
THE PATH

OF DUTY

Siobhan Dunmoore Book 2

[image: image]

Eric Thomson


The Path of Duty

Copyright 2015 Eric Thomson

All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

Published in Canada

By Sanddiver Books

ISBN: 978-09948200-3-7 



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


— ONE —

[image: image]




The insistent thrum of the action stations siren wrenched Commander Siobhan Dunmoore from her slumber with a heart-stopping jolt.  For a few panicked seconds, her brain dredged up the horror of the nightmares that still occasionally resurfaced to plague her.

Though the near destruction of the battleship Victoria Regina by the Shrehari Commander Brakal was a year in the past, she still felt a keen sense of loss for her captain and friend, as well as for so many of the crew.  The urgent pulse of the call to battle on that fateful day endured as one of her darkest memories.  She remained particularly vulnerable when her defenses were down, as they were now, her mind hovering between reality and the murky depths of sleep.

She instinctively took a few deep breaths and came to full consciousness, eyes darting around her darkened quarters aboard the missile frigate Stingray, the ship she had commanded all these long months mainly spent on the most boring patrol routes, far from the maelstrom of interstellar war.

Almost without thought, she sprang up and pulled on her battledress, not even pausing to do up the tunic as she headed for the bridge deep inside the frigate's hull, dodging crewmembers as they raced to their stations.  Unless the first officer had decided to call a drill without informing her, this was the first real call to action in a long time, ever since the heavily damaged ship fled the Cimmeria system after destroying the better part of a Shrehari convoy and fatally damaging Brakal's cruiser.

Though it had been a satisfying revenge for his savaging of Victoria Regina, Stingray had suffered enough abuse under Brakal's guns to be relegated to a backwater of the Commonwealth, far from the front lines of the almost six-year-old war against the Shrehari Empire.

The memories of the past and the thoughts of the present crowded each other, fighting for space with the growing excitement at the prospect of action, any sort of action.  The Shrehari were hundreds of light years away, and reivers, smugglers, and other unsavory elements were too canny to cross a Navy ship's wide sensor net.  Moments later, she was through the door to the bridge.

“Status,” Dunmoore demanded as she headed for the command chair.

The officer of the watch, Lieutenant Kowalski, stepped aside and made a signal to the petty officer at the gunnery console.

“We’ve intercepted a distress signal from the freighter Nikko Maru, Black Nova Shipping Line.  She's being pursued by a pair of unidentified ships who've forced her out of hyperspace,” Kowalski replied in a clipped, precise tone.

At that moment, a three-dimensional tactical schematic appeared on the main screen as 'Banger' Rownes brought up all of the available data.  Commander Dunmoore glanced at the newly minted petty officer third class, glad to see that the former gun captain had settled nicely into her new role.  Then she quickly scanned the information.

“For once, we're in interception range,” a gruff voice commented behind Dunmoore.

She turned and winked at her first officer, who had just stepped onto the bridge, slightly out of breath.

“I think we can get this one, Mister Pushkin.”

Dunmoore was not quite smiling, but her crew could feel the excitement of the chase oozing from her every pore.  Weeks of futile patrols had redefined tedium as something you would not wish on your worst enemy.

Sub-Lieutenant Sanghvi, the junior navigation officer, piped up, “I have a minimum time jump solution, captain, with emergence one hundred thousand kilometers from projected position.”

A jump plot appeared on the screen, and Dunmoore glanced at Pushkin.  The first officer nodded in agreement.

“Very well.”  She pointed at the quartermaster, Petty Officer Takash.  “Helm, engage.”

The young woman touched her control panel and sent Stingray into hyperspace, a transition that triggered the usual jump nausea.  When it passed, Siobhan rose from her chair.

“Set the conditions at 'weapons free' Mister Pushkin, and have the crew go to full battle stations when we're five minutes out.  We're coming in ready for a fight.”

*
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Stingray collapsed her hyperspace bubble very close to the plotted position of the Nikko Maru, and as the transition nausea wore off, Dunmoore grinned at her sailing master.

“You've really got young Sanghvi doing well, Mister Tours.”

Then she turned to Lieutenant Syten, who had joined the crew as the new gunnery officer several months earlier, and raised a questioning eyebrow.  The young woman's fingers danced over her console, and a new tactical schematic appeared on the main screen.

“The Nikko Maru seems to be adrift.  She's not showing any coherent engine emissions.  The two ships near her have very high power emissions, but scan as relatively small vessels, no larger than sloops.”

“Over-engined and probably over-gunned,” the first officer commented, narrowing his hooded eyes at the data on the display.  “Seems to me no honest ship goes around wasting that much power.”

“Concur, sir,” Syten replied.  “I can't find a match in our database.  I've therefore designated them as Tango One and Tango Two.”

“They've spotted us,” Petty Officer Rownes called out.  “Their power emissions have spiked.  We're being painted by targeting sensors.”

“I see a shuttle leaving the Nikko Maru, heading for Tango Two,” she added a moment later.

No sooner had those words left her mouth that the crew of Stingray watched in horror as the two tangos opened fire on the defenseless freighter with their plasma guns.

“I have a firing solution,” Syten announced, her hand raised above her head.

“Four birds, two per tango,” Dunmoore ordered.  “Mister Guthren, maintain current acceleration.”

“Aye, maintain current acceleration,” he replied.  Guthren was Stingray's coxswain, the senior enlisted man and Chief of the Ship.  Dunmoore trusted him at the helm of the frigate as she trusted no other.  He had been her coxswain in the opening days of the war when she had taken command of the auxiliary scout Don Quixote. 

Faint vibrations coursed through the warship's hull as four anti-ship missiles erupted from their launchers and sped off toward the targets.

“Sir, they've launched at us,” Rownes calmly announced.  “Two birds.  I read them as Shrehari-built.”

Dunmoore frowned as if puzzled.

“Do those ships look Shrehari to anyone?” she asked the bridge at large.

“Sir,” Syten ventured, “the ships' emissions are too clean for Shrehari power systems.  On the other hand, Shrehari ordnance is probably easier to obtain in the Coalsack badlands.”

“Concur,” Pushkin said.

“They've come about and are running.”  Rownes pushed new data on the screen.

“And the Nikko Maru?”

“Still there, captain,” Syten replied.  “Some extra damage to the drive sections, but she still looks relatively intact.  Our jamming some birds up the tangos’ skirts seems to have saved the freighter from getting wrecked.”

The secondary screen showed bright flashes as the point defense guns fired but the action registered only briefly in Dunmoore's mind, as did the disappearance of the two icons representing the raiders' missiles when the plasma bursts vaporized them into atoms.  Something bothered her about the weak salvo and the ease with which her gunners had destroyed the enemy birds.  Shrehari missiles might not be quite as good as the newest human ones, but they were still very effective, as Dunmoore and the crew of Stingray knew only too well.  Their last encounter with Shrehari weaponry at Cimmeria had almost spelled the end for the frigate.  It had been nothing short of a miracle that they made it home with so few casualties.

“They've opened up on our missiles,” Rownes stated.  “No hits.”

“Powering up jump drives, sir!”

Dunmoore leaned forward in her chair as if she could close the distance with the raiders through sheer force of will.  She fought her urge to give orders in preparation for a stern chase.  The Nikko Maru was now her first responsibility.

“Scan the freighter, Mister Syten.”

She caught herself drumming her fingers on her thigh as she watched the distance between Stingray and the raiders increase.  It would not do to look fidgety, she thought, scolding herself.  Manic, unhinged, aggressive, no problems, but captains should never fidget.

“No life signs on board, sir.  Engines are severely damaged.  Looks like one of the raiders forced her out of hyperspace with a torpedo.”

Dunmoore and Pushkin glanced at each other in astonishment.  Torpedoes were notoriously hard to fire accurately, were very expensive, and took up way too much space on a ship.  They were definitely not something an ordinary pirate carried, but they were the only weapon that could collapse a hyperspace bubble and force a ship back to sublight, where missiles could be used to burn out its shields before plasma guns punched through its hull.

“Either they've killed everyone on board, or they've taken them,” Pushkin said, anger and disgust filling his eyes.

“They’ve jumped on a line straight into the badlands,” Rownes reported.

“Very well.  Mister Tours, plot a course to overtake them.  Perhaps we can teach these pirates a lesson or two in torpedo sniping.”

She heard Pushkin clear his throat very softly and turned to look at him, tilting her head.

“Standing Order Fifty-Three, captain.”

“Also known as the Pirate Protection Act, Number One?”  Her voice suddenly dripped with acid.  Everyone hated Standing Order Fifty-Three since it forbade pursuit beyond the recognized limits of Commonwealth space without authorization from a flag officer.  

Some maintained that it existed to keep reckless or overly aggressive captains from plunging headlong into parts of space where support would be non-existent and the risk of ambush high.  Most, like Dunmoore, thought it was to protect the investments of the rich and well connected.  Things could be done in places like the Coalsack badlands that one could never do in the Commonwealth, and the very wealthy tended to have the ear of senators and admirals.  Less now, perhaps, after years of stalemated war, but still enough to make Dunmoore seethe when she let herself think about it.

“We’ll just see where this goes for the moment, Gregor,” she replied, her voice once more under control.  No matter what she personally thought about orders from the Admiralty, she had to be careful in front of the crew.  They took their cues from her, good or bad.

“The definition of where our recognized sovereignty ends and unclaimed space begins is a tad flexible in this sector.  As long as we don't actually enter the Coalsack itself...”  She knew she was stretching the point a bit too far.  The nebula in question was so deep in unclaimed space that no one would consider it even close to the fringes of the Commonwealth.

“I have a jump solution, sir,” the sailing master pointed at a side display.

Dunmoore and Pushkin studied it for a few seconds.

“Excellent.  Cox’n, get us oriented and prepare to engage hyperdrives.”

In moments, Guthren's deft use of Stingray's attitudinal thrusters had shifted her course and pointed her toward their quarry.  Then, jump nausea gripped them as they left normal space again.

“A stern chase is a long chase, Number One.”  Dunmoore rose from her chair and ran long, bony fingers through graying copper hair as she straightened her slender, almost rangy body.  She wore thin black leather gloves, a souvenir from the injuries she sustained when the cruiser Sala-Ad-Din, in which she had been the second officer, was destroyed a few years earlier.  Her left hand had sustained burns that had almost, but not quite crippled her.

“Shall we repair to my ready room?  I have the urge for a cup of coffee.”

Pushkin nodded, getting up from his station.  He knew his captain well enough by now to understand she did not want to be seen fretting in public.  That and her theory about the effects a relaxed and confident command team had on a crew under combat stress.  It had been a hard learning experience for the first officer because they had not exactly started out well when Dunmoore took command of the frigate. 

It could perhaps have been worse, but Pushkin could not quite see how.  Stingray had been a disgrace to the Fleet the day Dunmoore had stepped on board, and while the previous captain bore most of the blame, he had his part in bringing the frigate to that state, small as it might have been, and Pushkin never let himself forget it.  If he had shown more courage in standing up to Commander Forenza, he might not have lost the respect of the officers and crew.  It was something he had fought hard to regain ever since.

“You have the bridge, Mister Kowalski.”  Dunmoore nodded at the signals officer before turning aft.  Pushkin shook off his thoughts of what had been and followed her.

Lieutenant Kathryn Kowalski watched her captain's retreating back thoughtfully as she took the command chair.  She had overheard her exchange with Pushkin concerning Standing Order Fifty-Three.  Like most spacers, she considered the fetters on the Navy’s freedom to pursue as nothing more than political corruption, but it was yet another opinion she kept to herself.

Life since Dunmoore had taken over had without a doubt become more entertaining.  Where the late and unlamented Commander Forenza had worked hard to avoid battle, Dunmoore pursued it with relish.  Their near-death experience in the Cimmeria system had not dulled her edge and neither, it seemed, had the boredom of patrolling a backwater.  The morale of the crew had certainly changed so much for the better that they were not recognizable as the dispirited bunch they had once been.
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Dunmoore dropped into her chair and put her booted feet up on the desk while Pushkin busied himself at the urn.  Her part-time steward and bodyguard was at his primary duty station with the ship’s security division under the second officer, Lieutenant Devall, who had been the frigate’s gunnery officer until his predecessor suffered the finality of a plasma round, fired by that same steward.  It had been a messy death, one that had covered Dunmoore with gore from head to toe, but that was preferable to what Lieutenant Drex had intended for her.

She gently shook her head at the memory of what had transpired during those tense weeks.  No wonder the war was stalemated when even junior officers were co-opted by the rot that permeated the Commonwealth’s centers of power.  She managed to nip off one small part of it while saving Stingray and her crew from an ignominious end, but it just continued on elsewhere.

Pushkin drew two mugs of coffee and handed one over to his captain.  She preferred it black and made a mock-disgusted face as he stirred in loads of cream and sweetener.

“You know, Gregor, if you wanted a candy bar, you could have asked.  I’m sure Vincenzo has some stashed around here.”

“I’m not convinced I’d want to raid any stockpile the man has set up for you.  It might be more than my life is worth,” Pushkin chuckled.

Leading Spacer Vincenzo’s loyalty to the captain was almost legendary and had been since the day she extinguished the last vestiges of the bullying that had been all too pervasive under her predecessor.  As one of the final victims of the callous brutality on the lower decks, she had taken his word over a petty officer who desperately needed to be stripped of his rank.  The Dunmoore Magic, he heard Guthren say after the coxswain had indulged in one too many drinks during shore leave.  The non-com in question had lost his stripes, and when the ship made port, his career in the Navy.

Pushkin studied her as he sipped his syrupy drink.  She looked less driven than she had when they brought Stingray home on a combination of hope, good luck, and hard work, and by the sacrifice of two unlikely heroes.  Brakal, the captain of Tol Vakash, had almost ended it for them.  He was a tough, tenacious, and cunning foe, yet an honorable one as well, a puzzling combination that twisted his prejudices against the alien Shrehari into a mental pretzel.

“Have you put on some weight?”  He asked mischievously, the hint of a smile playing on his lips.

“With Vincenzo’s insistence on rich Italian food, how could I not.  Even Viv Luttrell is happy that I’ve filled out a bit.  She hounded me long enough to eat more.”

Pushkin laughed at the mention of Stingray’s surgeon.  A draftee doctor from a frontier colony, she had a uniquely direct bedside manner.

Dunmoore unconsciously touched her hair.  Although she looked less gangly and tired than she had, the strands of gray had multiplied among her copper locks.  At thirty-five, she had more lines around her eyes and mouth than any woman who had not spent her career on starships.  If it were not for the intensity in her gray eyes and the quickness of her smile, she could have passed for someone much older.  Getting a few ships shot out from under you by the Shrehari would do that.

“How long do we keep up the chase?”  He finally asked.

“Until it either becomes apparent that we won’t close the gap, or we lose them.  They’re smaller than we are, but their engines are damn near as big as ours, which gives them the edge.  Those sloops seem to be very much like my old Don Quixote and in her, I could outrun anything short of an aviso delivering the latest secret dispatches from headquarters.  If we keep sight of their wake by some miracle, but get too close to the Coalsack, I’d have to break it off anyway.  That deep into the badlands, the admiral would have to take notice, and I haven’t exactly endeared myself to our new battle group commander.”  She sighed.

“Rear Admiral Quintana would have turned a blind eye,” Siobhan continued.  “He preferred aggressive pursuit over regulation fetishism.  I’m afraid Admiral Ryn isn’t quite cut from the same cloth.”

Pushkin grunted in assent.  That she could obliquely criticize the new commander of the 39th Battle Group in front of her first officer was ample testament to the trust that had grown between them.

“I haven’t made up my mind whether Admiral Ryn is a fetishist or more of a true believer,” he replied, weighing his words, “but I have no doubt she’ll be scrutinizing our logs the moment we report the pursuit.”  He grimaced.  “And we’ll certainly have to fill out all the requisite reports on the salvage of the Nikko Maru, lest there’s a hint of criticism from the shipping line and from Lloyd’s.”

Dunmoore groaned theatrically.

“Damn.  I hadn’t thought of that.  Just what I needed: more useless bureaucracy to fill my waking hours.”

“It’s not like we have much else to do outside of drills, drills, and more drills.”

“At least we have this little bit of diversion.”

Pushkin looked skeptical.  “I don’t hold much hope that we’ll catch up with them, and there are many uncharted or uninhabited systems in the sector to provide convenient hiding places.”

“Indeed.  Well, let’s see this one out as far as it goes.  We’re due for a return to port in a few weeks.  Perhaps a more interesting tasking will turn up once we’ve finished our tour out here.”

“From your lips to God’s ear, captain.  I never thought I’d hear myself say it, but I miss the Shrehari.  At least they’re predictable to a certain extent.”

“Unlike our new admiral?”  Dunmoore asked with a wicked gleam in her eye.

The first officer snorted as he shook his head in amusement.

“At least she’s no Kaleri,” he replied.  Rear Admiral Kaleri, their battle group commander when they were part of the 31st, had been in large part responsible for Stingray’s descent into hell before Dunmoore took command and indirectly responsible for the assassination attempt on Siobhan afterward.  Lieutenant Drex had been one of her creatures.

“Hopefully, there was only one of her in the Fleet,” Dunmoore said, shaking her head.  “Otherwise, this war will never end.”

“Considering how prim and proper Ryn appears to be, I doubt she’d be able to breach the slightest regulation, let alone routinely sell naval supplies to the security spooks to top up the family bank accounts, so I think we’re safe in our little corner of the Navy.”

Pushkin’s prediction was to be proven right.  After six hours without spotting a wake, it was clear that Stingray was not making any headway.  Dunmoore had the ship drop back into normal space to take a fix on their quarry and confirm their own position.

The two unidentified ships were no longer visible, be it as a disturbance in the fabric of normal space caused by their hyperspace bubbles, or as an emissions trail from their sublight engines.

Reluctantly, Siobhan ordered the frigate turned back toward her patrol route and the Nikko Maru.  It was time to see if anything could be salvaged from the abandoned wreck.

She tried hard not to picture bodies torn apart by scatterguns but her imagination left her no peace.  When Stingray emerged close to the last position of the derelict freighter, she ordered a boarding party made ready.  

Lieutenant Devall, as the second officer, would have the dubious pleasure of finding out whether the crew of the freighter had been killed or abducted.  She did not know what fate would be preferable.  Most humans kidnapped by raiders were never seen again.
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“If we hadn’t witnessed the tail end of the attack with our own eyes,” Dunmoore commented softly as she watched the video feed from the boarding party, “I’d have said we have another Mary Celeste on our hands.”

Pushkin glanced at her questioningly.

“Pre-spaceflight Earth sailing vessel.  She was found adrift in the Atlantic Ocean looking for all the world like the crew had just vanished into thin air.  The cargo was untouched, the crew’s personal effects were still all in their places, it had food, and water for months, and the ship itself was still seaworthy, if showing some evidence of rough use.  No one ever found out what happened to the people on board or why they had abandoned the ship.”

“We do know what likely happened to the crew of the Nikko Maru,” Syten offered, “but we don’t know why or where they’ve gone.”

“Indeed.”  Dunmoore nodded absently at the blonde gunnery officer.  Earnest to a fault, she would have to break her habit of stating the obvious if she wanted to progress in the Navy.  Perhaps Pushkin could have a quiet word again.

Devall and his boarding party had approached the freighter with the usual caution in the face of unknown circumstances, his shuttle making two complete circuits of the wreck’s exterior before gingerly locking onto an undamaged docking port.  Scans revealed nothing abnormal other than the absence of life and the presence of battle damage.  The ship was still pressurized although a small cloud of frozen gasses was slowly forming alongside the worst of the plasma scars.

“Captain,” he reported from the bridge compartment after going through the doomed vessel from stem to stern, “there are no dead bodies anywhere unless they’ve stashed them in the environmental sludge bins.  We can’t find traces of blood or other organics.  That doesn’t mean they’re not here, but there’s no evidence of a gross violation of the human body to be seen, be it by eyeball or scanner.”

One of the suited spacers from his party raised her armored gauntlet to attract his attention.  She sat at a worn and battered console.

“Sir,” Chief Petty Officer Second Class Foste, Stingray’s boatswain and second highest ranking non-com after Guthren said, “the ship’s data banks have been purged: no navigation charts, no bills of lading or crew manifests.  Nothing.”

“Had to have been done during the attack,” Devall mused.  “The cargo hold is full, and all cabins show signs of occupation.”

Before he could voice any further thoughts, Petty Officer Rownes, the other non-com in the boarding party, called out with a distinct tone of alarm in her voice.

“Lieutenant, I’m getting a power surge in the weapon system.”

“What?”  Devall turned toward her.

“The gun capacitors are filling, probably from the batteries, since the reactor’s pretty much gone.”

“What would cause this?”  Chief Foste asked

“More importantly,” Devall interjected, “why and for what reason?”

As Stingray’s former gunnery officer, he knew more about starship armament than anyone else in his party did, and something was not right.  His gut was giving him the subliminal alarm signals he learned to heed a long time ago.

“Okay, everyone,” Devall ordered after a few seconds of thought, “back to the shuttle, at the double.  What we’ve learned so far will have to do.”

With a sharp wave of his arm, he directed his spacers out of the bridge and into the corridor heading back to the airlock.  The last to leave, he had taken a single step out of the compartment when the freighter’s gunnery control circuits overloaded with a whine and blew apart, sending shards of metal and plastic flying.  Devall felt the impact of the debris on his suit and, after a moment’s surprised pause, ran behind the others.

A louder whine filled the air as the forward gun capacitors overloaded.  Without warning, they blew up, shaking the wreck.  On the bridge of Stingray, Dunmoore could see the turrets ejected from their blisters by the force of the explosions as the Nikko Maru began to shake itself apart.

The boarding party barely made it to the shuttle when the keel gun turrets vaporized in a flash, breaking the ship’s back.  For a few tense moments, they struggled to release the docking clamps while the ship’s batteries, overloaded in turn by the energy feedback, detonated with enough force to crack the aft hull wide open.

Under Devall’s calm leadership, they managed to clear their moorings and accelerate away from the disintegrating freighter without incurring further damage.

“What in the name of the seven gods of Parsatut was that?”  Foste cursed when the adrenaline rush ebbed, and she understood how close it had been.

She realized that her spacesuit’s radio was switched to the open frequency when Dunmoore’s voice came on.

“Either a very strange coincidence, chief or a cunning trap.  What do you think, Mister Devall?”

The second officer looked lost in thought as his heart slowed back to a more normal tempo, now that the immediate danger had passed.  After almost a minute of silence, during which the boxy shuttlecraft slowly approached Stingray’s hangar doors, he cleared his throat.

“Every weapon system produced in the Commonwealth has fail-safes to avoid overloading gun capacitors.  For several separate capacitors to go critical and blow in very close succession defies belief.  No one in his right mind disarms the fail-safes.”

“The last explosion was from the engine compartment, likely the batteries themselves,” Syten added.

“Aye, that would make sense,” Devall nodded, “but only if the flow regulator diodes have been removed.  Our chief engineer can confirm this, but all power conduits are protected from backwash by diodes, no matter what they’re feeding.”

“If it was a trap, what might have triggered it?”  Dunmoore asked.

“Chief Foste digging in the data banks would be my guess,” the second officer replied.  “She’s the only one who accessed the ship’s systems.”

“Could be we tripped a sensor somewhere,” Rownes suggested.  “Not hard to do.”

“It’s a possibility, but it takes a lot of forethought to set up a booby trap like that.”  Devall sounded skeptical.

“So does planting a software trigger,” Foste replied.  “We caught them on the run, sir.  I’d say the chances that they went in with the trap already planned and either the code or the sensor primed, are pretty good.”

“Which then begs the question,” Dunmoore tapped her fingertips on her chin, lost in thought, “were they targeting us specifically, or did they booby trap the freighter on general principles.”

“Even paranoids have enemies,” Pushkin reminded her.  “Our presence in this part of space isn’t exactly a state secret.”

“Indeed.”  She nodded.  “Mister Devall, once your party’s back on board we’ll do a full debriefing in the conference room.  I know HQ will want a comprehensive report because as sure as the universe is destined to end with a whimper, the Black Nova Line is going to be screaming mad we didn’t rescue the Nikko Maru.  Dunmoore, out.”

She turned to Kowalski.

“Kathryn, run a deep analysis of the telemetry from the boarding party.  Let’s see if there’s something they might have missed.  Mister Guthren, take us out to one hundred kilometers.  I’d rather not have to dodge wreckage until we get instructions for the disposal of the remains.”

“Can’t see anything other than being told to turn the large chunks into small chunks,” the first officer said, shrugging.

“Perhaps, Gregor but the owners could just as well want to recover parts.”

He snorted.  “I can’t see Black Nova being that hard up, captain.  They have a reputation for getting some sweet contracts from various government agencies, including the Navy, and their owners are said to be very well connected.”

“True.  Nonetheless, until the Nikko Maru becomes a hazard to navigation, it’s not our decision to make.”

Dunmoore frowned as another thought occurred to her.

“Mister Syten, go through our database and see if there are any other reports of pirates, reivers, marauders or whatever, booby trapping a ship they captured and leaving it for some unfortunate salvager or naval crew.”

“So you do think we might have been targeted?”  Pushkin looked skeptical.

“I ask myself why,” she replied, “if I knew a frigate was in the area, I’d take the time to set my prey up for self-destruct.  If all I wanted were the people on board, then I’d take them and jump out as fast as possible.”

“Perhaps for the same reasons I’d take the time to purge the databanks.”  The first officer remained unconvinced.

“Indeed, Number One.  But what are those reasons?”

*
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“Captain, it was eerie,” the second officer recounted, “just like that ghost ship story.”

He had changed out of his spacesuit and back into battledress before joining the others in the ship’s small conference room.  A few minor bruises from the explosion were the only physical mementos of his boarding party action.

“The Mary Celeste?”

“No, sir.”  He shook his head slowly.  “I can’t say I’ve heard of that one.  I was thinking about the story of the abandoned passenger liner that was supposedly found drifting in interstellar space back, oh, a hundred years ago, I guess.”

“The Batavian Princess,” Pushkin said, slowly nodding while his memory dredged up the details.  “As I recall that one was debunked as a story told to scare lazy navigators.”

“Cargo?”  Dunmoore asked, trying to forestall a lengthy debate between the first and second officers.  Both were aficionados of historical accounts and would endlessly debate unresolved mysteries if left to their own devices.

“Outwardly, nothing unusual.  The cargo hold doors were sealed, and when we entered, we didn’t find a single container that looked out of place.  I don’t know what can be profitable enough to bring back from the Coalsack, but if it warrants the expense of the long haul, you’d think our friendly neighborhood pirates would like some of it.”

“Lack of time, I’d say,” Pushkin replied.

“Perhaps, sir, but they hadn’t even looked at the cargo.  If I were a reiver, my first order of business after securing a freighter’s crew would be to see what I’d caught.  As I said, no one entered the cargo holds.  They had the shipper’s seals from their last port of call still on them.”

Dunmoore looked at her officers, eyes narrowing as she turned Devall’s information over in her mind.

“Would it be fair to say, then,” she asked, “that whatever the pirates were after was likely human or data?”

Devall nodded.  “Or something that they knew wasn’t stored in the holds.  I can’t see anything else being plausible.”

“Did the analysis show anything, Kathryn?”

The signals officer shook her head.

“Our first pass showed nothing that we didn’t already know.  The computer is running additional recursive analyses, but I doubt we’ll get any joy.”

“So we have no idea how the freighter was set to self-destruct.  It could have been on a timer for all we know, rather than triggered by the boarding party.”

“Aye, captain,” Devall shrugged.  “I suppose we could dig through the debris by hand and see what we can find, but for my money, it was triggered via the computer by a given event.  Whether it was us opening the airlock, Chief Foste digging in the data banks or PO Rownes looking at the gunnery console cross-eyed, we’ll probably never know.  All I can tell for sure is that someone took the time to disable the diodes and set the weapons capacitors to blow via feedback from the batteries.  That takes engineering know-how and planning.”

Dunmoore pursed her lips, eyes boring into the bulkhead as if the answers lay on the other side.

“Let’s try this on for size.”  She looked at her chief engineer, Lieutenant Commander Kutora.  “How long do you think it would take to rig the Nikko Maru as she was rigged, considering they’re evacuating passengers, wiping the databanks and planting a trigger mechanism?  Would they have enough time in the interval between when we received the distress call, assuming the reivers boarded soon after, and the time we saw them boost out?”

Kutora scratched his gray beard, eyes narrowed in thought.  He had taken Tiner’s place during Stingray’s refit and was competent enough or Dunmoore would not have kept him.  But where the former chief engineer had been a nervous, self-effacing woman, Kutora was a brusque, opinionated, and abrasive man.  Somehow, Dunmoore could not see him sacrificing his life for the ship in the way Tiner did, to let them escape the Shrehari assault force in the Cimmeria system.  She tried to tell herself she was likely doing him an injustice, but Dunmoore just could not warm to the man as she had to most of the other officers and ratings.

“Well,” he finally drawled, “I can’t see it happening that fast.  Not and be sure the beastie’s going to blow.  Rigging the capacitors to overload isn’t just a matter of entering a few command strings into the computer.  You need to send a tech to pull the diodes for each of them, and physically rig the feedback loops to the batteries.”

As much as Devall seemed to want to disagree, having never warmed to Kutora either, he nodded.

“I concur, captain.”

“Which means the distress signal was sent some time after the Nikko Maru’s capture.”

“Aye, I can’t see it happening any other way.”

“Thank you, Mister Kutora.  That helps, if only to deepen the mystery.  We’ll see if Lieutenant Syten finds any similar incidents, but I doubt it.  I’ve never come across pirates, reivers or marauders deliberately setting a trap like that.”

“Which, I suppose,” Pushkin said, “brings us back to the question of whether we were specifically targeted or were just the first ones on the spot.”

“If we were deliberately targeted,” Devall replied, “then there’s a leak somewhere.  Our general patrol area isn’t secret, but our daily position and course reports to HQ, are classified.  If we’d been at the far end of our chunk of space, someone else might have been first on the spot.”  He shrugged.

“Or it could just have been addressed to ‘any naval vessel, with love, signed Coalsack reiver clan’ and not to us in particular.”  Pushkin sounded fatalistic.  “We’ll probably never know, but if they sent out the distress call after the capture, as the timings seem to indicate, they were trying to lure someone into a trap, even if it wasn’t specifically Stingray.”

When no one else ventured a new theory, Siobhan rose and nodded at her officers.

“Alright, folks, now I get to finalize the report to HQ.  Thanks for the brainstorm.”

*
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It was four bells in the forenoon watch the next day when the intercom in Dunmoore’s ready room chimed.

“Captain, incoming transmission from HQ.  I’ve queued it to your console.”

“Finally,” she smiled wryly at Pushkin over the chessboard.  “The blessed time lag can be just as annoying as it can be a good thing.  I truly like having my tactical freedom, but I wish that when I really have to go back to the admiral for orders, it was a bit more instantaneous.” 

Pushkin snorted.

“You can’t have it both ways, skipper.  I would suggest that patience with the lag is better than having Admiral Ryn instruct you on what the galley is to serve for supper tonight.”  He moved his queen.  “Check, I believe.”

“Who knows?  Perhaps those instructions are included in the transmission.”  She frowned at the board.  “Damn.  Gregor, am I right to assume that you’ll have me mated in three moves?”

“At most, captain,” Pushkin smiled.  “You’re still a bit too impatient.”

“Rebuke noted, Number One.”  She shook her head.  Her first officer had turned out to be a superb chess player and had taught her a lot during the long tedious hours patrolling the frontier.  While he could not teach her patience, she was gradually making his victories less easily won.  She tapped the screen on the edge of her desk and called up the message.

“We’re to scuttle the Nikko Maru, or at least what’s left of it.  I think a full battle stations drill with live fire exercise would be appropriate.  I’ll not waste a missile, so gunnery practice is the order of the day – independent firing by turrets under Lieutenant Syten’s control.  Young Jeneva can use a bit of freedom to develop her self-confidence.”

As she drained her coffee, another thought struck her.

“If I recall correctly, the Mary Celeste was also scuttled.  Insurance fraud, I believe.”

“Do you think...?”  Pushkin shook his head.  “Nah, it couldn’t be.”

“Why not?  Look at it this way: we’re going to atomize the wreck.  No forensic investigation is ever going to find the truth after that.”

The first officer put the chess pieces back into the velvet-lined box, lost in thought.

“It is just me,” he said as he closed the lid, “or is this getting stranger and stranger?”

Dunmoore shrugged.

“It’s a big universe.  It could all be a simple, honest reiver attack, with no malice aforethought.”

The look she gave Pushkin told him that she did not believe it either.
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— THREE —
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“Secure from battle stations, Mister Pushkin, and resume patrol route.”  Siobhan Dunmoore ordered.  “Mister Kowalski, report to HQ that the Nikko Maru has been comprehensively destroyed.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

“The gunners thoroughly enjoyed it,” Lieutenant Syten remarked after placing the ship’s weapons back on standby.

“And I enjoyed watching them.  You may pipe ‘up spirits’ for the best gun crew.”

“Aye, sir.  That would be Leading Spacer Demianova and her second.”

“Excellent.”  Dunmoore watched the smile growing on Petty Officer Rownes’ face.  She had been Demianova’s gun captain until her promotion, and the two of them had survived some harrowing hours locked in their turret during the pursuit at Cimmeria.

“You obviously taught her well, Rownes.”  The captain nodded, grinning back at the gunner’s mate.

“Thank you, sir.”  The older woman’s eyes shone with open pride.  Her promotion to petty officer third class had been unexpected but her performance since then had more than justified Dunmoore’s confidence.  Rownes had been one of the few ratings willing to tell her new captain the truth and thereby help right the wrongs left by Commander Forenza.

Just then, the ship’s bell rang eight times, marking the noon hour and Siobhan realized that she was famished.  Breakfast, such as it had been, was already long gone.

“I believe you have the watch, Mister Syten.”

“I do sir,” she replied, rising to take the command chair from Dunmoore.

“I relieve you.”  Syten formally announced.

“I stand relieved.”

Dunmoore quickly dropped her emergency gear off and headed aft toward the wardroom.  Though her early days with her officers had been thorny at best, if not downright stormy, she had managed to gain enough of their trust and respect to earn a standing invitation to take her meals and her leisure in the officers’ private preserve.

By custom, the captain of a warship could only enter the wardroom when invited.  This afforded the officers a modicum of privacy and a place where they could discuss whatever issues they wished, within proper limits, without worrying that their captain would overhear.  She limited herself to taking her meals in the wardroom and left them alone the rest of the time.  If nothing else, it meant one of the stewards did not have to carry a tray to her quarters three times a day.  There was enough work on a frigate already; she did not need to add private catering to the list.

The wardroom attendant was laying out cold food, in a ‘make your own sandwich’ line as she walked in.  During battle stations, he and the cook had their damage control duties, and that meant no hot food for an hour or so until the kitchen was brought back online.

Lieutenant Viv Luttrell, the ship’s surgeon, was already there, putting together a thick roast beef on a kaiser.  For all that it was vat grown, the meat looked remarkably tasty.  She dropped a large glob of horseradish on it before closing the sandwich with the other half of the bun.  Then she turned around and smiled.

“Good morning, or rather good afternoon, captain.  I gather the drill went well.  No broken bones or bruises from incautious crew members to report from sickbay.”

Dunmoore smiled back before turning to the buffet table.

“They’re getting better at not tripping over themselves in a rush to beat the clock.”

“Indeed.  It keeps my life rather boring, but it beats the alternative.”

Siobhan sat across from the older woman.  Luttrell’s dark hair had gained a further dusting of gray after Cimmeria, but the laugh lines around her green eyes and her thin-lipped mouth had deepened.  She, like most on board, was finding life much more enjoyable of late.  The exhilaration of battle rarely balances out the sheer terror of dying messily and quiet patrols suited them fine after years of war.

“Doc,” she asked around a mouthful of corned beef on rye, “didn’t you used to practice on this frontier?”

“That I did.  The last place I lived before they drafted me into the Navy was Ariel Colony.  I spent five years there.  Before that, I was on Parth for a couple of years.  Beautiful places if you like life with a techno-primitive edge, but they forced me to become a hands-on doctor instead of relying on fancy gadgetry to diagnose my patients.”

The surgeon’s reply was light, relaxed.  They had not exactly started out on the right foot the day Siobhan had come aboard.  She found her and two other officers gambling in the wardroom, in violation of Navy regulations, looking like they had been wearing the same uniforms for a week.  But for all that Luttrell was a draftee, she knew her business and had saved many spacers at Cimmeria, who might otherwise have died from their injuries.

“Ariel is about six light years spinward from our current position, and Parth ten light years in the other direction, which means this is likely the closest to home you’ve been since you entered the Service.”

Luttrell swallowed the last of her sandwich and took a sip of tea.

“Any reason you’re skipping down my personal memory lane, sir?”

The captain sat back in her chair, slowly chewing her food and nodded.  When she’d cleared her mouth, she said, “I’m trying to figure out why the Nikko Maru incident just keeps gnawing at me.”

“You’re not the only one.  I’d say pretty much the entire crew is wondering what the universe is coming to when reivers take the time to booby trap captured ships.”

“Glad to see Stingrays are wide awake, Doc.  Let me ask you this.  In all your years in this sector, did you ever get much piracy?”

Luttrell frowned in thought and then shook her head.

“Can’t say that we did.  Smuggling, absolutely.  Pretty much a national sport on the frontier.  Customs evasion, obviously.  But never any raids on mining colonies in the asteroids or on the main colonies themselves.  I don’t remember hearing much about piracy.”

“No incidents of slave taking then, I gather?”

“Nope, definitely not.  Anything like that would have been reported by every news service in existence, and I would have remembered.”

“That’s what I figured.  Slavery is mostly confined to the Shield Cluster, not the Coalsack.”

Luttrell’s nodded knowingly.

“And so you’re wondering why the crew and passengers of the Nikko Maru were taken?  They didn’t struggle much if that’s any help to you.  I reviewed Devall’s scans, and there were no blood traces.  Whatever it was, they went quietly enough to avoid violence.”

“A couple of scatter guns pointed in your direction have a very calming effect,” Siobhan answered dryly.

“I guess they do.”

The two finished their meal in companionable silence as the other officers straggled in and made their own sandwiches.

“I suppose I’d better go draft that statement for the shipping underwriters,” Dunmoore finally said, rising from the table.

Luttrell laughed at her wry tone.

“Better you than me, skipper.”

*
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“Captain to the bridge.  We have a contact.”

Dunmoore put down the pad and rubbed her eyes with the thumb and index of her left hand.  The Navy floated on a sea of reports and returns.  If someone could find a way to weaponize the Fleet’s bureaucracy, the war would end rather swiftly.  She doubted her Shrehari counterparts had to deal with this much useless writing, though thankfully, they had their own problems, such as the Tai Kan, the governing council’s secret police.

“On my way.”

Life on patrol had become so ineffably tedious that she had left orders to be called whenever something, anything, happened to break the monotony.  Even talk about the Nikko Maru incident had dwindled over the intervening days, though her officers had not forgotten it, least of all the second officer.

“Where?”  She asked as she stepped onto the bridge.

Devall, who had the watch, touched the screen embedded in the command chair’s arm and then stepped out of the way.

“Small vessel, on a direct course from the Coalsack.  His hyperspace bubble tripped our sensors.  We’re only a few light minutes away.”  He pointed at the tactical schematic on the main screen.  “Impossible to tell when he’s due to emerge, but most ships try to get a clean fix once they’re within our patrol sphere, so I’d venture at most within the next two hours.”

Lieutenant Devall, for all that he looked and spoke like an Earth aristocrat, was a competent, knowledgeable officer, not a two-legged adornment for some admiral’s salon.  He had been an excellent gunnery officer and was doing very well as the second officer.  Certainly Dunmoore did not have to worry about Devall trying to kill her, unlike his predecessor.

“What would be the most probable backtrack for this vessel?”

Devall leaned over the gunner’s mate of the watch and tapped a few commands into the console.  A dotted line appeared on the tactical schematic.

“Assuming he didn’t tack any more than necessary, he could be coming from any half dozen systems along this path, right into the Coalsack itself.  But I doubt he’d go that far.”

“Why?”  Dunmoore asked, her tone encouraging the second officer to continue.  The remainder of the duty watch looked at Devall with equal interest.

“The vessel’s jump bubble is tiny.  That means range limitations, unless he carries highly valuable and very small cargo, using most of the space on board for fuel.  Not very likely since the sector isn’t known for its exports.  Also, being small, he’s a more tempting target for pirates, and the deeper into the badlands, the riskier.  Pirates try to avoid coming near our sphere, and honest traders try to avoid going too deep into pirate territory.”

At those words, Dunmoore and everyone else present, including Devall, thought back to the attack on the Nikko Maru, which had occurred very close to patrolled space.

“Most of the time they avoid coming near,” he corrected himself, voicing the incongruity that had occurred to the others.  “The deeper into the badlands, the less civilization per se, and less civilization means fewer markets.  I’d say this ship probably didn’t go much further than the Psi Caeli system.  The one inhabited planet that supports our form of life, Psi Caeli IV, also known as Yotai, is pretty much at the outer edge of what constitutes civilization around here.”

Dunmoore applauded gently, a pleased smile on her face.  Devall nodded graciously as if it were his just due, at that moment every inch the aristocrat.

“Excellent analysis, lieutenant.”  She looked around the bridge at the rest of the watch.  “Mister Devall will now take questions.”

The comment earned her smiles from the crew.  How much difference a victory and the better part of a year make, she thought, recalling the sullen silence that had surrounded her during her first weeks on board.

“Sir,” the gunner’s mate raised his hand, “the contact has emerged.”

“Excellent.”  Dunmoore rubbed her hands in exaggerated anticipation.  “Signals, stand by to transmit that we are intercepting for identification and customs inspection.  They are to keep their current heading and speed.  Navigation, I think a micro jump would get us into real-time communications range.”

“Already plotted,” Sub-Lieutenant Sanghvi replied, earning a pleased grin from his captain.

“Off we go then.  Helm, engage!”

*
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“Unidentified ship on my port bow, this is the Commonwealth Navy frigate Stingray.  Maintain your present velocity and prepare for inspection.”  Kowalski, who had taken her station on the bridge during the short jump, as had every other member of the Alpha watch, Dunmoore’s ‘varsity team’, repeated the order.

“Stingray, this is the trader Alkris, Captain Shizuko Reade commanding,” a deep, yet feminine voice finally replied.  “I acknowledge your orders and am ready to receive your boarding party.  I assume you’ll be matching my course and speed?”

“You assume correctly, Captain Reade.  I note that your vessel is not broadcasting an identification beacon,” Dunmoore said.

“Sorry about that, Navy.  It’s turned off when I pass the limits of your patrol routes.  I should have turned it on the moment I dropped out of hyperspace, but I wanted to get a fix first and make sure this was home territory.  Then you appeared on top of me, and I didn’t know what to think.”

Dunmoore and Pushkin exchanged glances.  The first officer shrugged.

“Are you a crew of one, captain?”

“Yes.  Things always take a little longer when you have to do everything yourself.”

“Fair enough.  My second officer, Lieutenant Devall, will come across with a boarding party for the customs inspection.  Have your manifest, log, and cargo hold ready for examination.”

“Will do, Navy.  Keep your boarding party small.  I don’t have much room for visitors, especially if they’re in pressure suits or armor.”

“Very well.  Stand by, then.  Stingray, out.”  Dunmoore made a chopping motion and Kowalski cut the connection.

She touched the intercom.

“Second officer, this is the captain.”

“Devall here,” the answer came back seconds later.  The slightly muffled tone indicated that he was already suited up and talking via his helmet radio.

“The target seems legit.  Guns didn’t get any anomalous readings and her IFF, now that it’s been turned on, is registered with Lloyd’s, but do take the usual precautions nonetheless.  Try to see if you can get some intel from her, but keep it conversational.”

“Will do, captain.”

“Dunmoore, out.  Helm, match velocity with the Alkris and position us a kilometer off her starboard side.  Guns, keep her covered, but no active targeting for now.”

*
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Stingray’s shuttle clamped onto the trader’s airlock with a dull thump.  When the light above the hatch turned green, indicating the airlock was pressurized, Devall nodded at Chief Foste.  The bosun pulled the hatch open and stepped through.  As she did so, the hatch on the freighter slid aside, revealing a small, dark-haired woman with a seamed face and bright black eyes.  She wore a comfortable, well-used ship suit and calf-high boots.

“Welcome aboard, Navy,” she said as Foste lifted her helmet visor to show her face.  Shizuko Reade did not smile, but she seemed relaxed.

“Chief Petty Officer Foste, ma’am,” the tall boatswain replied.  She gestured behind her, “and that’s Lieutenant Devall.”

Reade nodded, her eyes taking in the young officer’s handsome features.

“Shall we do this?”  She asked.

“Ma’am,” Devall sketched a salute, “if you could show me a copy of your manifest, bills of lading and show Chief Foste to your cargo hold, we can get you cleared through quickly.”

“Of course, lieutenant.”

The Alkris was a small ship compared to something like the Nikko Maru, and the inspection was quick.

“You get lots of shipping hazards out there?”  Devall asked idly as he thumbed through the manifest on the pad she handed him.

“The odd ionic storm, I suppose.  Navigation can get trickier closer to the nebula, but I don’t go in that deep.”

“Because of the two-legged hazards?”

She nodded.  “Some of that beyond systems like Psi Caeli.”

“Your last port of call?”

“Yes.  There’s no profit in venturing deeper and too many rumors of technobarb pirate nests.”

“They sometimes venture closer, though,” Devall replied.  “We drove off a pair that caught and ultimately destroyed the Nikko Maru not long ago.  Took everyone off and booby-trapped it.”

Reade looked up at Devall with sudden interest in her eyes.

“I didn’t know that.  I last ran across her off Yotai as she was coming out of the badlands, headed for home.  I had just arrived with my inbound cargo.”  She called up her ship’s log and showed it to Devall.

The second officer glanced at the readout.

“You’re probably one of the last to see her then, ma’am.  By the time we got to her, it was too late.”

The merchant captain shivered for a second or two.

“You can never tell when it’s your turn, can you?  I knew her master from the odd time we were in port together, both in the Commonwealth and out there.  He always struck me as a smart, cautious man.”

She stared at her log blindly for a few moments.

“If it weren’t for the profits, I’d avoid the badlands altogether, but there’s precious little for a small operator like me on the safe star lanes.  The large shipping lines have the Commonwealth sewn up and did so even before the war.  Now it’s worse.  I can’t really afford to wait for convoys because every day at anchor is a drain on my narrow margin.  So for me, it’s here, away from the war or I might as well sell this old tub and take a third officer’s slot on a liner.”

“Your ship seems to have the engines to show any reiver a clean pair of heels.”  Devall tried to sound reassuring

“So long as he doesn’t snipe me out of hyperspace.”

Devall was about to note that torpedoes were not a pirate’s weapon of choice but remembered the damage on the Nikko Maru.  There was at least one torpedo-equipped pirate out there.

“Did you speak to the Nikko Maru’s captain the last time you saw him?”

“We exchanged hails.  The usual: how are you, where are you bound, where did you come from?”

“Did he say where was coming from?”

She thought for a few seconds.

“You know, now that I think of it, he was pretty cagey when I asked.  There aren’t many good ports beyond Yotai, at least none that I know of.”  She rubbed her cheek as she recalled the encounter.  “Another thing: he sounded like he was in a hurry.  He didn’t even land.  Just had the local factor drop off a few containers via shuttle.  I’d have thought a couple of hours on the surface of a reasonably safe planet was something the crew would have liked after spending time in the hind end of space.” 

She crossed her arms tightly and grimaced.  “I can’t really point at one single thing, but in retrospect everything put together makes the whole affair look pretty damned queer.  I wonder whether he wasn’t being pursued even then.”

Devall looked at her for a few moments and then shrugged.

“I guess we’ll never find out.”  Or more accurately, Captain Reade will never find out, he thought.  If I know our Siobhan, she’ll gnaw at this even harder than before, and she won’t stop until she is satisfied.

“That’ll be all then, ma’am.”  As he handed her the pad, he had an inspiration.  “Say, you wouldn’t perchance have some more accurate charts of the Coalsack sector than what the Navy issues?  Perhaps something you picked up out there?”

“I can give you a copy of what I use, though how much more accurate than Admiralty charts those are, I couldn’t say,” she replied, surprised and a little doubtful.

“Foste,” he called over his radio, “do we have any trading goods on the shuttle?”

“I think the purser keeps a case of Dordogne cognac stashed away just in case,” she replied.

Devall looked questioningly at Reade.

“One bottle is more than enough, lieutenant.  I’m alone here and don’t drink much, though a splash in my coffee when I’m cruising at FTL would be nice.”

“Done,” he smiled broadly.

*
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The ship’s clock sitting alone on a shelf in Dunmoore’s quarters softly chimed six bells.  She saved the latest report and looked up at the antique timepiece with the silhouette of a gaunt knight on its face.  A gift from the crew of her first command, the scout Don Quixote, it served as a reminder that she had the tendency to go tilting at windmills, something that did not always end well for her or those around her.

She knew that she should shower and climb into her bunk, now that it was eleven in the evening, but a certain restlessness still stirred within her.  The nightmares she suffered after bringing the wrecked battleship Victoria Regina home no longer plagued her and her injuries from that fight had long since healed.  What dreams she did get were all centered on their near-death experience escaping both Brakal and the Cimmeria Assault Force.

The intercom’s chime broke her train of thought.

“Officer of the watch to the captain.”

Siobhan reached over and touched the console.

“Dunmoore here, Mister Syten.”

“Sir, we’ve received orders from battle group.  We’re to head back to base at best speed upon receipt of the transmission.  The corvette Brynjar is on its way to relieve us.”

“Transmit an acknowledgment and pass the word for the sailing master.  I’d like us ready to jump within the hour.”

Pushkin was already on the bridge when Dunmoore arrived to confirm their course back to Starbase 39 with Lieutenant Tours.

“Calling us home a bit early, aren’t they, sir?”

His dark eyes, deeply set in a strong, square face showed healthy skepticism.  It was better than the bitterness they had held in the first few weeks of her command.  For all that Pushkin had been battered by the unfairness of her predecessor, he had grown into a superior first officer, and she hoped, a friend.

“A tad, yes.  I was just reviewing the latest status reports, and by my calculations, we still have at least five to six weeks of fuel on board, on top of the reserve, and other than the brace of missiles expended on the pirates and the ammo on the freighter, the shot lockers are almost full.”

“I suppose a few days ashore wouldn’t come amiss.”

“As long as no one gets into a scrap with the police again,” Dunmoore commented with a sardonic grin.  High-spirited spacers had a knack for finding trouble after a few drinks.

The coxswain grunted.

“After the last time, I think no one wants to see my face bailing them out.  The defaulters are still working off extra duties on the environmental scrubbers.  The stench of sludge will stay with them long enough they won’t want a taste of ale.”

“Captain,” the somber, solemn sailing master interrupted, “I have a best time course computed.”

“On screen.”

She studied the schematic and figures for a few moments then looked at Pushkin.

“Concur, sir.  The ionic storm reported between our current position and Beta Volans forces us around one way or the other, and that’s all there is to it.  It’ll add three days to our travel time, but this type of ionic storm has a habit of disrupting hyperspace bubbles in a very nasty way.”

The coxswain shuddered theatrically.  “Story is the Ragna tried to shave a few days off her transit a few years back when they sent her to investigate a reiver attack on Coriolanus, and skirted a storm too closely.  They found some debris and not much else.”

“A better explanation than telling the universe she was destroyed by space scum,” Pushkin replied, half in jest.  “Wouldn’t be good for the Navy’s image.”

“All’s I know, sir,” Guthren replied solemnly, “is that you won’t get me to helm the ship into a storm.  There’s that small matter of liking life.”

“Very well then, Mister Tours,” Dunmoore cut through the banter.  If she let them, Guthren and Pushkin could drag it beyond the sublime and into the ridiculous.  Another change for the better, annoying as it could be to the captain at times.  Guthren had felt nothing but contempt for the first officer in their early days aboard, but now, she suspected they conspired to tease her.

“Feed it to the helm and let’s be heading home.”

*
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Starbase 39’s spindle shape grew on the main viewer, its brilliant white hull contrasting the blues and greens of the planet below.  Theta Cerberi III, also known as Isabella Colony, was a lush world and looked very inviting from space.  Beneath the natural splendor, however, it resembled more closely the period on Earth known as the Cretaceous than anything else, but the high oxygen and carbon dioxide levels in its atmosphere meant that agriculture flourished, at least where the giant and deadly land creatures could be kept away.

Dunmoore’s musings on the ethics of removing native species to feed invaders were interrupted by Kowalski’s warning.

“Sir, incoming from the base.”

“On speakers.”

“Stingray, this is Theta Cerberi traffic control.  You’ve been assigned external docking array twelve.  You are authorized to approach under your own power.  Come to a relative stop no closer than five hundred meters from the docking clamps.  We will tractor you in from there.”

“Stingray understands and acknowledges,” Pushkin replied.

“Feel like taking her in, Number One?”  Dunmoore rose from her seat and motioned toward it.

“Perhaps Mister Kowalski would like to try her hand at docking the ship,” he suggested with a faint smile.  “As I recall, last time she took her in, she played with the thrusters a bit more than I would have.”

Dunmoore looked at her signals officer, a sardonic glint in her eyes.

“Feel like a little practice?”

Nodding, Kowalski got up from her console and gestured at her petty officer to take over as she took the command chair.  If the young woman was nervous or in any way put out by Pushkin’s comment, she gave no sign.  That too was a change.  There was a time where her dislike and contempt for the first officer would have been all too plain on her finely sculpted features.

“Mister Guthren?”  The signals officer glanced in surprise at the coxswain as he got up from his helm seat and motioned over one of the quartermasters.

“Sir, I think it would only be right if Petty Officer Takash got a do over too,” he answered with a mock-evil smile.

“Very well,” she replied, resignation in her voice.  Kowalski knew better than to argue with the Chief of the Ship, although she would rather have his deft fingers on the helm.  PO Takash was not quite as good a helmsman, but if he did not think she could do it, Guthren would not have passed the controls to her.

Dunmoore and Pushkin watched the exchange from the rear of the bridge with amusement.  The captain had taken a long time to get inside Kowalski’s head.  She was not only smart, she was also one of the most self-aware people Siobhan had ever met.

She had no doubt Kowalski would go far in this Navy, provided she survived the war.  That would not be much of a problem if Stingray remained in one of the Commonwealth’s more boring backwaters.

“Helm, we will do one orbit to shed velocity relative to the station, and approach on thrusters only.”  Kowalski turned to her signals PO.  “Inform traffic control we require clearance for one revolution so we can match the station’s orbital period.”

“We have clearance,” the sailing master announced shortly afterward, as data flowed on his screen.  “Feeding to helm.”

“I have the trajectory,” Takash confirmed.

“Engage.”  Then, as the station passed by on the port side and receded, she said, “Fire braking and attitudinal thrusters for ten seconds to adjust course ten degrees to port, zee minus five degrees.”

“Braking and attitudinal thrusters for ten seconds to adjust course ten degrees to port, zee minus five degrees, aye,” Takash replied, fingers tapping her screen.

Dunmoore glanced at Pushkin and saw him study his console intently, forecasting their trajectory based on Kowalski’s orders so that he could intervene if she made a mistake.  When he felt his captain’s eyes on him, he looked up and nodded minutely.  So far, so good.

*
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The mechanical moorings latched onto the frigate’s hull with finality less than an hour later, their sound reverberating through the ship.  She was now mated to a long latticework docking arm, one on the lowest of the three tiers of five arms radiating from the station. 

“Systems to standby,” Pushkin ordered.  “Secure from approach stations and go to harbor watch.”

“That was properly done, Mister Kowalski,” he nodded at her as she got up from the command chair.  “And you as well, petty officer,” he added turning to the helm.  “Any orders, captain?”

“Just the usual harbor watch, Number One.  Off duty personnel are allowed the liberty of the station.  Until we know how long we’ll be here, no trips down to the planet.”

“Sir, incoming from starbase control,” the signals PO interrupted.  “The admiral requests your presence in one hour.”

“Acknowledge and advise that I shall be there.”  She glanced around the bridge.  “Perhaps I’ll find out why we were called home before we reached the usual turnover time.  You have the ship, Number One.”

She dropped her voice so only Pushkin could hear.

“I suppose the admiral will expect me in dress blues, so I’d better make sure they’re properly pressed and dusted.”

“Aye, and get your boots nicely shined,” he replied, suppressing a grin.  Then, once she had left, he turned to the hundred and one things a good first officer has to take care of when a starship docked.
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— FOUR —
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“The admiral will see you now, captain.”

Dunmoore lifted her head to see the flag lieutenant pointing toward Ryn’s office door.  She had been waiting for well on twenty minutes past the appointed hour, sourly reflecting that some people liked to show their power by annoying others.  The admiral’s aide had treated her with exquisite courtesy, but she could not help feel an undercurrent of disdain in his manners.  It was debatable whether he was reflecting the attitudes of the flag officer he served, or whether it was more personal, considering Dunmoore’s reputation as the maverick captain of a clapped-out frigate.  A shame that Admiral Quintana had taken his aide along to his new posting.  She had been a much more pleasant person, who showed her superiors genuine respect.

“Thank you, lieutenant.”

Siobhan rose, adjusted her tunic, making sure there were no flecks of lint on the dark fabric and squared her shoulders.  Rear Admiral Ryn was not quite a martinet, but she had yet to meet anyone who actually enjoyed serving on ships she had captained.

“Commander Siobhan Dunmoore, captain of Stingray,” he announced as the door slid open.
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