’s arm.  Her mother’s command chair.

“This is Kattegat Maru.”  No other response came to mind.  Nothing about her condition, how relieved she was to no longer be alone in interstellar space close to Shrehari patrol routes.  Only ‘this is Kattegat Maru.’  A tiny part of Carrie Fennon, the part that desperately wanted to slash the word apprentice from her official designation blushed with embarrassment.

The rest of her simply wanted someone, a grownup with a merchant spacer’s watch-keeping ticket, to come aboard and take over so she could sleep.  Thirty hours awake, gripped by an equal measure of terror and despondency took a toll.  

“Stand by.”

A pause, then a woman’s vibrant alto, only slightly marred by the rough edge of abused vocal chords, filled her ears.

“Apprentice Officer Carrie Fennon, I’m Captain Siobhan Dunmoore, commanding officer of the Navy transport Iolanthe.  We are approximately one million kilometers aft of your position and closing.  What is your status?”

Alone, scared, with no idea what to do next.  “My systems are functioning.  I have hull integrity and apparently no battle damage.  But I’m by myself, and Katie isn’t exactly a single hander.”

“Are you perchance related to Captain Aurelia Fennon whom the Lloyd’s Registry lists as master and owner?”  

“She’s my mother.  Kattegat Maru is our family’s ship.  Most of the crew are either Fennons or related to the Fennons.”

“I see.”

Carrie tried to imagine what this Captain Dunmoore looked like, but her mind’s eye kept conjuring the image of another captain, the one in whose command chair she sat.

“Here is what I propose to do, Apprentice Officer Fennon.  I will approach your ship, match velocities, and send over a boarding party along with a prize crew.”

“No!”  The word escaped Carrie’s throat before she could think.  “You will not send a prize crew.  Kattegat Maru is not a derelict, nor did you capture her in battle.  I am a Fennon and will not relinquish ownership.”

Dunmoore’s chuckle sounded amused rather than mocking though it still raised Carrie’s hackles.

“Of course, Apprentice Officer Fennon.  My apologies.  I misspoke.  The Navy has no intention of challenging your right to Kattegat Maru.  As you are a member of the owner’s family and still in control, she’s not a derelict and therefore not salvageable under the law.  Let me rephrase what I said.  I will send a relief crew under one of my officers, Lieutenant Commander Emma Cullop, to help you sail your ship.  She served in merchant vessels before the war and is familiar with civilian protocols.  But I insist on a detachment of Marines accompanying them to provide security.”

Carrie swallowed her reflexive outrage at the thought of turning Katie over to the Navy and said, “In that case, thank you, Captain.”  She was aware her reply sounded stilted and grudging and hated herself for it.  For the way it made her sound callow.

“Would you be amenable to opening a video link, Apprentice Officer?  It will be a while before we match velocities so I can send the relief crew over and I’m interested to know what happened.”

“I would.”  Carrie touched the command chair’s control screen, accepting an enhanced connection.

The woman whose face swam into focus on the main bridge display did not resemble the picture in her mind.  Dunmoore’s rich voice seemed at odds with her lean and prematurely aged features.  Even the thin white scar running along her jawline looked out of place.

Penetrating eyes beneath arched copper brows studied Carrie, and she knew instinctively this was not someone with whom you trifled.  This was a professional spacer like her mother, capable of detecting bullshit from a hundred parsecs.  What Dunmoore saw in return wasn’t obvious.  Her expression gave nothing away.

“Pray tell me, Apprentice Officer Carrie Fennon, what the hell happened to your crew and passengers?”

“I don’t know, sir.”  She took a deep, calming breath and exhaled.  “About thirty minutes after we dropped out of FTL to check our position, tune the drives and calculate the next jump, three ships appeared out of nowhere almost on top of us.  I was working a shift in engineering as part of my training cycle when it happened.  One of the ships fired a warning salvo and ordered us to prepare for boarding.  We couldn’t go FTL since the hyperdrives were still cycling, and shaking them off at sub-light speeds was impossible.  As for fighting?  Kattegat Maru’s shield generators and guns are ancient.  One pirate ship, perhaps.  Three?  Never.

“My mother figured it would be best to let them plunder our cargo in the hopes they’d let us go afterward.  My uncle Steph, he’s the chief engineer, wasn’t as optimistic.  He shoved me into a shielded cubbyhole beneath the main engineering deck and told me to stay there until he gave the all-clear.”

“But he never did.”

“No.”  Carrie shook her head.  An anguished expression twisted her youthful features.  “Once I no longer felt any strange vibrations run through the ship, I poked my head out of the cubbyhole only to find myself the last person aboard.  Everyone else is gone.  Some probably didn’t go voluntarily.  I saw blood stains, but no bodies.”

“And your cargo?”

“That’s what’s strange, Captain.  Cargo hold C is empty.  That’s where we put the high value, small volume stuff.  They didn’t touch the others.  Our shuttles are gone as well.  And it appears the passengers left with their personal stuff, but the crew didn’t.”

Dunmoore slowly nodded, her face taking on a thoughtful cast.

“That is bizarre.  Why didn’t they simply take Kattegat Maru?  You said she was spaceworthy, but could you have missed something that might prevent her from traveling FTL?  Perhaps your mother sabotaged her ship to frustrate the pirates.”

“Maybe.  I didn’t run a full survey, or any sort of survey, other than seeing if anyone remained aboard.”  Carrie felt herself blush with embarrassment.  She should have checked Katie’s hull, frames, and systems from stem to stern instead of sinking into a funk.

If Dunmoore noticed Carrie’s discomfiture, she thankfully didn’t remark on it.

“Understandable.  Kattegat Maru is a big ship, and you’re alone.  And an apprentice at that.  I’ll ask Lieutenant Commander Cullop and the relief crew do so.  Did your mother log anything about the pirates?  Imagery, telemetry, sensor readings?  If we’re to find them, we must know what we’re hunting.”

“You intend to chase the pirates?”

“Of course.  They took seventy humans, presumably to sell them into slavery or hold them for ransom.  Either way, it’s my duty to find your crew and passengers.”

Carrie couldn’t hide her incredulity.

“But you’re a transport, not a frigate, or a cruiser.”

“True, yet Iolanthe is also the only Navy ship close enough to do something useful.  If we know what we’re chasing.  Did you check the logs?”

Another surge of embarrassment set her cheeks on fire.

“No.”

“Could you please do so now, Apprentice Officer?”  Her tone was kind but uncompromising.

“Yes, sir.”  Carrie called up the relevant files, then bit back a curse that might make Captain Dunmoore frown.  “They wiped the logs.  Not everything, just from when we dropped out of FTL onward.  There’s nothing about the pirates.”

“Sometimes, we can recover these erasures with the right tools.”  Dunmoore studied Carrie again.  “Do you need medical care?”  

Carrie shook her head.

“No, sir.  I’m fine.  I can stay at my post.”

Another amused chuckle.

“That wasn’t a ploy to get you off your ship.  The Navy will not claim it, mainly because we wouldn’t find much use for a fifty-year-old Skeid class transport, and frankly, they’re not worth much on the used starship market.  Certainly not enough to warrant the effort.  But you’ve been through a traumatic experience.”

“I’ll be fine, sir.”  Her reply held more than a hint of petulance.

That amused smile returned.

“I’m sure you will.”  Dunmoore glanced to one side.  “Is there anyone we can notify?  Corporate headquarters?  Family?”

“Although Kattegat Maru is incorporated, we don’t have a shore office.  My mom is the chief executive officer as well as her captain.  I have grandparents, but at this point, I’d rather not worry them.”

“If there’s nothing else you want to discuss, I’ll leave you to prepare for the relief crew.  But should anything come up before they arrive, call us on this channel, okay?  Anything at all.”

“Thank you, Captain Dunmoore.  I will.”

The screen went blank, and Carrie Fennon found herself alone once more.  She would prefer to keep an open link with Iolanthe until this Lieutenant Commander Cullop and her people arrived, if only for even a hint of human contact.

But that would be undignified.  She was the last Fennon in Katie and therefore the owner’s legal representative.
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— Five —

 

 

“Did everyone hear that?”  Dunmoore asked.  “Zeke, Emma?”

“Aye,” both replied simultaneously from the bridge.

Iolanthe’s combat systems officer, Thorin Sirico, and her Major of Marines, Tatiana Salminen, both of whom were at their stations in the CIC, nodded silently.

Although titled Major of Marines, Salminen was actually an Army officer from the Scandia Regiment whose company found itself drafted into the Q-ship during the Toboso incident.  Fleet HQ made the assignment official shortly after that.

“Opinions?”

“There is a lot not right with this situation, Captain,” Lieutenant Commander Cullop said.  “Kattegat Maru is a family ship, which means her captain’s been aboard since before she was Carrie Fennon’s age.  She would have learned long ago to choose her intervals between jumps at random in interstellar space.  There’s no way that pirate attack was opportunistic.  Not out here and not if they appeared almost on top of Fennon’s ship.  Kattegat Maru was betrayed.  Either at her last port of call or by someone aboard.  Those pirates tracked her.  There’s no other way.  And that’s just the beginning.”

“What else, Emma?”

“Not taking the ship.  Okay, so Kattegat Maru is an old Skeid class transport.  If she’s still sailing along the frontier, it means her captain kept her well maintained and provisioned.  Why not simply put a prize crew aboard and head off into the wilds?  Pirates either wreck their prey or take it with them.  They don’t leave an intact ship just like that.  Or at least, I’ve never heard of it happening.”

“We don’t know yet she’s intact,” Holt cautioned.

“Agreed, sir.  Then there’s the matter of taking everyone off.  We know there’s slave trading out beyond our and the Shrehari’s spheres of influence, but nowhere near as much as in the Coalsack sector.  And why did the passengers take their belongings but not the crew?  You’d think the crew would own more items of value since that ship is their home.”

Dunmoore nodded.

“That and what in cargo hold C caught the pirates’ interest?  As you said, Emma.  There is a lot off-kilter here.”

“What if they did it with a purpose in mind,” Salminen suggested.  “Had their chief engineer not stashed the young lady in a shielded cubbyhole, someone would eventually have found Kattegat Maru abandoned but intact.  And with nothing to show what happened, no one to tell the tale, and no evidence she was carrying anything more than her regular crew.  If there’s no shore office to keep records, the passengers might by now be non-persons, people who vanished without a trace after being last seen at whatever port they joined Kattegat Maru.”

Lieutenant Commander Sirico emitted a low, but appreciative whistle.

“Give that soldier another commendation.  I do believe she’s got it.”

“Someone trying for a Mary Celeste,” a new voice from the bridge, that of Chief Petty Officer First Class Guthren, Iolanthe’s coxswain and therefore the senior enlisted man aboard said.  “Mister Devall would relish telling us about it in excruciating detail.”

Dunmoore let out an involuntary snort.  Her former second officer in Stingray, and now first officer in Jan Sobieski, the frigate commanded by her then first officer, Gregor Pushkin, was an avid collector of maritime and deep space mysteries.  

“Before anyone asks,” she said, “look it up.  But Major Salminen is right.  As is Mister Guthren.  We, and by that I mean the collective Navy we, were meant to find an enigma, something more puzzling that a simple disappearance.  Ships go missing every day, thanks to rogue wormholes, ion storms, enemy action, and the odd bit of piracy.  If Kattegat Maru didn’t make her next scheduled port call, no one would know why.  Finding her abandoned is a whole order of magnitude more perplexing.”

“Except they didn’t count on one young apprentice officer who can’t be a day over seventeen remaining aboard unbeknown to the pirates and calling for help.”

“Except for that, Emma.”

“I may have a wild idea to propose.”

Dunmoore glanced at Salminen with an eyebrow cocked in question.

“Propose away, Tatiana.  You already scored what everyone agrees is a direct hit.”

The Scandian, a lean, tall woman with short dark hair and intense blue eyes gave Siobhan the shy smile she’d never quite managed to shed.

“Could it be the pirates were after one or more of the passengers but wanted to turn their disappearance into a mystery?”

“Assuming they expected salvagers or the Navy to find Kattegat Maru in interstellar space before the end of this damned war.”

Salminen gave Sirico a half shrug.

“The pirates might have planned on somehow informing the Navy or one of the shipping companies sailing in this sector, or even on accomplices pretending they’re honest spacers finding her.  As I said, it’s a wild idea.”

“No,” Holt replied.  “I think Tatiana’s on to something.  We should obtain a copy of the passenger manifest and see if any names catch our attention.”

“Provided the pirates didn’t wipe it along with the log.”

“True, Captain.  If Tatiana’s theory holds water, then they’ll have taken that precaution as well.  But maybe Chief Day can work his magic on the manifest along with the log.  And Carrie Fennon should be able to provide at least a partial list from memory.”

“I’ll make sure he gets a copy of Kattegat Maru’s database the moment we board.  And on that note, I want to brief the relief crew and the Marines coming with us.”

“You’re getting Karlo Saari’s platoon, Emma.  They’ll be waiting on the hangar deck, equipped to live in Kattegat Maru for however long they’re needed.”

“Excellent.  Karlo’s always good for a laugh when things become dull.”

 

**

 

“The hangar deck is pressurized, the space doors are closed, but so is the airlock,” Petty Officer Third Class Gus Purdy, the lead shuttle’s pilot said.  “No reception committee.  You want me to drop the ramp, Commander Cullop?”  

“Hang on a second.”  Iolanthe’s second officer could have sworn she saw a shadow in Kattegat Maru’s hangar deck control room.  “I think our Apprentice Officer Fennon is cagey, and I don’t blame her.”  She switched to the general frequency.  “Folks, I will step off first.  Alone.  Otherwise, I think we might scare Fennon into opening the space doors and turn our friendly arrival into an unpleasant emergency decompression.  That means no Marines stamping down aft ramps, weapons at the ready, shouting barbaric Scandian war cries.”

“It’s Suomi, not barbarian, Commander, but considering where you’re from, the confusion is understandable.  And if I may say so, you take the fun out of boarding parties.”

“And you would scare the life out of Shrehari Marines, let alone a young woman trying to keep what’s left of her nerves from fraying, Command Sergeant Saari.”

“There is that, of course,” he replied in a rueful tone.  “I seem to have a rather unfortunate effect on civilians.”

“Damn straight, Karlo.  You’re not the prettiest thing to be whelped in Kollsvik,” Sergeant First Class Maki Mattis, Saari’s platoon sergeant said to undisguised guffaws from the rest of 1st Platoon, E Company, 3rd Battalion, Scandia Regiment.  “On the contrary.”

“Pardon my soldiers’ lack of manners, Commander Cullop.  You can take them away from where the dire-wolves roam, but you can’t keep them from marking their territory.  I will bow to your greater judgment.”

The Scandia Regiment’s crest, a loping wolf on a stylized snowflake obviously inspired Saari’s quip.  He saw Mattis give him a good-natured rigid digit salute out of the corner of his eyes.

“Okay.  Everyone stays in the shuttles, buttoned up until I give the word.”  Cullop, wearing battle armor like that of the boarding party’s soldiers, climbed to her feet, checked her suit’s integrity, then gestured aft.  “Let me out.”

She walked down the ramp with a deliberate, unhurried stride and headed for the inner door.  When it didn’t open at her approach, she stopped three paces short and, after one last check that the hangar deck’s air was breathable, she unfastened her helmet and removed it.

“Hi.  I’m Emma Cullop.”  She pointed at the two-and-a-half stripes of her rank in the middle of her chest.  “I’m a lieutenant commander in the Commonwealth Navy these days.  But before the war, I was a merchant officer, just like you.  In fact, I believe I’m still a member of the Guild.  They kept everyone who volunteered for the Navy on the books at no cost.”

Cullop heard a mechanical clang as locking bars moved out of the way.  Then, the thick door shifted backward and to one side, revealing an airlock whose other door was already gaping wide.

A tall, gangly, almost coltish young woman with short dark hair and big brown eyes stood inside, a wicked-looking blaster in her hand, barrel pointed downward, finger on the trigger guard.  Her posture and her expression signaled caution, distrust, and perhaps even an undercurrent of fear.  Cullop raised both hands.  

“I’m unarmed, as you can see, Apprentice Officer Fennon.  Will you grant me permission to come aboard?”

Carrie seemed momentarily thrown by Cullop’s question and merely stared at her as if she’d expected the Navy to barge in rather than follow the customary courtesies.  

“Um, yes.  I suppose.”  She stepped back and waved Cullop into the airlock.

“I brought twenty naval crew and twenty-five soldiers with me, Officer Fennon.  They’ll stay aboard the shuttles until you let them disembark.  Captain Dunmoore assigned me the role of Kattegat Maru’s relief captain until we recover your crew or dock at a suitable port, since an apprentice officer can’t legally act as master.  Kattegat Maru will temporarily hold the status of a Fleet Auxiliary vessel and you that of a temporary civilian Fleet employee, so I can run her as a naval unit without breaking any laws.  But your family’s ownership remains unchanged.”

A dubious frown creased Fennon’s smooth forehead.

“Does that mean I must obey your orders?”  

“It does.”

“But it’s my ship.”

“And that makes you no different from any other ship-owner who doesn’t hold a merchant officer’s certificate.  You may consider yourself a supercargo if you prefer.”

Fennon considered Cullop’s suggestion for a moment, then nodded.

“Understood.”  A pause.  “Captain.”
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— Six —

 

 

Carrie Fennon wondered whether she would remember every name and rating as Cullop took her through the ranks and introduced Kattegat Maru’s relief crew.  They, in turn, met her gaze with the professional confidence she expected from her ship’s regular complement, and she saw no hint of unkindness in their eyes.

When Cullop guided her to Command Sergeant Karlo Saari’s platoon, formed up beside the relief crew, and introduced him as coming from the Scandia Regiment, Fennon blurted out, “You’re not Marines, are you?”

Saari gave her a broad, friendly grin.

“No, Officer Fennon.  We’re Army through and through.  The Marine Corps needed help, and they sent us to show them how it’s done.”

Fennon didn’t know whether he was pulling her leg, so she smiled and nodded once.

“Welcome.”

“Don’t mind Karlo,” Cullop said.  “He’s blessed with a questionable sense of humor.  I understand it’s a Scandian thing.”

“And so it is, sir.  As you might remember, Scandia is known as the happiest place in the galaxy.”  That statement drew a few muffled groans from the soldiers behind him.  “If you’ll follow me, I can introduce you to those blessed by that happiness.”

Another bewildering round of names, ranks, and functions jostled for space in Carrie’s head.  But these strange, smiling soldiers seemed to exude the same quiet competence as the spacers, and for the first time since her uncle Steph shoved her into the shielded cubbyhole, Carrie felt a glimmer of hope.

“Might I suggest we head for the passenger cabins so the relief crew can settle in, Officer Fennon?”  Cullop asked after the introductions were over.  “When everyone’s stripped off their tin suit, you can show us around Kattegat Maru.  Not everybody at once but in small groups, spacers first.  And I’m really curious to see where you hid.”

Fennon noticed how carefully Cullop worded the request, reinforcing the notion she and the others were temporary, here to help until Kattegat Maru’s rightful crew could return.  It gave her mood an unexpected lift.

“Please follow me, Captain.”  This time she neither paused nor hesitated before giving Lieutenant Commander Cullop the proper courtesy title.

 

**

 

“So?”  Dunmoore raised a questioning eyebrow moments after the video link between Iolanthe and Kattegat Maru went live.

“Yulia confirms there’s nothing wrong with the ship, sir.”  Cullop was referring to Lieutenant Yulia Zhukov, one of the Q-ship’s engineering officers, and for now, the freighter’s relief chief engineer.  “She should be able to accelerate, decelerate, go FTL, or maneuver on thrusters.  Her environmental suite is clean and functional, as are the secondary systems.  Chief Henkman checked the shield generators and guns, and they too are functional.  If we were the ones to find her with no Apprentice Officer Fennon aboard, we’d be scratching our heads right now.  For a ship older than most of Iolanthe’s crew, she’s in remarkably good condition.”

“What about the logs?”  

“Wiped, as Fennon said.  The captain’s log, the navigation log, and the sensor log all stop right after Kattegat Maru emerged from her last FTL jump.  And the passenger manifest is gone.”

“What are the chances of recovering something?”  

Cullop, a slim, short-haired, prematurely gray woman in her late thirties was alone on the bridge, sitting in Captain Aurelia Fennon’s command chair.  She shrugged.

“That’s Chief Day’s domain, sir.  I fired a copy of everything over to him a few hours ago.  If he’s made any progress by now, we’d have heard.”

“Do you expect problems sailing Kattegat Maru?”

“No.”  Cullop looked around the small bridge with its efficient layout.  “As I said, she’s in good condition.  Apprentice Officer Fennon is proving to be extremely useful in helping us figure everything out.  I don’t doubt she’ll pass her watch-keeping certification on the first try.”

“Good.  Now what we need is to figure out our next destination.  If Chief Day can’t restore anything useful from the erased logs, I’m afraid we’ll need to make for the nearest port.”

“Perhaps I could offer a suggestion or two, sir.  Talking with Carrie Fennon about Kattegat Maru’s regular ports of call got me thinking.  You know most merchant ships working the frontiers visit places that aren’t officially run by the Commonwealth, right?  At least those ships not belonging to the big companies such as Black Nova.  I’m talking about outposts and stations established under private charters with private money and no permits from the Colonial Office.  No one talks about them, and they’re not listed in any official registers.”

“Yes.”

Cullop fancied she could see Dunmoore’s brain already working out the implications, thanks to the familiar gleam in her gray eyes.  It was the same one the CIC crew always saw when she worked out tactical angles before a battle.

“If we take it as a given the attack wasn’t opportunistic but deliberate and planned well ahead of time, our pirates might come from one of the unauthorized outposts hidden away in this part of the frontier.  They would offer the perfect opportunity to place a subspace tracking device or even an infiltrator aboard Kattegat Maru.”

“Did she visit any of these shady places recently?”

A wry smile twisted Cullop’s face.

“The logs mention nothing, sir.  Which is what I expected.  While it’s not exactly illegal to trade with unregistered colonies, the government likes to collect its share of taxes from commercial transactions.  If the tax collectors can’t take them from those outposts, they will squeeze merchant shippers instead.  Therefore, neither visits nor transactions are logged.  And so far, Apprentice Officer Fennon is being extremely cagey about discussing the matter.  But I’ll keep trying to convince her we would only use the information to look for her crew, not to sic the government on Kattegat Maru over accounting mistakes.”

“You mentioned a subspace tracking device or infiltrator.  Did you see evidence of either?”

“No.  Nor would I expect any.  If the goal was to create a mystery, they’ll have removed the evidence.”

Dunmoore nodded.

“Of course.  How do merchant captains store the navigation instructions to find those hidden gems, Emma?  Assuming they don’t want government inspectors to discover them because keeping the locations confidential is part of the deal when it comes to docking or landing there, right?”

“Correct, sir.  Confidentiality is big with unregistered outposts.  Portable storage would be my guess.  A memory chip embedded in jewelry for example.  Captain Aurelia Fennon would have been wearing or carrying her confidential navigation instructions when the pirates took Kattegat Maru, meaning we won’t find them.  I’m not even sure Carrie would know, but I’ll keep trying for an answer to that question as well.”

“Did you ever visit an unregistered colony before the war?”

“No.  I didn’t work on independent merchantmen inclined to veer off regular shipping lanes for undeclared trading, but one hears things in the Guild saloons when booze is flowing.  There will be hidden outposts in this area, but don’t ask me where or what their names are.  It’s been years since I last listened to a captain with questionable ethics discuss the most profitable ports no one knows about.”

“Understood.  Keep at it, but remember we don’t enjoy the luxury of time.  Either we go after the pirates to find Kattegat Maru’s crew, or we head for the nearest port.  The Admiralty won’t thank me for sitting here doing nothing while the war is still on.  Was there anything else?”

“Not at the moment, sir.”

“Dunmoore, out.”

Cullop sat back and exhaled slowly.  Time for another chat with Apprentice Officer Fennon.  Though the young woman seemed happy that competent professionals now safeguarded her family’s ship, she still had a long way to go before trusting them with family secrets.  And Cullop knew how that felt.  

She too was raised aboard a family ship, leaving it only at her parents’ behest so she could gain experience on corporate vessels.  After it vanished without a trace one day with her entire family when she wasn’t yet twenty-five years old, Cullop remained with the same shipping line right until the war.  There was little else she could do under the circumstances.

 

**

 

“Would it be impertinent of me to ask when you plan on informing Special Operations Command of the Kattegat Maru business?”  Holt asked once Emma Cullop’s face faded from the day cabin’s main display.  “At some point, we need to account for our movements, if only so HQ can ping the right subspace array.  You know, in case someone with stars on his or her collar feels the urge to send us fresh orders or asks for a copy of our patrol log.”

Dunmoore gave her first officer a wry smile.

“I’ve been struggling with that question, Zeke, believe it or not.  And that struggle will become more intense if Emma gets Carrie Fennon to talk about Kattegat Maru’s undocumented forays into the unclaimed frontier zone.”

“Share the burden, Skipper.  It might not feel half as heavy afterward, but at least you’ll make me just as miserable as you are.”

“I’m afraid if I tell HQ we picked up a crewless Skeid class freighter in good condition, they’ll order me to hand it over so that SOCOM can increase its flotilla of irregular starships.”

“We didn’t find Kattegat Maru completely abandoned nor did we seize her in battle, so the Navy can’t call on the normal salvage rules and make a claim.”

“For the bureaucratic gnomes of this galaxy, it’s a mere detail, Zeke.  They wouldn’t care that I gave my word to Carrie Fennon.  The war will be over, and young Carrie an old age pensioner before the lawyers sort things out.”

Holt grunted disconsolately.

“Why must we always keep in mind our superiors might do what’s expedient instead of what’s right?”

“SOCOM needs hulls for undercover work and converting a prize is the quickest, most cost-effective way.  I doubt we’ll see another Iolanthe any time soon, if ever.  Regular Fleet admirals probably howled at the idea of a special ops battlecruiser in the first place.  So I can’t quite discount the justification of wartime requirements trumping private ownership, let alone our betters overriding the word of a captain who didn’t have the authority to give it.”

“What are you going to do?”  

“Hope we somehow find a lead in the next forty-eight to seventy-two hours.  Then, I can claim hot pursuit.  If we find Fennon’s crewmates, we can turn the ship back to them, no harm, no foul.”

“You’d take Kattegat Maru along on a hot pursuit?  She’s not a warship under the skin like Iolanthe.”

The question wasn’t so much skepticism on Holt’s part, but more his doing a first officer’s job by analyzing the factors and forcing her to do the same.

“I’m open to alternative suggestions, Zeke, but yeah.  We can’t just leave her here or send her off to port by herself.”

“I suppose not.  Although, it might be instructive if only to see who shows up to find her if our working theory is correct.”

“Or we could leave a stealth probe that’ll do the same job without exposing Kattegat Maru to any new dangers.”

“Or we could do that.  I’ll have one prepared, just in case.”
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— Seven —

 

 

Cullop found Carrie Fennon alone in the crew mess, nursing a lukewarm tea.  The young woman glanced up and put on a weak smile, then turned her eyes back at the milky brown dregs in her cup.  Cullop went to the samovar, poured herself a healthy serving and, disdaining any additives, wandered over to where Fennon sat at a scarred plastic table.  It probably dated back to Kattegat Maru’s original configuration, well before either of them was born.

“Care for company?”

“You’re the captain, Captain.”  Fennon jerked her chin at a vacant chair without looking up.

“How’s your morale, Carrie?”

Fennon essayed a dismissive shrug.  It came across as a jerky, unconvincing gesture.

“I’m breathing air instead of vacuum, I’m surrounded by the Navy and the Army, and so far my family still owns Kattegat Maru.  For an independent trader picked over by pirates, it couldn’t be better.”

“Things could always be better.  Or worse.  At least that’s been my experience.  I was a starship baby too.  My parents, they owned a nice little two-hander called Juliette and raised me to be a merchant spacer.  I passed my watch-keeping certificate six weeks after turning seventeen.  The Guild examiner was impressed.  Then, the day I turned eighteen, my parents farmed me out to Smyrna Shipping as the sixth officer on a container ship, to get experience in the big leagues before they retired and gave me Juliette.  I made it to third officer before those damned boneheads invaded.  The Navy took my ship into service as an auxiliary transport, along with the entire crew.  And that was the end of my civilian career.”

“What are your folks doing these days?”  Fennon’s question seemed pro forma as if to show she wasn’t snubbing her new captain, though Cullop knew she would rather be left to fret about her mother in silence.

“They’re probably dead.  Or at least I hope they are and not serving as human chattel for some alien asshole hundreds of light years away.  Juliette vanished a long time ago out in the Shield Sector.  I figure reivers caught up with her.”

Fennon’s head came up, and she stared at Cullop in stunned silence for a few moments.

“I’m sorry.”

“So am I.  But my father enjoyed taking chances.  He pushed the odds by going where no one else would because it paid so well.  Until his luck ran out.  If they hadn’t sent me to work for Smyrna, you and I wouldn’t be talking, so he made at least one good decision in his life, other than marrying my mother.”

“What will you do after the war?”

“Stay in the Navy, if they’ll keep me.  It’s been a good hitch so far, and anyone could do a lot worse than serve under Captain Dunmoore.  She’s not exactly a by-the-book skipper.”

Cullop took a sip of tea and repressed a grimace.  It wasn’t particularly good.  Over-brewed, bitter and excessively tannic.

“But she gets things done.  And right now, what she wants to do is find Katie’s crew and passengers.  Problem is, we don’t know where the pirates went, and without at least a clue, the captain will receive orders to bring your ship to the nearest port before returning to her regular duties.  What happens after that will be between your lawyers and the Navy’s.”

Fennon’s face twisted into a scowl.  “I’m not giving Katie to the Navy.  I’ll scuttle her before that happens.”

“Then help Captain Dunmoore help you, Carrie.  She doesn’t want to give your ship away either, but she’s a Navy officer, and we’re in a war.  Personal preferences don’t come into it.”

A derisive snort.  Then, “How the hell am I supposed to help?  I was stuck in a damned cubbyhole.”

“We think the pirates tagged Katie and followed her here, where they could ambush you with no one noticing.  And it probably happened at one of the outposts that aren’t supposed to exist, the sort where merchant captains make their profits off the books.  Pirates hang around those places between raids.”

When Cullop saw Fennon’s expression turn to stone, she chuckled.

“I overheard a lot of talk in various Guild saloons during my time with Smyrna Shipping.  Never visited them myself.  Smyrna didn’t sail beyond the Commonwealth sphere, and Juliette worked along the Shield Sector’s outer edge, not around here.  Want to know what I think?  Your crew and the passengers are headed for one of those outposts right now.  Maybe the same one where the pirates tagged this ship.”
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