
        
            
                
            
        

    

 A Trip to Signe:
Pirates of the Badlands —
A Sidebar Story 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean Benjamin 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Copyright 
 
      
 
    © 2019 by Sean Benjamin – All Rights Reserved 
 
      
 
    No part of this book may be copied or reproduced in any form without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages for review purposes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Dedication 
 
    For Steve and Sharon Morris 
 
    Goddamn unbelievable. No other word for it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Because the greatest part of the road trip isn’t arriving at your destination. It’s all the crazy stuff that happens along the way. 
 
    —Tamed by Emma Chase 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    I have found out that there ain’t no surer way to find out whether you like people or hate them than to travel with them.  
 
    —Tom Sawyer Abroad by Mark Twain 
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 Author’s Note 
 
    I tend to write down sentences, phrases, and paragraphs as I think of them. I have several pages with such fragments. Over time, I expand on them as relevant thoughts occur to me. I know I’m going to use them sometime, and I need to capture them as they come to me as they tend to fade if I wait to record them. I lose the essence that made them so appealing when they sprang to mind. That is how this story began. It started out as one scene on the bridge of Predator between the Queen and another ship’s captain. Then a conversation between the Queen and Raferty was put in. Then a conversation between Raferty and Admiral Levant was added. I intended to use this sequence in one of my future Pirates of the Badlands books.  
 
    Seemed like a good idea at the time but then it didn’t. I had always envisioned the Pirates of the Badland series as nine books divided into three trilogies. There were Raferty Hawkins—pirate, Raferty Hawkins—peer of the realm, and Raferty Hawkins—Queen’s consort. So far, we are pretty much on track with that. I write this as book seven is coming out so not much book space left. The problem with this new episode is that it doesn’t fit into the story arc as it is currently laid out and I can’t see a way to get it in there without using a sledgehammer. Sledgehammers and words seldom, if ever, work well together. Hence this sidebar story. I originally was going to call it a short story, but it ain’t short. You can judge if that is good or bad.  
 
    You might have a logical question as to where this episode fits chronologically within the book series. Well, I have an answer for that. I don’t know. For sure after book seven as this story takes place after the events of that book. Probably after book eight as that book takes up the narrative right where book seven ends. (I know you haven’t seen book 8 yet, so you have to take my word for that.) So, let’s say these events occur after book eight. If you think it should be wedged in somewhere else, you’re probably right. 
 
    Another question is whether this tale advances the various storylines as established in the books. Nope. This sidebar is a standalone which focuses on Raferty Hawkins taking the Queen of the Aurora Empire—his wife—on a trip to the far-off planet of Signe in the Electra System. This is the same area the reader was introduced to in book 4, Echoes from Yesterday. The main characters are the crew of Predator and a few Royal Navy officers. No other main characters are in this and nothing happens that impacts the storylines of the series. The focus is on Raferty and Alexis and their new relationship as husband and wife. A nice secondary storyline is the Queen of the Aurora Empire interacting with the crew of Predator. Oh, and there is also a space fight because, well, that’s the law. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Introduction 
 
    Queen Alexis had been visiting Wanderlust, the main base for Home Fleet over the last three days. Home Fleet, under the command of High Admiral Lawton P. Barrett, had enjoyed much success of late. Enemy convoys have been taken or destroyed, military outposts laid to waste, and remote sensor lines knocked out. No enemy warships had been destroyed for the simple fact the OrCon navy avoided battle. They tracked the Zeke ships but would not attack unless the odds were overwhelmingly in their favor. The odds never were. The war was definitely shifting in the Aurora Empire’s favor. Alexis went to Wanderlust to congratulate Home Fleet on their successful sorties.  
 
    Now the Queen was set to return to the home planet of Zelenka. At least that is what was in her published schedule. However, that was not what was going to happen.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    “Kilo Seven November, we have the cargo. Transfer is complete.” 
 
    “Roger that, Sierra Two Alpha. Good luck.” 
 
    With that transmission, the short rendezvous in a quiet sector of space in the middle of nowhere was complete. Kilo Seven November was the momentary call sign of the Wind class battlecruiser Cockeyed Bob. She and her four escorts would now proceed to the home planet of Zelenka. Once there, it would be reported by the media that the Queen was back in the palace after a visit to the Home Fleet at Wanderlust. Half that statement would be true. The Queen had indeed visited the troops at Wanderlust, but she was not back at home. She was aboard her consort’s ship, the pirate vessel Predator, as that lone destroyer assumed the job that “Bobby” and her escorts were doing. The mission now was to take the Queen to Signe in the Electra System for a visit there while she would also get some private time with her consort.  
 
    After the uneventful transfer from “Bobby,” the Queen departed Predator’s shuttle bay in the company of her sister-in-law, Tactical. Her gear would be taken to the captain’s stateroom while she toured the ship. The Queen’s first task was always to meet everyone. This allowed the crew to see her again and know she was aboard. It ensured nobody felt slighted in that some people would meet her during routine operations while others would not as they didn’t work in the right areas. Everyone would meet her at the very start of her visit. This meant people would leave her alone since they had already met her, so they could now tell their friends and relatives how they sailed with the Queen of the Aurora Empire and even talked to her.  
 
    While Alexis toured the ship, Raferty remained on the bridge. Alexis’ last stop would be the bridge, and the two would then retire to the captain’s stateroom and day cabin for an undetermined period of time. Husband and wife had set up this initial schedule as both knew that if protocol had been followed and the ship’s captain had greeted the Queen in the shuttle bay, there would have been no tour as the two would have immediately gone to Hawkins’ quarters and not been seen again for a long time. Nobody aboard Predator would have blamed them, but that was not how the Queen did business.  
 
    Alexis visited every compartment. She lingered in engineering as she enjoyed Blondie’s company and had spent time in engineering during her own brief naval career so enjoyed visits to the engineering spaces. She also loitered in sickbay to converse with her favorite malcontent, Doc Windsor. He showed his high regard for Alexis by actually showering, shaving, and putting on clean clothes prior to her arrival and then not smoking in her presence. There were damn few people who could get that kind of a commitment from him. While in sickbay, Alexis was introduced to Holly, recently promoted head of logistics and the best prostitute in Flot 1. She was also Doc’s girlfriend when she had the time.  
 
    The Queen eventually made it to the bridge. When she entered, everyone but the helmsman rose. Alexis quickly made the rounds so people could sit down and get back to work. Her last stop was the captain’s chair. Raferty Hawkins stood beside the chair and bowed when she stopped before him. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” he said with suitable deference. 
 
    “Black Hallow,” she said softly. She extended her right hand, and he took it in his left. His thumb settled on the wedding ring she wore on her ring finger. They smiled at each other while everyone on the bridge watched out of the corners of their eyes. Both of them had wondered if the separation would do harm to their fragile relationship and if things would be different this time around. Now that they saw each other, they knew that would never happen. Despite time and distance, they were one. 
 
    Mason Reed stepped forward from the operations station behind the captain’s chair. “I have the bridge,” he announced in a command voice. 
 
    Rafe glanced at him and nodded. “XO has the bridge,” he agreed. 
 
    The captain and his wife moved to the hatch to his day cabin and disappeared through it. Reed sat down in the chair as everyone broke out their smiles. Tactical moved beside the chair and Reed turned to her. “They must be made of titanium,” he stated. “I don’t think I could have waited that long while my wife observed the formalities.” 
 
    Tactical smiled at him. “You don’t think you could have waited that long? I know for a cold stone fact you couldn’t have waited that long.” 
 
    Reed smiled at her and then nodded. “You are absolutely correct.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    The next morning Alexis, at her insistence, entered training as an Officer of the Deck. She wanted to stand watches and participate in running the ship. Everyone was for it. The more ODs there were, the fewer watches each would have to stand. Tactical wrote the watch bill, so she put Alexis on it twice a day for the next two days to accelerate her training. After the first day, it became apparent Alexis couldn’t stand enough watches to accommodate all the people who stood bridge watches and wanted to stand one with the Queen of the Aurora Empire. After her first watch, there were five personnel changes for her second watch of the day. Tactical had to approve all the changes, and she did for the second watch only because she heard money exchanged hands as people, for the first time ever, bought their way onto the watch bill. She saw this would be a continuous problem so issued a warning that all changes to the watch bill would require a credible reason for the change. She also let it be known that the only credible reason she could think of was the sudden death of the original watch stander thus requiring a replacement. She promised all bridge crew would get an opportunity to stand duty with the Queen. That served to calm the sudden turbulence over watch standing. 
 
    When Alexis stood the four watches on two days, she was under instruction by Tactical, Baby Doll, Logan, and Mason Reed. Tactical did not schedule Hawkins or Blondie to instruct the Queen on OD duties aboard Predator. It was best to avoid the appearance of conflict of interest and ensure the training and evaluation were fairly done. Crewmembers wouldn’t comment but they would watch. Everyone knew the OD had the full authority of the captain and would be the person in charge of that ship if a sudden ship emergency or battle developed and the captain was not on the bridge. Predator was a battle-tested ship with a veteran crew. Like all veterans, they knew living or dying may well depend on a single decision made at the onset of a crisis. Often the OD made that decision. Crewmembers liked and respected the Queen, but they also liked living, so they always wanted the best ODs they could get.  
 
    Alexis also knew this and had no problem with it. She knew that outer space, shipboard engineering casualties, and the OrCons didn’t give a damn that she was a queen, and she would get no slack from Providence or circumstances due to her title. She underwent instruction and oversaw a variety of ship casualty drills and combat simulations. She was an old destroyer officer and had been a qualified OD in Cobalt, so none of this was new to her. The training was fast and furious but Alexis withstood the assault. After four busy watches over two days, she was signed off as an OD by Mason Reed. Those crewmembers who had stood the watch with her reported to the remainder of the crew that she was indeed good to go. 
 
    Alexis told Tactical she wanted a watch every day and Tactical obliged her. She was given a four-hour shift every twenty-four hours except for two days when she had a two-hour dog watch. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    The trip to Signe from the rendezvous point was scheduled for ten days as Predator was running at the speed of a freighter doing a long haul. The crew quickly settled into their regular routine for long voyages. They ate, worked out in the gym, read books, gambled, watched taped entertainment, stood their watches, and looked forward to base liberty on Signe.  
 
    Rafe and Alexis spent as much time together in private as they could get away with. They continued their tradition of talking about whatever subject came to mind. There had been no courtship for the couple, and both knew they needed to have one even if it came after they were married. Any topic was fair game, and they covered as many of them as time and their interests allowed. They took meals in the officers’ mess and ate down on the mess decks with the crew twice. The crew liked to see the officers eat with them occasionally, as it showed they were interested, but not all the time. Then they would be intruding on the crew’s space.  
 
    Predator’s crew grew used to their lone passenger. Standing a watch each day gave many crewmembers the chance to observe her close up. The bridge crew reported on her performance to the remainder of the crew. They rapidly grew tired of referring to her as “the Queen.” This, coupled with their conclusion she was one of Predator’s own, lead to her being given a nickname. Nobody knew how it started, but the crew began to refer to Alexis as “OD” as her OD duties seemed to be the source of all conversations about her. The nickname spread throughout the ship. Those officers closest to the Queen never indulged but with one exception the crew did. The only holdout was, surprisingly, Preacher, the assistant chief engineer. He took his cue from Blondie who would never endorse such behavior. Preacher never used “OD” but still referred to Alexis as “Your Queenship” or “Your Royalness” in conversations with the crew and with the Queen herself. Alexis didn’t mind so nobody bothered to correct the young man. They knew he meant well.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Predator was one day from Signe. It had been a routine voyage so far. Predator had passed two remote sensor lines within the Electra System alerting Signe to their approach. The base confirmed their arrival time for the next day and an escort would meet them at the twelve-hour mark. All was well. 
 
    It was just after 0300. The majority of the crew was asleep, and the bridge was quiet as the watch went about their duties. The sensor operator reported a single bogey. The OD, Queen Alexis, already had the long-range sensor screen up and saw the contact as soon as the sensor operator had. The lone ship was far off to starboard but moving in the same general direction as Predator, probably bound for Signe. Her speed was faster than a lone freighter would maintain. Looking at the sensor return, Alexis judged her to be a destroyer or light cruiser. 
 
    Logan was manning the ops station. He said in a formal tone, “The bogey will move ahead of us if current converging courses and speeds are maintained. Nearest point of closure will be in two hours and thirty-one minutes with a distance of just under sixteen hundred klicks. After that, she should gradually pull away ahead of us.”  
 
    Alexis nodded. She then brought up Predator’s ship information to check it one more time. Everything was good. The pirate ship was impersonating a freighter named Polaris. The name and appropriate IFF codes had been assigned by Naval Headquarters on Zelenka, and the fake Polaris had been added to all the appropriate schedules to show her trip to Signe to deliver specialized building supplies. The real Polaris was in a shipyard being overhauled, but few people knew that, and none of those people were out here. Predator was squawking the correct codes and maintaining a suitable speed for a freighter on a long haul. The bogey would have to get extremely close to tell that the good ship Polaris was actually a Clan class destroyer made in the Edinburgh Systems.  
 
    Predator was not close enough for the bogey’s IFF information to show up on the screens but would be in range shortly. That same information would show up on the bogey’s screen regarding Predator. Hopefully, this would be two ships that happened to be going the same way at the same time and would either ignore each other or exchange pleasant greetings and then ignore each other. 
 
    It was not to be. “Altering course,” reported the sensor operator as Alexis saw the unknown contact turn toward them. She knew before the sensors told her that the contact had increased speed also. 
 
    “Intercept in one hour forty-two minutes,” reported Logan just as Alexis was going to bring that data up on the screen. Logan was good. 
 
    Alexis leaned back in her chair. She had time to let the situation develop before waking her husband or anyone else. She would wait. Since the bogey took an interest in Predator, Alexis assumed she was a Royal Navy ship or an OrCon raider. She was leaning toward Royal Navy ship as a lone OrCon raider would have to be brave indeed to be attacking ships inside of Signe’s outer defensive ring. Either way, Alexis would have an answer long before anyone got into missile range.  
 
    As the ships converged, the bogey’s IFF information appeared on all screens. Alexis hit a virtual button, and the computer searched the current operations database as provided by Cockeyed Bob during the transfer. The computer informed the bridge crew that the IFF code was assigned to the Spinnaker class destroyer Jackline, currently a member of the Electra Fleet and homeported at Signe. 
 
    “What do you think, Ma’am?” Logan asked quietly as he was now standing next to the chair. 
 
    “Judging from the direction she came from, I would bet she is returning from an inner Empire patrol. She has probably been out for three weeks or so. This intercept should be routine.” She turned to look at Logan. “The operative word being ‘should.’” She paused and then added. “Let’s put shields up and take the lockouts off the fire control system and computer.” 
 
    “Aye, Ma’am,” Logan responded as he turned away. He smiled. Both actions were exactly what he would have done. The shields would protect the ship from an initial surprise barrage. With no lockouts, if the closing ship shot at them, the fire control system would automatically fire Predator’s missiles in response without waiting for a human command.  
 
    The great majority of the Royal Navy’s ships were on the battle line with the Orion Confederation. However, policing the Empire was still a necessity, and the answer was inner Empire patrolling. The Aurora Empire was vast and largely composed of empty space. There were plenty of hiding places for pirates, smugglers, revolutionaries, and other assorted ne’er-do-wells who did not suddenly reform just because there was a war on. The Royal Navy sent lone ships into the interior of the Empire on a regular basis to do many of the policing duties the Royal Navy did before the war. These ships also showed the flag at port visits and searched for OrCon raiders who may have slipped across the lines. The Queen believed Jackline was returning from such a patrol. 
 
    The two ships continued on converging courses. As the Royal Navy destroyer came close, she adjusted course so to take up station behind Predator. It was a good maneuver, but Jackline could not read the name of the pirate ship from that position. Once close astern, Jackline hailed Predator, and Alexis took the call.  
 
    A young man appeared on the screen. His slightly triumphant demeanor and smartass smile made Alexis think he had just caught her out after curfew at The Academy and was about to write her up. 
 
    He talked in a tone to match his manner. “This is the Royal Navy destroyer Jackline; Alvaro Tate commanding.”  
 
    “This is the pir-.” 
 
    Tate interrupted with that same haughty tone. “I know exactly who you are. You are a Clan class destroyer pretending to be a freighter, so that makes you are a liar.”  
 
    The entire bridge crew shifted in their seats. Eli the helmsman said, “Let’s kick their asses.” Several heads nodded in agreement with that sentiment as the tension on the bridge ratcheted up. The only exception was Logan. He leaned back in his ops chair, put his elbows on the armrests and folded his hands across his stomach. He smiled as he thought, “I wish I had popcorn right now. This is going to be good.” 
 
    Alexis frowned and then spoke calmly. “Perhaps you would care to rephrase that. It would save you from an ass kicking.” 
 
    Smiles flashed all around the bridge. OD was a fighter and respected the honor of her ship. 
 
    Tate barked out a harsh laugh. “I think not. Jackline is a veteran of the Electra fight and of the recent offensive at the Metal Moon and the border.” 
 
    As he finished speaking, a voice off screen spoke with urgency. “Captain!” Tate ignored it. 
 
    Alexis gave him a sardonic smile. “That may be true of Jackline, but you weren’t her captain then.” 
 
    Once again, the off-camera voice spoke with greater intensity. “Captain!” Tate gave a warning glare to his right at the unseen speaker and then returned to Alexis. His manner showed the slightest crack. “How do you know that?” 
 
    The Queen said softly, “If you had been at any of those fights, you would recognize this ship.” She stared at him with unblinking eyes. 
 
    For a third time, the unseen speaker talked with an urgency that could not be ignored. “Captain! The facial recognition screen! Now!”  
 
    Tate stared again at the unseen speaker. He then pivoted to his left to give the floating screen a cursory glance before turning back toward Alexis. He opened his mouth to speak to her and then froze. His brain had just realized what his eyes had seen on the screen. As if against its will, his head turned slowly left to view the screen again. He stared at it long and hard. Alexis was silent as she was quite willing to give him all the time he needed to recognize his dire situation.  
 
    As Alexis waited, she noticed a number in the lower left corner of her screen. It was increasing at a steady rate. That tiny readout was the number of screens aboard ship tuned to this particular screen. Ideally, it is used so everyone sees what the captain sees so reduces confusion and lag time in keeping situational awareness. Now some bridge watch standers were calling around the ship telling people to tune into this. It was evident that this episode was being viewed throughout the ship and people were probably getting out of their racks to watch. 
 
    Captain Tate looked at the screen to his left long and hard. Then he looked back at Alexis for a moment. Now his eyes returned to the screen and began to go back and forth. Queen, screen, Queen, screen. Everyone knew what he was doing. He was running his own facial recognition in his head and praying he would arrive at a different, yet definitive, answer. An answer that might allow him to keep his career, his command, and his ass intact. He stopped swiveling his head and stared at Alexis. Without taking his eyes off of her, he reached with his left hand and punched a virtual button on the recognition screen’s lower edge. Everyone knew what he was doing then too. He was telling the program to run again. Since the program was right the first time, it only took a nanosecond to confirm the original identity. As he slowly turned his head to look at the facial recognition screen, Alexis calmly predicted, “It will still be me.” 
 
    As Tate looked at that screen, the Queen leaned forward toward her floating screen. When Tate looked back to her, she spoke one word. 
 
    “Boo.” 
 
    The Predator bridge crew started laughing. Even someone aboard Jackline was heard laughing. Tate glance off to his right and the laughing stopped. He looked down at his hands for a moment and took a deep breath before looking at the Queen. He knew this would not end well for him, and there was no getting around that basic fact. 
 
    The haughty tone was gone as he spoke quietly. “Your Majesty, I-.” 
 
    Now it was Alexis’ turn to cut off the speaker. She spoke with a formal tone that only royalty can summon. “Finally, the truth dawns. You do not recognize this ship. You do not recognize me. You ignore all the clues available to you and so are easily surprised, Captain. Not a trait I value in the officers who command in my navy.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, I never expected to see you out here.” 
 
    “You find it strange that I would be aboard my consort’s ship? I’m not allowed here?” 
 
    “I just never expected you to be standing the watch, Madam.” 
 
    “So, I’m not good enough to be an OD?” 
 
    “No, Your Maj-.” 
 
    “No? So, you do believe I am not good enough to be an OD.” 
 
    Alexis stared at him like a tiger looking at a lamb that was about to become a meal. The destroyer captain took a deep breath. “Madam, I am sure you are highly qualified to be an OD. I just find it unusual that you would be serving in that capacity.” He paused as he struggled to find words to undo all of this. 
 
    Alexis beat him to it. She was angry but knew she needed to control it before doing something rash.  
 
    “Proceed ahead of us to Signe, Captain.” Her tone and manner said this conversation was over. 
 
    Tate bowed his head. “As you wish, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Alexis terminated the connection and sat quietly, watching the tac screen as Jackline passed her ship and move toward Signe at a greater speed than Predator. The bridge crew smiled discreetly at each other and went back to work.  
 
    Logan had watched it all from the ops station with a slight smile on his face. He was glad this had happened as he was becoming concerned about the crew’s treatment of the Queen. Oh, they were polite and deferential but a little too familiar of late. Over the last few days, it was clear that the awe was wearing off. Logan was the ship’s master-at-arms, and he thought some of the crew were getting a little lax. Alexis was Queen of the Aurora Empire, for heaven’s sake, and, more importantly to Logan, she was the captain’s wife. Respect was owed for both of those positions. He had been coming to the conclusion he would have to tighten a few people up. 
 
    During this episode, while the bridge crew was watching Alexis, he was watching them. He observed the looks on their faces when the transformation happened. One second OD was sitting in the captain’s chair, and the next second, the Queen of the Aurora Empire was sitting there. She was regal, aristocratic, and completely unyielding. It became quickly apparent that pissing off the Queen of the Aurora Empire was a really bad thing to do. She was nobody’s pal or drinking buddy, and it would be a critical mistake to think she was. Logan saw the thought process wind its way through everyone’s brain and that the bridge crew was drawing the right conclusions from this little escapade. He smiled again as he realized he wouldn’t have to do anything at all. Word would get around.  
 
    At 0400, the watch was swapped out, and Alexis turned the officer of the deck over to Baby Doll. After a quick conversation on a couple of topics with her, Alexis retired to the captain’s stateroom, undressed, and slid into bed beside her husband. He awoke at the activity next to him and waited for his wife to settle in close to him. He wrapped his arms around her as she snuggled close. 
 
    “How was the watch?” he asked sleepily. 
 
    “Routine,” she responded as they both drifted off to sleep.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Alexis woke with her nose twitching. She smelled coffee, her coffee, and it was brewing next door. She smiled and sat up in the rack. She knew her husband was out in the day cabin now and had put on the coffee for her. He didn’t drink coffee. She glanced at the chronometer. It was just after 1000 Zulu time. Time on all spaceships outside of a planet’s spaceport was always Zulu time, a remnant of Old Earth. Regardless of a ship’s location in open space in any of the three empires or the many independent systems, it was just after ten o’clock in the morning on that ship. It was one of the few constants that transcended laws, governments, and technology. Right now, it was just after 1000 everywhere in vacuum, no matter where that vacuum was. For some reason, Alexis had always liked that. 
 
    She rose and walked to her consort’s dresser. She helped herself to a pair of his sweat pants and a shirt and padded out to the day cabin in her bare feet. She paused coming through the hatch. She wanted to take it all in. The first two days of this trip, her husband had been at the desk on his computer. To get coffee and morning junk food, Alexis had to go down the passageway to the officers’ mess to load up a plate and then return.  
 
    Now her consort reviewed his computer screens while sitting on the couch, leaving space for her to join him there. There was a coffee maker on the table next to the couch where the chess set had set. On the couch cushion next to Hawkins was a plate of pastries. She hadn’t asked for any of this. She knew Raferty had quietly arranged the changes, and it had quickly developed into their morning routine. 
 
    She went out as Hawkins glanced up from his work and smiled. She walked to the coffee maker and poured a large mug. She drank it black. She moved the few steps to the couch, picked up the pastry plate, and sat down in its place while placing the mug on the deck below her. There was a small afghan on the back of the couch. Alexis pulled it down and covered her feet and lower legs as she brought them up onto the couch. She leaned against her husband and looked at his computer screen. 
 
    She took a pastry from the plate in her one hand and took a bite. She held the pastry to Hawkins who shook his head. She took another bite and observed, “When I’m dirtside, I follow a proper diet, but while aboard ship, I eat a bunch of crap. I have no idea why that is.” 
 
    Hawkins looked at her and smiled. “Good morning to you too.” 
 
    She smiled back as they leaned toward each other for a morning kiss. Afterwards, she nodded toward the floating screen. “Anything interesting?” 
 
    Rafe shook his head. “Nothing at all. I’m getting half the messages I usually get. None of them have any of the normal problems I usually need to referee. I suspect Mason, Tactical, and Baby Doll are intercepting all the tough messages.” He paused and added, “Or the crew mutinied and replaced me as captain, and they just haven’t gotten around to telling me yet.”  
 
    “That was damn nice of them not to give you the bad news,” Alexis said. “If they put you dirtside, come to Zelenka. I think I can get a job for you.” 
 
    “Good to have backup,” Rafe smiled at his wife. 
 
    “Well, you’d have to work your way up. We would start you off feeding the ducks and koi in the palace ponds and see how it goes.”  
 
    “If I work hard, I might move up to mucking out the horse stalls,” Hawkins said, playing along. 
 
    “Hey, buddy, that’s the stuff of dreams so don’t get ahead of yourself here. We’ll see.” 
 
    They smiled at each other, and he went back to reading while she drank coffee and ate pastry.  
 
    He finished up a few minutes later. “There is some intel stuff here you might want to read. I routed it to your computer.” Alexis nodded, and he went on. “Jack Wilson is tearing up the OrCons behind the lines. He must have half the Orion Navy chasing him around.” 
 
    Alexis smiled. “Jack has been raiding all the way to the other side of the Confederation. He is taking supply depots and convoys so replenishing on the run. There are Orion planets demanding a military presence to protect them even though Jack hasn’t gotten within a light year of them. It’s great.” She paused and then said, “I’ll review the messages later.” She changed the subject. “How would you like it if I cut my hair short?” 
 
    Rafe shrugged. “It’s your hair. Wear it any way you want.” 
 
    Alexis shook her head. “Men! You have to look at it, so what do you think?” 
 
    Hawkins smiled at his wife. “You are a beautiful woman. You could shave your head and would still look great. What brought this on?” 
 
    “I put up my hair per navy regs when I stand watch and will again when we go dirtside on Signe because I’m wearing shipboard overalls there. It’s a pain to take care of, so I’m leaning toward cutting it. Baby Doll told me Holly is the fashion expert aboard Predator, so I’m thinking of going to her.” 
 
    “Do it. Holly will take care of you, and you’ll look great.”  
 
    “I think I will.” She now looked intently at her husband. “Admiral Wu and I have had talks about the changes we will make in the military after the victory. I’m adding hair regulations to the list.”  
 
    “Good idea. Over the last several decades, your navy has become wrapped up in nitty gritty BS while forgetting their job was to win wars.” 
 
    She nodded. “Our military has been successful for two hundred years, so we seem to have forgotten why that is, or maybe we just assumed it would always be that way so stopped working at it. We lacked a challenge and got complacent. Also, the military has always been a play toy for the peers, and we have had many idiots in important posts and countless stupid ideas pushed through the Upper House and the bureaucracy. Now it has all come home in this damn war.” 
 
    Hawkins nodded at his wife. “Good evaluation. You seem to have given it some serious thought.” 
 
    Alexis nodded back. “I have, and there will be changes after this is all over.” 
 
    She took up her coffee cup and drank the remainder of the hot liquid. She looked at her husband. “Thanks for breakfast. I’m thinking of taking a nap for a few hours.”  
 
    “Alex, before you do that, I have one question,” he said. 
 
    She looked at him and he leaned toward her so their noses were only a few millimeters apart. He smiled as he asked his one-word question. “Boo?”  
 
    She let out a laugh. “He was pissing me off, and I was about to go all royal on him, but I went with that so only went half royal on him.” She paused and then asked, “How did you know?” 
 
    “Everyone on the ship knows. In fact, it was downloaded from the command net over thirty times and was sent off the ship almost twenty times before Tactical shut it off. Captain Tate is going to be famous whether he wants to be or not.” He shook his head. “It is a good thing we are inside the security zone for Signe because operational security regarding your trip has been shot to hell.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Not your fault. It is the fault of some of my crew. They forgot they are not in the Badlands now. Baby Doll is going over the records now to assess the damage. We will have to shut down comm for a while so we can scrub the system clean. The XO will yell at a few people, and some people won’t get liberty any time soon.” He paused and asked, “You going to terminate Tate?” 
 
    Alexis paused in thought. “At first, I absolutely was going to have Admiral Levant fire him. Now, I don’t know. I’m not mad at him for not recognizing me. I admit having the Queen as an OD is unusual. I think I’m more pissed off about him not recognizing Predator. The only three Clan class destroyers that would ever be in this quadrant are Predator, Nemesis, or Vindictive. All should be treated with respect. Hell, with your peerage and this ship’s war record, Predator might be the most famous ship on our side right now. She is certainly the most famous non-Royal Navy ship. It bothers me that Tate didn’t know that. We’ll see at Signe.”  
 
    Hawkins picked up a piece of paper from the table and held it out. “For your consideration,” he said simply. 
 
    She took the paper and quickly read through it. “That changes things. I think we should forget about this unfortunate incident.” 
 
    Rafe nodded as Alexis, holding up the paper, asked, “How did you get this?” 
 
    “I sent a P4 to Admiral Levant earlier this morning and requested Tate’s war record. We are less than a day out so the turnaround was fast. I was curious. All facts should be considered.” 
 
    “I agree,” she said and then added, “I can easily find someone else to fire. Heaven knows there is enough incompetence around for that to be a simple task.”  
 
    Alexis stood up and looked down to see Raferty regarding her with a slight smile. 
 
    “What?” she asked as she gave him a smile back. 
 
    “I’m married to three women,” he said. 
 
    She leaned over and gave him a quick kiss. She said, “I better never meet the other two. It would get bloody.” 
 
    He replied, “First, there is the woman who works hard to be my wife. She is practical, sensible, and without pretense. She never refers to her day job. The second woman is a navy officer. She drinks gallons of coffee, eats junk food, swears more than the other two, knows her job, and loves the responsibility of running a ship. The navy is her true calling, and she values its history and traditions. Last is the Queen of the Aurora Empire. She is totally ruthless, dedicated to the Empire, and would destroy planets if it was called for.” He paused and then added, “I don’t see her very much and that’s good. Truth is she scares me sometimes.” 
 
    Alexis leaned forward and kissed her husband again. Then she looked into his eyes and whispered, “Truth is, the Queen of the Aurora Empire scares me sometimes too.” 
 
    She straightened up and walked toward the hatch to the captain’s stateroom. She stopped at the entryway and turned. “Are you busy now?” He shook his head, and she continued, “If you sleep next to me for the next few hours, I’ll make it worth your while when we wake up.” She gave him a coy smile. 
 
    “Right behind you,” he said as he turned off his computer and stood up. He followed her into the stateroom.  
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
    Later that afternoon, Alexis visited Holly. The two women went over several hairstyles and eventually settled on one for its practicality and easy maintenance. Holly supervised as the ship’s beautician cut the Queen’s blond mane. Her hair ended up almost as short as her husband’s. Holly had it styled to cover her ears and long bangs that reached almost to her eyebrows. The back was short and tapered. After the cut was done, Alexis looked into the mirror and smiled. It was radical and a big change from the hairstyle she had maintained all her life. She liked it. The key driving factor was easy maintenance. She basically had to wash her hair, and that was it. She thanked Holly and the beautician and tried to pay for the work. They refused payment. She was the captain’s wife, after all. 
 
    She returned to the day cabin, but Hawkins was out so she sat at his desk and went over her computer messages. Halfway through the process, Raferty walked in from the passageway hatch so was right in front of the desk when he closed the hatch and turned around to see her in his chair. He gave her a wide smile. “I love seeing strange, beautiful women in my day cabin, but you should leave. My wife is understanding, but she is not that understanding.”  
 
    Alexis stood up, came around the desk, and wrapped her arms around Rafe’s neck. She moved in close to him and whispered in his ear. “Then we better get started so we can be done before she gets back.”  
 
    It was all the encouragement he needed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Twelve hours from Signe, Predator rendezvoused with the destroyer Bassinet. Alexis had requested a close fly-by of the Aegis base on the planet Lilitu and Buckler base on Senka. Both bases had been the scenes of heavy fighting in the Electra System fight. This warship would escort them during the flyby and they would forego all the Return to Force (RTF) procedures to get into Signe. 
 
    These two bases, Aegis and Buckler, had been badly damaged in the Orion raid that lead to the Battle of the Electra System. Neither had been rebuilt due to other pressing priorities. Now only a sensor station was maintained at each base to expand sensor coverage of the quadrant. 
 
    During the battle, the two bases and their planets had been close to each other with the planet Signe not too far beyond Senka. The short distance between the three planets is why the OrCons had attacked at that time as they intended to hit all three. They got the first two objectives but never got to Signe. After abandoning the two bases, the Zekes had returned to Signe spaceport after a sixty-year absence and now operated out of there.  
 
    The three planets were now not as close as they had been during the battle but were within reasonable flying distance of each other. Predator and her escort entered Aegis spaceport above Lilitu. They flew by the damaged space harbor equipment scattered in a wide band around the planet. The surface base still showed the damage from Orion missiles. Only one building registered any heat. That would be the sensor station. Alexis silently took it all in at one of the large bridge portholes and then moved to her husband in the captain’s chair. She stood behind the chair and looked at what he was viewing on his tac screen. He was not looking at the planet or the spaceport. On the screen’s edge were several sensor returns of ships—or rather of things that used to be ships. That was the site of the Flot 1 fight and victory over the four strike carriers and their escorts. Among the wrecks were the pirate vessels Scoundrel and Rebel. Hawkins viewed the screen with no visible reaction. Alexis leaned forward and whispered in his ear. “You have sacrificed much for us.”  
 
    “I have sacrificed nothing,” he replied, equally as quiet. He gestured at the screen, “They have.” 
 
    “Yes, you have. You all have. I hope we are worth it.” 
 
    He turned his head slightly to look in her eyes. “You are,” he said simply.  
 
    The two ships set course for Senka. On the way, they passed the dozens of wrecks that marked the main fighting that took place between the two planets. The wrecks were not between the planets now but off to one side but they showed up on sensors. Eventually, they would be taken away as part of the salvage operations that happened at the end of all wars, but nothing would be done until then. Nobody would disturb them now. 
 
    The flyby of Senka was conducted four hours after Lilitu. Buckler base was also in shambles with only one building occupied. The ships then set course for Signe and arrived six hours later.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Predator’s shuttle landed on the roof of the fleet headquarters building. Because the Queen’s visit was a secret, there was no arrival ceremony nor an official schedule for her. To drive the point home, she instructed Admiral Trevor Levant not to meet her on the roof. She would come to him in his operations room to receive a brief on the current situation in his AOR. This was to be a working visit. The Queen didn’t want to be bogged down in official events or meaningless ceremonies. In fact, the natives of Signe did not even know she was here.  
 
    The Battle of the Electra System had shown how unwieldy the command structure in the Royal Navy was. At the time, Levant’s forces were part of Home Fleet. Due to political reasons, Home Fleet had been kept at their Wanderlust base as a security blanket for the home system. At the same time, Levant’s force in the far-off Electra System had been actively engaged in offensive and defensive operations. Since they were under Home Fleet, all their communications, requests, intel updates, and everything else went through Wanderlust. The time lag and the added layer of bureaucratic inertia proved to be a great hindrance when reacting to combat situations. Nothing could be done about the time lag, but something was done about the extra command level. After the Electra fight, Levant’s forces were designated Electra Fleet and now reported directly to Zelenka and Naval HQ there. It was a move that was long overdue and only the near disaster that was the Electra fight caused it to happen. The Queen had every faith in Admiral Levant but was very interested in how the new fleet was performing. She was sure the individual ships were fine, but she wanted to see the staff and the Signe supporting establishment close up.  
 
    She intended to set that tone from the start of the visit. She disembarked from the shuttle wearing Royal Navy officer’s engineering overalls with her moniker on a name tag over the left breast pocket. It had been given to her on her visit to her old ship Cobalt when she was at Navy Base Hartley. Her new hairstyle was mostly hidden under a blue Cobalt ship cap. Work boots completed the ensemble.  
 
    She stopped outside the shuttle to wait while the remainder of her company disembarked. Raferty moved beside her and Tactical, Baby Doll, and Blondie were behind her. The foursome had just formed up near the Queen when an officer wearing the rank insignia of a commander came onto the roof and moved to them. He absently smiled at them as he was looking beyond them at the entry hatch to the shuttle. He was clearly waiting for someone regal to disembark. A few seconds passed and Blondie spoke up. “She is right in front of you, dumb ass.” Blondie did not take insults to the Queen lightly. 
 
    The man was clearly befuddled now as he scanned the group. After the incident with Jackline, the Queen was having none of it. “Too late,” she said abruptly and walked past the officer while aiming for the door to the stairs going down inside the building. 
 
    “Your Majesty!” the officer said in a near yelp and made to follow. As he turned to hurry after her, Tactical grabbed his shoulder and pushed him out of the way so she could pass. Then Baby Doll did the same, followed by Blondie. Blondie repeated her assessment as she pushed him aside. “Dumb ass!” Now he was at the back of the pack as the Queen arrived at the door and moved through it. 
 
    Alexis had seen a schematic of the building as she had been shown plans of the base as part of her Signe briefing package she had reviewed while aboard Predator. She knew the route and lead the way without letting the officer catch up as Blondie and Baby Doll walked side by side and wouldn’t let him pass. 
 
    She entered the operations room which was in a high state of activity. Nobody looked up from their work and, if they had, they would have thought some ship’s officers just came in. When the Queen was halfway across the room aiming at Admiral Levant, the erstwhile escort arrived at the door. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, the Queen!” he announced in an out-of-breath voice. 
 
    Everyone stood up as they looked at the door, expecting the Queen to come through that entrance after the announcement. When it didn’t immediately happen, people looked around in search of royalty. Alexis smiled to herself as she approached Levant. He recognized the Cobalt hat and bowed. The Queen extended her hand to him and, at the same time, said, “Do carry on, people.” It was only with her announcement that most of the people in the room finally located her. Many stared for a moment at the Queen’s appearance, but she pretended not to notice. 
 
    Admiral Trevor Levant pursed his lips in frustration as he straightened and took the Queen’s hand in a firm grip for a handshake. He stared briefly at the commander who was supposed to be the escort. That man was smart enough to stay near the door and out of range.  
 
    Levant shook her hand and said, “Welcome to Signe, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “It is a pleasure to be here and to see you and Electra Fleet, Admiral.” Alexis responded. 
 
    Captain Alistair Bond moved to the pair as Hawkins and his people waited behind the Queen. Levant was right in step with the Queen wanting this visit to be all business, and he was ready to make it happen. He nodded toward Bond, “Captain Alistair Bond is the fleet operations officer and will be your initial briefer on the current situation in our AOR.” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Bond said as he bowed and then gestured toward a briefing table in the center of the room. The Queen moved in that direction with Tactical, Baby Doll, and Blondie following. Hawkins stopped next to Levant. 
 
    “Trevor,” Hawkins greeted as they shook hands. 
 
    Levant smiled. “Good to see you, Rafe.” The two warriors had been through much together, and their friendship overrode the rituals demanded by their positions. Levant nodded toward the door and the commander still hovering there. “Why did the Queen come in unescorted, and why does my aide look like he should be plugged into a life support system?” 
 
    Hawkins told him of the encounter on the roof beside the shuttle. Levant shook his head slowly and looked skyward at the ceiling. “Son of a bitch.” He now looked at Hawkins. “I saw the video of the Queen’s encounter with Captain Tate of Jackline early yesterday. To Tate’s credit, he sent in the video immediately and takes full responsibility for the incident. An hour later I got your P4. That is why I sent you his information so fast. I already had it pulled, and it was on my desk.” He glanced at the Queen studying the layout over the briefing table as she listened to a briefer. “I’ll talk to her and see what she wants to do.” 
 
    “I showed her his record. She’s not headhunting him.” 
 
    Levant nodded. He said, “Good to know, but I’ll still ask her. It’s the proper course of action.” He smiled. “I understand your comm was down for twenty-two minutes yesterday. I assume you found out the incident had been downloaded and sent off your ship so you had to scrub your transmitters and comm computer to ensure you erased all the copies hiding in the queue.” 
 
    Hawkins nodded slowly with unhappiness on his face. “Some of my crew forgot there is a war on. They found the incident amusing so decided to share it with, well, everyone. The comm scrub was needed, but that does nothing about what already went off the ship. I owe you an apology for that. OpSec went to hell in a hurry. My fault.” 
 
    Levant shook his head. “Predator’s cover was in place with IFF codes and scheduling, so Tate should have just scanned her and been done with it. He never should have initiated close-in contact. Besides, the Queen doesn’t need to punish him at all. He will be catching grief over that damn video for the rest of his life.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Raferty agreed. “Give it a week, and everyone except some remote mining colony in the Goldenes Tor will have seen it.”  
 
    He suddenly paused in thought. Levant said nothing as he recognized the signs of an idea forming and was willing to wait until Hawkins got there. Rafe looked at him. “Can we get Captain Bond over here?” 
 
    “Of course,” Levant responded. He looked at the briefing table. Bond was standing back as other officers were briefing to the Queen. “Al.” Bond looked up and Levant waved him over. Tactical was listening to the brief but looked up at Levant’s call to Bond. Rafe waved her over.  
 
    As the two operations officers approached, they gave each other a sideward glance. All four people knew what that glance meant. Our bosses have been talking together and now they have an idea. Oh, goody!! Both Levant and Hawkins smiled. In their careers, each had been operations officers and often disliked it when their bosses got ideas, especially bad ideas. 
 
    As the two OpsOs stopped in front of the two commanders, Hawkins lead off the conversation. “I was just telling the Admiral that the Jackline episode with the Queen had been sent off the ship many times and soon enough, everyone will have seen it except some mining colony on the far side of the Goldenes Tor.” He looked at Tactical and waited for her response. 
 
    “An exaggeration but not by much,” she agreed. 
 
    “Think the OrCons have seen it?” he asked 
 
    “I think the OrCons are laughing their asses off right now,” she replied. 
 
    Rafe nodded in agreement. “And after they are through laughing their asses off, what will they do?” 
 
    Tactical’s eyes drifted to the ceiling as she considered the question. Then her eyes came back down and focused sharply on Hawkins as she arrived at an answer she didn’t like. “If I were them, I would grab every ship I could lay my hands on, cross the border, and set up subspace ambushes to intercept the Queen on her way home.” 
 
    Hawkins nodded in agreement and looked at Bond. He nodded and said, “I would do the same damn thing. You’d be playing big space-little ship but it would be worth the gamble.”  
 
    Hawkins switched his gaze to Levant. He also nodded. “I’d do it. Put enough ships out there and they could really move the odds in their favor. It is a game changer if they can pull it off.” 
 
    “I think so too.” Hawkins looked at each of them. “They would know the Queen will have to visit for a standard week, more or less, to justify the long trip out here. That will give them time to put a plan into action. How are we going to respond to it?” 
 
    Tactical answered immediately. “With a counterplan, of course.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    The AOR situation brief concluded, and the Queen joined the two commanders. The two operations officers, Baby Doll, Blondie, and the Electra Fleet battle staff gathered around the main briefing table and immediately began planning how to counter the possible OrCon ambush threat. 
 
    Hawkins briefed his wife on how they currently viewed the situation and what was going to be done about it. He added, “Predator will return to Zelenka on the original schedule and see what we can draw toward us for a fight. I would like you to go home on a different ship by a different route.” 
 
    Alexis gave her consort an icy stare. 
 
    “Or not,” Raferty added. 
 
    “If my husband, his crew and his fine ship cannot protect me, then nobody can. I will follow my original schedule.” 
 
    Raferty opened his mouth. The Queen of the Aurora Empire continued to stare at him. He shut his mouth.  
 
     Admiral Levant stepped in to change the subject. “How would Your Majesty like to address the Tate incident?” 
 
    Alexis looked at Levant. “It doesn’t bother me that he did not recognize me. The Queen standing a watch is rare, indeed. It did bother me that he did not know the ship. They have done too much not to be recognized on sight. However, after Black Hallow provided me with his personnel record, I can understand why he didn’t recognize the ship. He has been out fighting on the edges of the Empire or in a hospital somewhere—wounded at the start of the war while in the Sapphire System, wounded again while fighting in the Glazomer System. Cited for bravery twice. We need warriors and he certainly is that.”  
 
    Levant nodded in agreement. “He is that. A bit ostentatious in his manner, but he comes out of the Morales family on his mother’s side and grew up on Itzal. His uncle is the Count.” 
 
    Alexis nodded knowingly. “That explains it.” She turned to Rafe. “Itzal is in the home system. The planet has four peers, one title being the Conde de Montaña held by the Morales family. That peerage covers a large mountainous region, so they have been looking down on people, literally and figurative, for over two hundred years. When it comes to self-importance and officiousness, they make the royal family look as laid back as Doc Windsor. Nobody can outdo them in that type of behavior, and their reputation is widespread in that regard. They revel in that reputation. I had wondered why his bridge watch didn’t tell him the story behind Clan class destroyers. Maybe they did, and he didn’t listen.” She turned back to Levant. “The man fights, and the Empire needs fighters. Let us consider the incident closed with no further action, Admiral.” 
 
    He bowed his head. “As you wish, Madam. I will inform him personally.” He looked at his two guests. “I am having a midday meal set up in my dining room, if you would find it convenient at this time.” 
 
    “That would be lovely, Admiral,” replied the Queen.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    For the next week, Alexis visited every section of headquarters and all the base buildings. She talked to every department head in the supporting establishment. She presided at fifteen promotion ceremonies for officers and enlisted personnel. These people would be able to tell everyone they had been personally promoted by the Queen of the Aurora Empire.  
 
    After touring the fleet facilities, she toured every ship in port. She met all the captains and all the crews, all except Jackline. Admiral Levant sent that destroyer on a mission to swap out the crews at the two sensor stations on the abandoned bases. He knew the Queen wouldn’t hold a grudge, but it was best to keep Tate from making some grand public apology. The Morales family was known for grand gestures of all types.  
 
    The Queen again did several promotions while aboard ships and had interviews with a variety of people of all ranks. She found her sailors and marines to be motivated and committed to achieving victory. Their recent successes on the battlefield had washed away much of the pessimism of earlier times. 
 
    Over the next six days, the Queen ensured everyone on the Signe base met her or saw her. Despite the distance and the demands on her time, the far-off fleet learned the Queen cared about them and followed their progress with great interest. Her actions showed she loved her sailors and marines, and they loved her back. 
 
    Her consort accompanied her to each event. She introduced him to every audience. The audiences knew of his contributions to the war and wanted to meet him also. He had commanded many of them in a recent campaign that helped turned the war around. They thought the Queen had made a fine choice in a consort. And what did they think of Raferty Hawkins? They thought some guys have all the luck.  
 
    With the full schedule, the week passed quickly. The day before departure, a mission brief was scheduled for almost every warship in port. These ships were going to support the Queen’s departure with only a small number of ships left behind to defend the spaceport. 
 
    The ship captains and squadron commanders sat in rows in front of the briefing table with a raised podium behind it. Standing at the back of the crowded room were ship operations officers. The Queen did not want to be a distraction so sat in a nearby room and watched the briefing via a camera set high in the back wall. She could move the camera around to view anything in the room. Raferty and Admiral Levant sat in the front row while Tactical, Blondie, and Baby Doll stood in the back. 
 
    Admiral Levant left his seat beside Rafe and climbed the three stairs to stand on the podium. “Before we begin the brief with Captain Bond, I have a few comments.” Levant hit the clicker in his hand and two images of Queen Alexis floated over the briefing screen side by side. One was her official image while the other reflected her new haircut and attire and seemed to have been taken only moments prior. Levant gestured toward the images and stared hard at his audience. “I never thought I would have to perform this duty but, apparently so. This is Queen Alexis the first, monarch of the Aurora Empire. She is the one who puts the word ‘Royal’ in ‘Royal Navy’ and we all work for her. That seems to be news to at least two of my officers as they have been face-to-face with the Queen recently and did not recognize her nor render appropriate respect. That is totally, totally unacceptable, ladies and gentlemen. Fortunately for the two officers involved, the Queen is a forgiving sort. Unfortunately for the remainder of you, I am not. If this happens a third time, the officers involved will find their heads decorating the bow of my flagship. I am personally embarrassed by this situation and have apologized to the Queen regarding these incidents. This had better never, ever happen again. Ever!” 
 
    Levant turned to Bond, handed him the clicker, and returned to his seat next to Hawkins.  
 
    Captain Bond dimmed the lights and activated his brief. A series of planets appeared over the briefing table with Signe on one end. Next to Signe was Senka, and the third was Lilitu. There were six more planets hovering over the table. The officers knew the procession of planets in their current locations were the signposts for a trip toward Zelenka. Off to one side was a list of ship names and hull numbers divided into groups. The first two groups had three ships each headed by a battlecruiser. The remaining groups had two ships each, a destroyer and a larger ship.  
 
    Bond stated as such in his opening remarks. “Although not to scale, this display shows the initial segment of a flight to Zelenka. It is how the Queen in Predator will be returning home. We have reason to believe the OrCons will set up a series of subspace ambushes in an attempt to intercept Predator. Recent reports seem to confirm this enemy course of action as the last few days have shown decreased activity on the other side of the border. The number of OrCon patrols encountered have decreased and our last three probes have gone deeper into their space before being intercepted. All those missing OrCon ships have to be somewhere.  
 
    “We believe those unaccounted-for ships have crossed into our territory and spread out along this general route in subspace. We predict they will be divided into small groups of three or four ships in order to maximize their area coverage while in subspace and because they think they will have only Predator to contend with. The disadvantage they have is they have to cover a large area as they do not have Predator’s exact route. We do have the exact route so will be able to cover a large segment of the Predator’s route.”  
 
    Bond pressed his clicker and a long red line appeared on the display. “This is Predator’s route for returning home. The first two groups of three ships each will be two trailing groups who will follow behind Predator in normal space. They will be headed by a battlecruiser. They will be located on Predator’s starboard and port quarters, thirty minutes behind her. We need the separation to ensure any OrCon subspace force will not hear those two groups when they pick up Predator on their white phones. Also, those two groups have to stay behind Predator in case the enemy has a freighter or some other lookout in normal space. That OrCon lookout must be given the time to send a signal to the subspace ships so these subspace ships will commit to the attack before the two pursuing groups are spotted by the lookout. Admiral Levant will command one of the trailing groups in Typhoon. The other group will be headed by Zephyr and commanded by me.”  
 
    He pressed the button again and a series of numbers appeared along the red route line. “The remaining groups of two ships each are ships that will be in subspace along the route. This shows the location of each subspace group along the route. Each group will be on the port side of Predator as Predator moves along her route. That is important as Predator will pick these groups up on her white phones and needs to know they are not the enemy lying in wait.  
 
    “The subspace groups will begin to depart soon after this brief so they can be in position well before Predator’s arrival on scene. As you can see by the ship roster displayed here, we are spread thin as we have to cover the entire route. Subspace groups will be approximately one hour of normal space travel time apart. The senior officer in each group commands.  
 
    “Each ship’s captain and OpsO has a briefing packet. Within the packet are the group departure times from here, the coordinates where you will go subspace, the subspace routes to your holding areas, and the time of arrival at your areas. You will hold in your areas until you hear Predator approach at max speed. When you hear her, you will hold position off her port side. The last thing we need is Predator or one of our trailing groups listening on white phones and thinking you are the enemy in subspace. The subspace enemy ships will be moving. Ensure you are not. When Predator passes you, you will continue to hold for half an hour until the trailing group passes you. After that, your part in this plan will be complete. You all have follow-on orders in your briefing packets and you will carry out those orders. For some of you that will mean a return to base while others will carry out patrols or assigned missions. I’ll tell you now that the follow-on mission for the two earliest subspace groups will be to move to the border and take up a parallel course to Predator while remaining well behind. These four ships will intercept any enemy ships attempting to return to Orion space during this time. 
 
    “The briefing packet has the mission details for each group, but let me make a general statement here. The primary mission of the subspace groups is to protect Predator at all costs. The two following groups will move up quickly and cover you and Predator with interceptors, but you will be alone for the three minutes of flight time that it will take our missiles to arrive. If you become engaged with the enemy, you should be firing interceptors and utilizing all defensive measures to protect yourselves and Predator in the early stages of the fight as the Typhoon and Zephyr groups close in. Once we get engaged with our interceptors to cover you, then you can go offensive.  
 
    “After five days of travel, Predator will be at our AOR border with Home Fleet, and she will be provided an escort from Home Fleet through their AOR and on to Zelenka.” 
 
    He paused and then added, “This is speculation, but it is possible there will be multiple battles as the enemy in subspace will not know what happened prior to Predator’s arrival near them. We could have a battle on day one and then another one further along the route. I will state the obvious here. Your signal to come out of subspace will be the sounds of battle on your white phones. Group commanders will brief their groups at the conclusion of this brief.” He looked at Admiral Levant. “Admiral.” 
 
    Levant stood up and went up on the podium as Bond stepped back. He addressed the ship captains. “I don’t know if they are out there. I would be if I were them. They think they have a shot at the Queen of the Aurora Empire. That opportunity doesn’t come along every day. I think they will try to convert the opportunity. We will not let that happen.” He held up a briefing packet. “Lot of stuff in here, but it is really very simple. Some of us will trail Predator while others will wait in subspace to ambush the other subspace ambushers. You hear a fight, feel free to join in.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Predator departed on schedule the next day. Two groups of three ships each departed after her and took up positions well off the port and starboard quarters of the pirate ship. All the warships covering her route had departed at various intervals over the preceding twenty-eight hours. They needed to move quickly as they would travel part of their route in subspace so that would add to their transit time.  
 
    Predator moved at maximum sustained speed to ensure the OrCons would know she was a warship if they heard her on white phones. The first subspace support group was an hour beyond the outer defensive ring around Signe. Then there was a group placed every hour.  
 
    Nothing happened for four days. Predator remained at modified combat stations as crewmembers went about their normal shipboard routine as much as circumstances allowed. Everyone had been briefed on the tactical situation and understood the upcoming possibilities. Nobody was unduly concerned. They had been in tight spots and uncertain circumstances before and had prevailed. Everyone was sure the same would happen here.  
 
    Alexis sat in the command chair with her personal breathing apparatus strapped on and the safety belt for the chair secure around her shoulders and waist. The remainder of the bridge watch were also strapped in and had their survival gear with them. If this happened, it would be fast and furious. She had three floating screens around her. The two following groups were thirty minutes back at the five and seven o’clock positions, right where they should be. Anyone in subspace would hear Predator for several minutes before picking up the trailing ships. Hopefully, the subspace group would act before the chasing ships would be on their white phones. Predator’s speed would force them to make a decision or risk allowing their prey to pass by them.  
 
    All sensors were clear except for the six trailing warships, but that meant nothing if you were expecting an assault from subspace. Alexis consulted the plan once again. At this moment they were approaching one of the subspace groups. Alexis smiled as she noted it was Jackline and the heavy cruiser Nile. She then, for the umpteenth time, ensured all shields were engaged and the lockouts were off all weapons systems. She and Predator were ready and had been since leaving Signe.  
 
    Madison Hopkins was manning the whitephones. She was intent on her listening and hadn’t moved in minutes as she sat with the hands over her headphones and her eyes closed.  
 
    She calmly remarked, “We’re passing two ships off to port. They are holding position.” Maddie knew the plan so knew these contacts were Nile and Jackline. 
 
    “Roger that,” acknowledged Alexis. She looked at the nav screen and noted the two warships in subspace were exactly where they were supposed to be.  
 
    Four minutes passed in routine operations. Maddie suddenly sat upright as she pressed the headphones hard to her ears. She spoke rapidly, “Ahead of us. Just in range. Surfacing. At least three.” 
 
    Tactical was at the ops station and pushed the general quarters alarm. She reached for the missile control as Alexis said, “Shoot.” Interceptors flew out of the missile tubes and from the one-shot launchers bolted to the hull, facing forward. 
 
    Five seconds later, Captain Hawkins came onto the bridge from his day cabin hatch. Alexis sensed his presence and pivoted the chair to face him. She reached for the belt buckle at her waist to undo the seatbelt and leave the chair. Hawkins shook his head and leaned back against the day cabin hatch. Alexis smiled at her consort and rotated the chair back. She was in command. 
 
    The emerging OrCon force was four ships—two destroyers, a light cruiser, and a heavy cruiser. They surfaced well beyond immediate missile range to ensure they would not be hit during their eight-second emergence. Since they were on the edge of Maddie’s white phone detection range, that meant they had begun to surface when Predator was on the edge of their white phone detection range so they had no idea what was around them other than Predator. Once clear of subspace, their sensors would reveal the two trailing groups thirty minutes behind Predator. The OrCons had three choices—engage Predator and then fight the oncoming reinforcements, engage Predator for a short time before the reinforcements could become involved and then retreat, or run away at the start. The OrCons took the middle course of action. They opened up on Predator while moving away from her and the oncoming six Royal Navy warships. 
 
    “Pull back,” ordered Alexis. “Stay all defensive.” Predator retreated back along her route as she was waiting for the other reinforcements. The four Orion warships were ten minutes away when they emerged so would be in range for several more minutes, regardless of Predator’s moves. The six Zeke pursuing warships began to close on her position as they started shooting interceptors in support of her. They were thirty minutes away so missile flight time was three minutes. The two Zeke ships in subspace were just a few minutes from Predator, but would not emerge until they heard missile explosions and realized there was a fight on. 
 
    Since Predator shot first, the two opposing streams of missiles merged just beyond the halfway point between the pirate ships and the OrCons. The interceptors took out half the first wave of Orion missiles, but it was four ships shooting at one and the interceptors were losing the battle as the flow of enemy missiles closed on Predator. The pirate destroyer began putting out cannister rounds and lasers danced around the ship while continuing to move away from the enemy. 
 
    The missile explosions brought Nile and Jackline out of subspace and into the fight. The two ships were only two minutes behind the retreating pirate ship and they quickly put missiles downrange. Predator’s gun-fired cannister rounds took out several missiles and lasers destroyed a few more, but missiles started impacting the shields. 
 
    “Rotate port, Eli,” Alexis calmly ordered. She was maneuvering the ship to present different shield sections to the enemy to allow regeneration for shields taking hits. A few seconds later she ordered, “Hard starboard.” Predator twisted and turned as missiles were taken on both the port and starboard sides. Tactical calmly reported shield strength as they ebbed under the onslaught and then recharged as Alexis took them out of the line of fire.  
 
    Predator was maneuvering smartly and stretching out the battle. If alone, she would have eventually succumbed to the attack. Unfortunately for the OrCons, she was not alone. The missiles from Jackline and Nile flew past Predator and intercepted the stream of incoming missiles. The flow was disrupted enough to end the immediate threat to the pirate vessel. She still took shield hits but not in the staccato fashion needed to overwhelm a shield section and get to the hull. Predator retreated until she was abeam Nile and Jackline and then she stopped and rotated to face the enemy. The two reinforcements took positions on either side of Predator and the trio threw out missiles, cannister rounds, and lasers in a coordinated defense. Two missiles hit Predator’s bow shields and Jackline immediately jumped in front of the pirate ship. She took the next three missile hits. 
 
    “Jackline, get out of the way,” Alexis calmly ordered over the command net. She appreciated the action but wanted no special treatment. 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” Captain Tate responded as Jackline slid to port and out of the way. More supporting interceptors came in from behind the trio as missiles from the six trailing Zeke ships arrived at the battle. This new wave took out the enemy’s missiles further and further in front of the stationary trio. The window of opportunity closed for the four Orion ships, and they knew it. They turned and ran directly away from the three ships and the oncoming reinforcements. 
 
    “Let’s go,” ordered Alexis. She was not in command, but she was the Queen. Nobody was getting in the way of that decision. Besides, everyone could see it was the right maneuver. 
 
    The trio of ships rapidly took up the chase as the Orion flotilla turned toward the border. The six trailing Zeke warships could not catch up to the trio, but they didn’t have to. They were close enough to provide interceptor cover so the three pursuers could give chase without fear of retribution. Alexis did exactly that. 
 
    Missile fire ceased between all combatants as Predator’s band of ships would not be able to force missiles through the defense the four ships could provide, and the four Orion ships knew that the six trailing Zeke warships could not engage them due to the distance, but they could cover their three comrades against any attack that OrCons could mount, so there was no point in firing. 
 
    The pursuit continued for just over an hour. The slightly faster Zeke ships were gaining on the four OrCons but at a minuscule rate. The six ships lead by the two battlecruisers would have to get into missile range to have a chance at a victory here. The trio of closer ships could throw missiles downrange and pray for a likely hit, but that wasn’t much of a plan and nobody offered it up. 
 
    During the pursuit, Alexis glanced back at her husband a couple of times, but he shook his head. It was her fight from start to finish. It looked like the finish was looming just ahead.  
 
    Tactical continually updated the situation. “Typhoon and friends are gaining at a rate of just over two minutes an hour. Assuming no change in speed or direction, they will get into firing range in just over eight hours.” Given this stern chase scenario, everyone knew “eight hours” translated into “forever” in battle language. 
 
    “Border?” asked Alexis. 
 
    “Six hours and forty-seven minutes,” Tactical replied immediately. Everyone knew that allowing the Queen to chase enemy ships across the border into God-knows-what situation was not a viable course of action. Even if Alexis wanted to, Admiral Levant would override that in a heartbeat, and there would be no argument. Alexis was the Queen, but that carried only so much weight out here, and she knew that. She would never place her navy commanders in the position of overriding her. She frowned as she saw this fight drawing to an indecisive conclusion.  
 
    Maddie saved her. “Portside! Close up! At least three!” 
 
    Alexis reacted instantaneously. “Come port! Guns with cannister, shoot!” 
 
    White phones could get you in the general area of ships in subspace, but Alexis needed to get an exact fix on the hidden ships, and clouds of cannister balls were the best way. They would hit and explode against the hidden ships and the targeting computers would lock on. The ships in subspace would know they had been found and would have to surface. That took eight seconds. Under fire, those seconds were an eternity, and many ships never got to eight.  
 
    Gunfire came out of all guns as Predator pulled hard to port. Jackline flew over the pirate ship and then pulled hard to port as Nile pulled in the same direction. Jackline ended up on the starboard side and Nile on the port side of Predator. The two escort ships took their cue from the pirate destroyer and began putting out cannister rounds of their own. As the trio moved forward, Nile’s rounds impacted something. 
 
    “Missiles!” ordered Alexis, but she needn’t have bothered; Tactical had them going downrange even as the OD spoke the word. Missiles came from the launchers of all three ships as the OrCons began to shimmer into view. There were four warships with the same make-up as the first Orion squadron, one heavy cruiser, one light cruiser, and two destroyers.  
 
    “Five seconds,” reported Tactical. Everyone knew that meant time of flight before hitting the target. The trio of attackers needed to score in these few seconds to offset the numbers advantage of the enemy. Their missiles had been launched without designation, meaning the missiles would lock onto a target while inflight. Invariably, this meant the largest target and so it proved here. All missiles locked onto the heavy cruiser. 
 
    “Designating,” reported Tactical. She knew what would happen and was now designating the targets for follow-on launches. Alexis knew she would go for the light cruiser. She spoke over the command net. “Jackline, port destroyer. Nile, take the starboard destroyer.”  
 
    After the five-second time of flight, the missiles would get a free three seconds on the heavy cruiser as she emerged. She would have no shields, sensors, or weapon availability. Three seconds in a close-in fight was equal to eight hours in a stern chase. In other words, it was forever. The heavy cruiser would never see the other side of forever. Missiles impacted her partially visible shape and exploded directly on her hull. Over a dozen hit her in those three seconds and seven penetrated. Explosions began amidships and spread in each direction. She was finished, and the three attackers forgot her and moved to the remaining threats. 
 
    Predator poured missiles into the light cruiser as Jackline and Nile took on the destroyers. The OrCons got shields up as missiles impacted them. They responded with interceptors as the three attackers closed on them. 
 
    “Go AP on the guns,” Alexis directed Simon the gunner. Immediately armor-piercing shells started going downrange. She talked on the command net. “We pass over them and pull hard around to port.” This would place the two enemy ships between the trio and the six Zeke ships further back. Those six Zeke ships would have an unobstructed attack path now and would also cover them if the original Orion group turned to support their comrades. 
 
    The original OrCon group did try to support the second group with missiles. The Typhoon flotilla shot interceptors in response and none of the Orion missiles would reach any target. The Zephyr group put out missiles at the remaining light cruiser and two destroyers being engaged by Predator. Time of flight was two minutes.  
 
    The attacking threesome flew over the remaining three OrCon ships while raking them with cannon fire. The OrCons accelerated away from the attackers toward their comrades in the first group. Predator and her two escorts pulled around for pursuit while maintaining aggressive fire on them. The OrCons could not go offensive as they were too busy on defense. The original group of four Orion ships was sending a steady stream of interceptors toward their three comrades in an attempt to aid in their defense, but the interceptors were being taken out by Typhoon’s supporting barrage of interceptors.  
 
    The three fleeing Orion ships were being closely pursued by Predator’s trio. Jackline kept close to Predator’s starboard side and used her defenses to protect the pirate ship. A slight turn to starboard allowed the Zeke destroyer to move slightly ahead of Predator, and any incoming missiles would see Jackline slide in front of the Clan class destroyer. 
 
    “Get out of the way, Captain Tate,” Alexis would scold him over the command net. He would always acknowledge the call and then do it again if circumstances went that way. Hawkins smiled as he leaned back against his day cabin hatch. He was not surprised by this, and he suspected his wife wasn’t either.  
 
    Alexis leaned forward in her seat and talked to Eli on the helm. “Eli, bump him hard if he closes in again.” Eli nodded. Ten seconds later, a flurry of cannon rounds hit Predator’s forward shields. As Jackline tried to move in front, Eli dipped the ship to starboard and bumped her starboard forward shields hard against Jackline’s port quarter shields. Jackline broke away to starboard and lost her slight lead on Predator. With both ships at full military power, Jackline would not get her slight position advantage back. Predator had more power still in reserve and could use it if circumstances required. Raferty didn’t like to do that as it reduced engine life, but it was there if Jackline became a serious nuisance. 
 
    Jackline settled into an abeam position on Predator’s starboard side. The battle was largely a stalemate between the three Orion ships and Predator and her escorts, but that was a temporary situation. The missile barrage from Zephyr’s group was arriving at target. The Orion defenses were overwhelmed. Missiles fought their way through the close-in ship defenses and hit all three warships simultaneously. The continuous flow of projectiles gave no respite to the enemy as missiles hit hulls, then penetrated them. A series of explosions shook all three targets and brought the fight to a quick end. The light cruiser took the most hits and dissolved like sugar under the rain of missiles. The two destroyers were hammered from bow to stern and both rolled over as stability was lost under the pounding. Pods came off of the three ships but in low numbers. The crew of the heavy cruiser hit early in the fight was the luckiest of the four ships. They managed to get over twenty pods launched from their dying vessel. The other ships got less than ten each off.  
 
    Predator and her two companions came to a stop just short of the three-ship debris field.  
 
    “The other four are running,” reported Tactical about the original Orion foursome. “Typhoon giving chase.” The delay of the four OrCon ships to support the second group would have allowed Typhoon’s small flotilla to gain on them but not nearly enough to matter. Typhoon would have to pursue the enemy across the border to catch them. The lapse in time and the across-the-border location would allow the OrCons to respond with some sort of countermove. It was clear Typhoon was just chasing them off with no plans of a prolonged pursuit.  
 
    Tactical left her station and stood next to the command chair. “Nicely done,” she remarked in her low key way and moved on to the intel station. Alexis nodded at the compliment. She turned to address her consort when someone on the command net spoke to her. 
 
    She turned back to the floating screen and faced Captain Alvaro Tate of Jackline. 
 
    “Your Majesty, it has been a great honor to assist you in this victory,” Tate said. 
 
    “Everyone contributed, Captain. Please pass on my congratulations and admiration to your crew for their professional work here.” 
 
    “Of course, Madam. Jackline is a fine ship, and I am very lucky to be her captain.” 
 
    Alexis shook her head. “Luck had nothing to do with it, Alvaro. Your achievements in this war have earned you the right to command. Jackline is lucky to have such a fine commander.”  
 
    “Thank you for the kind words,” he responded and then added in a near whisper. “I also wish to thank you for your kindness and generosity in dealing with my recent grave transgression. It was unpardonable, and I apologize a thousand times for my foolishness and arrogance.”  
 
    “You have a sterling record, Captain. Such a small incident is not worth mentioning. Let us both forget it ever occurred,” Alexis responded in her best forgiving tone. 
 
    Tate bowed his head. “My sword is yours, my Queen. Now and forever.” 
 
    Alexis bowed her head in return. “The Empire needs warriors such as yourself, Alvaro. I thank you for your sacrifices so far and wish you great success in the future.”  
 
    “We will have victory, my Queen,” Tate said as he maintained the bow. 
 
    “With leaders such as you, that is a certainty. Fair winds and following seas, Alvaro.”  
 
    “Your Majesty.” 
 
    The transmission was ended. Rafe moved up to the back of the command chair and leaned forward to whisper in his wife’s ear. “I got to admit it. He is brave. I kinda like the guy.” 
 
    Alexis smiled as she turned her head to her husband. “I do too.” 
 
    The pickup of enemy pods began and the repairs to battle damage received progressed on all ships. Within an hour, Typhoon and her two escorts returned to the scene. 
 
    “They’re gone for good,” Admiral Levant reported over the command net. “I think we should take our victory and be happy with it.”  
 
    Sitreps were provided to Typhoon on all ships’ status. Ordnance was transferred to Predator to refill her magazines. An hour later, Levant contacted Hawkins on the private ship-to-ship channel. Raferty took it in his day cabin. 
 
    “She did well,” Admiral Levant led off. Rafe knew who he meant. “She did,” he agreed and then he answered the question he knew Levant wanted to ask but never would. “Letting her keep the seat was a spur-of-the-moment thing. She had it under control, and I knew she could do it. The combat bridge crew was in place so she would have the best support available. I was there too.”  
 
    He smiled at the Admiral and continued. “You know she loves the Royal Navy and would have been a career officer if fate had allowed it.” Levant nodded. “I think this was her one chance to prove to herself she had the right stuff and would have been a good officer and commander. I think she had to know, so I let her find out.” 
 
    Levant nodded again. “I let the junior officers run things sometimes so I can find out about them and they can find out about themselves. I understand.” 
 
    Hawkins nodded and Levant moved on to another topic. “Since we are four days into the trip and we will be at the edge of my AOR in fourteen hours, I think we have accomplished our goal, and I propose an escort to the AOR edge, and we will transfer you to Home Fleet’s care.” 
 
    “Seems reasonable,” Rafe replied. 
 
    “I’ll let the Zephyr group escort you. It gets Al Bond some command time.” Levant smiled. 
 
    “I trust Al,” Rafe said and smiled in return.  
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
    Later the married couple were alone in the day cabin. Rafe was surprised when Alexis embraced and then kissed him long and hard. She broke the kiss and looked in his eyes from five millimeters away. “Thank you for leaving me in the chair. If we are married for one hundred years, you will never top what you did for me today.” 
 
    Hawkins smiled at his wife. “Well, hell, I guess I won’t even bother to try then. That’s the last good deed you’ll ever get from me.” 
 
    She smiled in return. “Hey, you do get points for trying.”  
 
    Rafe shook his head. “Nope, I’m done.” 
 
    “You big liar,” she said and then kissed him again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    The day after the battle, Alexis had the first dog watch, 1600 to 1800. After that, she would dine with her consort. As she stepped onto the bridge from the day cabin hatch, she scanned the bridge to note all activities. All seemed normal. Tactical had the ops station and Baby Doll was at intel. It looked to be another boring watch. She loved it. 
 
    She knew Mason Reed was the off-going officer of the deck. He was standing beside the command chair. As she approached, he said, “All operations normal—on course and speed for Zelenka with our escort. No traffic on sensors. All ships systems functioning. Nothing unusual to report from the last four hours.” 
 
    Alexis gave the expected reply. “Very well.”  
 
    The XO announced, “Queen Alexis has the bridge.” 
 
    Alexis gave the rote response to that. “I have the bridge.” 
 
    As Alexis made to sit in the command chair, she stopped. There was something on the seat. She reached down and picked up a belt with a dagger in a sheath attached to it. She wasn’t sure what to do with it until she saw the belt’s buckle. The royal coat of arms of the Sinclair family had been carefully engraved on the shiny steel. She didn’t have to take the dagger out to know PREDATOR was engraved on the blade.  
 
    She glanced at Mason Reed, but he was making his way off the bridge while firmly keeping his back to her. She looked around and everyone was deeply involved in some task that required them to be turned away from her also. Her gaze stopped on Tactical. “Rebecca?” she asked quietly.  
 
    Tactical glanced up with her trademark poker face. “I don’t know a thing about it.” Alexis moved on to Baby Doll. The IntelO responded to the look. “The only time I care about what is in the command chair’s seat is when it is my butt. Other than that, I ignore the chair.” 
 
    Alexis glanced around the bridge again, but nobody met her gaze as they were all still very, very busy. She said, “Thank you. Thank you all. This is a great honor.” She strapped on the belt as bridge crewmembers exchanged smiles. 
 
    After the watch, she returned to the day cabin. Raferty was at his desk reading a floating screen. He glanced up and then intensified his gaze as he zeroed in on her waist. “Nice dagger,” he remarked as she stopped near him. 
 
    “Did you have anything to do with this?” she asked as her hand rested on the dagger’s hilt. 
 
    He shook his head in response. “I truly did not. I would have never done it as I’m not sure how it would have been viewed by the crew. They are protective of the blade and the name on it. It’s their proof of belonging to something and, for many of them, it is the first time they have belonged anywhere. They are zealous about who has membership in our group.” He paused and then added, “I can find out for you if you would like.” 
 
    Alexis shook her head. “No. I would prefer to believe it is from all of them.” 
 
    Raferty smiled. “It probably is. One or two of them could never push the idea of giving a dagger if the majority, or even a large minority, were against it. Damn near everyone had to be for it to make it happen.” 
 
    Alexis moved toward her husband and sat in his lap. She put her arms around his neck. “I like your crew. I like them very much.” 
 
    Hawkins put his arms around his wife. “They are cutthroat pirates, but they do grow on you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    The remainder of the trip was uneventful. Predator crossed into Home Fleet’s AOR and received a new escort to Zelenka. Once there, the pirate ship took up an inner orbit and the ship’s shuttle launched for Haven Hill. Then a parade of shuttles from the planet cycled through the shuttle bay and the two airlocks as the crew was granted one night of liberty on Zelenka.  
 
    Tactical, Rafe, and Alexis spent the night at Haven Hill. The night passed quickly with fine food, drink, and conversation with Tobias Gallagher. Tactical even got to do some cataloging in the family library. 
 
    The next morning the shuttle departed Haven Hill for the palace. After landing on a pad in the back of the palace, Hawkins walked his wife to her private quarters. He stopped at the door leading into the quarters. His wife smiled at him. “Afraid to come in?” 
 
    “Yes,” he honestly admitted. “I’m afraid if I come in, I might forget to leave.” 
 
    Alexis kept her smile. “A valid concern. I would definitely consider kidnapping you.” She closed in on her husband and circled her arms around his neck. “God, the time went fast. When will you be back?” 
 
    Rafe shook his head. “No idea. Maybe you can come to the Badlands for a tour?” 
 
    “It’s an idea,” Alexis agreed. “We could visit the Badlands Squadron, and I could see Cobalt again.” 
 
    They kissed and held each other for as long as was possible. Raferty smiled at his wife. “I love you,” he said. 
 
    “And I love you,” she replied.  
 
    They kissed again and then let each other go. He returned to the shuttle. After boarding the small craft, it departed the palace grounds and returned to Predator. The pirate vessel immediately broke orbit and aimed for the Badlands.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilog  
 
    Prime Minister Morgan Strickland thought it was a great idea. A published account of the Queen’s fight on the return trip from the Electra System would be a winner on many levels. The Queen personally fighting the OrCons, her consort’s ship, Predator, back in the war, and another victory adding to the momentum toward the ultimate triumph were all a media dream.  
 
    “No,” replied the Queen forcefully. “I have done nothing compared to everyone else in our military. This little trip and the events surrounding it are classified and shall remain so until after the war.” 
 
    The Prime Minister protested, “Think of the media value, Madam.” 
 
    Alexis shook her head. “I’m thinking of our military. They face that type of danger every day and nobody writes stories about the great majority of those fine citizens. I see no value in such a self-serving maneuver. No.” 
 
    Strickland was disappointed, but he had somewhat expected this reaction. “Of course, Madam.” As he rose to depart, he glanced again at the item he first noticed when he entered the room. Hanging from the back of the Queen’s chair and dangling down next to her right arm was a belt with an attached sheath holding a dagger.  
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
    Predator was one day out of Zelenka. Raferty and his sister had their feet up on his desk in his day cabin. They were drinking the always-available beer. 
 
    “It was a good trip,” offered Hawkins. 
 
    Tactical nodded. “You got to see the wife. We got to visit Admiral Levant and Haven Hill.” She paused and added, “Best of all, we got to be in another space fight.” 
 
    “We do seem to attract those, don’t we?” Rafe agreed. 
 
    “Yes, we do, even when we aren’t looking for one. I’m sure we won’t have to wait too long to attract a fight back home. Plenty of people to choose from there.” 
 
    Raferty nodded. There was no arguing that there were always plenty of people to choose from in the Badlands. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Glossary 
 
    AOR - See area of responsibility.  
 
    Area of responsibility - A geographical area assigned to a military unit to secure and control. Commonly referred to by its initials AOR. 
 
    Bogey - An unknown sensor contact. Friend or foe still to be determined. Sometimes spelled bogie. 
 
    Bulkhead - Naval term for a wall, in particular the walls of a ship dividing the ship into compartments. 
 
    Burgh - Edinburgh solar systems and the natives thereof.  
 
    Close hold - Slang for operational security. 
 
    CO - Commanding officer.  
 
    Cold titanium - A ship at dock or adrift in space with engines secured and generating no power. Slang term is cold tits. 
 
    Cold tits - See cold titanium.  
 
    Comm - Communication, communications. 
 
    Cyclic rate of fire - Firing a weapon as fast as possible. 
 
    Dog watch - Splitting the 1600 to 2000 watch into two halves. Those standing the 1600 to 1800 first dog watch eat the evening meal after their watch. Those standing the 1800 to 2000 second dog watch eat their meal before going on watch. 
 
    Earth day - Twenty-four-hour period running midnight to midnight. Planets have different rotations resulting in different lengths of days. Earth days are used in space to ensure all ships are using the same universal unit for the measurement for time. Also called an eday or standard day. Same principle also applies to earth hour (ehour) and earth year (eyear). 
 
    Eday - See earth day. 
 
    Ehour - See earth day. 
 
    Executive officer - Second in command of a ship or unit. The executive officer is responsible for the oversight of the administrative work of the unit, and he/she is considered the enforcer of discipline. In short, the commander is the nice guy, and the executive officer is the hard guy. Executive officers often move up to be commanders in their own right. Commonly called by the initials XO. 
 
    Flag officer - Generals or admirals are called flag officers because they have their own flags adorned with the appropriate emblem of their rank. These flags fly at their headquarters or are displayed aboard ships if the officer is present. 
 
    Flag rank - See flag officer. 
 
    Freq/Freqs - Frequency, frequencies. 
 
    FTF - Face to face. 
 
    Head - Naval term for a bathroom. 
 
    Identify friend or foe (IFF) - An identification number assigned to each ship. This number will appear on the screen of a sensor when the sensor scans that ship. Slang term is squawk. 
 
    IFF - See identify friend or foe. 
 
    Intel - See intelligence. 
 
    Intelligence - Information gleaned from all sources that gives insight into other forces operations, weapons, methods, and SOPs. Usually, this information is thought of as applying to the enemy, but it actually applies to everyone including your own forces, neutral forces, and civilian/commercial entities. Commonly called intel. 
 
    IntelO - Short for Intelligence Officer. 
 
    Kilometer (km) - A measure of distance based on the metric system. It is 1000 meters long. A meter is just less than 40 inches. One kilometer is 5/8 or .62 of a statute mile so 100 km is approximately 62 miles.  
 
    Klick - Slang for kilometer.  
 
    Log dogs - Slang for logistics personnel. 
 
    Logistics personnel - Crewmembers responsible for obtaining and distributing material and supplies needed for unit use or mission accomplishment.  
 
    Merge - When two opposing missile volleys pass through each other on their way to their targets. 
 
    Net - Term for communication network with multiple units on one communication channel for command and control coordination.  
 
    OD - See officer of the deck.  
 
    Officer of the deck - A senior crewmember put in charge of the ship in the absence of the captain. Exercises all the authority of the captain. Commonly called by the initials OD.  
 
    Operational security - Keeping plans, operations, methods of operation, SOPs, capabilities, and other relevant information restricted to the people who need to know. No discussions with outside sources. Commonly called OpSec. Slang term is close hold. 
 
    Operations officer - Person in charge of planning and carrying out the operations for the ship or unit. Usually, he/she is the third in command after the CO and XO. Commonly called the OpsO or Ops. 
 
    Ops - See operations officer. 
 
    OpSec - See operational security. 
 
    OpsO - See operations officer. 
 
    Overhead - Naval term for ceiling, particularly aboard ship. 
 
    P4 - See personal for. 
 
    Personal for - A private message sent between commanders that bypasses normal communications channels so nobody else can read/hear it. Often used to convey bad news or to discuss personal or embarrassing topics. Commonly called a P4.  
 
    Rack - Naval term for a bed. 
 
    Return to force - Friendly units returning to friendly territory or joining other friendly units. Usually requires following a given route and having current IFF codes and passwords. These procedures keep enemy units from coming into friendly territory or approaching friendly units by impersonating friendly forces. Often referred to as RTF procedures. 
 
    RTF procedures - See return to force. 
 
    Sitreps - See situation reports. 
 
    Situation reports - Reports sent to higher headquarters or other units as required to keep them informed on the situation and the status of the sending units. Units send them on a regular basis or as required by circumstances. Usually, the report has an established format that is filled in to ensure all aspects of operations, logistics, personnel, intelligence, etc. are covered. Commonly called sitreps. 
 
    SOP/SOPs - See standard operating procedures. 
 
    Squawk - See identify friend or foe (IFF). 
 
    Standard day - See earth day. 
 
    Standard operating procedures - Established procedures which all members of an organization know so as to reduce briefing times and, when faced with any given situation, all members will react in a given way so the response is coordinated and cohesive. Commonly called by the initials SOPs. 
 
    Tac screen - Slang for tactical screen. Screen brought up on computer that shows all sensor returns so as to show the current situation.  
 
    Vacuum - Slang for outer space. 
 
    White phones - System used to listen for ships in subspace and used by ships in subspace to listen for ships in real space. Akin to present day sonar.  
 
    XO - See executive officer. 
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