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War, now entering its seventh year, still raged across the stars.  Humans and Shrehari kept dying as their admirals and generals struggled to find a weakness, a lever, anything that could break the stalemate.

The log buoy, a large, torpedo-shaped, unmanned spacecraft, did not care about the conflagration that had claimed so many lives already.  Nothing actually concerned it.  It had long since lost what little machine consciousness it might have had.

Centuries spent hurtling through interstellar space had completely drained its energy reserves, and its trajectory had not come close enough to any stars that might have helped recharge them.

Carrying the final message from colonists who had landed on a distant world after a long voyage, it had been aimed at what they guessed was the general direction of their home system.  They had programmed the buoy to accelerate to a very high fraction of the speed of light over the course of many years before coasting to its destination.

The colonists did not believe that anyone would ever read the message it carried, let alone act on it, but since the buoy had one function and one only, it had cost nothing to launch it.

And so it sped on, for much longer than the brief centuries during which humanity had progressed from the first artificial satellite to a Commonwealth spanning more than fifty star systems, and now battling another sentient, space-faring empire.

It would have kept going until some natural phenomenon destroyed it, or until the universe eventually died.  The course it followed would not have come close to its intended destination, but it would eventually enter human-controlled space and not that of the Commonwealth’s deadly enemy.

The buoy did not notice.  It had not noticed anything for a long, long time.

Even if the impossible happened and it reached the descendants of its makers, the craft would be unable to account for its voyage.  Only the data etched into its memory circuits by those who launched it remained.

The buoy did not realize that had it slipped by a Shrehari patrol ship, unseen and undetected, years before the empire’s feckless leadership planned a war while trade still crossed the nebulous boundary between the two future foes.  Nor did it notice the abrupt end of a long peace followed by the plunge into killing on a galactic scale.

By then, it had reached the rim of human-controlled space.  From there, it would coast across the Commonwealth for several centuries, still undetected, before vanishing into the Coalsack Sector.

A scavenger, one with sensors more finely tuned than most, and blessed with a hefty dose of good luck, was looking for opportunity far from the fighting.  In due course, it detected a mass of cold metal traveling at something approaching relativistic speeds.

Sailing along the far edges of the frontier and with little to show for the voyage so far, its captain decided to tackle the tricky process that would slow the object down sufficiently so they could recover it.

The operation failed, but had the buoy’s mind still been active, it would have noticed a distinct decrease in velocity.

A second try by the same ship a year later, after Nabhka and Cimmeria had fallen into Shrehari hands, reduced the little craft’s speed even further.  A third attempt, in the weeks before Siobhan Dunmoore, acting captain of the battleship Victoria Regina, made her last stand against Brakal, attracted the attention of a Navy survey cruiser, which took over from the scavenger.

It managed to bleed off the log buoy’s remaining velocity and, upon inspection, claimed it for the government.

Against all hope and indeed against all probability, the log buoy had made it home, bearing a final message from a colonization ship launched centuries earlier, during humanity’s first exodus to the stars, and believed lost without a trace.

Unfortunately, with a war raging, no one cared that the buoy’s long voyage should have been impossible, that it defied humanity’s understanding of space and time.
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“It almost seems unfair,” Lieutenant Commander Pushkin said, voice pitched low as he stared at the main screen.

“Why is that?”  Siobhan Dunmoore’s lips twisted with amusement at her first officer’s comment.

“I feel like a schoolyard bully about to give the smallest kid in class a thorough thrashing.”

“Would you rather feel like the smallest kid in class watching the bully come straight at you?”

“Of course not.  I just seem to have had a brief moment of chivalry creep up on me for some reason.”

“Fairness in war?”  She snorted.  “Please.  If you’re in a fair fight, you’ve screwed up somewhere along the way.  Besides, we’re not responsible for them having crappy sensor gear.  We’re not responsible for the war.  Moreover, we’re definitely not responsible for this one coming to snoop in a system we just happen to be picketing this week.  The captain of that Shrehari corvette chose poorly.”

“Shall we offer them the chance to surrender?”

“How many prisoners of war do we hold, Gregor?”

“None,” he grudgingly admitted.  “Or at least none the Admiralty will admit to.”

Dunmoore nodded.

“Correct.  Guns, how long until the enemy is in range?”

“Another five minutes for an optimal missile solution.”  Lieutenant Syten replied.

“I can’t believe they haven’t seen our maneuvering thrusters,” Chief Guthren commented from his helm station.  The coxswain, or Chief of the Ship, had taken the controls from the quartermaster of the watch the moment Dunmoore had called battle stations.

Though the ship was running silent, either all systems shut down or dampened to imitate the radiation signature of a mere asteroid, she had risked using thrusters to put them on a converging track with the badly shielded Shrehari corvette.

The enemy ship had attempted a covert run into the Alpha Cephei system, hoping to raid some of the mining colonies scattered among the moons of Amun, a massive gas giant.  Unfortunately, even dampened, it leaked emissions to such an extent that it could not remain hidden from Stingray’s more advanced sensors, especially not when those were under the keen eyes of Petty Officer Third Class ‘Banger’ Rownes, gunner’s mate and fast becoming one of the best sensor techs on board.

“Probably blinded by their own reactors,” the gray-haired petty officer remarked.  “If they’re on passive, as they should be, we’d have to light up like a Founder’s Day party to register.”

“True,” Guthren nodded.  “Mister Pushkin is right; it does seem a tad unsporting, but when it comes to the boneheaded bastards, I’ll take any advantage without guilt, even if it feels like I’m beating up on a scrawny kid.”

Lieutenant Kowalski, sitting at the signals station, snorted loudly.

“I fail to see how the Shrehari could be characterized as scrawny, cox’n.  Their smallest look to be about your size, and you’re not exactly tiny among humans.”

“Okay then,” he conceded, “it’s more like the smart kid in class asking the village idiot to calculate the square root of infinity.”

“Alright, alright,” Dunmoore cut off the banter with hands raised in surrender.  If she let it go on, Pushkin would jump in and when he and the coxswain got going, they did not stop until they had thoroughly derailed the discussion.

“Let’s agree that the universe is unjust and because of that, we’re about to send a crew of Shrehari to join their ancestors in the most expeditious way possible.  Time, Mister Syten?”

“Two minutes.”  She tapped Penzara, her gunnery chief, on the shoulder.  “Cycle the launchers and open the doors.  Start the pre-ignition countdown.”

“Aye,” the grizzled, blocky non-com replied.  Then a few moments later, he said, “All tubes are prepared to launch at your command.”

“Ready to go ‘up systems,’ Number One?”  Siobhan looked questioningly at the first officer.

“Ready.”

“Let’s ruin their day, then.  It’s been too long since we painted the last kill mark on our hull.”

In fact, it had been over a year, in and around a system at the other end of the extended area of space that defined the almost seven-year-old war zone.

“Too bad reivers don’t count as kills, sir,” the blonde gunnery officer commented.

“Reiver marks are too ugly for our pristine hull,” Pushkin replied with a dismissive shrug.  “And anyway, we’d have to spend too much time sifting through the logs of the battle of Arietis to figure out which one of us nailed each bastard.  As I recall, the mercenaries did pretty well in the eradication department.”

“Time,” Syten raised her hand.

“Up systems,” Dunmoore ordered, the excitement of battle rising through her like a flush of heat.

Weeks of patrolling system after system, in case a long ranging Shrehari raider dared make an appearance, had not been quite as annoying as their service on the Coalsack frontier before the Arietis affair, but she still felt relief at finding a valid enemy target.  There would be no second-guessing and no calculating the political fallout in this case.  She merely had to engage the enemy and destroy him.

Around her, the ship came to life instantly when power surged through dormant systems.  Even with passive sensors, the Shrehari had to spot them now.  It would be interesting to see how the opposing commander would react.

“Do you think he’ll keep trying to hide on the off chance that we might not have seen him?”  Pushkin asked.

Dunmoore did not respond immediately.  Instead, she nodded at Syten, ordering the gunnery officer to fire off a brace of anti-ship missiles.  When the faint vibration of their launch had subsided, she smiled at Pushkin.

“If he thought he had a chance when we lit up, our birds screaming at him will soon extinguish that notion.”

“He’s gone active,” Rownes reported.  “His shields are up, and he’s powering his guns.  We’re being painted by his targeting sensors.”

“Quick little bugger, isn’t he?”  Guthren said with grudging admiration.  “Though it won’t do him much good.”

“His point defense is opening fire.”  Penzara frowned at his screen.  “All four birds are gone.”

“What?”  Dunmoore leaned forward in the command chair.  “They must have improved their targeting systems since we last fought them.  Another brace, if you please, then have the guns open up.”

“He’s fired at us.  Six missiles,” Rownes shook her head.  “They’ve improved launchers as well it seems.  I can’t recall the Ptar class being able to shoot off more than four at a time.”

“External tubes, maybe,” Penzara scratched his chin.  “I can’t see how you could build extra ones inside the hull.”

“Please tell me the missiles are still the old standard birds we’re used to.”

“Aye, Captain.  Shouldn’t be a problem for our calliopes.”

The point defense guns were so named because of their multi-barrel configuration resembling nothing so much as an ancient steam organ with six tubes, but spitting super-heated matter.  They opened fire the moment the enemy missiles came into range and handily overwhelmed them.

“Crap,” Rownes exclaimed.  “He’s spooling up his jump drives.”

“A Shrehari running from a fight?”  Pushkin sounded almost aggrieved.

“Maybe they got smarter during our absence, Number One.  The commander of that Ptar knows he can’t defeat us, no matter how many missiles his extra tubes can chuck out.”

“That’s rather unfair,” the first officer replied plaintively.  “Our first Shrehari target and we don’t even get the –”

Penzara’s jubilant shout cut him off.

“Two birds got through.  His starboard shield is down.”

“Firing now,” Syten called out.

Large caliber plasma rounds sped away, leaving a broken trail of light that briefly connected the two ships.  The Shrehari replied in kind, but having failed to breach Stingray’s shields, his smaller bore guns had no effect, though they created lovely blue and green auroras around the frigate as energies collided.

A patch on the corvette’s hull began to blacken and buckle as shot after shot slammed home.  Then, the image of the Shrehari vessel shimmered on the screen, and he vanished.

“One more round, dammit,” Pushkin thumped his fist down on his console.  “I could swear I saw the hull puncture and gasses erupt a fraction of a second before he jumped.”

“Wishful thinking, sir?”  Guthren asked with a hint of mischief at the first officer’s disappointment.

“No, Mister Pushkin is right,” Rownes said.  “The logs show a hull puncture.”  She flashed a rather blurry image on the screen.  “This is a nanosecond before he disappeared.  If you look carefully, you can see a cloud of something on the hull.”

“With any luck, he’ll take too long to isolate the affected compartments and start having trouble maintaining his hyperspace bubble.”  The first officer shook his head.  “Our luck that is.”

“Shall we pursue, Captain?”  The sailing master, though sounding dubious, seemed ready to plot a stern chase.

“No.  By the time we reorient, our chances will be that much poorer, and there’s no telling if there’s another Ptar around, just waiting for the picket ship to hare off on a wild chase.”

Though she sounded disappointed, no one mistook the gleam of satisfaction in her eyes.  She had damaged the Shrehari, and that gave her more joy than anything else she had done in a long time.

“Probably for the best, Captain.”  Pushkin agreed.  “Shall I release the ship from battle stations?”

“Sure.”  She stood and shook the tension from her shoulders.  “Set us back to cruising stations and resume regular watch keeping.  Mister Kowalski, I believe it’s your turn?”

“Aye Captain.”  The thin signals officer locked her console and stepped across the bridge to take the command chair.  “I relieve you.”

“I stand relieved,” Siobhan replied in the age-old formula.  “I’ll be in my quarters, drowning my sorrows in coffee as I compose an inconclusive contact report to HQ.”

*
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Dunmoore looked up from the chessboard, a predatory smile spreading across her lean, seamed face.  The years of war had not been kind to her and under the shock of gray-tinged copper hair, she looked older than her real age.  Her gray eyes, however, retained the hard gleam of vigorous youth.

She moved her knight and sat back, watching the expression on Pushkin’s face.  After a few moments, the first officer whistled softly and nodded.

“I’ve seen your self-control and ability to practice patience improve bit by bit ever since we got away from Arietis, Captain, but I didn’t expect you to do so well, so soon.”

“Checkmate, Gregor.”  The hungry grin widened, showing even, white teeth between thin lips while she savored her first victory over Pushkin, a rite of passage so to speak.  The first officer had often accused her of being too rash, too impatient, and it had nearly cost the entire crew their lives.  To atone for it, she had worked hard to master her temperament, using their daily chess games as one of many instruments to improve self-discipline.

“Indeed, sir.  Congratulations.  A hard-won victory, but a good one nonetheless.”  He looked up and met her eyes, his expression speaking of more than just one game of chess.

“Indeed.”  She rose and stretched her lean, almost thin body.  “It’s been thirty-six hours since the Shrehari Ptar jumped.  If he had buddies with him, we would likely have spotted them by now.”

“Do you think he’ll come back?”

“Doubtful.  We gave him a nasty hit, and he’ll need some quiet time at a secure base to patch the hole.  God knows what internal damage he suffered along with it.  He’s a tad far from his lines as it is.”

“Then it’s off to the Marengo system.  At least we’ll be able to dock at Valeux Station and stretch our legs.”

Dunmoore snorted.

“I’m pretty sure the authorities there won’t be thrilled at the thought of several hundred Navy spacers descending on their questionable bazaars.  I’m also pretty sure that our chief engineer won’t be wanting us to dock a ship this size on the kind of array Valeux sports, even if it’s rated for our tonnage.”

“Do you enjoy taking the fun out of things, Captain?”  Pushkin asked in jest, as he stowed the chess pieces in their lined case.  “Or did Arietis turn you into a grown-up?”

She stuck out her tongue at him, knowing he could not see the gesture, but felt oddly disheartened.  Perhaps she had experienced a surge of maturity after the way she resolved the problem Admiral Corwin’s madness had posed.  It would certainly explain her greater caution of late.  At least she could now boast of defeating the best chess player on the ship.

“Perhaps a mug of Shrehari ale might cheer you up,” he suggested.

“Contraband?”  Dunmoore affected a scandalized expression.  “I thought you were supposed to be my conscience.”

“Only in matters concerning Stingray.”  He snapped the case shut.  A faint bell rang six times, making him smile.  “Supper time.  No wonder my stomach has been plaguing me.  Perhaps my being distracted by hunger allowed you to win.”

“Excuses, excuses, Gregor.”  She grinned.  “Have no fear; I won’t broadcast my victory to the wardroom.  At least not tonight.”

“The real trick,” he replied, mischief twinkling in his hooded eyes, “is to repeat the feat.”

The sound of a soft chime interrupted what would no doubt have been a tart reply.

“Bridge to the captain.  We’ve received orders from Third Fleet HQ.  I’ve had them piped to your console.”

Pushkin’s eyebrows shot up.  “From Fleet HQ?  A tad unusual, no?  Usually, they send orders via the battle group.”

“We’re a bit out of the 39th’s normal area of operations, thanks to Admiral Ryn hiding us on a patrol route as far away from civilization as she could.  If higher headquarters has a mission for us that doesn’t involve a return to Isabella Colony, it makes sense to transmit directly.”

“True,” he nodded.  “I don’t suppose that our next orders will see us vanish even deeper into space.”

“Why not?”  Dunmoore ran a gloved hand through her short hair.  “We remain a liability for certain people until they act on their schemes.”

“You’d think Admiral Nagira would keep them away from us.”

Nagira, Siobhan’s one-time commander, and mentor was the closest thing to a friend she had among flag officers.  He had been responsible for her first command assignment, and for the current one.  The fact that he had joined a cabal of senior officers opposed to the government did not erase the debt she owed him.

“Before we sink into idle speculation, why don’t you let me read our orders.”  She sat down behind her desk and called up the recorded transmission.

“Oh dear,” she said after a few minutes.  “I guess we are vanishing deeper into space, but not in the way you meant it, Gregor.”

The first officer gazed at her with barely restrained irritation, and she laughed gently at his expression.

“Are you taking on some of my impatience?”  When he did not respond other than to narrow his eyes, she relented.

“We dock at Starbase 37 and pick up a Colonel Kalivan along with enough supplies for a very long-range mission, said mission being unspecified.”

“I suppose I’ll get the bosun to change one of the storerooms into a cabin.”  He sighed.  “Having an officer senior in rank to you on board is going to be interesting, and not in a good way, even if he is a jarhead.”

“Army, actually.”

“Really?”  Pushkin frowned.  “Why are we about to carry a green grunt as a mission specialist for a trip into the galaxy’s nether regions?”

“These orders don’t say which means we’ll likely find out from Colonel Kalivan himself when he comes aboard.  In the meantime, let’s eat and then get our sailing master to plot a least-time transit to our destination.  Prepare a list of stores we need for an extended patrol mission.  I’ll add it to my acknowledgment message.  Hopefully, the 37th won’t balk at feeding a cuckoo from another battle group.”

“Why should they?  We’re under orders from Fleet.  If they complain, I’ll just wave those instructions under their collective noses.”  Pushkin half-smiled.

“Just don’t let Mister Kutora deal directly with their supply section for parts; otherwise, whatever goodwill we get from traveling under the aegis of high command will evaporate.”

“No fear on that account.  I think I’ve convinced our gentle chief engineer to control his temper and at least appear to be polite.  You may recall that our last sojourn in port resulted in no complaints whatsoever.”

“That almost deserves a commendation, Gregor.”

“You simply have to know his weak spots.”  He brushed away the compliment.  “Did you have any thoughts about captain’s stores?  I’m sure the colonel will expect you to entertain him.”

Siobhan sighed.

“I suppose I should get that organized as well.  Why do I suddenly feel less than enthusiastic about our new task?”

“Because you’ve been scalded in the recent past.  Time to eat,” he added, heading for the cabin door before they broached an uncomfortable philosophical discussion.
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Only a few of the beggars, whores and other assorted discards of society moved aside with any sort of alacrity at the passage of the powerfully-built Shrehari of the Warrior Caste.  His well-worn civilian clothes contrasted with the green sash and long, curved dagger at his waist, marking him as a member of the Imperial Deep Space Fleet on half-pay, possibly discarded by the Admiralty for one failing or other.

The disreputable quarters of Shredar, by the spaceport, were home to so many half-pay and forcibly retired military personnel that one more, even though he carried the aura of a senior officer, seemed of no consequence.

As he passed from the shadows into the uncertain light of an old glow globe, those who cared to look would have seen an arrogant imperial of pure race, but one who had lived a hard life, unlike most aristocrats inhabiting the better parts of the capital.

He had shaved his head in the fashion of his caste, leaving a strip of black, stiff, bristling hair running from his forehead over the top his shiny, olive skull down to the back of his thick neck.  The tonsure exposed a bony ridge and elongated predator's ears that twitched and moved as he unconsciously listened to his surroundings, always alert for threats.  His face bore the cruel features common to his species, but the black eyes deeply recessed below thick eyebrows held a gleam of violence that eclipsed even the usual ferocity of the average fighter.

He looked too confident, too violent to be a member of the Tai Kan, the Shrehari governing council’s secret police.  His purposeful walk down unevenly paved alleys, ignoring the stench, filth, and apathy of the dispossessed, betrayed a vigor born of many victories.

Other half-pay warriors acknowledged his passing with polite nods or half-salutes, most knowing the warrior’s name and what he represented.  For some of the discarded fighters, he could be salvation, for others, the gateway to an even lower tier of hell.

Brakal did not care.

The only ones who mattered were those sworn to his service, his clan or his caste, in some cases all three.  A Lord of the Empire and Clan Leader of the Makkar, the mantle falling on his shoulders after his older brother’s death, he had carved a reputation for opposing the reckless council and its Admiralty sycophants.  It made him a hero to many, be they on the front lines of a useless war or among his fellow lords.  However, loyalty from those out of favor with the council meant little if it did not come with a command, and retiring to the Makkar estates, far from the maelstrom of war, would remove all ability to counter those drowning the empire in blood.

The roar of a lifting starship briefly drowned out the ever-present rumble of the slums, and when its sharp prow sliced through the low clouds, a fine rain began to fall, as if the freighter had torn through the sky’s very fabric.

Brilliant droplets began to cover Brakal’s head and shoulders, jewels in the uncertain light of the streets, but he felt none of them.  After the day’s events, he had one goal and one only.

He stopped in front of a stone building with a sagging roofline and quickly looked behind him to see if he had the Tai Kan on his tail.  Little on Shrehari Prime, or anywhere else in the empire escaped them, especially those designated for a summary execution.

Brakal knew that his interview with Admiral Trage had likely placed him on the exclusive list of aristocrats living under a suspended death sentence.  The only thing keeping the admiral from ordering his assassination was the threat of vengeance by those honorable members of Shredar’s nobility who resented his conduct of the war.

He pushed his way past a thick wooden door and into a heady fog of smoke, ale vapors, and the raucous sound of many Shrehari males in their prime telling each other tales of honor, ribald jokes, or the latest satire aimed at the weakling emperor and his corrupt whore of a regent.

No Tai Kan intelligent enough to survive for more than a day on the streets would dare come here, or even report the treasonous words now spilling out onto the street.  A cruel smile twisted Brakal’s face, and he stepped in, scanning the room for the one he had come to see.

Urag, one-time gun master, and very briefly first officer of Tol Vakash, Brakal’s last command, spotted him looming above the mostly sitting crowd and raised a jug brimming with ale over his head.  He had replaced the loyal Jhar after the latter died thanks to that hell bitch Dunmoore.

Many of those in the tavern cast hungry glances at their former commander, anxious to divine the latest news from his expression.

After their defeat in the Cimmeria system, life on half-pay had become difficult.  No captain wanted to take on a crewmember tainted by Brakal’s rout at the hands of humans, much less an officer.

The Admiralty might have overlooked the stain, had it been another captain.  However, his opposition to the council and his open contempt for the admirals who had mismanaged the war made anyone associated with Brakal as poisonous as kroorath vomit.

A few had found berths on privateers or commercial vessels, but most had moldered in the slums, taking their frustrations out in the many dojos catering to fighting men.

Brakal, Clan Lord of the Makkar and one of the few remaining proponents of the nobility’s ancient customs, had made sure none of his former crew suffered deprivations, but it had taken a heavy toll on the family’s remaining wealth.  And since, in these times, money represented the gateway to power, its dwindling meant lean times ahead if he did not find a way to return his crew to service.

He dropped heavily into the wooden chair beside Urag and grabbed the jug, taking a deep draft of purple ale.  After wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he belched with satisfaction.

“A taste fit for the gods, Urag, not like the weak piss served at the Admiralty.  But I forget,” he thumped his second-in-command on the shoulder, “they’re too feeble for the real stuff anyway.”

“You seem in good humor, Commander.  Either you strangled Trage with his own intestines or you had success.”

“We have a ship, Urag,” Brakal sat back with a self-satisfied smile, his sharp, yellow teeth glinting in the tavern’s ancient lanterns, “a Tol class cruiser.”

“How did you manage this?”  Urag asked after he had recovered from his astonishment.  “Surely they haven’t forgiven you for losing to the flame-haired she-wolf.”

“Siobhan Dunmoore?”  Brakal rolled the unfamiliar name over his tongue.  “Yes, a worthy adversary, that one.  If we had a few like her in the imperial fleet, the war would be over.  No, they haven’t forgiven me.  You remember my interest in the distribution of prize money in recent weeks?”

It had been yet another of Brakal’s schemes to get enough leverage with the Admiralty so they would assign him a ship and, based on his previous attempts, Urag had expected no useful results.

“You found fire beneath the smoke, I gather?”

“And how.”  The smile took its remarkably cruel twist again.  “That filth wearing admiral’s robes and his equally stinking cronies have been skimming a large percentage of what should by rights have gone to officers and crew.  They’ve become rich enough to buy their own starships while depriving our warriors, widows, and orphans of what is theirs by custom and law.”

“You found proof?”

“I found enough to make sure Trage would give me anything I asked for.”

“He’ll give you a Tai Kan knife in the back as a bonus, Commander.”

Brakal’s derisive laugh filled the tavern, stilling the other voices for a few moments.

“I’ve ensured that my death in anything other than battle will bring the evidence to light and that kroorath dropping knows this.”

“Still, Commander, he will find a way to rid himself of you.”

“He’s tried many times, and now, I’ll be back on my own ship again, doing my duty to the empire.  The cruiser Tol Vehar is due out of refit.  They had earmarked it for one of Trage’s favorites, but I’ve convinced the admiral that it would do better service under my command.”

“So you’ve made an enemy of a fellow commander as well,” Urag growled.

“Bah.”  Brakal waved the objection away with his usual sneer of contempt.  “We’re talking about Kretar, a congenital imbecile sired by an inbred moron.  I’ve done the emperor a favor by delaying his elevation to a cruiser’s bridge and giving these fine warriors around us a purpose other than rotting away when they could be fighting the humans.”

“You discovered your evidence how?”

“By learning the lesson that discarded mistresses can be more dangerous than a whole fleet of human battleships.  Trage made the mistake of telling the delightful Yonna of his arrangements, boasting no doubt, then throwing her aside for a younger woman.  I subsequently made the wise choice of seducing Yonna for a night.”

“Won’t she betray you in turn?”

“No.”  A feral expression crept over his sharp features.  “She understands that my ship is my true mistress, and declared herself more than happy to hand over the information as her vengeance on Trage.  Though,” he took another gulp of ale, “I now also have a playmate for the times we’re back on the home world.”

Urag shook his head in admiration.  Brakal would never change.

“You scheme with the best of them, Commander.”

“Hah.  Insult me will you?  Assemble the crew, miscreant, and find out how many we need to replace because they’ve gone elsewhere so I can start recruiting.”

“You’ll have no difficulties in finding men ready to pledge themselves to your service, Commander.  The slums are full of unwanted warriors who’ve offended the regime.”

“A system that lets prime material rot.  It’s a testament to our degenerate times under the current council, but a boon to us at this moment.  Be about it then, you scoundrel.  I’ve arranged the first shuttle to the orbital yards tomorrow at the midday hour.”

Urag, the Shrehari equivalent of a grin on his face, stood up and raised his hands, shouting for silence.

“All former Tol Vakash crew will report to the commander of Tol Vehar at the shuttle docks tomorrow at midday for transportation to orbit so that they may resume their service to the emperor.”

“We’d rather continue our service with a true warrior than a puling brat and his whorish mother,” a rough voice called out from the far corner of the room.  “Name Tol Vehar’s commander, Urag.”

Brakal stood as well and searched for the heckler until he found his former chief engineer, a troll-like Shrehari covered in remarkably discolored skin patches.  The engineer stared at him with a semi-feral leer, waiting for the expected if well-natured rebuke.

“You dare question Tol Vehar’s first officer, you pustule on an admiral’s ass?  I’ll soon whip some discipline back into your stinking hide, now that you’re back on full pay and serving on my ship, under my orders.”

The cheers erupting from three dozen broad Shrehari chests almost brought the venerable tavern’s roof down.

*
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Brakal, trailed by his sworn man and bodyguard, Toralk, walked into the shuttle docks with an energy rarely seen since his defeat at Dunmoore’s hands.  He once again wore his uniform, as did the almost two hundred Shrehari milling about, many of them looking worse for wear.

The commander clapped his second on the shoulder in greeting.

“Does the tavern still have ale in store, or did this sorry lot of villains drink it all?  It smells like a brewery in here.”

“The result of your generosity.”  Urag scowled.  “It’s going to stink in the shuttle.”

“But it will be good to go back to a ship, Lord,” Toralk remarked in his raspy voice.

“It will and stop calling me lord,” Brakal replied, sounding irritatingly cheerful to the many hung over spacers.  “We’re back in uniform, and not a second too soon.”

Ever since Brakal became head of the Clan Makkar, Toralk had insisted on calling him lord instead of commander.  He was the only one of the crew who dared do so, but then, Toralk and Brakal had grown up together on the family estates.

The former’s family had served the latter's for more generations than either cared to remember and when Brakal joined the fleet, so did Toralk, the one as an officer, the other as a low caste spacer.  Toralk had been watching Brakal's back for over twenty turns, and neither could imagine living without the other.

A tall Shrehari they had never seen before entered the building and, after scanning the assembled crew, walked straight toward Brakal.  He stopped with military precision and saluted.

“I’m Lieutenant Regar, assigned to Tol Vehar as intelligence and political officer.”  The ironic smirk on the man’s face drained Brakal’s joy at leaving the surface of the home world behind.

“The Tai Kan graces me with a spy.”  He snarled, ignoring the salute.  “You are aware that your predecessor died on my bridge, as will you if you dare interfere in my business.”

“I know, Commander.”  His offensively cheerful expression remained unchanged, as did his voice, though it hinted at some private amusement.  “I have my orders if you’d care to read them.”

“I do not.  Here are the only orders that matter: you will remember that you are not in Tol Vehar’s chain of command.  You will obey all commands given by myself or Urag; you will not interfere in any way with the ship’s business since you filthy insects have no notion of what it takes to operate in deep space.”

“With all due respect, Commander,” the private amusement became a bit more public, “this filthy insect has his watch keeping ticket, should you ever be in need of a relief officer.  I served in the fleet before circumstances forced a change of career.”

That admission brought Brakal up short, and he carefully examined Regar, trying to find any hint of falsehood or guile, but the man seemed infuriatingly open and relaxed.

“A forced change of career, eh?  I shall take your qualifications under advisement, Lieutenant.  Now leave us.”

“As you wish, Commander.”  Regar bowed briefly, then walked away to stand by himself, looking out a scarred window at the tarmac.

“Regar doesn’t exactly come across as Tai Kan does he?”

“No Toralk, he doesn’t, which means he bears even more watching.”  Brakal shrugged.  “Who ever heard of a filthy spy not oozing arrogance?  It’s almost like a finding an old whore who doesn’t ooze disease from every pore.”

*
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Tol Vehar, like all those of its breed, including his previous ship, had a sleek beauty and a dangerous aura that Brakal loved.

Nestled in the shining spider’s web of struts that sprouted from the orbital shipyards, the cruiser seemed like a hunter straining at its leash, impatient to taste blood.

“Let the gods not force me to threaten Yardmaster Hralk again,” he muttered as the shuttle lined up to the station’s gaping hangar doors in preparation for landing.  “I don’t wish to contaminate myself so quickly.”

“You hadn’t heard?”

“Heard what, Urag?”

“Hralk has been given an admiral’s robes.  He commands a strike force out on the far frontier.”

“He what?”  Brakal’s shout turned heads throughout the large craft.

“Try not to break anything, Lord.”

“I’ll break whoever promoted that suppurating canker.”

“Then you missed your chance, Commander.  I hear Trage decided to reward Hralk for his years of bum licking.  You were too busy entrapping the admiral to pay attention to gossip.”

“Bah.”  Brakal turned back to the porthole and stared out into space, his pleasure at seeing Tol Vehar dimmed by the news his old enemy had bought his way to high rank.

“The moment he’s faced with a fight, his incompetence will show, and with any luck, the Tai Kan cockroach attached to his fat arse will shoot him for treason.  Though I wonder if he brought that delightful creature he had as a personal assistant with him.  Maybe she remained here and is pining for a new protector.”

“You’d take Hralk’s leavings?”

“If you’d ever seen her, you wouldn’t be so hasty to dismiss the idea.  Handy with a blaster too, as I recall from my last visit to the yardmaster’s office.”

*
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Two days later, while the crew finalized preparations to leave dry-dock, Urag rapped his knuckles on the bulkhead by the door to Brakal’s cabin.

“Orders from the Admiralty, Commander.  We’ve been given our assignment.”

“An independent patrol in human space?”  He looked up from his console, a hopeful glint in his dark eyes.  Then he saw Urag’s pained look.

“No.  Tell me the infernal gods of the seven hells didn’t play that joke on us.”

“I fear so.  We report to Admiral Hralk’s command ship on the far frontier.”

The thunderous roar of Brakal’s reply echoed from stem to stern aboard Tol Vehar, and possibly even on the station itself.  It took all of Urag’s patience and willpower to calm him down again before he started throwing things at the bulkhead.

Regar, the Tai Kan man, had overheard the exchange from the shadows of the corridor.  He smiled beatifically to himself as if enjoying Brakal’s loss of composure, and wandered off in search of a cup of tea.  This would prove to be a genuinely exciting assignment, under a commander who actually believed in things like honor and duty.  They remained all too rare, even with the crucible of war winnowing out the weak and inept.
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— THREE —
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Message from the Starbase operation center, Captain,” Petty Officer Pine called through the open door to Dunmoore’s ready room.  “Colonel Kalivan was on the liner that just docked and will be escorted to our airlock momentarily by a member of the staff.”

“How kind of them,” she muttered, looking up from her pad, “we’ve only been sitting here for three days after making one of the fastest passages ever recorded for a Type 203 frigate.”

“Some things just are the way they are,” Pushkin shrugged philosophically as he rose.  “Hurry up and wait has been the bane of naval organizations since the days of galley slaves.  Shall we?”

“I suppose so.  It might be considered rude if I didn’t greet an officer senior to me in rank.”

A single petty officer third class in dress uniform stood by the airlock, tasked with controlling the ship’s end of the long gangway.  He snapped to attention and saluted.

“Sir.”

“At ease, Pearkes.”  She smiled at him.  The sharply turned out spacer made quite a contrast to the now long gone Petty Officer Zavaleta, who had had the airlock watch when she first came aboard what seemed like an eternity ago.  “We should see Colonel Kalivan any minute now.”

“Begging’ your pardon, Captain,” Pearkes replied, “but will there be a side party?”

She shook her head.

“He’s not been made out as a commanding or a flag officer, or an envoy of ambassadorial rank.  Therefore no formal courtesies are called for.”

“I hope Colonel Kalivan shares that opinion, sir,” Pushkin remarked, “else we might have a bit of a perceived insult to smooth over.”

She shrugged, utterly unconcerned.

“I’m sure our passenger, having reached his lofty rank, has taken the time to study naval etiquette.”

“Sir,” Petty Officer Pearkes interrupted them, “the station-side sentry reports one civilian male approaching.”

He pointed at the small screen set into the bulkhead by the door.  Dunmoore examined her new passenger, as did the facial recognition subroutine in the ship’s security computer.  After a moment, a message scrolled up, confirming the identity.

“I guess the good colonel traveled in mufti.  Open her up, Pearkes,” Pushkin ordered with a nod.

The thick, armored hatch slid away with a sigh, revealing the full length of the gangway tube that connected starship and station.  Crossing over was not for the faint of heart as the mostly transparent passage exposed the immensity of space.

When the new arrival had stepped over the coaming and into the ship, Dunmoore tried to smile pleasantly as she held out her hand in greeting.

“Welcome aboard, Colonel Kalivan.”

He and Dunmoore were almost the same height, yet he managed to look down his long nose at her, after pointedly eying the empty airlock.

“Thank you, Captain.”

His languid tone somehow irritated her, and she gave him a curt nod in reply.

Slender, with an aristocratic face and a neatly trimmed mustache, Kalivan appeared to be a few years older than Pushkin, his salt and pepper hair giving him a certain gravitas.

“This is Lieutenant Commander Gregor Pushkin, my first officer.”

“Commander,” Kalivan’s nod seemed almost dismissive, but not quite enough to offend.  “I don’t wish to sound rude, but might I be taken to my quarters?  The passage aboard Listowel proved to be somewhat hectic, especially the last day or so, and I could use some rest.”

“Certainly, sir.  If you’ll follow me.”

When they arrived at the cabin, Dunmoore touched a control pad, opening the door.

“Here we are, sir.  A frigate doesn’t have much private space, I’m afraid.”

Kalivan entered the small compartment and looked around, a faint expression of distaste on his face, almost like that of a man who had just stepped into animal droppings but felt too tired to complain.

“This will be quite adequate, Captain.  Thank you.”

“You’ll find the meal times posted by the console,” she pointed at the far corner.  “Of course, you’ll be eating with my officers.  The wardroom is toward the bow, right around the corner.”

The colonel nodded once, his expression clearly wishing them away so that he could settle in and rest.

“Thank you for your courtesy, Commander Dunmoore.”  Then he closed the cabin door.

Alone once more in Siobhan’s ready room, the first officer poured himself a mug of coffee, loading it with sugar and cream, to Dunmoore’s general dismay.

“Wasn’t that special?”  He said, sitting down across from her.  “He should get along great with Devall.  They both seem cut from the same cloth, though young Trevane has learned how to interact with lesser beings.”

“Maybe the Devalls and the Kalivans play variable gravity golf together.  We should ask Trevane if they know each other.”  She took a sip.  “I had intended to invite him for supper in my quarters, as a sort of welcome reception, but I suppose I’ll pass, at least for now.  He seemed miffed that we didn’t provide a side party, judging by the way he looked around the airlock.”

“The man certainly didn’t care much for me.”

“Yes, I noticed that.  Perhaps he’s all too rank conscious and doesn’t know that the first officer of a warship actually matters most, especially when one needs favors.”

“Or he’s just naturally rude.  I didn’t see him smile at you either.”

“Perhaps I’m just not his type.”  She winked at Pushkin, trying to steer the conversation away from complaints about their passenger.  It could be a long trip in close quarters.

*

[image: image]


Later that evening, long after supper had come and gone without a sighting of Colonel Kalivan, the first officer did his final round of Stingray before turning in, profoundly lost in thought.

Living with Dunmoore, day in, day out, he had not really noticed the changes in her since the events at Arietis, yet with a newcomer in their midst, she seemed strangely skittish.  He felt a bit uneasy now, wondering whether she had indeed lost some of the fire that had burned brightly within her before their encounter with Admiral Corwin.

“You look like you have indigestion, Commander,” Lieutenant Devall commented as Pushkin entered the wardroom for a quick glass of water.

“Just going through the list of things I have to check before I can safely go to bed.  You’ll be doing the same soon enough, mark my words.”

“Our passenger’s making you uneasy?”

“And what if he is?”  Pushkin countered irritably, betraying his disquiet.  “Ours not to reason why and all that stuff.  They call this the Navy for a reason.”

“I’m not surprised,” Devall nodded soberly.  “I watched him come aboard on the bridge monitors, and he’s one of the people my own family call stuck up aristos.”

“A bit of respect for your seniors, Lieutenant.”

“Why?”  Devall shrugged.  “Colonel Kalivan isn’t Navy.  He isn’t a nice man either if I’m any judge of my own species.”

Pushkin shook his head, a sad smile briefly relaxing his tense features.

“So young and yet so cynical.”

“When you come from a family like mine, it’s bred into the genes.”

“True.”  The first officer drained his glass.  He glanced at Devall’s pad.  “The computer will have you mated in two moves, Trevane.  You shouldn’t have castled.”

The ship’s bell softly rang six times.

“I’d better get going if I want to be in bed by the time midnight rolls around.”

“Good night, sir.”

*
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For the first time in weeks, if not months, Siobhan had a restless night, chased by dreams of exploding starships, dying crewmembers and sinister admirals.  She woke with a start and, as she fought to calm her jangled nerves and breathe normally, her eyes found the old ship’s clock with the image of an emaciated knight on its face, sitting alone on a narrow shelf.

A gift from the crew of her first ship, the scout Don Quixote, it now served as a reminder of her many weaknesses, including her tendency to tilt at windmills, something that often cost the people around her dearly.  

Five bells in the night watch rang before she could fall asleep again.  This time, her dreams included terrifying creatures whose sole ambition was rending her limb from limb.

*
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“The ship is ready to depart at your command,” Pushkin announced when Dunmoore took the captain’s chair after a restless night.

She heard the door whoosh open behind her and turned to face the new arrival, correctly deducing that it might be their passenger.

“Good morning, sir,” she nodded amiably at the stern-faced man, now wearing the army’s rifle green uniform, adorned with the oak leaves and three four-pointed stars of his rank on the collar.  “I trust you slept well.”

“Tolerably.”  He remained on the threshold, and Siobhan understood Kalivan waited for the invitation to enter.  It spoke well for the acerbic colonel’s respect of naval protocol.

“Would you like to watch our departure from the bridge?”

“I would indeed, Captain, thank you.”  Kalivan took a determined step in and stopped, looking around until Pushkin directed him toward an unoccupied seat behind Siobhan.

“Incoming from Starbase control,” Kowalski said, bringing Dunmoore back to her immediate task.  “The gangway has been retracted and secured.  We are cleared to release moorings and depart.”

“Acknowledged.  Whose turn is it to take her out, Mister Pushkin?”

The first officer looked at Siobhan with a merry twinkle in his dark eyes, though he jutted out his chin stubbornly.

“Having consulted the roster just now, I believe that it’s yours, sir.”

She bit back a sarcastic retort, remembering all too clearly a conversation they had some time ago about the need for a captain to demonstrate her ship handling skills every so often.

“In that case, it must be Mister Guthren’s turn to helm her out.”

“Indeed,” Pushkin replied, still standing at the parade rest position, his hands joined in the small of his back.

She nodded tightly and turned toward the main screen, noting that her coxswain had almost lost the battle with his suppressed mirth.

“Navigation lights on, Mister Tours.”

“Navigation lights on, aye,” the sailing master replied, touching his console.  Immediately, red and green lights sprang to life on the upper and lower sides of the hyperdrive nacelles and the hull, with red indicating the port side of the ship and green the starboard side.  Simultaneously, white strobes began flashing, one on the top of the upper superstructure and one on the bottom of the lowermost keel tier, below the missile launchers.

“Hull illumination on.”

“Hull illumination on, aye.”

Powerful projectors, strategically positioned along the ship’s exterior, turned on, lighting up Stingray’s name, registration number and, most importantly for the crew, the kill marks that they had earned at so much cost during the wild running battle near Cimmeria.

“Would you like to see how we look from the station, sir?”  She asked Kalivan.

“Why not.  It may prove instructive.  The last of the Type 203s leaving port and all that.”

Dunmoore felt irritation stiffen her spine at his dismissive tone.

“Can we get a feed from Starbase control, Mister Kowalski?”

“On the port screen, Captain,” she immediately replied, having anticipated Siobhan’s request.

Siobhan felt a sudden rush of pride push away her irritation at Kalivan when she saw the magnificent sight of her ship, lit up as if for a naval review.

One of the few remaining vessels from a bygone age of peace, when shipwrights had the time to produce elegant designs, Stingray was the last of her breed and not destined for service much longer.  The Wyvern shipyards had almost completed construction of the first of the newest frigate design, the Voivode class, and Dunmoore had no doubt that once they launched Jan Sobieski, her ship would be decommissioned.

“Release mechanical moorings,” she ordered, face once more directed toward the main screen.  Faint thuds reverberated through the hull as the station’s grappling arms broke free.

“We are on tractor beams only,” Tours reported once the sounds had faded away.

“Helm, stand by thrusters, sublight drive active.”

“Stand by thrusters, sublight drives ready, aye,” Chief Guthren replied.

“Make to Starbase control: ready to be pushed out.”

Slowly the aspect of the station changed as the separation between it and the ship increased, until they floated a thousand meters away, orbiting the planet in parallel to their erstwhile port of call.

“Thrusters, set for one-third ahead, twenty degrees to port.  Wait for my mark.”

Guthren repeated the order hand hovering over the controls.

“Make to Starbase control: release energy moorings.”

“We’re floating free,” Tours reported seconds later.

“Helm, engage.  Give us a departing view.”

They watched, entranced, while the station became a mere toy, then a pinprick as the frigate spiraled away from the planet, breaking out of its embrace, headed for the hyperlimit, where they could safely jump to faster-than-light speed.

“Sublight drives on.”

Their view of the planet suddenly shrank when the ship accelerated at a rate that would have turned the humans aboard into red jam, were it not for inertial dampeners.

“Secure from departure stations, Mister Pushkin.”

Then, with a sardonic grin, she asked, “I trust you’ll rate my performance as satisfactory?”

“Quite, sir.  Mister Tours, I believe you have the watch.”

“That I do.”  The sailing master rose from his console after slaving it to the command chair.  “I relieve you, sir.”

“I stand relieved,” Dunmoore replied.  She glanced at Kalivan.  “Would you care for a coffee, Colonel?  Perhaps we can discuss the mission in some more detail, now that we’re underway.  My sailing master would prefer some coordinates to aim at if he’s to plan our journey with any hope of precision.”

No one on the bridge missed the very reasonable sweetness of her tone, except the one man who did not know yet that it signaled danger ahead.  Stingray’s captain wanted answers, and she would get them.

Kowalski and Pushkin exchanged amused glances behind Kalivan’s back when the man followed Siobhan to her ready room.
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— FOUR —
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“How do you take your coffee, Colonel?”

“Black is fine.” 

Kalivan took a seat, managing to look like he had entered an admiral’s salon or a general’s perhaps.  He gave Pushkin an irritated glance but understood that Dunmoore would not send him away.  The first officer handed out full mugs and took the other chair, trying hard not to look like he was in a salon.

“What do you know about the pre-FTL era, Captain?  Say circa 2075 to 2115?”

Surprised by the question, Siobhan sat back and rummaged through her memory, eyes on the far bulkhead.

“Earth sent out a fair number of colony ships able to approach the speed of light to stars with identified planetary systems, their passengers in cryo for the trip.  Several hundred as I recall, each carrying tens of thousands.”

“Correct.”  A polite nod of approval.  “You’ll also remember that when the first FTL ships headed out from Earth in the late twenty-second century, we discovered that many of the colony ships never made it to their intended destinations and had, in fact, vanished without a trace.”

“Indeed, sir.”  Fully alert now, she felt the first real stirrings of interest, beyond a mere concern for her orders.  A glance at Pushkin confirmed that he also seemed intensely curious.

“Shortly after the outbreak of the war, a scavenger operating on the far edges of explored space detected a mass of cold metal traveling at something approaching relativistic speed.  He tried to tackle the tricky process to slow the object down sufficiently for recovery.  The first attempt failed, but the scavenger managed to decrease its velocity.  He tried again a year later, with the same lack of success, then a third time two years after that, but on this occasion, a Navy survey cruiser appeared on the scene.  Your brethren managed to bleed off the object’s remaining excess velocity and, upon inspection, claimed it for the government.”

“Did he?  That must have pleased the salvager to no end.”

Kalivan gave Pushkin a dirty look.

“Perhaps, but that’s beside the point.”  He put his half-empty mug on Dunmoore’s desk.  Now where was I?  Yes – it turned out to be a log buoy, an enormous one, hence the claim.  Brought back to port, it sat in a station’s hangar deck for a few months, likely forgotten due to the exigencies of war, until a passing intelligence analyst noticed it and let his curiosity take over.  He had the thing shipped to the Fleet laboratory on Dordogne where they managed to revive its systems.”

He paused as if to build the suspense, something Dunmoore found unreasonably irksome.

“It apparently came from the cryo-colony ship Tempest, launched in 2103, one of those early explorers who vanished from the historical record once it left Earth’s solar system.  This makes it the first log buoy from a lost ship to ever be recovered.”

Pushkin’s low whistle mirrored her own astonishment.  Before she could comment, Kalivan raised a perfectly manicured hand to still her.

“The colonists launched it after they arrived in a system with a habitable world, but not the one they’d planned on colonizing, needless to say.  They hoped the buoy would eventually make its way back home and let the rest of humanity know what had happened, which is a bit curious in itself.”

“How so?”

“Tempest was a privately chartered affair, carrying twenty thousand people with the goal of establishing a new civilization that would leave the ills of the old far behind them.  Utopian, from what records we have of the era.  History describes Earth as an unpleasant place in those days, before the FTL exodus, and more than one colonization consortium crystallized around the desire to try something new, or in this case, something old, meaning a society built around shared ownership, low levels of industrialization, with most colonists living an agrarian lifestyle.  They intended to deliberately turn their backs on space travel and drop a few centuries down the technology ladder, to some sort of utopia without the bad aspects of the society they’d left behind.”

“Really?”  Pushkin snorted.  “They sound like the idiots running my ancestors’ Rodina just before the first spaceflights.  It didn’t turn out well back then.”

“Yes.”  Kalivan sniffed.  “Strange notions indeed, but people will have ideals and try to live by them, or at least some will, while others will exploit them.”

He paused as if gathering his thoughts.

“However, the fact that they wished to let Earth know where they’d ended up seemed a little curious.  Perhaps the notion of cutting all contact with the rest of our kind overrode those ideals, once they realized that they’d ended up far from our home system.  It could well be that they realized the chances of more colonists arriving at some point when FTL finally became a reality, were close to nil.  Of course, the hyperdrive was still a few decades in the future when Tempest sailed, but many technical kinks had already been ironed out.”

“So we’re going to go pay them a visit, is that it?”  Despite herself, Dunmoore felt an intense fascination with the story.

“Indeed we are.”  Kalivan smiled at her apparent eagerness.  “You’re probably wondering where I come in.  As you may know, the army trains some of its officers and troops as civil affairs specialists, though we’re also well versed in other matters dealing with influence activities, and that happens to be my branch.”

“Influence activities?”  Pushkin frowned.  “I’m not sure I’ve encountered that term before.”

A cold smile appeared on Kalivan’s lips.

“We try not to advertise.  Some people would find what we do a little disturbing.  The army’s book definition calls it the integration of designated information-related capabilities in order to synchronize themes, messages, and actions with operations to inform Commonwealth audiences, influence alien and hostile audiences, and affect adversary and enemy decision-making.  In other words, stripped of the bullshit, we do psychological operations and propaganda.”

Pushkin’s eyebrows rose, and he nodded.

“Okay.  Bullshit artists, then.”

“Just so, if you wish to be crude.”  Kalivan turned his attention back to Dunmoore.  “I’m stationed on Dordogne, so I naturally gravitated to the research surrounding the log buoy’s origins, and when the matter of finding the colonists came up, I lobbied to get the mission.  For my sins, they turned me into a one-man operation and assigned your ship as my conveyance.”

He dug a data wafer out of his tunic pocket and held it out to Dunmoore. 

“All of the known details are on here.  Of course, the colonists didn’t send us galactic coordinates, since they weren’t in use at that time, but with the information about the star they reached, the bright boys in intelligence tracked its general area down quickly.  Your sailing master will find the approximate coordinates included.”

She placed the wafer on her console screen, uploading the data into the ship’s memory banks, and then quickly scrolled through to find their destination.  Pushkin, feeling rather impatient, glanced at Kalivan and noticed an air of amused expectancy about him as he watched Siobhan read.  His thin lips twisted into an amused smile when her eyes widened.

“That can’t be right.”

“What can’t be right?”

“The coordinates, Gregor.”  She called up a holographic map of the Orion Arm and touched her screen, causing a particular star to pulsate.  “There’s the destination, and here,” another touch and a red icon appeared, “is where our unnamed trader first tried to pick up the buoy.  It may have been traveling at a respectable fraction of cee, but it was still only a small fraction in relativistic terms if this information is correct.  And that being the case, the data doesn’t make sense.”

“The information is correct, Captain.”  Kalivan’s didactic, almost pedantic manner made him sound like a professor overly enamored by his own learning.  “And the data does make sense.”

“That means either the buoy encountered a wormhole shortcut, or someone launched it centuries before Tempest left Earth, or your intelligence boffins got it wrong.”

“I assure you, Captain, everything is entirely correct.  The buoy’s AI doesn’t report transiting a wormhole before it lost all power, and it shows wear consistent with well more than four centuries in space.  Two millennia actually, give or take.  What in fact happened is...”

“Tempest encountered a wormhole that projected it well away from its destination, not just in distance, but also in time.”  Dunmoore completed the statement.

The first officer’s incredulous snort caused Kalivan’s face to tighten for a few seconds.

“You are aware, Mister Pushkin, aren’t you, that wormhole theory has always included a temporal element?  It hasn’t been proved up to now, but this might be it.”

“Time travel forward, perhaps, sir,” he replied, feeling stung by the colonel’s words, if not his tone, “but going backward would violate God knows how many universal laws.”

“Perhaps so,” Dunmoore rose to her full height, intending to stop the debate before her usually stoic first officer could talk himself into trouble with Kalivan.  “But one of the lessons of history, as we found when our ancestors perfected FTL travel, is that what we thought to be universal constants often apply only to this version of the universe.  The only way to find out if Tempest did indeed travel back in time is to find this colony and hope the descendants of the original colonists have managed to hang on, if not thrive.”

“Indeed.”  Kalivan nodded, acknowledging Dunmoore’s attempt to prevent a rift between him and Pushkin, though the gesture fell short of an apology.  “All of the facts we obtained from the log buoy tell us that there might be a human world out there, colonized well before humanity left Earth; indeed, before our entire ancestral planet had even been fully mapped.”

“And if they’ve indeed achieved what they wanted, they might have forgotten their origins, which would make it a first contact kind of scenario.”  Siobhan refilled her coffee mug.  “Why didn’t the Admiralty send a full team instead of one army colonel and a clapped-out frigate?”

“Because,” this time his smile held an edge of bitterness, “we are not required for the war effort, and in the grand scheme of things, tracking down a ship that vanished over four hundred years ago is at the bottom of the priority list.”

Pushkin’s laugh sounded like the bark of a mad seal.

“Story of our lives, Colonel.  Welcome aboard Stingray.  I’ll reserve my judgment about the time travel angle until we get there.  The mad scientists have screwed up royally before.  There can be any number of plausible explanations that don’t involve the fourth dimension.”

Under Dunmoore’s hard stare, Kalivan found the grace to concede the point.

“As you say, Mister Pushkin.  We shall see.”

“I’ll post this on the ship’s net so that everyone can familiarize themselves with the reason for our mission.  If that’s all for now, Colonel, I’d like to confer with my sailing master on the navigation plan.  I expect you’ll wish us to get there by the most expeditious route, and since we’re heading into the unknown, we’ll have to be very careful.”

*
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“What do you think of our passenger, Viv?”  Kathryn Kowalski sat down across from her roommate with a loaded lunch tray.

Vivan Luttrell, the ship’s surgeon, chewed thoughtfully and after swallowing her food said, “I wouldn’t play poker with him, even for bragging rights instead of money.”

“Why?  You’re as close to a professional card sharp as we have aboard.”

“The eyes, young Kathryn.  Look at his eyes.  He can see right through people, and it makes some of us uncomfortable.”

“Whose eyes?”  Lieutenant Trevane Devall asked as he dropped down beside Luttrell.  “Or let me guess: Colonel Wes Kalivan.”

“Don’t you agree he has strange eyes?”

The second officer shrugged.

“Simple: don’t look into them and you won’t be hypnotized by his manly wiles.  He’s just another aristo like me, nothing else.”
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