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— One —

 

 

The ear-splitting shriek of Salamanca’s battle stations siren shattered the flag combat information center’s quiet yet expectant atmosphere. Although Siobhan Dunmoore, sitting in the throne-like command chair, was expecting the sudden change in the Reconquista class cruiser’s condition, she nonetheless felt a familiar rush of adrenaline shoot through her body.

“Here goes nothing,” Gregor Pushkin, sitting at the operations director console in front of the holographic tactical projection, muttered. Then, in a louder voice, “Ship’s sensors report three unknown contacts lit up just under seven hundred thousand klicks off our starboard bow. Based on size and detectable power emissions, the combat systems officer estimates that they’re warships in the same class as Commonwealth Navy cruisers. No transponders, no markings, and no clear indications of who built them, but they seem human. Since the sensors didn’t detect a transition from hyperspace, they were likely running silent and waiting in ambush, using the distressed civilian vessel as bait.”

Dunmoore nodded once, a sphinx-like expression on her lean face.

“So far, so good.”

The sound of a panicked male voice came through CIC’s speakers tuned to the emergency sublight frequency. 

“Salamanca, this is Hideki Maru again. The damned bastards are back, and they’re pinging me with targeting sensors. My threat board is glowing red. You need to make it here fast. I repeat, my ship is being painted by targeting sensors.”

Pirates had attacked and disabled Hideki Maru, an Edo-class mixed passenger and cargo ship with two hundred and sixty humans aboard the previous day, though her captain claimed they drove off the attackers. Since the Edo-class vessels were built for the volatile frontiers and well-armed, the assertion seemed plausible. Salamanca, the first of the Series Ten Reconquista cruisers, an evolution of the Shrehari War design and outfitted as a flagship, had been on a routine patrol along the Commonwealth’s outer edges when she received the signal. She’d immediately jumped through hyperspace to render assistance.

Dunmoore swiveled her command chair to port and studied the bank of displays covering the bulkhead. Instead of telemetry and various status readouts, most showed live feeds from multiple parts of the ship, notably its bridge, the CIC, and the main engineering compartment, where members of her team sat at unused workstations, observing the crew.

“Gunnery is targeting the three tangos,” Pushkin reported, “and helm is changing course for an intercept.”

“Hideki Maru, this is Salamanca. We’re on our way at best sublight speed. Stand by.”

Dunmoore recognized the voice as that of Captain Piotr Rydzewski, the cruiser’s commanding officer, freshly promoted into the job after three years as first officer in one of Salamanca’s older sister ships. He’d come out of the Shrehari War as a junior lieutenant commander and was moving up the ranks at a decent enough clip, even though he’d never held a starship command before this one.

“Unknown vessels,” Rydzewski continued, “this is the Commonwealth Navy ship Salamanca, cruiser. The civilian ship you are targeting is under my protection. Withdraw at once. If you open fire, we will do so as well.”

“That’ll be fun,” Pushkin said, sotto voce, even though he and Dunmoore were alone in the flag CIC. “We could handle odds of three to one back in the day. These postwar captains? Not so much, I think.”

“Be nice, Gregor.” She gave him a wry smile. “They don’t enjoy the benefit of several years commanding starships in combat like us. I’m sure Captain Rydzewski is perfectly capable of handling the situation. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be commanding the Fleet’s newest warship. Besides, the Series Ten are more than twice as capable as the original Series One Reconquistas. He might surprise even a jaded old space dog like you.”

Pushkin let out a soft snort. 

“I suppose you’d know, seeing as how he was one of your students at the War College. But there’s a wide gulf between theory and practice.”

“Says the man who never attended and is now too senior for a year ashore in a classroom.”

“You mean overage in grade. But since I don’t nurture any ambitions of becoming a flag officer, let alone a staffer in some large, probably dysfunctional peacetime headquarters, it’s just as well the Navy didn’t waste money on furthering my professional education.” A pause. “The tangos are now targeting Salamanca, and from the emission signature, they’re powering weapons. The sparks are about to fly.”

“You’re enjoying this more than is decent, Gregor.”

“And you aren’t? Face it, this is the closest we come to reliving the glory days of Task Force Luckner.”

Dunmoore made a face at him. “Don’t remind me.”

Rydzewski repeated his message to the unidentified ships, forestalling Pushkin’s reply. Instead, the latter said, eyes on the image of Salamanca’s captain, “They won’t answer, Skipper. There’s no percentage in speaking with the Navy when you have the edge.”

“I’m sure Piotr is aware of that, but he’s duty-bound to try everything short of opening fire until the very last minute. The Admiralty no longer tolerates the shoot first, ask questions later doctrine. Targeting ships with fire control sensors may be impolite, but it isn’t explicitly illegal, and he only has Hideki Maru’s word that they’re hostile. For all he knows, there’s a much different game being played over there.”

“Did anyone ever mention how devious you’ve become since the war ended?”

“Almost five years of intellectual sparring with up and comers determined to count coup on the infamous Siobhan Dunmoore, head of the Unconventional Warfare Department, will do that.”

“Did any of your students ever succeed?”

She glanced at him over her shoulder, one eyebrow cocked. “What do you think?”

“Since I heard no War College graduate boast about winning a debate with you — and they would, believe me — I guess that’s a no.”

A nod. “Apparently, I was known as Dunmoore the Destroyer among those who witnessed me tearing apart ill-prepared students, not that I was ever supposed to find out. Unfortunately, those whose lack of hard work resulted in unpleasant consequences used a different nickname, one that could see them disciplined for insulting a senior officer, and no, I won’t repeat it even if we’re alone in here.”

Pushkin grinned at her. 

“Then I’ll ask the chief. If he doesn’t know, he’ll dig up friends who can find out.”

“He’s more likely to tell you some things are best left alone.”

“Probably.” Pushkin turned his gaze back on the holographic tactical display where the blue icon representing Salamanca was closing with the tangos, marked in red, and Hideki Maru in green. “We’re entering extreme engagement range. Our shields are up, guns are powering, missile launchers are ready. Still no transponder signal or reply from the unknown ships.”

He paused. 

“Correction. Incoming message from one of the tangos, text only, no voice or video. To the Commonwealth Navy ship Salamanca, withdraw, and we’ll spare the lives of Hideki Maru’s crew and passengers. Keep coming at us, and our first salvo will kill everyone aboard her. Their deaths will be on your conscience.” Pushkin looked up at Dunmoore. “Nasty.”

“What can I say? Piotr will probably face this sort of thing during his command tour.” She shrugged. “The Shrehari War’s unresolved issues have been festering for years, Gregor. Surplus ships, surplus spacers, and surplus anger on both sides is a dangerous mixture. Especially when our government would rather maintain the pre-war arrangements between Earth and the sovereign star systems instead of acknowledging the latter’s greater stake in charting humanity’s future.”

Pushkin made a face. 

“Much as I didn’t enjoy the war, at least you knew where you stood. But the politicking since it ended isn’t particularly peaceful either.”

“It hasn’t been peaceful, period. While you and I were riding desks, the known galaxy took on the sort of deadly edge we never experienced while fighting Brakal and his like.”

Pushkin turned his attention back on the holographic tactical projection, alerted by a low-pitched signal, and let out a soft whistle.

“Two more tangos unmasked aft of our current position and are painting us with targeting sensors. So it just became a five against one proposition. Missile launches from all tangos — twenty apiece for one hundred birds in the first salvo. That’ll leave a mark.”

A hundred small missile icons appeared in the tactical projection, every single one of them headed for the cruiser.

Dunmoore glanced back at the display showing Salamanca’s CIC. Captain Rydzewski, a solidly built, square-faced man in his late thirties with dark blond hair and deep-set blue eyes, was leaning forward, staring at his tactical display. She could see his jaw clench as if he were fighting back a coiled spring ready to explode. Astonishment had wiped away his earlier calm confidence, replaced by something that could be the realization he now faced a no-win scenario. 

Three against one for a Series Ten Reconquista cruiser might still be feasible. Five against one, not so much, especially with hostiles both forward and aft. He could still accelerate and risk making an emergency jump, even though his drives hadn’t yet fully cycled. A new ship like Salamanca would take the added strain. But it meant condemning Hideki Maru’s crew and passengers to a ghastly fate — if the freighter was a victim and not in on a scheme to ambush the Fleet’s newest warship.

“Salamanca has fired a full spread of missiles at the tangos, ten per, and is now diverting resources to shields and anti-missile defenses.” A few moments passed, then, “Engaging enemy birds.”

Red missile icons vanished one after the other from the tactical display. But Dunmoore knew it wouldn’t be enough.

Her eyes were drawn to the screen showing the bridge, and she caught sight of Chief Guthren’s lips moving. Though she couldn’t hear his words, Dunmoore would bet anything he was muttering the time-honored words used by spacers throughout the ages and by wet navy sailors before them. 

For what we are about to receive, may the Almighty make us truly grateful.

Silent explosions tore at the cruiser’s shields, transforming them from a sedate, rippling green to a deep, menacing purple in a matter of moments as competing energies warred with each other. The tangos fired again, sending another one hundred missiles to further erode Salamanca’s defenses and strike her hull. But they wouldn’t escape unscathed. The cruiser’s ordnance, more powerful, modern, and effective than anything fielded by the Commonwealth’s enemies, gave her attackers problems of their own.

But it came too late.

“The starboard bow shield has just collapsed after its generator burned out.” A pause. “Helm is rotating the ship on her long axis to hide the vulnerable zone from direct fire.” Another pause. “Central port side shield is gone as well. Missile strike on the hull.”

A new alarm siren rang out, sending damage control parties into action under the second officer’s orders.

“Oh. Here it goes. Another shield just failed.” Pushkin shook his head. “Looks like the generator wasn’t up to spec and burned out faster than it should. Port side main guns took a hit. One of the capacitors triggered cascading damage through that part of the system. Engineering isolated the event but not before it affected the power node.”

By now, Dunmoore could sense growing concern, if not yet panic, in the CIC, the bridge, and main engineering. Once failures began cascading, a starship’s life could be counted in minutes, if not seconds.

“More hits on the hull. Starboard hyperdrive nacelle is damaged. We will not be jumping out of this situation. All damage control teams are in action. The second officer is triaging as fast as he can. Both forward missile launchers are offline. Hull is punctured in seven — no, eight different spots. Engineering is venting antimatter fuel.”

Dunmoore nodded. If the ship was ridding itself of the highly volatile substance that powered its hyperdrives, it meant either Captain Rydzewski or his chief engineer had decided the end was nigh. Her assumption was confirmed moments later when a new klaxon rang out, followed by Rydzewski’s voice.

“All hands, abandon ship. I repeat, all hands, abandon ship.”
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— Two —

 

 

Captain Siobhan Dunmoore tapped the arm of her command chair and released control of Salamanca’s main computer back to its crew. Then, she called up the public address system.

“This is RED One Leader, endex. I repeat, this is RED One Leader, endex. The ship will resume cruising stations as per the captain’s orders. RED One will assemble in the flag conference room in ten minutes. Dunmoore, out.”

Pushkin slowly stood and stretched, then rotated his shoulders with a sigh of relief. 

“You really pushed the no-win this time, Skipper. I almost believed it myself. Judging by the faces in the CIC and on the bridge, many of them were as well. It’ll be a bit before the adrenaline levels around here drop.”

She imitated her deputy team leader and operations officer, then made a face. 

“Piotr Rydzewski was getting a little full of himself during the last few tactical evaluations. He displayed the same bad habit during simulations at the War College. I can’t recall who, but someone told me he seriously discussed sabotaging the no-win scenarios with his classmates when I used them to cure him and a few others of their overconfidence.”

“And did he?”

Dunmoore shook her head. 

“No one managed during my time there, though my informants tell me one or two tried. Not Piotr, though. I think he may have decided it wasn’t worth the risk.”

“What would you have done if you’d caught a student changing the code?”

“Assigned one or two extra command essays on top of extra no-win simulations.” Dunmoore nodded at the door connecting the flag CIC with the conference room. “Do you think the coffee urn survived Salamanca’s brush with oblivion?”

“If the galley hasn’t ejected it into space as retaliation for our turning the ship into a chaotic mess. Although if pastries magically materialized, I’d be careful lest they contain a substance that might send us running to the heads with comical expressions on our faces.”

Dunmoore let out a quick snort. “They wouldn’t dare.”

Pushkin gave her a wink. “Then I’ll let you take the first few bites.”

Upon entering the conference room, Dunmoore and Pushkin found not only a coffee urn on a sideboard, merrily chugging, but a platter of sandwiches, vegetables, and fruit — a belated lunch now that Salamanca was no longer at battle stations.

They were both enjoying a cup when the members of Readiness Evaluation Division Team One filtered in. Four experienced lieutenant commanders, each assisted by an equally experienced chief petty officer second class, they were subject matter experts in their fields — combat systems, propulsion engineering, systems engineering, navigation and communications, and security. Last to arrive was Chief Petty Officer First Class Kurt Guthren, RED One’s security specialist and Dunmoore’s unofficial coxswain.

The team members had more than just subject matter expertise in common. None of them expected any further promotions and were likely in their final assignments before retiring. It meant they couldn’t be pressured into going easy on ships under readiness evaluation, or ignoring faults, no matter how minor.

Dunmoore and her fellow RED team leaders, veteran captains who’d commanded starships during the Shrehari War, remembered only too well the losses incurred because ships and crews weren’t fully prepared for the worst situations, especially during the war’s early years. The same held true for all of the Readiness Evaluation Division’s officers and chief petty officers. RED teams weren’t particularly welcome aboard warships, but most understood they performed a vital function.

Once they were seated around the table with food and drink before them, Chief Guthren said, “Hearing the ‘all hands abandon ship’ order never gets old, Captain.”

Pushkin chuckled. “Mainly because it means the next word on the public address system is endex, right?”

Guthren grinned at him. “In part. But also because you can witness the crew’s unfiltered reaction at knowing they failed. The first officer was a true study in repressed anger.”

“Alright.” Dunmoore held up a hand. “Let’s discuss your observations and what each of you will tell the relevant department heads during their respective hot washes.”

One by one, the lieutenant commanders, aided by their chiefs, laid out their findings and recommendations, adding them to Salamanca’s detailed readiness report. It would be read with great interest by the flag officers commanding the cruiser’s assigned battle group and fleet, the rear admiral commanding the Readiness Evaluation Division, and ultimately the Navy’s Chief of Operations. 

Failure to meet the exacting standards in one or more areas meant further work-up training and a new evaluation cycle. Rarely, though it had happened during Dunmoore’s tenure with the division, a ship experienced issues grave enough that captains were relieved of duty. But not this time.

“So we’re agreed?” Dunmoore let her eyes roam around the table once Chief Guthren, the last to report, fell silent. “Salamanca is in every respect ready?”

The team members nodded in turn as her eyes briefly rested on them.

“Thank you.” Dunmoore stood. “I’ll debrief Captain Rydzewski while you speak with the department heads. Once that’s done, you may consider yourselves off duty until we dock.”

Dunmoore found Salamanca’s commanding officer in his day cabin. He looked at her ruefully as she settled in a chair across from him.

“That was nasty even for you, Siobhan.”

“Remember when I took you down a peg at the College?”

He nodded. “I guess I did it again, right?”

“Yes. You’re blessed with a superb crew, Piotr, and the finest ship in the Fleet. Failure was never an option, and everyone aboard knew it. That’s why success after success in our evaluations made you a little overconfident. But as you know, I have the ideal remedy. Remember it whenever you feel a little full of yourself.”

“I will.”

“That being said, congratulations. You passed with flying colors. My report will declare you ready for duty in every respect. You’ll receive a copy when I send it up our respective chains of command. Since nothing is perfect, there are a few areas where improvements will help tighten things, but overall, you command an efficient, well-run ship, my friend, and I wish you joy of her. Give your people a Bravo Zulu from me and RED One. We’re the toughest of the bunch and take the most important assignments.”

“Wilco.” He studied her for a few seconds. “If you don’t mind me asking since this was my first readiness evaluation as skipper, do you always end the sequence with a nasty no-win like that? I haven’t heard much on the grapevine about your habits.”

“It depends on the captain and crew. I always end an evaluation cruise with something that will push them beyond their limits after passing everything else. The no-win doesn’t come up often, so consider it a compliment. And in case you’re wondering, they’re never the same scenarios. The next one I run will differ from yours, and the captain under evaluation won’t know whether it’s just another test or my version of the final exam.”

Rydzewski sat back and nodded. 

“I’ll take it in the spirit you intended. Did you ever face a no-win, or is that question still as taboo as it was at the War College?”

“A few. I lost the corvette Shenzen at Antae Carina in ‘63 to a Shrehari task force, making me one of the few surviving wartime captains who gave the command to abandon ship. Then there was the time I fought Brakal in the Cimmeria system during my first cruise as Stingray’s captain. We shouldn’t have survived, except my chief engineer and one of her ratings sacrificed their lives to restart our sublight drives.” Dunmoore shook her head. “So many dead. And that’s why I put you and your crew through the wringer.”

“Understood. I may not have enjoyed the experience, but we’ve come out of it stronger and more confident.” He raised a hand before she could speak. “And no more overconfidence. Promised. Another question, if I may?”

“Sure.”

“Where do you sit during what you call the final exam in a ship without a flag CIC?”

She smiled. 

“Wherever I can access every part of the ship’s systems while being invisible to the captain and first officer. If there’s an auxiliary bridge, I’ll kick the chief engineer out. If not, sometimes I take over the captain’s day cabin for that final evolution. I’m a big believer in the Navy’s interpretation of the observer effect, remember? The mere presence of an observer changes the behavior of those being observed.”

“Yet your people were watching us.”

“True, but they can blend in with your crew and make themselves inconspicuous. Another post captain like me, not so much.”

Rydzewski let out a rueful chuckle. 

“Especially one with the name Siobhan Dunmoore. What happens to you and your team now?”

“You drop us off at Starbase 30 from where we’ll take a ship either home to Caledonia or to our next tasking. I’ll know once I pick up my orders from the base commander.”

Rydzewski cocked an eyebrow. “Caledonia and not Earth?”

“The RED teams are dispersed around the Commonwealth. It reduces travel time. Besides, Caledonia has enough shipyards to keep us busy with new crews. But when the Navy plans to put something like the first of the Series Ten Reconquistas through its paces, HQ assigns RED One. My team is what you might call primus inter pares, the first among equals.”

“With you as its leader, that doesn’t surprise me. Am I right in remembering Commander Pushkin and Chief Guthren served under your orders in Stingray?”

“As the first officer and coxswain, respectively. Chief Guthren followed me to Iolanthe while Gregor was promoted and took Jan Sobieski, which ended up becoming one of my frigates when I was Task Force Luckner’s commander. In fact, I used her as my flagship for the attack on the Shrehari home system. So, you could say he, Chief Guthren, and I lived through a lot together, which is why I finagled their appointment to RED One.”

Dunmoore caught the expression in Rydzewski’s eyes and knew he was diplomatically avoiding any mention that Pushkin and Guthren were probably in their last years of service anyway, just like she was. Her ultimate turn in front of the commodores’ promotion board was coming up, and if they didn’t place her file above the cut-off line, she’d be facing retirement as well. 

The captains’ boards had published their results before RED One joined Salamanca, and Pushkin already knew his name wasn’t on the list. It had been his last turn as well, meaning this was likely his terminal assignment before separation from the Navy.

Exemplary wartime service as a starship captain didn’t count for much anymore, now that the memories were fading and officers too junior for command during the war occupied the most coveted senior positions, those leading to a flag officer’s stars. It wasn’t fair, but as Dunmoore knew, it happened after every conflict. 

Not for the first time, she wondered whether the three of them should set up their own private military corporation once they marched into retirement at what were still relatively young ages. Dunmoore, Pushkin, and Guthren, Spacers of Fortune — it had a certain ring. A depressing one, certainly, but such was life.

“Always good to have old comrades you can rely on as part of any team.” He gave her an uncertain smile.

“The friends we make and, more importantly, keep are the only certainty in this life.” Dunmoore stood. “I won’t take up any more of your time. You have a million things to set right after we threw Salamanca into a tailspin. As of now, RED One personnel are mere passengers who’ll do their best to stay out of everyone’s way. But, thankfully, the trip to Starbase 30 won’t take long.”

“No. We should see you ashore in two days.”
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— Three —

 

 

Siobhan Dunmoore remembered docking at Starbase 30 almost a decade earlier, just before she embarked on the most momentous mission in her career. It seemed unchanged to her eyes as Salamanca made her final approach. For a moment, she was back in Iolanthe, commanding Task Force Luckner and wearing a commodore’s star on her collar, though the storied Q ship was built as a lone hunter, not the leader of a formation which changed the course of history.

She didn’t turn when the door opened with barely a whisper, though it pulled her out of the moment.

“Reliving old glories?”

“Those were the days, Gregor. Life in this old Navy hasn’t been the same since we faced Brakal across the armistice table on Aquilonia Station. Starbase 30 isn’t even home to 3rd Fleet HQ anymore. A few years ago, it relocated to the surface, leaving the admiral commanding the local battle group as the senior officer aboard.” Dunmoore glanced over her shoulder. “But in a little twist of fate, that is now Rear Admiral Oliver Harmel, who had Terra back then. Remember him?”

Pushkin joined her by the command chair, dropped his bags, and nodded. 

“Sure. Nice guy. Made that massive space control ship run like a finely tuned machine even with a surfeit of top brass getting in the way. He must have the patience of a saint.”

“Oliver and I commiserated many an evening watch on our way to Caledonia because both of us knew we’d never command another starship again. We’d had our turn.”

“Except Harmel parlayed his flag captain posting into a pair of stars and his own battle group.” Though Pushkin tried to keep an even tone, Dunmoore caught a hint of bitterness underlying his words.

“And I parlayed an extensive tour at the War College into command of RED One — that’s what you meant to say, right? But like I told Zeke when my orders arrived, no admirals in their right mind would take a former commodore whose broad pennant flew over the war’s most famous task force as their flag captain. Don’t worry. I’m not jealous of Oliver. He’s solid, competent, and yes, a genuinely nice guy who earned command of the Fleet’s flagship where he was noticed for the things a peacetime Navy wants in a senior officer. I’ll be making my manners with him when we dock and not only because he’ll pass on our orders.” She gave Pushkin a wry smile. “Who knows? If I set up a private military corporation after retiring, I might need a few reliable contacts who can steer work my way.”

“I think you’ll have more luck with that Mikhail Forenza chap. Based on what you told me about him, his lot are the ones who might employ shady operations the government can disavow.”

“Perhaps, though I’ve not come across him in so long that I don’t even know if he’s still working for the Colonial Office’s Intelligence Service. Or whether he’s even among the living. Besides, I’d need someone with deep pockets to help create a PMC before I can chase contracts, and that’s a whole different challenge.” A shrug. “I doubt I’d make a good mercenary in any case. Maybe I can find a job as a civilian starship captain. The big shipping companies will have absorbed the postwar surplus of trained officers by now.”

“Keep developing the PMC idea, Skipper. You wouldn’t last long working for outfits whose biggest concern is cutting costs.”

Dunmoore let out a soft snort. “Probably not.”

They watched the rest of the docking maneuver in silence until the public address system lit up with the first officer’s voice, calling the crew to harbor stations.

“I suppose we should head for the main airlock.” Dunmoore climbed to her feet and picked up her luggage.

They found the rest of the team, along with Captain Rydzewski and his coxswain, waiting for them.

Rydzewski stuck out his hand and grinned. 

“Always a pleasure being put through the wringer by my old sensei.”

As they shook, Dunmoore smiled back. “Take good care of your ship and her crew, Piotr. They deserve nothing but the best.”

With that, RED One disembarked, another job finished to Dunmoore’s exacting standards, and headed for the base’s transient officers’ and chief petty officers’ quarters. She dropped her gear in the sitting room of a suite usually assigned to visitors with stars on their collars — no doubt Oliver Harmel showing her the utmost courtesy — and headed for the latter’s office, where she was expected.

Harmel’s flag lieutenant jumped to her feet when Dunmoore appeared in the antechamber and gestured at the door behind her.

“Welcome, sir. Please go ahead. The admiral is waiting for you.”

Before Dunmoore took more than two steps, a dark-complexioned, heavy-set, bald man in his late fifties with intelligent eyes beneath thick brows popped through the open doorway, smiling broadly. 

“Siobhan! What a delight to see you again after all this time. Come in, come in.” His booming voice was as deep as ever.

He ushered her into the office once occupied by the Flag Officer Commanding 3rd Fleet and gestured at a settee group in one corner.

“Please make yourself comfortable. Can I offer you coffee, tea, or perhaps something a bit stronger?”

“Thank you, sir, but I’m good.”

Harmel sat across from her and leaned forward. 

“You’ve not changed a bit since we last met.”

“Other than a few more strands of gray in my hair and additional wrinkles around my eyes, you mean?” She grinned at him. “You, on the other hand, look like a true flag officer. Congratulations on the promotion and the appointment.”

“Thanks. I never thought I’d make it this far.” Harmel’s expression changed, and he almost seemed chagrined. “Unfortunately, I’m the bearer of bad news.”

“I didn’t make the cut-off on the most recent commodore’s promotion list.” Dunmoore was happy her tone remained flat and without a shred of emotion.

Harmel shook his head. 

“Sadly, no. And if I’m not mistaken, that was the last time you were under consideration.”

“It was.” She shrugged. “Such is life. I’m sure the Fleet will squeeze a few more years out of me as RED One’s team leader. Do you have the list? I’m curious about who made it.”

“Certainly. I also received the other flag officer lists if you’re interested. Shall I forward them to your quarters?”

“Please. And by the way, thanks for giving me the VIP suite. I appreciate the gesture.”

“You outranked me once and would still outrank me if there was any justice in this universe.” He sat back. “And now, deliberately changing the subject, how did Salamanca do? I’d give up any chances at a third star to see her assigned as my flagship.”

“She did extremely well. So well, in fact, I ran her through the nastiest no-win scenario as the last test.”

“Please tell me everything. Believe it or not, your job is more fun than mine most days. All I’m busy with is approving patrol schedules and various bits of administrivia.”

 

**

 

“How’s the admiral?” Pushkin asked when Dunmoore joined him in the almost empty wardroom for a drink before supper. Her other officers hadn’t shown up yet, but she knew without checking that Guthren and his colleagues were in the chiefs’ and petty officers’ mess next door.

“Prospering, and still a nice guy. He delivered the news I didn’t make the commodore’s list personally. And then, just to torture myself, I asked for a copy of the list so I could see which undeserving bugger took my slot.” 

When Pushkin gave her a look of astonishment, she let out a grim chuckle. 

“I also perused the various admirals’ promotion lists, so yes, I’m a tad bitter at the moment. Several of my less brilliant students at the War College are now wearing a commodore’s star, officers whose only saving grace is the ability to do precisely what their superiors expect, no more, no less. You know, the type I wouldn’t employ as captain in Task Force Luckner.”

She raised the whiskey tumbler she’d picked up at the bar on her way in and took a healthy sip. 

“Too bad it’s not Thursday. The toast of the day would be more than appropriate.”

“To hell with it not being Thursday.” Pushkin hoisted his glass. “A bloody war or a sickly season.”

She imitated him, and both downed their drinks. Pushkin turned toward the bar, caught the bar tender’s eye, and raised two fingers. Fresh servings appeared within moments.

“But on to more easily digestible news. Officers of our acquaintance, people we actually like and respect, made the flag officers’ promotion lists too, so it’s not completely depressing.”

Pushkin cocked a questioning eyebrow. “Such as?”

“Kathryn Kowalski, after spending a mere two years as a commodore, is now a rear admiral and one of Fleet HQ’s rising stars in the Naval Operations branch.”

“Wow.” He let out a low whistle. “I wish I knew how she did it after finishing the war as a relatively junior commander.”

“Yes, but Kathryn served as the first officer of a Reconquista class cruiser, where she evidently shone because she was promoted to post captain two years after the armistice. Then, she spent the next two years in command of another Reconquista, followed by another two years as flag captain, then off to Earth and Fleet HQ where she evidently found a path to glory.”

“Well done, her. She’ll finish with four stars, if not five at this rate.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s her ultimate goal. Ezekiel Holt received his first star, almost in the nick of time. I think he had two more chances after this one. He’s another of our friends who made an assignment to Fleet HQ pay off, but in counterintelligence.”

Pushkin took another sip. “I guess during peacetime, it’s not what you know but who you know.”

“Things weren’t that different during the war. If you’ll recall, I could also count on friends in high places back then. They helped get me Stingray and Iolanthe.”

“Because you were the perfect captain for the job.”

Her face briefly took on a dismissive expression. 

“Perhaps, but without them, someone else would have commanded both.”

“Screwing Stingray up even further and ensuring the war would continue for another ten years because there’s no one with your genius for doing what’s necessary in the most unusual and effective way possible.”

Dunmoore shrugged off the compliment and stared at the amber liquid in her glass.

“Any other acquaintances with new stars on their uniforms?”

“A few.” She rattled off half a dozen names.

“Can’t say any of them don’t deserve it.” He saw movement by the entrance. “Here’s the rest of the crew. Time to plaster our best smiles on and chat about other matters, such as whether we go home or directly to our next job.”

She looked up and gave him a tight smile. 

“Saved by RED One. Oh, and we are going home on the next available ship. Admiral Harmel gave me our orders.”

 

**

 

Rear Admiral Kathryn Kowalski, the newly appointed Director of Operations for the Rim Sector and Protectorate Zone under the Chief of Naval Operations, looked up from her workstation as Commander Ahmad, one of the desk officers, rapped his knuckles on her office door jamb.

“Come on in.”

“Sir, we may face a problem that could involve the Protectorate Zone, something 3rd Fleet just kicked up to us.”

Kowalski, a tall, slender blond in her early forties with intense blue eyes, instinctively knew that what started as another ordinary day, had just taken a sharp turn to starboard. Only the most intractable — read political — issues filtered up to Naval Operations at Fleet HQ on Earth.
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— Four —

 

 

Kowalski made a go-on motion with her hand.

“The Marengo system subspace array, as well as one of our interstellar arrays, picked up a distress signal on the emergency band from the civilian luxury liner Athena approximately thirty-six hours ago. Apparently, the ship was on a cruise of the outer colonies when pirates hijacked it. The captain managed to send a message before the pirates seized his bridge. He claims insiders took over just as three ships that didn’t quite seem built by human hands intercepted him at the Marengo system’s heliopause. Images accompanied the distress signal, and I concur with the assessment on the ships, though I’ve passed the images to the intelligence desk. Using both arrays for triangulation, the senior officer in the system determined the approximate position where the incident occurred. He then dispatched one of the frigates on station to pursue and hopefully figure what course Athena and the pirates took, though with orders to make sure they didn’t violate the Treaty.”

“Why did 3rd Fleet pass it on instead of taking action and merely informing the operations center?”

Ahmad grimaced. 

“Several reasons, sir, and I can’t blame them. First, according to the manifest, most passengers aboard Athena have high-level political or commercial connections and were on a junket to convince the colonies they’re better off under direct Earth rule. Among the names are those of the SecGen’s eldest daughter, the brother of ComCorp’s current president and CEO, along with relatives of star system senators and other high-level officials. A veritable who’s who of the Commonwealth upper crust. Then there’s the matter of insiders and a clean intercept, meaning the hijackers compromised the junket well before Athena reached Marengo’s heliopause. They clearly knew what course she was on, which makes it a national security issue. Finally, there’s the matter of presumed pirate ships not being of an identifiable type so close to the Protectorate and the Shrehari Empire. We’ve known for years pirates and other assorted criminals use the Treaty of Ulufan provisions forbidding naval and military forces of both parties from violating the Protectorate’s neutrality to escape our patrols.”

Kowalski grimaced.

“One of the diplomats’ more boneheaded moves, theirs and ours, though I suspect the bastards are still operating naval ships disguised as corsairs to keep tabs on bad actors and smack them as needed.”

“And we’re not, sir?” Ahmad grinned. “Our Q ships vanish for weeks at a time in that area.”

“Did you ever hear the expression ask me no questions, and I will tell you no lies?”

Ahmad’s smile broadened. “Understood, Admiral.”

“You’re preparing a note for the CNO?”

“The moment we’re done here. We received more details from 3rd Fleet, which I’ll include in the note.”

“Good. I’ll pass the word up the chain of command. Be ready to brief him, and possibly even the Grand Admiral, before the day is out. This can become a clusterfrack in no time.”

Ahmad nodded once and vanished back into the bullpen, where teams of officers and chief petty officers stood watch twenty-four hours a day. Meanwhile, Kowalski asked for a link with her direct superior, the deputy chief of naval operations, to warn him of impending trouble.

Both she and Ahmad found themselves in Grand Admiral Sampaio’s conference room ninety minutes later, briefing the supreme commander of humanity’s Armed Forces. Sitting with him were Admiral Zebulon Lowell, the Chief of Naval Operations, and Admiral Jado Doxiadis, the Chief of Naval Intelligence.

Sampaio took on a thoughtful expression when Ahmad fell silent and sat back in his leather chair.

“This is extremely troubling news and can trigger the worst political crisis since the war. I don’t doubt a large faction in the Senate and our own ranks will accuse Shrehari revanchists of waging a dirty war against us despite Brakal ordering his forces to stand down after he seized power. And in turn, the Shrehari government will accuse us of fomenting a crisis to rekindle hostilities over the status of the Protectorate Zone. Brakal is nothing if not a stickler for keeping his and the Empire’s commitments as a matter of honor. That could easily put us on the slippery slope to a new interstellar conflict, something which certain parties in both the Commonwealth and the Empire would welcome.”

Admiral Doxiadis nodded. 

“A disastrous outcome, especially since it could just be another case of common piracy, this time aimed at ransoming members of wealthy and powerful families. Criminal organizations in that part of the galaxy are becoming bolder with every passing year, thanks to our and the Shrehari's postwar drawdown, leaving us overstretched. More worrisome yet, we’re seeing disenchanted Commonwealth Armed Forces veterans entering that ugly universe by creating their own mercenary outfits, whose members are intimately familiar with our tactics, techniques, and procedures.”

“I’m open to suggestions,” Sampaio said. “I need a plan I can present the SecGen before he goes ballistic when I brief him on this in,” he glanced at the antique clock on a sideboard, “two hours.”

“If I may, sir.” Kowalski raised her hand. “We have no choice but to pursue with every means at our disposal. Anything less will precipitate the crisis you fear. I suggest we take it as a given that Athena is on her way to a destination in the Protectorate Zone, which naval forces cannot enter because of the Treaty.”

“Agreed,” the Chief of Naval Intelligence interjected. “Please continue, Admiral Kowalski.”

“We must create a mission element capable of finding and rescuing our people, and it must be under the command of an officer who is best suited for such a task. One who knows what’s now the Protectorate Zone from wartime missions. More importantly, one to whom the Shrehari ambassador and perhaps even Kho’sahra Brakal won’t automatically object when we seek the Empire’s consent to temporarily suspend the Treaty of Ulufan’s relevant provisions so we can retrieve our citizens.”

Admiral Lowell gave Kowalski a suspicious glance. “And who would that be, pray tell?”

“Siobhan Dunmoore, sir. Give her a small task force and let her loose. If anyone can find these pirates in the Protectorate and retrieve their victims, she’s it because she took Iolanthe deep into that part of space before. Of equal importance, we know Brakal respects her and considers her honorable beyond reproach. Their conversation at the armistice talks on Aquilonia and his subsequent comments to our ambassador on Shrehari Prime is proof enough.”

“Hasn’t Dunmoore filled shore billets since the war?” Lowell asked, frowning.

“Not quite, sir. She leads the Fleet’s premier readiness evaluation team and has probably racked up more time aboard warships than most officers of her rank over the years. She certainly knows more about commanding them than any of the current crop, and she wrote the book on unconventional operations. Give her Salamanca, the Reconquista class cruiser configured as flagship, which she just certified, and three or four frigates from 3rd Fleet that aren’t currently on patrol. Dunmoore’s on Starbase 30 with her team at the moment, waiting for transport to Caledonia, and could be redirected with a simple subspace message. Her people can fill the flag billets, meaning a dedicated task force could be underway the moment 3rd Fleet releases a handful of ships.”

“Isn’t Salamanca destined for another formation?”

“Yes, sir. She’ll replace the Series One Reconquista Corregidor as the flagship of Battle Group 31, so the latter can go into refit, but there’s no urgency.”

Sampaio nodded slowly. “You really thought this through, and quickly at that. Well done. I can see why someone as young as you now fills an operations director billet as a two-star. Are there any objections?”

The CNO turned to his superior. “I’m not overly enthusiastic at the idea, sir. Dunmoore was a wartime commodore who never regained her star after she reverted to post captain during the drawdown. The most recent promotion board didn’t rate her as suitable either, and it was the last time her file would be considered.”

“With due respect, sir,” Kowalski said, “Dunmoore is the most suitable officer for this job, the one with the best chance of success. But if she fails, then she will become the ideal scapegoat.”

“We’ll get our share of the blame; you can be sure of that if only for appointing someone the Fleet no longer considers flag officer material,” Lowell replied in a warning tone.

“Yes, sir. Understood. But we’ll be blamed only if the rescue mission fails. And once the public affairs people massage the story, then it’ll be obvious that if the officer who raided the Shrehari home system can’t succeed, no one else stands a chance.”

Grand Admiral Sampaio let out a soft snort of amusement. 

“I admire your persistence, Admiral Kowalski. May I ask why you’re so adamant?”

“Because I served under Siobhan Dunmoore’s command in Stingray, sir, and know firsthand how she thinks and operates. Everyone who’s served under her since told me the same thing — she’ll finish any job, so long as we let her run free of peacetime restrictions. Besides, for all intents and purposes, Athena’s targeted hijacking is just as much an act of war as the Shrehari invasion was. This war is merely darker and dirtier, one which can’t and won’t end with an armistice and a Treaty with questionable provisions.”

Sampaio tapped his fingertips against the tabletop.

“Agreed, and that means we have a plan. Admiral Kowalski can draw up the necessary orders and make it happen within the hour. If 3rd Fleet raises objections, make sure they understand this comes from me directly, and I won’t brook any nonsense. When I see the SecGen, I want to tell him the rescue mission is underway.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Kowalski and Ahmad stood. “With your permission?”

“Dismissed, and thank you.”

When both were gone, Sampaio gave Lowell a sardonic look. 

“Kowalski was an inspired choice as one of the operations directors, even if you didn’t like her pushing for Siobhan Dunmoore’s appointment. And yes, I know she didn’t clear it with you first. That’s obvious. But don’t be overly hard on her. Time was of the essence, and she took a calculated risk, something I daresay her fellow operations directors wouldn’t contemplate. I realize Dunmoore’s not on everyone’s most favored list. However, she was successful beyond every expectation during the war, and I understand those who served under her command are fiercely loyal.”

“Commodore Holt certainly is,” Admiral Doxiadis said. “And he’s just as smart as Kowalski, who may well sit in your chair one day, sir. She, along with Holt, is one of the few around here who understands how to play the Great Game.”

 

**

 

The suite’s communicator softly chimed for attention, and Dunmoore, engrossed in one of her historical treatises, reached out absently to stroke the screen.

“Admiral Harmel for Captain Dunmoore, sir.”

She sat up, the First Migration War instantly forgotten, drowned by the hope their transport to Caledonia was arriving early, and this was Harmel’s goodbye.

“Dunmoore here.”

“I’ll transfer you.”

The video link lit up with Harmel’s smiling face. 

“You’ll never believe this, Siobhan, but I received orders for you from the Chief of Naval Operations himself. Remember telling me how you enjoyed the view from Salamanca’s flag CIC?”

An intrigued Dunmoore nodded. “Yes.”

“You’ll be spending more time in that command chair than anyone expected, and on an actual mission, not a readiness evaluation. Although you don’t get a flag or even a broad pennant, she’s temporarily yours, nonetheless. You’ve been appointed as commander of a revived Task Force Luckner to retrieve a hijacked luxury liner filled with the most politically connected and influential people in the Commonwealth. Based on the mission parameters, I’m not sure if I should congratulate you or offer my sympathies, but at least the Fleet is giving you one more hurrah.

“Your team will go with you and fill the staff billets. If there’s anything you or your people need in terms of clothing or gear, let my aide know, and we’ll make sure it’s issued. The orders themselves are top secret special access, so you’ll need to pick them up from me in person. But since there’s a lot of urgency in this matter, I’ll stay in my office for the next few hours while you put things in motion. I warned Salamanca’s captain that he should expect your return as task force commander. The other four ships joining you — three Voivode class frigates and one Argo class corvette — are mustering and replenishing along with Salamanca as we speak. They come from my battle group, by the way, since they’re available. It means you could sail within the next six hours.”

Dunmoore didn’t reply for what seemed like an eternity, then she said, “Pinch me because this doesn’t seem real. Task Force Luckner rides again?”

“Should I ask the supply depot to run off a few hundred copies of the old shoulder patch?”
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— Five —

 

 

“Folks, the Fleet, in its mercy, gave us a stay of execution,” Dunmoore said once the last of RED One’s members assembled in her suite’s day room an hour later. She’d fetched the classified mission orders from Harmel’s office shortly after his call and read them twice before summoning her people. 

“A former first officer of mine — not Commander Pushkin, by the way — once said something to the effect that those of us who thrive under wartime conditions should, when peace breaks out, be placed in stasis pods with the notation decant in case of conflict. Well, we old warhorses have just been decanted. Grand Admiral Sampaio activated a new Task Force Luckner for a specific and urgent mission. As its commander, I now report directly to the CNO. We will rejoin Salamanca, designated as the task force lead ship, and take four other units under our command. They are the Argo class corvette Sackville and three Voivode class frigates — Charles Martel, Arthur Currie, and Jan Sobieski.” Dunmoore smiled at Pushkin. “Yes, Gregor, your former ship. All five were ordered to replenish from Starbase 30’s stocks as fast as possible and take on a full wartime load of ammunition and missiles.”

Chief Guthren let out a low whistle. 

“I can’t wait to hear what the CNO wants from us, sir.”

“In a moment. As of now, Commander Pushkin is the task force operations officer. Since I stay at my substantive rank, there will not be a flag captain. So Salamanca’s captain will be the task force second-in-command. However, Chief Guthren will be Luckner’s command chief petty officer. The rest of RED One will act as command staff and stand watch in the flag CIC. And now the mission, which is classified top secret special access, not to be discussed with our starship crews, not even the captains, until we’re underway.” Dunmoore pulled out the orders and read them verbatim.

“Won’t the Shrehari howl blue bloody murder when five obvious human naval ships enter the Protectorate Zone?” Lieutenant Commander Jasmine Zakaria, the combat systems specialist, asked. 

She, like the other RED One officers, were old wartime acquaintances and had been handpicked by Dunmoore when the latter formed her team.

“It seems to me this is more of a Q ship mission.”

Dunmoore nodded.

“Without a doubt. But since the hijacking might involve the Shrehari, that’s almost a certainty, though I suspect high-level negotiations are happening right now with their ambassador on Earth. The Treaty of Ulufan contains provisions allowing for military incursions into the Zone if both parties agree beforehand. Besides, it’s a given both they and we routinely patrol that part of space in undercover ships despite the Treaty. And yes, I’d rather be sailing in Iolanthe alongside three or four Savoyard class Q ships, but she and the Savoyards are no doubt on their own classified missions. Recalling them would take much too long. That means we go with what we have. Now, preparations.”

Dunmoore turned to Pushkin. 

“Obtain a copy of Battle Group 30’s standard operating instructions. Four of our five ships will be used to them, and I don’t enjoy the luxury of issuing my own.”

“Aye, aye, Commodore.”

She scowled at him. “Not even in jest, Gregor.”

“Sorry.” His tone and expression were anything but contrite.

“We don’t know how long this will take. So if there are any personal items you think you might need, you can take a few hours to visit the base’s stores and commissary — after we shift our dunnage back aboard Salamanca. And that will be the moment I’m done here. I’ve already spoken with Captain Rydzewski, and the cabins we used during the evaluation cruise are ready and waiting for us. Once we’ve digested the battle group SOIs, we can discuss crewing the flag CIC and distributing the watchkeeping duties. Finally, I’ll be hosting a command conference with the five captains at sixteen hundred hours in Salamanca’s flag conference room. Gregor, Chief, you’re both in on that.”

“Sir.”

“Any questions or comments?”

“Oo-rah, sir.” A broad grin split Chief Guthren’s square face. “Dona Quixote rides again, and not before time.”

Zakaria let out a burst of laughter. 

“Oh my God, I’d forgotten about that nickname.” Her smile disappeared as quickly as it had come on. “Hearing it again after all this time makes me feel old.”

The others around the table nodded in sympathy. One of the chiefs said, “You and everyone else in this room, Commander.”

Dunmoore gave Guthren an exasperated look. 

“I’d rather we didn’t get overly enthusiastic. If it hasn’t occurred to everyone yet, we weren’t just chosen because we’re available, have the requisite experience for this sort of mission, and are in the right spot. Can you guess what the fourth reason might be?”

“Should things go sideways, and we fail wholly or even in part, we’re completely expendable,” Pushkin said without hesitation.

“Correct. The political implications of anything other than complete success are such that we will be figuratively tossed out the airlock if our superiors deem it necessary.” 
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